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CONTENTS: SAMPLE PAGES: 
 

 The INTRODUCTION starts right after 
the contents 

 The BIRTHDAY UNIT (with the “entry 
unit” and “Rosh Hashanah”) starts on 
page 1 

 The ROSH HASHANAH UNIT starts 
on page 21 

 
 
To order a full curriculum guide, send an 
email to nmoskowitz@jecc.org.   

 Cost is $45, plus the JECC’s actual 
cost of shipping to you.   

 If you order 4 or more copies, the cost 
drops to $35 each, plus shipping. 
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Fingerprints: Discovering Jewish Life 

 
 
Little hands leave fingerprints everywhere … they give evidence of where 
children have been, what they have explored, and what is of interest to their 
curious minds.    
 
So too, teachers’ hands leave their fingerprints on the lives of those they touch – 
whether the students in their classrooms, the parents who entrust the children in 
their care, or the extended family who are touched by the “little people” with little 
hands. 
 
It is fitting, then, that this early childhood curriculum be called, Fingerprints: 
Discovering Jewish Life.  It is about enveloping young children with Jewish 
fingerprints – loving touches that open the door to more sophisticated learning at 
a later age.  It’s also about leaving fingerprints on the families of these children, 
opening the gateway to continued connections with the Jewish community and 
our heritage.   
 
Fingerprints was first developed in 2005 by the Curriculum Department of the 
Jewish Education Center of Cleveland and the staff of the Jewish Community 
Center of Cleveland’s Mandel Preschool,1 as part of the community’s three-year 
intensive program, Project Curriculum Renewal (PCR).  The curricular question 
explored by the group was how to merge best practice from the general field of 
early childhood education with best theory and practice in Jewish education.  
Fingerprints was revised in in 2008, creating an alignment with Ohio’s newly 
released Early Learning Content Standards.  Now, in 2014, the curriculum is 
aligned with the more recently developed, Ohio Early Learning and Development 
Standards. 
 
 
AN INTEGRATION OF THE BEST OF BOTH WORLDS 
 
A decided shift has taken place in the early childhood world, one that respects 
the power of young children to learn by following their paths of interest, under the 
guidance of teachers who shape their learning.  When a unit of study is allowed 
to “emerge” under these conditions, the curriculum is then known as “emergent.”  
It became clear during the study process embarked upon by the JCC and JECC 
professionals that a successful emergent unit grows best out of the exploration of 
something that is concrete and part of the immediate world of young children.  
Objects like bread and worms, and familiar places like the grocery store or a 
restaurant, open themselves naturally to age-appropriate questions, 
“experiments,” and manipulations of materials.  
 

                                                 
11

 Now known as the Mandel Jewish Community Center Early Childhood Program. 
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But Judaism offers a challenge to this approach, for the kinds of questions young 
children naturally ask about holidays and ritual objects do not build towards the 
important ideas of our religion and culture.  [A real life example of this is a child 
who is fascinated by the candles used in a hanukkiyah (Hanukkah menorah) and 
asks if different colored candles burn differently.  Such an exploration is science, 
not Jewish studies.]  It quickly became apparent to the JECC/JCC planning team 
that Jewish holidays and rituals are distant for most children raised in liberal 
Jewish homes, and thus could not be taught using purely emergent philosophy. 
 
In response to these challenges, Fingerprints:  Discovering Jewish Life is made 
up of three distinct, yet intertwining segments: 

 A curriculum that leaves “fingerprints” from the general world (i.e., 
learnings about structures/buildings, birthdays and food) that opens the 
door for young children to understand more about Jewish life and practice. 

 A core curriculum that focuses on Jewish holidays. 

 An integration of the indicators from Ohio’s Early Learning and 
Development Standards 

 
The first two segments could direct the curricular choices of a classroom for an 
entire year – each is rich and full.  Yet, both the Fingerprint and Holiday curricula 
can be complemented by other units and activities: favorite themes from years’ 
past, “specials” (music, gym, movement), and ideas that emerge from a particular 
class’ own interest.  The Ohio Early Learning and Development Standards (2012) 
offer a lens on the content and skills that form the foundation for later, more 
formal learning. 
 
Some teachers will use the guide as a springboard, finding that its ideas spark 
classroom decisions that are not specifically within its pages.  Other teachers will 
find it helpful to use the guide relatively literally, making choices from its pages 
that complement their children’s interests.  It is impossible for a class to do 
everything listed in this curriculum; in fact, most teachers will find that 5-10% of 
the material will keep their children quite busy.   
 
 
The “Fingerprint” Curriculum 
 
Learning is deeper and has the potential to be longer lasting when “new 
information” is connected to “old information” in the brain.  However, young 
children are tabula rasa in many respects – they have not lived long enough to 
have built a foundation of past experiences that can inform future learning.   For 
children from families with a low level of Jewish home observance and communal 
connections, the issue is compounded in relation to their Jewish educational 
experiences.  
 
With this in mind, three Fingerprints from the general world open the door for 
young children to understand more about Jewish life and practice.  These units 
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(one on structures/buildings, one on birthdays and one on food) provide concrete 
learning experiences for children that make distant or unfamiliar ideas (in this 
case Jewish holidays and values), familiar.  They leave their fingerprints behind.   
 
In most cases, a teacher will calendar a Fingerprint unit prior to a holiday, though 
some Fingerprints may be scheduled concurrently or even flow out of it.  
Teachers may stick with one Fingerprint throughout the entire year (for example 
weaving the Food Fingerprint in and out of the holiday cycle), or use two of them 
(e.g., starting with Birthdays prior to Rosh Hashanah, moving to Food prior to 
Sukkot and returning to Birthdays before Yom Ha’atzma-ut).   
 
The Fingerprints and their holiday connections are: 
 
STRUCTURES - the concrete world of buildings and design 
The unit …     Bridges to …. 

Entry Unit The common elements of homes and their design 

Sukkot The sukkah, the temporary hut used in the desert 

Hanukkah The Temple in Jerusalem that was rededicated by the Maccabees 

Purim The Persian palace in which the drama took place 

 

 
BIRTHDAYS  - beginnings that are celebrated and labeled as birthdays 
 

The unit … Bridges to …. 

Entry Unit Birthdays as a way to honor people 

Rosh Hashanah The world’s birthday 

Tu BiSh’vat The birthday of the trees  

Yom Ha’atzma-ut Israel’s birthday 

 

 
FOOD  - holidays that have a specific food connection 
 

The unit …     Bridges to …. 

Entry Unit Vegetables 

Yom Kippur Fasting 

Sukkot The celebration of the fall harvest 

Tu BiSh’vat Trees and the fruit that grows on them  

Pesah Our eating habits change, including the elimination of things that 
are leavened 

Shavuot Eating milk/dairy products 

 
 
Each Fingerprint begins with an “Entry Unit,” an exploration of something 
concrete and in the life of young children.  In entering the Structures/Buildings 
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Fingerprint, children explore the physical characteristics of a home, creating a 
fingerprint that connects to Sukkot and the temporary homes in which we eat 
during the holiday.  For the Birthdays Fingerprint, children explore the various 
ways we honor people on their birthday, laying the groundwork for children to 
honor “the world” on its birthday during Rosh Hashanah.  And, children enter the 
Food Fingerprint by exploring vegetables, thus preparing children to celebrate 
Sukkot as the fall harvest festival. 
 
An overview of the content and concepts of each Fingerprint is offered via a web 
– teachers may choose the area (or areas) they think will best resonate with 
their children.  Following the listing of activity ideas is a chart of Activity 
Extensions, offering a number of ways to include the Fingerprint in the early 
childhood classroom.  
 
Teachers who have worked with the first and second editions of Fingerprints: 
Discovering Jewish Life will notice that the Fingerprints section has been moved 
to the front of the curricular guide.  This signals a shifting in emphasis, making 
the Fingerprints core to children’s learning – as an entry into the Jewish 
holidays, not as an afterthought. 

 

Guidance for implementing the Fingerprints curriculum: 
 

1. Skim through the Fingerprints units to see which, if any, you wish to 
complement the Holiday curriculum.  How you begin the year will lay the 
foundation for future choices. 
[NOTE: Teachers of really young children – under the age of three – will probably find the 
fingerprints to be overwhelming to handle because of the need to focus on foundational skills like 
socialization-to-groups-and-school. The holiday curriculum segment provides enough direction and 
content for these young children.] 

 
2. Use the webs (where offered) to choose an area or areas on which to 

focus a Fingerprints unit.  It’s impossible to do everything.  The webs were 
developed to offer a visual map of the possibilities.   

 
3. Remember that early childhood teaching is really about children learning.  

Thus, to be a teacher is to offer learning opportunities.  Some will happen 
in group time, but most others will unfold during the exploration and 
activity centers that are at the core of most early childhood classes.  Read 
the curriculum with a critical eye to integrating the Fingerprint curriculum 
into the many places in your classroom – in activity centers, on the 
playground, in the halls, and via the home.  [The Activity Extensions chart 
– found at the back of each of the Fingerprints – offers options from which 
to choose.] 

 
4. This curriculum was not meant to be taught “cover to cover.”  In the 

normal life of an early childhood classroom, maybe 10% of any given set 
of activities could be used.  Choose what will work for your children, with 
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attention to their age, background and interests. 
   
5. A good teacher is a knowledgeable teacher.  Spend a few moments 

reading the background information at the beginning of each Fingerprint, 
even if you think you “know it.”  Locate the other resources referenced in 
the curriculum and use the Internet to enrich what is in this guide.  

 
6. Make a calendar of the year, planning in advance when to begin a 

Fingerprint.  The background section of each Fingerprint offers some 
suggestions for handling the scheduling.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
The Core Holiday Curriculum 
 
Even before the advent of preschools, young children witnessed and participated 
in Jewish celebrations that unfolded in their homes and synagogues.  At their 
parents’ knees, they learned not only the rituals, but the values embedded in 
holiday observances.  It is thus natural that for decades, Jewish early childhood 
settings have used the holiday cycle as a core curricular component.   
 
Fingerprints: Discovering Jewish Life is no exception, for it offers a rich 
exploration of holidays.  The activity choices are plentiful.  Each help young 
children focus on and experience learnings at the core of the holiday, not the 
periphery.  This is key, for even with five-day-a-week programs, there is never 
enough time to “do it all.”  Yet, so many preschool classes spend time making 
things that are on the periphery of Jewish holiday observance – like honey pots 
for Rosh Hashanah, gifts (and gift wrap) for Hanukkah, parsley plantings for Tu 
BiSh’vat, and “Rice Krispie Treat” pyramids for Pesah (along with little green 
frogs).   
 
None of these kinds of activity ideas are in the pages of this curriculum guide. 
Rather, Fingerprints defines core holiday learning as those ideas and 
experiences that are at the center of a holiday.  In diagram form, this looks like 
the following: 
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In examining the diagram via Rosh Hashanah: 

 The opportunities inherent in starting a new year, t’shuvah (making 
behavior changes), the birthday of the world, and the rituals that are 
observed by Jews each year at this time are “core” to Rosh Hashanah.   

 Creating and sending new year’s cards are related to the core, but do not 
move forward important ideas of the holiday – therefore this is a “related 
concept and activity.”    

 Bees and honey pots are on the periphery – they are not central to 
understanding the core ideas of Rosh Hashanah. 

 
Core holiday learnings also refers to a focus on the “real” as much as possible, 
not the invented.  For Rosh Hashanah that means having a real shofar in the 
room for children to see, hear, touch, smell and blow … as compared to bending 
and cutting a straw so that (kazoo-like) it makes a sound that could sorta, kinda 
remind us of a shofar note. 
 
Focusing on the big ideas and core concepts helps young brains create 
connections and patterns onto which to hook their learning.  It allows them to 
develop meaningful entries into Jewish life (i.e., stringing fruit for a real sukkah, 
rather than making miniature decorations for one made out of a shoebox).  In 
addition, it extends to their parents and families who begin to see Judaism as 
real and as important (i.e., enjoying a meal in a real sukkah decorated by their 
child, rather than finding a place to display a shoebox in their home). 
 

BIG IDEAS 

Core Concepts 

Related 

concepts and 

activities  

Periphery 

Periphery 
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All of the activities in the holiday segment of Fingerprints can be located in the 
core circle of the diagram, or on the outer circle of related concepts and activities.   
 
Guidance for implementing the holiday curriculum: 

1. Use the web to choose an area or areas on which to focus most of a holiday unit.  
It’s impossible to do everything.  The webs were developed to offer a visual map 
of the possibilities.  The charts that follow offer many activity choices.   

 
2. Remember that early childhood teaching is really about children learning.  Thus, 

to be a teacher is to offer learning opportunities.  Some will happen in group time, 
but most others will unfold during the exploration and activity centers that are at 
the core of most early childhood classes.  Read the curriculum with a critical eye 
to integrating the core curriculum into the many places in your room – in activity 
centers, on the playground, in the halls, and via the home. 

 
3. This curriculum was not meant to be taught “cover to cover.”  In the normal life of 

an early childhood classroom, maybe 10% of any given set of activities could be 
used.  Choose what will work for your children, with attention to their age, 
background and interests. 

   
4. A good teacher is a knowledgeable teacher.  Spend a few moments reading the 

background information at the beginning of each holiday unit, even if you think 
you “know it.”  Locate the other resources referenced in the curriculum and use 
the Internet to enrich what is in this guide.  A good website to bookmark is My 
Jewish Learning – www.myjewishlearning.com – which has great holiday 
background on a variety of levels, from novice to advanced. 

 
5. Make a planning calendar for the year, noting when holidays occur and when you 

will need to begin teaching each.  
  

6. Think about the Jewish values you will want to use as a foundation for your 
classroom.  Each holiday has a list of 2-4 “Value Threads” that can be woven into 
specific holidays, but also expanded on throughout the year.  Consciously choose 
which threads you wish to interweave. 

 
 
 
The Ohio Early Learning and Development Standards 
 
In 2005, the State of Ohio published content standards for the early childhood 
years. Developed with the input of early childhood educators across the state, 
the Ohio Early Learning Content Standards (OELCS) described concepts and 
skills in the areas of English language arts, math, science and social studies. In 
2012 , with new understandings of the importance of children’s emotional and 
social competence and their physical well-being, new standards were revised.  
They are now referenced as the Ohio Early Learning and Development 
Standards (OELDS).  
 
The guidance document for the OELDS states: 

http://www.myjewishlearning.com/
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These new standards describe key concepts and skills that young children develop 
during the birth-to-five-year period. Their purpose is to support the development and 
well-being of young children and to foster their learning. The standards promote the 
understanding of early learning and development, provide a comprehensive and 
coherent set of expectations for children’s development and learning, and guide the 
design and implementation of curriculum, assessment and instructional practices 
with young children.

2
 

 
This third edition of Fingerprints: Discovering Jewish Life aligns the Judaic 
learning within its pages with the Ohio ELDS thus enabling local schools to 
integrate the requirements from general early childhood education with Jewish 
early childhood education.  Teachers in schools outside of Ohio may find this 
document more helpful than the original edition in that it more clearly offers 
general education underpinnings to the Judaic curriculum. 
 
 
 
 
THE TEACHER’S ROLE 
 
To engage the natural curiosity of children, early childhood teachers need to take 
on the role of facilitator and guide, rather than an imparter of information. This 
means learning to be a careful listener and observer, noting what children 
understand and how they interact with the world around them. It also means 
manipulating the learning environment so as to extend children’s actions, 
thinking, and understandings of the world.   
 
