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Chanukah is a wonderful holiday for pre-schoolers and the entire family.  It is a Jewish 
holiday that helps build the positive emotional bond between parents and children, of 
love and appreciation of themselves as Jewish people. 
 
The two major symbols of Chanukah are the Dreydl and the Chanukiah (the special 
eight candle menorah of Chanukah.) Both symbolize the central message of our 
holiday--that we, as Jews, were ready to fight for the freedom to live as Jews. 
Chanukah is the first recorded fight for religious freedom. How important it is to keep 
this in mind as we enjoy the holiday; for it is by re-telling the story and expressing our 
pride in ourselves as Jews that we help build within our children, year after year, that 
special positive self-esteem that comes with knowing about and being proud of our 
Jewish heritage. 
 
The concept of freedom is expressed in our Chanukah story.  It is understandable to 
the children because they're beginning to assert their own independence. Part of the 
reason superheroes are so important to children of this age is their desire to be strong 
and independent, like the superheroes.  At Chanukah time we present Judah Maccabee 
as a positive real Jewish hero whom the children respond to and identify with. 
 

Our Jewish holidays are filled with traditions that are geared to build in positive values 
that are in line with good psychological and educational principles!! 
 
Tradition has us lighting the candles for 8 nights.  Although we do tell the legend of the 
oil to the children, our emphasis is on the survival of the Jewish people; namely, on the 
fact that the Maccabees and all the Jewish people at that time re-built the Temple and 
celebrated their freedom for 8 days, and that Jews have celebrated for 8 days ever 
since. The fight of the Maccabees was in 168 B.C.E., and the Chanukah candles have 
been lit throughout for over two thousand years since then during which we have 
continued to work and fight for freedom!  As we light the Chanukah candles each night 
we recommit ourselves to the importance of fighting for freedom and justice for all tare 



at the core of our beliefs as a people.  The children recognize that they are capable and 
able to stand up for others, thus incorporating a glowing pride in themselves as Jews. 
 
As the children place a candle each night in the chanukiah, they are reinforcing the 
important mathematical concept of one to one correspondence and meaningful 
counting.  Some children might also begin to explore the concept of patterns as they 
thoughtfully place the candles each night. 
 
The dreydl has 4 Hebrew letters that stand for, in Hebrew, Nes Gadol Hayah Sham, or A 
Great Miracle Happened There.  While one legend says that the miracle was the lighting 
of one flask of oil that lasted for eight nights, the focus of our curriculum is another 
interpretation; that the miracle was the victory of the small ill-equipped army of the 
Maccabees over the mighty Syrian army, thus insuring the survival of the right of 
religious freedom.  The letters on the dreydl and the words they stand for remind us, 
each time we play with the dreydl, that we are people who have always and will always 
work and fight for freedom.  Dreydls involve a sound education principle as well; 
learning through repetitive enjoyable experience!!  
 
As Jewish parents, during this “holiday” season, we know that we want to find our own 
family way to express ourselves fully, comfortably, and happily as Jews with each of the 
beautiful holidays our heritage has given us.  We know that it is in that way that our 
children can grow up secure in who they are, and happy with whom they are. The 
question for young parents is really--how? How can you make Chanukah meaningful 
and memorable, beyond the gift giving, for your family?  There are so many ideas 
found through different sites online. Through this you as parents are contributing in a 
very basic way to your children's positive self-esteem. 
 
We’d love for you to post to our BJE-ECC facebook page, Board of Jewish Education-
ECC, some of your experiences.  
 
Hag Sameach--a very happy holiday,  
 
   

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                 



                                     The Chanukah Story for Pre-Schoolers 
 
Long, long ago, in our Jewish country of Israel, the Jewish people were very happy 
living their own wonderful Jewish way, and helping each other.  They would go to their 
beautiful Temple, where the Torah was kept, and they would learn important things to 
do as Jewish people.  They would celebrate their holidays, and they were happy with 
their families. 
 
But then something terrible happened.  A very mean king from another country came 
marching into Israel with thousands of soldiers with swords and spears.  There were so 
many soldiers; they even had huge elephants that the soldiers rode!!  The Jewish 
people couldn't do anything but run into their houses so that they wouldn't be hurt with 
the swords or trampled on by the elephants. 
 
