
 

 
 

 
 

Project Unit name: Cultivating Good Habits 
 
Project Duration: September-November 2018 
This was the first learning unit that we started with in the opening year of our school.  

 
Project Summary: 

Students will explore how habits are formed; what their own good and bad habits are; and what habits ancient 
civilizations and B’nai Yisrael had as they formed. They’ll learn to recognize in themselves which habits are productive 
and which ones are not, and be able to build on positive habits and start ridding themselves of negative ones.  
 
We chose this unit as an introductory one for freshmen, since they’re at a time in their lives when they have to learn 
how to regulate their behavior on their own. They’re going to be challenged over their high school years to engage in 
behaviors that may be harmful to them; giving them the knowledge and ability to reject those behaviors is important. As 
well, being able to recognize that their larger society might be engaging in harmful behaviors--such as tech or substance 
abuse-- is also significant for adolescents, who will be taking their place soon as engaged citizens and leaders in their 
communities.  
 
Note: Before beginning their studies in each of their disciplines, students explored the habits of mind of each subject.  

 
Essential Question: This question centered the unit around a question that was meaningful for students. 

How do we develop good habits? 
 
Products: 
Group Products 

Museum Exhibit: Students worked in groups to present a museum exhibit on an ancient civilization.  
 
Groups included: Ancient Egypt, Ancient China, the Indus River Valley Civilization, and the Maya.  
 
Students had to include a timeline; an artifact that they created that represented their civilization; and exhibition blurbs 
on how their society exhibited the ten habits of ancient civilizations. The students needed to use visuals and text to 
create a compelling exhibit. Combining what they were learning in Engineering, students also had to code a light-up 
map that conveyed information about their civilization, such as location near a body of water. One group also included 
a VR tour of their artifact and a website about the artifact. Another group added to their presentation with additional 
information about technology and games their civilization invented.  

 

 



 

 
 
Individual products 

A series of biography one-pagers (visual representations of ideas) based on a biography each student chose to read. 
A digital representation of the encampment in the opening of the Book of Numbers. Students could use a drawing app, 
Minecraft, or Fortnite. 
A perspective drawing that represented how the spies in the Book of Numbers might have seen the Land of Israel in 
different ways.  
A laser-cut of a drawing students made that represented how an ancient habit could be seen throughout the Book of 
Numbers, and in the world today. 
An artist’s statement explaining the laser-cut drawing. 
A dvar Torah on a question a student asked on a section of the Book of Numbers, including a commentary who 
answered the question. The dvar Torah had to be created using Sefaria, and each dvar Torah was then compiled into a 
journal presented at Exhibition. 
A histogram created on GoogleSheets that graphed data about the students in the school. 
A poem about the JCC’s garden that illustrated the habits of a writer/poet. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 

 
Learning Goals and assessments: 
 
Curriculum content 

Assessments include ones that may not have been mentioned above but which honed students’ skills so they could 
complete their final deliverables. 
 
1) Torah: Habits of a Jewish civilization 
Text: Sefer BeMidbar, the Book of Numbers 
Students connected their study of history with their study of Tanakh, by analyzing the habits of ancient civilization 
alongside the habits of B’nei Yisrael as they traveled through the wilderness. 
 
Assessment: The Sefaria source sheet is a good example of how students showed both content knowledge of a particular 
part of BeMidbar, as well as acquisition of a new skill, using and creating a source sheet on Sefaria. 
 
3) Engineering: Coding 
Students learned how to light up LEDs using an Arduino board and then used their knowledge and skills to light up a 
map for the museum project. 
 
Assessment: Create a traffic light using LEDs and an Arduino board. 
 
5) English 
Text: Independent read of a biography 
Students read a biography of their choice about someone they admire in order to examine the habits that led to that 
person’s success.  
 
Assessment: “One-pager”--visual--responses to their biography of choice. 
 
6) History: a study of the ten habits of civilizations, with an examination of how ancient civilizations were formed. The 
class as a whole first examined the ten habits by applying them to and seeing them in Mesopotamia. 
Reading: History reading selections from CommonLit, a website that gives students practice in reading comprehension, 
answering multiple choice questions, and writing short essay questions: 
 https://www.commonlit.org/en/texts?query=ancient+civilizations 
  
Assessment:  Socratic seminar on the habits of Mesopotamia. The Socratic seminar is a protocol we use at The Idea 
School in which students prepare information about a topic they’re studying and have to engage in active listening and 
responding about a given topic. 
 
