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A survey of adult Jewish education conducted by the Syracuse Jewish Federation, Inc. 
found that adults are much more likely to engage in informal than formal leaming and 
that insufficient time was the greatest deterrent to participation in formal leaming experi­
ences. Focusing on adult leamers and their needs, rather than on the institutions of adult 
education, may produce new ways to strengthen Jewish identity and continuity. 

Since the issuance of the 1990 National 
Jewish Population Survey (NJPS), inter­

est in Jewish education has increased. Al­
though historically Jewish education for 
children and youth has been emphasized, 
attention is now being focused on adult Jew­
ish education because of its potential com­
munal impact. Jewish communities are 
looking to adult Jewish education as a 
means of strengthening Jewish identity and 
continuity. 

This article rests on the premise that fo­
cusing on adult Jewish leamers, rather than 
on adult Jewish education, may produce 
new ways to strengthen Jewish identity and 
continuity. This distinction is important to 
make. Adult leaming is what people do for 
themselves to make better meaning of their 
experiences. Educators can facilitate this 
leaming by recognizing the variety of adult 
leaming needs and creating resources and 
environments that leamers can use to meet 
their needs. When we focus on education, 
we are centered on the teacher or educator 
and the educational institution, rather than 
on the leamer. 

Despite recognition of Jewish leaming as 

Copies of the Survey of Adult Jewish Learning are 
available on request from Barry Silverberg, 
Executive Vice President, Syiacuse Jewish 
Federation, Inc., P.O. Box 510, Dewitt, New York 
13214-0510. 

central to identity and continuity, little sys­
tematic investigation of adult participation 
in Jewish learning has occurred. Fishman 
(1989) found that approximately 5% of 
adults participate in formal adult Jewish 
education classes. Findings from the NJPS 
indicate that "15% of American Jewish 
adults report having engaged in some type 
of adult Jewish learning in the past year." 
Little comparison can be made between 
these two statistics because the definitions 
of adult Jewish learning are not compa­
rable. 

No one has gathered information about 
the reasons for either of these relatively low 
participafion levels. Further, although 
many believe that informal education might 
be a significant source of learning, no sys­
tematic study of adults' participation in 
such learning activities related to Jewish 
life has taken place. 

The paucity of such information was a 
concern for the Syracuse Jewish commu­
ruty. In 1989 the community concluded a 
major three-year educational planning effort 
led by the Jewish Education Fomm of the 
Syracuse Jewish Federation. The goals of 
the Forum, begun in 1986, were to heighten 
the Jewish education consciousness of the 
community, to foster excitement and in­
volvement about Jewish learning through­
out the life span, to identify the range and 
scope of the current education scene, to 
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Specify and prioritize education issues, and 
to design and recommend strategies for the 
implementation of a program in Jewish edu­
cation to meet the considerable challenges 
facing the Central New York Jewish com­
munify both in the present and the fiiture. 
Under the guidance of the Jewish Education 
Forum, work groups, composed of lay and 
Jewish educators, analyzed specific issues 
and developed recommendations for fiiture 
action. These recommendations identified 
adult education as a priorify planning area. 
To accomplish this goal, the communify 
needed more information about current par­
ticipation in both formal and informal 
leaming activities, barriers to participation 
in existing programs, and differences in 
participation and barriers among groups 
within the adult Jewish population. Com­
munify leaders believed such information 
would assist them in developing more effec­
tive adult Jewish education programs. 

PURPOSE AND OBJECTIVES 

As an initial step in addressing this need, 
volunteer and professional leaders from the 
Syracuse federation and faculfy from the 
Syracuse Universify School of Education, 
with the endorsement of the Syracuse Rab­
binical Council, conducted a community-
wide study of adult Jewish learning. The 
original study team was composed of two 
faculfy members from the School of Educa­
tion and the chair of the Jewish Education 
Fomm. The overall purpose of the study 
project was to gather information about lo­
cal participation in aduU Jewish education. 
Specific objectives were (1) to determine the 
nature and importance of formal and infor­
mal learning activities as a means of adult 
Jewish education, (2) to determine the na­
ture and importance of various deterrents to 
participation in formal aduh Jewish educa­
tion, and (3) to provide the Syracuse Jewish 
communify with information that could be 
used in planning strategies to enhance both 
formal and informal adult Jewish learning. 

