
Research on the Jewish Family and Jewish Education* 

Y E H U D A R O S E N M A N 

National Director, Jewish Communal Affairs Department, The American fewish Committee, New York 

. . . we should begin to think more seriously about Jewish education as serving the entire family 
rather than just the child. . . in short we need to set aside a time to reconsider, retool and begin 
again from a zero-base of Jewish education. 

OU R m o s t i m p o r t a n t q u e s t i o n today is 
w h e t h e r t h e J e w i s h c o m m u n i t y 

c a n wi ths tand the ass imi lat ive forces o f 
A m e r i c a n society a n d m a i n t a i n a u n i q u e 
J e w i s h w a y o f l i fe . W e seek a n s w e r s t o 
this q u e s t i o n in c u r r e n t re search a n d in 
t h e m o s t i n n o v a t i v e a n d f o r w a r d look
i n g s trateg ies w e c a n d e v i s e . W e n e e d to 
s ee the p r o b l e m o f ass imi lat ion in t erms 
o f t h e c o m m u n a l c h a n g e s that e n c o u r 
a g e it; w e a lso n e e d to clarify t h r o u g h 
r e s e a r c h t h e m o s t r e c e n t o f t h e s e 
c h a n g e s . I n t h e l ight o f b o t h history a n d 
research u n d e r t a k e n by t h e A m e r i c a n 
J e w i s h C o m m i t t e e d u r i n g t h e last t e n 
years , it is m y c o n t e n t i o n that A m e r i c a n 
Jewry's m o s t p r o m i s i n g r e s p o n s e to the 
p r o b l e m o f ass imi lat ion will d r a w o n t h e 
s t r e n g t h s o f b o t h the fami ly a n d the 
s c h o o l , to take in to a c c o u n t t h e symbi
ot ic re la t ion b e t w e e n t h e m , a n d to a u g 
m e n t t h e p o w e r o f e a c h in t h e service o f 
J e w i s h survival . 

O f c o u r s e ass imi la t ion is n o t a n e w 
p h e n o m e n o n a m o n g us ; in h o s p i t a b l e 
soc ie t ies s o m e J e w s h a d ass imi lated . B u t 
in a d d i t i o n t o the ass imi lat ionis ts , suff i 
c i ent n u m b e r s o f J e w s always s t u b b o r n l y 
c l u n g to the ir o w n va lues a n d surv ived 
as a d is t inct ive g r o u p . A n d in historical 
p e r s p e c t i v e w e c a n see that the ir fa i th
fu lnes s d e p e n d e d largely o n factors that 
n o l o n g e r exist . T o d a y , t h e smal l , legal ly 
a u t o n o m o u s , t rad i t iona l ly d i s c i p l i n e d 
J e w i s h c o m m u n i t i e s o f the past h a v e 
d i s a p p e a r e d . In t h e m o d e r n , v o l u n t a r y , 
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A m e r i c a n - J e w i s h c o m m u n i t i e s m a n y 
J e w s h a v e left tradi t ional o b s e r v a n c e or 
b e c o m e s e c u l a r — a t t e n u a t i n g o r a b a n 
d o n i n g a l t o g e t h e r t h e a u t h o r i t y o f 
J e w i s h law; m a n y h a v e b e e n social ly, 
pol i t ical ly, a n d e c o n o m i c a l l y i n t e g r a t e d 
in to the g e n e r a l soc iety , a n d their atti
t u d e s a n d b e h a v i o r pa t t erns h a v e b e g u n 
to r e s e m b l e t h o s e o f the n o n - J e w i s h , 
w h i t e midd le -c la s s . I n d e e d , A m e r i c a n -
J e w i s h polit ical l iberal i sm a n d J e w i s h 
universa l i s t t e a c h i n g s h a v e m a d e J e w s 
p a r t i c u l a r l y S u s c e p t i b l e t o c u l t u r a l 
t r e n d s t h a t p r o f o u n d l y a f f e c t t h e i r 
c h a n c e s o f surv iv ing as J e w s . Cultural 
e m p h a s i s o n ind iv idua l f r e e d o m a n d o n 
t h e p u r s u i t o f p l e a s u r e a n d "self-
fu l f i l lment ," for e x a m p l e , has not on ly 
s u b v e r t e d tradi t ional J e w i s h va lues in 
the last t w e n t y years , b u t has a lso e r o d e d 
J e w i s h ident i ty by d r a w i n g m a n y y o u n g 
J e w s into non-Jewish or e v e n anti-Jewish 
activit ies. 

I n l ight o f t h e s e c h a n g e s , t h e J e w i s h 
C o m m u n a l Af fa irs D e p a r t m e n t o f the 
A m e r i c a n J e w i s h C o m m i t t e e c o n d u c t e d 
a t h r e e - y e a r c o l l o q u i u m a n d in t h e last 
t e n years s u p p o r t e d a c luster o f re la ted 
research projects that dea l t wi th t h e 
family , the s c h o o l , a n d the p r o b l e m o f 
J e w i s h ident i ty . T w o projects in par
ticular h e l p us to s ee the fami ly a n d the 
schoo l as s h a p e r s o f J e w i s h ident i ty that 
r e m a i n potent ia l ly e f f ec t ive d e s p i t e the 
d i s a p p e a r a n c e o f t h e tradit ional c o m 
m u n i t y . 

