Pirkei Avot to Pop Song

A curriculum appropriate for grades 5 – 12
Challenge: Transform timeless wisdom of mishnayot
into contemporary popular songs.

Site to visit for finished products:
http://pirkeiavotpopsong.blogspot.com
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Every Monday, during their scheduled
Jewish Studies period, our 7th graders set
aside their weekly work
to focus on this project. With two teachers
in the classroom, students begin the year
with an introduction
to the text based on
a Pirkei Avot textbook by Rabbi Henry
Schreibman; spend
several
sessions
working in chevruta translating and
analyzing selected
mishnayot,
with
a focus on making text-to-text, text-to-self, and textto-world connections; listening to and
discussing successful elements of classic American folk, R&B, and rock & roll
songs; listening to and discussing successful elements of modern Jewish songs
composed with traditional texts at their
heart; and finally, in pairs, writing songs
in English inspired by a mishnah of their
choosing from Pirkei Avot. To receive full
credit for their written lyrics, students
must meet two criteria. (1) The song must
be clearly related to the chosen mishnah
text: there must be either an obvious or
cleverly concealed text-to-text, text-toself, or text-to-world connection between
the lyrics and the mishnah; and (2) Hebrew from the Mishnah must be included in the song and must fit the rhyme
scheme. We energetically discourage students from writing rap lyrics, a challenge
that often stymies groups at the start but
yields rich final products that stretch students beyond their ken of comfort.

ish Day School:

better to get our students to
sing sections of Pirkei Avot than by having them write the songs and the music?
Can’t hear it in your mind’s ear? Point
your web browser to www.hausner.com/
avot for audio examples of what Gideon
Hausner Jewish Day School has called
our “Pirkei Avot to Pop Song Project.”
(Note: Listen to these audio samples on
a computer with good speakers for full
effect.)
Three years ago Hausner was fortunate
to bring on Rabbi Josh Zweiback (from
Congregation Beth Am in Los Altos, California) as a part-time faculty member.
Josh, along with his prodigious talents
as a teacher and pulpit rabbi, is a professional musician, a member of the well
known Jewish music band Mah Tovu.
Upon joining the faculty he shared with
us his past experiences of writing modern Jewish songs based on traditional
texts during summer camp sessions with
older campers. With his help we designed
a Pirkei Avot curriculum that culminates
in student-written and -performed songs,
professionally produced in-house and
distributed through CD and web portals,
dramatically demonstrating both the enduring understandings of our 7th grade
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students and the enchanting power of
music to transform ancient texts to modern meaning-making hits.

in
Finding the Music
the Mishnah

Art
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ishnah was made to be sung.
Well, if not sung, then certainly repeated (coming from the
root shanah). How better to get our students to repeat—and through repetition,
remember—the mishnayot of Pirkei Avot
than by singing them? How

Following the completion of several student drafts of each song, reviewed and
edited by Rabbi Zweiback and a writing
teacher, three to five (of the approximately eighteen) songs are chosen to be
taken to stage two in which instrumentation is added. For some songs, students

provide their own music
and instrumentation; for
others, Rabbi Zweiback
provides music and instrumentation. For our three
strongest pieces we employ the talents of Gordon
Lustig, a professional musician in Los Angeles (and
musical associate of Rabbi
Zweiback). Sent the lyrics and digitally recorded
tracks of students singing
their songs, sans instruments, as they imagine it
performed, Gordon works his magic for
several weeks, returning to us digital
files of multi-instrument orchestrations
that require us only to lay down the vocal
track to complete the piece.

professional-grade
microphone,
headphones, Digidesign’s Mbox (to
translate analog to digital sound),
and software including Garage
Band and Pro Tools. Setting up
the recording station in a variety
of rooms (depending on availability and proper acoustics), we first
record individual students singing
several lyrics, then small groups for
sections of harmony, and finally entire classes for “We Are The World”
big chorus effects.

