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The American Heritage Dictionary defines identity as “The set of behavioral or personal 

characteristics by which an individual is recognizable as a member of a group.” While it is a 

hope that each person will walk out of this class with a stronger sense of their individual identity, 

this course is about Judaism’s identity in the United States.  In this course, we will look at the 

identity crisis that American Judaism is currently facing. In the last 30 years American Jews have 

undergone a shift—from “other” to “majority”—that has left us asking four important questions:  

• How do American Jews remain "Jewish" in America's open and relentlessly 

secularizing society?  

• How do others’ perceptions of us as Americans change how we see ourselves as 

Jews?  

• With these constantly shifting views of our identities, will American Judaism 

survive, and if so, in what form?  

• What role has American popular culture taken in aiding and hindering Jewish 

identity in America? 

We will learn that as we try to determine who we are, both as Jews and as Americans, we 

are continuously internalizing others’ perceptions of us. These cultural symbols, images and 

stereotypes of Jews (created by and about us) are key components of our identity formation. 

These stereotypes take on new meaning for men and women, gay and straight, working class and 

middle class, in changing the way we perceive ourselves. Identities and perhaps most especially 

Jewish identities are not static. They are constantly in production and subject to constant change 

and revision. It is these practices of Jewish identity construction that we will explore as we trace 

the role of others’ perceptions of us in these practices. Finally, we will also explore the 

implications of new conceptualizations of Jewish identity  
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In this class, we will explore representations of Jewish life, culture, and religion in 

American popular culture. We will analyze the different ways in which Jewish identity and 

culture have been (mis)represented in American film, television, music and art. Studying these 

representations will provide insight into how American society has positioned Judaism and 

Jewish culture, and how Jews have sought to position themselves within the dominant culture 

throughout the last decades of the twentieth century.  

In the book From the Lower East Side to Hollywood: Jews in American Pop Culture, the 

author, Paul Buhle, writes that he is “joined to the largest question of Jewishness” because 

“various Jewish creators of popular culture have given shape to my imaginative impulses since 

age five or six if not before”. (6)  In this class, we will learn that like Paul Buhle, everyone, both 

Jew and non-Jew, are responsible for the formation of the Jewish identity in the United States, as 

we are all shaped by different political movements, eras, and outside impetuses.   

We will also look at Jewish identity formation through the lens of popular media. This 

media will be an important tool in this class not only because of the familiarity of the lens for our 

youth, but also because of its persuasive impact on our entire culture. In an age where people 

rent more movies then check out books, we are providing the students with subject matter that 

they feel comfortable with. More importantly, popular culture, even its basest form, generally 

acts as a mirror of society. It is through popular media that we are able to see how the American 

Jewish identity crisis is being played out—both the challenges and the re-creation of liberal 

American Judaism that is arising from this dilemma. We will be able to literally see what others 

think of us, as well as how we present ourselves which will provide a base for analyzing how 

these perceptions are then manifesting themselves in the “real world”.  
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This course is intended for high school students in their last years of high school—either 

eleventh or twelfth grade. By the time they have reached this grade, they have decided to 

continue their Jewish education beyond Bar or Mat Mitzvah and Confirmation. By making this 

decision, most likely on their own, they have made a statement that their personal Jewish identity 

holds some importance in their lives. While they have already begun to form their own identity, 

it has been done in their parents’ homes, under their parents’ guidance. It is at this time that these 

young adults are beginning to solidify their own identity just as they are also at a point of leaving 

their homes for the first time.  

 Who they are, both as Americans and as Jews will be put under a microscope by peers, 

professors and most importantly themselves during this time. It is important for them to examine 

what it means to be an American Jew, how that is played out in larger society, and how their own 

identity then affects the larger group. 

For these reasons, the curriculum will be based on the following enduring understandings: 

1.) Identities are both culturally constructed and historically embedded. 

2.) The way that “Others” (non-Jewish Americans) view us as American Jews affects the 

formation of Jewish identities. 

3.) The shift from a priority of religion in Jewish identity to an identity that is pervasively 

secular is changing the face Judaism in America. 

4.) The change of Jews as “other” to “majority”/“white” in American society generated an 

identity crisis, for Jews as Jews and as Americans and it continues to drive us to 

reconstruct what it means to be an American Jew. 
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Enduring Understandings: 
1.) Identities are both culturally constructed and historically embedded. 
2.) The way that “Others” (non-Jewish Americans) view us as American Jews affects the 

formation of Jewish identities. 
3.) The shift from religion as a priority in the formation of Jewish identity to an identity that 

is pervasively secular is changing the face Judaism in America. 
4.) The change of Jews as “other” to “majority”/“white” in American society generated an 

identity crisis, for Jews as Jews and as Americans and it continues to drive us to 
reconstruct what it means to be an American Jew. 

 
Unit Understandings 
Unit 1: Defining Jewish Identity in America: Are we American Jews or Jewish Americans? 

1.) American Jewish identity is continuously evolving and changing. 
2.) American Jewish identity has, at least, been partly constructed through popular culture 

 
Unit 2:  Jewish stereotypes at work 

1.) The way that “Others” (non-Jewish Americans) view us as American Jews affects the 
formation of Jewish identities. 

2.) Stereotypes are prevalent in our everyday lives and affect our perceptions of people. 
3.) Stereotypes are used in films to move the story along and to help audiences relate to the 

characters 
 
Unit 3: Self-Representation and Self-hatred: A disappearing American Jewish identity 

1.) Jews, too can be anti-Semitic, and when they are, what surfaces is a latent insecurity that 
arises from the humiliation of centuries of oppression. 

2.) Jews have often had confusing and conflicting feelings about what it means to be both a 
Jew and an American, that have lead to extreme efforts to fit into American culture in a 
variety of ways. 

3.) Self hatred can develop when one’s sense of self and ethnic identity is not clearly 
understood or developed and as one tries to find one’s place in the larger American 
society 

 
Unit 4: The Vanishing American Jew? 

1.) Assimilation creates anxiety across multiple generations that are increasingly unanchored 
from any sense of cohesive identity. 

2.) The change of Jews as “other” to “majority”/“white” in American society generated an 
identity crisis, for Jews as Jews and as Americans and it continues to drive us to 
reconstruct what it means to be an American Jew. 

 
Unit 5: Documenting Jewish Identity 

1.) The change of Jews as “other” to “majority”/“white” in American society generated an 
identity crisis, for Jews as Jews and as Americans and it continues to drive us to 
reconstruct what it means to be an American Jew. 

2.) Identities are both culturally constructed and historically embedded. 
3.) The way that “Others” (non-Jewish Americans) view us as American Jews affects the 

formation of Jewish identities. 

iv | P a g e  
 



Curricular Goals
1.) To provide students with an understanding that Jewish Identity is constantly evolving and 

adapting to and becoming part of the larger American society. 
2.) To provide students with an understanding that as Jews in America, we are not only open 

to, but we are also susceptible to the effects of stereotype and hatred, and that has, no 
matter how negative, had part in shaping our identity in the United States. 

3.) To give students a foundation in the beginning to think about how they fit into American 
culture as a Jew. 

 
Objectives: At the end of this lesson, students will be able to

1.) Explain how Jewish identity has been constructed in the United States. 
2.) Give examples of different factors in identity construction from movies, television shows, 

drama, photography and magazines. 
3.) Analyze different modes of popular culture to determine how the actors, authors, 

directors, producers, photographers, etc. have tried to face the question of what it means 
to be Jewish in America. 

4.) Reflect on how the students see themselves as Jews living in America. 
5.) Integrate their own thoughts and feelings about what it means to be a Jew in America 

with the texts that were learned. 
 
Expressive Outcomes
There will be three major components of assessment and reflection. The first mode of reflection 
will be the student journals. In the majority of the lessons, students will answer prompts dealing 
with that day’s topic. Inspired by the movie Freedom Writers you should assure your students 
that everything they write in their journals is personal, and you will not read them unless you are 
asked to. 
 
The second mode of reflection will be a class blog. Students will post posters, movie reviews, 
reflections and other writing samples on the blog that are relevant to the topic of Jewish 
American Identity. If there are other things, such as photographs they take during the year, 
commentary on any movies, music, television shows, etc that they have seen outside of class, but 
are relevant, they should feel free to add them to the blog. 
 
The third mode of reflection is creating a class documentary answering the question “What does 
it mean to be a Jew in America in the twenty-first century?” The class will be divided up into 
groups of 4 to 5 to work on different segments of the documentary. They will film segments on 
subjects covered in class, such as identity construction, stereotyping, self-hatred, the evolution of 
American identity in America, where American Jewish identity is heading, as well as their own 
reflections on the subject. Students will use both “primary” footage (that is, footage that they 
have filmed themselves) and “secondary” footage (clips from movies/television shows, magazine 
and newspaper articles).  
 
After the documentary is finished, students will invite parents, family members, friends, clergy, 
other classes and other members of the community to attend a premier of their documentary. 
Each group will present their process, and afterwards there should be time allowed for questions 
and answers. 
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Dear Teacher, 

I, like many of our teenagers, am a couch potato. I love movies, television, reading , and 
perusing the latest magazines. What I began to notice through all of my watching and perusing is 
that Jews are everywhere. They are in sitcoms, dramas, they are in the news, they make the news, 
they are even on soap operas now (and I don’t just mean the O.C.). Jews have pervaded 
American popular culture. 

But the Jews we knew from years gone by, the Rachel Greene’s and the Jerry Seinfelds, have 
moved over for a different kind of Jew. We see Jews facing tougher issues regarding their own 
Judaism: issues such as intermarriage, Christian-Judeo relationships, and most shocking and 
most important…their Jewish identity. 

In this curriculum guide I attempt to look at the idea of changing Jewish identity through this 
lens that we are all so familiar with. But media is not only a mirror in this case, reflecting (or 
even distorting) our own image, but rather, it also plays a role in how and why our identity is 
changing. We always read in the news, or hear on television how young girls and boys are overly 
influenced by the images they see in magazines and in the movies. Body image, gender and 
sexuality issues, clothes, and more are all influenced by what they (and we) see on TV and in the 
magazines. Jewish identity isn’t any different. Images of the stereotypical Jew can be funny and 
comforting, but they can also be harmful to our sense of self-worth. It is these issues that will be 
dealt with. 

I have given you a lot of material here. You may not get through it all. Many of the lessons I 
have created can take multiple class periods, especially the ones which involve watching movie 
and television clips. I have not specified how much of a given show you should watch, and rarely 
have I specified which scenes. I leave that to your discretion. Make sure that you preview each 
film or TV show before you show it to your class. Although there are a few instances where you 
will be unable to avoid showing your students strong content, you will be better prepared for 
their reactions if you are aware of what is coming. 

One more important note: Some of these works use strong language and deal with strong issues. 
I don’t believe that any of it is superfluous or for shock value. While this class is geared toward  
high school seniors (who will all presumably be over the age of 17), I am providing you with a 
template of a parent letter and “permission” slip for the students to sign with their parents. This is 
a courtesy to the parents, and to ensure them that the film their children are watching has a 
purpose. 

       Jordan Magidson 
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Unit 1: Defining Jewish Identity: Are 
we American Jews or Jewish 
Americans? 
 
Understandings 

1.) American Jewish identity is continuously evolving and changing. 
2.) American Jewish identity has, at least, been partly constructed through popular culture 

 
Goals 

1.) To help students understand the ways in which American Jewish identity has been 
constructed. 

2.) To help students understand the ways in which popular culture has played a role in 
constructing our group identity. 

3.) To help students think about the positive and negative factors that go into identity 
construction. 

 

Essential Questions 
1.) What is identity? 
2.) How is identity constructed? 
3.) How is American Jewish identity different from Jewish American identity? 
4.) What effect has popular media had on American Jewish identity? 
5.) How does larger group identity affect our personal identity? 

Unit Overview 
Lesson 1: What is identity? What ‘goes into’ ones’ identity? 
Lesson 2: What is American Jewish identity? 
Lesson 3: Jewish American identity vs. American Jewish identity—is there a difference? 
Lesson 4: Stars of David—How American Jewish identity plays a role in popular culture? 
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Lesson 1: What is identity? What ‘goes into’ ones’ identity? 
 
Objectives: At the end of this lesson, students will be able to 

1.) Define identity 
2.) List different factors that help construct identity 
3.) Create an identity map to help students determine constructs of their own identity 

 
Materials 

• Flip chart 
• Writing materials 
• Student journals 

 
Activity 
Write "identity" on the board and ask the students to brainstorm its meanings. Ask each student 
to create an "Identity Map" which depicts all the components that make up their own identity, 
including the varied roles they play. Show students how to create their maps by putting a circle 
on the board and writing "Me" in the center. Then, draw lines out from the circle and write words 
such as "loyal," "artist," "daughter," etc.  
 
Divide the class into small groups and ask students to share their maps with each other. Ask them 
to discuss the following questions:  

1.) What 3 words would you choose which you believe best describe yourself?  
2.) Why do those words accurately describe you?  
3.) What 3 words would your family or friends use to describe you?  
4.) How accurate are others’ descriptions of you?  
5.) Did being Jewish play a role into your identity? If not, why not? If so, how much of a 

role does Judaism play into your identity? 
 
Journal entry 
Explain to students that this year they will be keeping journals where they can write reflections 
and thoughts on the topics that will be discussed and learned throughout the year. For the most 
part, their journals will be private. Let them know that you will be happy and honored to read 
their journals, but you will never do so without being invited to first, unless you explicitly tell 
them so first.  
 
For their first journal entry, students will answer the following prompt: What does it mean to 
“construct” identity? What factors have helped construct my identity? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

NOTE TO TEACHER: You may want to explain to the class the set up for the rest of the 
course. After Unit 1, the topics center on subjects of stereotyping, self-hate and the 
fate of American Jewry. The rest of the lessons will be centered on television/movies, 
and Jewish portrayal in popular culture.  

