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PJ Library Curriculum 

Teaching it to our children means also making them partners in  
what is so very important.  

   —  Rabbi Steinsaltz
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Names 
Books about the names we call people and animals.

A Song for My Sister (ages 5–6) 
Mira’s wish for a baby in the family comes 
true, but who knew how much noise she 
would make? No matter what Mira and her 
parents do, the baby’s reaction is WAAAA. 
On the day of her simchat bat (Jewish 

welcoming ceremony for a baby girl) Mira finally finds the 
answer to all the wailing!

The First Gift (ages 3–6)
As a boy relates the first gift his parents gave 
him, his name, he recounts how names came 
to be and considers the many names a person 
may be called.

Adam’s Animals (ages 4–5)
Here in the Garden of Eden, Adam has a 
big job: God has asked him to name all the 
animals from A to Z! Some of them you’ve 
heard of... and some may be new to you.

Watching One’s Words
Books about being careful with what we say.

A Sack Full of Feathers (ages 5–8)
Yankel loves to spread the rumors he hears 
when he’s in his father’s store in the shtetl. 
But he doesn’t realize how harmful this can 
be, so the rabbi decides to teach him an 
important lesson.

Never Say a Mean Word Again (ages 7–8)
This classic tale from medieval Spain has 
a classic message: The best antidote to 
meanness is kindness.

Speaking with People and Friends 
Books about saying hello, saying “I’m sorry”, or using 
words to build relationships. 

Say Hello, Lily (ages 4–5)
Lily wants to accompany her mother on her 
visits as she volunteers at Shalom House, 
an assisted living facility. The kindness and 
patience shown by the elderly residents help 
Lily overcome her shyness.

Snow in Jerusalem (ages 5–6)
Two boys living in Jerusalem — one Muslim, 
the other Jewish — are surprised to discover 
they’ve been looking after the same stray cat.

Are We Still Friends? (ages 4–5)
Beatrice and Abel are the finest of friends — 
until a misunderstanding gets in the way. How 
will they reconcile in time for a fresh start in 
the new year? Every young child (and many 
grownups!) will relate to this dilemma.

Creating the World with Words
And There Was Evening, And There  
Was Morning (ages 7–8)
When God created the world, each day 
began in the evening – just as days in the 
Jewish calendar still do today. This book’s 

beautiful, high-concept design gives new life to the words 
of an ancient story.

Learning New Words in Hebrew
Everybody Says Shalom (ages 4–5)
The first thing to know about Israel? 
Everybody says shalom — a little word that 
means so many things — and there are so 
many places to see and visit.
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The First Gift by A.S. Gadot 
PROGRAM FOCUS

Age group: Ages 3–6
Time frame: 60–90 minutes
Central value: The importance of names (Shem Tov)

Synopsis
A boy tells about the first gift he ever received — his name! Named after the 
legendary King David, little David introduces the concept of names and where 
they come from and how nicknames evolve. He also introduces names from other 
cultures and gives facts about Jewish naming customs, all in a picture-book format. 
The colorful illustrations that easily take us from biblical to present time are a great 
lead-in for a family discussion about roots and history.

Goals 
o Encourage families to celebrate their names
o Explore how names define us and our roles and responsibilities in life
o Introduce Jewish naming customs and how they can be integrated into diverse families

Guide written by
Kitty Wolf

Plan in advance
Prepare the Location
Ideally there should be 2 program spaces: a place for families to sit together to listen to the story as well as a place for 
tables where participants can work on the activities together.

o  Arrange chairs or have floor space where families can sit and listen to the story.
o  Have tables available for families to sit and work together.
o  Have the craft materials listed below placed on each table for the introductory activity and ready for any follow-up 

activities you are planning to do.

“PJ Library” and “PJ Library logo” are registered trademarks of the Harold Grinspoon Foundation. All rights reserved.
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Collect Hebrew Resources
This book introduces the concept of Hebrew names. If you plan to do an activity that uses Hebrew, you should have 
the following resources:

o  At least one person who knows Hebrew letters and sounds
o Copies of the attached Hebrew Chart for each family
o  A Hebrew name list 
d Online, see www.kveller.com/jewish-baby-name-finder 
d  See also The New Jewish Baby Book: Names, Ceremonies & Customs—A Guide for Today’s Families, 2nd Edition 

by Anita Diamant (Jewish Lights Publications)

Prepare Name Tag Activity
o  Gift tags, 5”x7’’— use the template here or use ready-made tags
o  Markers and scissors
o  Yarn or ribbon
o  Materials for decoration like stickers, crayons, etc...