T o a p p r e c i a t e t h e s e findings, o n e 
n e e d s to rev i ew t h e historical factors 
that h a v e f o r m e d o u r a s s u m p t i o n s 
a b o u t all t h r e e e l e m e n t s in this n e x u s . I n 
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the past, we took Jewish identity for 
granted. We assumed that the home, the 
neighborhood, the community, and out
side pressures would maintain a Jew's 
awareness of himself as a Jew. We ex
pected that a child's Jewish self-esteem 
would be internalized and emotionally 
conditioned by his environment, by an 
intimate communal network of personal 
relationships and practices. And we 
asked Jewish schools simply to transmit 
Jewish knowledge. 

But today we cannot take for granted 
the positive, identity-building effects of 
the communal environment, for in the 
last twenty years the family—which has 
always been the cornerstone of that 
environment—has been significantly 
w e a k e n e d by t h e p e n e t r a t i o n o f 
counter-culture values into all facets of 
social experience. Family life, as we 
know, demands discipline, the power to 
postpone satisfaction, and a sense of so
cial responsibility that transcends im
mediate personal desires. But when a 
culture exalts perpetual youth and 
promotes narcissism, when it justifies 
the pursuit of self-gratification, and 
when it vastly expands the boundaries 
of acceptable behavior, it becomes less 
congenial to the sanctity of family life. 
Thus , in the deterioration of the Jewish 
family—in the low birthrate, the high 
rate of divorce and intermarriage, and 
the increasing number of single parents 
who often lack the energy and time as 
well as the knowledge and commitment 
to transmit a viable sense of Jewish 
identity to their children, we are facing 
the consequences of a profound change 
in cultural values. 

A n d in response to these conse
quences, we have begun to ask our 
schools to pick up the burden that our 
families now seem unable to carry; 
today we expect our schools not only to 
transmit Jewish knowledge but also to 
substitute for the home in Jewishly so
cializing our children. 

Current research suggests, however, 
that schools will not be able to satisfy 
completely this expectation. According 
to Professor Samuel Heilman in a study 
just completed for the American Jewish 
Committee, Jewish schools d o not offer 
substitutes for a family environment 
that no longer exists, but rather reflect 
the values and life styles of the families 
that actually surround and support the 
schools. 1 Like a too clear mirror on a 
sunny day, our schools show us, in the 
behavior of their students [our children] 
not what we would like to be, but rather 
what they and we, their parents, really 
are. 

Another study by Professor Geoffrey 
Bock, finds that neither the family nor 
the school is sufficient in itself to fashion 
both a public and a private sense of 
Jewish identity. 2 Public identity, Bock 
says, is def ined by be long ing to a 
synagogue, contributing to the U.J.A., 
working for Soviet Jewry, etc. In build
ing public identity, Bock found, the 
school is often as important as the home. 
In fact, because the generation in which 
an American Jew is born affects his 
identity to roughly the same degree as 
schooling, Bock believes that the gener
ational decline in Jewishness might be 
offset by the effects of Jewish schooling. 

Where private or personal identity is 
concerned, the school is less effective. 
Personal identity, according to Bock, re
sides in personal values, in self-image, in 
our daily behavior. T h e relative balance 
between public and private Jewishness 
has changed considerably in the last 
hundred and fifty years. During the 
early emancipation period in Eastern 
Europe, some maskilim advocated, "Be 
a Jew at home and a human being out
side your home." Today, in the post-
emancipation period, this practice has 
been largely reversed: we are Jews in 
public when we worship or go to meet
ings or raise money for Jewish causes. 
At home, our sense of ourselves as Jews 
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f a d e s in to t h e b a c k g r o u n d , w e are l ike 
t h e o t h e r p e o p l e s o f t h e ear th . T h i s re 
versal has d e p r i v e d o u r c h i l d r e n in i m 
p o r t a n t ways for , as Dr . B o c k p o i n t s o u t , 
t h e h o m e is a l m o s t twice as i m p o r t a n t a 
d e t e r m i n a n t as the s c h o o l wi th r e s p e c t 
to the f o r m a t i o n o f a p e r s o n a l s e n s e o f 
J e w i s h n e s s . 

T h e H e i l m a n a n d B o c k s tud ie s , t h e n , 
ind ica te a s igni f icant l i n k a g e b e t w e e n 
s c h o o l a n d fami ly in t h e f a s h i o n i n g o f 
J e w i s h ident i ty a n d to the family's c o n 
t i n u i n g ro le in this proces s . S ince , as has 
b e e n o b s e r v e d , fami l i e s are m o r e p o w 
erful s h a p e r s o f p e r s o n a l ident i ty t h a n 
are s c h o o l s , the p a r t n e r s h i p b e t w e e n 
fami ly a n d s c h o o l b e c o m e s crucial for 
t h e m a i n t e n a n c e o f J e w i s h s e l f -
a w a r e n e s s a n d s e l f - e s t e e m . 

W h a t are t h e impl i ca t ions o f this as
s e s s m e n t for J e w i s h e d u c a t i o n ? 

