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Seventeen per cent of the new immi­
grants from the Soviet U n i o n w h o have 
been resettled in Chicago are in the age 
r a n g e o f 6 5 - 8 0 y e a r s . T h i s r e l a t i v e l y 
isolated segment of the Soviet immigrant 
populat ion has a particularly difficult t ime 
adjusting to life in America . In addi t ion to 
the problems usually associated with aging, 
these elderly immigrants must cope with 
learning a new language and adjusting to a 
new lifestyle and culture. This paper will 
discuss the successful ut i l izat ion of a t ime-
limited J F C S Family Life Educat ion pro­
gram designed to ease the integration of 
Soviet seniors into the Jewish and general 
communi ty . 

Lonel iness and i so lat ion are often the 
condi t ions of the elderly in our country. 
These condi t ions s tem from a number of 
sources including the impact of societal 
devaluat ion in a culture which idealizes 
youth , and the resulting internalized nega­
tive self-perception which m a n y elderly 
experience. Both theoretical and empirical 
literature related to groups suggests that 
man's sense of a l ienat ion is reduced and his 
social funct ioning enhanced w h e n he inter­
acts with others in the contex t of a group . 1 

Geronto logica l research has indicated 
t h a t g r o u p s c a n m a k e a n i m p o r t a n t 
difference in mit igating the feelings of 

* Presented at the Annual Meeting of the Con­
ference of Jewish Communal Service, Kiamesha 
Lake, New York, June 2, 1981. 

1 M.A. Lieberman, l .D. Yalom, and M.B. Miles, 
Encounter Groups, First Facts. New York: Basic 
Books, 1973. 

al ienat ion and lonel iness of older people in 
the communi ty . Through the use of groups , 
the elderly can be helped to re-establish 
direct ion in their lives by experiencing new 
opportunit ies for the cont inuity of social 
roles and for the d e v e l o p m e n t of new roles. 
Part ic ipat ion in groups helps to strengthen 
the inner resources of the elderly, to build 
their se l f -esteem, and to connect them to 
needed c o m m u n i t y resources . 2 

The idea of a group for Soviet elderly 
Jews emerged as a result of the particular 
needs of this popula t ion . T h o u g h they may 
leave the Soviet U n i o n with a relatively 
posit ive self- image, having been valued 
members of the family circle there, this 
higher level of self-esteem s o o n b e c o m e s 
eroded in the struggle to adjust to a new 
culture and in the at tempt to learn a new 
language. Feel ings of inadequacy resulting 
from the inability to maneuver and function 
in a new land wi thout the k n o w l e d g e of the 
spoken language may s o o n c o m e to the 
fore and predominate . 

Characteristics o f the Soviet 
Elderly Immigrant 

The Soviet elderly immigrant is a survivor 
of World War II, having directly experi­
enced the devastat ion of a monumenta l 
war fought in or very near his h o m e . The 
i m m e d i a c y of the war experience has left 
m a n y scars, for in addi t ion to the trauma of 

2 Irving Millerand Renee Solomon, "The Develop­
ment of Group Services for the Elderly," Journal of 
Gerontological Social Work, Vol. 2(3), Spring, 1980, 
pp.241-257. 
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the loss of c lose relatives in every family, 
m a n y o f these p e o p l e were forced t o 
relocate during the war period and c o n ­
sequently lost h o m e s , possess ions and jobs . 

The elderly Soviet w h o has immigrated 
to these shores has generally left behind 
chi ldren, grandchi ldren, or close relatives, 
as well as friends and neighbors . Batsheva, 
a participant in our group , c a m e to the 
United States with her adopted daughter; 
however , her t w o sons remained in Kiev. 

M a n y of the Soviet immigrant seniors 
w o r k e d unt i l the v e r y d a y t h a t t h e y 
requested their exit visa. O n arriving in the 
United States , they already realize that 
there is little opportuni ty for them to work 
at a paying j o b again . Frequently , these are 
highly educated people w h o can no longer 
use their exper ience , skills and educat ion 
for e m p l o y m e n t . Ida, a P h . D . chemist , and 
Paul ina, the head of a large engineering 
department, were a m o n g the most educated 
participants in the group. Neither of these 
w o m e n antic ipated f inding work in their 
professions. 

