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Introduction
We are a group of adolescent, Jewish women from the Chicagoland area 
who have participated in the Research Training Internship (RTI) from 
August 2014 to December 2015. RTI originally began as a New York based 
program through the Jewish social justice and feminist group Ma’yan. After 
several years of successful programming for Jewish teenage women in the 
New York area, Ma’yan piloted its internship program in Chicago. The RTI 
Chicago-based program is a 15-month internship run by the Jewish United 
Fund in conjunction with DePaul University faculty researchers and the 
Beck Research Initiative for Women, Gender, and Community. The program 
is focused on teaching young, Jewish women research methods so they 
can confront and educate others about issues of social justice within their 
communities. As young Jewish women, we are interested in understanding 
the systems of oppression that shape our lives, the privileges that we have, 
and the steps that youth can take to change systems of oppression.

We started the program by learning feminist and social justice frameworks 
as well as feminist research methods. After months of research training, 
political education, and Jewish text study, we started to define our research 
interests, eventually refining them into a research objective and preparing 
methods to investigate our question. Our objective was to explore how 
experiences of privilege and oppression inform the identities of young 
Jewish women in our communities. We researched this topic by surveying 
our peers with regard to four main topics: interpersonal relationships, 
Christian normativity and anti-Semitism, gender roles and sexuality, and 
mental health and substance abuse. All of our topics focused on the female 
Jewish community aged 12-20 within the Chicagoland area including the 
city proper and surrounding suburbs.  

From May to August of 2015, we distributed a comprehensive survey to 
our peers which included multiple choice and free response questions. 
These questions were specifically aimed at understanding the demographic 
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information of our participants, Jewish adolescents from the Chicagoland 
area, as well as gathering accurate information about their lived experiences 
with injustice, privilege, and the challenges that we face. The way we 
structured our research and analyzed the data correlated with the Youth 
Participatory Action Research (Y-PAR) model.  Based on the data, we 
created two research products: this written report which examines the 
major conclusions from our research and a series of digital videos that 
address the views of both the RTI members and the survey participants. 

Our data, in the form of raw numbers and anecdotal responses, revealed the 
deep-seeded commitments of our participants to the Jewish community, 
their struggles with abuse in romantic and familial relationships, and 
their conflicted future ambitions. Many respondents feel pressured by 
their communities and families to achieve highly, and reported receiving 
conflicting expectations from the media, their friends, and Jewish sources 
about what it means to be a “good” or “perfect” Jew and/or woman. Others 
expressed frustration with pervasiveness of Christian culture and lack of 
religious accommodations for Jewish students in their schools (Christian 
normativity). In addition, participants voiced feeling unrepresented with the 
lack of resources to support people suffering from substance abuse, mental 
illnesses, or abusive relationships in their communities. 

We strongly believe in using the data collected to address the inequities 
identified in our survey. Our action project is comprised of this report along 
with a series of educational videos. We offer this report as a launching 
point for discussions about the roles of Jewish adolescent women in the 
Chicagoland community, and as a resource for Jewish institutions to help 
create targeted programming and support for these women. 

Please direct any questions and feedback to Stephanie Goldfarb, Director 
of Youth Philanthropy and Leadership, Jewish Federation of Chicago 
(stephaniegoldfarb@juf.org) or Dr. Beth Catlett, Director of the Beck 
Research Initiative for Women, Gender, & Community at DePaul University 
(bcatlett@depaul.edu).
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Research Design 
& Demographics
In our online survey, we aimed to collect data from a broad range of female-
identified teenagers within the Chicagoland area. In order to distribute it 
to the broadest range of people possible, each intern recruited participants 
through our Jewish social networks. Our survey was distributed to the 
Chicagoland community of self-identifying Jewish adolescent women. 

This survey, comprised of 63 questions,
was structured around four main themes: 

1. Relationships

2. Anti-Semitism

3. Gender roles and sexuality

4. Mental illness

The survey included a mix of multiple choice and free response questions as 
well as opportunities for the participants to elaborate on their experiences. 
We chose to limit our sample to people ages 12-20 in order to portray 
the experiences of high school students most accurately. Ultimately, 
even though we received 412 responses total, our sample size was 187, 
because we filtered out respondents who did not complete the whole 
survey, from outside the Chicagoland area, or identified as male. Our 
sample included respondents of every Jewish denomination who attend 
both private and public schools. After all survey responses were collected, 
they were analyzed anonymously using Survey Monkey, which provided a 
comprehensive report including visual representations of data. 

