
Unit:		 Tza’ar	Ba’alei	Chayim	
	 				 Compassion	for	the	Suffering	of	Animals	
	
Age:		 Appropriate	for	grades	4	–	6	
	
Summary:		 A	journey	from	students’	personal	
predilections	towards	animal	rights	to	a	deep	dive	
into	texts	of	our	tradition	to	the	creation	of	a	position	
paper	and	participation	in	a	Lincoln-Douglas	style	
debate.	This	unit	offers	students	an	opportunity	to	
connect	our	ancient	wisdom	to	modern	ethical	
dilemmas.	
	
Length	of	unit:		Three	to	four	weeks.	
	
Final	Product	Example:		Fourth	graders	engaged	in	a	

debate	on	the	ethical	nature	of	testing	medicines	on	

animals:			tinyurl.com/hausner3	

	
	
	
	
	
	



Day	1		(p.	1):	Students	work	in	groups	to	brainstorm	
ways	they	know	animals	are	“used”	in	our	modern	
society.	
	
Answers	are	shared	aloud	with	class	and	then	
students	are	asked	to	write	if	they	believe	animals	
have	inalienable	rights.	
	
Answers	are	shared	aloud	and	a	small	debate	is	
conducted	through	class	discussion.	Some	students	
support	the	idea	that	animals	have	rights	as	living	
creatures	while	others	argue	that	animals	should	be	
cared	for	but	do	not	have	rights	as	people	do.	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	







Days	2	–	3	(pp.	2-3):	Students	work	in	small	groups	
to	brainstorm	the	rights	they	believe	all	animals	
should	have.	
	
As	an	example	of	“rights”	a	section	of	the	1948	
Universal	Declaration	of	Human	Rights	is	provided	for	
study.	
	
The	rights	each	group	wrote	are	listed	on	the	white	
board	(there	are	usually	over	20	different	rights)	and	
then	a	vote	is	conducted.	Each	students	is	allowed	5	
votes,	one	for	each	of	the	rights	they	believe	is	most	
important.	
	
The	five	rights	garnering	the	most	votes	become	our	
class	“Rights	of	Animals”	which	may	be	used	in	the	
later	debate.	Students	copy	these	rights	to	their	page	
for	later	reference.	
	
Examples:	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	



	
Students	receive	the	1977	International	League	of	the	
Rights	of	Animals	version	and	we	compare	and	
contrast	our	class	version	to	this	one.	Which	rights	
should	we	have	included?	What	wording	works	
better?	
	
This	document	may	also	be	used	in	the	final	debate.	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	









Days	4	–	6	(p.	4):		Students	are	told	that	though	our	
Jewish	tradition	does	not	have	a	neat	and	tidy	list	of	
animal	rights,	the	TaNaKh	is	keenly	aware	of	the	
suffering	of	animals	and	has	many	mitzvot,	
commandments,	regarding	the	proper	treatment	of	
animals.	
	
Students	are	presented	with	a	packet	of	texts	and	told	
that	they	may	appear	outdated	(few	of	us	tie	animals	
together	to	plow	fields)	but	they	contain	useful	
modern	lessons	for	each	of	us	in	our	daily	interaction	
with	animals.	In	pairs	students	attempt	to	write	
modern	lessons	for	these	age-old	pearls	of	wisdom.	
They	are	directed	to	find	specific	lessons	–	“be	nice	to	
animals”	is	not	an	acceptable	lesson.	
	
Following	10	minutes	of	work	students	are	gathered	
together	as	a	class	and	share	their	responses	to	a	
specific	text.	The	teacher	shares	which	of	the	lessons	
shared	most	astutely	modernizes	the	text	and	
encourages	students	to	write	this	lesson	along-side	
the	one	they	came	up	with.	Then	let	students	work	
another	10	minutes,	gather	them	up	and	share	for	
another	two	texts.	This	process	continues	until	all	
texts	have	been	discussed.	
	
This	packet	will	play	an	important	part	in	the	final	
debate.	















Day	7	(p.	5):	Students	receive	a	double-sided	page	of	
texts	without	a	title.	They	are	instructed	to	read	each	
of	the	texts	(midrashim	and	synopses	of	Biblical	
stories)	in	chevrutah	and	attempt	to	find	a	single	
lesson	ALL	of	these	stories	teach.	The	lesson	is	not:	
“be	nice	to	animals”.	
	
Following	10	minutes	of	work	students	are	gathered	
to	share	the	ideas	they’ve	written	down,	the	teacher	
points	out	which	partnership	came	closest	to	the	
lesson	and	sends	the	students	back	to	read	over	all	
the	texts	and	fine-tune	their	answer.	
	