Even within the c o n t e x t of their o w n 
famil ies , the older immigrants from the 
Soviet U n i o n may feel less valued and 
needed. In the Soviet Union , grandparents 
are highly regarded. Their children often 
shared their apartment . In addi t ion , the 
g r a n d p a r e n t s t o o k care o f the g r a n d ­
children, waited in lines for food and other 
c o m m o d i t i e s , and helped their chi ldren 
financially. They perceived of themselves 
as vital and irreplaceable in the lives of 
their famil ies . Laya, a 68 year old grand­
mother , retained this percept ion and left 
the group early each session to prepare 
lunch for her 21 year old grandson. 

In the United States , m a n y of these 
relat ionships undergo substantial change . 
The elderly usual ly live apart from their 
chi ldren, somet imes even a g o o d distance 
away . Their chi ldren are busy working and 
their grandchi ldren are a n x i o u s to speak 
the English language which they are so 
quickly mastering; consequent ly , there m a y 

be increasingly less interaction between 
grandparents , chi ldren and grandchi ldren. 
The Soviet senior not only can n o longer 
ease the f inancial burdens of his chi ldren, 
but he h imsel f m a y a l so be in need of 
financial assistance. 

The elderly Soviet experiences a loss of 
independence in language, in f inances, and 
in maneuver ing his way around the city. 
This may cause intense feelings of in­
adequacy in a previously highly funct ion­
ing person. 

In the process o f describing the older 
Soviet immigrants we must not over look 
the posit ive characteristics and strengths 
which they bring with them to the n e w 
country . They are adept at sharing infor­
mat ion which will be helpful to other 
Sov ie t s , and they are alert to learning new 
resources and services which will ease their 
way. M a n y have a lso quickly formed a new 
social network, as is apparent here in 
Chicago . T h o u g h their children live in 
s eparate a p a r t m e n t s , they u s u a l l y l ive 
nearby; and the Sov ie t senior cont inues to 
focus o n family as he did in his native land. 

The Soviet elderly are more used to 
physical hardship than their American 
peers. They may, therefore, be hardier and 
more energetic. A walk-up apartment on 
the third floor will be much more accept­
able to them than to the Amer ican senior 
adult . 

In contrast , the older adult in America 
general ly perceives himself in a less valued 
and esteemed pos i t ion than the Soviet 
o lder adult within his o w n family in the 
Soviet Union . The American older adult is 
less likely to live as c lose to family as did the 
Sov ie t grandparent in the Soviet , or as he 
d o e s even when resettled here in America . 
By and large, Soviet elderly cont inue to 
mainta in a c lose relat ionship with their 
chi ldren and see them more often than d o 
Amer ican elderly. The American family 
will often utilize social services and institu­
t ional care to assist an elderly relative in 
c o p i n g with the infirmities of old age; 
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however , the Soviet family will s e ldom use 
this kind of service to help with an older 
family member. 

The Needs o f the Older Soviet Immigrant 

In his first year in America , the needs of 
the older immigrant from the Soviet Union 
are extens ive and c o m p l e x . First and 
foremost , h e / s h e must orient to a new life. 
This involves learning h o w to get around 
the city, h o w to find health care, g o 
shopping , pay bills, cash checks , use the 
phone . He must , of course , at tempt to learn 
English; must learn which store to g o to for 
which items; must learn h o w to deal with 
the social welfare system. The new older 
immigrant must learn h o w to find the right 
resource for each need: the right doctor , the 
right synagogue , the right apartment. In 
the United States , m a n y cho ices and 
dec is ions are poss ible; in the Soviet U n i o n , 
the opt ions were few. A n y person mov ing 
to a new city naturally needs to obtain 
informat ion about the various services and 
resources available. However , h o w much 
more difficult it is when one is unfamiliar 
with the language , c u s t o m s , and general 
norms of the culture. 

