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Introduction
The research training internship is a feminist program that focuses 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 we have, and the steps that youth 
can take to change systems of oppression. As a group we all share the commonality that we are 
Jewish, white, female identified people, characteristics that make us part of a simultaneously 
marginalized and privileged group.

Originally based in New York, the Research Training Internship (RTI) has been successfully 
run through the Jewish social justice and feminist group Ma’yan for several years. Expanding 
from their success in New York, Ma’yan partnered wit the Beck Research Initiative for 
Women, Gender & Community at DePaul University and the Jewish United Fund to start up 
another program in Chicago. Our cohort (Cohort 2) of 9 interns participated in a 10-month 
program from September 2015 to June 2016. Our research builds upon the exploratory survey 
conducted by our RTI predecessors in Cohort 1 in their 2015 project titled “#JewishAndProud” 
which focused on 4 main issue areas in the lives of Jewish teen girls living in Chicago: 
interpersonal relationships, mental health, anti-Semitism, and gender roles/sexuality. We were 
particularly intrigued by the recurring data they collected on the subject of “expectations” and 
“normalcy” and focused in on one specific research question on that theme: “What messages, 
pressures, and expectations do Jewish teen girls receive about what is valued as ‘normal.’” Our 
purpose was to showcase all these requirements that Jewish teenage girls feel is expected 
of them. We determined this research question as a feminist collective, and were guided by 
our adult mentors and DePaul faculty members only structurally and pedagogically. As young 
Jewish teenage women, we value the Youth Participatory Action Research (YPAR) model, 
which celebrates us, not adults, as the experts on our own lives.

Like Cohort 1, we also used surveys to capture data from our peers relating to our research 
question. However, we also utilized radical, feminist, artistic data collection methods in order 
to capture qualitative data that could never be understood in terms of survey metrics. The 
surveys, conducted by Hannah Coffey, Grace Altman, and Ariella Harth-Kahan discussed 
the results of two 25 question electronic survey of Jewish teen girls and their parents of the 
Chicago area on their experiences with expectations for them (or their daughters) as teenage, 
Jewish girls. The results of these comparative surveys show significant discrepancies between 
the pressures Jewish teenage young women reportedly face, and the perceptions their parents 
have about those expectations. 
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In addition to the surveys, several interns were interested in conducting interviews, organizing 
art calls or creating artistic representations themselves to better understand our research 
question through a more qualitative means. In her project, The Difficulties of Being Born 
“Different” Yardena Lilit Matar conducted two interviews focused on expectations, especially 
heteronormativity for LGBTIQ teens in the Jewish community as a majorly under represented 
group. Gabi Wallk interviewed two mothers and their daughters in her project, titled L’Dor 
Va’Dor: From Mother to Daughter to understand their relationships and how interactions between 
them are perceived differently by each. One interview with Rabbi Ari Moffic, conducted by 
Olivia Hancock and recorded in her project, Project Unity, focused on her interfaith work and the 
Jewish community’s general opinion of interfaith relationships. Olivia’s evidence and research 
from the survey questions and interview enabled her to create a project that visually highlights 
the lack of interfaith acceptance and understanding. She hopes that the video she has created 
will also inform viewers on the eye-opening opportunities people in interfaith relationships 
can benefit from. Through an open call, Colette Cooper’s project, Glimpse In, captures 
photographs of Jewish girls in a way that exemplifies specific Jewish aspects of themselves. 
This photo representation is something we hope shows a humanizing element of an otherwise 
overlooked group. To access an artistic perception of expectations from the eyes of our 
demographic, Josie Levin sent out a call to Jewish teenage artists to create pieces of visual art 
or creative writing that capture their personal experiences in a project called Artist Expression 
of Expectations. In creating these pieces we wanted to find the emotional connection between 
the experiences of Jewish teens and the audience observing these art pieces. In a project titled 
Intersectionality, Talia Zeiger interviewed a teenage Jewish girl about how her privileges and 
social disadvantages like class, religion, and gender intersect. A poem written by Ariella Kahan-
Harth titled Mama Doesn’t Know talks about the disconnect between a mother and daughter in 
terms what the daughter wants and what her mother thinks she should want. In another poem, 
a spoken word, the writer describes an activity we did early on in the RTI program where we 
stood in a circle and then stepped into the center and said something we found unfair.

As feminist researchers, action has been essential to our research. The work begins with the 
written words you see before you now and culminated in our curated art gallery event held in 
a tent at the Chicago Jewish festival on June 5, 2016. In displaying these works and results we 
are hoping that our audience gets a real understanding of the expectations unique to Jewish 
teenagers, and the consequences of not fulfilling them. We hope that this booklet and the 
outcomes of our gallery event will spark conversations among Jewish families, educators, 
rabbis, and allies about the often unmanageable and conflicting expectations placed on our 
communities. 

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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Survey Analysis:  
by Hannah, Grace, and Ariella

As the second Chicago Research Training Internship (RTI) cohort, we had a 
base of existing survey data from Cohort 1 from which we took inspiration 
for our own work. At the beginning of the year, we looked through their 
data, which was in their report from fall 2015, “#JewishandProud.” As an 
exploratory study of 187 Jewish teen women in the Chicago area, Cohort 
1’s data yielded broad and expansive understandings of mental health, 
anti-Semitism, relationship violence, gender & sexuality, and other issues 
facing our peers. We were especially interested by their data on the often 
contradictory expectations facing young Jewish women in, and the social, 
familial, and internal consequences of not meeting those expectations. 
We noticed that many of Cohort 1’s survey respondents felt pressured by 
family, friends, and even themselves to be the “perfect Jewish girl”. We 
were curious about where specifically these expectations came from and 
how they were shaped. As the year moved by, this eventually inspired our 
research question: What messages, pressures, and expectations do the 
communities of Jewish teen girls send about what is valued as “normal?” 
This question guided our survey as well as the individual projects of the 
other Cohort 2 interns. 

6

In a departure from RTI Cohort 1, we wanted to 
explore not just our peers, but their parents as 
well, and we were also interested to see how 
these expectations are perpetuated by people 
surrounding Jewish teen girls, especially their 
parents. To us, it seemed like there is sometimes 
a culture of expectation in Judaism: we are held to 
high standards in areas like school, beauty, religious 

life, relationships, and more, and sometimes it 
feels like too much to balance. We were curious 
to learn how many other Jewish teen girls felt 
the same things that we did. Also, we wanted to 
see how the feelings of parents were similar and 
different from their daughters. This is significant 
because we know from our own lives that parents 
influence their daughters quite a bit, and that it can 
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be embarrassing and challenging to have frank 
discussions with our parents about what it feels 
like to manage everything. Parents teach their 
children most of what they know, and in many cases 
instill a firm belief of what is right and wrong. We 
were curious to see what conflicting expectations 
there were between Jewish daughters and their 
parents. Because we were trying to get general, 
broad data about a big question, we thought that 
a traditional survey would provide us with a solid 
foundation of data. This worked well, and many of 
the other interns in our cohort used our survey data 
to inspire their own personal projects, which utilized 
more radical feminist strategies of data collection.

Our survey captured responses from 103 teenage 
girls, ages 13-19, and 62 parents, all from 
Chicagoland. Engaging in YPAR (Youth Participatory 
Action Research) methodologies  gave us a special 
insight into what our finding might be, even before 
we released the survey. The basic idea of YPAR 
research is that the researchers (in this case, 
Jewish teenage girls) do their research on their own 
community. Because our survey respondents were 
teens just like us, we had some general hypothesis 
of what we thought our findings would be. Nobody 
knows our own lives better than we do, and we 
also know our peers pretty well, because we spend 
time hanging out with people like us — Jewish 
teenage girls. We anticipated that many Jewish 
teens would feel influenced by their parents, and 
that the pressure to conform to expectations from 
those around them might feel even greater than 
the pressure of the expectations themselves. We 
predicted that teens would be frustrated and 
maybe even hurt by these expectations for them, 
and we also thought that these expectations would 
lead to feelings of anxiety or stress for many.  

We asked both the daughters and the parents 
questions about if they make generalizations about 
people of different religions, races, and ethnicities 
than them. 36% of the parents reported making 
generalizations only occasionally about people of 

different races and ethnicities and 37% of parents 
reported occasionally making generalizations/
stereotypes about non-Jews. Interestingly, 
daughters perceived 39% of their parents making 
generalizations/stereotypes about people of 
different races and ethnicities, and 43% of their 
parents making generalizations/stereotypes about 
non-Jews. Also, 12% of the daughters hear their 
parents regularly making generalizations. 

As one daughter reported,

“For the most part, the people around 
me have generally instilled a value to 
be open-minded, appreciate diversity, 
and treat others as I’d want to be 
treated. However, my dad and paternal 
grandparents often make racist 
remarks that really bug me. They grew 
up in a different society and feel a need 
to protect their sense of “Jewishness” 
after its been challenged through 
anti-Semitism and the Holocaust; 
unfortunately, they do this through a 
sense of Jewish superiority that puts 
down other races and religions. On 
the other hand, they are just reflecting 
general societal stereotypes that aren’t 
related to being Jewish. The way I talk 
about difference is mostly influenced 
by my mom’s sense of equality and 
moral values that were instilled in me 
at Jewish day school.”

We are curious about the effects of the Jewish 
community’s perpetuation of stereotyping about 
people who are different than us and wonder what 
messages are being sent to our peers about what 
it means to be different. We can see the potential 
conflict our peers feel about “difference” in another 
question which measures how they thought their 
parents would react if the daughters started dating 



non-Jews (44% said their parents 
would be supportive), people of 
a different race (69% said their 
parents would be supportive), or 
people of the same sex or gender 
(56% said their parents would be 
supportive).

As one daughter reported,

“Their reactions might be 
that they would kick me out 
of the house or worse.”

Another reported,

“My parents and I never talk 
about this ever, so no matter 
what I probably wouldn’t 
tell them. It would just be 
weird.” 

Interestingly, the parents’ 
qualitative responses were 
almost entirely focused on their 
daughters marrying someone 
Jewish (this was the most 
important), but most reported 
not being concerned about 
different races or same genders. 
Similarly to the conclusions 
drawn by RTI Cohort 1, it is clear 
that either the parents are much 
more open than their daughters 
perceive and there is just a lot 
of discomfort for daughters in 
approaching them to talk about 
their experiences, or that parents 
aren’t as open as they claim 
to be. This shows that parents 
communicate their expectations 
about their daughter’s 
relationships clearly. At the 
same time it shows judgment 
and preconceived notions that 

parents have against certain 
groups of people, at least in terms 
of their daughter’s relationships. 
We wonder what effects these 
expectations have on our peers, 
and how our peers manage their 
feelings around them.