Students	share	again	and	it	always	happens	that	at	
least	one	pair	will	notice	the	pattern	(and	lesson):	
according	to	Jewish	tradition	the	ONLY	way	to	be	
chosen	for	a	position	of	leadership	is	to	have	
demonstrated	a	care	for	animals.	Intelligence,	
strength,	and	even	perseverance	are	all	passed	over	
for	a	candidate	who	has	shown	a	willingness	and	
ability	to	care	for	animals.	
	
	
	
	
	
	







Day	8	(p.	6):		Students	are	asked	to	mark	“agree”	or	
“disagree”	to	a	series	of	statements	regarding	the	use	
of	animals	in	modern	society.	
	

Students	are	then	asked	to	circle	the	three	statements	
they	feel	most	strongly	about.	
	
The	statements	are	listed	on	the	white	board	and	one-
by-one	students	are	asked	to	place	their	name	on	one	
side	(agree)	or	other	(disagree)	of	the	topic	they	are	
most	interested	in.	If	either	side	of	one	of	the	
statements	is	left	blank,	some	students	are	asked	to	
consider	moving	from	their	first	topic	of	choice	to	
their	second	in	order	to	ensure	there	is	a	debate	on	
each	topic.	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	





Days	9	–	12	(pp.	8,	10):		Students	are	tasked	with	
writing	an	outline	and	then	speech	for	their	topic	and	
stance.	Each	student	works	alone	(but	with	teacher	
assistance)	on	the	outline	and	speech.	
	
The	speech	must	contain	at	least	3	paragraphs:	two	
paragraphs	of	arguments	from	their	research	and	one	
paragraph	explaining	how	our	tradition’s	texts	
support	their	stance.	
	
The	research	is	provided	to	students	(examples	
below)	so	they	don’t	turn	to	the	internet	which	could	
lead	to	erroneous	or	un-checked	conclusions.	
Research	can	be	gathered	from	age	appropriate	
library	books	and	magazines	and	child	friendly	web-
sites	vetted	for	accuracy.	
	
Once	students	complete	a	final	draft	of	the	speech	
they	are	instructed	to	practice	delivering	it	until	they	
feel	confident	they	do	not	need	to	look	at	their	paper	
constantly	to	deliver	their	message.	
	
For	students	who	finish	before	other	classmates,	a	
series	of	comics	on	these	topics	is	provided	for	
reading	and	study	pleasure.	If	time	allows	students	
are	invited	to	complete	their	own	comics	on	their	
chosen	topic.	





















































































Days	9	–	12	(“Vote	Your	Conscience):		Lincoln-
Douglas	style	debates	take	place,	one	student	facing	
another	before	and	audience	of	their	peers.	
	
The	debates	are	structured	as	follows:	
Affirmative	(agree	with	statement)	delivers	speech	at	
podium	first.	Negative	sits	beside	podium	and	takes	
notes	on	their	opponents	speech.	(This	is	the	first	
time	they’ve	heard	their	opponent’s	arguments.)		
	
Negative	(disagree	with	statement)	delivers	speech	at	
podium	second.	Affirmative	sits	beside	podium	and	
takes	notes	on	their	opponents	speech.	(This	is	the	
first	time	they’ve	heard	their	opponent’s	arguments.)	
	
Affirmative	returns	to	the	podium	and	Negative	sits	to	
ask	questions	of	Affirmative.	Negative	can	only	ask	
questions.	They	are	not	allowed	to	argue	if	they	
disagree	with	Affirmative’s	answers.	
	
Negative	returns	to	the	podium	and	Affirmative	sits	to	
ask	questions	of	Negative.	Affirmative	can	only	ask	
questions.	They	are	not	allowed	to	argue	if	they	
disagree	with	Negative’s	answers.	
	
Finally	both	speakers	call	on	three	members	of	the	
audience	to	ask	questions	of	the	debaters.	



At	the	conclusion	of	the	debate	audience	members	
write	the	name	of	the	debater	they	found	most	
convincing.	
	
At	the	conclusion	of	all	the	debates	students	are	
informed	of	the	number	of	audience	members	who	
voted	for	their	stance.	
	
	
Days	13	–	15:		Invite	experts	on	some	of	these	topics	
to	visit	the	class	to	share	their	professional	
knowledge	of	their	field	and	the	dilemmas	and	ethical	
challenges	they	face	daily.	
	
A	slide	show	presented	by	a	local	community	member	
involved	in	drug	research	is	included	in	the	digital	
portion	of	this	submission.		
	
(The	slide	show	was	created	by	the	presenter’s	son,	
an	alumnus	of	our	school.)	
	
	