Prepare Hebrew Bracelets
MATERIALS

o  Hebrew letter beads, or blank beads large enough to write on
o Decorative beads or charms
o Elastic string
o Optional: Permanent markers to write Hebrew letters

Prepare Family Name Tree
MATERIALS

o   Tree branches with many twigs — ask families to  
choose one on their way in, or have a selection  
ready for the day

o  Green craft paper or artificial leaves
o  Scissors
o  Hole puncher
o  Yarn
o  Plastic or foam cup
o  Play-dough or modeling clay

The First Gift
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Introduce the story
INTRODUCTION

The story we will be reading today is about names. Everyone has a name. It is the first gift we receive from our parents. 
The names we are given plus the names and nicknames we acquire over our lifetime define who we are. One of the first 
words a child learns is his/her own name. Before we read our story, we are going to make name tags in the shape of big 
gift tags (for our “first gift”). Let’s begin this activity by learning about our names and how we got them.

o   What is your first name? Middle name?
o   Are you named after a special person?
o   Do you know the meaning of your name(s)?
o   Do you have a nickname?
o   Do you have a Hebrew name? What do you know about it? (who you are named after, etc.)
o   What else are you called (daughter, son, sweetheart, mom, dad, honey bun, etc.)?
o   Anything else about your names you can think of?
o   You are only one person. Why do you have many names?

Our story celebrates how special our names are. As we read we will be learning many things about names… So put on 
your nametags and let’s begin!

Introduce with an activity
Make Name Tags
DIRECTIONS

1. Invite families to introduce themselves by sharing their first name and any nicknames they have.
2. Give each participating family a blank gift tag and decorating supplies.
3.  Have each participant write his/her given name in large letters on the tag. Add other names or nicknames around the 

primary name, or on the back of the card. For younger participants, have a grown-up help them write their name.
4. Decorate the tags.
5. Participants can wear or hold the tags as you read the story

Read the story
Encourage Participation
Read the story. As you come to each name, ask the participants if they have a special name that the indicated person 
calls them and if so to tell it to the group.
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Example: “His mother called him Davey”
Pause and ask: Do you have a special name that your mother calls you?

Discussion after the Story
The book tells us about all kinds of names. Children in different countries have different names. Do any of you have a 
name from another country? The boy, David, in our story, has a Hebrew name. Some of us may have a Hebrew name 
ourselves. (Look at the nametags for Biblical names like David, Rachel, Sarah, Joshua, Ben, etc. on the nametags and 
name them). At the back of our book is a section Jewish naming customs. Let me read it to you. (Read the last page.)

Some of us may have been given special Hebrew names in addition to their regular name. Does anyone have a special 
Hebrew name to share?

Have several copies of Hebrew name books and/or lists available for reference.

Follow Up 
ACTIVITIES AND RESOURCES

Make Hebrew Bead Bracelets 
INTRODUCTION 
We have just talked about Hebrew names. Now let’s make name bracelets using these Hebrew letters. 

DIRECTIONS

1.  Pass out copies of the Hebrew letter chart (see the end of this guide). You may wish to explain that Hebrew is read 
from right to left, and that vowel sounds are not written out as letters.

2.  Some children may not have a Hebrew name, and may spell out their given name in Hebrew letters. Give each 
family the opportunity to decide what name to make.

3. Choose the beads that spell the child’s name. If you are using blank beads, write one letter on each bead.
4.  Measure a length of elastic string around the child’s wrist, making sure to leave enough to tie the bracelet into a 

loop at the end. Cut the desired length of string and knot one end.
5.  String the letter beads together, and add decorative beads or charms as desired.
6. When the bracelet is complete, tie the ends together. The bracelet is ready!
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Make Family Name Tree

INTRODUCTION

We have just talked about our names. Do you know the names of other people in your family? How are you
related to them? Let’s make a family tree and see.

DIRECTIONS

1. Have each family select a branch.
2. Fill the cups with clay and give one to each participating family.
3. Insert a branch into the clay, and mold the clay around the branch to keep it upright.
4.  Cut out leaf shapes from the green paper, or use artificial leaves. Using the hole-puncher or scissors, make a hole at 

the end of each leaf and tie a short loop of string.
5.  Each leaf should be big enough to write a family member’s name on it. Make sure there are enough leaves for 

siblings, parents, and grandparents, or more! Write the name of each family member on a leaf. You might want to 
include each person’s relationship to the child, e.g. “Grandmother — Judy Cohen”.