When we asked about mental 
health, a staggering 61% of the 
daughters reported experiencing 
anxiety and 43% of them 
experienced depression (this 
is not necessarily diagnosed 
anxiety and depression), and 
17% experienced disordered 
eating. Only 50% of the parents 
reported that their daughters 
experienced anxiety and only 17% 
reported that their daughters 
experienced depression and only 
3.5% experienced disordered 
eating. This reveals a discrepancy 
between how parents view their 
daughters and what is actually 
being experienced. We saw 
equally contradicting reports 
about bullying. 30% of the 
daughters have experienced 
bullying, and 20% are not sure. 
The parents said, 12% of their 
daughters experience bullying, 
and 8% are not sure. This also 
means daughters may not 
be telling their parents about 
bullying, or that daughters don’t 
feel comfortable approaching 
parents about these issues. 
Whatever the reason, we wonder 
how the Jewish community, 
schools, and other community 
institutions might help to 
support our peers. On the other 

THE SURVEY
Daughters:
Do your mothers
currently experience…

Anxiety (50.49%)

Depression (36.61%)

Disordered eating (14.85%)

Bullying (30.69%)

Self-harm (12%)

Substance abuse (4.12%)

Intimate partner/
dating violence (7.07%)

Mothers:
Do you currently experience…

Anxiety (53.45%)

Depression (39.66%)

Disordered eating (12.07%)

Bullying (29.82%)

Self-harm (1.72%)

Substance abuse (5.17%)

Intimate partner/
dating violence (6.9%)

8

The perceptions and
the realities are
almost identical!



hand, the parents survey showed 
that parents have similar levels 
of anxiety and depression as 
their daughters. 54% of the 
parents have experienced anxiety, 
and 40% have experienced 
depression. Clearly, there is 
something unique about the 
connections between mental 
health issues, communication, 
and Jewish families. In fact, 
several parents reported 
hereditary depression, anxiety, 
and other mental illnesses that 
affect their daughters. Our 
statistics show, however, that 
these problems aren’t being 
discussed as much as they could 
be, and that parents on average 
don’t perceive their daughters as 
struggling. Happily, many of our 
teenage respondents reported 
feeling seen and supported by 
Jewish community institutions: 

“BBYO and the Jewish 
community have helped me 
get to a better place and not 
be afraid to just be myself.” 
In contrast, one parent 
reported, “She used to go to a 
Jewish day school that had a 
bully problem. She used her 
graduation speech to speak 
out and criticize the school 
leadership for not doing 
enough to stop it. I was so 
proud!”

Overall, the daughters reported 
that their conceptions of the 
“perfect Jewish girl” included: 
dating Jewish boys, dressing 
modestly, and being religious. 

The parents said similar tropes, 
but they also mentioned 
attributes like thoughtfulness, 
kindness, and confidence. It 
seems that the parents do 
communicate their expectations 
of dress, behavior, and 
relationships, but they also 
believe their daughters should be 
themselves.

One parent stated,

“A healthy and happy
Jewish girl is the perfect 
Jewish girl.”

 Another said,

“Kind, curious, engaged, 
studious and social. Cultural 
Jewish affiliation and 
knowledgeable about prayers 
and traditions.” 

Those two quotes show the 
difference in answers we 
received. Also, many parents 
reported frustration with the 
concept of a “perfect Jewish girl,” 
some of them stating, “I don’t 
think there is such a thing as 
the perfect Jewish girl.” Many 
of the parents and daughters 
said that if a girl does not meet 
those expectations they may 
feel guilt, disappointment, and 
could even be ostracized from 
their community. This could 
demonstrate a correlation to 
the high levels of anxiety and 
depression we found in the 
survey. 

We also believe that it is 

THE SURVEY
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Daughters:
Do you currently experience…

Anxiety (61.17%)

Depression (42.5%)

Disordered eating (17%)

Bullying (41%)

Self-harm (18.81%)

Substance abuse (3.03%)

Intimate partner/
dating violence (1.01%)

Some real discrepancies
between the realities of
young Jewish women

and the ways their
mother’s perceive them

Mothers:
Do your daughters 
currently experience…

Anxiety (58.63%)

Depression (3.45%)

Disordered eating (5.17%)

Bullying (1.72%)

Self-harm (17.24%)

Substance abuse (12.07%)

Intimate partner/
dating violence (1.72%)



important to know where these expectations 
come from. We found that parents communicate 
a majority of the expectations, such as success, 
and their roles in the Jewish community. Other 
adults, like teachers, also demand high expectations 
about success. Friends influence daughters 
about relationships, and romantic expectations. 
Overall, parents have the most sway, which is 
to be expected, as they play a large role in their 
daughter’s lives. It is important to know where 
these expectations come from, so we can fix 
problematic expectations at the source, and 
know where these girls are most greatly affected 
by the expectations. These expectations can be 
problematic if they are not received correctly or 
they are coming from the wrong person.

We also asked the parents how comfortable the 
teenagers are being themselves in certain areas 
like, dress, interests, relationships, future, and 
Judaism.  They found their daughters would be 
comfortable being themselves with most things like 
interests, future, and Judaism to everyone including, 
rabbis, parents Jewish/non-Jewish friends. But 
the teens would not be comfortable talking about 
relationships to anyone. This discomfort could 
lead to these girls getting in to problematic 
relationships, because of their unwillingness 
to talk about relationships. We also found they 
would be comfortable talking on social media about 
everything else. This could be because of the ability 
to be anonymous on social media, and the wide 
audience. Overall the daughters felt they had few 
restrictions on their true selves.

Unfortunately, it seems that many parents are 
unaware of the struggles their daughters face. 
While most girls said the Perfect Jewish Girl 
adhered to traditional gender roles (homemaker, 
raise the children, etc.), and lived up to impossible 
expectations (modest but not too modest, pretty 
but not slutty or sexy), parents insisted that there 
was no such thing as the Perfect Jewish Girl or also 
mentioned the traditional gender roles. 

The data about disordered eating is contradictory 
to Cohort 1’s evidence, perhaps because more girls 
have experienced eating disorders in the past year. 
When asked what they wished the adult Jewish 
women and men in their lives knew about them, 
girls responded with phrases such as, “I may not 
want to have kids, and I may not want to marry 
a Nice Jewish Boy,” “I am not going to be able to 
meet all your expectations as a Jewish woman” 
and “I am just as capable as they [men] are at 
nearly everything people are asked to do, and in 
some cases I am more capable.” When parents 
were asked what they wished their daughters 
knew about them, they gave answers that were 
not nearly as deep or specific, such as “I’ve been 
pretty open with her about the teenage me and my 
insecurities” and “My girls know everything about 
me.” It seems that parents think they are more open 
with their daughters than daughters perceive them 
to be. If parents do not know of their daughters’ 
struggles, they cannot help them through it. It 
seems that parents are unaware of their daughters’ 
worries about them, and if they don’t know about 
these worries, they will not be able to help.
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Some really excellent quotes from parents about expectations they 
have for their daughters:

• We hope we have communicated that most of all we want her to appreciate her gifts and to explore her         
  interests and dreams. We expect her to be true to herself and to do her best but to expect that        
  sometimes good enough is o.k. Both her father and I come from families that expected high achievement       
  and we hope that we have taken some of the pressure off our children — but our community also has     
  some strange expectations and we have to work to help our daughter understand that it is ok to be   
  different and not fit the cookie cutter mold of our community.

• In our community, there is a great expectation, perhaps because it is the norm, to be exceptional. It is a        
  difficult line to walk as parents between encouraging career and academic success and over-inflating 
  what defines success.

• Grandchildren are very important to me so I express my hopes more than expectations, but she feels    
  pressure as a result I am sure. For academics, I just expect she does her best most of the time. She has    
  higher expectations for herself in this area than I do.

• It sucks when someone has expectations of you and you feel you have disappointed them. That is why I      
  vowed never to do that to my own kids!!

• I was only slightly older than my daughter is now when I came out as gay. So it is very important to me to 
  seek safe spaces for my daughter to be with other Jews who will see her for who she is and be kind.

• I was raised in an unusually liberal family (for my generation); as a daughter of a feminist, I was not 
  subject to the stereotypical image. As a result of that, I was confident in pursuing my career of choice 
  and raising a family without traditional gender stereotypes. Finding meaningful friendships with other 
  Jewish women of my generation has been a challenge since I don’t really “fit their mold.”

Anecdotes
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Daughters: How do you define the “Perfect Jewish Girl,” 
and what is expected of her? 

• The perfect Jewish girl is obedient and exceeds everyone’s expectations of her.

• A harmful stereotype that plays a huge role in my life.

• The “perfect Jewish girl” is rich, pretty, and popular.

• A beautiful girl who does what is asked of her and is liked by everyone.

• The girl who has president of her youth group, going to a great college, dates and marries an NJB, is pretty.

• Smart, beautiful, virgin.

• What society says: Modest, but not too modest; smart, but not too smart; pretty, but not slutty.....etc. with the double     
  standards — What I say: Someone who inspires others to find meaning in their religion and has found a role for   
  themselves in the Jewish community which makes them fulfilled.

• Adheres to both husband and Jewish community standards.

• She is Jewish but not too Jewish, kind to everyone and really smart.

• Cisgender female “white” observant does everything her parents tell her to, and is very obedient.

• Overworked and under appreciated.

• Someone who can balance a Jewish and secular life together.

• Me.

• Has pride in herself and in her religion.

• Devoted and loving towards men and children especially.

• Hourglass shape, is comfortable with her Jewish identity, will not be judged for being Jewish, has many friends, and gets  
  amazing grades.

• Smart but fertile and religious.

• A nice girl who goes to temple and is on track to be a housewife.

• To dress as a lady.

• Curly hair, always straightened — white — fancy clothes, skirt — big nose — heterosexual, cisgender — date nice Jewish  
  boy — pray regularly.

• Dates cute Jewish boys, skinny, fashionable, friendly and smart (A+), does summer internships in medicine, law, science,  
  or finance.

• Being inferior to males.

• Modest in dress, but also in demeanor. Interested in something normal: like ballet or playing piano.

• Jewish virgin.

• She has to dress modestly, but not like a nun, has to look sweet and nice and pretty, but not sexy. She needs to be fun     
  but not crazy, has to believe in God but can’t try to put it on anyone else. She has to date a nice Jewish boy and go to   
  plenty of Jewish events.

• She’s expected to be interested in Judaism and prayer but not to do anything a man would do.

• The perfect Jewish girl is expected to marry a perfect Jewish boy and to have perfect Jewish children.

• Not fat.

• The perfect Jewish girl is expected to dress modestly (but not to modestly so she can attract boys), tries to look pretty,   
  dates “good Jewish boys”, and tries in school but later on in life will put family first (which is extremely ridiculous).

• Looks gentile, is straight, gets good grades, is slender but not skinny, doesn’t question her faith, is steadfast to Judaism,  
  has time to volunteer but still gets good grades, has a traditionally successful career, pro-Israel.

• She has tan skin, very curly hair. She never dresses “slutty” but is always very modest (i.e. She covers up almost   
  everything). She goes to services at least every Friday night and does Jewish extracurriculars while balancing her perfect  
  grades. She can like boys who aren’t Jewish, but she’d never marry one. She loves baking and reading and is never rude or  
  angry.