 
 
 

2 | P a g e  
 



Lesson 2: What is American Jewish identity? 
 
Objectives: At the end of this lesson, students will be able to 

1.) Define American Jewish Identity 
2.) Identify different factors that have helped construct American Jewish identity? 

 
Materials 

• Chart paper 
• Writing materials 
• Jewish Identity in America by Abraham Fox  

 
Activity 1  
Distribute 10 or more post-its to each student. Ask students to write the following: 

• At least 3 religious components that make up Jewish identity 
• At least 3 cultural components that make up Jewish identity 
• A least 3 ethnic components that make-up Jewish identity. 

Assign each factor a different space in the classroom, and as students finish this task, ask them to 
post their post-its in its designated space. (For example, all religious components will be posted 
on the board, and so on.) 

 
Divide class into three groups. Assign each group to one set of post-its.  Ask each group to 
categorize the post-its, at first silently. They can then discuss their final decisions and name each 
group. Each group should discuss the following: 

• Is there much variety? 
• Are any of these components specific to American Jewry? 
• If so, what makes them specific components of American Jewry? 
• Are there any components that are not listed here that you would add? 

 
Bring the class back together for a class discussion. Focus on the last two questions. 
 
Activity 2 
Distribute copies of Jewish Identity in America by Abraham Fox. Either ask students to read 
article quietly or read article as a class. 
 Discussion 

1.) What is the article about? 
2.) Do you agree with Yair Sheleg’s stance? 
3.) Does Sheleg have the right to judge American Jewry? 
4.) What do you think are the biggest issues facing American Jewry? 

 
Journal entry 
Students may either answer question 4, or respond to the following prompt: What is my Jewish 
identity? What influences how I see myself as a Jew? 
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Lesson 3: Jewish American identity vs. American Jewish identity—is there a    
difference? 
 
Objectives: At the end of this lesson, students will be able to 

1.) Differentiate between Jewish American identity and American Jewish identity 
2.) Examine Jewish identity in America through photography  
3.) Gain insight into American Jewish identity.  

Materials 
• Jews America: A Representation Photographs by Frederic C. Brenner 
• Shalom Y’all Photographs by Bill Aron 
• The Jewish Identity Project: New American Photography 
• Art criticism protocol 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

NOTE TO TEACHER: The question that we are asking our students to both ask and answer in this lesson 
is whether or not there is a difference between Jewish American Identity and American Jewish 
Identity, as well as whether this distinction affects the way that we view ourselves as Americans and 
Jews in the United States. An American Jew is defined as a person who identifies themselves as 
Jewish first, and then as an American. In other words, the “Jew” in American Jew is the noun while 
the “American” is the adjective. A Jewish American therefore would identify themselves first as an 
American, and then as a Jew. Both viewpoints are valid, and perhaps they are fluid, and one’s 

Journal entry: (5 minutes) 
Write the following quote by Pablo Picasso on the board: My mother said to me, "If you become 
a soldier, you'll be a general; if you become a monk, you'll end up as the Pope. Instead, I became 
a painter and wound up as Picasso.”  
 
Although this quote is obviously about personal identity, ask the students to think about what one 
can discover about identity through art. Can they identify things that have happened to them or 
activities they participated in which helped them learn more about themselves? Can they think of 
any examples of things that have happened to Jewish Americans that helped Jews find their place 
in America? 
 
Activity 1 (35 minutes) 
Now that students have thought about the connection between art and identity, they'll look at two 
photographs that deal with identity. Begin by modeling the process of photography analysis with 
the class as a whole. Later, students will repeat this process using a photo of their own choosing. 
Choose a photo from among the photographs by Bill Aron, Frederic Brenner or the Jewish 
Identity Project. Before you begin, explain that both Aron and Brenner, as well as the Jewish 
Identity Project sought to document the lives of American Jews, capturing aspects of their lives 
that make them both Jewish and American. In this activity, they will be looking to determine 
which plays a greater role in the subjects’ lives, their Judaism or their Americanism.  

1.) What is the subject of this photograph?  
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2.) What is the photographer's perspective? How close is the photographer to the subject? 
Are you looking down at the subject? Up?  

3.) Is the subject clear or blurry? What do you think is the intention behind the 
photographer’s choice? 

4.) Besides the subject of the photo, what other objects appear in the picture? Are these 
objects natural or man-made? How is the subject interacting with these objects?  

5.) Is the photograph dark or light, or both? Is it naturally lit, or did the photographer use 
artificial light?  

6.) What do you think the photographer is saying about herself in this picture? What do you 
see in the picture that supports your opinion?  

7.) What do you think the photographer is trying to convey about the subject? What do you 
see that supports your opinion? 

8.) Is this a photo of an American Jew or a Jewish American? What do you see in the 
photograph to support your opinion? 

9.) How does the photograph make you feel?  
10.) Do you like or dislike it? Why?  

 
Divide the class into groups of 3 or 4, and they will try out the analysis on their own. Provide 
them with a variety of different photographs from the three photographers. They should answer 
the analysis questions from the previous step. Distribute copies of the analysis protocol to each 
group.  
 
Presentations (20 minutes) 
Each group will present their work to the class. Compare and discuss the different answers to 
question #8.  
 
 Discussion 

1.) Describe the difference between the two identities?  
2.) What were their criteria for determining which pictures represented American Jews and 

which represented Jewish Americans?  
3.) Ask if anyone feels comfortable sharing with the class which group they fall into, and 

why. 
 
Homework 
Ask students to photograph their lives during the next week, focusing on the aspects of their lives 
that represent the aspects of their lives that truly make up their identity. Stress the importance of 
bringing in the photographs when you next meet, because they will be needed for the activity.  
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Photography Analysis Protocol 
 
Directions: In your group, choose one photograph from the collection provided to you. 
Study the photograph and answer the following questions as a group. 

1.) What is the subject of this photograph?  
 
 
 

2.) What is the photographer's perspective? How close is the photographer to the subject? 
Are you looking down at the subject? Up?  

 
 
 

3.) Is the subject clear or blurry? What do you think is the intention behind the 
photographer’s choice? 

 
 
 

4.) Besides the subject of the photo, what other objects appear in the picture? Are these 
objects natural or man-made? How is the subject interacting with these objects?  

 
 
 
 

5.) Is the photograph dark or light, or both? Is it naturally lit, or did the photographer use 
artificial light?  

 
 
 
 

6.) What do you think the photographer is saying about herself in this picture? What do you 
see in the picture that supports your opinion?  

 
 
 

7.) What do you think the photographer is trying to convey about the subject? What do you 
see that supports your opinion? 

 
 
 

8.) Is this a photo of an American Jew or a Jewish American? What do you see in the 
photograph to support your opinion? 

 
 
 

9.) How does the photograph make you feel?  
 
 
 

10.) Do you like or dislike it? Why?  



Lesson 4: Stars of David—How American Jewish identity plays a role in 
popular culture? 

 
Objectives: At the end of this lesson, students will be able to 

1.) Evaluate how Judaism plays an important role in the lives of American Jews 
2.) Connect how Judaism bridges one’s personal identity to the larger group identity. 

 
Materials 

• Excerpts from  
o I am Jewish: Personal Reflection Inspired by the Last Words of Daniel Pearl 

edited by Judea and Ruth Pearl 
o Stars of David: Prominent Stars Talk About Being Jewish by Abigail Pogrebin 

• Photographs from homework assignment 
• Poster board 
• Other art supplies 
• Writing supplies 
• Student Journals 

 
Activity 1 
Divide class into groups of three to five. Distribute a different excerpt from either I am Jewish 
and/or Stars of David dealing with the idea of Jewish identity, or what it means to be Jewish to 
them. 
 Excerpts from 

• Steven Spielberg (Stars of David) 
• Larry King (I Am Jewish) 
• Sarah Silverman (I Am Jewish) 
• Shia LeBoeuf (I Am Jewish) 
• Natalie Portman (Stars of David) 
• Jeremy Pivens (Stars of David) 

In groups, students should read their excerpt. After reading the text, groups should discuss how 
Jewish identity plays a role in the lives of the personality they were given. They should also 
discuss how the person’s Jewish identity was constructed or fostered, and how they exhibit their 
Jewish identity today. 
 
Once they have discussed their excerpt, groups should prepare a short presentation of their 
findings for the class. Presentations can take the form of a short skit, a summary of what they 
read and their discussion, a poem, a dance, etc. 
 
Journal entry 
Have students answer the following prompt: “I am Jewish because/when…”. While this may 
remain private, encourage the students to write something that can be used for their next activity. 
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Activity 2 
Explain to students that one of the projects that they will be working on during the year is a class 
blog. This blog will contain art work, movie reviews, their own reflections, etc. Their first post 
will be Jewish Identity posters. Their posters should be collages illustrating the notion of 
American Jewish identity. They will include: 

• The photographs they took during the previous week. 
• Either their “I am Jewish” statements, or short cited excerpts from I am Jewish or 

Stars of David 
• Drawings 
• Pictures/Quotes from Jewish magazines 
• Anything else. The posters should remain fairly flat so that they can easily be 

scanned. 
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Resources 
 
Lesson 1 
Foxman, Abraham H. “Jewish Identity in America.”Haaretz. July 27, 2007. 
 
Lesson 3 
Aron, Bill. Shalom Y’all. Chapel Hill: Algonquin Books of Chapel Hill, 2002.  
 
Brenner, Frederic. Jews/America/A Representation. New York: Harry N. Abrams, 
Inc., Publishing, 1996. 
 
Chevlowe, Susan. The Jewish Identity Project: New American Photography. Los 
Angeles: The Jewish Museum, 2003. 
 
Lesson 4 
Pogrebin, Abigail. Stars of David: Prominent Stars Talk About Being Jewish. New 
York: Broadway Books, 2005. 
 
I am Jewish: Personal Reflection Inspired by the Last Words of Daniel Pearl edited 
by Judea and Ruth Pearl. Woodstock, VT: Jewish Lights Publishing, 2004. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

9 | P a g e  
 



Unit 2: Jewish Stereotypes at Work 
 
Understandings 

1.) The way that “Others” (non-Jewish Americans) view us as American Jews affects the 
formation of Jewish identities. 

2.) Stereotypes are prevalent in our everyday lives and affect our perceptions of people. 
3.) Stereotypes are used in movies to move the story along and to help audiences relate to the 

characters 
 

Goals 
1.) To provide students with the opportunity to begin thinking about how they define the 

traits that make them Jewish and where these characteristics come from. 
2.) To offer students a space to confront stereotypes made about Jews. 

 
Essential Questions 

1.) What is a stereotype? 
2.) Where do stereotypes come from? 
3.) What stereotypes are there about Jews? 
4.) Are the stereotypes about Jews true?  
5.) Do you think that people think of Jews differently because of these stereotypes? 
6.) Do you think that Jews think about other Jews differently because of stereotypes? 

 
Unit Overview 
Lesson 1: The Psychology of stereotypes: What is a stereotype? Why do people stereotype? 
Lesson 2: What role does the media/popular culture play in transmitting stereotypes? 
Lesson 3: What are the Jewish stereotypes? 
Lesson 4: The Jewish American Princess: Does she still exist? 
Lesson 5: The Jewish Mother: Is she really that overbearing? 
Lesson 6: The Jewish Man: Are they all doctors, lawyers or executives? 
Lesson 7: How do stereotypes really work? 
Lesson 8: Are we all just stereotypes of ourselves? 
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Lesson 1: The Psychology of stereotypes: What is a stereotype? Why do people 
stereotype? 
 
Objectives: At the end of this lesson, students will be able to 

1.) Create their own definition of what a stereotype is 
2.) Explain why people stereotype  
3.) Identify common stereotypes they hold 
4.) Analyze how commonly held stereotypes shape their perceptions of others 

 
Materials 

• The Psychology of Stereotypes by John Stossel and Kristina Kendall 
• Where Bias Begins: The truth about stereotypes by Annie Murphy Paul 
• Butcher paper 
• Markers 

 
Activity 1 
Ask students to complete the following form. They should not put their names on their papers. : 

a. What I know about Mexicans: 
b. What I know about African Americans: 
c. What I know about Asians 
 

Collect papers and redistribute them (the goal here is that each student receives a different 
person’s paper). Ask students to read them aloud. Record the stereotypes on the board.  

Discussion: 
1. Are these stereotypes true of all African Americans, Mexicans, and Asians? 
2. Do they accurately describe some? If so, can you generalize to include all people? 

Why not? 
3. How do assumptions made about a group affect your behavior toward others? 

 
Activity 2 
Divide students into two groups. Give group one the article The Psychology of Stereotypes and 
give group two the article Where Bias Begins: The truth about stereotypes. In their groups 
students will read their articles and discuss the following questions: 

1.) How do stereotypes develop? 
2.) Why do people stereotype? 
3.) What was the most surprising part of the article? 
4.) Do you believe that stereotypes play such a large role in our lives? 

Place students into pairs, with one person from each group. Ask students to summarize their 
article for their partner. Ask them to consider the following questions: 

1.) Were there any similarities between the two articles? What were they? What were 
any differences between the articles? 

2.) How has reading these articles made you more aware of the way you stereotype 
others? 

3.) What are some ways in which we can prevent ourselves and others from stereotyping 
others? 
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Conclusion 
Now ask students to help define the word “stereotype.” Explain that when we make assumptions 
about an entire group of people, those assumptions are referred to as stereotypes. When 
assumptions and stereotypes influence our attitudes, we may find that making a fair judgment 
about an individual or something is difficult. This influence on judgment is called a “bias.” 
Take another look at the adjectives recorded and hold a class discussion around the following 
questions: Do these adjectives describe stereotypes? How can they be unfair or hurtful? 
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Lesson 2: What role does the media/popular culture play in transmitting 
stereotypes? 
 
