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Curriculum Rationale 

Curriculum Rationale 

 
The history of Jews in America is an exciting story, an inspiring story, and an influential story; it 
belongs to each and every one of us and is a story that can influence the way in which we live our own 
lives as Jews in America.1

 

As American Jews, we are continuously choosing to be both part of and apart from the 

larger culture. Whether we do it consciously or not, we define who we are as individuals 

and as a people within a pluralistic society.  How then, have we, as Jews living in this 

land of unprecedented freedom of religion, mobility, and opportunity responded and 

negotiated our Jewish and American identities? What were we confronted with? What 

issues are we currently faced with and how do we respond to those challenges and 

tensions?  

 
Curricular Goals and Understandings: 

This curriculum invites the learner to examine the choices Jews have made in America 

from the time of the first Jewish settlers through the central European migration, the 

processes by which those decisions were made, and their engagement with their identity 

amidst a pluralistic society.  Unlike some historical textbooks, this curriculum is not 

devoted to the memorization of facts.  It is designed to raise questions and look at the 

choices Jews made and the consequences of their decisions. It is informed by the 

following goals and enduring understandings: 

GOALS: 
1. To facilitate the investigation and uncovering of history through the use of 

artifacts, primary and secondary historical documents. 
 

                                                 
1 Kapnek-Rosenberg, Shelley: “Constructing Jewish Meaning through the Study of American Jewish 
History” in Jewish Education News, Volume 25, No. 3, Page 38 
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2. To encourage students to think critically about their own Jewish identity both as 
Jews and Americans.   

 
3. To expose learners to the process by which Jews adapted to American life.  

 
4.  To facilitate ongoing discussions regarding the tensions and relationships 

between American and Jewish values.  
 

5. To encourage learners to reflect on their own personal Jewish stories in order to 
discover their own unique link to Jewish history.  

 

ENDURING  UNDERSTANDINGS: 

Jews have influenced the course of American history and America has influenced 

the course of the Jewish experience.     

There is a reciprocal relationship between America and the Jewish people. That 

relationship reveals the depths to which America has shaped the Jewish people as well as 

the Jewish contributions that have been made to American life.  Through the study of 

American Jewish history, the teacher can guide students in a process of discovery that 

will reveal that relationship, which in turn will foster identification with America as well 

as the Jewish people.  

 

American Jewish history reveals the choices Jews have made over the last 350 years 

and the consequences of those choices.   

American Jewish history is the story of how the Jewish people shaped events- 

establishing and maintaining communities, responded to challenges, and worked for 

change.   By connecting students to our past we help them not only gain insight into the 

present, but the ability to see how they can be an active participant in the present and 

transform the present-knowing they can have an impact upon the future.   
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American Jewish history provides Jews with an account of the American Jewish 

experience which helps them to make sense of who they are and shape how they 

make decisions today.   

Teaching American Jewish history allows the student to look at him or herself within the 

context of American Jewish history and ask, “What is my place within the story?” In 

studying American Jewish history, we ask ourselves who we are, who we were, and who 

we will become.  The study of American Jewish history can empower and inspire 

students to be active participants in the shaping of tomorrow.  Students need to be infused 

with the confidence to know that they can partake in each moment and shape history.   

 

Setting: 

The American Jewish Day school is a concentrated microcosm of our reality. Each day 

students encounter and negotiate life in two different yet intersecting civilizations.    

 

The Learners: 

This curriculum is ideally suited for the fifth grade day school student.  It is designed to 

guide them through the process of exploring Jewish values and through the history of 

American Jewish experience.   

 

Some of the questions a fifth graders may be faced with can be examined throughout the 

curriculum by investigating the choices our predecessors made.  Here are questions that 

are relevant to a fifth grader:    

 



Curriculum Rationale 

If my soccer game falls on Shabbat, do I go or not? How do I relate to my non Jewish 

friends? Do I invite my non Jewish friends over for Shabbat? Do I wear a kippah or a 

magen David out in public? Do I dance out on the streets on Simchat Torah?  

 

Conclusion 

Studying American Jewish history reveals the dynamics of identity, the challenges the 

Jewish people faced in America, and the implications of their decisions.  It uncovers the 

values that are central to the Jewish community and how they have been lived out,  what 

it takes to create and sustain community, and how we negotiate our identities as Jews and 

as Americans.  

 
 
 

 



Notes to the Teacher 

 
 
 
Navigating your way through this Curriculum  
This curriculum is divided into five units.  Each unit contains:  

 Enduring understandings  
 Essential questions 
 Goals 
 A historical overview 
 Suggested Learning Activities 
 Memorable Moments 
 Resources 
 Primary Source Material 
 An Example Lesson Plan  

 
You will find an annotated bibliography following the final unit.   

 
Enduring Understandings 
At the beginning of each unit you will find enduring understandings.  An enduring 
understanding is something deemed worth knowing.  It represents a big idea having 
enduring value beyond the classroom, resides at the heart of the discipline, requires 
uncoverage (of abstract of often misunderstood ideas), and offers potential for engaging 
students.1   
 
Essential Questions 
Following enduring understandings, you will find essential questions.  Essential questions 
are questions that “cannot be answered satisfactorily in a sentence…To get at matters of 
deep and enduring understanding, we need to use provocative and multilayered questions 
that reveal the richness and complexities of a subject.  We refer to such questions as 
‘essential’ because they point to the key inquiries and the core ideas of a discipline.”2

 
Goals 
Following essential questions, you will find goals.  Goals tell you what the unit will 
accomplish.  They indicate what knowledge the educator has decided is worth 
understanding.     
 
Overview 
Each unit in this curriculum begins with a brief overview (highlighted in light green as 
this appears) of key historical moments that impacted the American Jewish experience.  
The overview does not give a complete picture of either American history or American 
Jewish history.  Therefore, additional reading may be required.   
 
 

                                                 
1 Wiggins and McTighe, 23 
2 Ibid, 28 
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Suggested Learning Activities 
Each unit contains a number of suggested learning activities.  You will find that each 
activity has its own title underlined, followed by the actual activity. Most activities have 
accompanying handouts within the unit.      
 
Memorable Moments 
A memorable moment is an educational experience that is planned in order to stand out 
from the regular setting and/or modes of learning.  It is highly experiential and usually 
requires a change in venue, activity, or materials.  Memorable moments, used in 
moderation, introduce variation for interest and engagement which makes them 
particularly memorable.  Most units contain one memorable moment.   
 
Assessment 
“Assessment is the process of gathering and discussing information from multiple and 
diverse sources in order to develop a deep understanding of what students know, 
understand, and can do with their knowledge as a result of their educational experiences; 
the process culminates when assessment results are used to improve subsequent 
learning.”3  Assessment can also be used to refer to “the act of determining the extent to 
which the curricular goals are being and have been achieved.”4 Each unit does not have a 
separate section entitled assessment, however it is integrated within each activity.  
Assessment in this curriculum occurs through discussion, journals, other writing 
assignments, group work, interviews, debates, presentations, and projects.   
 
Resources 
At the end of each unit you will find resources listed that have been referenced.  In some 
cases you will find that activities have been adapted based on material found in these 
resources.  These resources are curricula that have been written on American Jewish 
history and are replete with primary sources, activities, stories, and additional historical 
information.        
 
Primary Sources 
Each unit contains primary source material (highlighted in yellow as this appears, or 
attached) integrated into the suggested learning activities, as well as at the end of each 
unit.  The primary sources that are found at the end of the unit do not have accompanying 
activities or suggestions for how to integrate them into the unit.  They are there as 
resources that can be utilized in ways that you deem appropriate.   

                                                 
3 Huba and Freed, 8 
4 Wiggins and McTighe, 4 
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Unit 1: Becoming Historical Detectives 
 
Enduring Understandings 

1. Documents and artifacts allow students to engage in such a way that they become 
the discoverers and writers of their own history.  

 
Essential Questions 

1. What can primary sources teach us about history?  
 

Goals 
1. To facilitate the investigation and uncovering of history through the use of 

artifacts, primary and secondary historical documents. 
 
 
Suggested Learning Activities 
 
Becoming Detectives 
 
Activity 1 
Students will become detectives as they investigate various artifacts and documents.  Ask 
students to bring objects from home such as recipes, photos, journals, newspapers, etc. 
Have students investigate each others objects deciphering what they can about the person 
in the photo, or the object.  You might ask them to create a list of all the items on one 
side of the page and on the other, their observations.  This activity will get students in the 
frame of mind of a detective as they search out what they can from the items they 
encounter.  You could even ask students to dress up as detectives! When students 
complete this activity, come back together and talk about their discoveries.  
 
What’s the Difference? Deciphering between Primary and Secondary Sources  
 
Activity 2 
Students will learn the difference between primary and secondary sources in this activity.  
Using the objects students brought from home in activity one and students observations, 
invite students into a discussion about the differences they see between the objects and 
the observations their fellow classmates made about those objects.  This is an opportunity 
for you to introduce the terms primary and secondary.  Definitions are provided below.  
Once they are clear about definitions, you might take a walking tour around your school 
and ask students to point out primary and secondary sources.  The school library is also a 
great place to go!  
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What is a Primary Source? 

 

Primary sources are original records created at the time historical events 
occurred.  Primary sources can also occur after events as memoirs and 
oral histories. Primary sources can include letters, speeches, 
manuscripts, diaries, interviews, journals, newspapers, memoirs, 
photographs, audio recordings, video recordings, research data, and 
objects or artifacts such as artwork, buildings, tools, and clothing. These 
sources serve as the raw material to interpret the past. Primary sources 
allow the researcher to get as close as possible to what actually 
happened during a historical event or time period.  

 

What is a Secondary Source? 

The Life of 
Asher Levy 

 
 
By Jonathan 
Sarna 

Secondary sources describe or analyze primary sources. They offer accounts 
of the past based on close examination of those sources and help uncover 
information that may lead to greater understanding about a particular time 
period, person, etc.  