The purpose of this article is to discuss 
the findings and key ideas related to Jewish 

identify and continuify that emerged from 
analysis of the data. Although the results 
pertain directly to the Syracuse Jewish com­
munify, the ideas that surfaced have appli­
cation to other communities. 

DATA COLLECTION STRATEGIES 

Survey Development 

Due to the exploratory nature of the study, it 
was critical that the survey encompass the 
perceptions of a diverse group of Jewish 
adults. We therefore conducted interviews 
and focus groups with a representative 
sample of Jewish adults in the Syracuse area 
to obtain descriptions of their formal and 
informal education activities related to Jew­
ish living, along with information about 
their motivation for involvement and deter­
rents to their participation in various activi­
ties. This information served as a basis for 
questions included in the survey. 

The study team designed the Survey of 
Adult Jewish Learning to reflect knowledge 
about participation and deterrents to partici­
pation derived from current research in the 
field of adult education (Darkenwald & 
Valentine, 1985; Hayes, 1988). Questions 
bearing on general findings from other 
adult populations were adapted to fit the 
Jewish population and educational opportu­
nities in the local communify. 

The final survey, based on information 
from interviews and previous research, had 
four sections. The first contained 54 ques­
tions about respondents' participation in 
formal and informal adult Jewish learning 
activities, the second had 41 questions 
about reasons for participating in the activi­
ties identified, the third included 50 ques­
tions about deterrents to participation in 
formal adult programs, and the fourth asked 
for 10 items of background information. 
These last ten demographic items were 
based on the questions used by the NJPS. 

Pilot Study 

The researchers pilot-tested the survey us­
ing a sample of 100 adults. In addition. 
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sections of the instrument were piloted at 
several national conferences with both Jew­
ish educators and lay leaders. A panel of 
experts also examined the instrument to de­
termine face validity. Several focus groups 
of respondents were formed to provide the 
researchers with feedback on survey items 
and the format of the instrument. This in­
formation together with analysis ofthe 
completed surveys gave the researchers suf­
ficient information to modify the survey for­
mat so that it was easier to follow, repetitive 
questions were eliminated, and items that 
were confusing or unclear were clarified. 

Data Collection 

The master federation list, which contains 
all known Jews in the Greater Syracuse area 
sorted by afBliation, was the basis for sam­
ple selection. The sorted components in­
cluded membership lists from the six local 
synagogues and one list of unafiBliated com­
muruty members.' The research team drew 
a modified stratified random sample of 600 
local residents from each of the seven lists, 
with special care to balance for gender and 
to ensure that only one survey was sent to 
each household. 

Carefiil plaiming went into the survey 
distribution. Timing of the mailing and 
publicity was coordinated to encourage a 
good rate of return. Each congregational 
rabbi signed the cover letter addressed to 
his synagogue members in the sample. 
"UnafBliated" persons received a cover let­
ter on federation stationary, signed by one 
ofthe researchers. Self-addressed stamped 
envelopes accompanied the survey and 
cover letter. Immediately before and after 
the mailing, the Jewish newspaper featured 
an article describing the survey. Several 

'since we liave six synagogues, we had six 
individual congregational lists and one unaffiliated 
list (N = 7). One hundred and fifty "unaffiliated" 
names were drawn off the top before names were 
selected from each congregational listing. Selection 
was proportional to the membership size (as 
compared with the total number of synagogue 
memberships). 

weeks later all 600 individuals received a 
follow-up postcard, urging prompt return of 
the surveys. One final renunder appeared 
on the front page of the Jewish newspaper, 
with the headline, "Education Survey Re­
sponse Crucial in Deciding Needs." 

Data Analysis: Plan and Reality 

The study team originally designed the re­
search to consider multiple factors affecting 
participation and deterrents to participation 
in Jewish adult education. The intention 
was to conduct a survey of Jewish adults fo­
cusing on the educational activities in 
which they engaged, the reasons they en­
gaged in particular activities, and the barri­
ers to their involvement in various activi­
ties. The team intended to apply factor 
analysis to help derive meaning from the 
data collected and to identify subgroups of 
Jewish adults based on the identified deter­
rents to participation. 