Objectives: At the end of this lesson, students will be able to 

1.) Assess the dangers of stereotyping 
2.) Evaluate the media’s role in conveying and creating stereotypes 
3.) Determine how much of their own perceptions have been shaped by popular culture 

 
Materials 
• Student journals 
• Vogue April 2008 cover 
• Clips of one or more of the following: 

o Dawson’s Creek 
o 10 Things I Hate About You 
o  Mean Girls 
o Clueless 

• Movie clips 
o Blondes (suggestions: Legally Blonde) 
o African American (Suggestions: “The Boondocks”, Star Wars: Phantom Menace—

Jar Jar Binks) 
o Arabs: (Suggestions: Star Wars: Phantom Menace—Watto, American Dreamz) 
o Italian: (Suggestions: The Sopranos) 
o LGBT: (Suggestion: Sex and the City, The Birdcage, Kissing Jessica Stein) 

• Articles 
o Blondes: She’s Having a Blonde Moment by Karen Thomas 
o African Americans: Spike Lee slams “same old” black stereotypes in today’s films by 

Susan Gonzales 
o Arabs: Arabs in Hollywood: An Undeserved Image by Scott J. Simon 
o Italian: Italian American from Wikipedia.org 
o LGBT: Dishy Delight: Steven Cojocaru, A Glamour Boy in TV’s Post-Gay Embrace 

• Teacher/Student stereotypes chart 
• Laptops, television/dvd players, personal DVD players, projectors 
• Stereotype tracking chart 
 
Introduction  
Hold up the cover of Vogue magazine’s April 2008 cover (Lebron James and Gisele Bundchen) 

Discussion:  
1.) Tell me about the people in this picture. 
2.) What message does this picture convey? 
3.) How does this picture portray African American men and White women? 
4.) How are perceptions of different races and genders affected by mass media? 
5.) Can you think of any movies, television shows or magazines you have seen recently 

that utilize stereotypes? Do you think that that use of stereotypes in mass media can 
be harmful or beneficial? Why or why not? 
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Activity 1 
Ask students to brainstorm television shows and movies that feature teachers and students. List 
their answers on the board. Show one or more clips from the following films/shows: Clueless, 
Dawson’s Creek, 10 Things I Hate About You, Miss Guided, Mean Girls.  Distribute the 
Teacher/Student Stereotypes chart and give students twenty minutes to complete the chart and 
write a brief overview. Once students have completed their charts, take up their answers as a 
class. Ask students to brainstorm the issues that are encountered by characters in the school-
based television programs they watch. Do these issues reflect their own lives? Of the clips that 
students have watched, which do they believe most accurately represent teachers and students, 
and which least accurately represents the lives of teachers and students? Why? 
 
Activity 2 
Divide students into 5 groups. Each group will be given a different group: African-Americans, 
Arabs, Italians, Blondes, LGBT. Other stereotypes may be used. Each group will also receive the 
Wikipedia article, a news article and a movie corresponding with their stereotype. Groups should 
read their articles and watch clips from the movies. 

Discuss: 
1.) How accurately does this movie (or movies) represent the group you are studying? 
2.) Does the portrayal of the group conflict or support your previous understanding of 

them? 
3.) How much affect has this movie and other movies like this had on society’s 

perception of this group? 
4.) Can you think of any movies, television shows or other forms of popular media that 

conflict with this portrayal? 
Students will then present the common stereotypes of their group, as well as how the movie they 
viewed propagated those views and their answers to the discussion questions to the rest of the 
class. If there is time they may wish to create a “movie poster” or write a movie review to be 
included in their presentation which argues against the propagation of their stereotype. 
 
Conclusion 
Have students answer in their journal: Have you ever made a snap judgment about someone 
based on a stereotype? Where did you learn this stereotype? Would you change your 
behavior/thoughts in the future? 
 
Homework 
Distribute the chart labeled “Mass Media Stereotyping Survey”. During the following week, ask 
students to keep a record of any examples of popular media they see (movies, television shows, 
magazines, music, music videos, etc.) that stereotype based on race, religion, ethnicity, gender, 
sexual orientation and so on. For each example that they observe, they should fill out the chart 
accordingly. Students should bring the chart with them to the next class. 
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Portrayal of Students and Teachers in Movies and Television 
1.) What are some of the generalizations made about students and teachers? 

Male Teachers Female Teachers Male Students Female Students 
“Popular” Teachers 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2.) Most of these movies/shows come from the late twentieth century and early twenty-first 
century. Do you think the stereotypes of teenagers and teachers have changed at all? 

 

“Popular” Teachers 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“Popular” Students 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“Popular” Students 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“Unpopular” Teachers 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

“Unpopular” Teachers 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“Unpopular” Students “Unpopular” Students 
  
 
 
 

 
 
 

  
  
  

   
   

   
   

3.) What are the important issues faced by teenagers according to the entertainment industry? Do 
you agree? Why or why not? 

4.) Which of these clips most accurately portray teachers and students? Which least accurately 
portray students and teachers? Why? 

5.) What messages about students/teachers/school do these stereotypes convey? 
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Lesson 3: What are the Jewish stereotypes? 
 
Objectives: At the end of this lesson, students will be able to 

1.) Identify Jewish stereotypes 
2.) Explore ways in which Jewish stereotypes are portrayed in popular culture 

 
Materials 

• Flip chart 
• Markers 

 
Introduction (10-15 min) 
Ask students to share their findings from their week long survey of popular culture in their lives.  

1.) Was any particular race, gender, religion, or sexual orientation stereotyped the most? 
Why do you think that this group targeted the most? 

2.) Was there a genre of popular culture that tended to utilize stereotypes more often than 
others? Why do you think that this genre used stereotypes more? 

3.) How did this assignment make you more aware of stereotyping in mass media? 
4.) Were you surprised by the amount of stereotyping you witnessed? 
5.) Why do you think writers, directors, producers and so utilize stereotyping? Are there 

other ways to convey these things (character development, story development) without 
stereotyping? 
 

Lesson (30-35 min) 
Ask students to name three to five different “Jewish groups” (this could be 

denominations such as Orthodox, Reform, Reconstructionist etc., but it can also include—or 
perhaps even should focus on the stereotypical Jewish groups such as Nice Jewish Boy, Jewish 
Mother, Jewish American Princess, Hollywood executive, Lawyer/Doctor, Neurotic Jewish 
male/female). 

Prepare five large sheets of paper (flip chart paper). At the top of each sheet, write the 
name of one of the groups that the students named. 

Divide the class into five groups and supply each student in the class with a marker. 
Give each group one of the five sheets of paper. Ask them to list as many stereotypes that are 
commonly used to describe the category of people written at the top of paper. Give students three 
minutes to complete the exercise. Emphasize that students should list stereotypes that they have 
heard, not ones that they necessarily believe to be true. 

When they are finished, rotate the sheets of paper between groups so that each group 
works on a new sheet. Have them add any unlisted stereotype adjectives. Rotate every three 
minutes until every group has worked on every sheet. 

Post the sheets in class where everyone can see them and give students five minutes to 
read the sheets. 
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Discussion 
1.) How do the stereotypes recorded by the class make you feel?  
2.) What do you notice about the stereotypes listed? Be aware that the students may 

have listed good and bad adjectives, many stereotypes for different groups, or the 
same stereotypes for different groups.  

3.) Where have you seen these stereotypes portrayed? Television programs, movies, 
magazines, books?  

4.) How are some of the Jewish stereotypes positive? How can even these positive 
stereotypes have a negative effect? 

5.) How do these media stereotypes of Jews affect the way that Jews perceive Jews? 
What about the way non-Jews perceive Jews? 

6.) Do you think that other people treat Jews differently because of Jewish 
stereotypes? 

 
Journal entry (10-15 min) 
Ask students to answer the following prompt in their journals: Think of a time when someone 
has stereotyped you because you are Jewish? How did it make you feel? Where do you think 
they got these perceptions of you? How did you respond? 
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Lesson 4: The Jewish American Princess: Does she still exist? 
 
Objectives: At the end of this lesson, students will be able to 

1.) Define the Jewish American Princess 
2.) Explain how the concept of the Jewish American Princess effects the way that non-Jews 

and Jews view Jewish women 
 
Materials 

• The Return of the JAP by Alana Newhouse 
• Peering Behind the JAP Label by Jessica Cone 
• Princess Bitch: The Public Perception of the Aligned by Jill Gregory 
• Jewish American Princess (Documentary) by Ian and Jacqueline Davis 
• Laptops, television/dvd players, personal DVD players, projector 
• Student journals 

 
Journal entry 
Students will answer the following question in their journals: Write about an experience when 
you were called a JAP. Why do you think you were called a JAP? How did it make you feel? If 
you could respond to that person right now, what would say to them? If you have never been 
called a JAP, write about an experience when you called someone a JAP, or even thought to 
yourself that another person was a JAP. Why did you think that person was a JAP? What do you 
think that person would like to say to you? 
 
Activity 1 
Divide class into three groups. Supply each group with one article. Students will read story 
assigned to their group. Consider the following questions: 

1.) What is a JAP according to the article? 
2.) How is the term JAP anti-Semitic? 
3.) How is the notion of the JAP a myth? 
4.) What does it mean to reclaim the notion of being a JAP? 

Hold a panel discussion about the topic of “What is a JAP?  What does it mean for a American 
Jewish woman to be called a JAP?” Ask each group to choose one member to act as a 
representative on the panel discussion. As the teacher, you will be the moderator/questioner. 
Those students who are in the audience may also ask questions. Ask students the following 
questions: 

1.) Who is a “JAP”? What makes someone a JAP? 
2.) When did the notion of “JAP” develop? 
3.) How has the “JAP” changed over the years? 
4.) What is the new image of the JAP? 
5.) Is it okay to consider yourself a JAP? Has the term been reclaimed? 
6.) Does calling a woman a “JAP”—even as Jew—send a bad message to both Jews and 

non-Jews alike? 
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Activity 2 
Show the documentary Jewish American Princess. During the movie students should take notes 
on the main “characters”, the aim of the movie, any scenes they think are worth mentioning 
(funny, upsetting, ironic, sentimental), as well as their impressions on the documentary. 
 
The students will then write a review of the movie. In order to write a movie review, they will 
need to include the following information: They need to include the name of the movie, who 
wrote it, the setting, the main characters, and a short summary of what happened in the movie. 
They also need to write how they felt about the movie and why they felt that way. 
The review will be posted on the class blog. 
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Lesson 5: The Jewish Mother: Is she really that overbearing? 
 
Objectives: At the end of this lesson, students will be able to 

1.) Define the “Jewish mother” 
2.) Explain how the Jewish mother stereotype affects the way that non-Jews and Jews 

perceive the Jewish woman. 
3.) Determine if there is a difference between the Jewish mother and the non-Jewish mother 
4.) Evaluate their own perceptions of the Jewish mother and determine where that perception 

came from. 
 

Materials 
• Media clips 

o Kissing Jessica Stein 
o New York Stories 
o Keeping Up with the Steins 
o Everybody Loves Raymond 

• Articles 
o What’s in a Stereotype from the Jewish Standard 
o Jewish Mother, R.I.P by Alana Newhouse 
o Battling Stereotypes of the Jewish Mother by Dr. Paula Hyman 

• Books 
o You Never Call! You Never Write! By Joyce Antler 
o The Yiddisher Mama by Marine Winston-Macaulay 
o 25 Questions for the Jewish Mother by Judy Gold 

• Laptops, television/dvd players, personal DVD players, projector 
• Student Journals 

 
Journal Entry 
Students will respond to the following prompt: Have you ever felt that your mother is 
overbearing? Does your mother ever lay on the guilt? Is you mother obsessed with you marrying 
a Jewish boy/girl? Write one funny, embarrassing, exasperating story about you and your 
mother, grandmother, aunt… 
 
Activity 1 
Show students clips from Kissing Jessica Stein (Choose any scene with Jessica and her mother, 
one suggestion is the scene at the beginning with Jessica, her mother and her grandmother at 
Yom Kippur services) and Keeping up with the Steins (choose any scene with the grandmother, 
perhaps one of the scenes planning the Bar Mitzvah, such as the meeting with Benjamin, 
Benjamin’s parents, the grandmother and the party planner or dinner with Benjamin, his parents, 
and his grandmother). 
 Discussion 

1.) How do movies and television shows tend to stereotype Jewish mothers? 
2.) What are some other stereotypes of the Jewish mother? 
3.) How do these stereotypes develop? 
4.) Are these stereotypes funny, offensive, a little of both? 

22 | P a g e  
 



5.) What message do these stereotypes convey about Jews to other Jews? What about 
non-Jews? 

Show students clips from Everybody Loves Raymond and New York Stories.  
 Discussion 

1.) What were some of the differences between the Jewish mothers and the non-Jewish 
mothers? 

2.) What are some of the similarities? 
3.) How has the Jewish mother stereotype pervaded larger society? 

 
Activity 2 
Divide students into three groups, these will be their expert groups. Distribute copies of What’s 
in a Stereotype? Jewish Mother R.I.P, and Battling the Stereotype of the Jewish Mother. Students 
will read the articles thoroughly. In their temporary "expert groups" will discuss the main points 
of their article and to rehearse the presentations they will make to their jigsaw group. Ask 
students to answer the following questions: 

1.) What are the characteristics of a Jewish mother? 
2.) How did the stereotype develop? How has it changed since “coming to America?” 
3.) Is there any truth behind the stereotype? 
4.) Are there any alternatives to this stereotype? 
5.) What are some of the contradictions of the Jewish mother stereotype? 
6.) How have movies and television publicized this stereotype? 
7.) How do the stereotypes of other minorities’ mothers compare with Jewish mothers? 
8.) What are the two kinds of Jewish mothers? 
9.) How does this stereotype make us as Jews feel? Is the Jewish mother stereotype as 

comfortable for us as Jews today? 
 

