Connecting anyone who is blind, has low vision,
or has a print disability to Jewish life
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7th-12th Grade Lesson Plan

Overview

This lesson plan gives students a deeper understanding of the Chanukah Card
project for JBI Library patrons. Students will learn from people who are blind or
have low vision—hearing their perspectives on themselves, their Judaism, and
the world. Together, they will explore how to create a world that celebrates
differences and values every person as “just human.”

Time
e Discussion and Learning: 45 minutes-1 hour
e 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)

« What does it mean to you that “every body is beloved”? How are you
beloved?

e« How do our own fears play into how we, as a society, treat people with
disabilities?

e« How can art and words communicate respect and belonging?
Knowledge and Skills
e Learn perspectives from Jewish blind and low vision authors

e Understand how people with disabilities have been treated historically in
America and in Jewish tradition

« Identify ways we can provide for every person “according to their own
ch!!

¢ Learn how to create an accessible tactile card



Evidence of Understanding (What students will do to show their understanding)
Students will create a tactile Chanukah card that communicates respect and
belonging to the blind, low vision, and print disabled community.

Supplies

e 6-10 post-it notes per student
e Copies of the “Text Sheet” for each student

e Video on How to Create Accessible Cards: https://jbilibrary.org/for-
organizations/chanukah-cards

o Copies of “Chanukah Card Directions”: https://jbilibrary.org/for-
organizations/chanukah-cards

e Poster with quote from Rabbi Lauren Tuchman

Lesson Plan

Part 1: Introduction and Framing (10 minutes)

1.

Introduce JBI Library: We are preparing to create tactile Chanukah cards for
a project run by JBI Library. JBl 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 have low vision
also serve as JBI's board members, leaders, and staff. Explain that for the
next hour you are going to explore accessibility and Jewish tradition.

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

Private Reflection 1: Hand out paper for students to answer quietly on their
own: When [ say the word ‘blindness,” what comes to mind? What emotions
or ideas arise?”

Quote Analysis: Hold up the poster of the quote from Rabbi Lauren Tuchman.
Read aloud slowly. Ask for a volunteer to read it again. Encourage students to
notice phrases that stand out.

“As a blind woman, | am reminded daily that too many of us are caught in
places of fear and delusion when encountering bodjes unlike our own. | know
that we don’t live an ethic of honoring the sacred in every being... Yet, | also



know that as our tradition insists (and as we must continuously insist until this
teaching moves from an aspirational to an actualized place) that we are all
created b’Tzelem Elokim—in the image of the Divine. Every body is beloved,
Just as it is, just as we are.”

Rabbi Lauren Tuchman, 2025. “Torah on the Body.” Disability Torah Project,
August 3, 2025.

4. Ask students: Which line or idea resonates with you? How does this quote
challenge the way we usually see people who are different from us?

Ask students to notice quietly for themselves if fear appeared in their private
reflections. Explain that you are going to delve into this fear, and how it has
historically impacted the lives of those with disabilities.

Part 2: Exploring History and Perspectives through Text (20-25 minutes)

Explain: We will read and discuss three texts to explore different perspectives on
disability. Decide whether to do this in small groups or as a whole class
depending on group size and comfort level.

Text 1: Ugly Laws (Rabbi Gabrielle Cohn) Rabbi Cohn is a Reform rabbi
serving Congregation Beth Israel in Corpus Christi, TX. She is part of the blind
and low vision community and she wrote her rabbinic thesis on Jewish
perspectives on blindness.

Read together or assign to groups.
Discussion prompts:

e Did these laws surprise you? Why or why not?

e How could fear lead to laws like this?

¢ What impact might these laws have had on people emotionally and
practically?

Text 2: Rabbi Elazar and the “Ugly Person” (Talmud, Taanit 20b)
Read aloud slowly; explain unfamiliar terms if needed.
Discussion prompts:

e What happened in this story?

e Whois the ‘Craftsman’ and why does the man reference this?
e What lesson is the man trying to teach?

e How does this story relate to the so called “Ugly Laws”?



Text 3: Dr. Arielle Silverman. Dr. Arielle Silverman is a disabled activist and
social scientist. She currently is the Director of Research at the American
Foundation for the Blind.

Discussion Prompts:
« How does Silverman suggest we see disability differently?
« How does society’s reaction affect people with disabilities?

o If we saw disability as difference, the way Dr. Silverman suggests, what
would need to change about ourselves? Our community? Society?

Teacher Tip: Encourage students to connect their answers to classroom
experiences and personal reflections.

Part 3: According to Their Own Way

1. Explain: In Proverbs 22:6, King Solomon teaches, “Educate each child
according to their own way.” (Explain that in Hebrew, a/ p/ darko can
mean either “according to God’s ways” or “according to the child’s way.”
Both are possible readings.)

2. Ask students: What does this mean to you? (each person should be
treated in the way they need. We are all just human and we all need
things in our own way)

3. Read Texts 4 and 5. (Text 4: Elisa Bergenfield Juros’s engagement story;
Text 5: Rabbi Gabrielle Cohn).

4. Ask Students:
e How does Elisa’s story exemplify teaching ‘al pi darco’?
e When have you been included in your own way? What do you
need to learn or fully participate?
e According to Rabbi Cohn, what is essential for inclusion?