In terms of psychological needs, the 
older Soviet immigrant must build a new 
social network to replace the m a n y friends 
and family he has left behind. The new 
immigrant needs to feel less helpless , and 
m o r e i n d e p e n d e n t d e s p i t e his lack o f 
language skills. He needs to k n o w that he 
can still be of value to his family in some 
way; he m a y a l so perceive a need to stay 
c lose to family despite the fact that his 
family is b e c o m i n g more independent of 
h im. He may need to replace his reliance o n 
family for fulfilling social needs with an 
outreach to peers for this purpose . 

It is important that the older immigrant 
find activities which will provide satisfac­
t ion, enjoyment and s t imulat ion, so that 
life can still be perceived as g o o d . He must 
seek out opportuni i tes to enjoy and to 
learn. A m o n g the participants in the group, 

A n n a , w h o w a s a pharmacis t in Kiev, 
satisfied her intellectual interests by fre­
quenting the various Chicago area museums 
and concerts . Others enjoyed the Passover 
Seders and Chanukah celebrations offered 
by v a r i o u s s y n a g o g u e s for the S o v i e t 
immigrants . 

Soviet elderly are more isolated than the 
other age groups of Soviet immigrants 
because they d o not work and may have 
dif f iculty a t t end ing the Engl i sh c lasses 
offered. Because of their age and general 
f a t i g u e , m a n y o f the g r o u p m e m b e r s 
despaired of learning a new language . The 
trauma of relocat ion may s imply be greater 
in general for the Soviet elderly person. 

T h e n e e d o f the S o v i e t e l d e r l y for 
opportunit ies to meet and socialize with 
p e e r s , t o f a m i l i a r i z e t h e m s e l v e s w i t h 
c o m m u n i t y resources, and to maintain and 
e n h a n c e feel ings of se l f -worth through 
increased mastery of their env ironment 
a n d t h r o u g h the d e v e l o p m e n t o f n e w 
relat ionships, was well served by the J F C S 
F a m i l y Life E d u c a t i o n S o v i e t e lder ly 
group . To organize such a group , the 
Soviet resettlement staff was requested to 
refer funct ioning and mobi le Soviet seniors 
(age 65-75) w h o could benefit from such a 
group . The c o m b i n e d skills of a family 
worker for the Soviet resett lement pro­
gram, herself a Soviet immigrant , and the 
family life educator for the district were 
utilized to provide the necessary des ign, 
i m p l e m e n t a t i o n and leadership for the 
group . The group was conducted on a 
trilingual basis: Yiddish, which the family 
life educator could c o m m u n i c a t e in and the 
family worker could understand, Russian, 
and some English to familiarize partici­
pants with several conversat ional expres­
sions. 

Program Des ign and Implementat ion 

"Getting to K n o w Your C o m m u n i t y , " 
des igned for six sess ions , was c o n c e p ­
tualized as a group which would deal with a 
c o m b i n a t i o n of concrete issues relating to 
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c o m m u n i t y resources and psychologica l 
issues pertinent to family relat ionships and 
the d i f f i cu l t i e s of a d j u s t i n g t o a n e w 
culture. 

The concrete informational i tems were 
cons idered essential , not only in terms of 
their inherent usefulness, but a l so as a way 
to attract and hold the interest of the 
participants . Soviets are more familiar and 
comfortable with groups that provide such 
concrete information. 

Various resource people from the c o m ­
muni ty were invited to talk about their 
service or agency to the group and an 
informat ional packet about c o m m u n i t y 
resources was a lso distributed. A m o n g the 
r e s o u r c e s d i s c u s s e d w e r e s y n a g o g u e s , 
Jewish c o m m u n i t y centers, Social Security, 
Counci l for Jewish Elderly, and the Jewish 
Vocat ional Service. The c los ing serssion 
was to be held at the ne ighborhood Jewish 
Communi ty Center so that the group partici­
pants cou ld b e c o m e familiar with this 
particular resource, since it had an active 
Soviet program. 

