Early Years toolkit

STORIES FROM THE TORAH: NOAH AND THE ARK
SCHOOLS WORKSHOP
Our mission is to surprise, delight and engage all people,
irrespective of background or faith, in the history, identity and
culture of Jews in Britain and beyond. We welcome over 17,000
school students each year, teaching early years through to
university and offering workshops on Judaism and history and
the Holocaust.
SUMMARY
Every workshop we design is grounded in object based learning. Objects are key to both
opening up unfamiliar topics and deepening understanding. We use two ways to engage
children in object based learning; object handling and exploring the galleries.
In the Stories from the Torah: Noah and the Ark schools workshop, we begin with object
handling in groups of five children (usually splitting a bigger group of 30 or 60). Each
group is tasked with figuring out what their object might be and how it might be used.
The objects include a model Torah, Yad (pointer) and Talit (prayer shawl). We encourage
discussion about how an object could be used and what you think it might be. We bring
the groups back together at the end and explain what the objects are.
Whilst exploring the Torah and what it contains, we focus on Noah’s Ark and read the
story together. From here children can discover a common story between faiths. The
group then engages with the objects in the galleries by participating in an I Spy activity,
searching for animal motifs. The session is rounded off by creating animal masks to take
back to school.
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AIMS AND GOALS
For our organisation
The Learning Team wanted to diversify the visiting school audiences by creating a
workshop tailored to Foundation Stage and Key Stage 1. And we wanted to enable this
age group to engage with the Torah (Jewish Holy Scroll) in an accessible way. There
seemed no better story to bring the Torah and Judaism to life than Noah and the Ark.
We use the Torah as a springboard in our school workshops to explore and engage with
many aspects of Jewish life but it is a complex object. This workshop would help us impart
some of this information through a story which many children are familiar with.

For our audience
Religious Education and Understanding the World have become increasingly important
topics to many working with children in early years settings. Teachers are looking for
learning opportunities outside the classroom, tailored to early years, that allows schools
to engage with Judaism.
Children can either encounter a new culture for the first time or learn more about a
community they are familiar with, and gain an insight into the most important objects
in the faith.

OUTCOMES
For our organisation
The workshop has been running for three years since 2014. It has been delivered to over
1,000 students and has strengthened our school offer by diversifying the ages we reach.
The programme has allowed us to expand our school audience and has resulted in another
Foundation Stage workshop being created. This means we are no longer adjusting existing
workshops but provide more structured, consistent and thought-out workshop for each
age group. Early years audiences are getting a better experience and can enjoy a day at
the museum that firmly has them in mind.
An obstacle for this workshop is accessing the objects in the galleries. The displays are
low-lit and some objects are often too high for young children to see. To counteract this,
we chose objects strategically and include binoculars and magnifying glasses to provide
a more playful experience.

For our audience
The workshop was rated outstanding in the evaluation by all attendees in the 2015/16
school year. One teacher described it as ‘fun, informative and engaging’ and explained it
‘served as an introduction to Judaism’, which is exactly what we hoped it would be.
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LESSONS LEARNT
One of the lessons we learnt was that we could cover many of the same topics with a
younger audience by employing early years pedagogy. This often meant looking at what
we were already doing with older groups and applying the same techniques at a different
level. Finding something familiar, like the Noah’s Ark story, opened up the workshop for
younger groups.
Object handling enabled a younger audience to engage with Jewish life, and the Torah,
and through this method they were able to absorb information and have a memorable
experience.
We were surprised that with practical preparation, such as adjusting timings to allow
groups more time to use facilities and providing them with additional volunteer support
and resources (magnifying glasses and binoculars) to explore our galleries, we could
accommodate larger groups.
There is still some work to do to increase visits by early years schools groups. It was
proven through the Judith Kerr exhibition in 2015 called Tiger, Mog and Pink Rabbit:
A Judith Kerr Retrospective, that having something specifically linked to the curriculum
encourages visits.

TOP TIP

FUNDING

No topic is too big or complex! You can
make any topic more accessible through
handling and exploring objects.

This workshop was created as part of our
Museums and Schools Project funded by
the Arts Council England. We used a small
amount of money from this project to buy
the resources needed.

BUDGET
The budget for this workshop was very
small. This made us think creatively about
activities. For example, using simple
materials like paper plates to create masks
and utilising objects in our handling
collection.

FURTHER INFORMATION
This case study was written by
Josie Roberts, Learning Officer at the
Jewish Museum.
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