Conclusion

1. Personal Reflection: Hand each student a post-it:
s (fill in identity trait—kid with learning disabilities, kid who

struggles with math, person who needs glasses), | am made b’tzelem
Elohim, in the image of God. | am beloved, just as ! am.”



2. Group Reflection: Collect post-its and place them around the Tuchman

quote. Invite students to walk around, read, and reflect on the diversity of
the classroom.

Evidence of Understanding: Creating Accessible Cards

1.

Explain: Now we will learn how to make accessible, tactile Chanukah
cards that JBI Library will send to their patrons who are blind, low vision,
or print disabled.

Watch the How to Make Tactile Cards video (https://jbilibrary.org/for-
organizations/chanukah-cards).

o Afterward, ask: Think back to what Keila said about why tactile
cards matter. How does this connect to what we've learned? (Keila
shares how she needs things according to her own way. She asks
for respect and seeing her for who she is)

o Explain to students that creating a tactile card for someone who is
blind or low vision is just giving them what they need to fully
experience the card. It shows that you see and respect them for
who they are.

Distribute and review the “Chanukah Card Directions” handout. Show
students the available materials.

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

Sharing: Invite students to present their cards and explain how they
designed them to be accessible and meaningful.

(continued...)



Resource Sheet 1
Text 1

Between 1867-1913 city ordinances were enacted around the country making it
illegal to be disabled in public. The first ordinance was in San Francisco and was
titled “Order No. 783. To Prohibit Street Begging, and to Restrain Certain Persons
from Appearing in Streets and Public Places. Approved July 9,1867.” Similar laws
were introduced in other cities in increasing frequency, with Portland, OR, and
Chicago, IL in 1881. These laws stated that any person who is diseased, maimed,
mutilated, or in any way deformed so as to be unsightly or a disgusting object
shall not expose himself or herself to public view. Included in these ordinances
were people who were blind... Punishment for breaking these laws ranged in
different areas from incarceration to fines up to $50 for each offense. These city
ordinances began to be referred to as Ugly Laws in 1975 as a response to the
newspaper article title regarding the final arrest under one of these laws. The
Ugly Laws remained in effect until the 1970s when the final arrest was made in
Omaha, NE in 1974.

- Rabbi Gabrielle Cohn, “Ir Baolam Ro’eh / Jewish Perspectives on Blindness
from Biblical Times to the Present Day,” Rabbinic Capstone (Hebrew Union
College - Jewish Institute of Religion, ordained May 2024)

Text 2

Rabbi Elazar, the great Torah scholar, happened upon an exceedingly ugly
person, who said to him: Greetings to you, my rabbi, but Rabbi Elazar did not
return his greeting. Instead, Rabbi Elazar said to him: Worthless [ reikal person,
how ugly is that man. Are all the people of your city as ugly as you? The man
said to him: | do not know, but you should go and say to the Craftsman Who
made me: How ugly is the vessel you made. When Rabbi Elazar realized that he
had sinned and insulted this man merely on account of his appearance, he
descended from his donkey and prostrated himself before him, and he said to
the man: | have sinned against you; forgive me. The man said to him: | will not
forgive you go until you go to the Craftsman Who made me and say: How ugly is
the vessel you made.

- Talmud, Taanit 20b (translation: Sefaria)



Text 3

What if we looked around and saw disability around us in the same way we saw
other forms of genetic diversity? Some people have blond hair, some have
brown, some are redheads. Some people can’t see, so we read with our hands
and adapt to navigating in darkness. Some of us are deaf, use sign language,
and aren’t bothered by sudden loud noises. Some of us are “neurotypical” while
other might struggle with socialization or motor planning, or focusing or reading,
yet be brilliantly creative or able to solve the most complex mathematical
equations. Some of us can’t speak, or can’t write, yet still communicate from the
depths of our hearts. Some of us drive around in motorized wheelchairs much
faster than anyone can walk or run on two legs. Some of us are impacted by
our disabilities in many ways, while others, like me, are impacted primarily by the
adverse reactions of society. Still, all of us are human beings, whose births are
an unquestionable gain. We all have something to bring to the table.

- Silverman, Arielle M. Just Human: The Quest for Disability Wisdom,
Respect, and Inclusion. Mayo Clinic Press, 2022.

Text 4

It was New Years Eve and we had been dating for a couple of years. We were
sitting in my apartment and Mike wanted to set the mood, so he kept the lights
dim. He was trying to create this romantic setting, but also knew that | couldn’t
really see. So, he lit candles all over the room. | didn’t realize at all what he was
going to do. The ball dropped at midnight, and he moved from sitting beside
me to kneeling. “Will you marry me,” he asked. It turns out that he had looked
for a special ring box that had a bright light in it, knowing that | wouldn’t be able
to see the ring without that extra light. When he opened the box | could see the
light shining and my beautiful engagement ring. Of course, | said “yes” and
cried while | put my ring one.

- Elisa Bergenfield Juros, MAJE, Jewish Educator
Text 5

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.

- Rabbi Gabrielle Cohn (from “How Rabbi Gabrielle Cohn 24 Is Making a

More Inclusive Jewish Future” Hebrew Union College blog, Feb 25, 2025)