• Perfect Jewish girls need to be pretty but obedient. They can only date Jewish men and have to put their husbands’   
  aspirations before theirs.
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Parents: How do you define the “Perfect Jewish Girl?”

• The perfect Jewish girl would be a mensch in all respects. She would uphold the values we consider imperative.

• Sweet, just, ethical, caring, smart, confident, helpful and pretty.

• She is well-educated, healthy and self-confident.

• Responsible, hardworking, family oriented, clean and fairly neat appearance, dating same type of person who treats her  
  kindly and respectfully.

• I don’t see any distinction between the perfect Jewish girl and a perfect girl. To me, a perfect girl is one who is kind,   
  selfless, and hard working — a girl who has confidence in her looks and abilities.

• A young lady who has a very strong sense of who she is.

• Someone who is comfortable and secure in how they look, what they wear, who they date and following self-interests   
  and is respectful to others.

• Dress appropriately, dates Jewish people, respectfully, and active in Jewish community.

• Polite and considerate and respectful of her religion and religious heritage.

• If someone is doing their best and being their best authentic self, they are perfect to me.

• Passionate about social justice and making the world a better place

• This is a ridiculous question. Not only are there no perfect Jewish girls, there are no perfect girls. Every girl is beautiful   
  and perfect in her own way. All that matters is health, happiness, kindness and making a contribution to society!!!!

• A healthy and happy Jewish girl is the perfect Jewish girl.

• The “perfect Jewish girl” is grounded in her convictions, self-assured in her relationships, comfortable in her own skin,       
  willing to explore diverse interests and make a positive difference in the world — no matter whether it is small or large    
  in scale.

• Oy. I wouldn’t know how to answer that question and I doubt my daughter would like that question. I think we would     
  both say that one should treat others as you would want to be treated and to not do things to others that we would find        
  hurtful ourselves. “All the rest is commentary.”

• She dresses how she feels comfortable, she can wear makeup or not, she behaves in an appropriate manner and does   
  unto others as she would like to have done unto her. She dates a Jew, her interests depend on what she likes.

• My daughters are the “Perfect Jewish Girls.”

• She should be exactly who she is and wants to be.

• I don’t think there is such a thing.

• There is certainly no perfection. I see this as a young woman who is confident in her own positive body-image/  
  appearance (whatever that might be) and her right to self-expression through her appearance. In addition, I see this as
  young woman who is able to find a comfortable place for herself within a Jewish community where she can pursue her  
  Jewish interests within the community whether doing so independently or in a romantic relationship with a partner of  
  choice who may or may not be Jewish.

• I can’t define perfection because I don’t believe it exists. My desire is to raise a resilient, self-actualized young woman   
  who knows her own mind and is prepared to be engaged in her world.

• I think that the perfect Jewish girl is someone who is kind and strives to be the best she can be. That being said, the area                                                      
  that we are living in pushes girls to be thin and well dressed and popular.

• “The Perfect Jewish Girl is one that tries to live a good/honorable life and practice G*d’s teachings.” It has nothing to do     
  with dressing nicely (as long as she doesn’t look trashy) or looking good. It has more to do with what is in her heart and  
  how she treats those around her.

• A girl who feels comfortable with herself — likes herself — and feels proud to be Jewish.

• The perfect and wish girl dresses somewhat modestly, is caring and thoughtful and looks to be with friends and others  
  who are the same.

• I can only speak for my perfect Jewish girl. She dresses like she wants to. She is responsible. She’s a great student. She’s  
  a good and loyal friend. She hasn’t dated anyone yet. But she’s interested in being the best person she can be, a great   
  student and she reads voraciously. She wants to help people and make this world a better place.

• A girl who is hard working, motivated, takes care of herself (health) and has a clean appearance.
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Wordle by Hannah Coffey

Daughters: What might be some of the consequences if a young Jewish 
woman doesn’t meet the expectations listed above?  

• If a Jewish young woman does not meet all of those expectations, she may not feel like she’s really Jewish, and, as a   
  result, feel excluded from the community.

• Prejudice from other members in my Jewish communities.

• They could be discriminated harshly.

• They may get talking about, gossiped about, and judged.

• Will not be accepted by her family.

• She can’t spend time with her friends, often has her behavior told to other family members and is expected to make up  
  for what she has done. She has to work to have good grades so she can have a “good” career (an intellectually based   
  career that helps the community and has a high salary, in my experience).

• If she doesn’t marry a Jewish boy her parents may tease her and bother her about this. If she doesn’t think Judaism is     
  important in her life her family and friends may get worried about what she truly believes in. If she’s not gorgeous her   
  family may try and set her up with every single, single Jewish boy, out there.

• Family will disown her.

• Feel like she let everyone down.

• She might be ostracized by the community.

• The relationship you have with your family might disintegrate.

• She might be shunned or thought of as a bad person. She might disgrace her family or the community. She won’t have a  
  good reputation.

• They might feel excluded, or unrecognized, or unrepresented.

• Seen as a failure.

• Her community leaves her.

• Some families might judge her and call her “disloyal” to her Jewish faith and practice. This is a very kind and accepting  
  religion but any break of what is expected leads to quiet and hushed conversation behind her back about her and her   
  family and how they raised her.

• Social exclusion.

• Family won’t support her. Won’t live good adult life.

• Their bubbes would be disappointed.

• She might be ostracized, made fun of, or judged for her behavior.

• Getting disowned.

• Ridicule from family.

• Kareis (being cut off from the Jewish people).

• Becoming a social pariah.
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Parents: What might be some of the consequences (social, familial, academic, 
etc.) if a young Jewish girl doesn’t meet the expectations listed above?

• Expectations need to be managed on all sides so that consequences are constructive, not punitive.

• She and her family may be sad; others may talk — but who cares.

• I don’t believe trying to meet that standard will bring contentment.

• Disappointment, worry and sadness.

• Some members of family have different expectations and might want my daughter to fit into a certain mold. But we (her  
   parents) want her to be her own true self.

• I think she may set herself up for being taken advantage of.

• She may have self-esteem issues, mental health issues, difficulties with friends as well as trouble in school.

• A lot. It’s your self-esteem.

• We would try to understand why she isn’t happy and try to help.

• If she does not meet these expectations, she would still be loved by her family, but may have a more difficult time within  
  the Jewish community. If she marries someone not Jewish, there is always a compromise that has to take place between  
  the religions.

• Erosion of family and community support and myriad of support mechanisms that stem from that “support”.

• The consequences will be an unhappy and unsatisfying life.

• The consequences of not meeting this expectation may be low self-esteem and the potential for unhealthy relationships  
  or unfulfilled dreams.

• She would likely feel quite alienated and ostracized.

• Exclusion from groups of kids at school. Bullying, teasing.

• Denial of certain privileges, limited choices in different arenas of life.

• Being led astray by others who do not share her values and losing sight of who she is.

• I fear disenfranchisement.

• I believe that the expectations of a Jewish girl are high. I believe that she is more likely to be judged by her own  
  community (Jewish peers and Jewish adults outside her own family). I think that the standards people set for their   
  own children tends to spill over onto other Jewish girls and people are quick to judge those who don’t meet those     
  expectations. I think this occurs within their peer groups as well - girls who know what their parent’s expect of them 
  may be quick/harsh to judge girls who don’t conform. I think that Jewish people have a higher “moral” expectation of 
  other Jewish girls.

• Consequences for some could include loneliness without a community, depression and anxiety can result from a   
  negative self-image; some might even outright be rejected by their community if they don’t fit an image of “perfect”

• It would be very difficult to grow up here if you don’t fit the mold.

• Not many. I think many young’s girls dress inappropriately but since so many do, there are really no negative    
  consequences. In fact, probably the opposite!

• Disappointing the family. Unsuccessful.

• Depression, anxiety, self-harm

• Depending on one’s family and friends, this could be challenging. I would hope my husband and I would support our   
  daughter through the many situations we encounter in life.

• Anti-Semitism.

• She may be considered selfish or uncaring.

• She will have a harder time in life.
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Daughters: Do you feel that you currently meet all of the expectations listed above? 

• I feel that my parents don’t really put the pressure on me to be a “perfect Jewish girl”, only because I was never really   
  encouraged or discouraged from the amount in which I participated in religion. I got to choose my own involvement      
  right from the start, which took pressure off.

• I meet the expectations I want to meet. I’m sure there are some I don’t. I refuse to let them define me. Tradition, yes, but I    
choose the boundaries.

• No, but I’m ok with that. I do things in Judaism that some men say I shouldn’t do like lead services or read Torah. I wear     
  clothes that I get judged for sometimes by my baby sitter and my little sister. I’ve never dated anyone and I’m not sure if     
  my parents expect me to.

• No. I’m not going to marry a boy.

• In some ways yes, but in other ways definitely not. I do try to be respectful to adults and my peers in the Jewish      
  community but sometimes I feel like I’m not doing enough to be involved.

• Lololololol nope.

• Nah because I’m okay with my differences and I don’t feel a need to be perfect. I just need to be good enough for myself     
  and only I set those standards.

• Yas!!!! $$$ ;]

• No, definitely not, but I don’t really want to be the “perfect Jewish girl,” so I don’t really care that I don’t fit their standards.

• As I am currently in a relationship with a Muslim boy (who, by the way, is equally as wonderful and respectful as any   
  Jewish boy), I don’t meet that expectation.

• I think that overall, I “look” like I do, even if I don’t always feel like my behavior and interests meet those expectations.

• I meet most of them. Sometimes my parents do not believe I dress “well enough” or put on “enough makeup” (because I     
  do not wear any makeup) amd will comment on it.

• Not even by an inch.

• I do not feel I meet all of the expectations because I am confident and will be very career driven when older.
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Parents: Do you personally feel that you meet all of the expectations listed above?

• It is not possible

• I work at them.

• I have no idea what they even are and doubt I would meet them.

• To some extent, but want kids to turn out better than me.

• Yes. I was not born as a Jew, but we have a Jewish household and I feel more comfortable as human being.

• Yes, as a one word answer. But meeting expectations is a process throughout life and not just a moment in time.

• Never felt like I met the expectations that were set for me. When I finally got away from the expectations, I was so much  
  happier. I am now a successful financial advisor with 3 amazing kids, a wonderful husband and great friends. Life is good!!

• Some days!

• I strive to, though sometimes it feels nice to fit in.

• I try to live up to the “healthy happy” motto daily. I try to highlight wellness, loving relationships, appreciating our     
  personal gifts, living in the moment and not taking tomorrow for granted. Gratitude, appreciation for family of all kinds — 
  biological and chosen — ‘cause we seem to have them all.

• No, I feel like I try to make a positive difference and on any given day I personify some of the qualities but other days  
  I’m sure that I don’t.