8) Geometry: math is the subject done most traditionally at The Idea School. Students have math every day for 45 
minutes-1 hour and a weekly math quiz. In this unit, students completed the histogram, an assignment called eMpATHy, 
which showed them how they could use math/data to better understand each other. This was a good community-building 
exercise. 
 
9) Science: a study of water and our water use 
 
Assessment: students created charts of their water usage in order to better understand water consumption habits and how 
they affect the planet. 

 

 

https://www.commonlit.org/en/texts?query=ancient+civilizations
https://www.facinghistory.org/resource-library/teaching-strategies/socratic-seminar


 

Key skills 

Academic and Religious Skills: 
 
1) Judaism: How to read and translate Torah and Torah commentaries and make connections between the Torah and 

personal life 
2) Judaism and self-knowledge: How to find sources in Judaism that help one grow and that relate to areas of personal 

and/or global interest 
3) Judaism: How to use the Sefaria website as a learning tool 
4) Engineering: how to code and use an Arduino board 
5) Reading comprehension: How to read history and English texts and understand the way interdisciplinary fields of 

research yield important finds for everyday life 
6) Literature/Writing: How to recognize literary devices; how to write about literature; how to use literature to create 

empathy and understand contemporary problems. 
7) History/Writing: How to chart progression of an idea or topic throughout history; how to understand and use primary 

sources; how to understand different perspectives on an issue; how to understand the values of different cultures; how 
to formulate opinions; how to use and understand maps 

8) Science: how to use science to better understand the world and the problems we can solve in it using science and the 
scientific method 
 

Social, Emotional, and Spiritual Skills: 
 

1) Self-knowledge: How to choose healthy habits and to reduce or get rid of unhealthy ones 
2) Empathy: how to listen to each other and respect differing opinions and perspectives 
3) Time Management: How to manage one’s own time and work time within a group 
4) Collaboration: How to collaborate in a group and meet deadlines 
5) Creativity: How to creatively present information in artistically/aesthetically, digitally, and textually appealing 

ways 
6) Connection: How to connect with the past and how to connect the past/our heritage and religion to the present; 

how to connect with each other 
7) Perspective-taking: how to see things from more than one point of view 
8) Communication/Public Speaking: Students learned how to publicly present their work. 

  
Experts and outside resources: 
 

1) Students viewed an art exhibit at the Kaplen JCC on the Palisades, where the school is located, in order to 
prepare for a trip to the Metropolitan Museum of Art. 

 
2) Students visited the Metropolitan Museum of Art and as a group viewed the Mesopotamian galleries. Then they 
divided into their project groups to view the art and exhibit of the particular time and place they were studying, in order 
to help them prepare their own exhibits. 
 
3) Students heard guest lectures from Yosef Gillers of Grow Torah, who taught the students about gardening--the habit 
of caring for the Earth--and connected Torah sources to gardening and environmental responsibility. Yosef also 
deepened student understanding of water consumption and pollution in the Bergen County area. 
 
4) Rebecca Lopkin of Envision Theater helped students prepare for Exhibition with two lessons on public speaking. 
 

 



 

5) Ceramics teacher: The JCC’s ceramics teacher worked with a self-selected group of students who wanted to create 
their artifact from clay, a method that was popular in the ancient world. 

 
Exhibition venue and plan: 
 

Students presented their work at an Exhibition of Student Learning that took place at the school on November 8, 2019. 
In attendance were parents and family members as well as a small group of school supporters. 

 
 
Reflection/Presentation of Learning: 
 

Students reflected on the unit in front of faculty, administration, and JCC staff in a Presentation of Learning (POL), the 
final part of a learning unit. Here’s a link to the POL form students used to create their presentation. 

 
These materials were created by The Idea School faculty for the 2018-19 school year and are disseminated by 
The Idea Institute, the school’s professional development arm.  

 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1q0XYLHpdDOlVaJfkWBZvCcVhq7NtwUl06bJwC1joLZk/edit?usp=sharing