This very mean king, Antiochus, then went to their beautiful Temple, and tore down 
everything, and told the Jewish people:  
---they could never go to the Temple again 
---they could never learn all the important Jewish ways of living from the Torah 
anymore. 
 
The Jewish people were so unhappy.  They didn't know what to do.  They didn't have 
soldiers.  They didn't have elephants. They had a few swords and spears, but not many. 
 
There was a very wise old man named Mattathias, who said, "We have to do 
something.  We have to be able to live in our Jewish way."  Mattathias told his son, 
Judah Maccabee, "You have a sword and shield.  Go to all the Jewish men and tell them 
to take their swords and shields if they have them, and if not, to make bows and 
arrows, and to go with you to hide in the caves in the mountains, outside the city, 
where the mean king can't find you.  Come out at night when they can't see you and 
surprise them and make them leave the country. 
 
Judah Maccabee knew it was going to be very hard against all those soldiers and 
elephants, but he knew it was very important.  When his father said, "Chazak v'ematz"-
-"be strong and brave", Judah Maccabee answered, "We'll try as hard as we can." 
 
Judah and the other Jewish men went into the caves in the mountains.  They came out, 
night after night, to fight the Syrians until they pushed all of the Syrians out of their 
country.  
What did Judah Maccabee and the Jewish soldiers do after they won?  Did they just go 
back home?  NO!  First they went to their Temple, where everything had been torn 
down, and they began to work very hard to clean the Temple and fix everything that 
had been broken; out of every home people started coming: Mommies, Daddies, 
Grandma's, Grandpa's and children.  The children wanted to help so much!  They all 
came to the Temple and scrubbed and cleaned and fixed.  When their Temple was 



beautiful again it was time to put the Torah back into the Aron Kodesh and to light the 
Ner Tamid, the light that burns all the time in the Temple. 
 
In those days they burned oil for light--there was no electricity.  But-- there wasn't 
enough oil in the oil pitcher!  It would only last one day!  They sent someone for oil.  
However, he had to go far for it and it would take eight days to get back.  Something 
special happened and we don't know why--but that oil lasted eight days, until the 
person who went for the oil got back!! 
 
Everyone was so happy that they said, "Let's have a holiday every year!   Let's have a 
holiday that will last for eight days and let's remember when we were brave and got rid 
of the Syrians and re-built our Temple so that we could keep on living our beautiful 
JEWISH WAY!" 
 
Today we still celebrate Chanukah for eight days, and light the candles every night of 
the eight days!  Today we still remember Judah Maccabee and the other Jewish people 
who were so brave long ago.  Today we are so happy that we are free to live our own 
Jewish way! 
 
(c) Janice Cohn, 1980. 
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Chanukah is a perfect holiday for young children as it is filled with 

color, light and movement!!  As we enjoy Chanukah with them we find 

that their feeling of joy in this Jewish holiday is contagious for all!!   

 

This year we will explore and enjoy the symbols and rituals of Chanukah 

through an examination of color and light. The children will also play 

with different kinds of dreydls and spin themselves like dreydls to 

many different, fun Chanukah songs and CD’s. Using emerging fine 

motor skills they will practice putting Chanukah candles into different 

kinds of Chanukiot (the Hebrew word for the special Chanukah 

menorahs). They utilize gross motor skills to sway and melt like 

Chanukah candles. They also take turns at being the Shamash candle 

that "lights" all of the other "children" candles!!  They are making 

decorations for their home, using the symbols of the dreydl and the 

Chanukiah. 

 

Our Chanukah story for this age is very simple: “that long ago a very 

brave Jewish man, Judah Macabee, helped the Jewish people.  We have 

a holiday called Chanukah to remember him.”  On this holiday we light 

the Chanukiah and remember the miracle of light. 

 

Building on experiences in the youngest classes, we darken the room 

and investigate light and dark.  Among the materials we use are a light 



table, light pads, flashlights, string lights, spotlights, and candles.  At 

home, this can be done using flashlights, a phone, and string lights.  