• I meet my own expectations for myself. I dress as a modest Jewish woman, work and live in the Jewish community, but I  
  do not allow others to guide my practices or views of myself or my family.

• I do not think I meet ALL of the expectations. I think it would be foolish of me to think that I or my family is flawless. I  
  do my best to accept the flaws in myself, my children and others.

• Mostly, although my husband is a Jew by choice. I knew I would marry somebody Jewish, but I was ok dating him before he  
  converted.

• No one is perfect. There are always things that I feel I could be doing much better. However, I try to live honorably and  
  don’t make excuses when I feel like I am falling short. My daughters see my weaknesses as well as my strengths and know  
  that it takes constant effort to be a good person.

• Basically yes. As a working mother, I frequently feel someone or something is coming up short. That’s just the way it is, and I  
  try to make peace with it.

• I try my best, but am human.



Daughters: What is one thing you wish the adult Jewish men in your life 
knew about you?

• That I want to know how to build and fix things and be useful just like them. Sometimes I am not involved in those conversations 
necessarily, and my dad thinks of my brother first. But it’s not a big problem.

• I wish the adult Jewish men in my life knew that I need support from them just as much from the adult Jewish women in my life. I  
  wish they knew that I would like to go to them whenever I have an issue I would like to discuss in addition to adult Jewish women.

• I love my faith. And just because I am a woman does not mean I cannot take on leadership roles in the Jewish community.

• Nothing...except for what it feels like to be on your period....

• That telling us “we’re too holy to be counted in the Minyan” only goes so far and it actually gives off the message that women are   
  not important.

• I wish they knew that even though I don’t go to Hebrew school or come to services very often I still am very proud to be a Jew and I  
  enjoy the rare occasions when I do get to participate in services.

• That I am funny.

• I wish that the adult Jewish men in my life know how passionate I feel about equal rights. Most Jewish men around me are family  
  members and I feel that they don’t see me as a person that cares so much about this and many more things as well and I want them     
  to know where I stand on many of the issues in the world.

• Just because I am a female, it doesn’t mean I don’t deserve the same rights as you. I’m not going to be your perfect Jewish wife.

• I am capable of anything. I am strong and powerful. I can dress how I want. And I HATE sitting divided from men in synagogue   
  when it means that I can’t even SEE the bima.

• I wish they knew that I’m trying my hardest, and that they shouldn’t be as disappointed in me. I also wish they knew that it seems  
  like they never support me in my decisions and that shakes my confidence.

• Although I’m not super tall or super skinny I still have something to offer both friendship and relationship wise.

• I want to provide for my family too.

• How happy I am.

• I don’t like being forced to daven.

• That I may not be the most religious women, but I do view myself as Jewish and happy.

• Not every Jewish girl is all “goodie goodie.”

• I wish the Jewish men in my life knew about my struggles of being a lesbian and my anxiety to do my best.

• I wish that they knew I am okay stacking chairs or doing other manual labor while I am helping out around the temple.

• I might date someone who isn’t Jewish and that’s okay.

• Sometimes I want to wear a tallit and refilling and a kippah and sometimes I don’t want to because I become scared of what they   
  will say. Please don’t judge me. I and any other woman should have as much opportunity in Judaism and in the workforce and in life  
  as any male should.

• That I am more than you perceive me to be.

• It’s inappropriate to criticize and stereotype Jewish women, wives and mothers to young Jewish women.

• Jewish women are of no lesser value in the Jewish community and can do everything a man can do. As someone who hopes to be   
  a female leader in the Jewish community and who wants more female representation in the Jewish community, we need to be given  
  the same opportunities as men to step up and lead.

• I wish they knew what struggles with modesty are like.That I’m gender queer.

• That they can’t control me.

• I don’t have an adult Jewish man in my life.

• I don’t want to have children.

• Being Jewish doesn’t automatically make you a “nice Jewish girl.” I am not going to work my ass off in school so I can ditch that all  
  to have a bunch of kids. I am going to work my ass off in school so I can have the choice to stay at home and raise my kids or go out  
  and have my own damn career or both Make one more “good Jewish girl” joke and I’m gonna break your hand.

• You should still be proud of me even if I don’t meet every one of your expectations.

• That being a Jewish women is actually pretty great and something to be proud of!

• I wish they knew that sometimes they make comments or judgments about what I wear or what I look like that make me feel       
  uncomfortable. (“wow, that’s a lot of makeup”) I wish they would stop placing their judgments on me because I just want to be me,  
  not the person who they want me to be.

• Don’t really have adult Jewish men in my life

• I want to raise a Jewish family but I also want to work and be career driven.
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• Mistakes I’ve made, chances I’ve taken and stupid decisions I’ve survived.

• How hard I’ve worked at times of adversity.

• I have had a lot of experiences, so I know more than she gives me credit for.

• That I support and love her no matter what choices she makes. I think she does know this about me, but I should tell  
  her more often.

• I was very insecure in high school also.

• I wish she knew that even if I seem to judge her decisions, I love her and only want the best for her. I struggled  
  with my own parents through my teens and early adulthood, but have maintained with them a strong and loving  
  relationship.

• How long it took and how hard it was to get where I am today.

• She doesn’t know I had an eating disorder. I will tell her when she is older, if she seems to be having body image  
  issues. Right now she is only 14 and it hasn’t come up.

• As I have grown up and travelled and experienced life’s sadness I have increasingly become aware of the connection  
  Judaism gives me and helps me throughout my life it’s important to have a belief system and a larger community you  
  believe in.

• That I am more complicated than she thinks.

• That I fight hard against my self-doubts and it’s taken a long time to just be comfortable in my own skin.

• How terribly, terribly sad I am that her father and I caused her so much pain when we separated and divorced; that I  
  wish things were different and that she didn’t have to suffer.

• That I’m comfortable being a nerd.

• I share with her what I wish her to know.

• I’m open with my girls and have shared with them the things I want them to know about me.

• More about my life as a teenager.

• I think she knows everything but maybe does not realize how much she means to me.

• That I am so pleased and happy with who she is becoming as a person.

• That my responses to her are highly motivated by my wish for her happiness.

• Although she sees me as very confident in my role as parent and professionally, it took many years for that to
  develop — it was not always “natural.”

• The most valuable part of my life is being a mom.

• My life did not exist until I married her mother and we had her. I love to see the world through her eyes.

• That I wish I had been encouraged and challenged to do more and have dreams pf success as a child, teenager and  
  young adult.

• How much I love her and am proud to be her mom (although I think she knows).

• I wish that my daughter knew that I was a very insecure child and young adult, and that it took a long time before I  
  matured and felt comfortable with myself and liked myself.

Parents: What is one thing you wish your daughter knew about you?
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Daughters: What is one thing you wish the adult Jewish women in your 
life knew about you?

• I wish the adult Jewish women in my life knew that I respect and admire them but, I want to find my own way into the  
  world. I may have a different way of expressing my female and Jewish identities, and I would like for them to respect me  
  just as I respect them.

• That it’s ok if I don’t meet all “perfect Jewish girl” expectations.

• I may not want to have kids, and I may not want to marry a Nice Jewish Boy. Please stop assuming my sexuality. It’s none  
  of your business.

• One thing I wish the adult Jewish women in my life know about the same thing as I want the men to know. I am 13 so I  
  think being this young and caring about societal issues can be surprising to some adults and I want them to know that I  
  can be 13 and care about the world.

• Just because I dress in revealing ways doesn’t mean I’m disrespecting anyone.

• I wish they knew that I’m trying my hardest and it’s very hardest to live in their shadow especially in the Jewish   
  community because of how known and recognized they are.

• Sometimes it helps to have someone to lean on in tough situations especially those who have experienced similar   
  situations.

• I’m an atheist who still belongs in the Jewish culture.

• I don’t care about Jewish texts. Stop pressuring me to pretend like I do.

• I don’t think what you wear should be a part or how religious you are.

• I change based on people’s expectations.

• I love them, and I support them, and I need them to support me. When women bring each other down its frankly awful.  
  We need to support one another. I want them to know that I am so thankful for all that they have taught me and inspired  
  me to be — I really have amazing adult Jewish women surrounding me.

• I wish they knew that I am not a little girl anymore. I can do more than they think if they just let me.

• I identify as a feminist and you should too. Feminism is not scary and is not extreme. It is fighting for equal opportunity  
  for everyone and you should not be afraid to express feminism is your prayer as well as your life.

• I do not care about the religion of the person I date/marry.

• I don’t have to live the same life they do to be a successful Jewish woman.

• I wish they could understand better about the way my relationships with my friends work.

• I love them for accepting me.

• I want to be independent of men, I don’t want them to influence my decisions.

• Just because I dress the way I do does not mean that I’m ‘asking for it.’ I feel that I should be able to dress as I want   
  without being shunned.

• Sometimes they tell me to look “prettier” or wear cute clothes, but I just want to wear and look like the person that I   
  am. I do not need makeup to hide myself; I do not need to impress anyone with looks. I wish they didn’t comment on my  
  looks.

• My future isn’t something to be mapped out, and I’m constantly changing. I’m not always going to be who I am now.

• I wish the adult Jewish women knew that I take being Jewish very seriously and it is important to keep the religion in my  
  family.
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Parents: What is one thing you wish you could tell your 
daughter, but aren’t sure how to talk about?

• Abortion.

• How hard I’ve worked at times of adversity.

• This world is not fair; she has had a tough life, but other people envy what she has.

• Safe sex (not relevant to her life now, but will be in the future).

• How to deal with all expectations from everyone and be able to handle it and be happy.

• I feel comfortable talking to her about any topic and hopefully she feels the same.

• I wish I could talk to her more about God and how strongly religion is a part of my life and how I wish that comfort and  
  support for her.

• How to pick good partners and friends.

• Masturbation.

• I can tell my girls everything and anything and I do.

• How to face the conflicts that exist in Judaism and how to learn about other religions so you can have exposure to and   
  more comfort with people from other religions and talk knowledgeably and comfortably about your religion.

• What it’s like to have an ill parent when you are a young person. I want her to understand what it means to be a   
  caregiver in ways that are constructive but not scary.

• We talk about most things very openly — but I wish I could help her understand why I worry that sometimes she   
  appears to be vulnerable and it scares me.

• The reasons for the separation and divorce.

• Marry someone who will be a friend for life.

• The “sex” issue is always a tough one...LOL

• Her future if she marries Jewish or not.

• That I wish she would use her full potential — she has so much to offer but is somewhat reluctant to push herself. I   
  have tried to talk to her about it but she thinks I am criticizing her and gets upset with me.

• An open talk about sex and why she should not be influenced by boys in High School or College.

• How to protect herself in difficult situations — she will be traveling on public transportation to school starting next fall,  
  and I want to help her to be street smart enough to stay safe.

• I don’t think that there has been anything that I have felt is important to talk to her about that I haven’t found a way to  
  tell her.