T o b e g i n wi th , b e c a u s e t h e fami ly h a s 
a m a j o r ro l e in t r a n s m i t t i n g J e w i s h n e s s , 
J e w i s h e d u c a t i o n m u s t p lay a n i m p o r 
tant ro l e in h e l p i n g to m a i n t a i n a n d 
s t r e n g t h e n t h e fami ly . T h e s c h o o l s c a n 
d o this first by d e v e l o p i n g a c u r r i c u l u m 
o n the fami ly . S u c h a c u r r i c u l u m m i g h t 
serve t w o p u r p o s e s , for it w o u l d w o r k 
n o t o n l y t o w a r d the p r e s e r v a t i o n o f 
J e w i s h ident i ty but a l so t o w a r d t h e re -
vi tal izat ion o f t h e J e w i s h s c h o o l e x p e r i 
e n c e for s t u d e n t s . J e w i s h e d u c a t o r s h a v e 
a lways c o m p l a i n e d that it is di f f icult t o 
m a k e J e w i s h e d u c a t i o n re l evant to l ife, 
that J e w i s h e d u c a t i o n suf fers b e c a u s e it 
is large ly art pro artis, l ack ing in v o 
cat ional m o t i v a t i o n a n d u n r e l a t e d to t h e 
s tudent ' s dai ly l i fe . I n t e a c h i n g a b o u t 
t h e fami ly , s c h o o l s w o u l d b e d e a l i n g 
wi th a subject that is ex is tent ia l a n d real , 
a n d in m a n y ins tances o f s er ious c o n 
c e r n to s t u d e n t s . 

T h e C h i c a g o B o a r d o f J e w i s h E d u c a 
t ion , in c o o p e r a t i o n with the B o a r d o f 
R a b b i s a n d t h e J e w i s h F a m i l y a n d 
C o m m u n i t y Serv ice , a n d with initial e n 
c o u r a g e m e n t a n d s u p p o r t o f t h e A J C , 
has b e g u n to d e v e l o p such a p r o g r a m o f 

t e a c h i n g a b o u t t h e J e w i s h fami ly for all 
a g e l e v e l s . T h i s a p p r o a c h is v a l u e -
o r i e n t e d ra ther t h a n b e i n g a s i m p l e o b 
j e c t i v e t r a n s m i s s i o n o f facts . I n this as in 
o t h e r w a y s , J e w i s h s c h o o l i n g n e e d s to b e 
s igni f icant ly d i f f e r e n t f r o m publ i c a n d 
g e n e r a l e d u c a t i o n in d e g r e e a n d e m 
phas i s o f expl ic i t ly t e a c h i n g a n d incul 
c a t i n g va lues . 

T h e i m p o r t a n c e o f this e f for t c a n n o t 
b e o v e r e s t i m a t e d . W e h a v e l o n g as
s u m e d that fami ly n e e d s a n d p r o b l e m s 
can b e m e t i n s t r u m e n t a l l y by c o m m u n a l 
a g e n c i e s that r e s p o n d to spec i f ic n e e d s 
by p r o v i d i n g services such as day care a n d 
financial ass i s tance . A l t h o u g h such ser
vices m a y fill i m m e d i a t e n e e d s , they will 
n o t in t h e l o n g r u n re so lve the p r o b l e m 
o f t h e fami ly . S w e d e n has c r e a t e d every 
i m a g i n a b l e i n s t r u m e n t a l s u p p o r t sys
t e m , yet fami l i e s in that soc iety h a v e n o t 
b e e n s trengthrened. O n t h e contrary , 
ch i ldb ir th t h e r e h a s b e e n b e l o w r e p r o 
d u c t i o n l eve l , d i v o r c e has s k y r o c k e t e d , 
d r u g a b u s e a n d y o u t h su i c ide c o n t i n u e 
to increase , for s u p p o r t sy s t ems deal 
wi th t h e s y m p t o m s o f the p r o b l e m a n d 
n o t t h e causes . 

T h e c o n c e r n s w e n e e d to a d d r e s s in 
o u r s c h o o l s are v a l ue o r i e n t a t i o n , ideo l 
o g y , a basic s e n s e o f ident i ty , a n d a p e r 
c e p t i o n o f m e a n i n g a n d p u r p o s e in l i fe. 
T h u s w e n e e d a carefu l ly d e s i g n e d p r o 
g r a m t o e n g a g e s t u d e n t s , f r o m n u r s e r y 
schoo l t h r o u g h c o l l e g e , in t h o u g h t a n d 
talk a b o u t t h e fami ly , p l a c i n g the im
m e d i a t e p e r c e p t i o n s wi th in t h e c o n t e x t 
o f the tradi t ional a n d t h e J e w i s h . I n the 
p r o c e s s w e can try to h e l p o u r c h i l d r e n 
to in terna l i ze i m a g e s a n d at t i tudes , to 
d e v e l o p v a l u e s that s u p p o r t the sanctity 
o f m a r r i a g e a n d t h e fami ly . W e can try 
to p r o v i d e t h e s e c h i l d r e n wi th a s e n s e o f 
J e w i s h p u r p o s e as wel l as J e w i s h va lues . 
O u r task is n o t s imply to t each , b u t to 
t o u c h , to e n g a g e , to c o u n t e r a c t the e r o 
sive i n f l u e n c e s at w o r k in t h e w i d e r 
cu l ture . 

T h r e e spec i f ic c o n c e r n s are at t h e 
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heart of preserving Jewish family life 
and the future size and quality of the 
Jewish community. First, the issue of 
Jewish birthrate. T h e demographic 
trends are sobering. T h e Jewish com
munity has the lowest birthrate of any 
religious or ethnic community in the 
U.S.A. Our birthrate is estimated at 1.7 
per couple; we are obviously not repro
ducing ourselves. T h e National Jewish 
Population Study of 1971 estimated the 
Jewish population of the U.S. to be about 
5.8 million. When non-Jews were not 
counted in the households, the figure 
shrank to 5.2 million, a decrease from 
over 6 million a generation ago. In that 
time, the percentage of Jews in the gen
eral population has fallen by over 30 
percent. One of the foremost Jewish 
demographers, U. O. Schmelz and his 
associates, predict a further decline of at 
least 25 percent in Jewish numbers out
side of Israel by the year two thousand. 3 

This continuing decline is attributable to 
low birthrate, intermarriage, and as
similation. 