 
ROLE: Planning the year with attention to the big picture 
 
Fingerprints: Discovering Jewish Life depends on the teacher to be thoughtful 
and planful.  Quality early childhood education can only occur if a teacher 
considers the bigger picture of what is happening in the classroom and what 
could grow out of that.  While a good teacher will pay attention to the daily and 
weekly planning needs of his or her students, a great teacher will also consider 
questions like:   

 What could be accomplished over the course of the year with the children 
who are in this particular class?   

 If I’d like to accomplish “x” in February, are there things that would be 
good to do in November to lay a foundation? 

 Are there ideas, values or skills that I could develop over the year?  Where 
could I thread these in? 

 

                                                 
2
 http://education.ohio.gov/Topics/Early-Learning/Early-Learning-Content-Standards/The-Standards 
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It is important for teachers to skim through this curriculum guide for potential 
areas of focus.  On a school calendar that includes the opening and closing 
dates, as well as special programs, teachers should 

1. Record the dates of the Jewish holidays; this begins to build parameters 
for the scheduling of units. 

 
2. Consider how long to engage children in learning that is specifically 

holiday-based (in most cases this will be a week, though it could be less 
… or even more (e.g., Pesah preparations take at least two weeks).  Block 
out this time on your calendar. 

 
3. Consider which Fingerprints to include as a way to concretize the basic 

learnings of this holiday.  [In general, the principal of “less is more” holds 
true.  One Fingerprint touched on several times during the year is probably 
more effective for young children than a number of different Fingerprints 
throughout the year.] 

 
4. Block out the chosen Fingerprints on the calendar, estimating the number 

of days to devote before, during and/or after a holiday.  [To continue the 
Pesah example, if using the Food Fingerprint, the bread and yeast 
activities would probably take two weeks of class time, and would be 
scheduled therefore a full month before the holiday itself.] 

 
With the choices that this curriculum offers, children in different classrooms may 
enter their learning about a holiday from different perspectives. The children in 
Class A might be involved in the Birthdays Fingerprint and therefore enter their 
learning about Tu BiSh’vat from the perspective of the “birthday of the trees.” But, 
the children in Class B might have been exploring the Food Fingerprint, and 
therefore enter Tu BiSh’vat after spending the month after Sukkot learning about 
trees and/or fruit. In each class (A or B), children will still be exposed to a broad 
range of information about holiday rituals, history (as appropriate) and big ideas; 
it is just that their initial entry into the holiday, and some of the activity choices the 
teacher makes, will be through the lens of their Fingerprint. 
 
Here is an example how one pair of co-teachers might choose to plot the first half 
of their year: 
Week 1 General welcome activities, leading into: 

Fingerprint:  Structures/Building Entry Unit 

Week 2 Fingerprint:  Structures/Building Entry Unit 

Week 3 Holiday: Rosh Hashanah  

Week 4 Holiday: Yom Kippur 

Week 5 Holiday: Sukkot (with a focus on the sukkah – how it is built, what 
we do in it, etc.) 

Week 6 Fingerprint:  Activities that flow out of Sukkot 

Week 7 Fingerprint:  Activities that flow out of Sukkot 

Week 8 Open 

Week 9 Open 
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Week 10 Thanksgiving (not included in the curriculum guide) 

Week 11 Fingerprint: Structures/Buildings -- Special/holy places 

Week 12 Holiday: Hanukkah (with a focus on The Temple as a special/holy 
place) 

Week 13 Holiday:  Hanukkah 

 
Just a reminder: one fingerprint that flows through the year is probably better 
than two.  Two or three Value Threads woven in over time is probably better than 
seven different ones. 
 
 
ROLE: Planning for the classroom, unit-by-unit 
 
Teaching teams working with Fingerprints have found it useful to plan their units 
following these steps: 

1) Reading the background pages found at the beginning of each holiday or 
fingerprints section.  This helps orient the teachers to the content, 
concepts, values and skills that could focus a unit. 

2) Choosing a “webline” or two for in-depth exploration with the children. 
Weblines are found on the learning webs sprinkled throughout the book.  
They are the lines (thus the term “webline”) that extend off of the circles – 
each webline correlates to a core idea, ritual or value related to the topic.  
The key webline topic chosen becomes the CORE IDEA that anchors the 
entire unit.  An additional Core idea may also be explored during the unit. 

3) Browsing through the activities pages to find ideas that match their chosen 
webline(s).  The written activity ideas are simply starting points for 
teachers – some use them exactly as written, others adapt them for their 
children or setting, and some find they serve as a springboard for 
developing completely different learning activities that help their children 
better explore the core learnings in that unit.  

4) Thinking broadly about the times and places that learning can happen in 
their classrooms.  For young children, learning is a never-ending process.  
Thus, the “Core Lesson Plan Form”3 (see page xxii) is a great tool for 
expanding teachers’ thinking about when and where learning may occur.  
Activity ideas, whether from Fingerprints or a brainstorming process, are 
written in the appropriate slots on the page.  In slang, this part of the 
planning process is considered a “brain dump” – i.e., a dumping of ideas 
onto a planning form.  

5) Creating formal assessment.  On the outside of the planning form’s larger 
circle, any early learning and development statements that match the 
activities are written in abbreviated form with the topic and appropriate 
statement (e.g., EXPRESSIVE LANGUAGE AND COMPREHENSION: 

                                                 
3
 This form may be duplicated as needed.  To create larger spaces to write ideas, consider enlarging the 

sheet to ledger size (approximately 130%) on the photocopier. 



Jewish Education Center of Cleveland Fingerprints:  Discovering Jewish Life 
 Introduction 

 

xxi 

Asks meanings of words). It is helpful to pick one or two of these 
indicators against which to evaluate each child and record on the bottom 
right of the Core Lesson Plan Form which it is.   See page xxvi for more 
thoughts on assessment. 

 

6) Organizing the activity ideas to fit the time available.  The “Planning 
Form”4 (see page xxiii) offers a format for teachers to record things like 
when a certain story will be read in large group time, what special learning 
centers might be set up for students to work in small groups with a teacher 
or assistant, special snacks that complement the unit, and reminders of 
ritual objects, learning activities, or books to be added to areas of the 
room.  

                                                 
4
 This form may be duplicated as needed.  To create larger spaces to write ideas, consider enlarging the 

sheet to ledger size (130%) on the photocopier. 
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                               CORE LESSON PLAN FORM 
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Parent Communication  (to home, bulletin board, etc.) 

 

Writing  
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PLANNING FORM 
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In a classroom where children are empowered to explore content and ideas, this 
planning process is dynamic – a seemingly great lesson idea considered while 
teachers were sitting and discussing the unit, could be easily replaced with 
something else that emerges from daily interactions in the classroom.  In spite of 
this natural learning flow, teachers are encouraged to remain true to the Core 
during the unit, noting ideas that may be great extensions in subsequent days 
and weeks.  The “tension,” if you will, in a faith-based (Jewish) preschool is the 
need to introduce specific content related to Jewish holidays and values.  A truly 
emergent curriculum is not the appropriate model. 
 
 
ROLE: Developing learning opportunities with a focus on individuals and 
small groups 
 
The underlying assumption of this curriculum is that the best way to teach is to 
focus on the learning process.   Early childhood teachers are educators, charged 
with focusing on the Jewish and general growth and development of the students 
in their classroom … and even their families.  One of the hardest ideas for some 
early childhood teachers to let go of is that learning happens mostly in group time 
(when the teacher “teaches”).  But children’s attention spans are limited, and 
stronger learning actually occurs when children are actively engaged, hands-on.  
This means that for each unit, every child might not learn the same thing.  And it 
means that teachers need to consider what learning activities could be set up in 
different classroom areas, based on broader learning goals.  For example, a 
teacher might change the toys in the sand table because new ones would offer 
an opportunity for children to think about or learn something related to the current 
unit.  The teacher might introduce some materials in group time that could be left 
in the science center, knowing that at some point in the morning, s/he will sit for a 
few minutes to help children deepen their understandings of some scientific 
principles, explored through Ohio’s Early Learning and Development Standards. 
 
 
ROLE:  Extending the learning process 
 
As children actively engage with materials, the early childhood teacher needs to 
engage with the children.  This means thinking of ways to extend learning, 
helping it deepen and grow.  Sometimes these extensions are physical (e.g., if 
children are creating a market in the block center, then a teacher might talk about 
the need to transport food to the market and add in some toy trucks, as well as 
find a book on transportation to offer to read to these three children later).  
Sometimes these extensions are intellectual (e.g., if a child picks up a fruit that is 
on display, then a teacher could probe to see what the child thinks is inside … 
and why…and then help open the fruit for further exploration).   
 
Extending learning means always being alert to the activities and thinking that 
occur among the children in a classroom.  It also means giving thought to 
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potential learning extensions as a unit begins; the webs and the activity lists of 
this curriculum guide offer guidance in this area. 
 
 
ROLE: Threading concepts 
 
So much is new to children that often the familiar is a welcome relief – just seeing 
them shlep around an old blankie or contentedly watch a Sesame Street episode 
for the fourth time is proof enough of this!  Children who encounter an idea that 
they have heard before are better able to assimilate the learning the second time 
through.  The Fingerprints in this curriculum allow children to revisit and build 
upon ideas and skills.  But it is important that teachers “thread” the old learning 
with the new – repeating terms and ideas, making connections for and with 
children.   
 
 
ROLE:  Integrating Jewish content and learning with early learning and 
development standards 
 
Fingerprints: Discovering Jewish Life was developed as a curriculum that 
enriches Jewish life and learning for young children.  However, it is also a 
curriculum that integrates the development of important life-skills and concepts.  
This third edition of Fingerprints has embedded into its learning activities the 
State of Ohio’s Early Learning and Development Standards (OELDS), thus 
elevating common activities with a deeper purpose.   
 
For instance, the following is found in the Rosh Hashanah section: 

Have children create their own Rosh Hashanah cards.  Options include: 
PERSISTENCE; Carry out tasks, activities, projects or experiences from beginning to end. 
PERSISTENCE: Focus on the task at hand even when frustrated or challenged. 

 Supply paper, pens, markers, crayons, stickers, glue, construction 
paper, glitter, Elison die-cuts of stars and shofrot, scissors, etc. 
SMALL MUSCLE; TOUCH GRASP, REACH, MANIPULATE; Use classroom and household tools 
independently with eye-hand coordination to carry out activities. 
REASONING AND PROBLEM SOLVING; Solve problems by planning and carrying out a sequence of 
actions. 
WRITING PROCESS: Use a 3-finger grasp of dominant hand to hold a writing tool. 
WRITING PROCESS: Demonstrate an understanding of the structure and function of print. 
WRITING PROCESS: With modeling and support, print letters of own name and other meaningful words 
with mock letters.  
 

 Offer students a card-creating program on the computer and have 
them help generate a Rosh Hashanah card that could be sent via e-
mail.  A computer-created card could be sent to a similarly-aged class 
in Israel. 
WRITING APPLICATION AND WRITING COMPOSITION: With modeling and support, explore a variety of 
digital tools to express ideas. 

 Ask students to explain what symbols they have included in their 
cards. 
HERITAGE:  Develop an awareness and appreciation of family cultural stories and traditions. 
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SYMBOLIC THOUGHT: Demonstrate understanding that symbols carry meaning and use symbols to 
represent thinking (e.g., drawings, construction or movement). 
SOCIAL IDENTITY: Identify self and others as belonging to one or more groups by observable 
characteristics. 

 
 

The OELDS enables a teacher to look beyond “just” putting out materials to 
create Rosh Hashanah cards, to shaping the activity with some attention to child 
developmental needs.  Using the Ohio standards and indicators as a guide, a 
teacher might: 

 Introduce the card-making activity at group time by showing children 
different kinds of written materials and leading a discussion about the 
kinds of writing the people do (cards, grocery list, letters, etc.) 

 Invite a parent in to sit at the writing center to write down what children 
dictate for the inside of their cards 

 Ask questions of children involved in card making that encourage them to 
solve problems related to the design and creation of the cards 

 Share with students a small tool that does die-cuts in the shape of Jewish 
stars and explain its safe use 

 Do a small group activity that has children practice the skill of safe passing 
along of scissors to another child 

Each of these small extensions creates a much richer learning experience. 
 
The OELDS offers broad guidance to help teachers consider how to promote a 
child’s learning and development.  For instance, a child who does not articulate 
ideas clearly, might be encouraged to talk about the Rosh Hashanah card. 
 
 
ROLE:  Assessing and evaluating the learning process via documentation 
 
There are at least three reasons why a teacher should look critically at classroom 
learning and individual children: 

1. To get a picture of emerging understandings, so as to know where to 
extend learning or reteach concepts. 
Documentation tools: 

 Transcripts of children’s conversations with the teacher, or among 
themselves  

 Photographs of the children involved in a project with attention to 
capturing their process 

 Summaries of what happened in a given day or activity, recorded in 
a few sentences as soon as the teacher is able to do so 

 Copies of children’s work, especially drawings or dictation by the 
teacher 

 
2. To get a picture of individual children’s growth and development, so as to 

offer individualized educational opportunities, where needed. 
Documentation tools: 
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 Transcripts of conversation  

 A file for each child (in the teacher’s possession) with 
o Short notes on a child’s specific comments or actions 
o Activity photographs of the child, with a note of explanation 

why the teacher thought this was an important picture to 
capture 

o Copies of the child’s work that give clues to growth and 
development 

o Photocopy of any notes sent home to the parent about the 
child 

o Age-appropriate check-lists of developmental milestones 
(quite a few of these are approved for use in Ohio’s Step Up 
to Quality programs) 

o Any written evaluations completed by teachers 

 A notebook shared between home and school into which the parent 
and teacher records something about the child’s activities and/or 
development at least once a week. 

 The JECC’s Fingerprints OELDS Child Assessment Checklist, 
which offers a way for teachers to note and track student 
accomplishment of Ohio’s Standards as: “not ready,” “with support,” 
and “independently.” 

 
3. To help parents gain a picture of what happens in class, especially since 

children’s verbal abilities are limited. 
Documentation tools 

 Photographs of classroom activities, with notes about children’s 
actions, interests and conversation (but without attention to the kind 
of detail required in goals 1 & 2, above) 

o Posted on a class bulletin board 
o Posted online in a class or school website 

 Short article in a weekly class newsletter 

 Note on the classroom door 

 Calendar with information about what was planned in a given unit, 
and notes about what actually occurred 

 Individual note to a parent 
Documentation needs to be examined against the OELDS – what do we 
see a child currently doing as compared to where the learning and 
development standards might push the experience?  

 
 
ROLE:  Bringing others into this learning process 
 
Young children have contact with a variety of people as they learn about their 
world, including parents, classroom visitors, and experts met on field trips.  
Teachers should make sure that special guests (whether in the classroom, or 
those met on a field trip) understand the children’s previous learning experiences 
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and content that led up to this particular session.  This will help the guests better 
target their “presentation.” 
 
However, most importantly, in a Jewish setting, teachers need to help parents 
and families learn about Judaism and support the Jewish focus of the school.  
Early childhood settings are a gateway into the broader Jewish community, often 
representing the first time that a young adult has reconnected in a meaningful 
way with his or her heritage.  How teachers help the parents of their children 
learn about Jewish holidays, traditions and values is critical to their continued 
journey as a Jewish family.  This curriculum guide includes newsletters that can 
be sent home to families prior to a Jewish holiday and specific ideas in each unit 
for making a connection with the home.  The guide also offers suggestions for 
connecting children to the broader Jewish community – whether on field trips, via 
visits by a Jewish professional (like a rabbi, cantor or educator), or by building 
relationships with other adults in the school, synagogue or institution. 
 