Place the students into jigsaw groups. Each jigsaw group should include at least one person from 
the expert group. Each “expert” will present her or his article to the group. Since many of the 
articles have similar themes, some of the answers may overlap; instruct students to focus on 
question 9. 
 
Activity 3 
Have students write a short 3 minute (2-3 pages) scene in a play, including scenic directions and 
dialogue, between a Jewish mother and her child. This scene should use humor and stereotyping 
to help tell their story. Students should also strive to integrate their dialogue into the action of the 
scene. Rather than have characters deliver speeches, for example, let them talk while they are 
moving or doing something that will add visual interest to the scene. If students need a prompt 
for their scene, provide them with jokes and excerpts from 25 Questions for a Jewish Mother. 
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Lesson 6: The Jewish Man: Are they all doctors, lawyers or executives? 
 
Objectives: At the end of this lesson, students will be able to 

1.) List the different stereotypes of the American Jewish male 
2.) Define the “nice Jewish boy” 
3.) Determine how the stereotype of the Jewish male affects how others treat Jew 

 
Materials 

• Film Clips 
o Portnoy’s Complaint 
o New York Stories or Annie Hall 
o Keeping the Faith 
o Keeping Up with the Steins 
o The O.C. 

• Laptops, television/dvd players, personal DVD players, projector 
• Jewish stereotype list 

 
Activity 1 
Write “Nice Jewish Boy” at the top of the flip chart paper and ask them to describe the 
characteristics of the “Nice Jewish Boy” and record student responses. (Note: Begin by directing 
the question to the boys. The girls can then be encouraged to respond. If the answers are slow to 
come, ask them to discuss the topic in pairs, then share with the class.) 
 Discussion 

1.) What does it mean to be a “Nice Jewish Boy? 
2.) Where does this stereotype come from? 
3.) How is this a positive stereotype of Jewish men? How is it a negative stereotype? 
4.) What are some other stereotypes of Jewish males? How might these stereotypes 

conflict with each other? 
5.) How does this compare to the stereotypes of Jewish females? 

 
Activity 2 
Distribute Jewish stereotype list to students. Explain to students that you will play 5 different 
clips from different movies and television shows. During each clip, students should check which 
Jewish male stereotype is portrayed in each clip. 
 Discussion 

1.) Which stereotype was the most prevalent in the clips shown? What message does that 
convey to America? 

2.) Why do you think that Jewish males in the movies prefer or are drawn to non-Jewish 
women? 

3.) Are the images that are portrayed of Jewish males positive or negative? How might 
Jewish men be portrayed more positively? 
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Jewish Stereotypes 

o Desire to amass wealth  
o Larger than average noses  

o Collusive, schemers  

o Communist revolutionaries  

o Lawyers, accountants, businessmen, bankers and Hollywood producers  

o Over-analytical, self-defeating and discontented  

o Above average natural comedic talent  

o Affinity for whining  

o "Controls" all aspects of the media  

o Commonly has brown curly hair and glasses  

o Annoying  

o Frugal  

o Wear yarmulkes  

o Ugly  

o Cheap  

o Cunning and attempting to control the world  

o Talented violinists/chess players  

o Associated with Jewish guilt  

o Hairy  

o Bad with tools  

o Eat Chinese food for dinner every Sunday night  
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Lesson 7: How do stereotypes really work? 
 
Objectives: At the end of this lesson, students will be able to 

1.) Recall major American Jewish stereotypes 
2.) Demonstrate how American Jewish stereotypes are used in mass media 
3.) Deduce the effects of mass media on American Jewish stereotypes 
4.) Create a movie/television show/documentary/etc. proposal featuring Jewish characters 
5.) Predict the affect of their proposal on American Jewish society and on larger society 

 
Materials 

• Paper 
• Pencils 
• Poster board 
• Markers/pastels/crayons/paint 

 
Activity 
Divide the class into four groups. Explain to students that they will take on the role of television 
producers who are creating a new movie/television show/documentary/etc. In order to sell their 
series to a network or movie studio, they must either create an outline of their series or a 
description/rationale of their movie or offer network/studio executives a "sneak peak" at a scene 
from an episode/movie. Their television show/movie can be a drama or a comedy. It can play on 
stereotypes, or it can attempt to counter stereotypes and offer a realistic portrayal of Jews.  
 
The Television show/movie proposal will contain the following: 

• An introductory page with the background to the plot, the desired target audience, the 
tone, and setting.  

• The goals of the show/movie  
• An overview of the main characters, including names, ages, photos and/or physical 

description, background, personality, and how his/her character fits into the overall plot. 
(The goal is to create a believable character that audiences will relate to.)  

• An episode guide of the first five episodes or the story ark for the movie. 
• In addition, students will create a script for a scene from one of their episodes or from 

their movie (no more than five minutes in length) which will be presented to the class.  
• Movie/Television show poster to illustrate your pitch 
• Using the information in the proposal and their poster, each group will pitch its proposal 

to the rest of the class, including performing their scene.  
• After each group presents, the class will ask questions and give suggestions to the groups 

 
Homework 
Ask students to watch one of the “Jewish” movies that we have viewed in class in full. Due to 
the large number of movies that are being released that feature/star Jewish characters, they can 
also be given the option of going to see a new movie. When they come to class next week, they 
should be prepared to write a movie review. (Note: Make sure that there will be a variety of 
movies viewed. If a group of students want to watch the same movie, just ensure that the whole 
class isn’t watching the same movie) 
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Lesson 8: Are all just stereotypes of ourselves? 
 
Objectives: At the end of this lesson students will be able to

1.) Define stereotype threat 
2.) Explain what stereotype threat is 
3.) Debate the reality of stereotype threat 
4.) Predict the affects of stereotype threat 
5.) Judge the ways in which stereotypes affect Jewish identity 

 
Materials 

• Steele discusses “Stereotype Threat” from The College Street Journal 
• Student journals 
• Writing materials 

 
Activity 1 
Distribute article Steele Discusses “Stereotype Threat”. Divide students into two groups. Each 
group will read the article. One group will then take the stance of agreeing with Steele, the 
second group will take the stance of disagreeing with Steele. Debate should conform to the 
following: 

• Affirmative position group presents 3 debate points with supporting examples. (3 
minutes)  

• Negative position group asks questions about the affirmative points. (1-2 minutes)  
• Negative position presents 3-4 debate points with supporting examples. (4 minutes)  
• Affirmative position cross-examines negative points. (1-2 minutes)  
• Affirmative position offers first rebuttal (2 minutes)  
• Negative position offers first rebuttal (3 minutes)  
• Affirmative position offers second rebuttal (1-2 minutes)  
 
Discussion after debate: 
1.) Did anyone disagree with the side you were one? What did you disagree with? 
2.) Can anyone think of any examples from other racial/religious groups that face 

stereotype threat? 
3.) Why is stereotype threat an issue? 

 
Activity 2 
Students will write a movie review on the movie they watched during the week. This review will 
be posted on the blog. Students should be given the option to write the movie reviews in groups, 
pairs or individually. The movie review should include: 

• Title, Director, Stars 
• Summary of movie 
• Critique 

• Their opinions 
• How Jewish stereotypes are used in this movie 
• Are these positive or negative stereotypes and what message does this film 

convey to society? 
• Is stereotype threat a factor? 

27 | P a g e  
 



Resources 
 

Lesson 1 
Kendall, Kristina and John Stossel. “The Psychology of Stereotypes”. ABC 
News.com. 15, September 2006.  
 
Paul, Annie Murphy. “Where Bias Begins: The truth about stereotypes.” 
PscyhologyToday.com. May/June 1998. www.psychologytoday.com. 2008. 
 
Lesson 2
10 Things I Hate About You. Dir. Gil Junger. DVD. Perfs. Heath Ledger, Julia Stiles, 
Joseph Gordon Levitt, Larissa Oleynik. 1998. Buena Vista Home Entertainment. 
1999. 
 
American Dreamz. Dir. Paul Wietz. DVD. Perfs. Hugh Grant, Mandy Moore, 
Dennis Quaid. 2006. Universal Studios. 2006. 
 
 The Birdcage. Dir. Mike Nichols. DVD. Perfs. Robin Williams, Nathan Lane, Gene 
Hackman. 1996. MGM Home Entertainment. 1997. 
 
“The Boondocks”. Cre. Aaron McGruder. DVD TV. Perfs. Regina King, John 
Witherspoon. 2005. Sony Pictures. 2006. 
 
Clueless. Dir. Amy Heckerling. DVD. Perfs. Alicia Silverstone, Paul Rudd, Stacey 
Dash, Brittany Murphy, Donald Faison. 1995. Paramount. 2005. 
 
Dawson’s Creek. Cre. Kevin Williamson. DVD TV. Perfs. James Van Der Beek, 
Joshua Jackson, Katie Holmes, Michelle Williams. 2002. Columbia. 2003. 
 
Gonzales, Susan. “Spike Lee slams “same old” black stereotypes in today’s films.” 
YALE Bulletin and Calendar. 2, March 2001: Volume 21, Number 21. 2008. 
 
“Italian American.” Wikipedia. May 2, 2008. www.wikipedia.org. 2008 
 
Kissing Jessica Stein. Dir. Charles Herman-Wurmfeld. DVD. Perfs. Jennifer 
Westfeldt, Heather Juergensen, Tovah Feldshuh. 2001. CBS/Fox Home Video. 
2002. 
 
Legally Blonde. Dir. Robert Luketic. DVD. Reese Witherspoon, Luke Wilson, Selma 
Blair. 2001. MGM. 2002. 
 
Mean Girls. Dir. Mike Waters. DVD. Perfs. Lindsay Lohan, Tina Fey, Rachel 
McAdams. 2004. Paramount. 2004. 

28 | P a g e  
 

http://www.psychologytoday.com/
http://www.wikipedia.org/


 
Sex and the City. Cre. Candace Bushnell. DVD TV. Perfs. Sarah Jessica Parker, 
Cynthia Nixon, Kristin Davis, Kim Catrrall. 1998. HBO Home Video. 2003. 
 
Simon, Scott J. “Arabs in Hollywood: An Undeserved Image.” Latent Image: A 
Student Journal of Film Criticism. Spring 1996. Emerson College. 
http://pages.emerson.edu/organizations/fas/latent_image/issues/1996-
04/arabs.htm. 2008. 
 
The Sopranos. Cre. David Chase. DVD TV. Perfs. James Gandolfini, Edie Falco, 
Jamie-Lynn Sigler. 1999. HBO Home Video. 2000. 
 
Star Wars: Phantom Menace. Dir. George Lucas.DVD. Perfs. Liam Neeson, Ewan 
MacGregor, Natalie Portman.  1999. Fox. 2005. 
 
Stuever, Hank. “Dishy Delight: Steven Cojocaru, A Glamour Boy in TV’s Post-Gay 
Embrace.” The Washington Post. 23, April 2003. Hank Stuever. 
www.hankstuever.com. 2008. 
 
Thomas, Karen. “She’s Having a Blonde Moment.” USA Today. 27, October 2003. 
www.usatoday.com. 2008. 
 
Lesson 4 
Coen, Jessica. “Peering Behind the JAP Label.” The Forward. 25, June 2005. BNet 
Business Network.  
http://findarticles.com/p/articles/mi_hb5087/is_200506/ai_n18473753. 2008. 
 
Gregory, Jill. “Princess Bitch: The Public Perception of the Aligned.” Generations. 
 
Jewish American Princess. Dir. Ian and Jacqueline Davis. DVD. 2006. LilyB 
Productions. 2006. 
 
Newhouse Alana “The Return of the JAP.” The Boston Globe. 13, March 2005. 
www.boston.com. 2008. 
  
Lesson 5 
Antler, Joyce. You Never Call! You Never Write! New York: Oxford University Press, 
2007. 
 
Berkman, Jacob. “All About Your Jewish Mother.” The Jewish Standard. 11 May 
2006. http://www.jstandard.com/articles/1050/1/-All-about-your-Jewish-mother. 
2008. 
 

29 | P a g e  
 

http://pages.emerson.edu/organizations/fas/latent_image/issues/1996-04/arabs.htm.%202008
http://pages.emerson.edu/organizations/fas/latent_image/issues/1996-04/arabs.htm.%202008
http://www.hankstuever.com/
http://www.usatoday.com/
http://findarticles.com/p/articles/mi_hb5087/is_200506/ai_n18473753.%202008
http://www.boston.com/
http://www.jstandard.com/articles/1050/1/-All-about-your-Jewish-mother


Everybody Loves Raymond. Cre. Philip Rosenthal. DVD TV. Perfs. Ray Romano, 
Patricia Heaton. 1999. Warner Home Video. 2004. 
 
Hyman, Dr. Paula. “Battling Stereotypes of the Jewish Mother.”  My Jewish 
Learning. 
http://www.myjewishlearning.com/daily_life/relationships/TO_Parent_Child/Jewi
sh_Mothers.htm.  2008  
 
Gold, Judy. 25 Questions for the Jewish Mother. New York: Hyperion, 2007.  
Keeping Up with the Steins. Dir. Scott Marshall. DVD. Perfs. Jeremy Piven, Jamie 
Gertz, Gary Marshall, Daryl Sabara. 2006. Disney. 2006. 
Newhouse Alana “Jewish Mother, R.I.P.” The Forward. 1 June 2007. 
www.theforward.com. 2008. 
 
New York Stories. Woody Allen and Francis Ford Coppola. DVD. Perfs. Woody 
Allen, Mia Farrow. 1989. Walt Disney Video. 2003. 
   
Winston-Macaulay, Marine The Yiddishe Mama. Kansas City: Andrew McMeel 
Publishing, 2007. 
  
Lesson 6 
Annie Hall. Dir. Woody Allen. DVD. Perfs. Wood Allen, Diane Keaton. 1977. MGM 
Home Video. 2000. 
 