Here, as in other issues related to the 
family, we face powerful forces in the 
general community, the media, and the 
schools, that turn public opinion against 
natality. T h e ZPG movement for exam
ple, argued against childbearing for 
ecological reasons; the feminist move
ment in its early phase argued that 
childbearing and raising children de
manded the exploitation of women. 
Government departments and univer
sity institutes, moreover, periodically 
remind us of the rising costs of raising 
children; thus they create an image of 
childbearing that is cold and hard-
headed, like the purchase of a house. 
T h e proliferation of sex clinics and sex 
counselling agencies, finally, reinforces 
one's sense of living in an orgiastic soci
ety devoted not to procreation but to the 
pursuit of pleasure. 

T h e Jewish community has been ill 
prepared to respond to these powerful 

forces. In fact, with respect to childbirth 
as to other family related issues, the 
Jewish community and its agencies 
tended, until recently, to accommodate 
themselves to prevailing trends. But we 
should now confront and respond to 
these tendencies if we want to insure our 
survival. Part of our response will need 
to be instrumental. T h e Jewish commu
nity will have to provide support systems 
a n d prac t i ca l e n c o u r a g e m e n t s to 
couples to have children; we will have to 
think in terms of affordable day care, 
reduced fees for education, for camp
ing, for help with housing, etc. Another 
part of our response will need to be 
ideological. 

T h e American Jewish Committee 
with the co-sponsorship of thirty na
tional Jewish organizations sponsored a 
conference last November o n com
munal strategies to increase the Jewish 
birthrate. T h e AJC is also publishing a 
popular pamphlet to be distributed to 
Jewish high school and college students, 
descr ib ing the h u m a n and Jewish 
s i g n i f i c a n c e o f h a v i n g c h i l d r e n . 
Through conferences and publications 
of this sort, perhaps a new way of look
ing at childbearing may be made attrac
tive to young Jews. 

T h e most important part of our re
sponse, however, will have to be educa
tional, for the problem of low birthrate 
is not primarily economic but related to 
personal values and ideology. In a 
negative sense, the importance of non-
economic factors appears in the con
scious decisions of middle- and upper 
middle-class Jewish couples not to have 
children because they might interfere with 
career ambitions or personal pleasures. 

In a more positive sense, a study 
which the American Jewish Committee 
did several years ago in Washington, 
D.C. of approximately 100 mothers of 
two paycheck families who had borne 
three or more children shows a strong 
corre lat ion b e t w e e n Jewish va lues , 
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J e w i s h c o m m i t m e n t a n d t h e d e c i s i o n to 
h a v e c h i l d r e n . 4 E v e n m o r e pos i t ive ly , a 
s tudy o f 1 2 0 0 J e w i s h c o l l e g e s t u d e n t s , 
j u s t c o n c l u d e d a n d n o t yet p u b l i s h e d , 
w h i c h was c o - s p o n s o r e d by t h e B'nai 
B'rith Hi l le l F o u n d a t i o n s , f o u n d an a p 
p a r e n t c h a n g e in a t t i tudes t o w a r d hav
i n g a n d r a i s i n g c h i l d r e n . 5 A n o v e r 
w h e l m i n g majori ty o f m a l e a n d f e m a l e 
J e w i s h s t u d e n t s ( m o r e t h a n 7 0 p e r c e n t ) 
e x p r e s s e d t h e d e s i r e to h a v e t w o or 
m o r e c h i l d r e n . I f t h e s e da ta are r e p r e 
sentat ive ( a n d o n e n e e d s t o d i s t i n g u i s h 
b e t w e e n e x p r e s s e d at t i tudes a n d actual 
b e h a v i o r ) they m a y ind ica te a pos i t ive , 
p r o - f a m i l y c h a n g e in t h i n k i n g that is 
p r o m i s i n g for t h e f u t u r e . 

T o e n c o u r a g e this c h a n g e in a t t i tude , 
w e n e e d to c o n s i d e r J e w i s h e d u c a t i o n a l 
s t r a t e g i e s t h a t wil l c o u n t e r a c t a n t i -
nata l i s t v a l u e s a n d d e v e l o p p o s i t i v e 
va lues in the ir p lace . I th ink that a p r o -
natalist e d u c a t i o n a l p r o g r a m n e e d s t o 
r e f l e c t t h r e e c o n v i c t i o n s : t h a t 
c h i l d b e a r i n g s e c u r e s p e r s o n a l fulf i l l 
m e n t for i n d i v i d u a l p a r e n t s , phys ica l 
survival for t h e J e w s , a n d spiritual sur
vival for J u d a i s m . P r o c r e a t i o n , o n e re
m e m b e r s , a f f i rms t h e c o v e n a n t , a f f i rms 
b o t h t h e w o r t h w h i l e n e s s o f l i fe a n d o u r 
r o l e as p a r t n e r s w i t h t h e d i v i n e t o 
create , recrea te , a n d p e r f e c t the w o r l d . 

