
 
 

JBI Library Chanukah Card Making 

3rd–6th Grade Lesson Plan 

Overview  

Students will learn the story of Rabbi Harry Bevis, the creator of Hebrew braille. 

They will explore what it means to support people “according to their own way” 

and gain a deeper understanding of the importance of tactile cards for people 

who are blind or have low vision. The lesson will conclude with students creating 

tactile Chanukah cards for JBI Library patrons.  

Time  

 Discussion and Learning: 30-45 minutes  

 Card Making: 30–45 minutes  

Enduring Understanding (the big, enduring, and central idea you are teaching)  

By celebrating minds of all capacities and bodies of all colors, shapes, and 

abilities, we participate in tikkun olam—the sacred work of repairing a broken 

world.  

Essential Questions (questions to grapple with to understand the Enduring 

Understanding)   

 How can we teach and support people “according to their own way”?  

 What is the "way” that you need things?  

 How can art and words communicate respect and belonging?  



 

2 
 

Knowledge and Skills   

Students will:  

 Learn the story of Rabbi Harry Bevis, creator of Hebrew braille.  

 Have examples of how we support people “according to their own way.”  

 Understand what accessible art is and create tactile cards  

Evidence of Understanding (What students will do to show their understanding)   

Students will demonstrate their learning by creating tactile Chanukah cards 

that communicate respect and belonging to the blind, low vision, and print-

disabled community.  

Supplies  

 A copy for each student of either:  

o Rabbi Harry Bevis – A Story (for grades 3–4)  

o Rabbi Harry Bevis – In His Own Words (for grades 5–6)  

 Video: How to Create Accessible Cards from https://jbilibrary.org/for-

organizations/chanukah-cards   

 Copies of “Chanukah Card Directions” handout from 

https://jbilibrary.org/for-organizations/chanukah-cards   

 Card Decorating supplies   

 Optional: Request “The History of Hebrew Braille” cards from JBI Library 

for each student  
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Part 1: Introduction  

1. Put students in pairs and ask (or do as a full class) Imagine you are a 

teacher introducing the story of Creation in the Torah. (If necessary, 

briefly review the story or select another familiar one.) What are all the 

different ways you could teach it?  Have students write their answers on 

a sheet of paper.  If students struggle, provide examples such as: reading 

aloud, watching a video, acting out the story, writing a song, making a 

poster, listening to a storyteller, playing an educational game, etc.      

2. Record responses on the board.   Ask students to share their answers.  As 

each group goes, ask them to just share new ideas that haven’t been said 

yet.    

3. Ask students: Now imagine you are a student in that class. Which way 

would you want the story taught, and why?  Give students an opportunity 

to share their own learning experiences.   

4. Introduce the verse: Write on the board, or share a pre-created poster:  

“Educate a child according to their own way.” —Proverbs 22:6  

(Explain that in Hebrew, al pi darko can mean either “according to God’s 

ways” or “according to the child’s way.” Both are possible readings.)  

5. Ask students: What does it mean to educate a child “according to their 

own way”? How does this connect to the activity we just did? (we talked 

about how different people want to learn in different ways.  Sometimes 

this is just because of preferences, and sometimes it is due to disabilities 

or different learning strengths.   For all people we should teach them or 

provide them according to their own way.  We all have our own ways and 

needs.)   
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Part 2: The Story of Rabbi Harry Bevis  

1. Remind students that today they are making cards for people who are 

blind or have low vision.  

o Blind means a total or near-total lack of sight. Some blind people may see 

flashing colors all the time but nothing from the world around them. Some 

may be able to see a difference between a bright spot and darkness but 

with now defined shapes or details, and some might see nothing at all.  

o Low vision means a person may see in a limited way—blurry, dim, or only 

in a small visual field.  

2. Ask students: What do you think someone who is blind or has low vision 

might need to participate fully in learning and community? What might 

their “own way” include?   

(Guide toward answers such as: large print, braille, audiobooks, guide 

dogs, white canes, screen readers, magnifying glass, etc.)  

3. Explain: We are now going to read the story of Rabbi Harry Bevis. He was 

a man who went blind in his 20s and created the International Hebrew 

braille code.    

4. Read aloud either Rabbi Harry Bevis – A Story (grades 3–4) or Rabbi Harry 

Bevis – In His Own Words (grades 5–6).  