While our data revealed a great deal about the experiences of adolescent 
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Jewish women in the Chicagoland area, it was also confined by several 
limitations. First, our sample size of 187 women represents a relatively 
small percentage of the population that we intended to study and contained 
limited representation of Orthodox and Modern Orthodox teens, Jews of 
color, and participants from certain parts of the Chicagoland area.

Second, the phrasing of certain survey questions made them unfit for 
analysis. To ensure the accuracy of our results, these questions were left out 
of our report. These setbacks provided a valuable learning experience for us. 
In many ways, RTI is a space where young Jewish women learn by doing. 
Having the space to make these types of mistakes has helped us learn how 
to design and conduct research.
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The majority of respondents 
claimed to have adults in 
their lives with whom they 
felt comfortable discussing 
relationships.

However, when asked about 
parent/guardians’ perspectives 
on topics such as relationships 
and sexuality, a significantly 
high number of respondents 
were unsure. 28% answered 
that they did not know if their 
parents/guardians had specific 
expectations for them based 
upon gender, while 11% were 
unsure if their parents would be 
uncomfortable if they came out 
as anything but heterosexual. 
Despite these statistics that the 
majority of teens do have access 
to trustworthy adults, they are 
unaware of their opinions, which 
may indicate unsupportive or 
disconnected communication 
between daughters and their 
parents/guardians.

The respondents receive 
information about relationships 
from other sources. 88% of 
respondents reported that they 
receive relationship information 
from friends and 77% from 
other family members. Surveyed 
teens do not rely as much on 
adult or authority figures for 
relationship advice, turning more 

towards younger people. Only 
36% received information about 
relationships from the Jewish 
community, and only 37% from 
teachers and other educators. 
The heavy reliance on non-adult 
advice is another indication of 
a possible disconnect between 
teens and the adults with whom 
they feel comfortable talking 
about relationships.

While few young women (0.5%) 
claimed to never feel supported 
and valued by the men in their 
lives, there is still a large portion 
of women (50%) who only 
sometimes feel valued by the men 
in their lives. This could mean 
that the support women receive is 
conditional—made or granted on 
certain terms. Young women may 
feel that there are certain aspects 
of their identity that cannot be 
understood by men. 

Many Jewish women feel 
comfortable having romantic 
relationships with non-Jews as 
teenagers (69%), but believe they 
will focus their dating pool only 
on other Jews as they get older 
(25%). From this data, it is clear 
that teenagers feel significant 
pressure by their Jewish parents, 
teachers, or friends to continue 
dating Jewish people, and some 
respondents reported feeling 
noticeable pressure to procreate 
and raise Jewish children, thereby 
continuing Jewish lineage in the 
world. This is not necessarily a 
bad thing, but we wonder how 
it might feel for our peers who 

“They don’t seem to understand 
me when I talk to them about 
gender.” —Respondent

“Teens need positive, non-
creepy, supportive adult 
role models and mentors 
who can offer guidance 
and advice but ultimately 
understand our need for 
independence and our 
need to make our own 
choices. We need people 
who can empathize with 
us, challenge and support 
us, and make us think.”

—Respondent 

Interpersonal   
Relationships:
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THE SURVEY
Do you have access to 
trustworthy adults in your 
life that you feel comfortable 
talking to about stress, 
sexuality, and/or relationships?

Do you have access to 
trustworthy JEWISH adults 
in your life that you feel 
comfortable talking to about 
stress, sexuality, and/or 
relationships?

No
8%

Yes
79%

Not sure
13%

Yes
79%

Not sure
13%

No
12%

Yes
76%

Not sure
12%



have no personal connection 
to Judaism and are making 
these important life decisions 
solely based off of the fear of 
defying religious and gender 
expectations.

Respondents were asked the 
degree to which the following 
statement was true: “Do you feel 
you should marry someone who 
can provide for you financially,” 
12% indicated “very true,” 34% 
indicated “somewhat true,” and 
34% indicated “never true.” 
These numbers represent the 
developing independence of 
women in the workforce, and their 
progressive, personal expectation 
to be successful in their careers. 
However, there is still a portion 
of women who feel like their 
financial stability depends on 
their male counterparts. We 
wonder if they don’t desire to 
work, feel incapable of holding 
professionally powerful positions 
as women, feel unconfident about 
their abilities to raise children 
while working, or if there are 
some gendered ideas about the 
roles of men and women.

Relationship survey 
responses (see right):
We were shocked to see such 
statistically significant reporting 
about abuse in our peers’ lives, 
and wonder what role Jewish 
communal institutions might 
be able to play in providing safe 
havens to address these issues. 