I n all areas o f e d u c a t i o n , w e c a n c o n 
vey symbol i c m e s s a g e s in var ious ways . 
A teacher's l ife style a n d a t t i tudes , for 
e x a m p l e , m a y say as m u c h to his s tu
d e n t s as t h e text h e t e a c h e s . T h u s it is 
i m p o r t a n t that o u r t eachers will s h a r e 
a n d pract ice J e w i s h v a l u e s a n d c o m 
m i t m e n t s to fami ly l i fe: in a v a l u e -
o r i e n t e d e d u c a t i o n , t h e r e c a n n o t b e 
neutra l t eachers . Similarly , o t h e r i m 
p o r t a n t m o d e l s — r a b b i s , s y n a g o g u e or 
s choo l lay l e a d e r s — n e e d to r e i n f o r c e 
indirect ly t h e m e s s a g e s w e i n t e n d to d e 
liver to o u r c h i l d r e n . A n d t h e a m b i a n c e 
o f the s c h o o l — p h o t o g r a p h s a n d o t h e r 
visual d e c o r a t i o n s — m u s t a c c o r d wi th 
t h e g e n e r a l i n t e n t i o n o f the p r o g r a m . 

A s e c o n d m a j o r c h a n g e in the fami ly 
w h i c h t h r e a t e n s J e w i s h ident i ty a n d to 
w h i c h J e w i s h e d u c a t i o n m u s t a d d r e s s it
se l f is t h e a l a r m i n g i n c r e a s e in t h e rate 
o f d i v o r c e . T h i s p h e n o m e n o n a g a i n re
flects t h e s e l f - c e n t e r e d n e s s o f t h e cul 
tural e m p h a s i s o n gra t i fy ing i m m e d i a t e 
des i res ra ther t h a n e n c o u r a g i n g m a t u r 
ity, se l f -d i sc ip l ine a n d social r e s p o n s i 
bility. T o d a y , t h e n u m b e r o f d i v o r c e s in 
the U . S . A . e a c h year is ha l f t h e n u m b e r o f 
marriages. "Serial marriage a n d divorce," 
a c h a i n o f m a r r i a g e s a n d d i v o r c e s , n o t 
o n l y t e n d t o d i m i n i s h the sanctity o f 
m a r r i a g e b u t a lso des tabi l i ze t h e fami ly 
a n d c o n f u s e a n d h u r t the c h i l d r e n . 

O u r i m m e d i a t e c o n c e r n h e r e is the 
e f f ec t o f d i v o r c e o n t h e J e w i s h n e s s a n d 
t h e g e n e r a l wel l b e i n g o f c h i l d r e n . W e 
k n o w very little a b o u t b o t h t h e s e sub
j ec t s , t h o u g h w e h a v e all h e a r d state
m e n t s o f a polit ical o r b iased n a t u r e that 
d o n o t rest o n empir i ca l e v i d e n c e . W e 
hear , f o r e x a m p l e , that it is be t t er for 
c h i l d r e n to l ive in a s ir ig le -parent family 
than in a n u n h a p p y t w o - p a r e n t family . 
B u t m y o w n c o n s i d e r e d j u d g m e n t is that 
it is t o o ear ly to assess t h e l o n g t e r m 
e f f ec t o f d i v o r c e o n t h e w e l l - b e i n g o f 
c h i l d r e n . A b o d y o f re search s u g g e s t s 
that t h e r e a re n o v ic t imless d ivorces a n d 
that t h e b i g g e s t v ic t ims are the c h i l d r e n . 

W e k n o w e v e n less a b o u t the i m p a c t 
o f d i v o r c e o n t h e J e w i s h n e s s o f c h i l d r e n . 
W e d o a p p r e c i a t e the t r e m e n d o u s bur
d e n p l a c e d o n the s ing le , pr imari ly t h e 
cus tod ia l , p a r e n t to social ize c h i l d r e n 
Jewi sh ly in t h e grief , gui l t , a n d c o n f u 
s ion o f a d i v o r c e . W e are aware o f the 
p r o b l e m s that s i n g l e - p a r e n t fami l i e s 
p r e s e n t to J e w i s h schoo l s : it is h a r d to 
r e q u i r e w e e k e n d s c h o o l a t t e n d a n c e o f 
c h i l d r e n w h o m u s t s p e n d w e e k e n d s with 
the n o n - c u s t o d i a l p a r e n t ; it is di f f icult to 
k n o w w h o m to invi te to parent s ' m e e t 
ings , w h o s h o u l d rece ive r e p o r t s , w h o 
s h o u l d s ign registrat ion forms , etc. Mis-
j u d g m e n t s o n any of these matters may 
cause psycholog ica l hur t to ch i ldren . 
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About the deeper long-range effects 
of divorce we know virtually nothing. 
About two years ago Thomas J. Cottle 
did a pilot ethnographic study for the 
American Jewish Committee on the im
pact of divorce on the Jewish identity of 
the children of divorce. 6 While it was a 
limited pilot study and one cannot gen
eralize from it, it did suggest significant 
areas for investigation and raised im
portant issues for consideration. For our 
purposes I shall limit myself to a few 
issues illuminated by the Cottle study. 
All children (they were in the age range 
of 12-15) related divorce to Jewishness. 
Many saw divorce in terms of death, 
either death of the family or, by exten
sion, death of Jewishness. As some chil
dren put it, to be a whole family to
gether meant to be Jewish. One child 
said: "We were probably more Jewish at 
home than when we went to temple. 
When my father told me they were 
separating and would probably get di
vorced, one of the first crazy thoughts I 
had was, well, Allan old kid, you don't 
have to be Jewish anymore." Another 
one said, "I am not Jewish anymore. I 
mean, I am, but I am not. Maybe some
thing will happen later on when I get 
married and have children, but there is 
nothing in it for me anymore. It was like 
an agreement I made with my whole 
family. I can't say I always loved it, but it 
did make sense because it made sense 
with the family." 