In order to factor analyze each section of 
the questionnaire as planned, it would have 
been necessary to have a minimum of 270 
returned surveys from the 600 distributed to 
achieve valid and reliable results. The re­
sponse to the survey was considerably less, 
yielding 156 usable forms. With such a 
small sample, we could not be sure that the 
factors were "real," rather than the result of 
random response errors. However, we de­
cided to run a factor analysis as a guide to 
identifying types of learning activities and 
barriers for heuristic purposes. We do not 
claim that these types have statistical valid-
ify. 

Despite these limitations, the frequency 
distributions and the identified factors, 
combined with our experience in adult edu­
cation, provided some useful ideas about 
strengthening educational resources and ac­
tivities in the communify. The research was 
helpfiil in confirming our ideas about par­
ticipation and barriers and in identifying 
some of those activities that adults do en­
gage in that could serve as a basis for a 
stronger educational program. Therefore, 
the research findings presented are sugges-
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tive and useful as a way to explore ideas for 
expanding the educational resources that 
adults can and will use to enhance their 
knowledge base about Judaism and their 
sense of Jewish identity. 

FINDINGS 

Demographics 

One hundred fifty-six adults (a return rate 
of 26%), aged 26 and older, responded to 
the survey. The majority of these respon­
dents were female (58%). This figure cor­
responds closely to the gender breakdown of 
the known adult Jewish population, which 
according to the most recent records of the 
Syracuse federation is 43% male and 57% 
female. Most were married and between 40 
and 50 years old. The highest level of edu­
cational attainment for 60% of the respon­
dents was a graduate degree. Fifty-two per­
cent of those responding considered them­
selves to be Conservative, 35% to be Re­
form, and the remaining 13% identified 
themselves as Orthodox, Reconstructionist 
or "Other. Ninety-one percent of the re­
spondents were synagogue members. This 
finding is not surprising, since survey cover 
letters went out over the signature of the in­
dividual congregational rabbi, and an­
nouncement reminders were made by each 
rabbi prior to the return deadline. More 
than half did not have children under the 
age of 18 living at home. A little over half 
of the sample indicated that they were board 
members of synagogues, federation, or other 
Jewish organizational boards. Thus, the 
sample tended to be older, more highly edu­
cated, and more representative of Jewish 
leadership than the overall Syracuse Jewish 
community, and more or less similar to lo­
cal demographic trends. 

^The Analysis of The Central New York Area 
Congregational Affiliation by Household and 
Individual conducted by the Syracuse federation 
reveals that 56% of the known Jewish households are 
affiliated as follows: 16% Orthodox, 35% Reform, 
43% Conservative, and 6% "Other." Note that some 
individuals and households have multiple congre­
gational affiliations. 

Participation in Education 

More than one half (49%) did not partici­
pate in any formal adult Jewish education 
during the 12 months prior to the time they 
completed the survey. Of those who did 
participate, almost 75% attended lectures 
offered by Jewish agencies and/or syna­
gogues. Almost 65% attended non-credit 
synagogue classes in Jewish culture or his­
tory. The least important formal adult edu­
cation activities indicated by these respon­
dents were taking credit courses related to 
Judaism offered by a university or college, 
studying for an adult Bar or Bat Mitzvah, or 
one-on-one tutoring on a self-selected topic. 

On the other hand, most respondents re­
ported engaging in some informal Jewish 
educational learning pursuits on their own 
or with friends and family. The activities 
included some that do not have education as 
a primary goal, but that lead to new learn­
ing. Four factors that emerged in the data 
analysis suggest important sets of informal 
learning that adult education planners could 
build on. 

Working as a member of a Jewish 
leadership group, such as a board̂  was 
"somewhat to very important" for about 
55% of this group. Related to that, reading 
information related to my participation 
as a Jewisb community board member 
was also rated as a "somewhat to very im­
portant" factor in adult Jewish learning by 
50% of respondents. 