Despite the fact that many 
participants reported having 
an adult they felt comfortable 
talking to about gender, sexuality, 
and relationships, yet reported 
that while having an adult 
they felt comfortable talking 
to about gender, sexuality, 
and relationships, they still 
experienced high expectations to 
“be the perfect Jewish woman.” 
Moving forward, there should 
be increased communication 
between Jewish teens and the 
Jewish adults in their lives to 
address both the external and 
internal expectations that they 
are facing. 

“They expect me to marry a 
Jewish boy and have children
and clean the house, etc.”
—Respondent

“I don’t have to learn how to do 
all of the domestic duties, but it’s 
okay if I want to too.”
—Respondents

THE SURVEY
We also asked survey 
participants to reflect on 
their relationships. While 
we did expect some self-
reporting about unhealthy 
relationships, we did not 
anticipate the staggering 
numbers below:

Physically abusive
relationship/situation

9.7%

Verbally abusive
relationship/situation

28.4%

Sexually abusive
relationship/situation

14.9%

Not sure

62.7%

I’m not comfortable
answering this question

9%

I know other Jewish teens
who have been or are
currently involved in a:
(select all that apply)

Physically abusive
relationship/situation

4.5%

Verbally abusive
relationship/situation

22.4%

Sexually abusive
relationship/situation

9%

Not sure

I’m not comfortable
answering this question

17.9%

I have been or am
currently involved in a:
(select all that apply)

59.7%

9

Where do you get 
reliable information 
about sexual health?
(select all that apply)

My friends
My parents
My siblings
My Jewish community
Schools/teachers
The internet/my own research
Doctors/health providers
My romantic/sexual partner(s)
I don’t have access to reliable info

50.3%
57.3%
21.6%
11.1%

59.1%
57.7%
67.8%
8.2%
1.8%



Anti-Semitism is a prevalent issue 
on college campuses as well. 36% 
of respondents indicated that 
indicated that they are “strongly 
concerned” about anti-Semitism 
on college campuses. An 
additional 23% are also “strongly 
concerned” and say it plays a role 
in what college they choose to 
attend.

According to respondents, 
non-Jewish partners are “very 
respectful of Jewish religion and 
ethnicity” in 2/3 of non-Jewish 
relationships. Out of all non-
Jewish relationships, friends are 
most tolerant (63%), followed 
by teachers (51%), non-Jewish 
romantic interests (39%) and 
acquaintances (33%). Because 
most respondents chose “very 
respectful,” we infer that one’s 
Judaism was talked about and 
honored in their non-Jewish 
relationships.

We noticed that many 
students have frustrations 
with school policies regarding 
religious observances. Most 
respondents feel that school 
policies about absences, sports, 
and extracurriculars due to 
religious observances do not 
accommodate Jewish identity or 
expression. To help accommodate 
this, the most popular solution 
among respondents was schools 
giving more days off for Jewish 
holidays (65%).

The majority of respondents 
report feeling offended by 
other people’s usage of certain 
Jewish stereotypes (57% of 
respondents). The most common 
included stereotypes around 
wealth and “cheapness” with 
money, physical features (dark 
curly hair and big noses), and 
usage of the word “JAP” (“Jewish 
American Princess”). Although 
more than half of our respondents 
reported feeling insulted by these 
stereotypes, almost half reported 
agreeing that these stereotypes 
are true. This could be a sign of 
internalized oppression because 
some of the respondents may 
have accepted the unfortunate 
reality of stereotypes. Internalized 
oppression occurs when a 
member of an oppressed group 
(in this case Jews) begins to 
believe and internalize the 
stereotypes placed upon them. 

“Sometimes I will do something, 
and somebody will make some 
Jewish stereotypical comment. 
They mean it to be funny, and to 
inflict no harm, but it often comes 
across to me as rude and it makes 
me uncomfortable.”

Anti-Semitism:THE SURVEY

What kinds of school policies 
do NOT accommodate 
your Jewish identity or 
expression?
(select all that apply)

Sports and/or extracurricular
activity schedules

32.1%

General attitudes of teachers
or school faculty

11.8%

General attitudes of students
13.9%

Standardized testing schedules

19.8%

School policies about missing school 
based on religious observance

36.9%

Dress code
6.95%

As a Jew, I feel self-conscious 
talking about money 
with non-Jews because of 
stereotypes about Jews and 
wealth

Disagree
43%

Agree
29%

Not sure
28%

10
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“I sometimes feel 
uncomfortable. The 
assumptions people 
make about Jews and 
money aren’t meant 
to be actively critical, 
it’s something some 
people believe to be 
‘true.’ I don’t know 
how to tell people 
those assumptions 
aren’t correct 
without pinning 
them as actively 
disrespectful.” 
—Respondent  

Some respondents indicated 
the ambivalence and lack of 
resources to confront harmful 
stereotypes. It is imperative for us 
to help our community cope with 
these issues.