With a few simple tools we purchased
several years ago, Hausner has created
the ability to set up a mobile recording studio in any classroom. We begin
with a Mac laptop, an inexpensive but

Students think the work is done
now, but teachers know the heart of success is in the editing process. We are
fortunate to have Rabbi Zweiback spend
many hours mixing, smoothing, remixing, and re-smoothing the tracks until
we are left with three to five songs to be
played with great fanfare before all our
students and parents.
To facilitate sharing the work of our students with a broader community, we created a website with audio samples and
explanations. We hope in the future to
add a component of video production to
the project as well. A song like “Action
Every Day” (based on Pirkei Avot 1:15),
with its call to conscience on the subject
of Darfur, is ready-made for a video to be
shared on YouTube.
With the success of this project and the
audio recording equipment on hand,
Hausner staff members have recently
reached into the realm of podcast production as well. To hear some of our work
in this area, point your browser to www.
hausner.com/podcasts. Both the Pirkei
Avot songs and student centered podcasts allow us to share the ongoing work
of our students with our entire school
community, with our local Jewish community, and hopefully soon with the wide
world beyond our state and country.
¿
Aviv Monarch is the Jewish Studies
Director at the Gideon Hausner Jewish
Day School in Palo Alto, California. He can
be reached at amonarch@hausner.com.
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Step 1: Introduction
Duration: 1 class period
Teacher can utilize introduction pages provided below or
their own resources to help place Pirkei Avot in the Jewish
literature cannon in the minds of students.
The introduction below is taken from a still-indevelopment Pirkei Avot text-book by Rabbi Henry
Schreibman.

Step 2: Text Interpretation
Duration: 1 class period per mishnah
2a: Translation
I believe it is vitally important for students to enter the texts through the Hebrew
first. The more they struggle and wrestle with translation, the deeper their
understanding of the nuances. Students can work alone, with a chevrutah partner,
or in small groups. Then we gather as a class to share our differing translations
and create an agreed upon group translation that everyone must copy down on
the page.

2b: Asking Questions
Before students begin trying to make sense of any text, they should ask questions
that are not answered directly by the text. The more questions they ask (and
write) the more details they will notice about the text. These questions are shared
aloud during class discussion.

2c: Visualization
Students should attempt to put in pictures what they see in their minds as they
read and question. Visualizing parts of the text helps us fill in spaces left by the
words and spring us into new territory and imaginative trails. Drawing should be a
part of any text encounter.

2d: Making Connections
Meaning is made when we connect pieces of information. Students should make
as many text-to-text (this line reminds me of a line from another poem or book I
read), text-to-self (when I read this I’m reminded of something that happened to
me, or something my parents always say to me), and text-to-world (this section
reminds me of what’s happening in Syria now) connections as they can. These
connections lead to possible topics for later song-writing and help deepen the
students’ personal attachment to the texts. Connections are shared aloud.

2e: Interpretation
Having completed steps 2a through 2e, students can begin to find a meaning that
ties the entire text together or shed light on a section of the text that appears, at
first glance, to be confusing. I push students to tie every part of the mishnah
together, even if it appears on first reading that the text is a list of disparate
statements. Interpretations are shared aloud.

Step 3: Popular Song Sampling
Duration: 10 – 20 minutes per song
For many years I’ve been collecting popular songs from the
50’s, 60’s, 70’s, 80’s and 90’s that are either thematically or
linguistically related to each mishnah in Pirkei Avot. I am
happy supply a list of these songs.
Following the in-depth study of a Mishnah in text 2, play
the chosen song for students to listen to and compare to
the section of Pirkei Avot. Students should have they lyrics
of the song before them as they listen.
Two questions should drive the discussion following the
listening:
3a: How is this song commenting on or illuminating a
theme of the mishnah?
3b: What elements of this song do you think made it
popular in its time and possibly even now?
(For a wonderful example, read Pirkei Avot 2:7 “He also saw
a skull floating upon the water” and then listen to Harry
Chapin’s “Cat’s in the Cradle”.)
Below are some sample songs with the connected Mishnah
citation in the right hand corner.