A second set of activities related to syna­
gogue and religious participation. Among 
those activities were the following: 

• attending Shabbat services 
• taking responsibility for a project or task 
• reading the Bible or other religious texts 
• participating in a prayer group 
• attending High Holiday services 
• participating in customs and observances 

related to daily living 

'Items in boldface are direct quotes from survey 
items. 
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Over 90% of these respondents ranked 
High Holiday attendance as "somewhat to 
very important." 

A third group of activities centered 
around the home. More than 90% indicated 
that participating in holiday rituals in the 
home (such as the seder) was "somewhat 
to very important" in their learning. In­
deed, this was the only item among all the 
informal learning activities in the survey 
that more than half rated as "very impor­
tant." 

Many home activities rated as "some­
what to very important" involved children. 
More than 80% indicated that discussions 
with my children and teaching my chil­
dren about Jewish traditions were "some­
what to very important." Other experiences 
related to children included learning from 
my children, helping them with school or 
scouting projects, telling them stories, and 
participating in holiday rituals in the 
home, such as the seder. 

The fourth factor dealt with reading and 
watching news media as "somewhat to very 
important" in respondents' Jewish learning. 
More than 90% said reading articles re­
lated to Jewish issues in the newspaper 
was "somewhat to very important." Just 
under 90% similarly mentioned reading ar­
ticles related to Jewish issues in maga­
zines of general interest, watching televi­
sion programs of general interest, such as 
documentaries about Israel or Jewish his­
tory, and reading local Jewish newspa­
pers and newsletters. 

Two items that were not associated with 
the above groupings stood out as important 
to many respondents. These were: (1) in­
formal discussion with friends, which 
more than 90% indicated as "somewhat to 
very important" and (2) explaining Juda­
ism to non-Jews, to which 80% answered 
similarly. Both items reflect the importance 
of informal social activity at home or with 
friends as a means of adult Jewish learning. 

Reasons for Participation 

Not only do adults leam in many different 

ways, but they also have many different rea­
sons for learning. The survey asked respon­
dents to give reasons for becoming involved 
in any Jewish learning during the past year 
and to indicate the relative importance of a 
variety of reasons for their involvement. 

One factor that emerged was the idea of 
learning itself More than 90% said I value 
knowledge for its own sake as a reason 
that was "somewhat to very important" in 
their learning. There were similar re­
sponses to the statements, I enjoy leaming 
of any kind and I fell that it is important 
to continually engage in learning. 

Another important factor was to build a 
Jewish home. Over 60% gave I wanted to 
be able to answer my children's questions 
about Judaism as a "somewhat to very im­
portant" reason for leaming. Other reasons 
important for 50% or more were I wanted 
to help my children understand Jewish 
religion and traditions, I wanted to make 
holiday celebrations more meaningful, 
and I wanted to be more informed about 
Jewish rituals that I do in the home. 

Other factors that are worthy of note in­
clude community service and spiritual and 
personal growth. However, they were not 
activities that large numbers of people rated 
as important. 

Barriers 

Section III of the survey, which asked about 
barriers to participation, addressed only for­
mal learning activities. Factor analysis was 
not very helpful in analyzing these barriers. 
Only one factor seemed to represent an im­
portant barrier for many respondents: the 
inability to make commitments and devote 
time to formal adult Jewish learning. 

Of a list of 50 potential barriers only 5 
items received responses of "somewhat im­
portant to very important" from more than 
half the respondents, and many more items 
were identified as "not important" (Table 
1). 

Significance 

Although the literature on adult educafion 
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participation is limited, it is growing. To 
date, however, there has been little direct 
attention to adult Jewish education and/or 
adult Jewish learning. The results of this 
study hold promise for enhancing the edu­
cational planning efforts of the Syracuse 
Jewish community. We anticipate that dis­
semination of this information will help 
guide efforts to eliminate or minimize barri­
ers and increase participation in formal and 
informal adult Jewish education in our local 
community and that perhaps efforts can be 
made to meet the needs of specific groups of 
adult Jewish learners. This study has the 
potential to serve as a model for other com­
munities concerned with enhancement of 
adult Jewish education to assess the needs 
of their own adult learners. We encourage 
rephcation of this study to enhance our col­
lective understanding of adult Jewish in­
volvement in formal and informal learning 
activities. 