 
 
 
DEVELOPMENTALLY APPROPRIATE PRACTICE 
 
Two terms often get intertwined, without careful thought to their separate 
meanings:  

 age-appropriate  

 developmentally appropriate 

When an activity is age-appropriate, it fits the intellectual abilities, skills, and 
interests of the learners.  For example, a two year old does not have the ability 
and skills necessary to play a board game, whereas a five year old has basic 
social, intellectual, and conceptual skills to play easy ones.   Developmentally 
appropriate practice is quite different.  The National Association for the 
Education of Young Children states that: 

Developmentally appropriate practices result from the process of 
professionals making decisions about the well-being and education of 
children based on at least three important kinds of information or knowledge: 

1. What is known about child development and learning -- knowledge of 
age-related human characteristics that permits general predictions 
within an age range about what activities, materials, interactions, or 
experiences will be safe, healthy, interesting, achievable, and also 
challenging to children;  

2. What is known about the strengths, interests, and needs of each 
individual child in the group to be able to adapt for and be responsive 
to inevitable individual variation; and  
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3. Knowledge of the social and cultural contexts in which children live to 
ensure that learning experiences are meaningful, relevant, and 
respectful for the participating children and their families.  
http://www.naeyc.org/files/naeyc/file/positions/position%20statement%
20Web.pdf  
 

Developmentally Appropriate Practice (fondly known as “DAP”), leads to a 
number of implications about learning also identified by NAEYC. These 
implications, which have informed the shaping of this curriculum, include: 

 Children learn best when their physical needs are met and they feel 
psychologically safe and secure. 

 Children construct knowledge. 

 Children learn through social interaction with adults and other children. 

 Children’s learning reflects a recurring cycle that begins in awareness and 
moves to exploration, to inquiry, and finally to utilization. 

 Children learn through play. 

 Children’s interests and “need to know” motivate learning. 

 Human development and learning are characterized by individual 
variation. 
http://www.naeyc.org/files/naeyc/file/positions/PSCAG98.PDF, pages 5-8. 

 
As teachers bring this curriculum to life, these DAP principles should inform the 
decisions they make on behalf of their students. 
 
 
 
 
A FINAL WORD 
 
Fingerprints: Discovering Jewish Life is a challenging curriculum to implement.  
Teachers cannot run in on Monday morning before a holiday and decide on the 3 
ritual objects the children will make that week, and choose the 5 books to be read 
at group time.  Rather, teachers need to see themselves as educators with a holy 
task of educating children and their parents.  Teachers also need to see 
themselves as learners  

 About Judaism – reading and studying prior to each new unit 

 About the children – listening to their conversations and play 

 About the process of how children learn – observing and reflecting on the 
learning process as it unfolds in their classrooms  

 
This curriculum guide offers a variety of resources to enrich the teaching and 
learning processes.  May you enjoy the fingerprints that will glitter your classroom 
as a result! 
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A NOTE ABOUT THE TRANSLITERATION OF THE HEBREW:  
The JECC has a system for transliteration that was used in the 
development of this guide.  In it, the guttural ch (as in the German 
“ach”) is always represented by an “h” with a line under it:  h.  So, 
for instance, the Hebrew word for blessing is spelled b’rahah.  All 
Hebrew is generally italicized.  When citing another author’s 
work, the original spelling used in that source has always been 
preserved – so one might see within a few page span: sukkah 
(the JECC way of spelling the temporary hut built during the 
holiday of Sukkot), sukka, suka and succah.  All are pronounced 
the same. 
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FINGERPRINT:  BIRTHDAYS 
 
Birthday/Holiday Connections 
 
This curriculum sets the stage (i.e., leaves lots of fingerprints) for classes that wish to 
focus on the birthday elements of each of the following holidays: 

 Rosh Hashanah -- the world’s birthday 

 Tu BiSh’vat -- the birthday of the trees 

 Yom Ha’atzma-ut -- Israel’s birthday  
When calendaring the year, teachers should decide which holidays they might introduce 
with a Birthday Fingerprint and/or which holidays may be followed with one. 
  
Please remember, however, that the core of the Fingerprints curriculum is holiday-
based.  The Birthday Fingerprint (or any other), is an entry-way to the ideas and 
concepts behind our annual Jewish holiday cycle.   
 

 

Background 
 

Judaism seems to have a conflicted view on the celebration of birthdays.  This may be 

due in part to the history of birthdays as described in the Bible.  The Hebrew term for 
birthday,  (yom huledet), first appears in the biblical story where Pharaoh 

hangs his baker during Pharaoh’s birthday feast (Genesis 40:20-23).  Interestingly, his 
is the only birthday celebration specifically mentioned in the Bible (though some 

commentators say that there are hints about Moses’ birthday).  
 

Post-biblically, the rabbis of the Talmud (the collection of Jewish law compiled about 
1500 years ago) suggest that birthdays are considered a day of special luck.  [The 
Palestinian Talmud notes that the marking of a royal’s birthday is an acceptable 
celebration, but the marking of an individual’s birthday is considered idolatrous. To 
these rabbis, birthday parties were considered a foreign practice.]  Some later rabbis 
note elsewhere that birthdays should be a day of soul-searching and contemplation, not 
celebration. 
 

Regardless of how birthdays were characterized in text, in practice, they were rarely 
celebrated by ancient Jews.  In fact, even today traditional Jews do not celebrate the 
birthdays of their greatest leaders (as Americans do with Abraham Lincoln or Martin 
Luther King, Jr.); instead, Jews mark the anniversary of their leaders’ deaths. [This 
anniversary is known as yahrzeit.]  
 

In history, the exact date of a Jew’s birth was inconsequential and often not even 
recorded.  (When civil authorities asked for official dates of birth, random dates were 
often given.)  Noting exact birthdays was made even harder for Jews born in Russia.  
Until the revolution in 1917, non-Jews living in that region used the Gregorian calendar, 
a system different from that used throughout the world.  Jews in general followed the 
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lunar calendar which does not correspond to the contemporary civil calendar or to the 
Gregorian one.  Even if the Jew noted the exact date in the first place, translating the 
dates from one system to another was very difficult.  In addition, much of the Jewish 
record-system was destroyed during the Russian Revolution, or by the Nazis.  
 

Yet, keeping track of birthdays is necessary for two religious celebrations in a child’s life. 
In some traditions, on a boy’s third birthday his hair is cut for the first time in a ceremony 
known as the upsherin.  Then at 13, he celebrates his  (bar mitzvah; son of the 

commandments).  At 12 or 13, many girls also celebrate becoming a  (bat 

mitzvah; daughter of the commandments).  
 

While Jews may not have a long history of celebrating people’s birthdays, several other 
birthdays (also known as “new years”) are traditionally commemorated.  To explore 
those anniversaries, this unit begins with an entry-lesson on birthdays.  Building on that 
foundation, three further lessons are included: Rosh Hashanah, as the birthday of the 
world; Tu BiSh’vat, as the birthday of the trees; and Yom Ha’atzmaut, as Israel’s 
birthday.  

 
 

NOTE: As you begin the school year, and the entry unit on birthdays, it’s a good time to 
consider the ways you will honor1 a child’s birthday in your class. 

 May parents send in a special snack?  Or, can the birthday child choose a 
snack the class can make in his/her honor? 

 Could a “wish list” of desired books be provided so that parents can purchase 
a selection in honor of their child’s birthday?  If so, consider: 

o Placing a sticker inside that says, “This book was donated in honor of 
x’s birthday (date, age). . .” 

o Unwrapping the book with great flourish with the class. 

o Reading the book to the class. 

 Might the birthday child do something special for someone else?  [We know 
of an early childhood program that has a supply of teddy bears that the 
birthday child helps stuff.  The finished bear is then donated to a child who 
wouldn’t otherwise have such a toy.] 

 What special classroom privileges will the child get on his/her birthday? 

The answers to some of these questions may set the tone for how this fingerprint is 
played-out in relation to the Jewish holidays. 

                                                 
1
 Note that the word “honor” is used on purpose, for the concept of “honoring someone” can be carried over into other 

classroom domains as children (or others known to them) accomplish special things. 
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BIRTHDAYS: 

ENTRY UNIT 

 
This unit explores the role certain Jewish anniversaries (birthdays) play in Judaism. 
Because new year celebrations may be foreign to pre-school children, birthdays have 
been selected as an entrance into the subject.  [They are similar in concept, both occur 
once a year, and both mark the beginning of a new cycle of time.]  Even the youngest 
school-aged child has some experience with birthdays of classmates, of siblings, or of 
his/her own.  
 

Thus, birthdays provide an entry into why and how we celebrate the birthdays of the 
world (Rosh Hashanah), the trees (Tu BiSh’vat), and Israel (Yom Ha’atzma-ut).  
 
This entry unit is best introduced at the beginning of the school year in the course of a 
week or two, if the Jewish holidays allow such scheduling.  Or, it could wait until the fall 
Jewish holidays are done.  The web will help teachers choose the areas they wish to 
delve into with their children; it would be impossible to do it all!   
 
Listen carefully to student conversation, ask thought-provoking questions, find openings 
to position the learning activities that follow, and consider which fingerprints will best 
help you move into the holiday units. 
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Birthdays 

 

 

 

 

 

Birthdays 

How are birthdays 

celebrated?  

How do birthdays make us 

feel? 

When are our birthdays?  

What props are 

used? 

What is the sequence 

of a birthday party? 

What songs are 

sung? 

What are common 

things we do to honor 

birthdays? 



Jewish Education Center of Cleveland Fingerprints:  Discovering Jewish Life 
       Birthdays: Entry Unit 

 

page 5 

Birthday Celebrations 

 

What are some things that happen in honor of a birthday? 
 

Ask parents to send in photographs from their child’s most recent birthday celebration 
(request that the pictures include the decorations and props of the party, if possible).  
Discuss the ways that birthdays are celebrated in the students’ families. Are there 
commonalities and differences? Listen for ways children describe birthdays, for 
example, “For your birthday everyone does this….” or “At birthday parties we always…” 
or “It’s not a birthday if you don’t...” 
HISTORICAL THINKING AND SKILLS: Develop an awareness of his/her personal history. 
HERITAGE: Develop an awareness and appreciation of family cultural stories and traditions. 
EXPLORATIONS OF LIVING THINGS: With modeling and support, demonstrate an understanding that living things change over 
time (e.g., life cycle). 
MEMORY: Recreate complex ideas, events/situations with personal adaptations. 

 Option:  Ask parents to send in photos from children on their birthday (or a day close 
to their birthday) from a number of different years.   

o Ask children what they remember about each age (or birthday).  What could 
they do and enjoy at age 3 that they could not at age 1?  

o In small groups (or working one-on-one), ask children to place their 
photographs in order of age.  Talk about the how we grow over time, and how 
birthdays help us enjoy growing older. 
MEMORY: Communicate about past events and anticipate what comes next during familiar routines and 
experiences. 
SOCIAL IDENTITY: Show awareness of self and awareness of other people.  

 
At the first occasion when a child in the class has a birthday, take the opportunity to 
“deconstruct” the home celebration.  How was the occasion marked?  Was it unusual?  
How are birthdays generally celebrated?  Are there certain customs that are universal?  
Are there certain expectations of songs, foods, or traditions that occur at a birthday 
celebration? 
MEMORY: Recreate complex ideas, events/situations with personal adaptations. 
EXPRESSIVE LANGUAGE: Describe familiar people, places, things and experiences. 
EXPRESSIVE LANGUAGE: Speak audibly and express thoughts, feelings and ideas clearly. (ARTICULATION) 
SOCIAL COMMUNICATION: With modeling and support, follow typical patterns when communicating with others (e.g., listens to 
others, takes turns talking and speaks about the topic or text being discussed). 
 
 

 

 
http://www.kinderkorner 

.com/birthdays.html This 

site lists age-appropriate 

early childhood songs, 

poems, and birthday 

activities. 

 

It is important that you 

watch the “fine line” of 

sharing celebrations, 

without making children 

jealous of “fantastic” 

celebrations that others 

may have.  Each family’s 

traditions are different.  

The class, however, will 

honor the birthday child in 

the same way, each time. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.kinderkorner/
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Have the students survey the other classes (or their parents) as to their favorite part of 
a birthday celebration. 
INQUIRY: Record observations using words, pictures, charts, graphs, etc. 

 Explore the results. 
o Graph them.  
o Compare them.  

 
Read some age-appropriate books that include a birthday celebration as part of the 
storyline. 
READING COMPREHENSION: With modeling and support, describe what part of the story the illustration depicts. 
READING COMPREHENSION: With modeling and support, name the author and illustrator of a story and what part each person 
does for a book. 
READING COMPREHENSION: Ask and answer questions, and comment about characters and major events in familiar stories. 
READING COMPREHENSION: With modeling and support, describe, categorize and compare and contrast information in 
informational text.  
 

 
Ask older siblings to come to class to discuss the way birthdays are celebrated in their 
classrooms. [Can they bring items like certificates, crowns, cards, poems, etc.?] 
HUMAN SYSTEMS: Identify similarities and differences of personal, family, and cultural characteristics, and those others. 

 Of what other classroom (or home) birthday customs have they heard or 
experienced? 

 

Write to other classrooms across the country (perhaps the classroom of the teacher’s 
friend, colleague or relative) and/or the world (Israel, St. Petersburg, Argentina) to find 
out how they celebrate birthdays. 
HUMAN SYSTEMS: Identify similarities and differences of personal, family, and cultural characteristics, and those of others.  

 Send them photos and “props” from your own class birthday celebrations 
(perhaps include extras so that they can use them in their room).  

 Exchange stories and songs.  

 Compare and contrast the customs.  
 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Cleveland has a special 

relationship with the Israeli 

community of Beit Shean, 

as well as the Jews of St. 

Petersburg, Russia.  To 

connect with a class in one 

of these places, contact: the 

Overseas Department of 

the Jewish Community 

Federation. 
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http://www.kidsparties.com

/traditions.htm -- This is a 

comprehensive site listing 

birthday traditions from 

various countries. 

What is the sequence of a birthday party? 
 

Hold a party for an “honorary” classroom member (such as the class pet or doll) using 
the rituals children will use during the year in class. 
PEER INTERACTIONS AND RELATIONSHIPS: Interact with peers in more complex pretend play including planning, coordination 
of roles and cooperation. 
PEER INTERACTIONS AND RELATIONSHIPS: Demonstrate socially competent behavior with peers. 
INNOVATION AND INVENTION: Use imagination and creativity to interact with objects and materials. 
SYMBOLIC THOUGHT: Participate cooperatively in complex pretend play, involving assigned roles and an overall plan.  

 Introduce the different steps of the celebration, making sure to use phrases like, 
“We honor x on his birthday, just like we will honor all of you on your birthdays 
during the year.   

 “Debrief” the celebration when done: 
o How old was the “person?”  [What, from the party, told you s/he was that 

old?] 
o With what was the birthday “person” honored? 
o What did the class do to show they were happy that this “person” had a 

birthday? 
o What sorts of things were said? 
 

 Options for the photos taken of the event: 
o Post them on the bulletin board for children to look at and reference. 
o Place them in a small photo album for children to “picture read.” 
o Place them on an activity table for children to put in order. 

HISTORICAL THINKING AND SKILLS: Develop an awareness of his/her personal history. 
 

 
 
 

 

 
During the party take 

photos of the various 

“events.” 

 

 

 

 

 

This is probably best done 

with the entire group, 

though a teacher could ask 

similar questions as 

children independently look 

at photos of the event. 
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Find photos of other birthday parties that show a number of events (children entering 
with gifts in hand, the birthday child greeting the guests, games being played, etc.)  
Place these on a table to look at and/or sort. 





