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The Ark Project: A ground-breaking service-learning curriculum for Bar/Bat Mitzvah 
students

If you’re a Jewish parent, educator, or clergy person who’s shepherded more than one 
11- or 12-year-old through the Bar/Bat mitzvah preparation process, you’ve likely 
heard this answer when asking them what they’d like to focus on for their community 
service or mitzvah project: Animals.

Many people, from robust Jewish backgrounds or not, can name some fundamental 
Jewish principles that help dictate our moral behavior in modern society: respect for 
parents and elders, visiting the sick, providing for the poor. These values form the basis 
for many of our current major Jewish projects. Parshat Ki Tetzei, which holds the record 
for “most mitzvot included in any weekly Torah portion,” names several legal imperatives 
that get folded into a term coined in the Talmud: tza’ar ba’alei chayim. Literally “the 
suffering of animals,” this set of laws promotes discussion around how much and why 
animals matter in different situations — and how far we, as Jews, must go to prevent 
unnecessary suffering to these sentient members of our community. The only problem 
is we tend to have outdated or under-explained examples in the Torah for the types of 
animals and situations we encounter on a daily basis — how many of us still use oxen 
and donkeys to plow our own fields? How should laws like these inform how we treat 
animals today?

This is where The Ark Project comes in. Jewish Initiative for Animals (JIFA), launched 
in 2016, developed the first-of-its kind comprehensive service-learning curriculum 
for Bar and Bat Mitzvah students. Young people everywhere likely have performed a 
compassionate or humane act without recognizing its Jewish significance — choosing 
not to eat certain animal products, cleaning up trash on the beach so it doesn’t end up 
around the neck or in the gullet of unsuspecting wildlife, or adopting a shelter animal 
with their family. The Ark Project takes this natural affinity for animals and allows 
students to see it through the lens of their Jewish identity and their development into  
responsible Jewish adults.

Early on, JIFA recognized the demand for an animal-related curriculum, in particular 
from parents and tutors looking for resources on animal welfare, a topic near to their 
students’ hearts. During a formal research project in 2014, which included interviews 
with 21 spiritual leaders and educators from Jewish communities across the US and 
across all major Jewish denominations, our goal was to gauge current Jewish community 
leaders’ understanding of and interest in animals and their welfare in a contemporary 
Jewish context. The responses suggested that relationships with animals in general 
are both fundamentally important to many people and raise serious issues that often 
lack a developed contemporary dialogue. All but two of the leaders said that animals 
are of interest as a topic of Jewish learning. Sixty percent of the interview responses 
showed that animal ethics is understood as introducing the foundations of Jewish 
ethics, especially for younger students, and all participants were able to point to at least 
rudimentary lessons that can be learned from animals in a Jewish moral context. At the 
same time, the vast majority of leaders did not feel their knowledge about different 
kinds of animals and animal welfare issues was sufficient to teach in their communities.

When we open the door for young teens to lead the way in this much-needed dialogue, 
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When we open the door for young teens to lead the way in this much-needed dialogue,
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everyone benefits. Dr. Megan Kiely-Mueller, professor at 
Tufts University’s Center for Animals and Public Policy, studies 
the intersection of positive youth development and human-
animal interactions — her doctoral work centered around 
the everyday relationships between young adults and their 
companions (pets), and showed that “young adults who 
cared for animals reported engaging in more ‘contribution’ 
activities, such as providing service to their community, 
helping friends or family, and demonstrating leadership, than 
those who did not….The study also found that high levels 
of attachment to an animal in late adolescence and young 
adulthood were positively associated with feeling connected 
with other people, having empathy, and feeling confident.” 

Engagement with animal welfare issues, which likely attracts 
similarly minded adolescents, doesn’t just benefit animals 
directly, but builds positive character traits in young people 
that end up strengthening their attachment and contribution 
to the larger community.

As a curriculum, The Ark Project demonstrates excellence in 
the following ways:
1. The Ark Project utilizes a service-learning model, which 
encourages students to address a real community need.  
While a volunteer or community service project dedicates 
limited time to a cause, a student is not necessarily looking 
at deep, systemic issues. In service-learning, students 
combine learning, service, and reflection activities in order 
to synthesize their experience and address the broader 
problems facing animals.

2. The Ark Project is available both to individuals and to 
groups of students. JIFA has created an individual student 
workbook as well as a facilitator guide for Jewish adults who 
want to facilitate a cohort project.

3. Using the curriculum as a framework, students can design 
an animal-related project around any number of welfare 
topics. From factory farming to animal testing, there’s no limit 
to what topic a student can address in his/her project. The 
Ark Project curriculum includes a large list of sample topics 
and subtopics.

4. The curriculum pulls together a wealth of Jewish sources 

from a variety of texts and traditions. From biblical to 
Talmudic texts to medieval sources to contemporary poets, 
The Ark Project provides a variety of Jewish teachings to 
give legal, philosophical, and theological context to the 
contemporary issues students will explore. Bonus: Every text 
in the book is displayed in both original Hebrew and English 
translation.

5. Resources included in the curriculum can guide students 
and adults in finding an appropriate animal organization with 
which to partner. It can be difficult to find an organization 
to work with that really puts animal welfare first. The Ark 
Project gives students and mentors the tools to locate and 
learn about an organization that will have existing projects 

or guidance for a novel project that truly supports animals’ 
well-being.