 

Examples of primary and secondary sources: 

Primary Source Secondary Source 

Original artwork Article reviewing the piece of art 

Diary of a soldier from the Revolutionary War Book about the Revolutionary War 

Poem Essay on a particular genre of poetry 

Videotape of a performance Biography of a playwright 

 
Creating our own Primary and Secondary Sources 
 
Activity 3 
Students will interview each other in order to create both a record of the interview and a 
biography of their classmates.  These documents will serve as primary and secondary 
sources.  Pair students up and have them interview each other about their lives as Jews in 
America.  Each student will then write a short biography about the person he/she 
interviewed.   

http://www.lib.washington.edu/subject/History/RUSA/geo.gif
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Activity 4 
Students will create primary and secondary sources.  Ask students to write a poem or 
reflection about themselves.  This poem will serve as a primary source.  Pair students up 
and ask them to exchange poems/reflections and based on their partner’s writings, create 
a mini biography about their partner.  This biography will serve as a secondary source.   
 
Memorable Moment 
Take students to visit a local museum.  Students can make a record of the various 
documents and artifacts and decide whether sources are primary or secondary. Ask them 
to determine information about that particular time period based on what they notice 
about the object or document. Have them choose one object to write a short article or 
essay about.     
 
 
 
 
 



Unit 1 Lesson Plan 

American Jewish History 
Lesson Plan 
45 Minutes 
 
Objectives 
Students will be able to: 

 Articulate the difference between a primary and secondary source. 
 Create their own primary and secondary sources.   

 
Set Induction (10 MINUTES) 
Lay out different books-biographies and autobiographies, as well as newspapers, and tape 
recorders if they are available with mock interviews on them.  Ask students to walk 
around the class and look at all the objects.  Ask them to think about what the differences 
are between the objects.  Once students have had opportunity to do this, explain to them 
that some items are referred to as primary sources whereas others are secondary. You can 
also give them a handout with the definitions provided below.  You might have them 
revisit the items that have been laid out once you have given them definitions and 
explained the differences between primary and secondary sources.   

What is a Primary Source? 

 

Primary sources are original records created at the time historical events 
occurred.  Primary sources can also occur after events as memoirs and 
oral histories. Primary sources can include letters, speeches, 
manuscripts, diaries, interviews, journals, newspapers, memoirs, 
photographs, audio recordings, video recordings, research data, and 
objects or artifacts such as artwork, buildings, tools, and clothing. These 
sources serve as the raw material to interpret the past. Primary sources 
allow the researcher to get as close as possible to what actually 
happened during a historical event or time period.  

 
What is a Secondary Source? 

The Life of 
Asher Levy 

 
 
By Jonathan 
Sarna 

Secondary sources describe or analyze primary sources. They offer accounts 
of the past based on close examination of those sources and help uncover 
information that may lead to greater understanding about a particular time 
period, person, etc.  
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Examples of primary and secondary sources: 

Primary Source Secondary Source 

Original artwork Article reviewing the piece of art 

Diary of a soldier from the Revolutionary War Book about the Revolutionary War 

Poem Essay on a particular genre of poetry 

Videotape of a performance Biography of a playwright 

 
The Interview (15 MINUTES) 
Tell students that in a few moments they will be interviewing someone in the class.  They 
are going to interview a classmate about his or her Jewish life in America.  Spend a few 
minutes creating questions together as a class that students can then use on their 
interview.  Match up students with each other to prepare for the interview.  Students 
should record their partner’s answers on a sheet of paper.  When one partner is finished, 
they should switch. 
 
Creating a Biography (20 MINUTES) 
When students complete their interviews they will create a biography of the person they 
interviewed.  Share biographies.  This process may take more than one class period 
depending on the number of students in your class.  Ask them to identify which parts of 
the work they created are primary sources and which are secondary.   
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Unit 2: The First Jews in America 
 
Enduring Understandings 

1. Life in the American colonies affected the settlers’ Judaism just as life today in 
America affects how we live out our Jewish lives.   

2. The concept of “Kol Yisrael aravim zeh l’zeh” (All Israel is responsible for one 
another) played a key role in the life of Colonial Jews and continues to be lived 
out in the lives of American Jews today.      

 
Essential Questions 

1. What constitutes Jewish identity? 
2. What makes up a Jewish community? 
3. What responsibility as Jews do we have towards one another? 
4. How does life in America today affect your Judaism?  

 
Goals 

1. To expose learners to the struggle for equal rights that Jews encountered as a 
minority in the New World. 

2. To encourage students to think critically about Jewish life in the colonies in 
comparison to Jewish life in America today.   

3. To present students with primary and secondary sources as examples of how Jews 
responded to the challenges they faced in the New World.   

4. To continue to teach students how to become historical detectives in order to 
uncover the experiences of the Jewish settlers.   

5. To encourage students to think critically about their own Jewish identity both as 
Jews and Americans.   
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Overview 
 
In 1654, twenty three Jews journeyed on a boat called the Sainte Catherine, from Recife, 
Brazil to New Amsterdam. Although the vast majority of Jews came to the New World to 
escape religious persecution, they encountered prejudice and intolerance particularly by 
the Governor of New Amsterdam, Peter Stuyvesant, who fought to deny Jews entrance 
into the colonies.  The Jews did however receive assistance from their fellows Jews in 
Holland which ensured their stay in the New World.  They still faced numerous 
restrictions, however, along with Jews in other colonies.  Questionable was the Jewish 
right to become a citizen, hold public office, vote, serve as witnesses in court, and be 
excused from laws that restricted activity on Sundays, which was the Christian Sabbath. 
However with much persistence, Jews over time gained the rights that their fellow 
colonists held. In 1655 for example, three Jews requested the right to purchase land for 
the first Jewish cemetery.  Governor Stuyvesant granted them a small piece of land just 
outside of the city.  By 1657, Jews had become involved in the business of trade as 
merchants, importers, and exporters.  By 1660, they were holding religious services in a 
rented house (they did not yet have a synagogue).     
 
In 1664, the British captured the Dutch colonies and divided them into New York and 
New Jersey.  Jews were then obligated to British laws which forbade non-citizens to 
participate in business.  In order to advance business, the British created a system of 
naturalization that was more easily obtainable in the thirteen colonies. In 1667, The 
Treaty of Breda granted rights of trade, inheritance, property ownership, and worship to 
all citizens (including Jews). By 1700, Jews were permitted to vote and serve on juries. 
Not all colonies however offered such freedoms to the Jews.  It wasn’t until 1776 that 
Jews could settle in any one of the thirteen colonies.   
 
In 1730, with the financial assistance of the Jewish community of Jamaica in the West 
Indies, the first synagogue was built on Mill Street, now referred to as South William 
Street in the financial district in Manhattan.  The synagogue was named Kahal Kodesh 
Shearith Israel (Holy Congregation Remnant of Israel).1  Synagogues, like churches, in 
the colonies were untouched by the government, and therefore were heavily influential on 
the religious lives of the colonists.  Although the synagogue played a significant role in 
the religious lives of Jews in the colonies, it did not necessarily direct their lives in the 
secular world.  Jews were often involved with their Christian neighbors in business.  
Some Jews married Christians.  Jewish observance posed a challenge in the New World, 
particularly the laws of kashrut. Refraining from work on Shabbat was difficult since the 
Christian day of rest was Sunday rather than Saturday (the Jewish day of rest).  
 
 
                                                 
1 The name Shearith Israel was representative of the belief that the dispersion of Israel’s remnant to the 
four corners of the world was a sign of  the imminent ingathering. This notion comes from Micah 2:12 
where the prophet Micah says, “I will surely gather the remnant of Israel.” This belief was wide spread 
amongst Jews during this period.   
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Suggested Learning Activities 
 
The Right to Settle in the New Land 
 
The following secondary source on Asher Levy is intended for use in activity number one 
only.  
 
Asher Levy, an Ashkenazic2 Jew who was originally from Vilna, in Lithuania, arrived in 
New Amsterdam in 1654.  He was penniless and soon began a protest against 
Government Stuyvesant’s imposition of a military-exemption tax on Jews.  All Jewish 
men between the ages of 16 and 60 were taxed rather than asked to take their turn on 
guard duty.  Levy could not afford to pay the tax and wanted to serve on guard duty 
instead.  The Dutch settlers feared that other settlers would resent serving with a Jew.  
Levy’s request was refused, but he appealed the decision.  It took two years, but he 
finally won and was permitted to serve on guard duty.  He once marched with the local 
militia against the Algonquian Indians.   
 
Next, Levy decided to fight for citizenship.  He gained the support of wealthy Jews in the 
colony and won again.  At that point, Jews in New Amsterdam were given right to 
citizenship, or burghership, as it was called.   
 
Levy worked hard at a wide variety of jobs, from butcher to trade merchant.  As a 
butcher, he was excused from killing hogs because of his religious beliefs.  In 1661, he 
became the first Jew in New Amsterdam to own his own house.  He may have been the 
first Jewish property owner in the colonies.   
 
When the English captured New Amsterdam and renamed it New York, Levy swore an 
oath of allegiance to the British king.  All the rights he had under the Dutch were granted 
to him by the British.  He was the first Jew to serve on a jury in North America.   
 
When he died, court records show, his possessions included a pistol and a sword, a 
Sabbath lamp, a kiddush cup, and a spice box for havdalah.  In recognition of his 
achievements, a public school in Manhattan and a park in Brooklyn, New York, are 
named for him.  Although he began his life in the colonies as a poor refugee, he became a 
well-known businessman and a fighter for religious equality and Jewish rights.3   
 
Activity 1 (Handout Provided) 
Hand out the secondary source reading on Asher Levy to half of the class.  This half of 
the class will read about Asher Levy and prepare to teach the other half of the class who 
will interview them as if they are Levy.  While the first half of the class is reading about 
Asher Levy, the other half will come up with questions together with the teacher to 
                                                 
2 Jews from Eastern and Central Europe are referred to as Ashkenazic, from the Hebrew word for Germany.  
Jews from Spain, Portugal, or Brazil are referred to as Sephardic, from the Hebrew word for Spain.   
3 This summary of Asher Levy is taken directly from Challenge and Change: History of Jews in America.  
It can be found in chapter 2, page 12. 
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interview Levy. Once they have come up with their questions, pair them up with their 
classmates to conduct their interviews.  When they have completed their interviews, have 
them report their findings.  You might also engage them in a discussion following the 
interview about the rights that they have as Jews in America today.     
 