Encourage children to talk 

about the birthday 

celebration as they look at 

the photos; this builds 

vocabulary and story 

telling skills. 
EXPRESSIVE LANGUAGE: With 
modeling and support, use the 
conventions of standard English 
(grammar): Use familiar nouns and 
verbs to describe persons, animals, 
places, events, actions etc. 
EXPRESSIVE LANGUAGE: Identify 
real-life connections between words 
and their use. (vocabulary) 

 

Enter into conversation 

with children who take time 

to look at the photos. The 

sequencing activity builds 

math skills. 

What props are used at some birthday parties? 
 

Bring in props from a birthday party (hats, streamers, horns, cake, candles, presents, 
games like pin-the-tail-on-the-donkey, etc.). See if the students are familiar with the use 
of these props. 

 Place these in the housekeeping or drama areas. 

 Place a birthday item or two in the art area, along with creative supplies for 
children to make some of their own. 

 

In group time  or perhaps at one of the activity centers, share an enlarged photo of a 
birthday part that includes “props.”  

 Explore the series of pictures.  

 Have students identify the various props in the picture.  

 

 
A party store might be 

willing to donate birthday 

supplies that are “out of 

season.” 

 

Safety Note: Balloons are 

probably best kept out of 

early childhood 

classrooms; they are 

unsafe for young children 

and/or their “visiting” 

younger siblings. 
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 Talk about the props in the photos: 
o What are the purposes of the items in the picture? 

o What do the props contribute to the celebration? 

o Do all of the students celebrate in the same way? 
MEMORY: Recreate complex ideas, events/situations with personal adaptations. 
EXPRESSIVE LANGUAGE: Speak audibly and express thoughts, feelings and ideas clearly. (Articulation) 
SOCIAL COMMUNICATION: With modeling and support, continue a conversation through multiple exchanges. 
EXPRESSION OF IDEAS AND FEELINGS THROUGH THE ARTS: Express individuality, life experiences, and what 
he/she knows and is able to do through a variety of media.  

 

Place birthday cards and invitations in the art and/or writing center, along with supplies 
to create their own.  In the writing center, place a number of invitations, birthday cards, 
and classroom birthday certificates for children to “fill in.” 
LETTER AND WORD RECOGNITION: With modeling and support, recognize and name some upper and lower case letters in 
addition to those in first name. 
WRITING APPLICATION AND COMPOSITION: With modeling and support, use a combination of drawing, dictating and emergent 
writing for a variety of purposes (e.g., letters, greeting cards, menus, lists, books). 
WRITING PROCESS: Demonstrate an understanding of the structure and function of print. 
WRITING PROCESS: With modeling and support, demonstrate letter formation in “writing.” 
PHONOLOGICAL AWARENESS:  With modeling and support, identify initial and final sounds in spoken words. 
PHONOLOGICAL AWARENESS:  With modeling and support, orally blend and segment familiar compound words (e.g., birthday) 

SAFETY PRACTICES: Identify ways 
adults help to keep us safe. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

These writing opportunities 

reinforce the idea that 

writing is a daily and 

useful skill in the “real 

world,” not just a class-

based activity. 

How are birthdays celebrated?  What songs are sung? 
 

Bring in at least one version of “Happy Birthday” for the music center.  
PHONOLOGICAL AWARENESS:  With modeling and support, orally blend and segment familiar compound words (e.g., birthday) 

 
Learn how to sing “Yom Huledet Same-ah” (“happy birthday” in Hebrew) and use it for 
classroom birthday celebrations. 
SOCIAL IDENTITY: Show awareness of self and awareness of other people. 
SOCIAL IDENTITY:  Identify self and others as belonging to one or more groups by observable characteristics. 

 

Compare the various tunes and the moods they evoke. 

 Have students create a dance for each version. 
LARGE MUSCLE, BALANCE AND COORDINATION: Demonstrate locomotor skills with control, coordination and 
balance during active play (e.g., running, hopping, skipping). 
PHYSICAL ACTIVITY: Participate in structured and unstructured active physical play exhibiting strength and stamina.  
PHYSICAL ACTIVITY: Demonstrate basic understanding that physical activity helps the body. 

    
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Offer colorful scarves to 

make the dances festive. 
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How do birthdays make us feel?  
 

Look at picture books that show children celebrating birthdays. [Be sure to find books 
that show children with a variety of emotions displayed.] 
AWARENESS AND EXPRESSION OF EMOTION: Recognize and identify own emotions and the emotions of others.  

 Explore the series of pictures.  
o How do children feel at birthday celebrations?  
o Does the birthday child feel the same as the guests? 

o How can the students tell how the children in the pictures feel?  
o What cues did they use? [Focus the students on the faces of the children: 

what expressions do they see?]  

 Have children represent the various emotions by using playdough or clay to 
shape expressive eyes or mouths. 
o Transcribe the students’ comments about the emotions that go with each 

expression.  
 

Introduce the word, “jealous.”   
EXPRESSIVE LANGUAGE: With modeling and support, determine the meanings of unknown words/concepts using the context of 
conversations, pictures that accompany text or concrete objects. (Vocabulary) 

 Explain that sometimes guests at a birthday party feel “jealous” because they 
wish it was their birthday. 

 Explore with children times they might have felt jealous at a birthday party.  
How did they feel?    

 What can the birthday child do to help his/her guests not feel jealous? 

 Read a book to children that includes a jealous guest.  What helped the guest 
feel better? 

 

Place books on birthday parties in the book area. 
 

Create a class birthday journal – invite the birthday child to dictate to the teacher 
thoughts on being the “birthday boy/girl.”  Include this book in the book area. 
EXPRESSIVE LANGUAGE: Use language to communicate in a variety of ways with others to share observations, ideas and 
experiences; problem-solve, reason, predict and seek new information. 
EXPRESSIVE LANGUAGE: Identify real life connections between words and their use. 
WRITING APPLICATION AND COMPOSITION: “Read” what he/she has written. 

 

 

Supplementary activity: 

Offer a chart that shows 

faces with different 

emotions.   

o Which are faces that a 

birthday person might 

have? 

o Which are faces that a 

guest might have if s/he 

was having a good time?  

A bad time? 
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WRITING APPLICATION AND COMPOSITION: With modeling and support, discuss and respond to questions from others about 
writing/drawing. 
WRIITING APPLICATION AND COMPOSITION: With modeling and support, explore a variety of digital tools to express ideas.  
 

When do our birthdays happen?  
 

Create a birthday calendar for the classroom wall.  
HISTORICAL THINKING AND SKILLS: Demonstrate an understanding of time in the context of daily experiences. 
DATA ANALYSIS: Collect data by categories to answer simple questions. 
INQUIRY: Record observations using words, pictures, charts, graphs, etc. 

 Help students fill in their birthday on a card (e.g., a diecut of a birthday cake).  

 Help the students place their card in the appropriate month. 
o Does anyone share a birthday with a classmate? 

o When are the most birthdays? 

o What month has the least? 
 

Place calendars in the writing center for children to use.  [Funeral homes usually have 
these for free.  Also, before the beginning of the new year various organizations send 
out complimentary calendars; ask parents to save these and send them in for the class 
to use. Finally, a year’s calendar with Jewish holidays noted can be created and printed 
from a computer.] 

  Provide birthday type stickers or rubber stamps for them to mark birthdays or 
other special occasions. 
INQUIRY: Identify patterns and relationships. 

 

 

 
 

The JECC’s Teacher 

Center has a variety of 

birthday calendars for 

classroom use. Teacher 

stores and catalogs also 

have classroom calendars. 

 

Children ages 4 and above 

might like knowing that 

they also have a birthday 

on the Hebrew calendar.  

http://tiny.cc/76jebx. This 

site includes a program to 

find out one’s Hebrew 

birthdate.  Consider doing 

something special in the 

classroom to honor a 

child’s Hebrew birthday as 

well as his/her general one.  

 



Jewish Education Center of Cleveland Fingerprints:  Discovering Jewish Life 
       Birthdays: Entry Unit 

 

page 12 

Activity Extensions 
Think of ways to extend the learning of this unit.  The chart below is just a beginning to which you may add ideas: 

 

Topics for books in the book center 

 Birthdays 

 Birthday parties 

 Parties 

 Party props 

 Birthday traditions and customs 

 The song "Happy Birthday” 

 Emotions connected to birthdays (for example, feeling 
left out) 

Additions to the housekeeping/dramatic play area 

 Props from a birthday party (hats, streamers, horns, 
cake, candles, presents, games like pin-the-tail-on-the-
donkey, etc.). 

 Things used to honor children in school on their 
birthdays:  certificates, crowns, cards, poems, etc . 

 Special dress up clothes for birthday celebrations. 

 Ingredients to make a “birthday cake.” 
 

Music, fingerplays, movement activities 

 “Happy Birthday,” not only the traditional version used in 
North America, but also the Hebrew version, as well as 
those from other countries. 

Thoughts for the block area 

 Build a birthday cake out of blocks. 
 

Math and/or science explorations 

 Find photos of other birthday parties that show a 
number of the events (children entering with gifts in 
hand, the birthday child greeting the guests, games 
being played, etc.)  Place these on a table to look at 
and/or sort. 

 Offer boxes of birthday candles of different colors and 
shapes to sort and/or place in one-to-one 
correspondence. 

 Place small boxes, wrapping paper in various 
appropriate various sizes, and tape.  Encourage children 
to wrap “gifts.” [This builds small motor skills and builds 
conceptions of volume.] 

Bulletin board ideas 

 A wall display of children’s birthdays. [The JECC 
Teacher Center has a variety of options, for both 
general and Jewish birthdays.  Teacher stores have 
such display calendars for purchase.] 

 Photos of a class birthday party celebration. 

 Post photos of birthday celebrations around the world, 
along with a globe. 
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Ideas for the art or writing centers 

 Birthday cards and invitations (as samples), along with 
supplies to create their own. 

 Invitations, birthday cards, and classroom birthday 
certificates for children to “fill in.” 

 Calendars and birthday stickers or rubber stamps for 
children to indicate when birthdays are. 

 Create a class birthday journal – invite the birthday child 
to dictate to the teacher thoughts on being the “birthday 
boy/girl.” 

Connections home 

 Ask parents to send in photographs from their child’s 
most recent birthday celebration.  

 Invite parents to donate a book to the classroom in 
honor of their child’s birthday. 

 Invite the birthday child’s parent(s) to come in and do 
something special with the class. 

 

Bridges to holidays 

 Just as we honor a person on their birthday, there are 
special holidays to honor the beginning of things special 
to Jews (the Jewish new year, of trees, and of Israel’s 
beginning). 
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ROSH HASHANAH: 

BIRTHDAY OF THE WORLD 
 

 

Background 
 

Rosh Hashanah is celebrated on the first and second days of the Hebrew month of 
Tishrei1, and is considered the Jewish New Year.  Rosh Hashanah is mentioned in the 
Bible as a celebration. It is written: 

 “In the seventh2 month, on the first day, you shall observe a rest, a sacred 
occasion commemorated with loud blasts” (Leviticus 23:32).  

Yet, there is no mention of the reason for that celebration.  
 

In the Talmud (the collection of Jewish law compiled about 1500 years ago),  Rosh 
Hashanah was the subject of debate.  One rabbi insisted that the New Year should be 
celebrated in the month of Nisan (around Pesah).  Another rabbi insisted that Tishrei 
was the beginning of the New Year.  The debate was resolved by saying that Nisan 
marked the new year of kings (the date by which their rule was counted) and that 
Tishrei marked the new year for people (Babylonian Talmud, Rosh Hashanah 10b-11a). 
 

According to one midrash,3  Tishrei was to be counted as the first month of the year 
because it was the anniversary of people’s creation. [This midrash notes that God 
began to create the world on the 25th of Elul, completing it six days later on the first of 
Tishrei.  Thus the first day of Tishrei is the “birthday of the world.”]  Another midrash 
says that Adam and Even sinned for the first time on the first of Tishrei (Rosh 
Hashanah).  God saw the sin and forgave them for it. In the same way, every Rosh 
Hashanah, the people of Israel are again judged, and again (hopefully) forgiven for their 
sins.  
 

Today, Rosh Hashanah is most often begun with a festive meal that can include apples 
and honey (for a sweet year) and a round hallah (symbolizing the cycle of the year, 
among other reasons).  
 

Rosh Hashanah is also the start of the  (Yamim Noraim; Days of Awe), a 

ten day period that ends with Yom Kippur.  During this period, each person is asked to 
review his/her actions from the past year, to evaluate them, and to repent for the 
misdeeds.  
 

                                                 
1
 Most Reform congregations observe one day of Rosh Hashanah.  Reconstructionist congregations may choose for 

themselves whether to have one or two days.  Otherwise, Jews in Israel, as well as Conservative and Orthodox ones 
in “the Diaspora” (i.e., outside of Israel) observe two days. 
2
 Note that the biblical calendar began with the Exodus, in the spring.  The seventh month corresponded to the 

Hebrew month of Tishrei which falls in September. 
3
 A midrash is a story created by the rabbis to explain certain “holes” in the Torah, i.e., stories that don’t feel complete 

without extra words of explanation. 
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This Birthday Fingerprint is best introduced a week before Rosh Hashanah.  Initially, it 
need last only a day or two, leaving a few days to introduce children to Rosh Hashanah 
specifically.  A teacher should build on what the children already know about birthdays 
and birthday celebrations (from the entry unit) and contrast that with how we celebrate 
Rosh Hashanah as the birthday of the world.  There are some activities provided to do 
with children for a few days following the holiday, as well. 
 
Teachers should choose the birthday areas they wish to explore with their children.  
[Note that there is no web for this Fingerprint – the unit is relatively short and not too 
complex.] 
 
Listen carefully to student conversation, ask thought-provoking questions, find openings 
to position the learning activities that follow, and consider which fingerprints will best 
help you move into Rosh Hashanah as the birthday of the world. 
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Birthday Threads in Rosh Hashanah 

 

How can we honor the world on its birthday, Rosh Hashanah?  
 

Have a birthday party for the world using traditional Rosh Hashanah props rather than 
purely birthday props (serve honey cake not birthday cake; light holiday candles not 
birthday candles; sing a New Year’s song instead of “Happy Birthday;” set out New 
Year’s cards instead of birthday cards; etc.) Talk with children about the differences.  
PLANNING, ACTION AND REFLECTION: Use prior knowledge and information to assess, inform, and plan for future actions and 
learning. 
INQUIRY: Explore objects, materials and events in the environment. 
SOCIAL IDENTITY: Identify self and others as belonging to one or more groups by observable characteristics. 
CIVIC PARTICIPATION AND SKILLS: Understand that everyone has rights and responsibilities within a group.  

 
Honor the world with the same traditions the class uses to celebrate classmates’ 
birthdays.  Discuss how this celebration is the same as, or differs from, a standard 
birthday party. Ask what we are celebrating.  

 

Make display of Rosh Hashanah cards.  Collect ones especially emphasizing the 
“birthday of the world” concept.  
WRITING APPLICATION AND COMPOSITION: With modeling and support, use a combination of drawing, dictating and emergent 
writing for a variety of purposes (e.g., letters, greeting cards, menus, lists, books). 

 Leave out materials for students to make cards of their own.  

 Listen for their questions on what they are celebrating and for whom they are 
making cards. 

 

Learn a song to wish “Happy Birthday” to the world, specifically a Rosh Hashanah song 
(for example, L’shanah Tovah). 