IMPLICATIONS 

Those interested in strengthening Jewish 
education would benefit from focusing on 
learners and understanding their motiva­
tions, the deterrents to their learning and 
their learning interests. Although the study 

had many limitations, it suggested possibili­
ties for creating more Jewish leaming op­
portunities for adults in the community. 

Although some people will participate in 
formal learning activities, respondents in 
this study were far more likely to engage in 
informal learning. Based on other research 
in adult education this finding is not sur­
prising (Tough, 1978). Informal leaming 
may serve several ftinctions. It may be an 
entry point for leaming that helps partici­
pants expand their interests and build self-
confidence. It also supports and enriches 
formal learning. However, on its own, it is 
a valid process to expand knowledge and 
understanding. 

Many people gave reasons for learning 
that reflected love of learning for its own 
sake. Given the high degree of educational 
attainment of this sample, this finding is 
probably not surprising. Respondents val­
ued education and have been successful at 
it. That does not mean that they will en­
gage in every opportunity available, how­
ever. As a group, they are busy and selec­
tive about how they spend their time. Their 
learning relates to the concerns and issues 
of their current lives. 

One area of informal learning that was 

Table 1. Items that are Considered and Not Considered to be Barriers to Participation in Adult Jewish Education 

Not Considered Barriers' Barriers'' 

Classes held in an unsafe area 

Not confident in leaming ability 

Too old to take (he course 

Teacher had poor reputation 

Jewidi education is for children 

Others don't want me to attend 

Uncomfortable with group situations 

Physically unable to participate 

Other people would be judgmental 

Negative experiences with education 

Thought subject would be difBcult 

No transportation 

Didn't want an ongoing commitmaat 

Can't attend classes regularly 

Waai't willing to give up tree time 

Leaming activities not a priority 

Classes don't meet my needs 

'As identified by more than 90% ofthe respondents. 

'As identified by more than 50% of the resondents. 
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rated highly by the respondents in this study 
was the leaming that accompanied leader­
ship positions—that is, board and commit­
tee memberships—in Jewish organizations 
in the community. Leaming continually oc­
curs through dialogue that takes place 
around board and committee decision mak­
ing. Another way that learning takes place 
is through meeting preparation activities, 
such as reading, site visits, interviews, and 
presentation of information. 

The Jewish communal professional, re­
gardless of agency setting, becomes an edu­
cator in this case, matching resources to 
cotrunittee members and drawing on materi­
als from a variety of sources to enable indi­
viduals to carry out their leadership roles. 
Therefore, Jewish communal professionals 
need to incorporate Jewish knowledge and 
learning, as well as the facilitation of learn­
ing into their professional repertoire. When 
viewed this way, every communication be­
comes an opportunity to stimulate the 
learner and facilitate the leaming process. 
Leaming and facilitating learning become 
an essential part of the portfolio of every 
leader and Jewish communal worker. Be­
ing involved in satisfying learning experi­
ences also stimulates participants to take on 
leadersliip experiences. In this sense, they 
can satisfy their enjoyment of leaming and 
their need for personal growth while fulfill­
ing a desire to give something to the com­
munity. 

It is not common to think about adult 
Jewish learners as teachers, but that is pre­
cisely what these data seem to imply takes 
place implicitly. Leadership positions open 
possibilities for helping others in the com­
munity to learn; everyone is a teacher, and 
everyone is a learner. The parenting role is 
also a teaching role, giving many a strong 
desire to learn how to create a Jewish home 
and how to help children leam about Juda­
ism. Simply as neighbors and friends, re­
spondents reported that explaining Judaism 
to others was an important source of their 
own leaming. Educators frequently say that 
teaching something is the best way of learn­
ing it. Our respondents bear this out. 

This information about how and why 
people learn can be mined for ideas about 
meaningful activities to incorporate into 
programs. Since helping children (and per­
haps grandchddren) understand their Jew­
ish heritage is important to adults, 
intergenerational learning experiences may 
be very attractive. Such family education 
programs provide a special challenge be­
cause they have to address the interests and 
concems of people at several stages of life 
simultaneously. However, when successfiil, 
they generate exciting leaming, motivate 
further learning, and strengthen bonds be­
tween people. 