• She is interested in my profession; I wouldn’t want to discourage her, but I recognize the challenges of combining this   
  career with parenting and how it takes a special partner to make it work. I would like to be able to help her identify   
  what traits will be important in a partner one day, but don’t want to be misinterpreted in my advice.

• How to watch out for herself because she is very trusting. I want her to have people earn her trust!

• Not to marry just to be married.

• How to hold a knife better — seriously, she has always had an issue with cutting food. I figure if this is the worst thing,  
  we can all live with it.

• I wish that I could talk to my daughter about her struggles in an honest, nonjudgmental and supportive way.
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Interviews
(Lilit, Gabi and Olivia)

In feminist research methodology, an emphasis is placed on a co-creation 
of knowledge, rather than the researcher “taking” something from the 
researched. Thus, several RTI interns chose the interview method to dive 
into our respective subjects as a vehicle through which we could learn from 
our participants and engage them in meaningful dialogue. Essentially, an 
interview is a conversation that all involved create together. The Difficulties 
of Being Born “Different” by Yardena Lilit Mater highlights interviews with 
queer teens and the consequences of heteronormative expectations. 
L’Dor Va’Dor: From Mother to Daughter, by Gabi Wallk investigates the 
significance of mother-daughter relationships in passing expectations onto 
Jewish teen girls. Project Unity by Olivia Hancock explores the messages 
sent when trying to preserve a distinct sense of Jewish community and 
the consequences of this on Jewish acceptance of difference and interfaith 
relationships. Ultimately, these interviews utilized feminist research 
methodology to grapple with the unique challenges Jewish teen girls 
face in dealing with the complexities of societal expectations within their 
overlapping environments. 
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My project is about the injustices and 
heteronormative expectations placed upon 
LGBTQIA+ Jewish teenagers who live within the 
Chicagoland area. LGBTQIA stands for Lesbian, 
Gay, Bisexual, Transexual, Queer, Intersex, and 
Asexual. To do research on this project I decided to 
audio interview three Jewish teenagers who are part 
of the LGBTQIA community and live in Chicagoland. 
One of them is a cisgender female who identifies 
as Pansexual, another one of them is a cisgender 
female who is lesbian, and lastly someone who 
is genderfluid and identifies as asexual. What 
I wanted to research was their experiences of 
being part of the LGBTQIA community, and how 
being LGBTQIA has affected them emotionally. 
My hypothesis was that each of the people I 
interviewed would report feelings of depression 
in their lives. Unfortunately, my hypothesis was 
correct, and in most cases, the depression was 
felt as an effect of the complex nature of being 
LGBTQIA and the institutional, interpersonal, and 
internalized homophobia oppressing them. I audio 
recorded each of these people speaking about their 
experiences and, with their consent, shared their 
experiences with the public at the Chicago Jewish 
Festival on June 5, 2016. I want to do this so those 
who come to our gallery can hear the emotion 
within the participants voices so they know that 
homophobia and transphobia is real, and an actual 
issue that needs to be addressed.

One of my research participants mentioned within 
her interview a homophobic encounter she had 
with someone she came out to. She said that the 
person told her “that since I was Jewish I couldn’t 
be homosexual. They said that since I believed in 
all the rules of my religion, I was being hypocritical 
and wrong.” This is a big example of homophobia 
present within some segments of 

the Jewish community, and it is one of the injustices 
that I am addressing with this project. 

Each of my research participants have very different 
experiences with coping with this aspect of their 
identity. One of them has been able to easily come 
out to her family, while one of them is unsure and 
afraid of how their parents would react, and the 
other knows that her parents are very homophobic. 
Some participants’ parents have placed 
pressures upon their children that they should be 
heterosexual, communicating that if they are not 
straight, there is something wrong with them. This 
has caused one of my participants a great deal 
of emotional stress, as she stated, “When I first 
realized who I was, I thought I was messed up 
and horrible and I think that was mostly from my 
parents. I was suicidal and greatly depressed, but 
I grew out of that and it doesn’t hurt me as bad 
anymore but it still hurts.” Another said that they 
were “afraid that my parents like, might kick me 
out or something like that.” 

The Difficulties of Being Born “Different” by Lilit

Words the interview participants used to 
describe how they felt when they were not 
accepted or witnessed/experienced
homophobia/transphobia:

1. Sad, angry, scared, trapped, annoyed
2. Targeted, uncomfortable, disappointed, terrified 
3. Mad, offended, annoyed

Words the interview participants used to 
describe how they felt when they were accepted:

1. Relieved, emotional, happy, free, excited 
2. Appreciated, loved, normal
3. Accepted, loved, happy
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RESEARCH QUESTION & PROCESS
When choosing my RTI focus, the deep and 
consequential relationship between mothers and 
daughters sparked my interest in exploring what 
role mothers play, both as expectation bearers and 
senders? What is passed down from generation to 
generation or “l’dor va’dor?” What consequences 
do expectations placed upon mothers have on 
daughters? Who defines these expectations and 
how do they shape our lives? To explore these 
questions in depth, I separately interviewed two 
pairs of mothers and daughters, both of whom I 
knew previously. I asked about their relationship 
to Judaism, feminism, and expectations they and 
their mother/daughter experienced. Both pairs 
were white, female-identified, upper middle class, 
and Jewish. Interviews were the optimal research 
method, as participants could speak freely about 
an abstract relationship, hard to understand 
through limited survey questions. Further, since 
each pair has a unique situation, it enabled me to 
direct specific questions and change my process 
to better fit a pair’s specific relationship. I chose to 
interview mothers and daughters because I wanted 
to uncover what expectations are perpetuated 
from generation to generation and encourage 
mothers and daughters to capitalize on the weight 
of their interactions to empower one another. 
By understanding the extent to which a mother 
affects a daughter, I hoped to inspire mothers to be 
better role models and recognize the force of their 
actions in shaping who daughters become. 

RESEARCH ANALYSIS 

After analyzing my findings, I found several trends. 
First, mothers believed they had open relationships 
with their daughters, sharing feelings with one 
another. This strong connection may have fostered 
better self-confidence and emotional health in 

daughters, who largely felt positive towards their 
mothers as well. In addition, a mother’s career 
played a crucial role in a daughter’s conception 
of herself and vision for her future. One mother 
stated, “I grew up with a career mom my whole 
life, influencing me immensely, as I always 
envisioned myself working. If you have a mom 
who demonstrates that, daughters get that in 
a big way.” Both daughters were supportive of 
their mother’s choice to work. Both mothers also 
stressed that they want their daughters to recognize 
different paths to a career. 

“There are so many interesting ways of doing 
what you love and making something out of 
it, so I’m very mindful of that and I want her 
[daughter] to find her passion, and know that 
there are so many paths to get there.” 

This open expectation and acceptance of 
unconventional career choices gives agency 
to daughters in deciding who they want to be. 
Whatever their career choice, however, mothers 
wanted daughters to work, and daughters 
envisioned themselves working in the future. One 
mother stated, “I never want them to feel reliant 
on someone else.” Another mother commented on 
the importance of her daughters recognizing her 
work and being inspired to fulfill their potentials: 
“They were like, ‘you go to Jewel and then make 
dinner, that’s your job.’ I never want to be so 
one-dimensional. I run this house and I’m proud 
of that, but I do more and it’s on me to tell them.” 
This mother’s choice to stay at home when her kids 
were young impacted her daughter’s belief that 
having a full time job and kids was unrealistic and 
moreover what she saw as feasible for herself when 
balancing work and life. Contrastingly, one daughter 
envisioned her life differently based on her mother’s 
struggles: “It has been especially hard for her to 
balance family and professional responsibilities 

L’Dor Va’Dor: From Mother to Daughter by Gabi Wallk
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L’Dor Va’Dor: From Mother to 
Daughter by Gabi Wallk (cont.)
because she’s a single mother and and doesn’t 
have someone to rely on. I hope to have someone 
else to help me and make it less stressful. I don’t 
want to be a single mom.” Overall, due to the time 
the mother’s grew up in, they faced barriers in 
reaching their fullest potential. However, they came 
to value and invest in their daughters pursuing 
professional opportunities, and the daughters were 
receptive to this value of career.

In terms of Judaism, both pairs interviewed 
identified as conservative Jews. Mothers expected 
but didn’t force daughters to continue Jewish 
practices as adults. One mother commented, “My 
kids have such a solid Jewish identity, I really think 
they wouldn’t want to marry outside the faith.” 
She was right. Her daughter stated in a separate 
interview, “I like being Jewish and the values 
that come with it are important to me…I cannot 
picture raising my kids any other way.” Daughters 
embraced expectations surrounding Jewish values 
that mothers imparted. When asked about the 
role of women in Judaism, mothers and daughters 
alike believed women should do whatever they 
choose to and felt an egalitarian community was 
the right space for them. One mother shared, 
“When I grew up, you never saw women in 
leadership roles in the Jewish community. It has 
been great to see women take on all types of 
responsibilities.” Interestingly, every participant 
interviewed mentioned contradictory feelings 
towards Ultra Orthodox branches of Judaism. They 
found the Orthodox system constricting for women, 
however, they recognized that being the leader of 
the home is a source of pride for many women in 
those communities. One participant shared, “They 
believe they bring strength and purpose…For those 
women, they are doing it out of their love and feel 
they are building community with their husbands.”

Additionally, many negative pressures daughters 

experienced developed in peer and school realms, 
though mothers still impacted these harmful 
expectations. During middle school, mothers were 
more active role in influencing their daughters to 
cope with negative messages from school. One 
mother reflected, “I’ll never forget my daughter 
being one of five girls in a 15 kid math class and 
encouraging those girls to stick together.” In high 
school, pressures arose differently. One daughter 
commented on educational pressures, sharing, 
“There’s a crazy amount of pressure coming 
from parents to kids and then spreading to other 
kids.” While educational expectations originate 
with parents, they develop to a heightened degree 
among peer culture. The high school classroom 
was also a place perpetuating gender roles, with 
one participant sharing that she found a gender 
imbalance of boys dominating discussions at 
school and she felt self-conscious about speaking 
up. Another daughter commented that many of 
her male peers joke about women’s rights and 
feminism. The greatest pressures on Jewish teen 
girls manifest in environments where adult role 
models are not present — gender dynamics 
at school, “hookup” culture, and alcohol all 
exist in a realm absence of parental influence. 
However, mother’s still play an important role in 
communicating harmful expectations on body 
image and dress. One daughter mentioned, “I know 
many girls who get pressure from their moms about 
what to eat and it adds to body image issues.” 

Another daughter shared,

“As I’ve gotten older, I’ve become more insecure. 
When I was younger, I wouldn’t care about what I 
looked like or did, but now I think more about it.”