Activity 2 (Handout Provided)  
Ask students to write a letter to Governor Peter Stuyvesant asking for the right to settle in 
New Amsterdam.  Students should tell the governor of how they plan to contribute to 
society and be a good citizen.4  Students should answer the following questions in their 
letters to the governor: What skills do you have to offer?  How will you make a living?  
In what ways will you be involved in the local community?   
 
Activity 3 
Divide the class into four groups.   
Assign each group to one of the following: 

1. The right to serve in the military 
2. The right to become a citizen 
3. Religious freedom   
4. The fourth group of students will serve as a panel of governors to which the 

others must appeal to.   
 
Ask students to create an appeal to the governors panel.  Have them make signs and 
posters protesting the prejudices that Jews faced during this time.  The class can hold a 
protest and fight for their rights and freedoms. Have the governors panel take notes and 
decide which group of protestors was most convincing.   
 
Becoming a Citizen 
 
Activity 4 (Handout Provided) 
This activity is integrated into the attached lesson plan for the unit. Students will learn 
more about the process of becoming a U.S. citizen.  If computers are available in the 
school this can be done on site.  Otherwise this can be assigned for homework.  Ask 
students to go to a search engine such as google and find the website for the U.S. Bureau 
of Citizenship and Immigration Services.  Once they have located the site, ask them to 
click on “Naturalization.” Ask them to define naturalization and list the general 
requirements for naturalization.  Ask them if they think the requirements and procedures 
for becoming a citizen are surprising or seem fair. If they were writing the conditions and 
procedures, ask them what they might include.5  Following this activity, you might pose 
questions about whether or not they think all who apply for citizenship should obtain 
citizenship in the U.S. leading them towards questions about whether or not they think 
Jews should have had the right to settle in the New World.    
 
 

                                                 
4 Adapted from America the Jewish Experience, Ch.1, page15 
5 Adapted from Challenge and Change: History of the Jews in America, Ch. 2, page13 
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Activity 5a 
Ask students to contact a family member who immigrated to the U.S. (preferably Jewish).  
Ask students to interview that family member about the process of becoming a U.S. 
citizen. Questions to consider: Did you choose to come to the United States of your free 
will? What preparations did you have to make before coming to this country? What were 
the challenges? In what ways did your Jewish identity impact your becoming a citizen?  
Since you became a citizen, has the way in which you have lived your life as a Jew 
differed from how you lived in your country of previous residence?    
 
Activity 5b (Handout Provided) 
Create a display or a class museum where the students’ interviews with their family 
members are put on view. Take students on a visit to their museum and have them view 
each others interviews.  To make this more interactive, create a bingo board, and in each 
box a fact about each of their family members.  Students will have to read each interview 
to figure out whose fact it is in each box.  You might have them either list the name of the 
individual or ask their classmate to initial the fact to verify that they listed the correct 
person.      
 
Defining Jewish Identity  
 
Activity 6 
This activity is designed to encourage students to think about their own Jewish identity 
and experience as Jews in the U.S. This can be done as a journal entry followed by class 
discussion.  In their journals, ask students to write down and answer the following 
questions:    

1. As Jews in America, we sometimes take our rights for granted.  One of the rights 
we have is freedom of religion.  What are some of the things that you do in your 
daily life that demonstrate your freedom as a Jew in this country?  

2. Are there symbols in your home that are Jewish? What are they? Why do you 
have them in your home?  

3. Are there symbols that you wear that are Jewish? What are they? Why do you 
wear them?  

 
Activity 7 (Handout Provided)  
The following activity can be done either in class as a closing unit activity or as a 
homework assignment. Encourage students to utilize prior readings to access important 
dates or events in the Jewish experience in the Colonial period.  Students will imagine 
themselves as one of the 23 Jewish settlers that arrived in New Amsterdam in 1654. 
Referencing earlier material they should tell you of their journey to the New World as 
well as about their experiences upon settlement.  Below is a suggested way in which to 
dictate the assignment:  
 
Imagine you are a Jew arriving to the New World in the 1600’s.  Tell us about your 
journey to the New World.  Be sure to cite examples of key events that shaped your 
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experience, such as your long journey by sea on the St. Catherine to New Amsterdam, 
your experience with the governor, or your struggle to obtain certain rights.     
 
Memorable Moment 
This particular activity will allow students to engage in dialogue with an American 
religious community outside of their own. This activity has the potential to increase 
tolerance between Jews and other religious communities as well as give students a greater 
sense of themselves as Jews.  This is a wonderful opportunity for you as well, as their 
teacher, to collaborate with other teachers and community members.   
 
Choose a non-Jewish, religious school for your class to visit in your neighborhood. 
Ideally, your class would be paired up with a group of students the same age. Students 
from both your school and the school in which you will visit can create questions around 
the topic of freedom of religion or religious expression prior to meeting.  Perhaps 
students can create a mural together or a quilt that expresses their identities as Jews and 
Christians, or Jews and Muslims (this depends on what is available where your 
community is based).   
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Unit 2 Resources 
Kapnek Roseberg, Shelley.  Challenge and Change: History of the Jews in America. New 
Jersey: Behrman House, 2004.  (Includes Teaching Guide) 
 
Leiman, Sondra.  America the Jewish Experience.  New York: UAHC Press, 1994. 
(Includes Teaching Guide) 
 
Unit 2 Primary Sources 
 

A Shabbat Dilemma 
 
 [Joseph]Simon said, “Gentlemen, today is my Sabbath, and I do not do business 
in it; if you will please to call tomorrow, I will wait on you.”   
 We observed that the same reasons which prevented his payment of the order on 
that day would prevent our troubling him the day following [Sunday].  We apologized for 
intruding on his Sabbath, and told him we would wait until Monday.  He replied, you are 
on a journey, and it may be inconvenient to you to wait.  He went to call in his neighbor, 
Dr. Boyd, and took from his desk a bag, laid it on the table and presented the order to the 
Dr.  The doctor counted out the money and we gave a receipt.  The Jew sat looking on, to 
see that all was rightly transacted, but said nothing, and thus quieted his conscience 
against the rebuke of a violation of his Sabbath. 
 
From “Lancaster in 1772,” Journal of the Lancaster County Historical Society 5 (1901): 108-109 
 
 

A Jewish Petition to the Governors of New Amsterdam 
 

 We, the undersigned, of the Jewish Nation here, make known with due reverence 
how that one of our Nation [Asher Levy] repaired to the City Hall of this City and 
requested of the Noble Burgomasters that he might obtain his Burgher [citizenship] 
certificate, like other Burghers, which to our great surprise was declined and refused by 
the Noble Burgomasters.   
 We, therefore, reverently request your Noble Worships to please not exclude not 
shut us out from the Burgher right, but to notify the Noble Burgomasters that they 
should…give us the customary Burgher certificate… 
 Below stood: Your Noble Worships Jacob Cohen Henriques, Abraham de Lucena, 
Joseph d’Acosta 
 
Original source information unknown.  Found in America: The Jewish Experience 
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American Jewish History  
Lesson Plan 
45 Minutes 
 
Learning Objectives 
Students will be able to: 

 Identify the struggle for citizenship that Jewish settlers encountered in the 
colonies.   

 Identify ways in which Jews changed or influenced government policy both in the 
colonies and today in the U.S.  

 List the process of Naturalization in the U.S. today.   
 
Set Induction (10 MINUTES) 
What are the rights that you have as an American citizen? What or who guarantees you 
those rights? Imagine you were denied the right to citizenship in this country because of 
your Jewish identity.  What might you do to earn the right to become a citizen?  
 
A Jewish Petition to the Governors of New Amsterdam  (15 MINUTES) 
 
Asher Levy, an Ashkenazic1 Jew who was originally from Vilna, in Lithuania, arrived in 
New Amsterdam in 1654.  He was penniless and soon began a protest against 
Government Stuyvesant who refused to allow Jews to become citizens. Levy decided to 
fight for citizenship.  He gained the support of wealthy Jews in the colony and won!  At 
that point, Jews in New Amsterdam were given right to citizenship, or burghership, as it 
was called.   
 
Below you will find the petition that was written by a few of the more prominent Jews in 
the community on behalf of Asher Levy.  Ask students to read “A Jewish Petition to the 
Governor of New Amsterdam” silently, then read together as a class.   
 

A Jewish Petition to the Governors of New Amsterdam 
 

 We, the undersigned, of the Jewish Nation here, make known with due reverence 
how that one of our Nation [Asher Levy] repaired to the City Hall of this City and 
requested of the Noble Burgomasters that he might obtain his Burgher [citizenship] 
certificate, like other Burghers, which to our great surprise was declined and refused by 
the Noble Burgomasters.   
 We, therefore, reverently request your Noble Worships to please not exclude not 
shut us out from the Burgher right, but to notify the Noble Burgomasters that they 
should…give us the customary Burgher certificate… 
 Below stood: Your Noble Worships Jacob Cohen Henriques, Abraham de Lucena, 
Joseph d’Acosta 
Original source information unknown.  Found in America: The Jewish Experience 

                                                 
1 Jews from Eastern and Central Europe are referred to as Ashkenazic, from the Hebrew word for Germany.  
Jews from Spain, Portugal, or Brazil are referred to as Sephardic, from the Hebrew word for Spain.   
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Following the reading of “A Jewish Petition to the Governor of New Amsterdam,” 
ask students to answer the questions below with a partner:  

1. In the Colonial period, Jews used letter writing as a way to advocate and protest 
for their rights.  What are ways that Jews today advocate either for themselves or 
for others? Think about ways that your community or synagogue are involved.  