5. Discuss together:  

o In your own words, what happened to Harry?  

o What was the “own way” that Harry needed when he was in rabbinic 

school?   What did he do to solve the problem?  
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o What lessons can we learn from Rabbi Bevis, his life, and the choices he 

made? (Sometimes if you need something, you can just create it for 

yourself; courage; resilience; innovation.)  

6. Optional Activity: Request from JBI Library “History of Hebrew Braille” 

cards for each of your students.   Use the cards to see what both Hebrew 

braille and English Braille dot formations look like, and use the English 

Braille alphabet to read the braille embossed on the card.    

7. Share this quote from Rabbi Gabrielle Cohn (HUC blog, Feb 25, 

2025)  Rabbi Cohn is a Reform Rabbi. She is part of the blind community:  

“To truly achieve inclusion and accessibility, we need to talk to people with a 

wide array of disabilities to understand what will best help them feel welcome 

and included. We also need to avoid marginalizing or reducing people to their 

disabilities. People are more than how they complete a certain task.”  

8. Ask students: What is Rabbi Cohn teaching us? What does it mean that 

“people are more than how they complete a certain task”?  How does 

that relate to teaching a person “in their own way”?  (The way we need 

information provided is not all we are.  We are more than just how we do 

things – we are complete humans)   

Part 3: Evidence of Understanding — Creating Accessible Cards  

6. Explain: We are preparing to create tactile Chanukah cards for a project 

run by JBI Library.  “Tactile cards” are cards where you can feel the 

design, not just see it.  JBI is a 92-year-old organization that connects 

people who are blind, have low vision, or have print disabilities to Jewish 

life. They produce braille, large-print, and audio materials—including 

prayer books, Jewish-interest books, and ritual items—and host programs 

on Jewish celebration and culture. Importantly, people who are blind or 
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have low vision also serve as JBI’s board members, leaders, and staff.  

(Learn more at jbilibrary.org/about-us).  

 Explain: a tactile card is a card that one can feel the design, and not just 

see it.    

1. Ask students: Why do you think that receiving a tactile card can be 

important and meaningful for someone who is blind or low vision?    

2. Watch the video on the website: How to Create Accessible Cards.  

o Afterward, ask: Keila shared why receiving a tactile card matters to 

her.  How does this add to what we already said about the importance of 

a tactile card for someone who is blind or low vision?  (Students should 

recognize that tactile cards show respect and belonging by being 

created with accessibility in mind.)  

3. Distribute and review the “Chanukah Card Directions” handout. Show 

students the available materials.  

4. Card-making time: Students create their own tactile Chanukah cards.  

5. Sharing: Invite students to present their cards and explain how they 

designed them to be accessible and meaningful.  

  

 

(continued…) 
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Rabbi Harry Brevis and the Creation of Hebrew Braille  

By Michelle Shapiro Abraham  

NOT FOR DISTRIBUTION OUTSIDE OF JBI CHANUKAH LESSON  

Harry was a little boy who loved spending time with his family and friends. But 

more than anything, Harry loved to read. Wherever he went, he carried a book 

in his bag.  

When Harry was sick and had to stay in bed for weeks at a time, he was never 

truly alone—he always had a book. Books took him to magical places and 

introduced him to kings, prophets, and people from faraway lands.  

As Harry grew older, he began to read more and more Jewish books. He loved 

the stories of Adam and Eve, Abraham and Sarah, Moses and Miriam. At 

synagogue he learned to read Hebrew. He read passages from the Torah and 

Talmud, and he admired the way rabbis told stories and debated ideas.  

When Harry became an adult, he first worked as a lawyer. He loved American 

law just as much as Jewish law. In the courtroom, he tried to be fair and 

thoughtful, just like the rabbis he admired.  

The doctor looked carefully and said, “Harry, you have a rare eye disease. Soon, 

you won’t be able to see anymore.  I know this is going to be a big change for 

you.”    

Harry was frightened. “How will I read? What will I do?” he wondered.  

He had never met anyone who was blind before. He had no idea what it would 

be like.  
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At home, Harry walked quietly into his old bedroom. On the shelf was one of his 

favorite books. He hugged it tightly to his chest as tears rolled down his cheeks. 

“What if I can never read again?” he thought.  