On the other hand, a few children in 
their despair and discontinuity found 
meaning and support in the Jewish 
school and synagogue. When they felt 
suspended in the air and betrayed, they 
found some strength in the sense that 
the Jewish people and Jewish tradition 
were not temporary. For them, Jewish
ness represented continuity, faith and 
trust. One child said, "I don't hide the 
fact that I am angry. I don't think a kid 
has to sleep here for two nights, then 
there for two nights, then back here for 

two nights. But you know what I do? I 
pretend I am one of those Jews in the 
old days who does not have a home 
anywhere and goes about looking for 
anywhere in the world to stay." Clearly, 
we do not yet understand the factors 
that shape any of these reactions. But we 
can assume that the availability of a sen
sitive rabbi or Jewish teacher might play 
an important role in a child's reaction to 
Jewishness as a source of comfort dur
ing this difficult time. 

Acting on this assumption, we re
cently did an exploratory study of 
Jewish providers of services to the chil
dren of divorce. 7 We looked primarily at 
synagogues and Jewish schools, and we 
found that most synagogues are not 
equipped to handle this problem be
cause of lack of personnel, or lack of 
interest, or both. In some synagogues, 
for example , administrators did not 
know which of their members were di
vorced. In part, this apparent indif
ference may be due to the simple ac
ceptance of divorce as normative be
cause of the large numbers of divorces. 
Then again, inadequate response may 
be due to the notion that Judaism has 
always been tolerant of divorce. This 
study indicates that Jewish day schools 
seem to have responded more fully than 
synagogues to the needs of children of 
divorce. All in all, however, we have not 
yet begun seriously to address this issue. 

T h e human and Jewish dimensions of 
divorce within the context of values 
clarification and transmission need to be 
incorporated into our thinking about 
Jewish education. Resources need to be 
provided for a special outreach to chil
dren of divorce by way of supporting, 
comforting and counseling. Indeed, the 
special needs of single parent families 
and, in some instances, even intact 
families in which both parents are 
working, can create opportunities for 
Jewish schools. T h e schools can es
tablish Jewish day-care centers, enlarge 
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p r e s e n t n u r s e r y s c h o o l p r o g r a m s , a n d 
l e n g t h e n t h e h o u r s that c h i l d r e n s p e n d 
there; for school -age chi ldren, w h o are of
ten "latch-key ch i ldren ," a f t e r n o o n pro 
g r a m s m i g h t b e i n c r e a s e d f r o m t w o t o 
t h r e e o r e v e n f o u r a f t e r n o o n s a w e e k . 
Similarly, d u r i n g publ ic schoo l vacat ions , 
J e w i s h s c h o o l s m i g h t d e v e l o p special 
e d u c a t i o n a l p r o g r a m s that w o u l d b o t h 
h e l p w o r k i n g p a r e n t s a n d e n r i c h a 
child's J e w i s h e x p e r i e n c e s . S u c h p r o 
g r a m s m i g h t b e d e v e l o p e d by s c h o o l s 
a l o n e or in c o o p e r a t i o n with J e w i s h 
c o m m u n i t y c e n t e r s . 

T h e th ird speci f ic threat to t h e fami ly 
a n d t h u s to J e w i s h survival is, o f c o u r s e , 
i n t e r m a r r i a g e . W e all k n o w that t h e rate 
o f i n t e r m a r r i a g e has r i sen a l a r m i n g l y 
d u r i n g t h e last t w e n t y years . S ince t h e 
1971 Nat ional J e w i s h Popula t ion Study , 
w h i c h i n d i c a t e d a rate o f o v e r 3 0 p e r 
c e n t o f i n t e r m a r r i a g e , t h e rate o f inter
m a r r i a g e s a p p e a r s t o b e increas ing . L ike 
t h e o t h e r major c h a n g e s in fami ly l i fe , 
i n t e r m a r r i a g e is r o o t e d in a t a n g l e o f 
f o r c e s a n d i n f l u e n c e s . C h i e f a m o n g 
t h e m a r e secu lar iza t ion , h e d o n i s m a n d 
t h e d i m i n i s h i n g i n f l u e n c e o f J e w i s h 
cul tural n o r m s . Most J e w s w h o c o n t i n u e 
to ident i fy as J e w s d o so publ ic ly ra ther 
t h a n private ly . A n d in t h e a b s e n c e o f a 
pr ivate c o m m i t m e n t to J e w i s h n e s s , in 
t e r m a r r i a g e b e c o m e s a lively o p t i o n . 