Keeping the Faith. Dir. Edward Norton. DVD. Perfs. Edward Norton, Ben Stiller, 
Jenna Elfman. 2000. Buena Vista. 2000. 
 
The O.C. Cre. Josh Schwartz. DVD TV. Perfs. Peter Gallagher, Benjamin 
Mackenzie, Adam Brody, Rachel Bilson, Mischa Barton. 2003. Fox Home Video. 
2004. 
 
Portnoy’s Complaint. Dir. Ernest Lehman. DVD. Perfs. Richard Benjamin, Karen 
Black. 1972.  
 
Lesson 8 
 “Steele discusses “Stereotype Threat.” The College Street Journal. 24 September 
2004. http://www.mtholyoke.edu/offices/comm/csj/092404/steele.shtml. 2008
 
 
 
 
 

 

30 | P a g e  
 

http://www.myjewishlearning.com/daily_life/relationships/TO_Parent_Child/Jewish_Mothers.htm
http://www.myjewishlearning.com/daily_life/relationships/TO_Parent_Child/Jewish_Mothers.htm
http://www.theforward.com/
http://www.mtholyoke.edu/offices/comm/csj/092404/steele.shtml.%202008


Unit 3: Self‐Representation and Self‐
hatred: A disappearing American 
Jewish identity 
 
Unit Understandings 

1.) "Jews, too can be anti Semitic, and when they are, what surfaces is a latent insecurity that 
arises from the humiliation of centuries of oppression." From The Jewish American 
Princess and Other Myths: The Many faces of Self-hatred 

2.) Jews have often had confusing and conflicting feelings about what it means to be both a 
Jew and an American, that have lead to extreme efforts to fit into American culture in a 
variety of ways. 

3.) Self hatred can develop when one’s sense of self and ethnic identity is not clearly 
understood or developed and as one tries to find one’s place in the larger American 
society 
 

Goals 
1.) To help students consider and evaluate the different coping mechanisms used by Jews as 

a result of their minority status.   
2.) To provide students with an understanding of the effects of both the positive and negative 

stereotypes that are used to describe Jews and the impact these may have on a person’s 
self-esteem. 

3.) To make students aware of the threat of self-hatred and to provide them with techniques 
to deal with these feelings. 
 

 Essential Questions 
1.) What is anti-Semitism? 
2.) What is self-hatred? 
3.) How does self-hatred develop? 
4.) How do we identify self-hatred in ourselves or others? 
5.) Is Jewish humor healthy; when can it be an expression of self-hatred? 
6.) Can Jews speak differently to each other than to non-Jews? 
7.) In what way does American culture cause self-hatred among minorities? 
8.) How has Jewish self-hatred changed the face of Jewish identity in America? 
9.) Do we need to give up our Jewishness in order to be good Americans? 
10)  Has the need to be accepted changed our collective Jewish identity? 
11) Is changing our Jewish identity a symptom of self-hatred? 
12) Do we accept the negative things we hear about Jews?  
13) What is our own perception of what it means to be Jewish in America? Is our view a 

healthy view? 
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Overview of Unit: 
Lesson 1: What is self-hatred and why does it exist? 
Lesson 2: Jewish self-hatred 
Lesson 3: Jewish Jokes: Funny or harmful? 
Lesson 4: Hiding out in America 
Lesson 5: Going to the Extreme: Looking at Believer 
Lesson 6: Conclusion and review  
Lesson 1: What is Self Hatred? 
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Lesson 1: What is self‐hatred and why does it exist? 
 
Objectives: At the end of this lesson, students will be able to

1. Students will define self hatred and compare it to anti-Semitism. 
2. Students will explain how self-hatred develops 
3. Students will give examples of self-hatred 

 
Materials 

• Student’s journals 
• Article on Self-Hatred  
• Paper 

 
Set Induction 
Ask students to draw a self portrait of themselves in their journals. This drawing will be private 
therefore artistic abilities will not be an issue. Each student can draw their own portrait based 
either on what they see when the look in the mirror, or how they believe that others see them. 
While physical traits are certainly part of this self-portrait, explain to students that we want the 
whole person, and therefore should find ways to include personality traits, interests, and other 
important aspects of themselves into this self-portrait. 
 
Follow-up discussion questions to be discussed in pairs.  

1. How did you incorporate your personality into your self portrait? 
2. What Jewish issues were included in your self-portrait?  Were these positive or negative 

expressions?  Why? 
3. What was the most difficult thing about drawing your self-portrait? 
4. Was there one trait that you had a difficult time expressing? 
5. What traits did you include in your portrait?  What traits did you not include?  How did 

you make your decisions? 
6. Was this a comfortable or uncomfortable assignment? Why or why not? 

 
Activity 1 
Read the article “Self Hatred and Borderline Personality Disorder”. Depending on the size of the 
class the students may read this article together or divided into groups. 

Discussion Questions 
1.) Why and how does self-hatred develop?  
2.) What are some common examples of behaviors that suggest feelings of self-hatred? 
3.) Are minorities more likely to feel self-hatred?  Why or why not? 
4.) What are examples of minority self-hatred? What are the differences between low 

self- esteem and self-hatred? 
5.) (This answer to question 5 should be answered privately in the students’ journals) 

Have you ever felt a sense of self-hatred? If yes, what was the experience and were 
you able to overcome it? Do you know anyone else that seems to experience self-
hatred?  
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Activity 2 
Students in their small groups should come up with a definition of self-hatred. Each individual 
group should share their definitions with the class. As a group, the class should agree on one 
definition of self-hatred. 
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Lesson 2: Jewish Self‐hatred 
 
Objectives: At the end of this lesson, students will be able to 

1. Students will be able to discuss why some Jews feel self-hatred 
2. Students will be able to give examples of different ways in which Jews exhibit self-hatred 
3. Students will be able to judge whether they have ever felt embarrassment about being 

Jewish 
 
Materials 

• Film clips 
o Dirty Dancing 
o Driving Miss Daisy 
o School Ties 

• Articles 
o Love, Hate and Jewish Identity  
o Kike Like Me 
o Introduction to The Wicked Son: Anti-Semitism, Self-Hatred and the Jews 
o Hate and Hypocrisy: What is behind the rare-but-reoccurring phenomena of 

Jewish anti-Semites? 
• Laptops, television/dvd players, personal DVD players, projector 
• Student Journals 
• Poster board 
• Paint/crayons/markers/etc…. 

 
Activity 1 
Watch clips of Dirty Dancing (any scene(s) contrasting the Jewish patrons vs. the non-Jewish 
workers), Driving Miss Daisy (Scene showing Jews holding lavish Christmas parties to fit in) 
and School Ties (Scene where character hides all of his Jewish paraphernalia). 
 Discussion  

1.) Did these Jewish characters exhibit feelings of self-hatred? If so, how? 
2.) If a person hides that he or she is Jewish, is that a form of self-hatred? 
3.) Has your view of self-hatred changed?  Why or why not?  
4.) What are examples of Jewish self-hatred 
5.) (Question 5 should be answered privately in journals. You may even wish to wait 

until the end of class to have students answer this question.) Have you ever been 
embarrassed to be a Jew? If so, what was the experience? If not, why do you think 
you have never experienced this? 
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Activity 2 
Class needs to be divided into four groups. Each group will be given an article and will need to 
do the following: 

a. Read the article and summarize the article 
a. List the theme of the article and two or three major arguments made by the 

author. 
b. Evaluation of the article 

a. Overall reactions to the article—agree or disagree with the article. Did 
anything make them uncomfortable? 

b. Was the entire group in agreement? If not, where did group members 
disagree? 

c. Create a poster for the article. If this article/excerpt was going to be turned into a 
movie or documentary, what would the movies poster look like? The poster can 
illustrate the themes, arguments or even the students’ reactions to the article through 
the use of color choice, tag line creation and so on). 

d. Presentation.  Each group will present their article to the rest of the class. This can be 
done in one of two ways: 1) each group will be given an equal amount of time to 
present their article to the entire class, or 2) separate class into four groups.  Include 
one member of each original group in the new group. This is referred to as a jig saw.  

 
Conclusion 
Conclude with a “whip around” – each student is asked to say one or two words describing their 
reactions to the day’s lesson. 
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Lesson 3: Jewish Humor—what’s funny and what’s just hateful 
 
Objectives 

1. Define what is funny and what is offensive to us  
2. Examine why humor is important for Jews 
3. Differentiate between jokes that are funny and jokes that are harmful 
4. Discuss when humor might be an expression of self-hatred 

 
 
Materials 

• Student Journals 
• Jewish Jokes printed on large white paper 
• Article Sarah Silverman: A Jewish comedian delivers bigotry with a smile.   
• Clips of Sarah Silverman (The Sarah Silverman Show, Jesus is Magic, or any stand-up) 
• Laptops, television/dvd players, personal DVD players, projector 

 
Set Induction (5-10 minutes) 
Ask students: “Who knows any good Jewish jokes?” Ask each student to state where they heard 
the joke before they share it with the class.  
Discussion 

1.) What made these jokes funny? 
2.) Did any of these jokes make you feel uncomfortable? Why? 
3.) Did the subject matter make a difference? Did the source make a difference? 
4.) Would you share these jokes with only your Jewish friends or would you also tell 

your non-Jewish friends these jokes? 
5.) Why do you think humor is important to the American Jewish community? 

 
Lecture briefly (5 minutes) 
Jewish humor has always been a part of American Judaism. In the middle part of the twentieth 
century, Jews on the East Coast often traveled to the Catskills, to family camps not so different 
from what we saw in Dirty Dancing where one of the nightly activities included comedy shows. 
Today, many of the comedians, sitcoms, and comedies that we watch on television or at the 
theater star or are about Jews. We are a pretty funny people. How many people here have sat 
around joking with their friends or family about how mom always nags? Or how grandma 
always tries to feed you? We joke about what’s in our lives, and I am not going say that that isn’t 
funny. Because it often is. But, there is a difference in joking with your friends about what it 
means to be Jewish and then trying to cover up a sense of inadequacy through humor. What we 
are going to today is try to tell the difference between being funny and using humor to assuage 
whatever sense of self-hatred we might feel.  
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Activity 1 (15-20 minutes) 
In this lesson we want to have the students differentiate between Jewish jokes that are humorous 
and Jewish jokes that are offensive and/or contain hateful themes. This lesson should not suggest 
that Jewish humor in general is a form of self-hatred.  On the contrary, there is much to be proud 
of regarding the long Jewish American tradition of humor.  It can also, act as a coping 
mechanism for dealing with uncomfortable situations.  However, students should recognize that 
some humor can be degrading and even hateful. We want the students to leave the class with a 
sense of pride about Jewish humor while recognizing that there can be a line between what is 
funny and what is obscene. 
 
There are several ways in which this activity can be completed 

1.) Create a series of Jewish humor Talmud pages. In the center of each large piece of paper 
the students should write a Jewish joke. Some pages should contain jokes that are 
offensive and others that are non-offensive. Ask the students to take turns reading each 
joke aloud. After doing this, pass each sheet around and have the students write 
comments about each joke on each piece of paper.  The students should ask the following 
questions: a.) is this a Jewish joke? Why or why not? b.) Is this joke offensive? Why or 
why not?  Commentary should include personal reactions and/or feelings to the jokes. In 
addition, they should respond to other students’ comments.  
 

2.) Concept Attainment. Divide students into small groups of two to four students per group. 
Provide each group with a concept attainment worksheet. (I have given you a worksheet 
with two columns, one for humorous Jewish jokes and one with offensive Jewish jokes, 
but you may want to add a third column that includes “questionable Jewish jokes” or 
“offensive but not hateful” jokes). Students will have to determine and list the theme of 
the jokes contained in each column. Have each group discuss the questions at the bottom 
the page. 

a. What are the differences between the jokes in each column? 
b. List your reactions to the jokes in each column? 
c. Would you share any of these jokes with your non-Jewish friends? 
d. Why do you think that Jews would repeat the jokes in column A? 

3.) Inductive thinking.  Have students work in groups of two to four students. Give each 
group 15-25 slips of paper, each with a Jewish joke on it (a mix of varying degrees of 
offensiveness). Have students put them into different categories: 

a. Jokes they find humorous. What are the criteria that make these jokes funny? 
What makes these jokes Jewish? 

b. Jokes they find offensive. What are the criteria that make these jokes offensive? 
Are these Jewish jokes? Are the offensive jokes funny? Would you tell these 
jokes to your parents; Jewish friends; Non-Jewish friends? 
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c. Jokes that fall in a gray area can be placed in a third category. What are the 
criteria that make these jokes “gray”? 

d. Have students discuss as a group the following questions?  
i.) What criteria did you use to determine whether a joke is funny or 

offensive? 
ii.) Were you surprised by classifications selected by your classmates? 
iii.) Do you believe that people who tell offensive jokes may feel some 

form of self-hatred or low self-esteem about their Jewishness? 
 
Lesson (15-20 minutes) 
Read the article about Sarah Silverman, and watch a short clip of her comedy act. Afterwards 
discuss as a class. 

1.) Why do some people find Sarah Silverman funny? Do you? 
2.) Is her humor Jewish or is she just a Jewish comedienne? 
3.) Why do you think that she uses such offensive humor?  

 
Conclusion (5-10 minutes) 
Have students write in their journals about a time that they used humor to cope with something 
that they were unhappy or uncomfortable about. If they have a Jewish example, that would be 
best, but it does not have to be. Ask the students to think about whether they believe they have 
ever used humor to compensate for low self esteem.  If so, did the humor help them cope? 
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Directions: Read the jokes in each column. What do the jokes in each column have in common? After 
you have determined this, give each column a title. 
Column A____________________________      Column B______________________________ 

Q: How many Jews can you fit in a 
Volkswagon Beatle?  
A: 54. Two in the front, two in the back, and 50 
in the ashtray 
 

Q: Why do Jewish Mothers make great parole 
officers? 
A: They never let anyone finish a sentence.  