Harry went to visit his parents in the house where he grew up. He walked quietly 

down the hall and into his old bedroom. On the shelf was one of his favorite 

books. He hugged it tightly to his chest, and tears rolled down his cheeks. What 

if I can never read again? he thought.  

Harry sat alone in the dark room.  

Then he remembered the stories of his grandfather, the rabbi.  Grandpa had 

become blind when he was an adult, but he still taught, led his community, and 

shared his wisdom with joy. He lived a full and happy life.  

With that thought, a spark of courage lit inside him. All his life, books had shown 

him that ordinary people face hard challenges every day - and find a way 

forward.  Now he knew he could too.  

He wiped his tears away, walked into the living room, and said with 

determination, “I’m going to be a rabbi!”  

His parents looked at him in surprise. Then his mother’s face softened into a 

smile. She remembered her own father, Harry’s grandfather the rabbi, and how 

he had guided his people with kindness and courage.   She knew Harry could do 

the same.   

“I’ll learn braille, I’ll go back to school, and I’ll find a way,” Harry said.  

And he did.  

Harry taught himself braille and soon could read English books again. But 

Hebrew was another matter. There was no Hebrew Bible in braille. No Hebrew 
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Talmud. No prayer books.  Without Hebrew braille, Harry could not study the 

way he wanted. He was frustrated—but also determined.  

Then Harry had an idea. “If what I need doesn’t exist, why can’t I create it?”  

Harry sat at his desk and began to match Hebrew letters with English braille 

letters that made the same sounds.  For the Hebrew sounds that didn’t exist in 

English, he made up new dot patterns. He even created special dots for the 

Hebrew vowels.  

Then, one extraordinary day, he ran his fingers slowly over the raised dots he 

had embossed on the paper.    

And there it was.  

A miracle.  

At last, Harry could read Hebrew with his own hands.  

He slowly read the first words of the Torah.  “B’rei-sheet bara Elohim. In the 

beginning, God created.”    

Tears filled his eyes. “I did it,” he whispered to himself, “I really did it.”     

Harry began teaching his Hebrew braille to other blind people.  He loved 

hearing the joy in their voice as they read familiar prayers and verses from 

Torah —all by themselves for the very first time.  

Harry showed his Hebrew braille to experts from Jerusalem, Vienna, Britain, and 

the United States. They studied it carefully and talked about it together. At last, 

they all agreed: Harry’s code would become the International Hebrew Braille 

Code. People all over the world could now use it!  

The Jewish Braille Institute began printing books in Harry’s code. In 1950, they 

published the very first complete Hebrew Bible in braille. Soon they added parts 

of the Talmud, poetry, and other Hebrew stories. At last, blind children and 
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adults everywhere could read Hebrew for themselves—thanks to Harry’s hard 

work and determination.  

Harry often thought about his grandfather, the blind rabbi who had inspired him 

long ago. Now Harry had carried on his grandfather’s dream—and made it 

even bigger. He had opened the door to Jewish learning for people who could 

not see, proving that blindness could never stop someone from leading, 

teaching, and sharing wisdom.    

Epilogue   

Today, The Jewish Braille Institute (now called JBI Library) continues to use 

Rabbi Brevis’s Hebrew braille code, in addition to providing large print and 

audio for anyone who is blind, has low vision, or is print disabled.   Students learn 

their bar or bat mitzvah Torah portions in Hebrew braille. Families receive 

Passover Haggadot in braille and large print to celebrate with friends and 

family.   People who are blind can study Torah without having to invent their 

own alphabet—because Harry Brevis already did.  

Rabbi Harry Brevis and the Creation of Hebrew Braille – in His Own Words   

Excerpts from:  Brevis, Harry J. “The Story of Hebrew Braille.” American Jewish 

Archives Journal, vol. XXI, no. 2 (November 1969), pp. 105–113. Published by the 

American Jewish Archives on the Cincinnati campus of the Hebrew Union 

College – Jewish Institute of Religion     

Harry Brevis found out in 1923 that he was going to lose his sight.     

“In 1923, the consensus among my doctors was that I had inherited an eye 

condition through my mother, who, though unaffected by it herself, 

nevertheless transmitted it to me from her father, Rabbi Zeev Wahl, of Mogilev, 

White Russia. My grandfather had lost his sight at the age of sixty. This 
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condition of mine was severely aggravated by my having fallen victim, on three 

separate occasions, to the Spanish Flu epidemic of 19 I 7-1 9 I 9.”   