T w o r e c e n t s tud ies by t h e A m e r i c a n 
J e w i s h C o m m i t t e e h e l p to clarify t h e 
c o n s e q u e n c e s o f i n t e r m a r r i a g e . O n e 
s tudy o f s o m e 4 5 0 c o u p l e s was c o m 
p l e t e d in 1 9 7 6 ; 8 t h e o t h e r , r e c e n t l y 
c o m p l e t e d dea l t with t h e c h i l d r e n o f t h e 
1 9 7 6 s a m p l e . 9 B o t h s tud ies ind ica te that 
m i x e d m a r r i a g e s ( w i t h o u t c o n v e r s i o n ) 
will l ead in a g e n e r a t i o n or two to as
s imi lat ion o f m o s t o f the c h i l d r e n o f 
m i x e d m a r r i a g e s . T h e s tudy o f the chil
d r e n o f bo th c o n v e r s i o n a r y a n d m i x e d 
m a r r i a g e s s h o w s a c o n t i n u o u s a t t enua
t ion o f J e w i s h ident i ty a n d part ic ipat ion . 
N i n e t y - t w o p e r c e n t o f t h e c h i l d r e n o f 
m i x e d m a r r i a g e s , s t u d i e d , h a v e inter

m a r r i e d . L ike a g e o m e t r i c p r o g r e s s i o n , 
i n t e r m a r r i a g e p r o d u c e s h i g h e r rates o f 
i n t e r m a r r i a g e . M o r e c h i l d r e n o f m i x e d 
m a r r i a g e s b e l o n g t o c h u r c h e s t h a n to 
s y n a g o g u e s . O n l y t h r e e p e r c e n t b e l o n g 
to the latter. 

C h i l d r e n o f c o n v e r s i o n a r y m a r r i a g e s 
large ly (85%) ident i fy as J e w s , a n d in 
t e r m s o f r e l i g i o u s a t t i tudes a n d pract ice , 
a grea t m a n y o f t h e m a re pos i t ive , al
t h o u g h o n l y 3 0 % b e l o n g t o a s y n a g o g u e 
as c o m p a r e d wi th 8 6 % o f the ir p a r e n t s . 
T h e y s e e r e l i g i o n as a pr iva te m a t t e r 
a n d e x p r e s s n e g a t i v e a t t i tudes t o w a r d s 
re l ig ious ins t i tu t ions . D e s p i t e the ir s e n s e 
o f J e w i s h re l i g ious ident i ty h o w e v e r , 
the c h i l d r e n o f c o n v e r s i o n a r y m a r r i a g e s , 
by a n d large , d o n o t h a v e a s e n s e o f an 
e t h n i c - p e o p l e h o o d ident i ty . 

Clearly , i n t e r m a r r i a g e is a very seri
o u s threat to J e w i s h survival as wel l as a 
sens i t ive , g u t i s sue for J e w s . L ike the l ow 
bir thrate a n d h i g h d i v o r c e rate h o w 
ever , i n t e r m a r r i a g e has b e e n a c c e p t e d 
by a l arge n u m b e r o f J e w s as a lmos t 
n o r m a t i v e b e h a v i o r . T h e c o m m u n i t y 
has a c c o m m o d a t e d itself in s o m e ways to 
i n t e r m a r r i a g e ; t h e r e c e n t d e c i s i o n o f t h e 
R e f o r m m o v e m e n t to accept the pat
ri l ineal d e s c e n t o f J e w i s h c h i l d r e n is 
on ly t h e latest a n d m o s t drast ic e x a m p l e 
o f this a c c o m m o d a t i o n . 

O b v i o u s l y i n t e r m a r r i a g e h a s f a r 
r e a c h i n g i m p l i c a t i o n s for J e w i s h e d u c a 
t ion . Art ic les in severa l r e c e n t U A H C 
bul le t ins c o n s i d e r the special set o f e d u 
cat ional p r o b l e m s f a c e d by the R e f o r m 
m o v e m e n t ' s s c h o o l s , w h i c h accept chil
d r e n o f m i x e d m a r r i a g e s . Most c h i l d r e n 
o f m i x e d m a r r i a g e s , h o w e v e r , d o n o t 
a t t e n d re l i g ious s choo l a n d are , t h u s , 
ra i sed w i t h o u t a fa i th , mos t ly in a m 
b iva l ence a n d o f t e n in c o n f u s i o n . F o r 
this g r o w i n g p o p u l a t i o n , c o n v e r s i o n to 
J u d a i s m w i t h i n t h e c o n t e x t o f i n t e r m a r 
r iage is des i rab le f r o m the p o i n t o f v iew 
o f J e w i s h re l ig ious ident i ty . T h i s o p t i o n 
p r e s e n t s a c h a l l e n g e t o rabbis a n d 
J e w i s h e d u c a t o r s : h o w can w e reach 
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s u c h c o u p l e s b o t h b e f o r e a n d af ter t h e y 
marry? a n d if w e d o r e a c h t h e m , h o w 
c a n w e e d u c a t e a n d m o t i v a t e t h e m 
t o w a r d c o n v e r s i o n w h e n w e k n o w that 
e v e n y o u n g adul t s w h o a t t e n d e d J e w i s h 
s c h o o l s are part o f today's i n t e r m a r r i a g e 
statistics? T h e centra l q u e s t i o n , t h e n , is 
w h a t c a n J e w i s h e d u c a t i o n d o t o p r e v e n t 
i n t e r m a r r i a g e o r at least to s low its pace? 
T h a t q u e s t i o n is still o p e n . 