The term “JAP” is widely 
understood and used within the 
population of respondents. 96% 
of respondents are familiar with 
the word and 50% have used it 
to describe others. When asked 
what words were associated with 
the term “JAP,” the words “rich,” 
“spoiled,” “selfish,” and “snobby” 
were given. It is important to 
raise awareness of the harmful 
nature of this stereotype in order 
to minimize the use of the term 
“JAP” to describe and often 
offend Jewish teenage women.

11

“Highland Park Jews are snobs 
and all they care about is 
Lululemon and stuff they wear.” 
Uh, not always true.

THE SURVEY

Are you concerned about anti-Semitism and/or Boycott, 
Divestment and Sanctions (BDS) on college campuses?

          

35.3%

22.8%

21.6%

6%

3%

11.4%

I am strongly concerned

I am strongly concerned,
and it plays a role in which 

college I will decide to attend

I am not really concerned

I am not aware of anti-
Semitism on campus

I am not concerned at all

I don’t know

I have experienced
anti-Semitism:

At school
In my community
At a store or business
While traveling
From friends
From teachers/other adults in my life
From someone I was dating/intimate with

YES
43.5% (74)
26.3% (43)
15.4% (26)
37.1% (63)
23.5% (40)
17.8% (30)
3.6% (7)

NO
45.9% (78)
64.1% (109)
72.8% (123)
50.6% (86)
67.1% (114)
71% (120)
88% (147)

NOT SURE
10.6% (18)
10.6% (18)
11.8% (20)
12.4% (21)
9.4% (16)
11.2% (19)
8.4% (14)

Artwork by Zoe Shulman



As a part of our RTI political 
education, we have learned the 
important distinction between 
sex and gender, as well as the 
distinction between sexual 
orientation and gender identity. 
Both sexual orientation and 
gender roles are discussed in the 
following section.

More than ever before, young 
women are thinking about issues 
of sex, socialized gender roles, 
and sexual orientation. People 
are expressing their opinions 
about these topics in all sorts 
of contexts and with all sorts 
of people. 55% of respondents 
stated that “my friends and I 
talk about our genders and how 
they affect our lives.” However, 
the data indicates that a much 
smaller percentage of our survey 
respondents are comfortable 
talking about these issues with 
their parents. 

When asked about parent/
guardians’ perspectives on 
topics such as relationships 
and sexuality, a significantly 
high number of respondents 
were unsure. 28% answered 
that they did not know if their 
parents/guardians had specific 
expectations for them based 
upon gender, while 11% were 
unsure if their parents would be 
uncomfortable if they came out 
as anything but heterosexual. 
Despite these statistics that the

majority of teens do have access 
to trustworthy adults, they are 
unaware of their opinions, which 
may indicate unsupportive or 
disconnected communication 
between daughters and their 
parents/guardians.

We are concerned that our 
peers are uncomfortable 
talking with their parents about 
gender and sexuality, creating 
misunderstanding and anxiety. 
For example, when asked about 
parent/guardians’ perspectives 
on sexual orientation, 39% said 
that they do not know if their 
parents would accept them if they 
came out as non-heterosexual. 
Since women are not in a dialogue 
with their parents about gender, 
they are unsure what role gender 
plays in the expectations parents 
have for them. According to the 
survey, 28% of women are not 
sure if their parents have specific 
expectations of them based on 
their gender. 

There are two major ways young 
women suffer as a result of this 
lack of transparency. To begin, 
many of the survey respondents 
reported feeling that their parents 
have stereotypical assumptions 
based on their gender. As an 
example, one young woman 
believes her parents expect her 
to “enjoy being dressed up like 
a doll and [going] shopping.” 
Additionally, respondents 
talked anecdotally about how 
their parents associate certain 
domestic tasks such as cooking, 

THE SURVEY

My parents would be 
uncomfortable if I came 
out as anything other than 
heterosexual

39%

45%

11%5%

Yes

No

Not Sure

I’m already out 
to my parents

My parents/guardians have 
specific expectations for me 
based on my gender

Disagree
43%

Agree
29%

Not sure
28%

12

Gender Roles, 
Sexual Orientation:



cleaning, and caring for children 
with their gender. One girl 
reported that because she is a girl 
her parents think she has to learn 
“how to cook and run a house…. 
[as well as] be good with kids.” 