T w e n t y - s e v e n n a m e s of a p p r o p r i a t e 
Soviet seniors were submitted to the group 
leaders. All of these people were cal led and 
asked to at tend, and t o indicate topics that 
would be of interest to them. Seventeen 
people attended the first sess ion, ranging 
from age 63 to 75, and hav ing been in the 
United States anywhere from three to 
twelve m o n t h s . There were several married 
couples , several single men , and several 
single w o m e n . A l m o s t all had children in 
th i s c o u n t r y , a n d s o m e h a d a l s o left 
children behind in the Soviet Union . 

At each sess ion , new people s h o w e d up , 
hav ing heard of the group f rom other 
Sov ie t s w h o had attended. A total of 17 to 
25 peop le participated in each of the six 
sess ions. 

A l t h o u g h the t w o leaders of the g r o u p 
reflected broadly different cultural back­
grounds , life styles and educat ional e m p h a ­
ses, they shared a c o m m o n base o f ideas 
about the importance of the group and 
what to d o with it. 

The above described family life educat ion 
group for Soviet elderly combined e lements 
of a life-task, problem-so lv ing group with 
those of an informal educat ional group . 
The life-task group , frequently the basis of 
family life educa t ion groups , has as its 
purpose the sharing of similar concerns to 
decrease feelings of i so lat ion and hope less ­
ness . The group proposes to help people to 
work together to overcome these feelings of 
being a lone , and provides participants with 
opportunit ies to deve lop new relationships 
with people similar to themselves . 

"Getting to K n o w Your C o m m u n i t y " 
gave the Soviet elderly participants an 
opportuni ty to have an official "social l ife." 
It became a weekly "event"for these people 
and provided them with mot iva t ion to get 
out of the house , to meet and talk with 
peop le and to learn new and important 
informat ion. The provis ion of concrete 
in format ion a bo ut c o m m u n i t y resources 
enabled the participants to b e c o m e more 
knowledgeab le a bo ut opt ions and poss i ­
bilities avai lable to them, and thus to feel 
more adequate and independent . They were 
e x p o s e d to new informat ion a bo ut hous ing 
opportunit ies , synagogue and center activi­
ties, Social Security provis ions , and the 
poss ib i l i t i e s of f ind ing par t - t ime w o r k 
through the Jewish Vocat ional Service's 
programs for the older adult. 

The participants a lso benefited from 
meet ing professionals from these various 
c o m m u n i t y resoruces, w h o could then be 
contacted for further informat ion. 

The group a lso enabled the participants 
to share some feelings: about d i sappoint ing 
family relat ionships in the new country , 
a b o u t the difficulties of adjusting to the 
new life and learning the new language , and 
a b o u t the sadness of leaving loved ones 
behind in the Sov ie t U n i o n . They shared 
feel ings related to loss of country and 
language; they a lso spoke of their fears 
a bo ut the more frightnening aspects o f 
their new country , such as the city crime 
rate. 

The participants related to each other 
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and t o the leaders in an open and trusting 
way. The concern and helpfulness of the 
leaders, as well as of fe l low participants, 
fostered self-esteem: valued by others in the 
group, they could value themselves more. 

It is important to point out the setting in 
which the group t o o k place. The choice of a 
pleasant , comfortable and accessible place 
for an elderly group s h o w s interest, respect 
and caring far more e loquently than words 
d o . 3 

"Getting to K n o w Your C o m m u n i t y " 
was held in the J F C S l u n c h r o o m , which 
doubles as a conference r o o m . The r o o m 
consis ts a lmos t entirely of a large oi l -c loth 
covered table surrounded by chairs. It 
l o o k s very much like the large kitchen or 
dining r o o m of a home . Seat ing seventeen 
to twenty-five people around this table 
p r o v i d e d a ra ther c r o w d e d b u t c o z y 
environment . People were forced to sit 
c lose to one another; however , this c lose­
ness fostered interaction and friendliness, 
particularly in the opening stages of the 
group. A table encourages both closeness 
and dis tance at the same t ime, a factor 
enhanc ing the comfort level of a group of 
elderly w h o did not initially k n o w each 
other. 