Using cellophane and other transparent materials we explore color.   

This experience may even include comparing transparent vs. opaque.  

Some children may even be interested in the concept of melting, if so,  

we will include that in our explorations. 

 

What is valuable is to focus on the lighting of ONE MORE CANDLE 

EACH NIGHT UNTIL THE CHANUKIAH IS FULL, and for the child to 

experience this together with the whole family. Decorating the house 

together, baking cookies and making potato latkes (they may like the 

apple sauce the best), and having many different kinds of dreydls for 

them to play with, add to the sense of joy.  Playing with dreydles and 

watching them spin is also a great activity for children. 

 

 

Enjoy Chanukah with your loved ones--Chag Sameach--Happy Chanukah!! 
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Chanukah is a perfect holiday for your toddler as it is filled with color, 

light and movement!!  At BJE at this age we focus on the symbols and 

rituals. 

 

Our Chanukah story is very simple: “that long ago a very brave Jewish 

man, Judah Macabee, helped the Jewish people.  We have a holiday 

called Chanukah to remember him. On this holiday we light the 

Chanukiah and remember the miracle of light.” 

 

The children are introduced to many different kinds of dreydles to 

spin. We also encourage them to spin their own bodies. Just as the 

children love to spin their bodies, we incorporate Chanukah chants and 

songs where they stretch up high like the Shamash (the “helper, tallest 

candle”) and sway and melt like the Chanukah candles in the Chanukiot 

(the Hebrew word for the special Chanukah menorah).  

 

Research shows that toddlers learn through sensory experiences.  We 

provide opportunities for the class to experience light by darkening 



the room, and using light pads and other materials that light up to 

explore light vs. dark.  At home, this can be done using flashlights, 

phones, and even string lights.  

 

What is also meaningful to some young toddlers during the eight days 

of Chanukah, is the experience of lighting candles together with the 

whole family, decorating the house with the child participating, by 

baking cookies and making potato latkes (they may like the apple sauce 

the best).  

 

Enjoy Chanukah with your loved ones--Chag Sameach--Happy Chanukah!! 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
                           
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 LIGHTING THE CHANUKAH CANDLES 

 

 

The first Chanukah candle should be placed on the far right of the Chanukiah the first 
night and then continued from right to left on succeeding nights.  However, when you 
actually light the candles you begin with the first candle on the left; that is, the new 
candle that you add each night.  
 
 
 
 
 
Baruch Atah Adonai 
Eloheinu melech ha-olam 
Asher kid'shanu b'mitzvotav 
V'tzivanu l'hadlik ner shel Chanukah.  (Amen) 
 
Blessed are You, O Lord our God, King of the Universe, who sanctified us with his 
commandments and commanded us to kindle the Chanukah lights. 
 
 
 
 
 
Baruch Atah Adonai 
Eloheinu melech ha-olam 
Sheh-asah nissim la-a-voteinu 
Bayamin ha-heim baz'man ha-zeh.  (Amen) 
 
Blessed are You, O Lord our God, King of the Universe, who performed miracles for our 
ancestors in days gone by at this season of the year. 
 
First night only add:                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

 
Baruch Atah Adonai 
Eloheinu melech ha-olam 
Sheh-he-hee-yahnu, v'kiyimanu, 
V'hee-gee-anu la-zman hah-zeh.  (Amen) 
 
Blessed are You, O Lord our God, King of the Universe, who has kept us in life and 
enabled us to reach this day. 



 

 
Dreydl Game 

 

A GREAT MIRACLE HAPPENED THERE 
Ten pennies (candies, nuts, etc.) are given to each player. Each player puts one penny 
into a bowl in the center of the table.  The first player spins the dreydl and follows the 

rule appropriate to the letter the dreydl lands on: 

                                                                       Nun - "nothing" - the next player spins  נ

                                                                    Gimel - "all" - the player takes the entire pot  ג

                                                                    Hey - "half" - the player takes half of the pot  ה

 Shin - "put in" - the player puts one in the pot  ש

Turns are taken until the pennies in the bowl are gone.  Each player places another 
penny into the bowl and game continues.  

 