6. The approach of this curriculum draws upon the 
fundamental concepts in humane education. Comprehensive 
humane education encourages students to see injustices to 
animals, humans, and the environment as interconnected, so 
that actions to solve systemic problems really do benefit us 
all.

7. The Ark Project allows Jewish students to put the lessons of 
their service into action. Having made connections between 
their service-learning and their day-to-day life, students will 
go on to consider how they can live their values beyond their 
Bar/Bat Mitzvah preparation. Perhaps it’s with more plant-
based food options at their Bar/Bat Mitzvah parties. Perhaps 
it’s by helping their synagogue or school institute more 
humane and sustainable policies.

Ark Project students are also educating their adult family 
members and leaders. The first cohort project, started by 
Ekar Farm in Denver, Colorado, aims to improve the bee 
colonies on the farm, thanks to The Ark Project’s activities 
and structure. During each service-learning session, the group 
engages in Torah study, avodah (service work), and reflection. 
Margot Sands, the cohort facilitator, observed that “the Torah 
learning allows our group to explore the Jewish approach 
to animal welfare. This targeted learning strengthens the 
connections Bar/Bat Mitzvah students can make between 
their service project and the transition to an active, involved 

“young adults who cared for animals reported engaging in more 
‘contribution’ activities, such as providing service to their community, 
helping friends or family and demonstrating leadership, than those 
who did not…”

everyone benefits. Dr. Megan Kiely-Mueller, professor at 
Tufts University’s Center for Animals and Public Policy, studied 
the intersection of positive youth development and human- 
animal interactions — her doctoral work centered around the 
everyday relationships between young adults and their 
companions (pets), and showed that “young adults who cared 
for animals reported engaging in more ‘contribution’ 
activities, such as providing service to their community, 
helping friends or family, and demonstrating leadership, than 
those who did not....The study also found that high levels
of attachment to an animal in late adolescence and young 
adulthood were positively associated with feeling connected 
with other people, having empathy, and feeling confident.”

3. Using the curriculum as a framework, students can design 
an animal-related project around any number of welfare 
topics. From factory farming to animal testing, there’s no limit 
to what topic a student can address in their project. The Ark 
Project curriculum includes a large list of sample topics and 
subtopics.

Ark Project students are also educating their adult family 
members and leaders. A pilot of the cohort project version of 
the curriculum was executed by Ekar Farm in Denver, 
Colorado. Students focused on improving the bee colonies on 
the farm and knowledge about environmental threats to bees 
in their communities, thanks to The Ark Project’s activities and 
structure. During each service-learning session, the group 
engaged in Torah study, avodah (service work), and reflection. 
Margot Sands, the cohort's facilitator, observed that “the Torah 
learning allows our group to explore the Jewish approach to 
animal welfare. This targeted learning strengthens the 
connections Bar/Bat Mitzvah students can make between their 
service project and the transition to an active, involved
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Jewish adulthood. At our last session, a sixth grader named 
Jake made such a connection organically during our text 
study about shiluach haken, the mitzvah of sending away a 
mother bird from a nest of eggs in order to preserve future 
generations of birds: ‘This reminds me of what I was writing 
for my d’var Torah: The downfall of others is the downfall of 
ourselves. I think that is what this mitzvah is about.’”

The mitzvah of shiluach haken is also found in Ki Teitzei. And 
perhaps Jake’s insight allows us to understand why animal 
welfare projects are so relevant today, when our lives are 
so intertwined with and contingent upon the welfare of the 
planet and all who inhabit it. With these opportunities to 
engage with Jewish teaching and real life problems about 
topics that matter to them—homeless animals, animals used 

in entertainment, farmed animal welfare, conservation of 
wildlife, and so much more—there are endless ways to apply 
the mitzvah of tza’ar ba’alei chayim. Ark Project students will 
expand their roles as dedicated Jewish community members 
and build their potential to repair the world as active and 
effective adult advocates.

Jewish Initiative for Animals (JIFA) is a project of 
Farm Forward, and is funded by Emanuel J. Friedman 
Philanthropies, the Leichtag Foundation, the Foer Foundation, 
the Rose Community Foundation, and Dr. Bronner’s All-One. 
JIFA’s partners include Hazon and The Humane Society of the 
United States. To learn more about The Ark Project, contact 
Melissa Hoffman, JIFA’s Humane Education and Program 
Specialist, at melissah@farmforward.com.

Perhaps Jake’s insight allows us to understand why animal 
welfare projects are so relevant today, when our lives are
so intertwined with and contingent upon the welfare of the 
planet and all who inhabit it. With these opportunities to 
engage with Jewish teaching and real life problems about 
topics that matter to them—homeless animals, animals used

The Ark Project students 
will expand their roles as dedicated Jewish community 
members and build their potential to repair the world as 
active and effective adult advocates.

Jewish Initiative for Animals (JIFA) is a project of Farm 
Forward. To learn more about The Ark Project, contact Melissa 
Hoffman, Director of Jewish Initiative for Animals, at 
melissah@farmforward.com. Learn more about JIFA’s work to 
help Jewish institutions align food practices with Jewish values 
by visiting JewishInitiativeforAnimals.org