 
 
Q: Why did the Jews wander in the desert? 
A: Someone dropped a shekel. 
 
 

A Jewish boy comes home from school and 
tells his mother he's been given a part in the 
school play. "Wonderful. What part is it?" The 
boy says, "I play the part of the Jewish 
husband." The mother scowls and says, "Go 
back and tell the teacher you want a speaking 
part."  

Q: How do you start a Jewish parade? 
A: You roll a penny down the street? 
 

A young Jewish man calls his mother and 
says, "Mom, I'm bringing home a wonderful 
woman I want to marry. She's a Native 
American and her name is Shooting Star." 
"How nice," says his mother. "And I have an 
Indian name too," he says. "It's 'Running Deer' 
and I want you to call me that from now on." 
"How nice," says his mother. "You should have 
an Indian name too, Mom," he says. "I already 
do," says the mother. "You can call me Sitting 
Shiva” 

Q: What's the difference between pizzas and 
Jews?  
A: Pizzas don't scream in the oven.  

 

 

Short summary of every Jewish Holiday: They 
tried to kill us, we won, so let's eat.  

Q: Why are Yankee dollars green?  
A: Because the Jews pick them before they're 
ripe.  
 

Q - How many Jewish mothers does it take to 
change a light bulb? 
A - (Sigh) Don't bother, I'll sit in the dark, I 
don't want to be a nuisance to anybody.  

 
After you have given each column a title, discuss the following questions with your group: 
 

a. What are the differences between the jokes in each column? 
b. What were your reactions to the jokes in each column? 
c. Would you share any of these jokes with your non-Jewish friends? 
d. Why do you think that Jews would repeat the jokes in column A? 

 



Jewish Jokes 

Morris was telling his friend Mendel a joke, "Mandelbaum and Rosenstern were talking one 
day..."  

Right away, his friend, Mendel, interrupts him,  

"Always with the Jewish jokes! Give it a rest! Why do they always have to be about Jews? Don't 
you know some jokes that aren't about Jews!"  

So he starts again, "Okay, Hashimoto and Suzuki were talking one day at their nephew's Bar 
Mitzvah..."  

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~  

Four old college friends were having coffee. The first, a Catholic woman tells her friends, "My 
son is now a Priest. When he walks into a room, everyone calls him Father'."  

The second Catholic woman chirps, "My son is a bishop. Whenever he walks into a room, people 
call him 'Your Grace'."  

The third Catholic crone says, "My son is a Cardinal. Whenever he walks into a room, he's called 
'Your Eminence'."  

Since the fourth woman, a Jewish lady, sipped her coffee in silence, the first three women give 
her this subtle "Well...?"  

So she replies, "My son is 6' 6".. he has plenty of money...broad square shoulders...terribly 
handsome... dresses very well...tight muscular body... no stomach bulge... wears only the most 
expensive suits... and whenever he walks into a room... women gasp, 'Oh, my God...'."  

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

The Prime Minister of Israel sits down with Arafat at the beginning of negotiations regarding the 
resolution of the conflict. The Prime Minister requests that he be allowed to begin with a story. 
Arafat replies, "Of course." 

The Prime Minister begins his story: "Years before the Israelites came to the Promised Land and 
settled here, Moses led them for 40 years through the desert. The Israelites began complaining 
that they were thirsty and, lo and behold, a miracle occurred and a stream appeared before them. 
They drank their fill and then decided to take advantage of the stream to do some bathing -- 
including Moses. When Moses came out of the water, he found that all his clothing was missing. 

"Who took my clothes?" Moses asked those around him. 

"It was the Palestinians," replied the Israelites--" 
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"Wait a minute," objected Arafat immediately, "there were no Palestinians during the time of 
Moses!" 

"All right," replies the Prime Minister, "Now that we've got that settled, let's begin our 
negotiations." 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

Saddam Hussein had a dream and called President George W. Bush to tell him about it. 
 
"I had a dream about the United States. I could see the whole country and over every building 
and home was a banner," said Saddam. 
 
"What was on the banner?" asked Bush. 
 
"LONG LIVE SADDAM HUSSEIN!!" answered the Iraqi President. 
 
"I am so glad that you called", said President Bush, "because I, too, had a dream. In my dream, I 
saw Baghdad and it was more beautiful than ever, totally rebuilt, and over every building and 
home was a big, beautiful banner." 
 
"What did the banner say?" asked Saddam. 
 
"I don't know," answered Bush, "I can't read Hebrew." 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
The Harvard School of Medicine did a study of why Jewish women like Chinese food so much. 
The study revealed it is due to the fact that WonTon spelled backwards is "Not Now".  

There's a big controversy on the Jewish view of exactly when life begins. In Jewish tradition, the 
fetus is not considered viable until after it graduates from medical school.  

Q: Why don't Jewish mothers drink? 
A: Alcohol interferes with their suffering.  

Q: Have you seen the newest Jewish-American Princess horror movie? 
A: It's called "Debbie Does Dishes."  

Q: Why do Jewish Mothers make great parole officers? 
A: They never let anyone finish a sentence.  

A Jewish boy comes home from school and tells his mother he's been given a part in the school 
play. "Wonderful. What part is it?" The boy says, "I play the part of the Jewish husband." The 
mother scowls and says, "Go back and tell the teacher you want a speaking part."  
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Q - Where does a Jewish husband hide money from his wife? 
A - Under the vacuum cleaner.  

Q - How many Jewish mothers does it take to change a light bulb? 
A - (Sigh) Don't bother, I'll sit in the dark, I don't want to be a nuisance to anybody.  

Short summary of every Jewish Holiday: They tried to kill us, we won, so let's eat.  

A young Jewish man calls his mother and says, "Mom, I'm bringing home a wonderful woman I 
want to marry. She's a Native American and her name is Shooting Star." "How nice," says his 
mother. "And I have an Indian name too," he says. "It's 'Running Deer' and I want you to call me 
that from now on." "How nice," says his mother. "You should have an Indian name too, Mom," 
he says. "I already do," says the mother. "You can call me Sitting Shiva”. 
 
Q: What's the difference between pizzas and Jews?  
A: Pizzas don't scream in the oven.  
 
Q: Why are Yankee dollars green?  
A: Because the Jews pick them before they're ripe.  
 
Q: Why did the Jews wander in the desert for forty years?  
A: Because someone dropped a twenty-cent piece.  
 
Q: Why do Jews have such big noses?  
A: Because air is free.  
 
Two Jewish businessmen meet in the street.  
"Oy, Abraham, I'm sorry to hear about that fire at your warehouse".  
"Ssh!" hisses the other, "It's not till next week". 
 
Q: What's the definition of a queer Jew?  
A: A Jew who likes girls more than money 
 
Israel Moses, living in New York, married a Black woman. One day their boy came home from 
school very disturbed.  
"What's the matter, son?", asked Israel.  
"Am I a Black or a Jew?"  
"What's the problem?", asked his father, "You can be both".  
"No," said his son, "you see, a boy at school has got a radio he's selling for five dollars, and I 
don't know whether to bargain with him or to mug him!"  
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Q: How many Jews can you fit in a Volkswagon Beatle?  
A: 54. Two in the front, two in the back, and 50 in the ashtray 
 
Q: How do you start a Jewish parade? 
A: You roll a penny down the street? 
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Lesson 4: Hiding out in America 
 
Objectives: At the end of this lesson, students will be able to 

1. Analyze the identity crisis felt by Jews in a primarily Christian society 
2. Examine the transformations made by assimilated Jews 
3. Determine different ways Jews have coped with feelings of inferiority 

 
Materials 

• Play Last Night of Ballyhoo 
• Alfred Uhry Interview with Charlie Rose (On YouTube.com) 
• Remembering Prejudice, of Another sort, the New York Times 
• Laptops, television/dvd players, personal DVD players, projector 
• Student Journals 

 
Activity 1 
Prepare to watch the play either by reading the Alfred Uhry interview on Charlie Rose or read 
Remembering Prejudice, of Another sort. 
Discussion 

1.) How would you describe Alfred Uhry’s experience with Judaism growing up? 
2.) Did anything he say surprise you? 
3.) In what ways can you relate to his experiences? How has your life differed from his? 
4.) Having read this article/watched this video, and learning a little about Uhry’s life, 

what predictions do you have about the play? 
 
Activity 2 
“Bibliodrama”. Using the style of bibliodrama, read excerpts from The Last Night of Ballyhoo. 
Assign different students parts. Make sure to include everyone by changing the parts several 
times throughout the readings. At several different spots, stop the students from reading, and ask 
them questions. Any student may answer the question, but they will need to stay in character, 
and answer your questions from the first person point of view. 
Discussion 

1.) Did any of the characters say things that surprised you? If so, what? 
2.) Did any of the characters exhibit self-hatred? What did they do? 
3.) Why do you think they behaved in the ways they did? 
4.) Why do you think that Alfred Uhry wrote this play? 

 
Journal Entry 
Write a journal entry, from the first person point of view of Joe and explain your feelings about 
the Levy/Freitag family. 
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Lesson 5: Going to the Extreme—The Believer 
 
Objectives: At the end of this lesson, students will be able to 

1. Students will identify reasons why people feel self hatred 
2. Students will try to make sense of different expressions of self-hatred 
3. Students will examine/critique/judge Danny Blaint’s decisions 

 
Materials 

• The Believer: Confronting Jewish Self-Hatred by Henry Bean 
• One of the following articles (Found in The Believer: Confronting Jewish Self-Hatred) 

o Self-Criticism in Public by David Kraemer 
o Jewish Self-Hatred and the Believer by Sander Gilman 

• Television/Radio; In a Skin Head’s Tale, a Picture of Both Hate and Love by Leslie 
Camhi (New York Times) 

• The Believer directed by Henry Bean 
• Laptops, television/dvd players, personal DVD players, projector 
• Student Journals 

 
NOTE TO THE TEACHER: This is a long and emotional lesson. In may be necessary 
to continue the lesson in the sixth session. By doing so, you will also give students 
the chance to watch more of the movie. 
 
In addition, because of the content of this film, and its rating, you will need to 
send home permission slips for those students who are under the age of 17.  
 
While homework is not usually successful in a religious school, you may want to 
consider sending the articles home with your students. This will also allow for 
more time in-class to watch the movie and to discuss their reactions. 
 
Set Induction 
Write quote on the board or overhead projector  
Let me put it this way. Do we hate them because they push their way in where they don't belong? Or do 
we hate them because they're clannish and keep to themselves? Because they're tight with money, or 
because they flash it around? Because they're Bolsheviks, or because they're capitalists? Because they 
have the highest IQs, or because they have the most active sex lives? Do you want to know the real 
reason we hate them? Because we hate them. Because they exist. Because it's an axiom of nature that 
just as man longs for woman, loves his children, and fears death, he hates Jews. There's no reason. If 
there were, some smartass kike would try to come up with an argument, try to prove us wrong. And of 
course that would only make us hate them more. In fact we have all the reasons we need in three simple 
letters: J-E-W. Jew. 
 
Ask students: “Tell me about the person who said this. What kind of person says this?  Where is 
such a person raised? Who raises them?  
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After a few answers, tell students that this was said by a Jewish character in the movie The 
Believer. It’s based a true story, of a man in the 1960s who belonged to the KKK, and was outted 
as a Jew by a New York Times reporter. 
 
Lesson 
Watch scenes from the Believer. This may be a difficult movie for the students to understand and 
cope with. Allow time for students to talk about their reactions afterward. Instead of having a set 
list of questions, you may want to just allow students to talk about their feelings/thoughts about 
the movie, as well as share your feelings. 
 
Pass out excerpts of one of the four articles (though you may choose to use all three and have 
students do a jigsaw.) 

1.) What was Henry Bean’s inspiration/reason for making this movie? 
2.) What is the message of the movie? 
3.) What can we learn about Jewish self-hatred from The Believer? 
4.) What caused Danny’s sense of self-hatred? What caused Danny’s change of heart? 
5.) List one key point in the article 

 
Conclusion 
Have students answer one of the following prompts in their journal: 

1.) Why did Henry Bean title his film The Believer? 
2.) If you were Danny’s mother/father/friend (from Hebrew school)/teacher, what would you 

say to him? 
3.) If you were Danny, what would you be thinking when you were in the synagogue with 

the other skinheads? What would your fears be? What tensions would you be feeling? 
 
Homework
Ask students to interview a parent, grandparent, other family member, family friend, clergy 
member, etc. about their experiences as a Jew in America (it would work best if the person was 
40 or older). Students should focus on the changes the interviewee has seen in American Culture 
and American Jewish society.  
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Lesson 6: Conclusion 
 
Objectives 

1. Students will examine the different causes of self hate 
2. Students will critique one of the films/plays/clips that we have watched or read in class 
3. Students will express their reactions and thoughts on the subject of Jewish self-hatred 
4. Students will reflect on the effect that self-hatred has had on American Jewish identity 

formation 
 
Materials 

• Articles from the additional resources 
• Student journals 
• Papers, pens 

 
NOTE TO TEACHER: You may use the beginning of class to conclude any last 
activities from lesson 5. 
 
Activity 1 
Class Blog. Students will create an entry for the class blog reflecting on the past unit. They may 
do so in a number of different ways. 

a.) Write a critique of one of the major works we watched or read (The Sarah Silverman 
clips, The Last Night of Ballyhoo, The Believer). They should include any background 
information that may be useful to the reader; a summary of the work; how this work 
may be a reflection of Jewish self-hatred; their opinion on whether or not it is a 
reflection of self-hatred with support. 

b.) Compare/Contrast the three different forms of expressions of self-hatred that we 
discussed in class, explaining the varying degrees of these different expressions, and 
citing examples from the movies we watched, the articles and play we read. 

c.) An art project (which will be scanned and posted on the blog) with a written 
explanation of how this illustrates the idea of self-hatred. 

d.) One of their own choosing which will be approved by you. 
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Resources 
 

Lesson 1 

Mahari, A.J. “BPD: A Recipe For Self-Hate?” Suite101. April 2000. 
http://www.suite101.com/article.cfm/borderline_personality/37168. 2008. 