Final ly , w h a t c o n c l u s i o n s c a n w e d r a w 
f r o m t h e s e s tud ies o f t h e p r e s e n t m o 
m e n t a n d o u r a w a r e n e s s o f t h e past? W e 
o u g h t n o t c o n c l u d e that J e w i s h e d u c a 
t ion has fa i l ed u s . I n s t e a d , w e n e e d to 
r e c o g n i z e that t h e c o m m u n i t y has fa i led 
its c h i l d r e n in the c o u r s e o f historical 
c h a n g e . B o t h t h e s c h o o l a n d t h e fami ly 
are in f lux , a n d o u r data s u g g e s t that 
J e w i s h e d u c a t i o n n e e d s to c o n s i d e r f u n 
d a m e n t a l shifts in its object ives a n d its 
m e t h o d o l o g y . It s h o u l d n i t a t t e m p t t o 
r e p l i c a t e p u b l i c e d u c a t i o n ; e v e n t h e 
pub l i c s c h o o l s today are at arm's l e n g t h 
f r o m fami l i e s . I n s t e a d , it n e e d s to w o r k 
t o w a r d t h e goal o f r e c r e a t i n g a J e w i s h 
cu l tura l c o m m u n i t y that m i g h t , o n c e 
a g a i n , incu lca te v a l u e s in t h e y o u n g a n d 
h e l p t o s h a p e the ir l ife styles . First, w e 
s h o u l d b e g i n to th ink m o r e ser ious ly 
a b o u t J e w i s h e d u c a t i o n as s e r v i n g t h e 
e n t i r e fami ly ra ther t h a n j u s t the ch i ld . 
P e r h a p s w e s h o u l d a lso c o n s i d e r a dras 
tic a n d p r o b a b l y unrea l i s t i c p r o p o s a l o f 
c l o s i n g o u r s c h o o l s for o n e year a n d 
u s i n g that t i m e for i n t e n s i v e a n d h o n e s t 
d i s c u s s i o n s with p a r e n t s a n d c h i l d r e n . 
S u c h d i s c u s s i o n s s h o u l d invo lve c o n 
s c i o u s n e s s r a i s i n g , c o n f r o n t i n g t h e 
J e w i s h q u e s t i o n s that w e rarely f ind t h e 
o p p o r t u n i t y to ask o u r s e l v e s : w h a t , for 
e x a m p l e , d o e s b e i n g J e w i s h m e a n to us? 
h o w d o e s J e w i s h n e s s af fect o u r l ives? 
w h a t k i n d o f J e w i s h s c h o o l i n g d o w e 
w a n t f o r o u r s e l v e s a n d o u r c h i l d r e n ? I n 
s h o r t , w e n e e d to set a s i d e a t i m e t o 
r e c o n s i d e r , r e too l , a n d b e g i n a g a i n f r o m 
a z e r o - b a s e o f J e w i s h e d u c a t i o n . 

At t h e very least , w e s h o u l d c o n f r o n t 

p a r e n t s a n d t h e c o m m u n i t y in g e n e r a l 
wi th t h e t ruth that J e w i s h s c h o o l i n g di
v o r c e d f r o m fami ly e d u c a t i o n a n d l i fe
style c a n h a v e o n l y l i m i t e d resul ts . I n 
r e c e n t years w e h a v e b e e n a s s u r i n g o u r 
se lves that t h e o p p o s i t e is t rue . S o m e 
b u r e a u s o f J e w i s h e d u c a t i o n , for e x a m 
p l e , p u t a d s in dai ly n e w s p a p e r s that 
a sk: " I f y o u a r e J e w i s h , wi l l y o u r 
g r a n d c h i l d r e n be?" T h e impl ic i t a n s w e r , 
o f c o u r s e , is that J e w i s h s c h o o l i n g will 
a s s u r e t h e b u i l d i n g o f J e w i s h ident i ty . 
B u t w e k n o w that is n o t t rue . W e s h o u l d 
b e te l l ing p a r e n t s that m a i n t a i n i n g a n d 
t r a n s m i t t i n g J e w i s h n e s s is large ly a f a m 
ily respons ib i l i ty . W e s h o u l d b e o f f e r i n g 
h e l p to J e w i s h fami l i e s that n e e d to 
l e a r n h o w to l ive J e w i s h l y . A n d w e 
s h o u l d b e ins i s t ing o n t h e di f f icul ty o f 
n u r t u r i n g J e w i s h ident i ty a n d o n t h e 
i m p o r t a n c e o f e n g a g i n g in that crucial 
task t h e bes t e f for t s o f b o t h J e w i s h 
fami l i e s a n d J e w i s h s c h o o l s . 

References 

1. Samuel Hei lman, Inside the Jewish School: The 
Cultural Setting of Jewish Education. New York: 
T h e American Jewish Committee , 1983. 

2. Geoffrey E. Bock, Does Jewish Schooling Matter? 
Jewish Education and Jewish Identity, Col
loquium Papers. New York: T h e American 
Jewish Committee, 1977. 

3. U. O. Schmelz , World Jewish Population— 
Regional Estimates and Projections. Jerusalem: 
Institute o f Contemporary Jewry, 1981, p. 46. 

4. Linda Gordon Kuzmack, and George Solomon, 
Working and Mothering. New York: T h e Ameri
can Jewish Committee , 1980. 

5. Rela Geffen Monson, Campus Life and Family 
Life. T o be published by T h e American Jewish 
Committee , New York: Winter, 1984. 

6. Thomas J. Cottle, Divorce and the Jewish Child. 
New York: T h e American Jewish Committee, 
1981. 

7. Nathalie Friedman and Theresa F. Rogers, The 
Jewish Community and Children of Divorce. New 
York: T h e American Jewish Committee , 1983. 

8. Egon Mayer and Carl Sheingold, Intermarriage 
and the Jewish Future. New York: T h e American 
Jewish Committee , 1979. 

9. Egon Mayer, Children of Intermarriage. New 
York: T h e American Jewish Committee , 1983. 

192 