2. If the U.S. government refused you or your family the right to become a citizen, 
what would you do?  

 
Becoming a U.S. Citizen (20 MINUTES) 
Students will learn more about the process of becoming a U.S. citizen.  If computers are 
available in the school this can be done on site.  If you do not have a computer lab 
available on site, you can print out the information for them and make this a partner or 
group activity. Ask students to go to a search engine such as google and find the website 
for the U.S. Bureau of Citizenship and Immigration Services.  Once they have located the 
site, ask them to click on “Naturalization.” Ask them to define naturalization and list the 
general requirements for naturalization.  Ask them if they think the requirements and 
procedures for becoming a citizen are surprising or seem fair. If they were writing the 
conditions and procedures, ask them what they might include.2  
 
Following this activity, you might pose questions about whether or not they think all who 
apply for citizenship should obtain citizenship in the U.S. leading them towards questions 
about whether or not they think Jews should have had the right to settle in the New 
World.    
 
 

                                                 
2 Adapted from Challenge and Change: History of the Jews in America, Ch. 2, page13 
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Name: _________________________ 
 

 
 

Asher Levy, an Ashkenazic Jew who was originally from Vilna, in Lithuania, arrived in 
New Amsterdam in 1654.  He was penniless and soon began a protest against 
Government Stuyvesant who refused to allow Jews to become citizens. Levy decided to 
fight for citizenship.  He gained the support of wealthy Jews in the colony and won!  At 
that point, Jews in New Amsterdam were given right to citizenship, or burghership, as it 
was called.   
 
Below you will find the petition that was written by a few of the more prominent Jews in 
the community on behalf of Asher Levy.  Take a few moments to read it to yourself.  
 

A Jewish Petition to the Governors of New Amsterdam 
 

 We, the undersigned, of the Jewish Nation here, make known with due reverence 
how that one of our Nation [Asher Levy] repaired to the City Hall of this City and 
requested of the Noble Burgomasters that he might obtain his Burgher [citizenship] 
certificate, like other Burghers, which to our great surprise was declined and refused by 
the Noble Burgomasters.   
 We, therefore, reverently request your Noble Worships to please not exclude not 
shut us out from the Burgher right, but to notify the Noble Burgomasters that they 
should…give us the customary Burgher certificate… 
 Below stood: Your Noble Worships Jacob Cohen Henriques, Abraham de Lucena, 
Joseph d’Acosta 
 
Answer the questions below with a partner: 
In the Colonial period, Jews used letter writing as a way to advocate and protest for their 
rights.  What are ways that Jews today advocate either for themselves or for others? 
Think about ways that your community or synagogue are involved.  
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
If the U.S. government refused you or your family the right to become a citizen, what 
would you do?  
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
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Read below about Asher Levy who was one of the first Jews to come to New 
Amsterdam in 1654.  You are going to play the role of Asher Levy and tell 
your story to your classmates who are preparing to interview you!    

 
Asher Levy, an Ashkenazic Jew who was 
originally from Vilna, in Lithuania, 
arrived in New Amsterdam in 1654.  He 
was penniless and soon began a protest 
against Government Stuyvesant’s 
imposition of a military-exemption tax 
on Jews.  All Jewish men between the 
ages of 16 and 60 were taxed rather than 
asked to take their turn on guard duty.  
Levy could not afford to pay the tax and 
wanted to serve on guard duty instead.  
The Dutch settlers feared that other 
settlers would resent serving with a Jew.  
Levy’s request was refused, but he 
appealed the decision.  It took two years, 
but he finally won and was permitted to 
serve on guard duty.  He once marched 
with the local militia against the 
Algonquian Indians.   
 
Next, Levy decided to fight for 
citizenship.  He gained the support of 
wealthy Jews in the colony and won 
again.  At that point, Jews in New 
Amsterdam were given right to 
citizenship, or burghership, as it was 
called.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Levy worked hard at a wide variety of 
jobs, from butcher to trade merchant.  
As a butcher, he was excused from 
killing hogs because of his religious 
beliefs.  In 1661, he became the first Jew 
in New Amsterdam to own his own 
house.  He may have been the first 
Jewish property owner in the colonies.   
 
When the English captured New 
Amsterdam and renamed it New York, 
Levy swore an oath of allegiance to the 
British king.  All the rights he had under 
the Dutch were granted to him by the 
British.  He was the first Jew to serve on 
a jury in North America.   
 
When he died, court records show, his 
possessions included a pistol and a 
sword, a Sabbath lamp, a kiddush cup, 
and a spice box for havdalah.  In 
recognition of his achievements, a public 
school in Manhattan and a park in 
Brooklyn, New York, are named for him.  
Although he began his life in the 
colonies as a poor refugee, he became a 
well-known businessman and a fighter 
for religious equality and Jewish rights. 
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Name:_________________________ 
 

Write a letter to Governor Peter Stuyvesant, asking for the right to settle in New 
Amsterdam.  Tell him how you plan to contribute to society and be a good citizen.  
You should answer the following questions in your letter to the governor: What 
skills do you have to offer?  How will you make a living?  In what ways will you be 
involved in the local community?   
 
 
To Peter Stuyvesant, Governor: 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
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Name: _________________________ 
 

 
 

Becoming a U.S. Citizen 
 

Learn more about becoming a U.S. citizen. Use a search engine like Google to locate 
the U.S. Bureau of Citizenship and Immigration Services website.   
 
When you find the site, select “Naturalization.”  
In your own words, what is naturalization?  
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
What are the general requirements for naturalization?  
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Do the requirements and procedures for becoming a citizen surprise you? Do they seem 
fair? If you were writing the conditions and procedures, what would you include? Make a 
list below.  
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
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EXAMPLE BINGO BOARD 
 

 
My dad is from 
Romania. 

 
 
  
  

 
 
 

My grandma is 
from Hungary. 

My great grandma 
Ida was born in 
America, moved to 
Italy, then came 
back to America 
when she was 12. 
 

My family is 
from Austria. 

My mom was on 
the front page of 
an American 
newspaper. 

 
 
 

My uncle married 
a non-Jewish 
woman. 

My great grandpa 
is from Ireland.  

My family 
practiced 
Judaism in 
secret. 

My great 
grandpa’s 
nickname is 
“Peanuts.”  

 
 
 

My mom’s name is 
Stacy.  Her 
family called her 
Panina when they 
lived in Europe.   

My cousins are 
named Marissa, 
Jennifer, and Josh. 
Those weren’t their 
original names. Their 
names were changed 
when they moved 
here.  

My dad is the 
creator of the 
TV show, 
“Everybody Loves 
Raymond.” 

My great grandpa 
worked as a 
tailor when he 
first came to the 
U.S.  

 

My dad originally 
came here on a 
student visa.   

My cousin came 
immigrated from 
Brazil 15 years 
ago.    

My great aunt 
worked in a 
sweat shop 
making clothing.   

My great grandpa 
was awarded the 
“Enton’s Society 
of Inventor’s” 
Diploma.   

 
 

My grandfather 
met my 
grandmother at 
UCLA when he 
was 19.   

My grandpa 
found it difficult 
to adjust to life 
in America.     

My mom was told 
that she couldn’t 
speak her native 
language which 
was Spanish when 
she immigrated 
here from Cuba.  
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Name: _________________________ 
 

 

 
 
Imagine you are a Jew arriving to the New World in the 1600’s.  Tell us about your 
journey to the New World.  Be sure to cite examples of key events that shaped your 
experience, such as your long journey by sea on the St. Catherine to New Amsterdam, 
your experience with the governor, or your struggle to obtain certain rights.   
 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
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Unit 3: Jews and the American Revolution 
 

Enduring Understandings 
1. Jewish involvement in the Revolutionary war had a significant impact on how 

Jews were perceived in American society.  
2. The Revolution and the new governing principles of independence influenced 

how Jews lived their lives.   
3. The principles of democracy and freedom of religion in the United States 

continuously shape the American Jewish experience.   
 
Essential Questions  

1. How do American values such as democracy and freedom of religion impact your 
life as a Jew?  

 
Goals 

1. To expose learners to the struggle for equal rights that Jews encountered as a 
minority in the colonies. 

2. To encourage students to think critically about Jewish life in the colonies in 
comparison to Jewish life in America today.   

3. To present students with primary and secondary sources as examples of how Jews 
responded to the challenges they faced during the American Revolution.   

4. To continue to teach students how to become historical detectives in order to 
uncover the experiences of the Jews during the Revolution.   

5. To encourage students to think critically about their own Jewish identity both as 
Jews and Americans.   
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Overview 
 
In the 1700’s, immigration soared.  By 1775, the Jewish population numbered between 
1,000-2,500.  The British now had thirteen colonies in New England, the Middle Atlantic, 
and in the South, under their rule.  
 
Jews in the colonies generally had more rights than they did in Europe.  They were able 
to build synagogues and make a decent living.  However, they still couldn’t vote or hold 
public office like their fellow colonists could, except in New York.  This was because 
Jews would have had to take a Christian oath in order to hold office.  Although Jews 
could not vote or hold office in all but one of the colonies, for the first time they became 
involved with politics during this period alongside non-Jewish colonists over the shared 
frustration with taxation and lack of representation.   
 
In 1765, The English parliament passed a Stamp Tax, which forced colonists to purchase 
a stamp with every piece of printed paper they bought, such as newspapers.  Jews living 
in Philadelphia as well as other businessmen protested by signing an agreement to stop 
importing British goods.  Following the Stamp Tax came taxes on glass, paper, paint, and 
even tea! Merchants in New York, Jewish and non-Jewish refused to import tea in 
opposition to the Tax.   
 
In 1774, representatives of all the colonies gathered at the First Continental Congress in 
Philadelphia where they wrote a petition to King George III.  King George III however 
did not respond to their demands.  On April 18, 1775, fighting erupted between British 
soldiers stationed in Lexington, Massachusetts, and American rebels. With this came the 
onset of the American Revolution. Approximately six hundred Jews throughout the 
colonies enlisted to fight in the war.  There was one particular company in South Carolina 
that was referred to as the “Jew Company” since twenty-six of its members were Jewish 
men.   
 