Many women feel that there is 
a culture of female submission 
to men in their family and they 
are expected to uphold this role. 
One respondent lamented that 
the women in her life thought she 
should “[help] them cook while 
my male family members watch 
TV!” These expectations extend 
to the type of futures parents 
envision for their daughters. In 
the open-ended survey questions, 
some respondents talked about 
how their parents expect them 
to marry while 68% of survey 
respondents disclosed that their 
parents anticipated them having 
children. Many respondents 
suggested that their parents 
expect their future spouse to be a 
man noting something along the 
lines of “[my parents] expect me 
to marry a Jewish boy and have 
children” or “[my parents expect 
me to] go after boys and be crazy 
about them.” One girl even said 
that she was “expected to raise 
kids and have that be my sole 
priority!”

While we value and respect the 
role of parents as rule-makers 
and take seriously parents hopes 
and dreams for us, we wonder 
how relationships between 
parents and daughters might be 
strengthened if communication 

about sexuality and gender roles 
was more open and supportive. 
93% of respondents indicated 
that they took the expectations 
of their parents or guardians 
seriously. This data echoes the 
need for parents to consider the 
weight of their expectations on 
their daughters and to discuss 
with them how their own 
expectations of themselves differ 
or align with those normally 
applied to young women. 

Our data specifically suggests the 
health of teenage women could 
benefit from discussing issues of 
sexual health with their parents. 
The fact that the majority, 57%, of 
survey respondents felt that they 
could get reliable information 
about sexual health from their 
parents demonstrates that 
parents can be a source of reliable 
information. Unfortunately, 
because, in many families, these 
conversation are not happening, 
women are losing the opportunity 
to gain essential knowledge about 
this topic that could otherwise 
protect them. On the whole, our 
survey data indicates that parents 
and young women are not having 
essential conversations about 
gender, sexuality, relationships, 
and gender roles. This lack of 
dialogue hurts women in two 
major ways. First, it contributes 
to the heteronormative and 
stereotypical expectations that 
their parents hold them to. These 
expectations are especially 
problematic because 

THE SURVEY
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Rate the extent to which you 
believe the following about 
romantic relationships:

Very true

Somewhat true

Not Sure

Not true

Having a teenage romantic 
relationship with a non-Jewish 
teen is okay

My future long-term romantic 
relationships should be with 
Jewish partners only

As a female, I should marry 
someone who can provide for 
me financially

68.6%

20.93%
6.4% 4.07%

25.29%
31.61%

14.37%
28.74%

11.63%

34.3%

20.35%
33.72%



of how many young women 
reported that, in general, they 
take their parents expectations 
of them seriously. As a result of 
how much stock women put in 
these expectations, they place 
additional pressure on them as 
they define who they are and 
what they want to do with their 
lives. Likewise, the unwillingness 
of parents and young women to 
talk about issues of sexual health 
in particular could bar young 
women from obtaining reliable 
information about this topic.

Many of the respondents 
implied that there was a lack 
of conversation about gender 
and sexuality with family 
members and adults, and also 
implied that there were other 
circumstances which make 
them feel uncomfortable about 
their identity. The majority of 
respondents said that there are 
stereotypes associated with 
women that they perceive as 
offensive or make them feel 
uncomfortable (79%). 63% 
reported that their gender has 
contributed to their feeling 
“unsafe” in some spaces. 
Additionally, many of the 
respondents reported that 
they felt they are “objectified,” 
marginalized, or dismissed by the 
men in their lives.

For instance, one respondent 
said, “my dad always gets on 
me about what I am wearing 
even if I feel comfortable and 
confident.” Others said they 
wished the men in their lives 
knew that their approval does not 
define how much they respect 
themselves. One respondent 
declared passionately “the 
things I say are important, and 
have meaning.” These results 
show that despite how society 
has society has become more 
receptive to women’s opinions, 
ideas, and discoveries, women 
still do not feel that their voices 
are being completely heard. As 
a respondent explained, “it is 
really difficult to be female when 
everyone in society is trying 
to push you into a role that is 
smaller than who you are.” 