 Sing it together as a class.  
 

Think of a “present” the class can give the world for her birthday (e.g., a service project, 
like cleaning up trash outside). 

 Do the “present” as a class project. (Take pictures along the way.)  
o Ask for reflections from the students on the chosen present about how it feels 

to help the world.  

 

 

Classes of young children 

will benefit from the 

teacher doing a “running 

commentary” comparison 

(e.g., “We have a very 

special birthday cake – it 

has very sweet honey 

inside it.”).  Older 

children can be guided in 

noting the differences. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Jewish Education Center of Cleveland Fingerprints:  Discovering Jewish Life 
 Birthdays: Rosh Hashanah 

  

page 18 

o Put the pictures and transcriptions together as a book or a bulletin board (or a 
big card). 

 

Place a variety of birthday and Rosh Hashanah cards in the art and/or writing centers. 
INQUIRY: Engage in simple investigations. 
INQUIRY: Make careful observations. 
WRITING PROCESS: Demonstrate an understanding of the structure and function of print.  
WRITING PROCESS: With modeling and support, print letters of own name and other meaningful words with mock letters and some 
actual letters. 
WRITING PROCESS: With modeling and support, demonstrate letter formation in “writing.” 

 Compare and contrast the two kinds of cards.  Why do we send cards at times of 
celebration? 

 Study the designs on each card.  Are there themes that are part of both kinds of 
cards?  For only the Rosh Hashanah cards? 

 Offer art supplies and writing materials for children to make their own Rosh 
Hashanah cards. 

 

How have artists represented the Birthday of the World?   
EXPRESSION OF IDEAS AND FEELINGS THROUGH THE ARTS: Express interest in and show appreciation for the creative work 
of others. 

 Enlarge some pictures and place them on the wall or bulletin board. 

 Offer art supplies for children to create their own art work. 
 

After the Rosh Hashanah, ask parents to review with their children the ways they celebrated 
the holiday as a family. Have parents write on an index card (provided by the teacher), one 
tradition observed together as a family. 
HERITAGE: Develop an awareness and appreciation of family cultural stories and traditions. 

 Read through these traditions with the class. 

 Sort the cards into two piles: one pile with the cards that are similar to the ways we 
celebrate a birthday, and one pile with the cards that are different. 

 

 

 

 

 
This could be introduced 

in group time and then 

placed in a center for 

individual and small 

group use.   

 

As a good pre-reading 

activity, children could 

sort cards into piles of: 

Birthday Cards and 

Birthday of the World 

Cards. 
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Activity Extensions 
Think of ways to extend the learning of this unit.  The chart below is just a beginning to which you may add ideas.  

 

Topics for books in the book center 

 Rosh Hashanah as the birthday of the world 

 Families celebrating Rosh Hashanah 

 Rosh Hashanah traditions and customs 

 Kimmelman, Leslie. Sound the Shofar! Illus. by John 
Himmelman. New York: HarperCollins, 1998. This story 
describes how one family gets ready for and celebrates 
the Days of Awe.  

 Rouss, Sylvia. Sammy Spider's First Rosh Hashanah. 
Illus. by Katherine Janus Kahn.  Minneapolis, MN: Kar-
Ben, 1996. Sammy Spider and the Shapiro family get 
ready to celebrate Rosh Hashanah.   

 Zucker, Jonny. Apples and Honey: A Rosh Hashanah 
Story. Illus. by Jan Barger Cohen.  Hauppage, NY: 
Barron’s, 2003. This story details a family celebrating 
the Days of Awe.  

Additions to the housekeeping/dramatic play area 

 Jewishly themed paper plates, napkins, etc. 

 Pretend birthday cake for the world. 

 Dressy clothes for synagogue. 
 
 

Music, fingerplays, movement activities 

 "L’Shanah Tovah for Rosh Hashanah,” by Debbie 
Friedman, in Shirim al Galgalim: Songs on Wheels. 
SISU Home Ent., 2011. Audio CD.  

 "L’Shana Tovah,” (traditional tune) in Shiron L’Yeladim. 
New York, NY: Transcontinental/URJ Press, 2002. 

 “Sing Along Song,” by Steven Carr Reuben, in 
Manginot:  The Complete Jewish Songbook for 
Children!  New York, NY: Transcontinental Music 
Publications/New Jewish Music Press, 2002.  

 

Thoughts for the block area 

 Children could build a synagogue.  Place pictures of 
synagogues transformed for the high holidays (white 
Torah covers, etc.) 
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Math and/or science explorations 

 When doing the calendar, count the number of days 
until Rosh Hashanah.  The space could be marked with 
a globe, birthday cake or shofar. 

 Bring in a globe to help children begin to visualize 
“world”  
SPATIAL THINKING AND SKILLS: Demonstrate a beginning understanding of maps 
as actual representations of places. 

 

Bulletin board ideas 

 A large globe with a “birthday crown” and/or candles on 
it, surrounded by symbols of Rosh Hashanah (a shofar, 
holiday candles, holiday prayerbook, etc.). 

 

Ideas for the art or writing centers 

 To the art or writing area place new year cards that have 
a birthday-of-the-world theme.  Include art and writing 
supplies for children to create their own and/or to sign 
and “send” these cards to others. 

 Offer art supplies so children can create other birthday 
decorations. 

Connections home 

 Let parents know of your focus on Rosh Hashanah as 
the birthday of the world, asking them to reinforce that 
idea at home. 

 Ask parents to save and send in any Rosh Hashanah 
cards the family receives; use these in a future year. 

 
 

Bridge to Rosh Hashanah 

 Just as we honor a person on their birthday, we honor 
the birthday of the world on Rosh Hashanah. 
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INTRODUCTION TO ROSH HASHANAH 

 
BACKGROUND 
 
In the Torah, the name “New Year” or Rosh Hashanah () is never 

mentioned.  Instead, the festival that falls on the first day of the Hebrew month of 
Tishrei is called  (Yom Hazikaron; The Day of Remembrance) and 

 (Yom T'ru-ah; The Day of the Shofar Sounding). 

 
In the midrash (a commentary on the Torah), Rosh Hashanah is said to be the day 
on which the world was created (or finished).  For that reason, it came to be known 
as New Year’s Day or the birthday of the world. 
 

It is said that on Rosh Hashanah, God opens the Book of Life in which every living 
person’s fate for the future is recorded and “pencils in” a fate for each human.  Ten 
days later, on Yom Kippur, this fate is sealed.  For that reason, the ten days 

beginning on Rosh Hashanah and ending on Yom Kippur are known as the 
 (Yamim Ha-nora’im; the Days of Awe).

 

During this ten-day period, Jews attempt to “reverse their fate” or to assure 
themselves a positive fate by repenting, known in Hebrew as “doing ” 

(t'shuvah; returning to good behavior).  This process includes looking inward and 
becoming conscious of those areas where the mark of good behavior was missed.  
 

This self-inventorying process, also known as doing (heshbon 

hanefesh; “inventorying” the soul), involves five steps including acknowledging one’s 
mistakes:

1. Acknowledging the poor behavior choice. 
2. Apologizing to those who were harmed. 
3. Making restitution, if possible. 
4. Finding ways to make sure that these same mistakes are not repeated in the 

future. 
5. Praying to God for forgiveness. 
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IN PRACTICE  

 

Shofar 
 

One of the dominant symbols for this holiday is the shofar or 
ram’s horn; as the festival’s name indicates it’s a day of sounding 
of the shofar   (Yom T'ru-ah; a day of sounding). 

 
There are many explanations for the use of the shofar on Rosh 
Hashanah:  

 For some, it represents the trumpet sounding that 
accompanies the coronation of a new ruler, for on this 
date Jews affirm God as their sovereign.1  

 

 Others attribute it to the shofar’s awakening function; they 
note that the sounding of the shofar triggers Jews to begin 
the process of heshbon hanefesh, or soul searching. 

 Another idea is the link back to Abraham and Isaac.  It is 
said that on Rosh Hashanah, Abraham set out to sacrifice 
his son, but was stopped just in the nick of time.  Instead, 
he sacrificed a ram. 

 

During each day of the holiday, a total of 100 shofar notes are 
sounded.  They are a combination of three distinct sounds: 

t'ki-ah; one long, sustained blast) 

(sh'varim; three short, choppy blasts) 

(t’ru-ah; nine brief, staccato blasts) 

In Conservative and Orthodox congregations, the shofar is not 
sounded on Shabbat.

Greetings It is customary to greet people on Rosh Hashanah with the 
phrase “May you be written for good (in the book of life).”  

 To a woman the greeting is “l’shanah tovah tikat’vi.”  

 To a man, “l’shanah tovah tikatev.” 

 In “shorthand” the greeting is:  (l’shanah 

tovah; [wishes] for a good year).

Prayer Rosh Hashanah is known for its high synagogue attendance. 
During the service, congregants read out of a special prayerbook 
known as a mahzor.  The tone of the services is solemn but 
stately, with many allusions to God’s coronation as ruler and 

                                                 
1
Some commentators suggest that Rosh Hashanah was borrowed from a pagan coronation ceremony.  Jews 

began to celebrate this holiday, which angered the ancient rabbis.  Those rabbis “religiousized” the festival and 
connected it to God.  Indeed, much of the day’s liturgy emphasizes the regal and ruler-like aspects of God. 
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sovereign.  

As with most religious holidays, the evening observance at the 
home dinner table begins with candle lighting, though the 
blessing ends, v’tzivanu l’hadlik ner shel Yom Tov (“who 
commands us to light the candles of the holiday”).  Kiddush is 
recited over the wine, thus sanctifying the day.  Motzi, the 
blessing over bread is recited. 

Food Today, most Jews begin their Rosh Hashanah celebration with a 
festive family meal.  This meal often includes “good luck” or 
symbolic foods such as fish heads, pomegranates, and carrots.  
The most popular foods served at this meal are apples and 
honey (for a sweet new year) and a round hallah (symbolizing 
the cyclical nature of the new year, among other explanations). 

Tashlih 

 

A tradition observed on the first afternoon of Rosh 

Hashanah (unless it falls on Shabbat wherein it is postponed 

until the following afternoon) is  (tashlih; “you will cast 

away”).  This custom dates back to the 14th century and involves 

Jews gathering around a moving body of water (a river, stream, 
etc.) into which to throw bread crumbs.  The crumbs represent 
the sins which are being cast away and hopefully forgiven.   
 

This custom stems from a quote in the book of the prophet 
Micah:  

And You will cast into the depths of the sea all our sins.   
You will show kindness to Jacob and mercy to Abraham,  
as You promised to our ancestors of old.   

Micah 7:18-20 

White White is symbolic of purity.  It stems from this quote in Isaiah: 
“Though your sins be as scarlet, they shall become as white as 
snow” (Isaiah 1:18).  The rabbi and cantor often wear a 
traditional white robe known as the kittel2.  The ark and bimah 
adornments are usually changed to white cloth. 
 

The Talmud (Yerushalmi, Rosh Hashanah 1:3) suggests that 
Jews wear white to show their festive mood (as contrasted with 
black worn during a mournful mood).  A further commentator in 
the Shulhan Aruh (Code of Jewish Law), states that though one 
does not wear black, one should also not wear colored clothes.  
Vivid colors would indicate arrogance for one’s fate.  The white 
hue shows reverence and awe. 

                                                 
2
 This white dress (the kittel) is also the traditional outfit used as a shroud for burial.  For this reason, the rabbis 

suggest that wearing the kittel shows one’s readiness for God’s judgment, even at the consequence of death.   
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TEXTS 
 
Adonai spoke to Moses, saying:  Tell this to the Children of Israel: 

In the seventh month, on the first day of the month, 
you shall observe a complete rest,  
    a sacred occasion marked with loud blasts.   
You shall do no work in your occupations,      
    and you shall bring a sacrifice by fire to God. 

Leviticus 23:23-25 

  
Though your sins be as scarlet, they shall become as white as snow. 

Isaiah 1:18 

 
Who is a God like You?  
You forgive sins and overlook transgressions;  
You do not retain anger forever against the survivors of Your People.   
For You love kindness.   
You will return and show us mercy and cover up our sins.   
And You will cast into the depths of the sea all our sins.   
You will show kindness to Jacob and mercy to Abraham,  
          as You promised to our ancestors of old.   

Micah 7:18-20 
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JEWISH VALUE THREADS 

 
Jewish holidays connect us to our past, to Jews worldwide, and to our future.  They also 
teach us values that are central to the way we live our lives.  The following values may 
be woven into the Rosh Hashanah unit, as appropriate, and woven as threads 
throughout the year. 
 

Menschlichkite 
What is hateful to you, do not do to others. 

Talmud, Shabbat 31a 
 

Rosh Hashanah is a time of repentance.  Since the tradition tells us that each 
human’s fate is decided around the time of this holiday, Jewish people make an 
extra effort to be kind to others and be the best people they can be, to “earn” the 
best fate possible.  Additionally, it is customary to apologize to those one has 
harmed during this period, as this is one of the three steps in doing t’shuvah 
(repenting).  Being a mensch (a Yiddish word meaning: a great human being), 
therefore, ties directly into the lessons of Rosh Hashanah. 

 
Community 

Do not separate yourself from the community. 
Pirke Avot 2:5 

 

Though one can pray alone, it is always preferable to daven (pray) with the 
community.  In fact, there are several prayers that can only be said with a minyan 
(a quorum or group of ten) present. 
 

Prayer is one of the main activities connected to Rosh Hashanah.  And, in fact, it 
and Yom Kippur are the holidays when the highest number of Jews attend 
synagogue.  Additionally, it is a holiday when families and friends gather for a 
festive meal.  For these reasons, Rosh Hashanah is an especially communal 
holiday. 

 
Tz’dakah 

“Repentance, prayer, and tz’dakah lessen the severity evil decree.” 
Mahzor, the high holiday prayerbook 

 

It is a tradition in Judaism to give tz’dakah (money to help others) during each 
religious holiday, especially those that center around a large festive meal.  
Perhaps, because of the concept “each Jew is responsible, one for another,” 
Jews have often contributed to the lives of other Jews.  This giving enables the 
less wealthy to eat a festive meal they might not otherwise have been able to 
afford.  Also, there is a saying that “repentance, prayer, and tz’dakah lessen the 
severity evil decree.”  This means that by doing those three virtues, a person 
could “earn” a better fate in the Book of Life. 
 

For these reasons, giving tz’dakah has become a tradition on Rosh Hashanah. 
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TZ’DAKAH IDEA FOR ROSH HASHANAH:  There are a number of suggestions for 
helping others at the Jewish new year: 

 With your class create a list of foods that are appropriate to serve during 
the holidays.  Ask parents to donate kosher, canned, or boxed items that 
are on the list.  Donate the food to the kosher food bank.   

 Use class money to purchase a Rosh Hashanah card or send flowers to a 
shut-in who would enjoy receiving a new year’s greeting. 
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CURRICULAR CHOICES 
 

A fingerprint or two stands out clearly and shows its uniqueness.  A lot of prints 
smudge together into a blurry mess.  Based on the age of your children and their 
unique interests, it is important to find the print or two that will focus learning in 
the unit on Rosh Hashanah. 
 
Use the background information (above) and the diagram (below) to find a focus 
appropriate for your class. 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Symbols 
Concepts 

Rosh Hashanah 

Shofar 

New Year cards 

Values 

Greetings 

Special foods 

apples honey 

New year, new beginning 

Behavior 

changes 

Menschlekite 

Community 

Tz’dakah 
Prayer 

White 

Tashlih 

 

Customs 
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HOLIDAY ACTIVITIES 
 

SYMBOLS 
 

The Shofar 
Read the story, “The Announcing Tool” in Does God Have a Big Toe? by Mark 
Gellman (Harper & Row, 1993).  God instructs a man to find the right “announcing 
tool,” which turns out to be a shofar.  [It’s also in Torah Aura’s Rosh ha-Shanah 
and Yom Kippur Machzor, page 28.] 
 