In May, 1775, the Second Continental Congress gathered and unanimously chose George 
Washington as head of the army.  Washington accepted without pay and took command 
of fifteen thousand troops at Cambridge, Massachusetts, along with two Jewish officers 
who served on his staff: Benjamin Nones and Colonel Isaac Franks. One year later, on 
July 2, 1776, the Second Continental Congress met once again and broke off all ties with 
England.  Two days later, the colonies adopted the Declaration of Independence and 
officially became the United States.  The war didn’t end however until October 19, 1781 
when the British general, Cornwallis was forced to surrender at Yorktown although some 
fighting continued until a treaty was reached in 1783.            
 
Like other Americans during the war, Jews in the colonies found themselves pulled in 
two different directions: between loyalty to England and independence.  Those who were 
loyal to King George III and to England were called Loyalists, or Tories, named after the 
ruling political party in Britain.  Those who supported independence were called Patriots, 
or Whigs, after the opposition party in England.   
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The Revolutionary war was the first war in modern history in which Jews were allowed 
to participate.  Their involvement in the war had a significant impact on how they were 
perceived in American society.   
 
In 1787, the nation’s leaders met to supplant the Articles of Confederation with a new 
form of government.  A Constitutional Convention was held in Philadelphia with George 
Washington officiating.  Jonas Phillips, a prominent Jewish patriot wrote to the 
convention requesting equal rights for all Jews.  The Constitution did in fact guarantee 
the rights of all citizens, including Jews.  Not only did the Constitution declare that 
Congress could no longer require religious “tests” for holding public office, but in 1791, 
the first ten amendments were adopted, known as the Bill of Rights, guaranteeing 
individual rights, including freedom of religion.  Regardless, many state governments did 
not accept the notion of complete equality for Jews. 
 
Between 1790 and 1820, the Jewish population grew to 2,700.  Many Jews found new 
business opportunities in the west.  Others became shippers, brokers, auctioneers, and 
shopkeepers.  Jews also began to sit on board of directors, join trade and humane 
societies, and in general, participate in secular society.   
 
Influenced by the Revolution and democratic principles observed in secular society, 
synagogue life began to change.  Synagogue “constitutions” became more democratic.  
Synagogues also developed relationships with churches, accepting and giving assistance.  
They modified some of their religious practices such as including prayers for the welfare 
of American leaders.  All of this is to say that independence in America became an 
important component of Jewish life both within and outside of synagogue life.        
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Suggested Learning Activities 
 
War and Shabbat: A dilemma?
 
Activity 1 (Handout Provided) 
This activity is integrated into the attached lesson plan for the unit.  The following 
activity invites students into dialogue with the tensions between American and Jewish 
values.  It will also give them a sense of how Jews during the period of the Revolution 
responded to such tensions.   
 
Below you will find a secondary source on Hart Jacobs, followed by a primary source 
from the U.S. Department of Defense written in the late 1700’s. Following that text is a 
source from the Talmud.  Students might examine the two texts following the secondary 
data on Hart Jacobs and determine whether or not they agree with his decision to abstain 
from fighting on Shabbat.   
 
In 1776, a man named Hart Jacobs from New York, asked to be excused from battle on 
Friday night because it was Shabbat.  The Committee of Safety, the patriot authority, 
ordered that he be permitted not to fight on Friday night and that he perform his full tour 
of duty on other nights.    
 
The U.S. Department of Defense Directory “Accommodation of Religious Practices” 
states:  
 A basic principle of our nation is free exercise of religion.  The Department of 
Defense places a high value on the rights of members of the Armed Forces to 
observe…their respective religions.  It is DoD* policy that requests for accommodation 
of religious practices should be approved by commanders when accommodation will not 
have an adverse impact on military readiness, unit cohesion, standards, or discipline. 
 The following goals are to be used by the Military Departments in the 
development of guidance…concerning the accommodation of religious practices… 
 Worship services, holy days, and Sabbath observances should be accommodated, 
except when precluded by military necessity. 
 
*DoD (Department of Defense) 
 
Halachah (Jewish law) emphasizes that with a few important exceptions, we must do 
whatever is necessary to save a life (pikuach nefesh): “The saving of life supersedes the 
Sabbath” (Babylonian Talmud, Shabbat 132a).  In wartime, that may mean fighting on 
Shabbat and holidays.   
 
Suggested questions to accompany readings (can be done as in class discussion, 
group work,  journal entry, or homework assignment) 
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Based on these two pieces of information-about Jewish law and American military 
practice-write your position on fighting on Shabbat.  Do you come to a different decision 
than Hart Jacobs did during the revolution?1  
 
Will you be my Valentine? Policies in a Jewish School 
 
Activity 2 
Are there holidays in your school that students and teachers are not allowed to celebrate 
such as Valentine’s Day or Halloween?  Invite students into a dialogue about policies in 
your school that clearly make a distinction between Jewish and non-Jewish values.  This 
could take place as a discussion or perhaps a class debate.   
 
Suggested guiding questions 
At our school we don’t observe holidays such as Valentine’s day and Halloween.  Why is 
that? Do you agree with this policy? Are there other examples that you can think of either 
at school or not, where you are faced with making a decision between Jewish law/values 
and non-Jewish laws/values?   
 
The Jewish Community and George Washington Exchange Letters 
 
Activity 3  
The following activity will allow students to hone their skills as historical detectives.   
Below you will find a secondary source that summarizes the exchange between George 
Washington and the Jewish community.  Following the secondary source you will find 
the actual letter that was written. Utilize the primary source document to allow students 
to uncover information about American Jews during the late 1700’s.   
 
Moses Seixas (pronounced say-shus), the president of Congregation Jeshuat Israel in 
Newport, Rhode Island wrote a letter to George Washington expressing the Jewish 
community’s fondness for him as well as their loyalty to the new nation.  The letter also 
articulated the Jewish community’s hope for complete freedom and equality under the 
new government. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
1 Activity adapted from Challenge and Change: History of Jews in America 
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The Jewish Community and George Washington Exchange Letters 
 

Moses Seixas (pronounced say-shus) for the Hebrew Congregation of Newport: 
 Permit the children of the stock of Abraham to approach you with the most 
cordial affection and esteem for your person and merit…Deprived as we…have been for 
the invaluable rights of free citizens, we now-with a deep sense of gratitude to the 
Almighty…behold a government erected by the majesty of the people-a government which 
to bigotry gives no sanction, to persecution no assistance… 
 
George Washington’s Response: 
 While I received with much satisfaction your address…with expressions of 
esteem, I rejoice in the opportunity of assuring you that I shall always retain grateful 
remembrance of the cordial welcome I experienced on my visit to Newport…The citizens 
of the United States of America have a right to applaud themselves for giving to Mankind 
examples of…a policy worthy of imitation…Happily the Government of the United States, 
which give to bigotry no sanction, to persecution no assistance, requires only that they 
who live under its protection should demean themselves as good citizens… 
 May the children of the Stock of Abraham who dwell in this land, continue to 
merit and enjoy the good will of the other Inhabitants; while every one shall sit under his 
own vine and fig tree,2 and there shall be none to make him afraid… 
 
These letters were published in several American newspapers in 1790 and were included in A 
Collection of Speeches of the President of the United States (Boston, 1796). 
 
Suggested guiding questions 
When was this letter written? What is the purpose of this letter that Moses Seixas wrote 
to George Washington? What do these letters between Moses Seixas and George 
Washington tell you about the position of Jews in America during the late 1700’s (Did 
Jews have a good relationship with the government? Were they seen as equal to other 
citizens?)?  Why do you think these letters were important to Jews in America during this 
period?  
 
Memorable Moment 
Invite one or more Jewish war veterans to speak to your class.  You might consider 
inviting a veteran from the most recent war in Iraq in addition to a war veteran from 
World War II, Vietnam, or the Korean War.  Prior to the guests arrival, create a few 
questions with the class that will encourage speakers to talk about their experiences as 
Jews in the military.   
 
 
 

                                                 
2 From Isaiah 2:4 “And they shall beat their swords into plowshares and their spears into pruning hooks.  
Nation shall not take up sword against nation; They shall never again know war; But every man shall sit 
under his grapevine or fig tree with no one to disturb him.”  
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Unit 3 Resources 
Kapnek Roseberg, Shelley.  Challenge and Change: History of the Jews in America. New 
Jersey: Behrman House, 2004.  (Includes Teaching Guide) 
 
Unit 3 Primary Sources 
 

A Patriot’s Letter 
 
 I…Being one of the people called Jews of the City of Philadelphia…do behold 
with Concern that among the laws in the Constitution of Pennsylvania, there is a 
Clause… 
 I do believe in one God the Creature and governour of the universe the Rewarder 
of the good and the punisher of the wicked-and I do acknowledge the scripture of the old 
and New testament to be given by devine inspiration-to swear and believe that the new 
testaments was given by devine inspiration is absolutely against the religious principle of 
a Jew and is against Conscience to take any such oath-By the above law a Jew is 
deprived of holding any public office…which is Contradictory to the bill of Right Section 
2…[“nor can any man who acknowledges the being of a God be justly deprived…of any 
civil right as a Citizen on account of his religious sentiments”]. 
 It is well known…that the Jews have been true and faithful whigs, and during the 
late Contest with England they…have bravely fought and bleed for liberty which they 
Can not Enjoy-Therefore if the honourable Convention shall in ther Wisdom…after 
the…oath…then the Isrealetes will think them self happy to live under a government 
where all Relegious societys are on Eaqual footing-I solecet this favour for my self and 
my children and posterity, and for…all the Isrealetes through the 13 unites States of 
America… 
 

Your Most devoted obed. 
Servant Jonas Phillips 

Philadelphia, 24th Elul or Sepr 7th 1787 
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A Declaration of Synagogue Rights 
 
 Whereas in free states all power originates and is derived from the people, who 
always retain every right necessary for their well being individually,…In like manner the 
individuals of every society in such state are entitled to and retain their several rights, 
which ought to be preserved inviolate. 
 Therefore we…conceive it our duty to make this declaration of our rights and 
privileges:  
 First, of Jews in general.  That every free person professing the Jewish religion, 
and who lives according to its holy precepts, is entitled to worship the god of Israel in the 
synagogue, and by purchase or gift to have a seat therein, and to be treated in all respect 
as a brother, and as such a subject of every fraternal duty. 
 Secondly. Of those who have been for a length of time members…though not 
reputed yehidim [members]: That all those who have formerly and now continue to be 
members of this kahal kodesh [holy congregation] at large, not having subscribed to the 
constitutions of the aforesaid congregation, but living as worthy professors of our holy 
law, are entitled to the several privileges in the foregoing articles, and shall be called to 
sepher [reading of the Scroll] when not interfering with the [prior] rights of a yahid… 
 Ninthly.  In all general meetings…or any other usual meetings, every yahid has 
and ought to have a right of debating on any subject whatsoever with decency, yet to 
deliver his sentiments without restraint, and freely to give his opinions and advice 
concerning any matters in question, or to open a new subject in order, at his own 
option… 
 
The Declaration of Synagogue Rights was written by the members of Congregation Shearith Israel in 
New York City after the Revolution (1790).   
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American Jewish History 
Lesson Plan 
45 Minutes 
 
Supplies 
Registration cards for military service, handout: “War and Shabbat: A dilemma?”  
 