Tea and cake were served at each sess ion 
and the refreshments added to the homey , 
family atmosphere . Our meet ings could be 
considered similar to social gatherings in 
the Soviet U n i o n in which people will sit 
around a table and drink tea. 

There was a feeling of festivity about the 
meet ings and people dressed in their best. 
The guest speakers invited to address the 
group succeeded in involving the partici­
pants in their varied presentat ions because 
they were selected according to the needs of 
the group. However , an addit ional factor 
for the p o s i t i v e r e c e p t i o n all o f t h e m 
received may be their comfort and ease in 
the informal , family setting of the group. 
The fact that several of the speakers could 
not speak in Russ ian or Yiddish did not 

interfere with the process of c o m m u n i c a ­
t ion. Trans lat ion was provided by the 
Soviet family worker; thus there was a 
language of understanding based not only 
o n m u t u a l k n o w l e d g e o f the R u s s i a n 
language , but a lso o n the leaders' sensi­
tivity to the group and its needs. 

Group Process 

T h o u g h the format and content of the 
program were pre-planned to some extent , 
they left r o o m for suggest ions and feed­
back from the group . The planning was not 
comple ted until after the initial meet ing. 
Consequent ly , the choice of topics and 
guest speakers was determined by both 
leaders and participants. 

During the first sess ion, it was necessary 
to reiterate several t imes to the participants 
that it was not the purpose of the group to 
help with individual , personal problems 
such as lost baggage or delayed Public Aid , 
but to deal with those subjects which were 
of interest to the group as a whole: to 
address the c o m m o n concerns . 

At first, there was a tendency to v iew the 
leaders as an ex tens ion of the funct ions of 
the resettlement worker; however , by the 
third sess ion, they were seen more real­
istically as being the organizers and facili­
tators of the group . They were there to 
serve the needs of the group as a whole , 
rather than to solve individual problems. 

As was ment ioned earlier, the sess ions 
were trilingual; however , Yiddish was the 
primary language. It is interesting t o note 
the participants' warm repsonse to our 
conduct ing the sess ions in Yiddish. They 
appeared to enjoy recalling the language 
which they had all k n o w n as youngsters , 
but which m a n y hadn't spoken in forty 
years. As S imcha Goldberg discribed in his 
recent article, Soviet Jews were cut off 
from the possibil ity of cultural Jewishness 
th ir ty years a g o . 4 T h e S o v i e t e lder ly , 

4 Simcha Goldberg, "Jewish Acculturation and the 
Soviet Immigrant," Journal of Jewish Communal 
Services, Vol. LV11, No. 2 (1980), pp. 154-163. 
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however , are the generat ion w h o experi ­
enced a rather full Jewish life as y o u n g 
chi ldren. S o m e of the participants r emem­
bered Hebrew prayers and had attended 
Y e s h i v a s . A d i s c u s s i o n of s y n a g o g u e s 
evoked m a n y warm memories of forty 
years back; Hebrew, TTillah, and Chazanim 
were reca l l ed w i t h d e e p e m o t i o n a n d 
enthus iasm. The use of Yiddish symbol ized 
m o r e than a language to them. It was a 
cultural tie to their l ong a g o past , a symbol 
of f reedom in a country where one could 
speak any language wi thout fear. Yiddish 
represented their positive identification with 
being Jewish , the reason for which they 
were able to emigrate and were eligible for 
so m a n y services offered by the Jewish 
c o m m u n i t y . T o s o m e , the use of Yiddish 
a lso symbol ized the leaders' interest in and 
concern for them; as one of the participants 
so poet ical ly stated to the senior author , an 
Amer ican-born person struggling to c o m ­
municate in Yiddish, "you don't speak 
Yiddish, you sing Yiddish." 