Starting a few weeks before Rosh Hashanah, sound the shofar to call students to 
circle time.   
 
Learn the rhyme, “This Little Shofar,” in Clap and Count! Action Rhymes for the 
Jewish Year, by Jacqueline Jules.  Illus. by Sally Springer.  Rockville: Kar-Ben 
Copies, Inc.  2001.   
PHONOLOGICAL AWARENESS: With modeling and support, recognize and produce rhyming words 
FLUENCY: With modeling and support use phrasing, intonation and expression in shared reading of familiar books, poems, 
chants, songs, nursery rhymes or other repetitious or predictable texts. 

 
Tell children what a shofar is used for during Rosh Hashanah.  [An age 
appropriate explanation is that it gives us a way to announce to ourselves and to 
God that we are sorry for the things we did wrong this past year.]  Share 
photographs or YouTube videos of people blowing a shofar as a way to 
demonstrate how a shofar is used.  
  
Create a display of a variety of shofarot (plural of shofar).  Allow students to 
compare them.  [You might ask questions like:  Which is the smoothest? Which is 
the heaviest? Which is the prettiest? Which is the smelliest?]  Offer various 
magnifying glasses with which students can use to explore the shofarot.  Have the 
students group and regroup the shofarot according to these classifications.  What 
does a shofar look like?  
DESCRIBE AND COMPARE MEASUREABLE ATTRIBUTES: Describe and compare objects using measureable attributes 
(e.g. strength, size, capacity and weight). 

 

 

 

 
Extension activity: Play for 

children various noise-making 

devices (such as an alarm 

clock, a fog horn, a bike horn, 

a whistle, etc.).  Ask students 

to describe each sound and 

have them explore how sound 

wakes one up.  Connect to the 

idea of the shofar waking up 

Jews to repentance. 
INQUIRY: Explore objects, materials and 
events in the environment. 
INQUIRY: Make inferences, 
generalizations and explanations based 
on evidence. 

 

Photos and videos may be 

found at:  

http://www.images.google.com 

or YouTube.com by looking up 

the word “shofar.”  [Choose 

photos that match your 

children’s worldview, i.e., if 

Orthodox - chose only men 

with kippot, if on the liberal 

spectrum - include female 

shofar blowers.] 

 
 

http://www.images.google.com/
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GROUP AND CATEGORIZE: Sort and classify objects by one or more attributes (e.g., size, shape) 
DESCRIBE AND COMPARE MEASUREABLE ATTRIBUTES: Order objects by measureable attribute (e.g., biggest to 
smallest, etc). 
INQUIRY: Use simple tools to extend investigation 
 
 

Have students trace a shofar, sketch a shofar, make a blueprint of a shofar (use 
special art paper to do this) and do a rubbing of the outside texture of the shofar.  
[Find shofarot with varied textures and shapes to make this exercise interesting.] 
Also, compare photographs of different shofarot with the actual objects – how do 
children know that the photograph and the object are the same thing? 
INQUIRY: Record observations using words, pictures, charts, graphs, etc. 
ANALYZE, COMPARE AND CREATE SHAPES: Compare two-dimensional shapes, in different sizes and orientations, 
using informal language. 
INQUIRY: Use simple tools to extend investigation 

 

Ask students to hypothesize how the shofar makes its sound.  Have students 
attempt to blow the shofar.   

 See if they can create “rules” for how to sound the shofar. 

 Ask them to describe which techniques are successful.   
 

Bring in someone to demonstrate how to blow a shofar correctly.   

 Have students try to imitate the sounds produced by the shofar blower 

 Talk about the various kinds of shofar notes in terms of the sound (loud, 
fast, slow, high, etc) 
INQUIRY: Make predictions 
EXPLORATIONS OF ENERGY: With modeling and support, explore the properties and characteristics of sound 
and light 

 
Ask students to hypothesize from where the horns “grew.” Show photographs of 
animals with horns (rams, antelopes, etc.) and have children look carefully at them 
to see the connection between a shofar and the animal from which it came. 
EXPRESSIVE LANGUAGE: Use language to communicate in a variety of ways with others to share observations, ideas 
and experiences; problem-solve, reason, predict and seek new information 
EXPRESSIVE LANGUAGE: With modeling and support, use words acquired through conversations and shared reading 
experiences. (Vocabulary) 

 
 

 

 

The touching and tracing 

connect children with the 

symbol of shofar.  Knowing 

that the photo and object are 

the same, leads to the idea of 

representation, especially 

important for later learning. 

 
 

Have alcohol and wipes to 

sanitize the shofar between 

students.  [To blow a shofar, 

one needs to keep one’s lips 

tight, much like blowing a 

trumpet.] 

 

 

 

 
Discovering the source of the 

shofar, and the careful 

observation, builds science 

skills.  Animal photos are 

easily gathered from the 

Internet. [Teacher note: Yes, 

unfortunately, a shofar is 

created from the horns of a 

dead animal.] 
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Teach students the three notes the shofar makes.   

 See if they can imitate them with the shofar, other horns or their voices.   
INNOVATION AND INVENTION: Use creative and flexible thinking to solve problems. 

 Ask them to dance the sounds.   

 Ask children how the sounds make them feel, and help them make a 
connection to the desire to change their behaviors 

  
Invite a shofar maker to visit the class.  [Chabad often offers one, though the 
process may be beyond the general capabilities of this age group; the children, 
however, may watch.].   

 
New Year Cards 
 

Explore Rosh Hashanah cards 

 Take children to a Jewish book store to see the variety of cards for sale, or 
make a display of Rosh Hashanah cards in your classroom. 
HERITAGE: Develop an awareness and appreciation of family cultural stories and traditions. 
PRODUCTION AND CONSUMPTION: With modeling and support, demonstrate understanding of where goods 
and services originate and how they are acquired. 

 
Bookstore extensions/options: 

 Using classroom tz’dakah money, buy several of the students’ favorite 
cards.   

 Send the cards to a local nursing home or to other places where someone 
in need might enjoy receiving such a greeting. 
EMAPATHY:  Express concern for the needs of others and people in distress. 

 While at the bookstore, explore the other items on display for use during 
Rosh Hashanah (special hallah cover, apple and honey dish, shofarot, a 
kittel, etc.). 

 Send a class-written thank you note to the store’s owner after the visit. 
WRITING APPLICATION AND COMPOSITION: With modeling and support, use a combination of drawing, 
dictating and emergent writing for a variety of purposes (e.g., letters, greeting cards, menus, lists, books). 
MEMORY: Communicate about past events and anticipate what comes next during familiar routines and 
experiences 

Invite in someone who can 

blow a shofar correctly, or ask 

for a recording of the three 

notes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Send home a note prior to 

Rosh Hashanah asking 

parents to collect and save any 

New Year’ cards they would 

normally throw out.  Store 

these cards for future use. 
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 Prepare for and debrief the trip using language of time (tomorrow, today, 
yesterday) 
HERITAGE: Demonstrate an understanding of time in the context of daily experiences. 

 

 Ask students to explore the symbols and greetings that appear on these 
commercially-made cards.  Read to students the various greetings. 
SYMBOLIC THOUGHT:  Demonstrate understanding that symbols carry meaning and use symbols to represent 
thinking (e.g., drawings, construction or movement). 
PRINT CONCEPTS: Demonstrate an understanding that print carries meaning. 
LETTER AND WORD RECOGNITION: With modeling and support, recognize and “read” familiar words or 
environmental print. 

Compare and contrast cards, building to clarity of the characteristics of Rosh 
Hashanah cards: 

 Next to the display of Rosh Hashanah cards, include a pile of other cards   
(such as birthday cards).   
o Encourage students to compare and contrast the two sets of cards.   
o What characteristics are necessary for a Rosh Hashanah card? [“How 

do you know this is a Rosh Hashanah card?”] 
GROUP AND CATEGORIZE: Sort and classify objects by one or more attributes (e.g., size, shape, birthday 
or Rosh Hashanah symbols) 
REASONING AND PROBLEM SOLVING: Solve problems by planning and carrying out a sequence of 
actions. 
EXPRESSIVE LANGUAGE: Speak audibly and express thoughts, feelings and ideas clearly. (Articulation) 
EXPRESSIVE LANGUAGE: Use drawings or other visuals to add details to verbal descriptions. 

 
Have children create their own Rosh Hashanah cards.   
WRITING PROCESS: Use a 3-finger grasp of dominant hand to hold a writing tool. 
WRITING PROCESS: Demonstrate an understanding of the structure and function of print. 
WRITING PROCESS: With modeling and support, print letters of own name and other meaningful words with mock letters 
and some actual letters. 

Options include: 

 Supply paper, pens, markers, crayons, stickers, glue, construction paper, 
glitter, Elison die-cuts of stars and shofarot, scissors, etc. 
SMALL MUSCLE: TOUCH, GRASP, REACH, MANIPULATE: Use classroom and household tools independently 
with eye-hand coordination to carry out activities 
PRESISTENCE: Carry out tasks, activities, projects or experiences from beginning to end 
PRESISTENCE: Focus on the task at hand even when frustrated or challenged. 
REASONING AND PROBLEM SOLVING: Solve problems by planning and carrying out a sequence of actions 

 

 

Extension activity: In the 

math center, lay out a variety 

of Rosh Hashanah cards and 

envelopes.  Be sure there are a 

variety of shapes, sizes, and 

colors.  Ask students to group 

and regroup the cards by 

various designations (such as 

smallest to largest or lightest 

to darkest) and classifications 

(such as a pile with those 

cards featuring apples and a 

pile of those cards without 

apples).   
NUMBER SENSE AND COUNTING: 
Identify without counting small quantities 
of up to 3 items. (Subitize) 
NUMBER SENSE AND COUNTING: 
Demonstrate one-to-one correspondence 
when counting up to 10. 
NUMBER SENSE AND COUNTING: 
Understand that the last number spoken 
tells the number of objects counted. 
DESCRIBE AND COMPARE 
MEASUREABLE ATTRIBUTES: Measure 
length and volume (capacity) using non-
standard or standard measurement tools. 
DESCRIBE AND COMPARE 
MEASUREABLE ATTRIBUTES: Order 
objects by measureable attribute (e.g., 
biggest to smallest, etc.) 
DESCRIBE AND COMPARE 
MEASUREABLE ATTRIBUTES: Describe 
and compare objects using measureable 
attributes (e.g., length, size, capacity and 
weight) 
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 Offer students a card-creating program on the computer and have them 
help generate a Rosh Hashanah card that could be sent via e-mail.  A 
computer-created card could be sent to a similarly-aged class in Israel. 

 
Ask students to explain what symbols they have included in their cards. 
Create a class Rosh Hashanah card and send it to another class in the school.  
[Invite the class to share a sweet snack, as well.]   
SYMBOLIC THOUGHT:  Demonstrate understanding that symbols carry meaning and use symbols to represent thinking 
(e.g., drawings, construction or movement). 

 

Or, consider sending a Rosh Hashanah card to someone(s) in the “front office” of 
the school; an invitation to share in snack time could also be extended. 
EMAPATHY:  Express concern for the needs of others and people in distress. 
LETTER AND WORD RECOGNITION: With modeling and support, recognize and name some upper and lower case letters 
in addition to those in first name. 
WRITING PROCESS: Demonstrate an understanding of the structure and function of print. 
WRITING PROCESS: With modeling and support, print letters of own name and other meaningful words with mock letters 
and some actual letters. 
WRITING PROCESS: With modeling and support, demonstrate letter formation in “writing”.  

 
Make arrangements for the delivery of student-made Rosh Hashanah cards.  
Have students take their cards home, deliver them to classmates or residents in a 
nursing home, or send them to family members in the mail.  [Suggest that parents 
send to school with their children envelopes addressed (and stamped) to 
grandparents or other special friends.] 
WRITING APPLICATION AND COMPOSITION: With modeling and support, use a combination of drawing, dictating and 
emergent writing for a variety of purposes (e.g., letters, greeting cards, menus, lists, books). 
EMAPATHY:  Express concern for the needs of others and people in distress. 
 
As teacher, send each child in the class a Rosh Hashanah card in the mail.  
[Children love receiving mail that is specifically addressed to them!]  As a special 
touch, include a die cut shofar, a honey stick, or scratch and sniff sticker. 
LETTER AND WORD RECOGNITION: With modeling and support, recognize and “read” familiar words or environmental 
print. 

 

 

The sending and receiving of 

cards helps children with 

Language and Literacy 

Development indicators related 

to one’s name.  Try & include 

these in your learning 

activities: 
WRITING PROCESS: Use a 3-finger grasp 
of dominant hand to hold a writing tool. 
WRITING PROCESS: Demonstrate an 
understanding of the structure and function 
of print 
WRITING PROCESS: With modeling and 
support, print letters of own name and other 
meaningful words with mock letters and 
some actual letters. 
WRITING PROCESS: With modeling and 
support, show awareness that one letter or 
cluster of letters represents one word 
 

Extension activity: Have each 

child decorate a shoe box as an 

individual “Rosh Hashanah 

mailbox;” include Rosh 

Hashanah symbols [the JECC’s 

Ellison die cuts can be helpful] 

and the child’s name.  

Encourage children to make 

and deliver Rosh Hashanah 

cards to each of their 

classmates, via the mailboxes.  

[This activity promotes letter 

and name recognition.]   
PRINT CONCEPTS: Demonstrate an 
understanding that print carries meaning. 
WRITING APPLICATION AND 
COMPOSITION: With modeling and support, 
use a combination of drawing, dictating and 
emergent writing for a variety of purposes 
(e.g., letters, greeting cards, menus, lists, 
books). 



Jewish Education Center of Cleveland Fingerprints:  Discovering Jewish Life 
 Rosh Hashanah 

 

page  33 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Greetings 
 

Teach children to say  (l’shanah tovah; a good year) as a holiday 

greeting.   
SENSE OF COMPETENCE:  Show confidence in own abilities and accomplish routine and familiar tasks independently. 

 Each day in the week prior to Rosh Hashanah and up until Yom Kippur, 
greet children as they come in with l’shanah tovah. 

 Have each child one-at-a-time turn to the person sitting next to him or her in 
the all-group circle and say, “l’shanah tovah” (or encourage the use of 
children’s names with “l’shanah tovah, Jon”).  Go around the circle until 
each child has had a turn.  [Note: In the phrase, “l’shanah tovah” the “l” in front 

grammatically means “to” – as in “to a good year.”  One may say “l’shanah tovah” or 
“shanah tovah;” each are okay.] 

 Place a telephone in the housekeeping area and encourage children to 
make “practice/pretend” phone calls to wish their friends a “l’shanah tovah.” 
RECEPTIVE LANGUAGE AND COMPREHENSION: Demonstrate understanding of increasingly complex 
concepts and longer sentences. 
RECEPTIVE LANGUAGE AND COMPREHENSION: Ask meaning of words. 
EXPRESSIVE LANGUAGE: With modeling and support, use words acquired through conversations and shared 
reading experiences. (Vocabulary) 
SOCIAL COMMUNICATION: With modeling and support, follow typical patterns when communicating with others 
(e.g., listen to others, takes turns talking, and speaks about the topic or text being discussed) 

 
Encourage them to greet each other with the phrase, as well. 
SENSE OF COMPETENCE:  Show confidence in own abilities and accomplish routine and familiar tasks independently. 