“When I came home from the last visit to my Philadelphia eye doctor in 1925, I 

gave my parents a brief report and retired to my room. It was nearly midnight, 

but I didn't switch on the lights. I took a book off a shelf and sat down at my 

desk. I clasped it to my breast. It was destined to remain a closed book to me 

forever. It was a searing experience. I was twenty-five and had been practicing 

law for two years. I decided to leave the law and become a rabbi.”   

Harry learned to read English braille after going blind, but found that there was 

no Hebrew braille that met his needs.     

“After learning English Braille, I proceeded to inquire about the existence of 

books in Hebrew Braille. To my amazement, I found that there were only two 

schools throughout the whole world where Hebrew Braille was taught to 

children on an organized basis - the Jewish Institute for the Blind in Jerusalem 

and the Blinden institut in Vienna. From these two schools I learned that the only 

available texts in Hebrew Braille were prayer books and readers on a very 

elementary level…. In sheer desperation, I determined to create my own code 

more suitable to my needs as a rabbinic student.”   

Without his sight, and without Hebrew braille as an option, Rabbinic school was 

challenging.    

“I used [the same method to learn and take notes that I had used in college and 

found it worked for history, Bible, ethics, and literature. Talmud, however, was 

quite another story. Professor Hayyim Chernowitz, a talmudic scholar of 

international renown, loved to lecture on the juridical, ethical, and historic 

currents of the mishnaic and amoraic periods and the differences he discerned 

between them. But he always came back to the word or phrase he was trying 

to elucidate. It was evident that, in the face of such complexity, I would have to 
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have the text before me in order to be able to follow his subtle reasoning. It 

became apparent that I would have to transcribe the text into Braille.”   

Harry worked on honing his Hebrew braille system, and finally created a 

workable approach.   

“Within six months, I developed a code adequate to my needs. In the next two 

years, I made several additional modifications as a result of my work with a 

group of sightless high school children to whom I taught Hebrew and Bible. By 

that time I had smoothed out most of the difficulties, and I began to regard the 

code as a workable Hebrew Braille system.”   

The Jewish Braille Institute of America (now called JBI Library) organized a 

group to identify a unified embossed (raised dot) Hebrew code.     

“In 1930, the Jewish Braille Institute of America, organized for the promulgation 

of education among the Jewish blind in this country, brought to the attention of 

the Synagogue Council of America the need for the adoption of a single Braille 

code for the use of sightless people, both here and abroad, interested in 

reading and writing Hebrew. The Synagogue Council undertook to create a 

worldwide committee for the specific purpose of adopting a unified embossed 

code to be used by sightless people throughout the world. Leopold Dubov, 

executive director of the J. B. I. A., was appointed secretary of this committee, 

and I was named chairman.    

Since distances prevented the committee from convening, its business was 

transacted by transoceanic mail. Literally hundreds of letters were exchanged 

among the several members of the committee as we examined the five 

Hebrew Braille codes previously mentioned, plus the one I had developed in the 

preceding three years. In 1931, after careful deliberation, the committee 

unanimously agreed to approve and sponsor my code as the one most suitable 
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for international use. It was decided that it be called the International Hebrew 

Braille Code.”   

Rabbi Brevis was honored for his work in ensuring that blind Jews are able to 

fully access Jewish text and life.     

“Although the sightless constitute but a tiny part of American Jewry, the Jewish 

community has nevertheless taken note of the developments in this field. The 

New York Board of Rabbis in 1958, and the Jewish Braille Institute of America in 

1967, presented to me testimonial scrolls expressing appreciation for my 

activities. In 1959, Dr. Nelson Glueck, president of the Hebrew Union College - 

Jewish Institute of Religion, in conferring on me the honorary degree of Doctor 

of Divinity, said in his citation: "Creative scholar whose development of a 

Hebrew Braille Code brings the light of Jewish learning to the sightless. his work 

will endure for generations to come."   

Epilogue   

The Jewish Braille Institute of America still exists today, under the new name of 

JBI Library.   They, along with other organizations that serve the blind, continue 

to use Rabbi Harry Brevis’s Hebrew braille for prayerbooks, Torah, Talmud, and 

other materials.  In addition, they produce audio and large print to meet the 

needs of the larger low vision and print disabled community.  You can learn 

more about their work at https://jbilibrary.org/. 


