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THE Value 
OF Free Will

Getting Started: Unpacking the Text 
(pages 28–29)
Invite a student to the front of the class to read Pirkei Avot
2:9 on page 28. Ask: What is Rabbi Yoh. anan’s lesson? (We
learn how to behave by observing the behavior of others, both good
and bad. We should use good behavior as our model and avoid bad
behavior.) Ask students to describe good behaviors they
learned by observing others. Tell them they can share the
names of the people if they so wish. (Possible answers: parent
being caring when child is ill, older sister studying for tests, friend
sharing his lunch when student forgot hers at home) Ask them 
to describe bad behaviors they learned to avoid by observing
others. Tell them they should not share the names of the 
people. (observed people gossiping or endangering themselves by
crossing at a red light or smoking)

Read aloud the story on page 29, then ask students what
the sister meant by “the answer is in your hands”. (It would be
the boy’s decision whether or not to let the bird live.) Distribute a
sheet of paper to each student. Have students list ten deci-
sions they made yesterday or today. (brushed teeth, crossed at a
green light, did homework, ate a bag of potato chips, played a sport,
watched television) Have students place a check next to the
decisions they think were good choices. Have them put an X
next to the decisions they think were less good. Invite stu-
dents to share their choices and to brainstorm what they
could do differently next time. Point out that every day we
have many opportunities to make new and better choices.

Tell students that in this chapter they will learn about
what influences our choices and how to make better choices.

Choices and Impulses (pages 30–35)
Create a list of several situations where a choice needs to be
made. (Examples: A student is thirsty but finds a long line at the

Core Concept
Every person is given the gift of free
will and is responsible for his or her
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water fountain. Should the student wait his turn or cut in line? An older sibling received a
CD as a gift. Should her younger sister take the CD to school without asking for permis-
sion?) After reading the core text in this section, divide the class into pairs, with one
student in each pair taking on the role of the yetzer hatov and the second that of the
yetzer hara.

Assign one situation to each group. One at a time, have each group come to the
front of the room and invite the yetzer hatov and yetzer hara to present the situation
and role-play a debate regarding what choice would be the best. 

Power and Freedom (page 30)
Divide students into small groups. Ask them to read the paragraph and collaborate
on developing a possible answer. (It seems easier to take the evil rather than the good
course of action; being bad can be fun.) Then invite students to develop a scenario in
which someone feels tempted to choose evil for the reason they have stated. (A 
person is tempted to steal because it seems easier than working for the money. A fourteen-
year-old is tempted to drive her parents’ car because she thinks it will be fun.)

Invite each group to present its scenario to the class and to ask their classmates
for suggestions on how to resist the temptation to do evil and to make a good 
decision instead. 

Bible Bio and Extraordinary Acts (page 33)
Invite volunteers to read aloud these two features. Then ask the class how Rebecca
might have been a role model for Lillian Wald. (Rebecca shared the resource of water.
Her generosity might have inspired Lillian Wald to share her financial resources. Rebecca
responded to someone in physical need. Her concern might have inspired Lillian Wald to
become a nurse to help people in physical need.) Ask: How can these women be role 
models for you?

A Bad Habit (page 34)
Invite students to work individually or in small, collaborative learning groups to
answer the question, and then have them share their answers with the class. 

Ooh It’s So Tempting (page 35)
Possible answers: considering the consequences of my actions, walking away from temptation,
spending time with people who help me make good choices

People Can Be Like Fire (page 35)
Have students share their answers to the first question. (Possible answers: We would be
robotic. We would not have the opportunity to become better people because all our actions
would be preprogrammed.) 
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We Are Imperfect but Good (pages 36–38)
Have each student create a family paper chain of goodness. Provide the students
with several pieces of light-colored construction paper, scissors, markers, and 
staplers. Ask students to cut construction paper into strips. Instruct each student to
first write his or her own name on one strip of paper and then write the names of
close family members on the other strips (one per person). On each strip with a
name, have the student write the person’s relationship to him or her (myself, father,
sister) and an action that person has taken that reflects his or her goodness; for
example, “Joan—sister—volunteers at the food bank.” 

Instruct students to staple their strips into chains. Invite students to share their
chains with the class.

Come Down to Earth (page 37)
Your students may enjoy role-playing a television talk show based on this Hasidic
story. Invite students to play the roles of the program host, Rabbi Moshe, and the
angel. The remaining students can be studio audience members who are invited to
pose their own questions at the end of the interview. Sample questions posed by the
host or audience might include: Rabbi, do you think it’s easy to be an angel? Angel,
what do you think you would enjoy about living on earth? What do you think would
be difficult? If time allows, permit a second set of students to role-play the host,
rabbi, and angel.

A Minyan of Thieves (page 38)
Have students work individually or with a partner to answer the question. Invite
them to share their responses with the class. Explain that our sages teach that being
part of a crowd does not remove individual responsibility. 

Invite students to describe situations in which others tried to persuade them to
do what they knew was wrong—for example, smoke a cigarette or pay for one
admission at the movies but sneak into a second show. Encourage students to share
how they resisted the peer pressure to make a bad decision and to offer helpful 
suggestions for others.

Teaching Enrichment: We Are Responsible for Our Choices
(pages 39–41)
Invite students to debate whether or not a wrong behavior can ever be a right choice.
For example, are there times when breaking the law is the right choice? (Yes: to save a
human life; the Underground Railroad depended on people breaking the law to save lives and
grant freedom to others. No: no one is above the law; rather than break the law, work to
change it.) You may want to invite the rabbi to participate in this discussion.
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Photo Op (page 40)
Point out to your students that we may not always feel like wearing a helmet when
we ride a scooter or bike, but the voice of our yetzer hatov reminds us that it’s the
right thing to do. Then ask: What other actions might you prefer not to take but do
take because you hear the voice of your yetzer hatov?

Ancient Stories for Modern Times (page 41)
Have students read the story as a class or in small, collaborative learning groups.
Invite them to share their answers with the class. Ask students to give modern 
examples of “shortcuts.” (littering, purchasing an illegally made DVD, copying a friend’s
homework) What does the Talmud teach about such shortcuts? (They are wrong
regardless of how many people did it before you.)

Family in Action 
Encourage students to discuss with their parents some of the good choices that are
hard for them to make on a daily basis, such as doing their homework before watch-
ing television, walking and feeding the family pet, or waking up on time for school.
Encourage students to discuss why it is so difficult for them to make those choices.
Brainstorm as a class what the benefits are of making each good choice. 

You may also suggest that they draw on a piece of paper a circle for each good
choice, write the choice inside the circle, and then draw sun rays on the outside.
Along each ray students can write the name of a person who benefits from that good
decision. For example, by getting up on time for school, the student benefits
because he or she is able to avoid family upset and get to school on time. The 
student’s parents benefit because it reduces stress. Car pool members or students on
the school bus also benefit because they’re not delayed. 

Encourage students to ask their parents for suggestions and support to help
them increase the frequency with which they make good choices. Invite students to
keep a chart for a week or two to track if they are able to make those good choices
more frequently. Students may want to share the results of this family activity with
the class.
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