The format of the group was des igned to 
include both affective and cognit ive c o m ­
ponents . The affective c o m p o n e n t of the 
group structure emerged spontaneous ly as 
a result of t iming or deve loped from a 
d i scuss ion of the uses of a c o m m u n i t y 
resource. Thanksgiv ing weekend , during 
which t ime the sess ion was p o s t p o n e d , 
provided the impetus to discuss participant 
feelings about family hol idays . This then 
d e v e l o p e d i n t o a d i s c u s s i o n of f a m i l y 
relat ionships in America and h o w different 
it was for them here than in the Soviet 
U n i o n . M a n y expressed concern about 
the ir g r o w i n g phys ica l a n d e m o t i o n a l 
distance from children and grandchildren 
since their arrival in the United States . 
There was a lso a sharing of feel ings of loss 
of family and friends left behind in the 
Soviet Union . 

A presentat ion o n the services of the 
local Counci l for Jewish Elderly resulted in 
an e m o t i o n a l and bitter d i scuss ion about 
p lacement of elderly family members in 

nursing h o m e s . S o m e expressed the fear 
that their o w n children might d o the same 
to them one day. As ment ioned before, in 
the Soviet Union placement of the elderly is 
a rare p h e n o m e n o n . 

Parallels to the Group Experience 
in the Soviet Union 

Groups are not popular in the Soviet 
U n i o n . The government fears the inherent 
power of the group coa lescence . Only a 
very structured profess ional , educat ional 
or work group , connected to an organi­
zat ion , is a l lowed. These , as well as social 
groups in the Soviet U n i o n , will general ly 
cons i s t of people o n the same social or 
profess ional level, people with c o m m o n 
interests. Occas ional ly , a group will be 
used to draw up a formal c o m p l a i n t or 
gr ievance , and thus perhaps effect s o m e 
needed change or addit ion. 

Dur ing our first sess ion, participants in 
the g r o u p defined a c o m m o n prob lem, the 
need of a translator at the local Public Aid 
office. They then requested that we trans­
mit a pet i t ion for them request ing inter­
vent ion by the J F C S adminis trat ion to 
acquire the services of such a person. They 
were consequent ly using the group for a 
purpose which was similar to the use of a 
g r o u p in the Soviet Union . 

Other similarities to the Soviet g r o u p 
exper ience include: util izing the group to 
provide concrete informat ion, distributing 
informational handouts , and, of course , 
sitting around the table drinking tea. All of 
these e lements in our group structure were 
famil iar and comfor tab le , and perhaps 
paved the way for the acceptance of the less 
familiar affective c o m p o n e n t s of the group 
format. 

The discuss ion of psychologica l issues 
was certainly a new group exper ience for 
the participants. In the Soviet U n i o n , such 
issues would be discussed only a m o n g close 
friends and famil ies . The openness b o t h 
a b o u t d i sappo in tments in family relat ion­
ships and a bo ut feelings of loss il lustrated a 
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remarkable degree of trust and conf idence 
in both members of the group and the 
leaders. This discussion did not occur until 
the third sess ion, but even so , it reflects the 
impact of a free env ironment . Apparently , 
f r e e d o m f r o m fear and s u s p i c i o n had 
already b e c o m e part of their percept ion of 
their new surroundings. 

The group was different from the Soviet 
experience of a social or professional group 
in t h a t it had a tru ly h e t e r o g e n e o u s 
c o m p o s i t i o n . The c o m m o n characteristics 
of the participants were based o n their all 
b e i n g i m m i g r a n t s , e lderly and Jewi sh . 
However , in all other aspects , they were a 
vastly varied group of people . They came 
from all parts of the Soviet Union: M o s c o w , 
Leningrad, Kiev, Minsk, Odessa; from all 
social classes and from broadly differing 
educat ional and professional levels, rang­
ing from the extremely educated execut ive 
to a hardly literate worker, born before the 
Revo lut ion . Despi te this extreme mixture, 
an atmosphere of cohesiveness and warmth 
prevailed within the group. Perhaps this 
c a n be a t t r i b u t e d t o their r e a l i z a t i o n 
through the group discuss ions that their 
struggles and concerns were shared by all. 