“The things I say 
are important, and 
have meaning.”
—Respondent

“It is really difficult 
to be female when 
everyone in society 
is trying to push 
you into a role that 
is smaller than who 
you are.”
—Respondent

Gender Roles, 
Sexual Orientation
(continued):
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THE SURVEY

Please rate the following:

I take the expectations of 
my parents/guardians of me 
seriously

My parents/guardians expect me 
to have children

My parents/guardians expect me 
to be financially independent as 
an adult

FALSE
2.8% (5)
9.7% (18)
1.1% (2)

TRUE
92.6% (163)
67.6% (119)
84.2% (149)

NOT SURE
5.6% (10)
22.7% (40)
14.7% (26)



The data demonstrates that the 
Chicago Jewish teen population 
experiences mental illness, 
specifically anxiety, stress, and 
depression. Of the participants 
who reflected on their personal 
experiences, 63% reported 
having anxiety or stress. Another 
27% reported experiencing 
depression, and 18% reported 
disordered eating. 

Our respondents report “knowing 
other Jewish teenage women 
who are affected by mental 
illness,” specifically depression, 
anxiety, stress, substance use, 
and disordered eating. A majority 
of people who answered this 
question have known Jewish 
teenage women with a history of 
mental illness. The survey shows 
that even if our population does 
not experience mental illness first 
hand, an overwhelming majority 
know people in their lives who are 
affected by them.

While these questions did 
not specifically inquire about 
a medical diagnosis, the 
experiences of our population 
are particularly concerning 
in this category. We wonder 
about the connections between 
the ambitious parental and 
social expectations placed on 
our respondents and the large 
percentage of participants 
experiencing anxiety or stress. 

While stress and anxiety are 
considered normal parts of 
growing up and not necessarily 
uncommon for teenagers to 
experience, we feel these self-
reported numbers should not be 
discounted in our community. 
While the Jewish community in 
Chicago does provide mental 
health resources for teenagers, 
we wonder how those resources 
can be better advertised and 
made more accessible to larger 
numbers of teens. Mental health 
issues pose a significant risk to 
the lives of our participants, and 
our data should serve as a call to 
action for members of the Jewish 
community.

THE SURVEYMental Health:
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I know Jewish teenage girls 
who have had a history with 
the following:
(select all that apply)

Depression

79%

Anxiety/stress
88.3%

Substance abuse

46.8%

Disordered eating

Bullying
70.8%

None of the above
4.1%

I’m not comfortable
answering this question

2.3%

59.7%

Do you or have you had a 
history with the following?:
(select all that apply)

Depression

27.7%

Anxiety/stress

63.3%

Substance abuse
2.4%

Disordered eating

Bullying
40.4%

None of the above
26.5%

I’m not comfortable
answering this question

1.2%

18.7%



I’m a strong feminist—sometimes I don’t like men,

and I think that should be okay.

That my romantic life is not a decision for them.

I am not perfect.

I always try my best.

I can’t always do absolutely everything.

That I don’t want to practice Judaism, and that if this religion
does not accept me, then I don’t want to be a part of it.

I’m scared to say what I feel because I feel constantly judged.

I want them to know that having other women
like them in my life is so beneficial to me.

I want them to understand that I am not a girly girl.

I am scared a lot.

I have a strong identity as a woman, and it is important
that women stand with each other.

Not every person I date has to be a nice Jewish boy.

I am not you.

I’m never going to be a thin girl. I am who I am.
I’m not ashamed of it, so neither should you.

Just because I feel strongly about things doesn’t mean I am them. Example: I’m 
very passionate about LGBTQ rights, but I’m a straight female.

That I am very lucky to have them in my life.

That I don’t want to fit within the gender role assigned to me
(e.g. don’t assume I want to wear a dress).

I don’t need a boyfriend.

What is one thing you wish the other women
in your life understood about you?

16



What is one thing you wished the men
in your life knew about you?

Sometimes I say the wrong things or put them in the wrong way.

That I aspire to be just as successful.

That I like sugar, and they should stop worrying if I’m going to be fat.

That I don’t want to get married right away.

Just because I’m a girl, doesn’t mean I’m at all inferior.

I am just a girl, and I am allowed to make mistakes.

How hard it is to be a Jewish teen girl.

I will only marry a Jewish man.

Being open with them is so hard.

My body is not yours. It is not an object available for you
to comment on or look at like a piece of meat.

That they don’t need to overreact either.

I wish they knew that I can do just as much as they can.

I can be friends with them without wanting to be involved with them.

I am safe.

Way more than the space provided in this box.

I am not trying to get attention by wearing short shorts.

Just because I am a little bigger does not mean I can’t look beautiful.
It also does not mean that I can’t find a love interest.

Just because I speak my mind, doesn’t mean I’m not well-educated.
Please stop telling me to be a lady, and start telling me to be me!