Step 4: Song Writing
Duration: 5 - 10 class periods
4a: Lyric writing instruction
I invite local song-writers to spend a class period with the group to share their tips
and techniques.
I have students watch Jonathan Mann’s “How to write lyrics” video. He has been
writing and recording one song a day for over two years:
http://youtu.be/-Eow2hUHQyo
I show students Benjamin Scheuer’s Ted talk on writing songs that are true to
yourself. He wrote and recorded songs while undergoing cancer treatment:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TMoYQhyxViw
I encourage students to read the WikiHow article entitled “How to Write Song
Lyrics” as it has good suggestions for getting the creative juices flowing:
http://m.wikihow.com/Write-Song-Lyrics
When students are engaged in the lyrics editing process and beginning to think
about music, I share with them a piece from NPR: “How tor Write a Hit Song:
Adele on Someone Like You.”

4b: Lyric writing time
Students are given an entire period to write (either alone or with a partner) a
single draft of a song. Several drafts are required for a song to be accepted in the
“running” and students receive feedback from song-writers, teacher, and fellow
students.
Students will write at least three songs based on different mishnayot, select the
song they feel is strongest and then re-work that song until it meets the approval
of classmates. All songs MUST include Hebrew from the mishnah.
Students are instructed to write lyrics without a song tune in mind and are
STRONGLY dissuaded from writing parodies of currently popular songs.

Below are some sample song drafts and completed lyrics
written by students.

Tick. Tick. Tock
Inspired by Pirkei Avot 2:7
If death follows death
Then we have made a lock
So says 2:7: Tick. Tick. Tock.
One killer killed a being
And sentenced, he soon found
That his extremely grim fate was
That he was to be drowned
If death follows death
Then we have made a lock
So says 2:7: Tick. Tick. Tock.
The killer shambled through heat,
To his gory demise,
The executioner man was,
Unfortunately, wise,
If death follows death
Then enforcers are in a lock
So says 2:7: Tick. Tick. Tock.
The wise man was a killer,
For his murderous job,
The mayor strung him by his neck,
And of his life was robbed
If death follows death
Then the enforcers are in a lock
So says 2:7: Tick. Tick. Tock.

“And so the chain goes on"
If death follows death
Then the world is in a lock

So says 2:7: Tick. Tick. Tock.
The mayor's head was cut off,
By a highly trained team,
The town put them all in prison,
Gave them a final dream,
If death follows death
Then the world is in a lock
So says 2:7: Tick. Tick. Tock.
The next door town declared war,
And soon the first had died,
The country was all sucked in then,
And soon the whole world wide,
If death follows death
Then the world is in a lock
So says 2:7: Tick. Tick. Tock.
Murderer killed murderer,
The earth in a eclipse,
The world became a war zone,
A new apocalypse,
If death follows death
Then we are in a lock
So says 2:7: Tick. Tick. Tock.
Soon stood the one who killed all,
On a mountain, calm, still,
Then God struck him down and he
was,
The new king of the hill,

If death follows death
Then life is in a lock
So says 2:7: Tick. Tick. Tock.

God knew the laws that he said,
And he had killed his pride,
He debated back and forth and,
Committed suicide,
If death follows death
Then our morals have been socked
So says 2:7: Tick. Tick. Tock.
And soon all traces rotted
Under time's mighty breath
And all the world disappeared
Because of one sad death
If death follows death
Then we have made a lock
So says 2:7: Tick. Tick. Tock.

Learn to Lie
Inspired by Avot 1:9
VERSE 1
The sound of silence is hard to bear
Especially when I know she's there
She's a Cheshire cat but not from
wonderland (from wonderland, oh)
And the rose she was before
Could now cut me with its thorns
I could not see, I cannot see
CHORUS
Her voice is a slow acting poison
And it's coursing through my veins
Oh, she's a player
I'm a pawn in her game
Through my words, she'll tell the truth,
she'll tell the truth
And through hers, I'll learn to lie, I'll learn
to lie
VERSE 2
I'm a witness and she's a judge
I'm trying to not think too much
Her words are paper butterflies and
she's an artist (she's an artist)
Interrogation, communication
All I'm feeling is desperation
She's not the girl I used to know
CHORUS
Her voice is a slow acting poison
And it's coursing through my veins
Oh, she's a player
I'm a pawn in her game
Through my words, she'll tell the truth,
she'll tell the truth
And through hers, I'll learn to lie, I'll learn
to lie