Since the respondents perceived insufB­
cient time as a deterrent to participation in 
formal Jewish learning, it may be possible 
to increase involvement by providing short­
ened, concentrated educational opportuiu­
ties incorporating as much active learning 
as possible. Modules, workshops, or mini-
courses are examples of such learning op­
portunities. Short, preparatory reading as­
signments could accompany registration; 
perhaps each registrant would receive an ar­
ticle or a short book chapter. In some cases, 
a program could end by having each partici­
pant write a next step for learning in the 
area under consideration. This next step 
could be a project the learner would do in­
dependently, or it could be a decision to at­
tend another program. The facilitator 
might plan a closing discussion to obtain 
some feedback from participants, as well as 
input on future programs they might attend. 
Each program would have merit on its own, 
but these short concentrated programs 
might also serve as motivators for adults to 
engage in more extensive formal and infor­
mal learning. 

Knowledge about adult development can 
be helpful to programmers and facilitators. 
People in their thirties are likely to be in­
tensely concerned with raising children and 
establishing careers. They may not be in­
terested in exploring Buber's philosophy, 
for example, but they might be enticed to 
consider some aspect of Buber's thought if 
it were connected to their major life con-

WINTER/SPRING 1995 



Participation in Adult Jewish Learning / 241 

cems. Older people, on the other hand, 
might want to spend time in a significant 
philosophical or literary study that could 
help them in their efforts to reconsider the 
meaning of their lives. Many personal cir­
cumstances affect peoples' learning priori­
ties, but life stages and life crises are impor­
tant considerations. 

Although numerous Jewish agencies pro­
vide adult Jewish learning for many people 
the synagogue is the center of Jewish iden­
tity. Thus, synagogues have the opportunity 
to develop new and creative ways to facili­
tate learning. Generally, members look to 
the rabbi and the cantor as the teachers of 
the congregation; certainly these profession­
als can use the pulpit to meet the learning 
needs of the members. However, the rabbi, 
educational staff, and volunteer leaders can 
look for other ways to facilitate learning. 
Knowing that parents are interested in help­
ing their children learn about Judaism, 
synagogues can assist parents in that pro­
cess. Although mini-courses and 
intergenerational activities could be valu­
able, so could special booklets, interesting 
practical articles in the synagogue bulletin, 
a telephone information service, and a com­
puter discussion group. Synagogues might 
also do more to identify learning interests 
within their congregations and involve 
more members in planning learning activi­
ties or gathering and distributing learning 
resources. 

This research suggests that the media 
(particularly the press) are a powerful Jew­
ish educational delivery tool. The press is 
not usually thought of as a vehicle for edu­
cating adults, and yet that is how many 
adults report they go about leaming. Read­
ing Jewish newspapers and magazines is a 
way for learners to acquire more informa­
tion and to think about life experiences in a 
Jewish context. 

To really strengthen Jewish identify and 
continuify, however, the communify must 
provide learning resources in many settings. 
There are many ways ofbeing a Jew, just as 
there are many ways ofbeing a Jewish 

leamer. Jews are religious and secular, af­
fdiated with synagogues and not, more ob­
servant and less observant, politically astute 
and politically naive, closely entwined in 
Jewish family life and on their own. If we 
want to strengthen participation in Jewish 
life, we must find muUiple ways to address 
the diverse needs of Jews in our community. 
We need to know who the leamers are and 
to understand something about their inter­
ests, roles in life, levels of insight, and pos­
sible learning sfyles. Most important, how­
ever, as program planners, educators, lead­
ers, and co-learners, we need to stop pro­
jecting our reasons for participating in adult 
education onto learners and learn to talk to 
people about their learning needs and ac­
tivities. Based on those perceived needs, we 
need to work to expand opportunities for 
adult Jewish learning in the communify. 
Strengthening Jewish identify and continu­
ify is a matter of creating a communify ethic 
and environment that support adult learning 
in the multiplicify of settings and modalities 
in which it takes place. 

It is important to open our thinking to 
learning rather than just to education. 
People control their own learning. No per­
son makes another person learn. But we 
can facilitate others' learning if we design 
learning activities and provide leanung re­
sources that reach learners at their level of 
interest and understanding. 
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