6.   Hang the leaves on the branches using the string. Place the oldest generation at the root, and the child at the top, 
showing how they “branch” from each other like a tree.

7.   *For variations on this project, consider using photos of family members cut out into leaf shapes, or use fruit or 
flower shapes to represent people.
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Folktales play a central role in Jewish literature. In many 

of these stories, as in this one, the rabbi is the central 

wise man of the shtetl (Yiddish for "little Jewish town"), 

though his counsel often seems silly 

or ill-advised at first. In this story, the rabbi teaches not 

by rebuking, but by allowing the child to see the hidden 

power of his actions.

LASHON HARA

Lashon Hara, translated literally as “bad tongue,” refers to 

Jewish teachings about gossip and speaking ill of another 

person.  In the Bible we read, “You shall not go as a gossip 

among your people” (Leviticus 19:16).  Certainly one 

should not say callous untruths about another individual.  

The Talmud (book of rabbinic writings) goes further and 

instructs that we not speak negatively about another 

person even if the content of what is said is true.  Judaism 

understands that this is a tall order:  all of us are tempted 

by (and may even find pleasure in) lashon hara, which is 

why refraining from it truly elevates us to a higher 

standard of ethical living.

Questions to consider when reading

Ask your children questions such as:

• What were the three stories Yankel overheard and 

shared with his friends?

• How did the stories change from the truth?

• Even if the stories Yankel heard were true, why 

should he not have shared them with others?

• Why couldn’t Yankel collect the feathers after he 

dispersed them?

• What was the lesson the rabbi taught Yankel?

Ask your children to describe some situations from school 

or activities with friends where lashon hara was taking 

place.  Now that they know the lesson  Yankel learned, 

how might your children have responded differently?  

Role-play some situations so that your children can begin 

to develop skills to deal with someone speaking unkindly 

about another.

a sack FuLL oF Feathers
Written by Debby Waldman
Illustrated by Cindy Revell

A Sack Full of Feathers is a legendary Jewish folktale that has 

been retold with variations many times. Debby Waldman’s beautiful 

adaptation highlights the innocence of intention that is sometimes 

present in telling tales, as well as their destructive capacity.

reading
guide

a giFt for Jewish chiLdren and their families.
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And There Was Evening, 
and There Was Morning

written by 
Harriet Cohen Helfand
and Ellen Kahan Zager

illlustrated by 
Ellen Kahan Zager

What inspires you to create?{ }
In the Beginning
It is a distinctly human tendency to wonder where we come from. Creation 
stories help people organize their sense of the world and their own place 
within it. The Jewish creation story, found in the portion known as Bereshit 
(Genesis) at the very beginning of the Torah, is a layered tale that covers many 
concepts, including the origins of 

time, the physical world, and humanity.

Just Say the Word
As the familiar story goes, God created the world  
in six days—starting with light, then sky, land, vegetation, celestial bodies, 
wildlife, and finally, us. In the biblical account, words play a key role in creation: 
“God said, ‘Let there be light,’ and there was light" (Genesis 1:3). Kabbala 
(Jewish mystic tradition) goes further. In mystic lore, God creates the entire 
universe using the 22 letters of the Hebrew alphabet. This mystic connection 
between the Hebrew language and the creation of the world is hinted at in the 

illustrations of this book. 

Separate and Together
Much of the creation story involves separating elements from one another—
light from dark, night from day, water from land, species from species. 
Shabbat, the Jewish Sabbath, is a separation between the workweek (God’s 
productive first six days) and a day of rest, a separation between holy and 
mundane. In fact, the first thing in the Torah to be called “holy”—kadosh in 
Hebrew—is not a thing or a place: it’s Shabbat, a time to refrain from creating 
and to reflect on the beauty of creation itself. It’s also a precious opportunity 
for family time—a day apart for the sake of being together. 

In this story, God made light first. Why?
What would you create first?

What is your favorite creature?

How do you think it would feel to be
the first human?

TALK IT OVER WITH YOUR KIDS

H A N D S  O N !

The illustrator of this book plays with Hebrew  
letters as design elements. Break out some 
paper and crayons to try the same thing with 
the alphabet in English (or any language). 

Make Alphabet Animals

READING 
GUIDE

... an S as a snake... 

...or an M as a mouse! 

...an I as an iguana… 

Draw an A as an ape...  

Now go create a story with your letter characters! 
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