 
Sing the song, “L’shanah tovah for Rosh Hashanah” (Debbie Friedman in Shirim 

LETTER AND WORD RECOGNITION: With 
modeling and support, recognize and name 
some upper and lower case letters in 
addition to those in first name. 
LETTER AND WORD RECOGNITION: With 
modeling and support, demonstrate 
understanding that alphabet letters are a 
special category of symbols that can be 
named and identified. 
LETTER AND WORD RECOGNITION: With 
modeling and support, recognize the sounds 
associated with letters. 

 
 

This greeting is also 

appropriate to put on new 

year cards.  Children can copy 

the greeting in Hebrew or 

English, or glue down pre-

printed Hebrew slips of paper.  

A larger font-version of the 

greeting is at the end of the 

learning activities section; feel 

free to photocopy. 

 

Extension activity: Create a 

class telephone book, 

alphabetized by the children’s 

first name and including 

photos.  Place the phonebook 

by the phone in the 

housekeeping area and 

encourage children to “dial” 

using the numbers.  [NOTE: 

When a child is absent, use the 

phone book to make a “real” 
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al Galgalim: Songs on Wheels, SISU Home Ent, 2011. Audio CD.) or "L’Shana 
Tovah” (traditional tune in The Complete Jewish Songbook for Children, Manginot, 
Vol. 1.  NY:  Transcontinental/URJ Press 2002.  Page 89). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Special Foods:  Apples, Honey and Round Hallot 

 

Add photographs of Rosh Hashanah food to the “walls” of the housekeeping or 
dramatic play area.  [For some great photographs of food on Rosh Hashanah, go 
to www.flickr.com and search for “Rosh Hashanah.”]   

 
Tell children that on Rosh Hashanah, we use apples and honey to help us think 
about a sweet new year.  Discuss reasons why a “sweet year” is a good thing for 
which to wish. 
 

Provide apples, honey and hallah for snack at least once in the week prior to Rosh 
Hashanah.  Consider offering other sweet foods, as well. 
 

Learn the song, “Tapuhim Ud’vash” (Apples and Honey) on the CD Shiron L’gan: 
Jewish Songs for Children ages 2-5 (various artists, Transcontinental Music 
Publications). 

 

Learn the rhyme, “Honeybee” in Clap and Count! Action Rhymes for the Jewish 
Year by Jacqueline Jules.  Illus. by Sally Springer.  Rockville: Kar-Ben Copies, Inc.  
2001.   
FLUENCY: With modeling and support, use phrasing, intonation and expression in shared reading of familiar books, 
poems, chants, songs, nursery rhymes or other repetitious or predictable texts. 

call to him or her.  Use this as 

an opportunity to inquire how 

the child is feeling.] 
PEER INTERACTIONS AND 
RELATIONSHIPS: Demonstrate socially 
competent behavior with peers. 
PEER INTERACTIONS AND 
RELATIONSHIPS: Interact with peers in 
more complex pretend play including 
planning, coordination of roles and 
cooperation. 
INTERACTIONS WITH ADUTLS: 
Request and accept guidance from 
adults. 
EMPATHY: Express concern for the 
needs of others and people in distress. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Extension Activity: Introduce 

the idea of sweet by laying out 

a variety of sweet foods (e.g., 

honey, sugar, cookies, cake, 

apple).  Ask students to taste a  

little of each; help them label 

the taste as “sweet.”  [For 

older children, consider 

offering foods with a variety of 

tastes; help children learn to 

label the different tastes (e.g., 

sour, salty, sweet).] 

Spending time on the various 

ways we describe tastes, 

http://www.flickr.com/


Jewish Education Center of Cleveland Fingerprints:  Discovering Jewish Life 
 Rosh Hashanah 

 

page  35 

 

Learn the rhyme, “Rosh Hashanah Round” in Clap and Count! Action Rhymes for 
the Jewish Year by Jacqueline Jules.  Illus. by Sally Springer.  Rockville: Kar-Ben 
Copies, Inc.  2001.   
PHONOLOGICAL AWARENESS: With modeling and support, recognize and produce rhyming words 
PHONOLOGICAL AWARENESS: With modeling and support, recognize words in spoken sentences. 
PHONOLOGICAL AWARENESS: With modeling and support, identify, blend and segment syllables in spoken words. 

 

Bring in a variety of hallot with different shapes (round, long, braided, “ladder,” 
etc.) and the corresponding ingredients (such as raisins, chocolate chips, poppy 
seeds or sesame seeds).  Place these in the snack area and encourage the 
children to try different kinds of hallah.  Which one seems to be a good reminder 
of a “sweet new year?” 

Place hallah dough in the housekeeping corner (or on a project table) and have 
children make hallah in a round shape.  Clay can also be placed out, for practice. 
 
Put a round hallah in the housekeeping corner.   
IDENTIFY AND DESCRIBE SHAPES:  Recognize basic shapes.  Understand and use names of shapes when identifying 
objects. 
IDENTIFY AND DESCRIBE SHAPES:  Name three-dimensional objects using informal, descriptive vocabulary (e.g., “cube” 
for box, “ice cream cone” for cone, “ball” for sphere).  

 
Ask parents to send a recipe of their favorite “sweet new year” snack (traditional or 
otherwise).  Make these into a class recipe book to send home.  Include a “honey 
stick” and the blessing said at the holiday meal wishing for a sweet, new year. 
SOCIAL IDENTITY: Identify self and others as belonging to one or more groups by observable characteristics. 
HERITAGE: Develop an awareness and appreciation of family cultural stories and traditions. 

 
As a class, make an apple or honey cake.   
CIVIC PARTICIPATION AND SKILLS: Demonstrate cooperative behaviors and fairness in social interactions. 
CIVIC PARTICIPATION AND SKILLS: Understand that everyone has rights and responsibilities within a group 

 
 
 
 

expands student vocabulary. 
RECEPTIVE LANGUAGE AND 
COMPREHENSION: Demonstrate 
understanding of increasingly complex 
concepts and longer sentences. 
EXPRESSIVE LANGUAGE: With 
modeling and support, determine the 
meanings of unknown words/concepts 
using the context of conversations, 
pictures that accompany text or concrete 
objects. (Vocabulary) 
RECEPTIVE LANGUAGE AND 
COMPREHENSION: Ask meaning of 
words. 
EXPRESSIVE LANGUAGE: Use 
language to communicate in a variety of 
ways with others to share observations, 
ideas and experiences; problem-solve, 
reason, predict and seek new information. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Extension activity: Bake a 

honey cake using a picture 

recipe for students to follow 

using visuals for the 

measurements: cup, teaspoon, 

etc.  Being accurate about 
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CONCEPTS 
 

A New Year, A New Beginning  
 

Use the natural beginning of the school transitions and routines to help children 
talk about “things that happen again.”  Have students brainstorm events that recur 
(such as the start of school, the holidays, the leaves falling, birthdays, etc.).  Use 
the phrase, “new (school) year,” and eventually talk about the “new Jewish year.” 
HISTORICAL THINKING AND SKILLS:  Demonstrate an understanding of time in the context of daily experiences. 
HISTORICAL THINKING AND SKILLS:  Develop an awareness of his/her personal history 

 
Have a birthday party to celebrate the new year (the birthday of the world).  Serve 
honey cake (instead of regular cake), use holiday candles (instead of birthday 
candles), set out new year’s cards (instead of birthday cards) and give the world a 
“present” (such as cleaning up some trash from the ground, watering or weeding a 
garden, or feeding the birds). 
EXPLORATIONS OF THE NATURAL WORLD: With modeling and support, develop understanding of the relationship 
between humans and nature; recognizing the difference between helpful and harmful actions toward that natural 
environment. 

measuring reinforces 

important math concepts.   
DESCRIBE AND COMPARE 
MEASUREABLE ATTRIBUTES: 
Describe and compare objects using 
measureable attributes (e.g., length, size, 
capacity and weight) 
SPATIAL RELATIONSHIPS: 
Demonstrate understanding of the 
relative position of objects using terms 
such as in/on/under, up/down, 
inside/outside, above/below, 
beside/between, in front of /behind and 
next to. 

 

Conversations can include 

concepts of: 

 Equal, more, fewer 

 Counting 

 Measurement 

 Problem solving 
 

Extension: Calendar is often 

overemphasized as an early 

childhood math and social 

studies skill.  Young children 

do not readily “get” the idea 

of months, weeks and the 

specific use of a calendar to 

divide and measure time.  The 

two Ohio Early Learning & 

Development Standards that 

relate are:  
EXPLORATION OF LIVING THINGS: 
With modeling and support, demonstrate 
an understanding that living things 
change over time (e.g., life cycle). 
EXPLORATIONS OF THE NATURAL 
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Introduce the idea of change over a year by asking parents to send in a set of 
clothing that fit their child during the previous year and a set of clothing from the 
present year.   

 Make a hanging display of the sets of clothing.   

 Compare the sizes that fit last year to what students are wearing this year.  
Use the words big and small, or big and bigger.   

 Ask children what other changes they notice from last year to this; what is 
different? 
HISTORICAL THINKING AND SKILLS: Develop an awareness of his/her personal history. 
WRITING APPLICATION AND COMPOSITION: With modeling and support, use a combination of drawing, 
dictating and emergent writing to tell a story, to express ideas, and to share information about an experience or 
topic of interest. (Composition) 
EXPLORATIONS OF LIVING THINGS:  With modeling and support, demonstrate an understanding that living 
things change over time (e.g., life cycle). 

 
Just as the children have changed physically, their behavior has also changed.  
They are now able to do more “good behaviors” than they did in year past.  On 
Rosh Hashanah we think about our behavior for the new year. 
SELF REGULATION:  Manage the expression of feelings, thoughts, impulses, and behaviors with minimal guidance. 
SELF REGULATION:  With modeling and support, show awareness of the consequences for his/her actions. 

 
Get a variety of pictures that show the seasons throughout the year.   

 Sit children in a circle, with the pictures placed around in appropriate order 
and talk about the circle or cycle of the year.   
EXPLORATIONS OF THE NATURAL WORLD: With modeling and support, recognize familiar elements of the 
natural environment and understand that these may change over time (e.g., soil, weather, sun and moon). 
MEMORY:  Communicate about past events and anticipate what comes next during familiar routines and 
experiences. 

 After students can talk about how the year (or seasons) begins again and 
again, show differently shaped hallot and ask which one(s) seem to be in a 
good shape to show that a new year is part of the circle (or cycle) of time. 

 
 
 

 

WORLD: With modeling and support, 
recognize familiar elements of the natural 
environment and understand that these 
may change over time (e.g., soil, weather, 
sun and moon). 

This is not the same as using a 

calendar on a daily basis in 

class.  With this in mind, how 

one handles the beginning of 

the year, of Rosh Hashanah, 

and of the calendar in general, 

becomes an important 

question to consider. 
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Behavior Changes [This correlates to the Jewish value of menschlichkite.] 
 

Tell children that on Rosh Hashanah we apologize to the people we might have 
hurt during the year and pray to God to say we are sorry for all the things we have 
done wrong.   
SELF REGULATION:  With modeling and support, show awareness of the consequences for his/her actions. 
EMPATHY:  Show regard for the feelings of other living things. 
 

Ask children to brainstorm those things they can do to be good friends to each 
other in the coming year.  Write each idea down and later have children illustrate 
them.  Display them and refer to them throughout the year.   
EMPATHY:  Show regard for the feelings of other living things. 
PEER INTERACTIONS AND RELATIONSHIPS:  Demonstrate socially competent behavior with peers. 
PEER INTERACTIONS AND RELATIONSHIPS: With modeling and support, negotiate to resolve social conflicts with peers. 

 

Tell children that a word we sometimes use to describe a person who is a good 
friend to others or helps others is a mensch.  As children do good things for others 
in the classroom, tell them thank them and say, “What a good mensch you are!”  If 
children report menschlichkite behaviors from home or other circumstances, 
praise them also for being a mensch. 
 
From this discussion, teachers can create a class mahzor (a high holiday 
prayerbook) to be used for a few days prior to Rosh Hashanah.  If it’s appropriate 
for the school site, add the phrase, “Dear God, Next year I hope to…” or “Dear 
God, Next year, please help me to …”  
WRITING APPLICATION AND COMPOSITION: With modeling and support, use a combination of drawing, dictating and 
emergent writing for a variety of purposes (e.g., letters, greeting cards, menus, lists, books). 
WRITING APPLICATION AND COMPOSITION: “Read” what s/he has written. 

 Have students complete the phrase (this may require dictation) and 
illustrate it. 

 Send the mahzor home with the children and suggest to parents that they 
read it quietly to their children during Rosh Hashanah, either at home, or in 
synagogue.   

On Rosh Hashanah (and Yom Kippur) it’s not enough to say “sorry” to God, but 
it’s very important to say “I’m sorry” to someone you hurt last year.  People even 

 

 

 

 

 

In general early childhood 

studies, this discussion helps 

build understanding of citizen 

rights and responsibilities. 
CIVIC PARTICIPATION AND SKILLS: 
With modeling and support, demonstrate 
an awareness of the outcomes of 
choices. 

 

The Yiddish word “mensch” 

literally means “man” and 

has come to refer to a person 

who is a wonderful human 

being – caring and 

considerate of others. 
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say, “I’m sorry if I did anything wrong to hurt you that I may not have known 
about.”   
PEER INTERACTIONS: Demonstrate socially competent behavior with peers. 
PEER INTERACTIONS:  With modeling and support, negotiate to resolve social conflicts with peers. 
EMPATHY: Show regard for the feelings of other living things. 

 In class, practice saying “I’m sorry” to classmates.   

 Send home information about this custom to parents and suggest that they 
say, “I’m sorry” to their children, and prompt their children to say “I’m sorry” 
to them, or to their siblings.   

 

VALUES 
 

Tz’dakah 
 

Create a display of tz’dakah boxes that are “child-friendly” (i.e., not breakable) and 
that already have some coins inside.  Introduce the containers at group time 
(either large or small group), asking children to explore the boxes and hypothesize 
(guess) what they think these are for.   
EMPATHY:  Express concern for the needs of others and people in distress. 
EMPATHY: Show regard for the feelings of other living things. 

 Discuss the importance of helping people who need extra help buying the 
food and clothing they need for their families.   

 Decide (either as the teacher, alone, or if you wish as a class) what kind of 
tz’dakah collecting routine would work best for the class (e.g., holidays, 
Shabbat, or at any time per your preference).  Find a place to keep the 
class tz’dakah box and inform parents of the plan.   
CIVIC PARTICIPATION AND SKILLS: Demonstrate cooperative behaviors and fairness in social interactions. 
EXPRESSIVE LANGUAGE: With modeling and support, determine the meanings of unknown words/concepts 
using the context of conversations, pictures that accompany text or concrete objects. (Vocabulary) 
EXPRESSIVE LANGUAGE: Use language to communicate in a variety of ways with others to share 
observations, ideas and experiences; problem-solve, reason, predict and seek new information.  

 Consider what the class could use tz’dakah money for in honor of Rosh 
Hashanah – perhaps to buy food for people who need it at this time of year.  
Make a group decision of how to use money collected.  Options for 
following through include: 

o The class going on a shopping field trip and delivering the purchased 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Extension Activity:  Ask 

parents to donate those 

clothing items and possibly 

additional items for a 

classroom clothing drive.  This 

is a great tz’dakah project.  