Lastly, perceived messages and understandings of 
feminism constituted the greatest variation from 
mothers to daughters. All mothers interviewed were 
reluctant when asked how they felt about feminism, 
believing it was a label with negative connotations. 
One mother explained, “I’m conflicted about 
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L’Dor Va’Dor: From Mother to 
Daughter by Gabi Wallk (cont.)

feminism. I don’t want women to be man-like. 
The way to empower women is by staying true to 
ourselves.” They believed feminism was muddied 
over time, with radical or contradictory messages 
about progress. They embraced women’s equality 
without associating with the term. One mother 
added, “In the workplace, women are called 
bossy for doing the same things as men. People 
do not perceive women the same.” Contrastingly, 
daughters readily identified as feminists. One 
defined feminism as “Not holding yourself back 
because you’re a girl and speaking up for yourself.” 
To a certain extent, however, they still felt the 
specialized or radicalized connotation, with one 
participant adding, “Some of my super feminist 
friends become so PC (politically correct) it’s hard 
to deal with at times.” The term did not have the 
blurred connotation mother’s perceived, though, 
revealing that the movement has changed and 
inspired today’s generation of girls to cope with 
negative messages through the lens of feminism. 

STANDPOINT & HYPOTHESIS 
In my life, my mother and I have an extremely 
positive relationship with limited fighting and 
great acceptance of one another. She is a role 
model inspiring me to be my best self. Due to 
our uniquely empowering relationship, I assumed 
research participants would have rather negative 
experiences. My hypothesis was that women 
suffering from harmful or unrealistically high 
expectations would pass this on to daughters, 
while those who overcame or experienced 
beneficial messages would inspire daughters to do 
the same. My standpoint demonstrates my skewed 
perception that the mother-daughter relationship 
is simple and one-dimensional. In reality, every 
mother-daughter relationship is tangled with 
societal and personal expectations, implicit or 

explicit, that shape a complicated connection, 
unable to be labeled as “good” or “bad.” While 
mothers served as important role models for 
daughters, causation from positive and negative 
expectations did not translate in such a linear and 
clear-cut fashion to daughters.

CONCLUSION
Certain pressures for Jewish teen girls, such as 
class dynamics and romantic relationships, operate 
within the realms of school and peer society 
independent of a mother’s actions. However, when 
it comes to career, Judaism, and education mothers 
play a significant role in shaping daughters. What a 
mother embodies and believes dictates a daughter’s 
conception of herself in the context of her 
environment. Jewish teen girls watch their mothers 
closely from a young age, and learn what is valued 
as “normal” for them. Thus, mothers have the 
ability to both perpetuate harmful pressures 
and empower their daughters through positive 
messages. In the words of a participant, “Mothers 
are so important in shaping who daughters 
become...What my mom says impacts me more 
than anyone else…Everything she’s taught me has 
made me who I am. She’s been my biggest role 
model in life.”

Wordle by Gabi Wallk
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It is my goal that my project will be a catalyst for a 
more relaxed and positive attitude towards diversity 
within the Jewish community. More specifically, my 
project is a video that focuses on the undiscussed 
notion of the Jewish community’s tendency to 
cluster and favor the “perfect Jew,” which in 
turn eliminates the possibility for integration 
with other racial or religious groups. I believe 
my passion towards eliminating ignorance and 
misunderstanding in the Jewish community comes 
from my previous work with a Baptist church in New 
Orleans and fellowship with Pastor Chris’ church 
in Bronzeville. The past 5 years I have traveled to 
New Orleans to help the Ninth Ward recover from 
the devastation caused by Hurricane Katrina, and 
this past year I have visited Bright Star Church in 
Chicago to support for Pastor Chris Harris’ Dream 
Home project, which is a mission to create a place 
for families stricken with the brutality of gang 
violence to find help and healing. In both the South 
Side and New Orleans, devastating social injustices, 
systematic racism, and physical destruction have 
taken place, yet I have learned that the best way I 
can be an ally as a white, privileged young person 
is to congregate with people different than you, 
in order to create a more powerful, mindful, and 
productive environment. Even these church leaders 
admit that they cannot go on without attributing 
their progress to the Jewish community, since 
real change does not come without integration of 
differing ethnic groups. If we are able to involve 
ourselves in the activities and charities of people 
different than us we are more likely to achieve 
peace by finding a common goal, rather than finding 
agony in fight over differing beliefs. I have also been 
blessed to have Interfaith leader and local rabbi, 
Ari Moffic, talk about the positive lessons interfaith 
relationships are capable of teaching.

I come from an interfaith family. My dad is 

Catholic and my mom is a practicing reformed 
Jew. I feel that I am blessed to be raised the 
way I am, since I believe an interfaith upbringing 
gave me perspective and encouraged me to not 
discriminate towards people with differing beliefs. 
I never acknowledged how this way of life affected 
me different than others until high school year. 
As a young child, I lived in a community that was 
predominantly Christian, therefore I considered 
my Christian peers to be nothing but caring and 
kind, not “different.” But when I went to high 
school, where predominantly Jewish communities 
funneled into Stevenson High School, I noticed 
that my new friends, who are Jewish, were quite 
ignorant and a bit discriminatory to my childhood 
Christian friends. After hearing continuous jokes 
about “different” people, seeing my new friends be 
a bit timid to associate with people of a different 
religion, and being questioned “So you’re really 
not Jewish?” when I told my friends my dad was 
Catholic, I was beside myself as I questioned the 
reasoning of our youth. I was not only baffled, but 
I was angered at the fact I wasn’t “qualified” to 
be a part of a religion I believed in just because 
my father associated with different beliefs. How 
could the Jewish children of the supposed-to-be-
accepting 21st century be so ignorant and quick to 
chastise the ones who don’t fit the expectational 
mold? I believe the answer is of what I call the 
“North Shore Jewish Bubble Syndrome”— an 
intergenerationally transmitted mindset that 
anyone who doesn’t “do what is expected as a 
Jew” is threatening. I don’t know exactly why 
my peers are pressured by their closed-mindset 
elders, who believe a Jew is someone who purely 
associates with the Jewish community and only 
that community. Maybe this happens because we 
Jews want to feel a sense of strength and control 
despite being persecuted in history, a symptom of 
internalized oppression. I do take into account 

Project Unity by Olivia Hancock 
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Project Unity by Olivia Hancock (cont.)

that because I haven’t felt oppressed by people 
with differing beliefs, I do not have envy or anger 
towards a category of society. But I do believe that 
the common notion that Jews are cheap or girls 
are “Japs,” could potentially dissipate if we were 
to welcome difference with open arms, making the 
“others” feel less different. 

That is why I feel it is my duty to educate Jewish 
teenagers like me  that difference and diversity is 
empowering, not something we should be afraid 
of, and definitely not something we should silence 
or see through “colorblind” glasses. I want the 
observers of my project to be inclined to become 
more accepting of interfaith relationships once 
I showcase how interviewees and my interfaith 
lifestyle has been a catalyst for gaining perspective, 
understanding, and comfort with the growing 
diverse world. From my experiences, I have noticed 
that many Jewish people, especially adults like 
to believe they are accepting and embrace new 
frontiers and diversity, while in reality they set 
unspoken or behind closed doors expectations 
that exclude serious relationships with people 
of different race and religion. Therefore, I 
want to inform the Jewish community about 
the gap of interfaith acceptance, and diminish 
misunderstandings by preaching Rabbi Ari Moffic’s 
message regarding Interfaith relationships.

Visual 
Projects
& Poetry
by Colette, Josie, 
Ari and Talia 

From inspiration from our research 
question and the survey three visual 
art projects were created. All of the 
art pieces are unique to the person 
who created them. This represents 
that no one experiences Judaism the 
same way. If the art was “normal” 
then it would be boring, just like 
no Jewish teenage girl is normal or 
replicated. Josie sent out a call to 
create original art representing their 
experiences as Jewish teenagers. 
Colette sent out another call for 
photographs of Jewish teenage 
girls symbolizing that there is no 
such thing as looking or not looking 
Jewish. Ari wrote a poem about her 
perspectives on the “Jewish status 
quo,” and Talia interviewed a Jewish 
teenage girl and created a map of 
her life. The map illustrated different 
messages she’s received which have 
shaped her identity.
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If you took a look at the people around you, you 
wouldn’t expect them to look the same. The 
same goes for Jewish teens. So I decided that 
the theme of my project should be difference 
and acceptance, and it should explore what 
makes a Jewish girl a unique individual within 
her own community. I was personally interested 
in this topic, because I know I’m not what most 
other kids would consider normal. I’m from 
an interfaith family, and I have straight, light 
brown hair, and blue eyes. My entire life I’ve 
had to deal with questions like “But you’re not 
really Jewish, right?” or even exclamations such 
as, “Oh, you’re a cashew then! You know, like, 
a Christian Jew?” (It’s not a thing that exists). 
And “You don’t look Jewish to me.” I always felt 
the need to prove myself, to say, “Yes, this is 
me. And, YES, I am Jewish.” Because whether 
or not you’re “Jewish” can’t be determined by 
something as simple as looks or even DNA. My 
goal with this project was to show people how 
diverse we really are. We’re light, tan, brunette, 
blonde, interfaith, we go to temple every Friday 
night, only go once a year for high holidays, 
we’re skinny, curvy, reform, conservative and 
we’re absolutely AMAZING. So what better 
way to show that than with photos? Each 
one is unique and different, and captures the 
personality and life of a Jewish girl. And we 
don’t need to prove ourselves to you.

A Glimpse In by Colette Cooper
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The funny thing is I did not understand what 
feminism was until I was in RTI. But once I 
understood it I’ve never felt more connected to 
the concept. There is just something beautiful 
about discussing difference in a open environment. 
Difference is important to acknowledge. If you 
don’t accept that diversity exists then the people 
who are different are given the message that they 
should feel ashamed of themselves. Those people 
strive for the impossible state of normalcy. 

One of the topics in RTI that always interested 
me was intersectionality. Intersectionality is a 
way to describe how different social identities 
overlap, such as age or gender. Meaning that no 
one person is fully privileged or oppressed. How 
does a person’s intersectionality show that they 
are privileged in some ways and oppressed in 
others? Just like there is no such thing as binaries, 
no right or wrong, no good or bad, intersectionality 
represents a person’s complexity. For example, I am 
a white Jewish teenage girl. I am privileged because 
I am white, but I am also oppressed because I am 
Jewish and female. Intersectionality is recognizing 
that my race, religion, and gender are not separate, 
they are connected and make me who I am. 

One of the things I did with my project is to create 
an intersectionality map after interviewing 
a interfaith Jewish seventeen year old girl. I 
specifically wanted to interview her because she 
is half Jewish, and I wanted to know more about 
her connection towards one religion more than the 
other and how that shaped her identity. I asked 
her questions about her feelings towards her race, 
religion, gender, age, sexuality, income, location, 
ability/disability, and family stability. Each of those 
categories represent the “train tracks” in the art 
piece. When the tracks cross I put themes 
from my interview about those two topics. For 
example, “location and race: Empowered.” Through 

my interview I discovered that my participant is 
weary of identifying as Jewish because only her dad 
is Jewish. This is an example of negative messages 
towards interfaith families, and damaging 
expectations about “what makes a real Jew.” 
within the Jewish community. This reminded me 
that religion is more personal than heredity. 