Learning Objectives 
Students will be able to:  

 Identify one of the tensions a Jewish soldier faced during the Revolutionary war 
and how he responded to it. 

 Identify government policy towards religious practice during the period of the 
Revolutionary war.   

 Discuss the Jewish value of Pikuach Nefesh: “The saving of life supersedes the 
Sabbath,” as it relates to war.   

 Take a personal stance on how they might have dealt with this tension of loyalty 
to America and commitment to Jewish values.     

 
Set Induction: Enlisting! (10 MINUTES) 
Dress up and role play a military officer who has been ordered to enlist new soldiers for 
the Revolutionary war.  Pass out registration cards to each student and tell them that they 
will soon become soldiers in the great war of independence! They will be excited to hear 
that they will be under the command of George Washington!  
 

 
 

REGISTRATION CARD FOR  
MILITARY SERVICE 

 
Name _________________________ 
 
Date of Birth __________ 
 
Place of Birth ____________________ 
 
Height _____ 

 
Once students have completed their registration cards, collect them.  Inform them that 
they will serve weekday evenings (including Friday nights) until the war is over.  Notice 
students reactions to see if there is any concern for this.  Ask students if they have any 
questions about their duties.  Ask them if they are prepared to serve their country even 
during their Sabbath.  You can ask for a show of hands of those who are for and against 
such requirements.  Tell them that there was a man named Hart Jacobs who was faced 
with this exact dilemma and chose not to fight on Shabbat.      
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War and Shabbat: A dilemma? (15 MINUTES) 
The following activity invites students into dialogue with the tensions between and 
American and Jewish values.  It will also give them a sense of how Jews during the 
period of the Revolution responded to such tensions.   
 
The information guiding the activity below is attached as a handout to pass out to 
your students.   
 
Read together about Hart Jacobs.   
 
In 1776, a man named Hart Jacobs from New York, asked to be excused from battle on 
Friday night because it was Shabbat.  The Committee of Safety, the patriot authority, 
ordered that he be permitted not to fight on Friday night and that he perform his full tour 
of duty on other nights.    
 
In pairs, ask students to read the U.S. Department of Defense’s policy on the 
“Accommodation of Religious Practices.” With their partner have students answer the 
following questions: Discuss with your partner what you think this policy is saying.  How 
did this policy benefit Hart Jacobs during the Revolutionary war?   
 
The U.S. Department of Defense Directory “Accommodation of Religious Practices” 
states:  
 A basic principle of our nation is free exercise of religion.  The Department of 
Defense places a high value on the rights of members of the Armed Forces to 
observe…their respective religions.  It is DoD* policy that requests for accommodation 
of religious practices should be approved by commanders when accommodation will not 
have an adverse impact on military readiness, unit cohesion, standards, or discipline. 
 The following goals are to be used by the Military Departments in the 
development of guidance…concerning the accommodation of religious practices… 
 Worship services, holy days, and Sabbath observances should be accommodated, 
except when precluded by military necessity. 
 
*DoD (Department of Defense) 
 
With their same partners, ask students to read the excerpt below from the Talmud.  With 
their partner have students answer the following questions: What is pikuach nefesh? What 
is the connection between pikuach nefesh and going to battle on Shabbat?  Based on what 
Halachah says, do you agree with what Hart Jacobs did?   
 
Halachah (Jewish law) emphasizes that with a few important exceptions, we must do 
whatever is necessary to save a life (pikuach nefesh): “The saving of life supersedes the 
Sabbath” (Babylonian Talmud, Shabbat 132a).  In wartime, that may mean fighting on 
Shabbat and holidays.   
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Ask students to respond to the following questions on their own: (10 MINUTES) 
Based on these two pieces of information-about Jewish law and American military 
practice-write your position on fighting on Shabbat.  Do you come to a different decision 
than Hart Jacobs did during the revolution?   
 
Once students have had an opportunity to respond, invite them to share their 
responses.  (10 MINUTES) 
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REGISTRATION CARD FOR  
MILITARY SERVICE 

 
Name _________________________ 
 
Date of Birth __________ 
 
Place of Birth ____________________ 
 
Height _____ 
 
 

 
 

 
 

REGISTRATION CARD FOR  
MILITARY SERVICE 

 
Name _________________________ 
 
Date of Birth __________ 
 
Place of Birth ____________________ 
 
Height _____ 
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Name: _________________________ 
 

 
 

 
 
In 1776, a man named Hart Jacobs from New York, asked to be excused from battle on 
Friday night because it was Shabbat.  The Committee of Safety, the patriot authority, 
ordered that he be permitted not to fight on Friday night and that he perform his full tour 
of duty on other nights.    
 
Read the U.S. Department of Defense policy below on “Accommodation of Religious 
Practices” from the late 1700’s.  Discuss with your partner what you think this policy is 
saying.  How did this policy benefit Hart Jacobs during the Revolutionary war?   
 
The U.S. Department of Defense Directory “Accommodation of Religious Practices” 
states:  
 A basic principle of our nation is free exercise of religion.  The Department of 
Defense places a high value on the rights of members of the Armed Forces to 
observe…their respective religions.  It is DoD policy that requests for accommodation of 
religious practices should be approved by commanders when accommodation will not 
have an adverse impact on military readiness, unit cohesion, standards, or discipline. 
 The following goals are to be used by the Military Departments in the 
development of guidance…concerning the accommodation of religious practices… 
 Worship services, holy days, and Sabbath observances should be accommodated, 
except when precluded by military necessity. 
 
Read the section below from the Talmud, then answer the following questions with your 
partner: What is pikuach nefesh? What is the connection between pikuach nefesh and 
going to battle on Shabbat? Based on what Halachah says, do you agree with what Hart 
Jacobs did?   
 
Halachah (Jewish law) emphasizes that with a few important exceptions, we must do 
whatever is necessary to save a life (pikuach nefesh): “The saving of life supersedes the 
Sabbath” (Babylonian Talmud, Shabbat 132a).  In wartime, that may mean fighting on 
Shabbat and holidays.   
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Name: _________________________ 
 

 
On your own… 
 
Based on these two pieces of information-about Jewish law and American military 
practice-write your own position on fighting on Shabbat.  Do you come to a different 
decision than Hart Jacobs did during the revolution? 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 



Unit 4: The Immigration of Central European Jews to America 
 

Unit 4: The Immigration of Central European Jews to America 
 

Enduring Understandings 
1. The immigration of Central European Jews into the United States significantly 

influenced both the American economy and American Jewish life.   
2. American Jewish life changed as a result of the developments that took place in 

the Jewish community in the mid nineteenth century.    
 

Essential Questions 
1. How do American values shape/influence American Jews?  
2. How does one live as an American and a Jew?  

 
Goals 

1. To present students with primary and secondary sources as examples of how Jews 
responded to the challenges they faced during the mid nineteenth century.   

2. To uncover the experiences of the Jews during the mid nineteenth century 
utilizing primary and secondary sources.   

3. To encourage students to think critically about their own Jewish identity both as 
Jews and Americans.    
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Overview 
 
Between the 1830’s and the 1880’s Jewish immigration in the United States rose to new 
heights.  By 1877 when the first official American Jewish census took place, the Jewish 
community numbered 250,000!1 Immigrants from Poland, Germany, Austria, and 
Hungary made their way to the United States leaving behind the poverty and 
discrimination of their homelands.   
 
This new wave of immigrants were among the contributors of the expanding American 
economy, finding their way into areas of manufacturing, merchandising, banking, shop 
keeping, and distributors of goods.  Particularly transformative in American Jewish life 
was the large array of Central European Jewish immigrant peddlers.2  Some, however 
remained impoverished and depended on Jewish communal organizations for assistance.   
 
Although the Jewish community originally inhabited the Eastern cities of the United 
States, during this period, some Jews moved westward with their fellow American 
pioneers.  Jews such as Levi Strauss, Adoph Sutro, and Solomon Nunes Carvalho were 
among the prominent contributors in the west.  Among the 40,000 Americans who went 
west to partake in the California gold rush, 300 of them were Jews.   
 
Radical change took place in the Jewish community during the mid nineteenth century. 
For the first time, in 1854, Congregation Emanu-El became introduced to Reform 
practice by Dr. Elkan Cohn, held egalitarian services where men and women sat side by 
side. The organ was also introduced into some synagogues to accompany prayer services, 
resembling the prayer services of their Christian neighbors.  Prayers that were once in 
Hebrew, were introduced in the language of the country.  Such practice however was not 
universally accepted amongst American Jews.  Not all Jews were interested in reforming 
the Judaism they were familiar with.  There were others who were completely 
disconnected and held little interest in maintaining any connection to Judaism 
whatsoever.  Many of the Central European immigrants were not involved in synagogue 
life, few kept kosher or educated their children about Judaism, and many were 
unconcerned with Jewish observance.  Many were consumed by their need to earn a 
living.  Others strove to resemble their Christian neighbors in attempts to be accepted and 
become part of the fabric of American society.  Intermarriage became common place.  
The gap between traditional and Reform Jews continued to broaden.   
 