That I am smarter than they think.
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I really appreciate all the people who act as
father figures to me since I don’t have one.

How gorgeous my heart is. I’m not just boobs, I’m so much more.

I’m a special girl who deserves to be treated that way.
Talk to me and care about me, don’t just forget about me...

To be aware of the struggle some women with less rights go through.

Looks aren’t everything.

That they can’t maintain one image in their mind of the
quintessential female and expect to find her in every girl they meet.

Rape Is not funny. It’s not funny to make other people feel
bad about themselves. Stop being ignorant.

I feel understood.

I respect them.

I’m more sensitive than I act.

I hold a lot inside that I don’t share.

I wished they valued my opinion more.

I wish they understood me better.

Feminism (and having my own opinions) isn’t a bad thing.

My capabilities are not defined by the gender I associate with.

That their comments can be hurtful.

I think they should know I’m judging them on account of their privilege.

Emotions aren’t bad.

Men can be feminists as well.

What is one thing you wished the men
in your life knew about you? (cont.)
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It’s okay I’m not a stick, and my big boobs don’t belong to you.

How frustrating it can be when we aren’t treated the same as men.

I respect my body and that they shouldn’t expect me
to just give them what they want.

It is really difficult to be female when everyone in society is trying to push
you into a role that is smaller than who you are while telling you that if you 

don’t succeed, you are failing feminism.

I notice every single time they are being racist, sexist, or homophobic,
but that does not mean I am going to point it out.

I instantly feel objectified when their first comments
are about my physical appearance.
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Recommendations 
& Conclusion
Overall, we found the data responses from almost 200 of our peers to be 
consistent with our own personal experiences as young, Jewish women. We 
were not shocked to see reportedly high levels of anxiety, stress, frustration 
with socialized gender roles, and dissatisfaction around perpetual Jewish 
stereotyping in social groups. Furthermore, the reported reliance on parents 
and family members for emotional support, positive connections with 
Jewish community institutions, and generally strong and optimistic feelings 
about what it means to be a Jewish woman confirms our own experiences 
as well.

Based on our findings, we do have several recommendations for Jewish 
community leaders, agency representatives, parents, and allies to Jewish 
teenage women. However, we would like to acknowledge the holes in our 
research design, data collection methods, and analysis not in apology of 
but rather in balance with our recommendations. As discussed above, RTI 
is a learning opportunity for high school students to approach their own 
communities through the lenses of feminist research, Judaism, and social 
justice. We recognize the limitations in our survey design (our sample size 
of 187 women represents a relatively small percentage of the population 
that we intended to study and contained limited representation of Orthodox 
and Modern Orthodox teens, Jews of color, and participants from certain 
parts of the Chicagoland area. And the phrasing of certain survey questions 
made them unfit for analysis. To ensure the accuracy of our results, these 
questions were left out of our report). These setbacks provided a valuable 
learning experience for us. In many ways, RTI is a space where young Jewish 
women learn by doing. Having the space to make these types of mistakes 
has helped us learn how to design and conduct research. Lastly, as with any 
research, our analysis was subject to our own privileged researched biases. 
We would like to recognize our own positionalities as white women, and the 
privileges and injustices we experience and perpetuate. 
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Interpersonal Relationships:
Many participants reported having an adult they felt comfortable talking 
to about gender, sexuality, and relationships, yet reported that they still 
experienced high expectations to “be the perfect Jewish woman”. Moving 
forward, there should be increased communication between Jewish teens 
and the Jewish adults in their lives to address both the external and internal 
expectations that they are facing.

 Though some respondents reported re-appropriating the term “JAP,” we 
recognize that it is typically used in an offensive way. With half of our 
respondents saying that they have used the term before to describe other 
Jewish women, we can see that its use is prevalent. As a response, the 
Jewish community might consider using Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram 
with “#JewishAndProud.” on posters in places Jewish teen women go 
(school, synagogue, etc.) to talk about the consequences of perpetuating 
this stereotype. Discontinuing the use of the term “JAP” by Jewish teens 
would serve as a positive impact to the situation. If Jewish teen women stop 
using the term “JAP” to describe others, other people will follow their lead.

Christian Normativity & Anti-Semitism:
We are saddened by the high percentage of anti-Semitism in our 
respondents’ lives. To combat this issue, we recommend that educators, 
parents, and other mentors listen to and allow Jewish teen women to talk 
freely about their concerns regarding anti-Semitism and other oppressions 
they may feel in their lives. Though we acknowledge current Jewish 
community resources that address this issue, it is clear that there aren’t 
enough, or that they aren’t being concentrated in the right areas. Though 
we know we cannot erase or completely prevent anti-Semitic discourse 
or behavior, we challenge Jewish community agencies in Chicago to focus 
attention on high schools in addition to the work that is already being done 
on college campuses to address BDS.