Lesson 2 

Dirty Dancing. Dir. Emile Ardolino. DVD. Perfs. Patrick Swayze, Jennifer Grey, Jerry 
Orbach. 1987. Artisan. 2003. 
 
Driving Miss Daisy. Bruce Beresford. DVD. Perfs. Jessica Tandy, Morgan Freeman. 
1989. Warner Home Video. 2003. 
 
Lee, Felicia. “Vexing Questions of Jewish Identity.” New York Times Online. 17 
December 2007. www.nytimes.com. 2008. 
 
Levitas, Daniel. “Hate and Hypocrisy: What is behind the rare-but-reoccurring 
phenomena of Jewish anti-Semites?” Southern Poverty Law Center. Winter 2002. 
http://www.splcenter.org/intel/intelreport/article.jsp?aid=73. 2008. 
 
Mamet, David. The Wicked Son: Anti-Semitism, Self-Hatred and the Jews. New 
York: Schocken, 2002.  
 
Sacks, Jonathan Rabbi. “Love, Hate and Jewish Identity.” First Things. 77 
(November 2007). http://www.leaderu.com/ftissues/ft9711/articles/sacks.html. 
2008. 
 
School Ties. Dir. Robert Mandel. DVD. Perfs. Brenden Fraser, Matt Damon, Chris 
O’Donnel. 1992. Paramount Home Video. 1999. 
 
Lesson 3 
 
Austerlitz, Saul. “Sarah Silverman: A Jewish comedian delivers bigotry with a 
smile.” My Jewish Learning. www.myjewishlearning.com. 2008. 
 
Sarah Silverman Program. Cre. Sarah Silverman. DVD TV. Perfs. Sarah Silverman. 
2007. Paramount Home Studio. 2007. 
 
Lesson 4 
Alfred Uhry Interview with Charlie Rose (On YouTube.com) 
 
Urhy, Alfred. Last Night of Ballyhoo. New York: Dramatist Play Service, Inc. 1997. 
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Witchel, Alex. “Remembering Prejudice, of Another Sort.” New York Times. 23 
February 1997. www.newyorktimes.com. 2008. 
 
Lesson 5 
Bean, Henry. The Believer: Confronting Jewish Self-Hatred. New York: Thunder 
Mountain Press, 2002. 
 
Camhi, Leslie. “Television/Radio; In a Skin Head’s Tale, a Picture of Both Hate 
and Love.” New York Times. 17 March 2002. www.newyorktimes.com. 2008. 
 
Gilman, Sander. “Jewish Self-Hatred and the Believer.” The Believer: Confronting 
Jewish Self-hatred. Ed. Henry Bean. New York: Thunder Mountain Press, 2002. 
 
Kraemer, David. “Self-Criticism in Public.” The Believer: Confronting Jewish Self-
hatred. Ed. Henry Bean. New York: Thunder Mountain Press, 2002. 
 
The Believer. Dir. Henry Bean. DVD. Perfs. Ryan Gosling, Billy Zane, Summer 
Phoenix. 2001. Palm Pictures. 2004. 
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Unit 4: The Vanishing American Jew? 
Understandings 

1.) Assimilation creates anxiety across multiple generations that are increasingly unanchored 
from any sense of cohesive identity. 

2.) The change of Jews as “other” to “majority”/“white” in American society generated an 
identity crisis, for Jews as Jews and as Americans and it continues to drive us to 
reconstruct what it means to be an American Jew. 
 

Goals: 
1.) To provide students with an understanding that while Jews have primarily been accepted 

into the larger American society (or maybe because of it) Jews often feel that they are 
still a part of the out-group. 

2.) To help students understand the ways in which American Jews reconcile being both 
American and Jewish. 

 
Essential Questions 

1.) How is Jewish identity in America changing? 
2.) How do Jews reconcile being both American and Jewish? 
3.) How do Jews approach being both members of the “in-group” and the “out-group”? 
4.) Is the American Jew vanishing? 
5.) What does it mean to be an American Jew? 

Unit Overview 
Lesson 1: Summary of Jews in America 
Lesson 2: One director’s viewpoint 
Lesson 3: The New Jewish faces of Television 
Lesson 4: Being a 21st century HEEB 
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Lesson 1: Summary of Jews in America 
 
Objectives: At the end of this lesson, students will be able to 

1.) Students will be able to summarize the Jewish Experience in the latter half of the 
twentieth century. 

2.) Students will reflect on the affect of the Jewish experience in America. 
3.) Students will predict the future of American Jewry. 

 
Material 

• The Jewish American (PBS documentary) 
• Laptops, television/dvd players, personal DVD players, projector 
• Student Journals 
• Post-its  
• Writing materials 

 
Activity 1 
Ask students to take out the interviews they completed for homework during the last week. Have 
students write changes on post-it notes (1 “change” per post it). These changes should concern 
changes in the way their families practiced Judaism, were treated by non-Jewish Americans, 
their perceptions of their place in American culture, their views of Judaism and so on. Ask half 
the students to post their post-its on one wall, and ask the other half to post them on the opposite 
wall. 
 
Divide the class in half and ask each group to categorize the post-its silently. When they have 
finished they may discuss their choices and answer the following questions: 
 Discussion 

1.) What were their criteria making grouping the changes this way? 
2.) What were the biggest changes for Jews in the Unite States? 
3.) What impact do you think this had on American Jewish identity? 

 
Activity 2 
Show students clips from the Jewish Americans. Focus on clips featuring events from the 1950s 
or 60s until today. 
 Discussion 

1.) What were some of the changes that this documentary depicted? 
2.) What reasons did the documentarians give for the changes? 
3.) How have some of the major events in modern American history helped shape Jewish 

identity in America? 
 
Activity 3 
Ask for student volunteers to play key Jewish people in American history and have a panel 
discussion. Key American Jewish people can include Abraham Joshua Heschel, Bob Dylan, 
Allan Ginsburg, Adam Sandler, Joe Lieberman, Barbra Streisand. While these volunteers are 
learning about their person, ask half of the class to write questions that they can ask these people 
based on their lives, and how their experiences shaped their identities as American Jews. Ask the 

52 | P a g e  
 



other half of the class to write questions to your panelists dealing with contemporary issues that 
are of concern to high schoolers. Choose one person to be the moderator. 
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Lesson 2: One director’s point of view 
 
Objectives: At the end of this lesson, students will be able to 

1. Students will compare and contrast Jewish identity in two movies about Jews in the 
1950s. 

2. Students will interpret the reasons behind Levinson’s choices in characterization, subject 
and handling of different Jewish dilemmas in these two movies. 

 
Materials 

• Avalon 
• Liberty Heights 
• Liberty Heights Fails to Solve Levinson’s Jewish Problem by David Edelstein 
• Laptops, television/DVD players, personal DVD players, projector 
• Student Journals 
• Writing materials 

 
Activity 1 
Show clips of Avalon and Liberty Heights. Include scenes that contrast the Jewish identities of 
the characters in these films (for example Rosh Hashanah dinner with the Kurtzmans vs. 
Thanksgiving dinner with the Kayes). 
 
After you have shown several clips, distribute the article Liberty Heights Fails to Solve 
Levinson’s Jewish Problem by David Edelstein. Have students work in groups of threes and 
fours to answer the following questions:  

1.) We know the Kurtzman family was Jewish, but how do we know that the Kaye family 
was? 

2.) What are the differences between the two families in these two films? 
3.) What are the similarities, if any?  
4.) What is Levinson’s “Jewish problem”? 
5.) How did he try to resolve it? 
6.) Why does Edelstein think Levinson was unsuccessful? 
7.) Do you think Levinson was successful? Why or why not? 
8.) We don’t know if Levinson’s own Jewish identity changed in the 10 years between he 

made these two films, but if we were to assume that it did, how did it change from 1991 
when Levinson made Avalon to 2001 when he made Liberty Heights? 

 
Journal Entry 
Ask students to respond to the following prompt: 
Pick one character from either of the films we watched today. How would this character respond 
to the question: “What does it mean to be Jewish in the United States?” (They should respond in 
the first person.) They should then, from the point of view of the first character, try to project 
what another character (from the same movie) thinks it means to be Jewish in the U.S. 
 
For example, a student picks Ben Kurtzman from Liberty Heights. The journal entry may look 
like: What I think it means to be Jewish in the U.S. is…my grandmother, who was born in 
Poland probably thinks it means… 
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Reading Questionnaire 
Directions: Read the article Liberty Heights Fails to Solve Levinson’s Jewish Problem by David 
Edelstein. Then answer the following questions in your group. 

 
1.) We know the Kurtzman family was Jewish, but how do we know that the Kaye family 

was? 
 
 
 

2.) What were the differences between the two families in these two films? 
 
 
 
 

3.) Were there any similarities? If so, what were they? 
 
 
 

4.) What is Levinson’s “Jewish problem”? 
 
 
 
 

5.) How did he try to resolve it? 
 
 
 

6.) Why does Edelstein think Levinson was unsuccessful? 
 
 
 
 

7.) Do you think Levinson was successful? Why or why not? 
 
 

 
8.) We don’t know if Levinson’s own Jewish identity changed in the 10 years between he 

made these two films, but if we were to assume that it did, how did it change from 1991 
when Levinson made Avalon to 2001 when he made Liberty Heights? 
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Lesson 3: The New Jewish Faces of Television 
 
Objectives: At the end of this lesson, students will be able to 

1.) Identify prior knowledge of issues facing American Jewry 
2.) Give examples of how Jews deal with issues they face. 
3.) Compare different reactions to concerns of American Jews 

 
Materials 

• For Producer of Hit Show The OC Jewish Background Is Fertile Ground by Richard 
Asinof 

• Wait, Larry David is Jewish? by Zack Luck 
• The O.C. 
• Curb Your Enthusiasm 
• Arrested Development 
• Laptops, television/dvd players, personal DVD players, projector 
• Reading Questionnaire 
• Jewish Issues chart 
• Writing materials 
• Student Journals 

 
Today, we are going to look at some of the important issues facing American Jewry as they are 
portrayed on television. In the late 70s, characters on television were first beginning to be 
identified as Jews. Bernie Loves Bridgette, Welcome Back Kotter and Taxi all featured “out” 
Jews. Although there was a lull in the 1980s, by the 90s and certainly the beginning of the 
twenty-first century, Jewish characters, especially in sitcoms, were everywhere.  While in many 
of the shows such as Seinfeld, Friends and Will and Grace, the characters’ Judaism does not 
play an important role in the progression of the story, that changed by the early twenty-first 
century. All of a sudden shows like Curb your Enthusiasm, Arrested Development and the O.C. 
were dealing with important issues, sometimes even a character’s Jewish identity. 
 
Set Induction (10 minutes) 
Have students form groups of four of five and hand out questionnaire about issues facing 
American Jewry. Tell students they have 5 minutes to list as many issues or dilemmas that 
American Jews may face, drawing on what they know or heard about American Judaism (from 
television, movies, news, songs, parents, grandparents, what they have learned in religious 
school, what they have heard their friends say, etc.) Instruct students to choose one person to be 
the recorder for the group. 
 
When the allotted 5 minutes is up, ask students to report on their findings. Make a master list on 
chart paper to post in the room for reference throughout the period.  
 
Activity 1 (15 minutes) 
Hand out the articles For Producer of Hit Show The OC Jewish Background Is Fertile Ground 
by Richard Asinof and Wait, Larry David is Jewish? by Zack Luck. Students can read these 
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articles on their own or with a partner. They should answer the questions on the Articles 
Questionnaire.  
Now that you have read two articles about at least two of the shows we will be viewing, we are 
going to hold off on discussing the articles until after we are finished with all three clips. 
 
Activity 2 (30 minutes) 
We are about to watch three different clips from The O.C., Arrested Development, and Curb 
Your Enthusiasm. While you are watching these clips, I want you to be thinking about the things 
we have been discussing all year long: Identity (what makes up these characters’ identities. Are 
they religious Jews, are they cultural Jews?), Stereotyping (Are the characters stereotypes of 
Jews? Do they stereotype others? Are they stereotyped by others in the show?), Self-hatred (How 
do they feel about being Jewish?), And how they fit into the larger American society. Do they 
identify mostly as Jews or primarily as Americans? You will also want to pay attention to the 
relationships they are in, conflicts they may be having, and anything else that jumps out at you. 
The first scene we are going to watch is a clip from Curb Your Enthusiasm where Larry 
accidently interrupts a conversion of a Jew to Christianity. While you are watching, make sure 
you are filling out your charts….The second clip you are about to see is from an episode of 
Arrested Development where George Sr., while in prison “finds” Judaism…The last clip we are 
going to see is from the Passover episode of The O.C. 
 
 
 
 
When all three clips have been shown, bring the class together for a class discussion: 

NOTE TO TEACHER: You may also wish to play (or instead of ) one of the many 
“Chrismakkuh” episodes of the O.C., as that is what they are known for. 
 

1.) What were the issues that these Jewish characters faced the most? 
(Possible answers: Intermarriage, Christian-Jewish relationships, Assimilation) 

2.) How did each of these shows deal with these issues? 
3.) How did these different characters deal with their own Jewish identity? 
4.) Next we will discuss children. You are all of you are years away from having children of 

your own, but children played an important role in Arrested and The O.C. How necessary 
do you think it is for the parent’s sense of Jewish identity to have children who are 
Jewish? For example, if one of you were to tell your parents you wanted to be a Buddhist, 
do you think your parents would be upset and would it impact their Jewish identities? 

5.) What do the treatment of these issues on popular television shows tell you about the 
importance of these issues to Jews in America? 