BRIDGE
I'm a witness of a life that was taken all
too fast
She's an angel, she's a devil, she's
playing god at her best
Open my eyes, I'm in the hospital and
she stands above my bed
והוי זהיר בדבריך
שמא מתוכם ילמדו לשכר
(oh)
CHORUS
Her voice is a slow acting poison
And it's coursing through my veins
Oh, she's a player
I'm a pawn in her game
Through my words, she'll tell the truth,
she'll tell the truth
And through hers, I'll learn to lie, I'll learn
to lie
SLIGHTLY-CHANGED CHORUS
My words are a dangerous drug
And she's become addicted
She's a pawn in a game
And I'm a player
Through my words, she'll tell the truth,
she'll tell the truth
And through hers, I'll learn to lie, I'll learn
to lie
Through hers, I've learned to lie, I've
learned to lie

Cycle
Inspired by Pirkei Avot 1:9
Your footsteps get traced
And you're back where you began
Same old position
Nothing new, all is bland
Your words running behind you
Catching up like a race
Remind you of your losses
All the time, in every place
Your sins go on and so do your lies
So you must be bold and interrogate
wise
והוי זהיר בדבריך
שמא מתוכם ילמדו לשקר
השקר יחיד אבל מתפשט מהר
Chorus:
It is worse than most, what you have
done
You have hurt and the pain has just
begun
While you go in a circle they stay in a
line
Trying to forget and leave everything
behind
Yet forgetting is no option,
And you will haunt them in their sleep
The pain is uncontrollable
And all they can do is repeat
Your sins go on and so do your lies
So you must be bold and interrogate
wise
והוי זהיר בדבריך
שמא מתוכם ילמדו לשקר
השקר יחיד אבל מתפשט מהר

Chorus:
It is worse than most, what you have
done
You have hurt and the pain has just
begun
While you go in a circle they stay in a
line
Trying to forget and leave everything
behind
This child you have hurt
A child without a friend
Will now repeat your words
And the cycle will never end
Chorus:
It is worse than murder, what they have
done
Both of you have hurt and the pain has
just begun
While you go in a circle they stay in a
line
Trying to forget and leave everything
behind

Step 5: Voting
Duration: 1 class period
I create a Google doc with all final draft song lyrics. No
names are attached to songs.
I create a Google form that students can fill out at home. It
asks them to select their 3 favorite song lyrics after close
readings of the work of their classmates.
After tabulating the votes and meeting with the year’s
featured artist – a local musician and recording artist who
will be writing the music for the songs – two songs are
selected for the next step.
If a song is not selected to move on the step 6 but writers
share an interest in writing and recording their own music,
we will set up studio time for these groups to record their
work. Two such songs can be heard in our collection.
Step 6: Music writing
Duration: Up to two weeks
The students who wrote the selected songs will meet for
one class period with the year’s featured artist to share
their visions and dreams for the music to accompany the
lyrics they’ve created.
The artist will then work on composing and recording the
music. They have teacher and student permission to move

in any stylistic direction the muse may pull them and they
can change slightly the words of the song to fit their vision.
This step is completed off-site.
Step 7: Voice recording
Duration: One week
When the featured artist returns with a music track for the
two songs students are invited to “try-out” for a singing
part. The featured artist chooses the voices that fit the
vision of the song, but everyone in the class is invited to
sing as a chorus in at least one of the songs.
The lyric writer(s) of the song are rarely chosen to sing
their own song, but it does happen on occasion.
We use in house equipment to record: a relatively simple
microphone, a mac laptop running Pro Tools, a small mixer,
and low-end headphones.
We record in a small “break-out” room that fits no more
than 5 people and has no sound padding.
Step 8: Mixing
Duration: Two weeks
The featured artist takes the tracks home to mix into a
work of art. To hear the final products, click here:

http://pirkeiavotpopsong.blogspot.com

Brief video of recording session with one class:
https://youtu.be/BLzuJ-Va40Y