[Note that families with 

younger children will want to 

save the clothing as “hand-

me-downs.”] 
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items to the appropriate agency (Goodwill, etc.). 
o A teacher or a parent/child volunteer could shop and deliver the 

items; ask them to take photos to create a visual diary of what 
happened with the children’s money. 

 
Create tz’dakah boxes for Rosh Hashanah that can be used all year at home.  
Offer children a variety of different containers and art supplies so that they may 
decorate a tz’dakah box as they desire.  Send home each child’s box with a note 
explaining the importance in Jewish tradition of giving tz’dakah (especially at 
holiday time), the possible use of a tz’dakah box at home, as well as the routine 
the class will be used for collecting tz’dakah during the year. 

 
Community 

 

Show children photographs of people together at Rosh Hashanah time.  Talk 
about Rosh Hashanah as a holiday that Jews spend together, in synagogue and 
at home. 
HERITAGE: Develop an awareness and appreciation of family cultural stories and traditions. 
SOCIAL IDENTITY: Identify self and others as belonging to one or more groups by observable characteristics. 

 
Place some of the synagogue photos in the block or housekeeping area, along 
with some dolls and Rosh Hashanah symbols like a shofar.  Encourage the 
children to use these in their play and extend their understandings of the 
community-aspect of the holiday by using words like “together,” “community,” and 
“Jewish people” when talking about their play with them. 
 
Encourage families that celebrate Rosh Hashanah to take photos at an 
appropriate time (some will not do so on the actual holiday, but before and after).  
Share these with the class and discuss how special it is to enjoy Rosh Hashanah 
with others. 
HISTORICAL THINKING AND SKILLS: Develop an awareness of his/her personal history 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

At www.flickr.com search 

using the words “Rosh 

Hashanah synagogue” and 

scroll down to find the 

appropriate photos. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.flickr.com/
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Menschlichkite (also see Behavior Changes, above) 
 

Teach (and use) the Yiddish term mensch or menschlichkite behavior to describe 
the great behavior expected of children.   
CIVIC PARTICIPATION AND SKILLS: Demonstrate cooperative behaviors and fairness in social interactions. 

 This term can be continued throughout the school year.   

 Create a bulletin board to highlight menschlichkite behavior.   

 Have a digital camera available for documenting good behavior when it 
happens.  Hang those pictures on the Mensch bulletin board.   

 Encourage the other students to “turn in” stories of their classmates being 
menschen (menschen is the plural of mensch). 
EXPRESSIVE LANGUAGE: With modeling and support, determine the meanings of unknown words/concepts 
using the context of conversations, pictures that accompany text or concrete objects. (Vocabulary) 

 
CUSTOMS 

 

Tashlih 
 

Ask children to list (with the teacher’s help) which behaviors they think they can 
and should improve or eliminate during the coming year.  What are some of the 
things for which they are sorry?  [This might be done as a group, or if preferred, 
one-on-one with the teacher.]   
CIVIC PARTICIPATION AND SKILLS: With modeling and support, demonstrate an awareness of the outcomes of choices. 
EMPATHY: Show regard for the feelings of others. 

 
On the flat part of a coffee filter, ask children to create a drawing using water 
color, paint or markers of the behavior they do not want to do repeat during the 
coming year.  Tell the children about  (tashlih; a ceremony in which we toss 

away our sins, the things we have done wrong).  Fill a wading pool or the water 
table with water and create a small ceremony in which children throw out the 
things they did wrong.  Watch the bad behaviors disappear in the water.   
SOCIAL COMMUNICATIONS: With modeling and support, follow typical patterns when communicating with others (e.g., 
listen to others, takes turns talking and speaks about the topic or text being discussed). 

 

 

The Yiddish word mensch 

literally means “man” and 

has come to refer to a person 

who is a wonderful human 

being – caring and 

considerate of others. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Test this out before doing it 

with the class.  Does the color 

of the materials you chose 

disappear in water? 
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SYMBOLIC THOUGHT:  Demonstrate understanding that symbols carry meaning and use symbols to represent thinking 
(e.g., drawings, construction or movement). 

 

To introduce and/or reinforce this ceremony read either: 

 Tashlich at Turtle Rock by Susan Schnur and Anna Schnur-Fishman (Kar-
Ben, 2010).   

 New Year at the Pier:  A Rosh Hashanah Story, by April Halprin Wayland 
(NY: Dial Books for Young Readers, 2009).  PJ Library selection. 

 

 

White 
 

If your school is in a synagogue, arrange to visit the sanctuary before the Torah 
scrolls are prepared for Rosh Hashanah (usually the mantles are changed to 
white).  Take pictures to document on a day prior to the change.  Or arrange to 
visit at the day and time they are being changed.  Could the children help?  Visit 
again afterwards.  What’s different?  Why?  How does the color change affect the 
“feel” of the synagogue? 
SYMBOLIC THOUGHT:  Demonstrate understanding that symbols carry meaning and use symbols to represent thinking 
(e.g., drawings, construction or movement). 

 

Where possible, change the decorations in the room to white (the curtains, 
tablecloths, throw rugs, etc.).  Talk about how the room feels with the changes. 
On the day just prior to Rosh Hashanah, and during the 10 days leading up to 
Yom Kippur, use white tablecloths for snack and/or lunch.    
 

In the housekeeping corner, change the kippot to white.  [Do this until Yom Kippur, 
and then change them back to colored.]  

 
Prayer 

 

Find a prayer in a child’s high holiday prayerbook (known in Hebrew as a  

(mahzor) that has a responsive refrain that asks for help in making behavior 

 

 
Alternative “classic” book: 

The Rosh Hashanah Walk by 

Carol Levin (Rockville: Kar-

Ben Copies, 1987). 

 
 

 

 

Display the photos in the 

room.  Another option is to 

project them on the wall so 

that children may interact with 

them. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

A mahzor is the prayerbook 

specially used on Rosh 

Hashanah and Yom Kippur. 
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changes.   

 Teach children the response and recite the prayer during group time 
(perhaps each day in the week before Rosh Hashanah).   
FLUENCY: With modeling and support, use phrasing, intonation and expression in shared reading of familiar 
books, poems, chants, songs, nursery rhymes or other repetitious or predictable texts. 

 Talk about each of the behavior changes, and have children concretize the 
ideas, either through a movement exercise or a drawing. 

  

Place a variety of mahzorim (High Holiday prayerbooks) in the book center, both 
children’s and adult versions. 
 
Offer an opportunity for children to write prayers that thank God for something 
important to them as the new year begins, perhaps a prayer related to family, to 
friends, feeling good, or something special in nature.   

 Use a formula to help with this:  Dear God, Thank you for _____________.  
Ask children to dictate their answers, either individually or as a class.  
Children may illustrate their prayers, as well. 
WRITING APPLICATION AND COMPOSITION: With modeling and support, use a combination of drawing, 
dictating and emergent writing to tell a story, to express ideas, and to share information about an experience or 
topic of interest. (Composition) 
WRITING APPLICATION AND COMPOSITION: With modeling and support, use a combination of drawing, 
dictating and emergent writing for a variety of purposes (e.g., letters, greeting cards, menus, lists, books).  

 Consider creating a class mahzor with these prayers to take to synagogue 
or to use at home.  [This mahzor could also be read in the mornings 
between Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur as daily prayer.]  
LETTER AND WORD RECOGNITION: with modeling and support recognize and “read” familiar words or 
environmental print. 

On the last day of school prior to Rosh Hashanah: 

 Light candles and end the blessing with, (ner shel yom tov; 

“the lights of the holiday”) instead of shel Shabbat. 

 Say the  (kiddush; the blessing over wine and the day). 

 Say  (hamotzi; the blessing over bread) using a round hallah. 

  

 
 
 

 

 

 
 

A synagogue, school, or some 

families may be willing to 

donate extra prayerbooks for 

your display. 
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Sing some Rosh Hashanah songs, and eat apples or hallah and honey.  If done at 
pick-up time, parents could be invited, too. 
 

 
Rosh Hashanah Family Connections 

 

Send home information about the holiday, including blessings and table ritual 
instructions.  [Offer the link to the Jewish Education Center of Cleveland’s Rosh 
Hashanah Kesher newsletter; or, see the letter included with this curriculum.]  
 
Share “Celebrate Rosh Hashanah with Shalom Sesame:” http://tiny.cc/aw1zgx  
 
Send home information about various synagogues that would welcome non-
affiliates at their family high holiday services and/or Tashlih.   
 
Create tz’dakah boxes for year-long home use (classroom, too) at holiday time.   
[See the Tz’dakah section, above, for more ideas.] 
 
Encourage families to help children donate something for others in honor of the 
holiday.  For Rosh Hashanah, it could be something “for the world” (i.e., 
environment), or to a place that helps people change their behaviors (such as the 
Jewish Family Service Association, a mediation group, homeless shelter, etc.). 

 
Send home Rosh Hashanah cards that children make in class.  Use actual 
envelopes and stamps.  Walk with children to either an official mailbox in the 
neighborhood, or an outgoing mail box in the building. 
 

Send home the class mahzor (High Holiday prayerbook) with the prayers that 
children wrote. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

If there are new families to 

your school, class or 

community, it would be nice to 

see if some more established 

families would invite them for 

Rosh Hashanah dinner or 

lunch. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A nice way to make a personal 

connection with your families 

is to send a new year card 

from you, the teacher(s). 

http://tiny.cc/aw1zgx
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Feel free to copy the Hebrew of l’shanah tovah (wishes for a good 
new year); see below for different font sizes for different uses.  
Children may glue the words into new year cards, or find other 
purposes for the letterings.   
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RESOURCE LIST 
Rosh Hashanah 

 
Teacher Resources 
 
 Gellman, Marc. “The Announcing Tool.” Does God Have a Big Toe? Ill. by Oscar de Mejo. 

Harper & Row, 1993.  
God instructs a man to find the right “announcing tool,” which turns out to be a shofar.  [It’s 
also in Torah Aura’s Rosh ha-Shanah and Yom Kippur Machzor, page 28.] 

 
Handelman, Maxine Segal, Jewish Every Day: The Complete Handbook for Early Childhood 
Teaching. Denver: ARE, 2000.  

This is both a conceptual and practical guide to educating young children with Jewish beliefs 
and values.  Not only is each holiday covered, but so are bigger ideas like God, Torah, Israel, 
prayer, and identity. Included are valuable insights about teaching music in the early years 
and sheet music for many songs.   

 
Jules, Jacqueline. Clap and Count! Action Rhymes for the Jewish Year. Illus. by Sally 
Springer. Rockville, MD: Kar-Ben Copies, Inc. 2001.   

A collection of finger plays, musical rhymes, and other activities for young children. 
 
Steinberg, Paul. Celebrating the Jewish Year, The Fall Holidays: Rosh Hashanah, Yom 
Kippur, Sukkot.  Philadelphia, PA: The Jewish Publication Society, 2007.  

“Part 3:  Rosh Hashanah” (pgs. 23 – 32) provides an extensive explanation of the holiday and 
customs. 

 

Children’s Books 
 
Cohen, Deborah Bodin. Engineer Ari and the Rosh Hashanah Ride. Ill. by Shahar Kober.  
Minneapolis: Kar-Ben, 2008. 

In 1892, Engineer Ari is so proud to be driving the first train from Jaffa to Jerusalem that he 
brags and is not very polite to his fellow engineers.  Thinking about the holidays, Ari regrets 
his unkindness and repents - turning around or doing teshuvah as his drives the train back to 
Jaffa to apologize to his friends.  PJ Library selection. 

 
Heller, Linda. Today Is the Birthday of the World. Ill. by Alison Jay. New York: Dutton, 2009. 

Children will love the refrain as each animal is asked if it did its best as it passes before God 
on the birthday of the world.  The book is intended to be about Rosh Hashanah, but there is 
no direct mention of the holiday. PJ Library selection. 

 
Kropf, Latifa Berry. Happy Birthday, World! Minneapolis: Kar-Ben, 2005. 

A board book that introduces Rosh Hashanah to very young children by comparing some 
aspects of its observance to a birthday party. PJ Library selection.  

 
Kropf, Latifa Berry. It's Shofar time! Minneapolis: Kar-Ben, 2006. 

A class of Jewish preschool children is photographed celebrating Rosh Hashanah. They blow 
the shofar, dip apples in honey and make Shanah Tovah cards. 

 
Marshall, Linda Elovitz. Talia and the Rude Vegetable. Ill. by Francesca Assirelli.  Minneapolis: 
Kar-Ben, 2011. 

“How can a vegetable be ‘rude’?” Talia wonders when she mis-hears her grandmother asking 
her to gather “root” vegetables for a Rosh Hashanah stew.  

 
 

http://www.amazon.com/s/ref=ntt_athr_dp_sr_2?ie=UTF8&field-author=Oscar+de+Mejo&search-alias=books&text=Oscar+de+Mejo&sort=relevancerank
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Schnur, Susan and Schnur-Fishman, Anna. Tashlich at Turtle Rock. Ill. by Alex Steele-Morgan. 
Minnneapolis: Kar-Ben, 2010. 
 Annie leads her family on a Rosh Hashanah hike to observe tashlih, where each person will 

ask God's forgiveness for the things they regret doing the previous year.  
 
Wayland, April Halprin. New Year at the Pier: A Rosh Hashanah Story. Illus. by Stâephane 
Jorisch. New York: Dial Books for Young Readers, 2009. 

On Rosh Hashanah, Izzy and his family make lists of the wrongs they have committed over 
the past year, and after they have apologized, they throw pieces of bread into the water to 
""clean their hearts"" in a ceremony called tashlich. PJ Library selection. 

 
 
Songs 

 
Allard, Peter & Allen. “Be Holy, Hear the Whisper.” Little Taste of Torah New York: Sounds 
Write/URJ Press, 2010. Audio CD. 
 
Allard, Peter & Allen. “May You Be Sealed.” Little Taste of Torah New York: Sounds Write/URJ 
Press, 2010. Audio CD. 
 
Allard, Peter & Allen. “Shofar Blast.” Little Taste of Torah. New York: Sounds Write/URJ Press, 
2010. Audio CD. 
 
Auerbach, Julie Jaslow. “Gamar Chatimah Tovah.” The Complete Jewish Songbook for 
Children, Manginot, Vol. II. New York: Transcontinental/URJ Press, 2004. Pg. 60. 
 
Auerbach, Julie Jaslow. “Happy Rosh Hashanah to You.” The Complete Jewish Songbook for 
Children, Manginot, Vol. II.  New York: Transcontinental/URJ Press, 2004, Pg. 68. 
 

Daniel, Karen. “Zeh Hayom/This is the Day.” This is the Day. Jewish Family Jam with Felicia 
Sloin, 2011. Audio CD.  PJ Library selection. 
 
Doob, Lisa. “The Shofar Song.”  The Complete Jewish Songbook for Children, Manginot, Vol. 
II. New York: Transcontinental/URJ Press, 2004. Pg. 199. 
 
Friedman, Debbie. "L’Shanah Tovah for Rosh Hashanah,”  Shirim al Galgalim: Songs on 
Wheels. New York: Sisu Home Ent., 2011. Audio CD. 
 

Friedman, Debbie. “A Brand New Year.” Let’s Celebrate. Springfield, NJ: Behrman House, 2005. 
 
"L’Shana Tovah,” (traditional tune).  The Complete Jewish Songbook for Children, Manginot, 
Vol.I. New York: Transcontinental/URJ Press, 2002. Pg. 89. 
 

Reuben, Steven Carr. “Sing Along Song.” The Complete Jewish Songbook for Children, 
Manginot, Vol.I. New York: Transcontinental/URJ Press, 2002. Pg. 86. 
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