By the mid 1880’s ordained Rabbis had begun to arrive in the United States from Europe.  
Up until this time, congregations and Jewish organizations were led by lay leadership. 
With the rabbis came radical new ideas from Germany where the Reform movement has 
taken shape eighty years prior at the turn of the century.  With the influence of rabbis 
such as Abraham Rice and Isaac Mayer Wise, and the growing desire for Reform 
amongst the younger generations of American Jews, Reform Judaism blossomed.      
 
 
                                                 
1 This statistic was found in American Judaism, by Jonathan D. Sarna, page 63 
2 Ibid, 69 
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Suggested Learning Activities 
 
A Gunfight between a Rabbi and a Synagogue President 
 
Activity 1 (A copy of Minhag America is provided with this unit) 
This activity is integrated into the attached lesson plan for the unit.  The following 
activity will reveal one of the many tensions that arose in the Jewish community in the 
mid nineteenth century.  Tell the story below to your students about a fight that broke out 
between a rabbi and a president of a synagogue over which prayer book to use in their 
congregation.  Once you have shared the story, invite students into a discussion about 
changes in prayer or prayer books in their congregation.  You might ask them whether 
they agree with how services are held in their congregation.  Do they agree with the 
amount of Hebrew that is used or lack there of? Should prayer services be accompanied 
by music? Who has the right to make such decisions?  
 
Can you imagine a gunfight between a rabbi and the president of a synagogue over which 
prayer book to use? Rabbi Moses May and Abraham Waldman of Beth Israel in Portland, 
Oregon, had such a confrontation.  The congregation was founded in 1859 and had a 
series of religious leaders before [Rabbi] May had arrived. Services were conducted in 
the Orthodox tradition, using the prayer book Minhag Ashkenaz.  May wanted to use 
Minhag America, published by Isaac Mayer Wise, and members of the congregation were 
divided between using Minhag Ashkenaz and Minhag Portland created by the board of 
directors of the synagogue.    
 
Waldman, the president-elect of the synagogue, did not want to see the prayer book 
changed.  He and the rabbi had been arguing for years, and their dispute erupted in a 
fistfight and shoot-out on a Friday morning in October 1880, under the window of the 
Esmond Hotel, where President Rutherford B. Hayes was staying.  Rabbi May had been 
talking to a friend outside the hotel when Waldman came up behind him.  Waldman 
grabbed May by the collar, hit him in the eyes, breaking his glasses.  The rabbi pulled out 
a pistol and shot his attacker.  His first shot missed, but his second shot tore through 
Waldman’s coat.  Another man grabbed the rabbi before he could reload and shoot again. 
 
The fight was covered in several newspapers.  The Daily Standard of Portland headlined 
the story: “Pastoral Relations: How Rabbi May and Brother Waldman Serve the Lord.” It 
ended by noting that “Waldman…a well known and highly respected citizen…was 
arrested that afternoon…and fined for assault, but, as far as can be learned, Rabbi May 
was not molested.” When the story was heard back east, Rabbi Isaac M. Wise wrote, 
“Mr. Waldman was not hurt, but the rabbi was soundly thrashed for being such a poor 
marksman.” Wise ended by writing, “It is a pity that Israel should have produced a 
shooting clergyman.”3  
 
From I. Harold Sharfman, The First Rabbi: Origins of Conflict Between Orthodox and Reform: Jewish 
Polemic Warfare in pre-Civil War America: A Biographical History.  (Malibu, Calif.: Simon/Pangloss 
Press, 1988) 

                                                 
3 Adapted from Challenge and Change: History of the Jewish in America 
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A Few Jewish Pioneers 
 
Activity 2 (Handout Provided)  
The following activity will challenge students to place themselves in the mindset of a 
Jewish pioneer and to think about the difficulties that Jewish pioneers encountered in the 
west as a small minority.  It will also give students the opportunity to grapple with the 
tensions that Jews faced in maintaining Jewish identity while striving to achieve success 
and acceptance in America.   
 
Ask students to imagine themselves as one of the few Jews who migrated westward 
during the mid nineteenth century.  Ask them what Jewish holidays or traditions they 
would maintain, knowing that they will not have access to a synagogue, to kosher food, 
or to a Jewish community outside of a few other Jewish pioneers.  They will probably 
also have to work seven days a week to establish themselves financially and support their 
family.  How will they maintain their Jewish lives while establishing themselves in the 
west? This can be done as a journal entry or as a homework assignment.   
 
Activity 3 
Show the film “Blazing Saddles”; a film about a Jew in the wild west.  Focus on the clip 
where Gene Wilder won’t get on his horse until the sun goes down and Shabbat ends.   
 
The Treifah Banquet 
 
Activity 4 
The following activity will reveal one of the changes that was taking place amongst the 
American Jewish community during the mid to late nineteenth century.  One of the issues 
concerning Jews during this time was kashrut (Jewish dietary laws).  In some places, 
kosher food had limited availability.  Others insisted that they conform to the norms of 
American society.  This activity lends itself to multiple lessons.  Not only will students 
have the opportunity to look at one of the more controversial issues in the Jewish 
community during the mid to late nineteenth century, but it will also allow for an 
examination of Jewish law as it relates to our modern times.   
 
On July 12, 1883, a banquet was held at a famous resort known as the Highland House in 
Cincinnati, Ohio to celebrate the graduation of the first class of rabbis to graduate from 
Hebrew Union College.  The food was supposed to be kosher so as not to offend anyone, 
however the menu included clams, crabs, and frog legs, amongst other interesting items.  
Many people got up and left since almost everything on the menu for the night wasn’t 
kosher.  Some historians say this happened by mistake, yet others say it was done 
intentionally to assert the view that the laws of kashrut were not longer relevant for the 
time.  The banquet became known as the “Treifah Banquet” from the word tref, meaning 
not kosher and forbidden by Halachah (Jewish law). 
 
A copy of the original menu is attached to this unit courtesy of the American Jewish Archives.   
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The laws of kashrut can be found in Leviticus 11 and Deuteronomy 14:4-21.  You might 
ask students to look at the laws of kashrut first in the Torah and then ask them to point 
out all the items that are unkosher on the menu for the banquet.  Following their 
examination of the banquet menu, stage a debate where students make their claim to 
whether or not keeping kosher as an American Jew is of importance.   
 
What’s in a Name? 
 
Activity 5 
 
Many Jews changed or shortened their names when they came to America.  This was 
either done by an immigration official or of their own free will in order to make 
themselves sound more American. This is a practice that continues today, particularly by 
Jews who have entered the Hollywood arena.  Here are just a few examples below of 
some names you might be familiar with.    
 
Robert Zimmerman singer, songwriter, musician……….. Bob Dylan 
Bernard Schwartz actor…………………………............Tony Curtis 
Joan Molinsky actress, comedian, talk show host…..Joan Rivers 
Issur Danielovich film actor……………………………Kirk Douglas 
Nathan Birnbaum actor, comedian……………………..George Burns4   
 
Have students research their family names.  They might have a relative that immigrated 
at some point to the U.S. who changed his or her name. This activity will allow students 
to think about how Jews adapted to their new circumstances as well as how America 
influenced the Jewish experience.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
4 Information from The Golden Land: The Story of Jewish Immigration to America, page 19  
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Unit 4 Resources 
Telushkin, Rabbi Joseph.  The Golden Land: The Story of Jewish Immigration to 
America.  New York: Harmony Books, 2002.  
 
Unit 4 Primary Sources 
 

Not a Christian State 
 
Isaac Leeser Wrote: 
 
 We have often maintained, both in private conversation and in our writings, that 
no one can claim for the United States the name of a Christian state, in the legal sense of 
the words; which does not say that the whole people of the country might now, for all 
that, be Christians. The propositions, we always thought, was so evident, that we could 
not help wondering, and our astonishment is not lessened at this day, that people should 
even dare to call this a Christian country, and speak of the population as a Christian 
people…The laws of the country…leave every man to pursue whatever religion he 
pleases…All men have an equal right to be here; one does not tolerate the other, nor has 
he to thank him, legally, for leaving him undisturbed, however practically the minority 
are at the mercy of the majority.  Might makes right here as well as elsewhere; and the 
fanatics for all opinions know this perfectly well, and they therefore endeavor to make 
their views those of the majority, that they may carry them through and force them on the 
community by the brute power of numbers.      
 
From Jonathan D. Sarna and David G. Dalin, Religion and State in the American Jewish Experience 
(Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 1997)   
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American Jewish History 
Lesson Plan 
45 Minutes  
 
Learning Objectives 
Students will be able to: 

 Identify the tension between the desire of American Jews to reform their liturgy 
during the mid nineteenth century and the desire of those American Jews who 
believed in maintaining the liturgy they were accustomed to in Europe.   

 Articulate their own position on prayer in their communities.   
 
Set Induction (10 MINUTES) 
Tell the story below to your students about the fight that took place between a rabbi and a 
synagogue president over which prayer book to use in their congregation.     
 

A Gunfight between a Rabbi and a Synagogue President 
 

Can you imagine a gunfight between a rabbi and the president of a synagogue over which prayer book to 
use? Rabbi Moses May and Abraham Waldman of Beth Israel in Portland, Oregon, had such a 
confrontation.  The congregation was founded in 1859 and had a series of religious leaders before [Rabbi] 
May had arrived. Services were conducted in the Orthodox tradition, using the prayer book Minhag 
Ashkenaz.  May wanted to use Minhag America, published by Isaac Mayer Wise, and members of the 
congregation were divided between using Minhag Ashkenaz and Minhag Portland created by the board of 
directors of the synagogue.    
 