There were several other e lements of the 
group experience which were visibly differ­
ent from a Soviet-style group. Participant 
op in ion was solicited t o determine topics of 
interest to the group , much unlike any 
g r o u p in the Soviet U n i o n , which is c o n ­
ducted in a more authoritarian way. At 
first, the participants could express them­
selves only in terms of concrete needs. 
Subsequent ly , however , they were able to 
ask for more sess ions , for an ex tens ion of 
the program, for opportunit ies to meet 
with Americans , for an excurs ion trip and a 
c los ing party. 

Referring to each other informally by 
first names was a departure from the more 
formal Soviet cus tom of utilizing both the 
first and patronymic name , except a m o n g 
c lose friends and family. W h e n asked h o w 
they would prefer being cal led, the parti­

c ipants requested the first name basis. It 
may have symbol ized to them the more 
congenia l , trusting and informal a t m o s ­
phere of their new surroundings. 

The relat ionships within the group were 
warm, c lose , trusting and friendly. There 
was little compet i t iveness a m o n g the parti­
c ipants and m u c h sharing of information. 
We noted changes in individuals during the 
progress of the group. People w h o at first 
seemed somewhat suspic ious and c lose-
m o u t h e d , became relaxed, open , active 
participants. 

Terminat ion 

Soviets find terminat ion of contacts with 
a w o r k e r or o ther he lper par t i cu lar ly 
difficult, having said so m a n y "goodbyes" 
already. In the case of our group , there was 
an a t tempt to de lay its conc lus ion by 
requesting more sess ions. The request was 
agreed to and the sess ions extended to ten; 
h o w e v e r , o n c e these e x t e n d e d se s s ions 
began, the at tendance dropped consider­
ably . We might expla in this occurrence in 
several ways: The extens ion took place 
during the winter hol idays and it took place 
in a new setting (the Jewish C o m m u n i t y 
Center). However , not attending may a lso 
have been a way to avoid saying g o o d b y e . 
The sess ions were there for them to g o to 
and enjoy, but they chose not t o and thus 
avo ided the inevitable separat ion from 
leaders and other group members , and 
from the group itself. 

In actuality, termination issues occurred 
in all sess ions. As ment ioned before, the 
discuss ions included the leaving behind of 
chi ldren, relatives and friends, and the 
growing emot iona l and physical distance 
of family. Therapeutically, these discussions 
were valuable in that the sharing of the 
c o m m o n issues related to loss and mourning 
conveyed to them the universal e lements of 
their grief. It was g o o d to share with others 
w h o understood, w h o had similar experi­
ences , w h o could l isten, accept and fully 
empathize . 

229 



JOURNAL O F JEWISH COMMUNAL SERVICE 

S u m m a r y 

We have discussed the beneficial effect of 
a t ime-l imited group experience o n twenty 
i n d i v i d u a l S o v i e t e lder ly i m m i g r a n t s . 
These Sov ie t seniors , w h o had been s o m e ­
w h a t i so la ted and i m m o b i l i z e d by the 
trauma of a major re locat ion , were pro ­
vided with an opportuni ty through the 
g r o u p to meet and social ize with each 
other , and to b e c o m e familiar with impor­
tant c o m m u n i t y resources. As a result, new 
friendships were forged, and participants 
were mobi l ized to explore more of the 
C h i c a g o c o m m u n i t y , d r a w i n g s u p p o r t 
from their new social relationships. T o ­
gether, in groups of twos and threes , they 
visited different Jewish c o m m u n i t y centers 

and synagogues , l ooked into subsidized 
hous ing opportunit ies , even embarked o n a 
trip t o the Art M u s e u m . 

Self-esteem was enhanced through their 
mutual exchange of helpful informat ion 
and the ability to relay important infor­
mat ion to their famil ies as well. For all 
concerned , the part ic ipants as well as the 
leaders, this group experience was enabl ing, 
enl ightening and enriching. As one of the 
part ic ipants so ably said in her evaluat ive 
c o m m e n t , "Thanks to the group I met 
m a n y interesting people , s o m e of w h o m are 
n o w m y friends. I decided t o participate in 
s o m e J C C activit ies . The group unites and 
gives practical help for life in America ." 
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