My spoken word was created after an activity where 
we stood in a circle and were told to step forward if 
we agreed with the prompts that were given. Every 
statement started with the phrase “It’s not fair.” 
What inspired the whole idea of my spoken word 
stems from the roots of our research question. 
There are contradictions in expectations for Jewish 
teenage girls within the Jewish community. The 
largest topic is education. Sometimes I feel as 
though it’s an expectation for me to go to college 
and be successful. But success is also defined as 
getting married to a nice Jewish boy and having 
kids. Those two expectations might contradict, not 

Intersectionality by Talia Zeiger
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Intersectionality
by Talia Zeiger (cont.)

to say that I can’t have both a successful 
job and a family, the problem is that it feels 
like the decision is being made for me; I 
don’t have a choice because it’s what I am 
expected to do. Sometimes in the Jewish 
community we fail to recognize that there 
is no such thing as “normal.” We need to 
recognize diversity. Not all Jewish people 
are white, American, straight, or will 
marry another Jewish person. After this 
activity, it became clear to me how much 
pressure is put on Jewish teenage girls 
to be perfect. I decided to make a spoken 
word based off my experiences and the 
experiences of my RTI peers to make our 
concerns be heard. 

For all the Jewish girls out there. With my fellow 
Jewish feminist we were told to stand in a circle 
and step forward if we agree. Jewish feminists? Do the 
two really coexist? We are considered a silenced 
demographic. You see there’s a lot of contradiction in 
expectation in the Jewish community. There’s a lot of 
high expectations, like education. We have the highest 
percentage of educated women, which is great but that’s 
not what feminism is about. It’s about women having 
the choice to get a job or to stay at home and one not 
being more valid than the other. It’s about both. So step 
forward if you agree. 

What’s fair is foul, but its not fair that I have to 
cover my shoulders in temple because shoulder are 
“rude.” 
(step)
It’s not fair that I have to marry a nice Jewish boy 
when not all Jewish boys are in fact nice.
(step)
It’s not fair that I am expected to go to college, get 
married, and have kids all in my 20s.
(step)
It’s not fair that only stem jobs are valid. That its a hobby 
not a career.  
(step)
It’s not fair that my female counselors at Jewish camp 
make it clear to me that they like the boys better than the 
girls because the boys have less emotions.
(step)
It’s not fair that I am expected to put my value in a nice 
Jewish boys hands and still have the confidence to say no 
to those hands. To have wished I had said “No, I respect 
my body and I don’t need you to confirm that.” 
(step)
It’s not fair that there are no openly gay people at 
camp. Little to none in the entire community. 
(step)
It’s not fair that my sister who works so hard for her
grades and doesn’t need a nice jewish boy or any boy at 
all that in turn my mom asks me if she’s gay. 

 Spoken word by Talia Zeiger
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Mama Doesn’t Know
by Ariella Harth-Kahn

Mama doesn’t know that my face is a façade,

She sees no cracks in that smooth marble.

Mama doesn’t know that I want to hurt myself,

That sometimes my breath comes rapidly, in fits and starts.

Mama doesn’t know of the pressure bearing down on me,

And that I skip sustenance to fit the Perfect Body Type.

Mama doesn’t know that I am pressured to have children,

To be pretty but not sexy, to be modest and never question the 

men.

Mama doesn’t know that she is the one pressuring me.

Mama doesn’t know that the boy in math class asked for 

nudes,

That there was graffiti in the bathroom saying I was a slut,

That the popular girls spread a rumor about me “servicing” 

boys in empty stairwells.

Mama doesn’t know that I don’t want to get married.

If she did, she’d dismiss it as a “phase.”

Mama doesn’t know that I don’t want kids.

If I told her, she’d be shocked.

How can anyone not want children, she’d wonder.

Mama tells me about her teenage years:

The time she snuck out with a boy,

The first time she got drunk,

Her insecurities about her body,

Her awkward first kiss, and so on.

If I told Mama about things like that, she’d be shocked.

It’s okay when Mama does it, but not me.

Mama doesn’t know that the mirror is dreaded for me, that 

if I look in it my self-esteem will go from ten to negative one 

hundred.

Mama claims she understands.

She’ll never understand my decisions.

Maybe she doesn’t even care.

Spoken word by Talia Zeiger 
(cont.) 

(step)
It’s not fair that all Jewish holidays a 
surrounded by food but when I grab just 
one more cookie grandma says to me, 
“Eating a bit much, are we?” 
(step)
It’s not fair that grandma says my mom is 
fat.
(step)
It’s not fair that my mom thinks she’s fat. 
(step)

It’s not fair that I’m not allowed to have an 
opinion because God forbid we disagree. 
As if disagree is the same as no politics at 
the dinner table rule. 
(step)
It’s not fair that passion is translated as 
emotional and “God knows you’re 
emotional” de-validates me as a 
person. 
(step)
You know what’s not fair? That it isn’t 
passion, it actually is emotional and I’m 
not allowed to call it that, because all 
emotions are irrational. 
(step)
It’s not fair that I am constantly ashamed 
of my thoughts, my feelings, my existence 
because I’m not good enough, I’m not 
loud enough, I’m not intimidating 
enough. That your expectations are 
impossible to meet. 
(step)
And it’s not fair that supposedly my God 
is sexless — But I guess God’s a little 
oppressed as well. 
But foul is fair. 
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Artist Expression of Expectation
 by Josie Levin

In my project, I sent out a call to Jewish teenage 
artists to submit their original creative writing 
or original art. The subject of their creations are 
an expression of their personal experience with 
the expectations uniquely placed upon them by 
their various communities from their position 
as Jewish teens in the areas of gender, sexuality, 
success, clothing, attitude, and behavioral/social 
expectations. 

I wanted to display the experiences of teenage 
Jewish women in a way that felt meaningful to 
both the artists and the audience. Because of my 
own interest in art and painting I knew that a call 
to young Jewish artists to display their work on the 
subject of our research would be a way I could get 
their message across. I know that many teenagers 
like myself cannot simply write out how they feel 
in an informative manner and instead require a 
more expressive way, through visual art or creative 
writing, to convey their emotions. I wanted to do this 
project because the part of our research question 
that really resonated with me was the implication 
of emotion, how the weight of expectations feels on 
the shoulders of teenagers and how we can depict it 
in a way that anyone can understand. 

All of these pieces are about injustice, how the 
author or artist has experienced pressure to dress 
or act in way they don’t necessarily want to, or how 
they perceive the expectations placed on Jewish 
women. I wanted emotion to be shown directly 
from the source of it. My project is more qualitative, 
showcasing unique perspectives through an open 
ended prompt to display their own experiences 
with these experiences. I expected all of these 
projects to be very different because each artist is 
very different, all have their own experiences with 
different things that are expected of them from 
other people and all have some that they focus on 
more than others.

What Should I Believe
by Lana Berry

Artist Statement: “What Should I Believe?” is a 
piece that represents my internal conflict between 
religion and science. I attended a Jewish day school 
throughout my childhood and was taught that God 
created the world. It was not until my later years at 
the school that I understood the scientific theories 
as to how and why the world was created. I have 
continuously struggled to decide which theory 
to believe. Religion and science oppose in many 
more topics than just the creation of the world. As 
a practicing Jew, but also an aspiring scientist, I 
am constantly asking the question, what should I 
believe? — Lana Berry

Analysis: This piece I found very interesting 
because of its stark message. It is very clear that 
the clear cut division between religion and science 
is a problem that the artist has grappled with. I 
like the simplicity of Adam and Eve side because 
it gives off a feeling of a simple mind frame while 
the scientific side has more complex drawings that 
reflect the complexity of scientific thought.

What Should I Believe by Lana Berry 
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Undressed
 by Rebeca Price

When you launch a paper airplane, you never know 
where it will land. When you launch yourself into 
the void, you never know who will catch you.

One Sabbath, I wore a dress that fell right above my 
knees. I felt naked. It wasn’t an immodest dress, my 
shoulders and elbows were covered, but the other 
women and girls in the synagogue wore dresses 
that covered their knees and more. To add insult 
to injury, there was the fact that in my dress it was 
clear I had gone through puberty — an unforgivable 
sin. I could feel their eyes slide over me and my 
knees. I felt ashamed of a sin I didn’t commit. I 
longed to throw clothing over my body, but this was 
my punishment.

— Rebeca Price

Artist Statement: I wrote this vignette because 
the dress affected me for a while. It may seem a bit 
dramatic, but having members of my community 
that I was close to judge me because of my clothing 
hurt. My knees were all that showed, but I wasn’t 
wearing the typical style of dress: skirts that flared 
out to cover the shape of  your legs and loose 
shirts. Now, I’ve stopped caring: if people judge me 
for my clothing choices, why should I be friends 
with them? I love my body, and I’m not apologizing 
for loving it.

Analysis: the mood of this piece is cynical in a way 
that brings attention to how immodesty is shunned 
amongst Jewish women. By taking the standpoint 
of people who disapprove of immodesty the author 
displays that thought process in a way that is both 
outrageous and not shocking in the least.

The Silenced Leaders 
 by Meitav Aaron, Sophomore in the Fine and

Performing Arts Magnet Program at Nicholas Senn High School

My piece entitled “The Silenced Leaders” depicts 
the lack of visibility and acknowledgment of many 
female voices in the Jewish community and male 
dominant societies. By having smiling, talking 
Jewish men in the front peeling away to reveal 
Jewish women behind them, the piece is illustrating 
the often silent leadership roles that women 
are forced to take in more traditional Jewish 
communities. They are leaders yet are often never 
acknowledged nor allowed to take center stage in 
their communities. The vines represent the tree of 
life, symbolizing how women are the groundwork of 
our community and the yellow stripes symbolizing 
just another social construct restricting the 
potential of many Jewish women. Purple is the 
color of feminism and the sewn mouth of the girl 
on the far right symbolizes the silencing of women 
in public traditional Jewish platforms. Jewish 
women often are the rocks of our communities, 
their voices creating the groundwork for many 
discussions among our own communities and 
leading communities with their advice and wisdom. 
Frustratingly, many women are silenced by Jewish 
men and are pushed to the background while the 
men take center stage, often calling upon the 
words and wisdom of the very women they pushed 
to the side. Jewish women are expected to be wise 
and have a strong voice, but for many only when it 
is most convenient for the men in the community. 
Many Jewish women are expected to be silent 
leaders, always helping to lead our community 
but rarely given the proper acknowledgment nor 
opportunities to take to public platforms. 