Waldman, the president-elect of the synagogue, did not want to see the prayer book changed.  He and the 
rabbi had been arguing for years, and their dispute erupted in a fistfight and shoot-out on a Friday morning 
in October 1880, under the window of the Esmond Hotel, where President Rutherford B. Hayes was 
staying.  Rabbi May had been talking to a friend outside the hotel when Waldman came up behind him.  
Waldman grabbed May by the collar, hit him in the eyes, breaking his glasses.  The rabbi pulled out a pistol 
and shot his attacker.  His first shot missed, but his second shot tore through Waldman’s coat.  Another 
man grabbed the rabbi before he could reload and shoot again. 
 
The fight was covered in several newspapers.  The Daily Standard of Portland headlined the story: 
“Pastoral Relations: How Rabbi May and Brother Waldman Serve the Lord.” It ended by noting that 
“Waldman…a well known and highly respected citizen…was arrested that afternoon…and fined for 
assault, but, as far as can be learned, Rabbi May was not molested.” When the story was heard back east, 
Rabbi Isaac M. Wise wrote, “Mr. Waldman was not hurt, but the rabbi was soundly thrashed for being such 
a poor marksman.” Wise ended by writing, “It is a pity that Israel should have produced a shooting 
clergyman.”1  
 
From I. Harold Sharfman, The First Rabbi: Origins of Conflict Between Orthodox and Reform: Jewish 
Polemic Warfare in pre-Civil War America: A Biographical History.  (Malibu, Calif.: Simon/Pangloss 
Press, 1988) 
 
 
But Rabbi, I don’t Understand Hebrew! (15 MINUTES) 
Once you have shared the story, invite students into a discussion about changes in prayer 
or prayer books in their congregation.  You might ask them whether they agree with how 

                                                 
1 Adapted from Challenge and Change: History of the Jewish in America 
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services are held in their congregation.  Do they agree with the amount of Hebrew that is 
used or lack there of? Should prayer services be accompanied by music? Who has the 
right to make such decisions?  
 
Designing my own Siddur (20 MINUTES) 
This activity will probably require another full class period to complete. Have students 
make their own siddur (prayer book) with what they think should be included.  If you 
have any siddurim available to you it would be helpful so that students can reference 
some of what is already in use.  It is up to them to decide whether or not their siddur will 
be in Hebrew or English, or a combination of both.  Will they come up with new prayers 
or poetry?  
 
 







































Unit 4 Activity 2 

 
 

You have just moved out west with thousands of other American pioneers.  
You are the only Jewish person within hundreds of miles.  There’s no 
synagogue, no kosher food available, and your family has not arrived yet 
because they are waiting for you to earn some money to pay for their 
journey westward to join you.  You are probably going to have to work every 
day including Shabbat in order to support yourself and earn money for your 
family.  How will you maintain the Jewish life you were accustomed to? What 
holidays will you celebrate? How will you celebrate them under these new 
circumstances? 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 









Unit 5: Synthesis 

Unit 5: Synthesis 
 

Enduring Understandings 
1. Documents and artifacts allow students to engage in such a way that they become 

the discoverers and writers of their own history.  
2. Life in the American colonies affected the settlers’ Judaism just as life today in 

America affects how we live out our Jewish lives.   
3. Jewish involvement in the Revolutionary war had a significant impact on how 

Jews were perceived in American society. 
4. American Jewish life changed as a result of the developments that took place in 

the Jewish community in the mid nineteenth century.    
 
Goals 

1. To facilitate the investigation and uncovering of history through the use of 
artifacts, primary and secondary historical documents. 

 
Notes to the Teacher 
This unit serves as more of a culmination piece than a typical unit.  Below you will find 
suggestions as to how you can bring forth some of the key events and concepts students 
have learned throughout the year.  The suggested activities allow students to again 
become detectives as they delve into the material and become participants in the 
American Jewish experience.   
 
Suggested Learning Activities  
Divide class into small groups of two to three (depending on class size).  Present students 
with the following options or assign them to a particular project.  Once students have 
completed their projects, hold a student fair where they can view each other’s work.  
Invite their families or other students in the school.    
 

1. Invite students to research the experience of Jews who fought in the 
Revolutionary war.  With their research they might create a posterboard that 
captures the experiences of Jews who fought in the war.  They might also create a 
short film or design posters asking for support for the war. The could also 
research Jews who were against the war and present both sides or the dilemmas 
Jews may have faced as they made their decisions to fight or not fight in the war.   

  
2. Ask students to imagine that they are a child whose ancestors came to America to 

escape religious persecution in 1654.  Have them create a diary of their 
experiences and feelings. 

 
3. Ask students to create a timeline based on material covered in class.  Using large 

4x7 index cards, have students write the date and key event on each card.  For 
every key event, they can create an artistic depiction.  This is an activity that can 
also be done in conjunction with their social studies class.  They can utilize key 
historical events in American history as well as American Jewish history.   
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4. Invite students to create a Colonial Jewish newspaper which emphasized the 
Jewish experience during the Colonial period.  Students might include 
information about where Jews prayed, the new Jewish cemetery, life in the 
colonies, challenges in Jewish observance, a “Dear Abby” section, etc.   

 
5. Invite students to create models of some of the first synagogues created in 

America.  With each model, students might create a posterboard with information 
about the synagogue.  

 
6. Invite students to investigate and report on some of the Jewish immigrants who 

made important contributions to Jewish life between the 1820’s and 1880’s.  They 
might also research Jewish organizations that came about during that time and 
how they impacted Jewish life.     

 
7. Invite students to research “bone mail,” a system of relaying messages where 

messages were written on sun-bleached bones and buffalo hides and left for 
pioneers in the wagon trains that followed.  Many of the messages gave advice or 
warnings to their fellow pioneers.  Have students make their own “bone mail” 
using various materials resembling the original materials.    
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Annotated Bibliography 
 

 
Goldman Rubin, Susan.  L’CHAIM! To Jewish Life in America! Celebrating from 
1654 until Today.  New York: Harry N. Abrams, Inc., 2004. 
 
Each chapter in L’CHAIM! To Jewish Life in America…gives the reader a snapshot of the 
American Jewish experience, covering a span of 350 years, filled with numerous artifacts 
such as maps, posters, and photographs of prominent Jewish figures.  This book does not 
serve as a student workbook or a teacher guide, but rather as a resource of historical 
information. Chapters are short and are very readable.    
 
Huba, Mary E. and Jann E. Freed.  Learner-Centered Assessment on College 
Campuses: Shifting the Focus from Teaching to Learning.  Needham Heights, MA: 
Allyn and Bacon, 2000.  
 
From back cover of book: 
Learner-Centered Assessment on College Campuses integrates current thinking and 
research regarding the learning of undergraduate students with principles of best practice 
in assessment and teaching. The book will help readers see the connection among three 
powerful trends in higher education today: the focus on learning and learners, the 
emphasis on the assessment of learning, and the need to continually improve what those 
in higher education do. Grounded in principles of constructivist learning theory and 
continuous improvement, the book provides opportunities for readers to make 
connections with what they already know about assessment, integrate new information 
with their current knowledge, and try new approaches to enhance the learning of their 
students.  

Readers will consider what it means to shift from a teacher-centered paradigm of 
instruction to a learner-centered paradigm. The book offers practical approaches to help 
formulate intended learning outcomes, gather feedback from students to guide 
instruction, and develop scoring criteria for guiding and evaluating student work. Readers 
will learn how to assess students' ability to think critically, address enduring and 
emerging issues and problems in their disciplines, and use portfolios to promote and 
evaluate student learning. Numerous questions to guide implementation, as well as 
examples from a variety of disciplines and institutions are provided. 

Kapnek Roseberg, Shelley.  Challenge and Change: History of the Jews in America. 
New Jersey: Behrman House, 2004.  (Includes Teaching Guide) 
 
Challenge and Change: History of the Jews in America is a curriculum written for 
seventh through ninth graders although much of it can be utilized even for fifth and sixth 
graders.  It is an invaluable resource filled with primary sources, challenging questions, 
and accessible historical information.  It supplies the teacher with both a student book 
and a teaching guide.   
 



Annotated Bibliography 

Leiman, Sondra.  America: the Jewish Experience.  New York: UAHC Press, 1994. 
(Includes Teaching Guide) 
 
America: the Jewish Experience is a curriculum written for students in grades four 
through six and strives to give students an understanding of the Jewish experience in 
America from its early beginnings in 1654 through modern times. This curriculum also 
strives to incorporate Jewish values which have influenced American Jews. It supplies 
the teacher with a students book and a teaching guide.   
 
Rossel, Seymour.  Let Freedom Ring.  New Jersey: Behrman House, 1995. (Includes 
Teaching Guide) 
 
Although Let Freedom Ring doesn’t specifically state what grade level it is best suited 
for, it seems appropriate for students in grades four through six.  Similar to other 
curricula mentioned in this annotated bibliography, Let Freedom Ring covers 
approximately 350 years of American Jewish history, filled with historical overviews, 
primary sources, and Jewish values which influenced American Jews.  It supplies the 
teacher with a students book and a teaching guide.   
 
 
Sarna, Jonathan D. American Judaism: A History. New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 2004.  
 
American Judaism is the most recent scholarship available on the American Jewish 
experience covering 350 years of history.  Sarna answers the question how American 
Jews have shaped their own communities in the new world while existing in a majority 
Protestant culture.  This book serves as a historical reference.   
 
Telushkin, Rabbi Joseph.  The Golden Land: The Story of Jewish Immigration to 
America.  New York: Harmony Books, 2002.     
 
The Golden Land is an interactive book where one can “Experience the Achievements of 
American Jews through Removable Documents and Artifacts.” Although it is not a 
curriculum, it is a great resource since you can utilize the removable documents and 
artifacts that Rabbi Telushkin replicated from original documents.  Chapters are two to 
three pages at most and give a snapshot of history covering 1492 through the Shoah.   
 
Wiggins, Grant and Jay McTighe.  Understanding by Design.  New Jersey: Merrill 
Prentice Hall, 1998.   
 
Understanding by Design is an invaluable resource for teachers.  The book serves as a 
guide through the process of curriculum design.  Although you may not be designing 
your own curriculum, Understanding by Design can help you create lesson plans and 
assessment tools, as well as prepare you to better “engage students in inquiry…and make 
the understanding of bid ideas more likely.”  
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