6.) Have these episodes changed the way you think about any or all of these issues? 
7.) What effect do you think these issues have in the construction of American Jewish 

identity? 
 
Journal entry (5 minutes) 
I want you to take the next couple minutes to write in your journals answering this question: 
What is an issue that you are facing that may have an effect on your Jewish identity?  
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Article Questionnaire 
 
Directions: Read the articles For Producer of Hit Show The OC Jewish Background Is Fertile 
Ground by Richard Asinof and Wait, Larry David is Jewish? by Zack Luck. The answer the 
questions. 
 
 

1.) What are the differences between Seinfeld and Curb Your Enthusiasm? 
 
 
 
 

2.) What accounts for the differences between Seinfeld and Curb? 
 
 
 
 

3.) What was one of the main issues dealt with in Seinfeld? 
 
 
 
 

4.) What are some of the main issues dealt with in Curb? 
 
 
 

5.) How is stereotyping used in both Seinfeld and Curb? 
 
 
 
 

6.) What are some of the issues facing the characters of The O.C.? 
 
 
 
 

7.) How does Judaism play an important role for Josh Schwartz? How is that translated into 
the show? 

 
 
 
 

8.) What are the implications of Chrismakkuh? 
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Lesson 4: Being a 21st Century HEEB 
 
Objectives: At the end of this lesson, students will be able to 

1.) Assess HEEB’s treatments of American Jewish identity? 
2.) Compare and contrast HEEB to American Jewish Life Magazine and Reform Magazine 
3.) Express their views of the future of American Jewish identity 

 
Materials 
HEEB Magazine (several different issues) 
American Jewish Life Magazine (several different issues) 
Reform Magazine (Several different issues) 
Writing materials 
 
Activity 1 
Allow students time to peruse the HEEB Magazine, American Jewish Life Magazine, and Reform 
Magazine. They should have plenty of time to read several articles. They may want to take notes 
while doing so on the following questions: 

1.) What demographic group is this magazine geared toward? What makes you think so? 
2.) What subject matters are dealt with in these magazines most often? 
3.) How does each of these magazines deal with Jewish American identity? 
4.) Which magazine was most attractive to you or would you like to read on a regular basis? 

Why? 
 
Activity 2 
Ask students to write an article on “The Changing face of Jewish identity in America” as though 
they were writing it for HEEB magazine. They should use examples from the previous weeks, 
for example, using examples from the Liberty Heights vs. Avalon debate or the three examples of 
American Jewry in 21st century television. These articles will be posted on the class blog. 
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Resources 
 
Lesson 1 
The Jewish Americans. Dir. David Grubin. DVD. David Grubin Productions. 2008. 
 
Lesson 2 
Avalon. Dir. Barry Levinson. Perfs. Armin Mueller-Stahl, Lou Jacobi, Elizabeth 
Perkins. 1990. Columbia Tri-Star. 2001. 
 
Edelstein, David .“Liberty Heights Fails to Solve Levinson’s Jewish Problem.” Slate. 
25 November 1999. http://www.slate.com/id/56558. 2008. 
  
Liberty Heights. Dir. Barry Levinson. DVD. Perfs. Ben Foster, Adrien Brody, Bebe 
Neuworth, Joe Montegna. 1999. Warner Home Video. 2000. 
 
Lesson 3 
Arrested Development. Cre. Michael Hurwitz. DVD TV. Perfs. Jason Bateman, 
Jeffrey Tambor, Portia De Rossi. 2003. Century Fox. 2004. 
 
Asinof, Richard. “For Producer of Hit Show The OC Jewish Background Is Fertile 
Ground.” Interfaithfamily.com. June 16, 2005. JTA. 
http://www.interfaithfamily.com/arts_and_entertainment/interviews_and_profile
s/For_Producer_of_Hit_Show_The_OC_Jewish_Background_Is_Fertile_Ground.sht
ml?rd=1. 2008.  
 
Curb Your Enthusiasm. Cre. Larry David. DVD TV. Perfs. Larry David, Cheryl Hines, 
Jeff Greene. 2005. HBO Home Video. 2006. 
 
Luck, Zack. “Wait, Larry David is Jewish?” The Columbia Current. Summer 2006. 
Columbia University. 
http://www.columbia.edu/cu/current/articles/summer2006/luck.html.  2008. 
 
The O.C. Dir. Cre. Josh Schwartz. DVD TV. Perfs. Peter Gallagher, Benjamin 
McKenzie, Adam Brody, Rachel Bilson, Mischa Barton. 2003. Warner Home 
Video. 2005. 
 
Lesson 4 
HEEB Magazine. Editor Joshua Nueman.  
 
 American Jewish Life Magazine  Editor Benyamin Cohen 
 
ReformJudaism Magazine. Editor Rabbi Daniel Freelander 
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Unit 5: Documenting Jewish Identity 
 
Understandings 

1.) The change of Jews as “other” to “majority”/“white” in American society generated an 
identity crisis, for Jews as Jews and as Americans and it continues to drive us to 
reconstruct what it means to be an American Jew. 

2.) Identities are both culturally constructed and historically embedded (Brenner, 1996). 
3.) The way that “Others” (non-Jewish Americans) view us as American Jews affects the 

formation of Jewish identities. 
 
Goals 

1.) Provide students with an opportunity to synthesize and assimilate the lessons they learned 
about the factors that effect changing Jewish identity in the United States. 

2.) Provide students with an opportunity to create their own commentary on Jewish identity. 
 
Essential Questions 

1.) How can I, and those around me, reconcile being both Jewish and American? 
2.) How have the identities of those around me been constructed? 
3.) How much of an effect does the media have on our identities? 
4.) Are the stereotypes we see in the media reflective of who we are as Jews? 
5.) Do we feel a part of larger society? 
6.) How do we deal with not being part of the in-group? 
7.) Do we think that American Jewry is disappearing? 
8.) Does American Jewish identity need to change/adapt in order to survive? 

 
Unit Overview: 
Part 1: Introduction to “Documenting Jewish Identity” 
Part 2: Movie premier 
 
Objectives: At the end of this unit, students will be able to 

1.) Explain issues facing Jewish identity in America. 
2.) Explain the views of American Jewish identity made by members of the Jewish 

community. 
3.) Examine how the different factors that effect Jewish identity in America aides in shaping 

identity. 
4.) Assimilate different factors that both create and affect American Jewish identity. 
5.) Reflect on their experiences in the class. 

 
Materials 
Writing materials 
DVDs, photographs, articles, etc used during the course of the class 
Video camera 
Computer with movie editing software 
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Lesson 1: Introduction to “Documenting Jewish Identity” 
 

This is a project based unit. In the previous four units, students have learned about 
different factors that have affected a continually changing American Jewry and how mass media 
has played a role in both shaping identity and reflecting our own self-perceptions. We will now 
ask the students to try to answer the question of their Jewish identity using film as their mode of 
expression.  

This course ends with a student-made documentary on American Jewish identity: how it 
has been constructed, how it has and is changing, and the factors that contribute to its 
adaptations. You may want to provide a more narrow parameter to guide the students in this 
larger project, such as focusing on your particular synagogue, or by highlighting the opinions of 
Jewish high school seniors in your area (from different synagogues and movements). 

In this unit, there are two parts listed. It will be up to the teacher to decide how many 
lessons to devote to the three stages of making this film. The first stage is the pre-production. It 
is here that the students will determine which segments they want to work on, brainstorming 
interview questions, and deciding which clips and examples they want to use.  

The second stage of this project is the production period. It is at this point that students 
shoot the background information, interviews, their reflections and opinions, etc. The final stage 
in the process is the editing process. If there are parents/congregants in your community who 
have experience in film editing, it would be a wonderful opportunity to invite them into your 
class to help with this section. If not, there are simple computer software programs that can be 
downloaded. How much or how little the students will be involved in this last stage will be up to 
the teacher. 

The final part of this unit will be presenting the students’ documentary to the parents (and 
the larger congregational community if you so choose). The students should be prepared to share 
their reflections of the process with those who attend the film premier.  
 
Documentary guidelines 

1.) Introduce students to the documentary project. Explain to the students that they will be 
working in small groups to create one larger class documentary. Each group will be 
responsible for one segment of the film. 

2.) Divide students in groups of 3-5. Either assign students, or allow them to choose, which 
segment they will be responsible for. The segments will be based on the topics discussed 
in class. If there are topics not discussed in class that the students wish to cover, open up 
this possibility. Topics may include: 

a.  Identity—both how one’s personal identity is constructed as well as the 
dichotomy of being both Jewish and American in the U.S. 

b. Stereotyping 
c. Self-hatred 
d. The fate of American Jewry 

3.) The minimum requirements for the documentary include: 
a. Background information on their given topic 
b. A minimum of three interviews from people of varying ages and gender. 
c. A minimum of three clips from different television shows that exemplify their 

topic.  Clips should represent both sides of an issue (e.g. If the stereotyping group 
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is choosing to show three clips, one clip should exemplify negative stereotypes 
and one should exemplify positive stereotypes.) 

d. Any photographs or news/magazine articles, etc. that they think are important. 
e. Any work that they may have done, or wish to do (e.g. skits, movie posters, 

poems) 
f. Their own commentary on the subject. 

 
 
 
 
 

NOTE: You may want to contact professors from the local university who 
work in the Jewish studies department to ask if they would be willing to 
be interviewed for the project. 

4.) Have groups brainstorm the different aspects of the segment they plan to cover. The more 
time they spend planning, the easier it will be when they get to the second stage. 

5.) Groups should hand in project proposal answering the following questions: 
a. What shots will be included in their segments (i.e. what interviews, other 

material) in the proper order. 
b. Answers to the following questions: 

i. Why is this issue important to the documentary 
ii. How does this impact them? The local community? The Jewish 

community? 
iii. What are their opinions and feelings on the issue? 

6.) Have students brainstorm questions they can use during the interviews. 
a. Clear, concise questions void of bias 
b. Do not ask questions with yes or no answers.  
c. Ask clarifying questions. 
d. Allow interviewee time to answer the question.  

7.) Shoot segment. 
 
 
 

NOTE: You may want to suggest to students that they shoot parts of their 
documentary when they are not in religious school in order to move the 

8.) Editing documentary together. 
9.) Reflection. Have students answer the following questions. These questions will help 

students prepare for the presentation: 
a. How does the final project differ from what you expected? 
b. What challenges, in any of the stages, did you face? How did you address these 

challenges? 
c. How have our feelings on the subject either remained the same or changed during 

the creation of the documentary? 
d. What did you learn from those people you interviewed? 
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Guidelines for documentary 
 

1.) In groups of 3-5 you will work on one of the following topics.  
a.  Identity—both how one’s personal identity is constructed as well as the 

dichotomy of being both Jewish and American in the U.S. 
b. Stereotyping 
c. Self-hatred 
d. The fate of American Jewry 

If there is a topic your group would like to address that is not on this list, ask if this is 
something that could be included in the documentary. 
 

2.) The minimum requirements for each segment includes: 
a. Background information on the given topic 
b. A minimum of three interviews from people of varying ages and gender. 
c. A minimum of three clips from different television shows that exemplify the 

topic.  Clips should represent both sides of an issue (e.g. If the stereotyping group 
is choosing to show three clips, one clip should exemplify negative stereotypes 
and one should exemplify positive stereotypes.) 

d. Any photographs or news/magazine articles, etc. that you think are important. 
e. Any work that you may have done, or wish to do (e.g. skits, movie posters, 

poems) that you would like to share. 
f. Your own commentary on the subject. 

 
3.) Brainstorm the different aspects of the segment you plan to cover. The more time you 

spend planning, the easier it will be when you get to the second (production) stage. 
 

4.) Hand in project proposal answering the following questions: 
a. What shots will be included in your segments (i.e. what interviews, other 

material) in the proper order. 
b. Answers to the following questions: 

i. Why is this issue important to the documentary? 
ii. How does this impact you? The local community? The Jewish 

community? 
iii. What are your opinions and feelings on the issue? 

 
5.) Brainstorm questions you can use during the interviews. Questions should be: 

a. Clear, concise questions void of bias 
b. Do not ask questions with yes or no answers.  
c. Ask clarifying questions. 
d. When you arrive at the interview stage, allow interviewee time to answer the 

question. Do not be afraid of silent time while interviewee is thinking. 
 

6.) Shoot segment. 
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7.) Reflection. Answer the following questions. These questions will help you prepare for the 
presentation: 

a. How does the final project differ from what you expected? 
b. What challenges, in any of the stages, did you face? How did you address these 

challenges? 
c. How have our feelings on the subject either remained the same or changed during 

the creation of the documentary? 
d. What did you learn from those people you interviewed? 
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Part 2: MOVIE PREMIER 
 
 To conclude the year, invite parents, clergy, other classes, and others from the larger 
congregational community to view the class’ documentary. You, along with the director of 
education and the students may want to write a short “press release” for the Temple bulletin and 
the local Jewish paper.  
 
 Students may want to create invitations to send to parents, family members, friends, etc. 
informing them of the premier date. You may also wish to have students make movie posters that 
you can hang in religious school and congregational bulletin boards advertising the time and date 
of the premier. After the premier, all students may keep their own posters as a souvenir. 
 
 Before the documentary is shown, ask each group to prepare answers to the following: 

1.) Each group should explain what they did to prepare to shoot their segment of the 
documentary. 

2.) What were the biggest challenges you faced in doing this project? How did you overcome 
these challenges? 

3.) What were the biggest successes you had in doing this project? 
4.) Share a short, personal reflection. 
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Documentary Presentation Guidelines 
 
Before the documentary is shown, each group will give a short presentation answering the 
following: 
 
 

1.)  Each group should explain what they did to prepare to shoot their segment of the 
documentary. 
 
 
 
 
 

2.) What were the biggest challenges you faced in doing this project? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3.) What were the biggest successes you had in doing this project? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4.) Share a short, personal reflection 
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