Through communication with administration, professional development, 
and student workshops, schools could create a more accepting and 
respectful climate. To be proactive in non-Jewish affiliated institutions, it 
may be helpful for parents to reach out to the principals or school heads and 
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Christian Normativity & Anti-Semitism (continued)
discuss ways to make sure teachers are accommodating Jewish students 
during the high holidays. One possible action would be for the principal to 
send an email to all of the teachers explaining each Jewish holiday and/or 
how to help the Jewish students stay caught up on the work.

Gender Roles & Sexuality:
Our survey respondents expressed real frustrations and senses of 
injustice around gendered expectations placed on them. We imagine that 
Jewish teenage men also experience frustrations around their gendered 
expectations. On the whole, the data demonstrate how avoiding important 
conversations about issues of gender and sexuality negatively impacts 
teenage women and men. It specifically highlights how these conversations 
could benefit the parent-child relationship as well as improve the safety 
and well-being of Jewish teens of all genders. Solving this problem requires 
commitment and work on the part of Jewish institutions, synagogues, 
youth groups, and schools. Continued meetings where leaders of youth 
programming discuss issues of sexuality, sexual orientation, and gender 
identity with young people of all genders and parents are critical. Such 
discussions would be productive because they would help teens articulate 
their thoughts on these topics and become more comfortable talking 
about them in general. Hopefully, having these discussions with the youth 
programming leaders would make both parties more likely to talk about 
these topics with one another. Of course, there are gaps in our current data 
with regard to this topic. By doing additional research on the factors that 
make parents and teens more and less likely to have these conversations, 
we could develop methods for making them more common in families.

Mental Health & Substance Abuse:
Un-shockingly, our data reveals significant stress, anxiety, disordered 
eating, and other worrying mental health concerns in our community. We 
recognize the Jewish community and parental expectations for teens to 
succeed and achieve (while respected and appreciated) may contribute to 
these concerns. We also recognize that adolescence is a developmentally 
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appropriate time of great emotional turmoil, and do not recommend any 
approaches to erase our expressive experiences as emerging adults.

And while we do appreciate current Jewish community efforts and agencies 
in Chicago that focus on helping teens to mitigate these concerns, we 
wonder what other resources might be allocated to ensure that Jewish 
students 1) know about them and 2) are able to access them financially and 
geographically (especially students who don’t live in northern suburbs and 
who don’t have access to reliable transportation).

RTI forced me to examine the complexities of our world through our continuous introspection and discussions. RTI 
ignited my passion for working towards a more just world. RTI helped me align my beliefs and values and shaped me 
into the person I am today. —Lauren Schneiderman 

Our research project was shaped by our interests and curiosities, so RTI served as an opportunity to create change and 
address problems we perceived in our community. In this way, we, as interns, have developed agency and placed value 
on our own opinions. —Simone Wallk

RTI has opened my eyes to see the world in an entirely new way; I will never be able to see it any other way now. I am 
thankful for how much I have been able to learn and grow from participating in this program. —Jamie Schlacter

I never grasped the significance of what I was learning in RTI until I attended a political conference centered on social 
justice with my summer program. Because I was the only one out of my friends who understood the terminology the 
speakers at the conference were using, I found myself explaining basic social justice concepts such as intersectionality 
and the different types of oppression to them giving way to many meaningful conversations about these concepts 
during the rest of the program. In taking ownership of these concepts, I finally understood the power associated with 
them and the importance of the work I was doing in RTI as a whole. —Gabrielle Pretekin

RTI has been an eye-opening experience for me on many levels. My understanding of feminism, privilege and 
oppression, and Judaism has evolved, and changed the way I see the Jewish community and the many other 
communities I am a part of. —Emma Weiss

RTI has been such a meaningful experience for me because it has given me the opportunity to meet and collaborate 
with amazing young women from the Jewish community. I am also so grateful for this experience because it has given 
me the tools to analyze and address injustices that we face every day. These tools are invaluable and I will carry them 
with me through life. —Abigail Wolfe

RTI has allowed me to express my voice as a Jewish teen girl all while learning about research, feminism, and the world 
around us. —Marcia Kantrow

RTI has taught me feminist methods of taking action in a community. I also learned about myself and who I am as a 
Jewish teen girl. —Sydney Weisman

Intern Testimonials

““

23