Analysis: This piece is one you really have to 
think about when you look at it. There’s more 
than one focus of the piece so the longer you look 
the more meaning appears, in the paper folding, 
in the vines growing, and even in the color pallet 
itself. The details on the girl on the right’s lips 
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being stitched closed in comparison to the man on 
the left having his mouth open is a really powerful 
comparison of the lack of voice given to girls. This 
piece is such a powerful representation of the 
position of women and girls in society.
The Silenced Leaders by Meitav Aaron 
 

 
 
Meitav Aaron 

Sophomore in the Fine and Performing Arts Magnet Program at Nicholas Senn High 

School 

 

My piece entitled “The Silenced Leaders” depicts the lack of visibility and 

acknowledgment of many female voices in the Jewish community and male dominant 

societies. By having smiling, talking Jewish men in the front peeling away to reveal 

Jewish women behind them, the piece is illustrating the often silent leadership roles that 

women are forced to take in more traditional Jewish communities. They are leaders yet 

Artwork by Meitav Aaron

The Silenced Leaders by Meitav Aaron 
(cont.)

Original Monologue 
 by Gabriella Cooperman

rolls up shirt to show stomach
You see this? This is a stomach
sucks in stomach
You see this? This is what you’re showing
show normal stomach again
You see this? This is what you should show
sucks in stomach again
This is what you show. See the difference?

(rolls shirt back down)
Sophie, I see you for who you are, and other 
people need to see that, too. You know I don’t give 
a fuck as to what you wear, how you speak, or how 
your boobs and ass look. I’m more than happy to 
know your flaws, but what’s even better is your 

Original Monologue by Gabriella 
Cooperman (cont.) 

real self which YOU DON’T SHOW. I know how you 
talk to boys and I know your love life is completely 
your thing but I can’t take this anymore.

I am tired of you going up to boys (talking in a higher 
pitched voice) talking in a higher pitched voice and 
(sticks chest out and ass out, still talking in a higher 
pitched voice, keeps this for rest of piece) and sticking 
out your chest and your ass and (plays with hair, 
keeps for rest of piece) playing with your hair and 
(laughs) laughing at everything they say. Oh, and 
like, acting like stupid, you know? (laughs).

I am tired of girls everywhere feeling the need to do 
all of this because like they need male satisfaction. 
And like, feeling like girls are inferior to boys cuz 
like the boys have superiority, right? (sarcastic) 
Cuz like I totally see that. And like, all boys like the 
same type of girl: hot on the outside and nothing 
in-between, right? Cuz like I totally see that, two. 
Two not being spelled t-o-o but like t-w-o cuz like 
(laughs).

I am tired of girls everywhere having to feel the 
need of (squishes boobs with arms and sits down 
cross legged) squishing their boobs together to have 
more cleavage and like sitting like this cuz that’s 
what all girls do, right?

I am tired of boys looking at girls and thinking they 
are objects and property. But, like that’s the girl’s 
fault cuz like those long length leggings that don’t 
show anything are just like so slutty I can’t like even 
even.

I am tired of girls feeling abused. But like, that’s a 
thing that like only happens in movies, right? Cuz 
like abuse never happens, it’s like practically like a 
myth cuz like I never hear about it. And also rape 
is like a myth cuz like no one hears about it, two. 
Two not spelled t-o-o but like spelled t-w-o cuz 
like (laughs). You only hear about how like girls are 
slutty cuz of what like they wear and like schools 
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Original Monologue by Gabriella 
Cooperman (cont.)
like control what we wear or whatever. But that’s 
like only because boys are like distracted and like 
that’s totally the girl’s fault, right?

(starts talking in regular voice)
But then when we take away the likes and the 
laughs we sound a lot more confident and 
intelligent. Funny how that works, right?

(stops playing with hair, chest and ass go back to 
normal stature)
I am tired of feeling like the only one with the 
struggle of finding a balance between girly and 
feminist, I am tired of feeling like the only one who 
isn’t doing all of this bullshit, I am tired of watching 
girls transform themselves to become someone 
else that they are not, I am tired of seeing the next 
generation of women have no self esteem because 
men don’t like them, I am tired of seeing girls feel 
personally offended when the guy doesn’t like her, I 
am tired of you being like one of those girls who is 
never herself. I am tired of missing my best friend. I 
am tired of thinking about what to say to you about 
this. I am tired of watching you change for boy 
after boy. I am tired of watching you be part of the 
population I am sick and tired of, I am tired of you 
not being you.

(sighs, plops on bed)
Please, Sophie, be you again. Tons of people would 
appreciate it so much.

Blackout

Artist Statement: I wrote this piece because I 
wanted to make a statement to those girls who alter 
their actions for boys. It’s written as a monologue 
since I believe the most powerful part is how the 
main character mocks her friend by acting like her. It 
frustrates me that girls feel inferior and feel the only 
way to be accepted is to objectify themselves before 
the guy objectifies her. By reading this I hope you are 
able to change your actions by not changing your 
actions. 

Analysis: This is a really strong piece because of 
it’s assertiveness. The author doesn’t sugarcoat 
how she feels, she’s brutal in her assessment. 
There’s a harsh beauty in how she mimics the 
stereotype of girls pitting themselves against each 
other.

Belonging to the Bearer 
 by Josie Levin

Belonging to the Bearer by Josie Levin 

 

Artist statement: Modesty is a highly praised value in the Jewish community. As a 
consequence openness, especially with one's body, is often looked down on. I've spent 
the majority of my life feeling uncomfortable with showing skin because of this. But 
when you think about it, there's nothing scandalous about skin. The scandal comes from 
the experiences and emotions we attach to it. In this painting, called Belonging to the 
Bearer, I wanted to attach a mood of everything except sensuality to the skin shown. I 
hope that this piece makes it clear that skin isn't inherently risqué. 
 
I also really wanted to stress that showing their skin is a personal choice. If it’s your skin 
you should be able to do whatever you want with it, that's not harmful. Which exposing it 
definitely isn't. Someone's body shouldn't be controlled by outside forces. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Artist Statement: Modesty is a highly praised 
value in the Jewish community. As a consequence 
openness, especially with one’s body, is often 
looked down on. I’ve spent the majority of my life 
feeling uncomfortable with showing skin because 
of this. But when you think about it, there’s nothing 
scandalous about skin. The scandal comes from 
the experiences and emotions we attach to it. 
In this painting, called Belonging to the Bearer, 
I wanted to attach a mood of everything except 
sensuality to the skin shown. I hope that this piece 
makes it clear that skin isn’t inherently risqué.

I also really wanted to stress that showing their 
skin is a personal choice. If it’s your skin you should 
be able to do whatever you want with it, that’s 
not harmful. Which exposing it definitely isn’t. 
Someone’s body shouldn’t be controlled by outside 
forces.

Artwork by Josie Levin
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“One	  Little	  Girl”	  My	  name	  is	  Rebecca,	  and	  I'm	  a	  sophomore	  at	  New	  Trier	  High	  School.	  This	  piece	  was	  
inspired	  by	  feeling	  small	  and	  overwhelmed	  in	  a	  world	  of	  schoolwork	  and	  responsibilities.	  As	  a	  Jewish	  
teenager	  I	  can	  relate	  to	  this	  all	  too	  well,	  and	  this	  piece	  expresses	  how	  lonely	  this	  can	  feel	  sometimes.	  	  

	  

	  

	  

“Your	  Skirt	  is	  too	  Short”	  Ink,	  Collage,	  Acrylic,	  Blush.	  By	  Madison	  Burman	  

I	  have	  always	  been	  caught	  in	  an	  identity	  limbo.	  Growing	  up	  as	  a	  young	  girl	  who	  was	  raised	  more	  
ethnically	  and	  culturally	  Jewish	  rather	  than	  religiously	  I	  was	  subject	  to	  many	  mixed	  opinions	  on	  what	  a	  
“young	  lady”	  acts	  and	  looks	  like.	  My	  piece	  “Your	  Skirt	  is	  too	  Short”	  is	  thorough	  yet	  raw	  and	  highlights	  

 
 
This	  painting	  is	  inspired	  by	  the	  challenge	  of	  balancing	  my	  Judaism	  represented	  by	  the	  pomegranate	  and	  
my	  secular	  self.	  The	  pomegranate	  signifies	  the	  613	  mitzvot	  commanded	  to	  the	  Jewish	  people	  by	  G-‐d.	  I	  
painted	  the	  scale	  evened	  out	  because	  ideally	  I	  hope	  to	  find	  balance	  between	  these	  two	  aspects	  of	  my	  
life.	  	  –	  Zoey	  Shulman	  	  

 
 
 
	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

the	  sense	  of	  urgency	  and	  tension	  in	  the	  competition	  of	  two	  very	  different	  realities	  and	  worlds.	  There	  is	  a	  
constant	  motif	  of	  pink	  in	  all	  my	  work,	  highlighting	  the	  femininity	  and	  the	  youthfulness	  of	  my	  young	  and	  
naive	  demeanor.	  Despite	  the	  cacophony	  of	  influence	  on	  my	  upbringing,	  I	  have	  never	  pushed	  away	  my	  
roots.	  Rather,	  I	  value	  the	  mess	  that	  makes	  up	  myself.	  

	  

 

“One Little Girl” My name is Rebecca, and I’m a 
sophomore at New Trier High School. This piece 
was inspired by feeling small and overwhelmed 
in a world of schoolwork and responsibilities. As 
a Jewish teenager I can relate to this all too well, 
and this piece expresses how lonely this can feel 
sometimes.

“Your Skirt is too Short” Ink, Collage, Acrylic, Blush 
By Madison Burman

I have always been caught in an identity limbo. 
Growing up as a young girl who was raised more 
ethnically and culturally Jewish rather than 
religiously I was subject to many mixed opinions 
on what a “young lady” acts and looks like. My 
piece “Your Skirt is too Short” is thorough yet raw 
and highlights the sense of urgency and tension 
in the competition of two very different realities 
and worlds. There is a constant motif of pink in 
all my work, highlighting the femininity and the 
youthfulness of my young and naive demeanor. 
Despite the cacophony of influence on my 
upbringing, I have never pushed away my roots. 
Rather, I value the mess that makes up myself.

Artwork by Zoey Shulman

This painting is inspired by the challenge 
of balancing my Judaism represented by 
the pomegranate and my secular self. The 
pomegranate signifies the 613 mitzvot 
commanded to the Jewish people by G-d. I 
painted the scale evened out because ideally I 
hope to find balance between these two aspects 
of my life.  —Zoey Shulman

Artwork by Madison Burman

Artwork by Rebeca Price
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Conclusion
In our research, we took several different active approaches to data 
collection. We wanted to make sure that our message got across in a 
conducive manner. In the survey, Hannah, Grace, and Ari wanted to get 
a sense of the differences and similarities of what girls feel is expected of 
them and what their parents understood of those experiences. In various 
interviews we explored expectations more personally. Lilit spoke with 
three Jewish members of the LGBTIQ+ community on how expectations 
specific to this topic. In interviews with a pair of mothers and daughters, 
Gabi explored the complexities and miscommunication involved in their 
relationships. Olivia focused on how interfaith relationships are treated 
within Jewish communities and why. In an interview with a teenage 
Jewish girl, as part of our demographic, Talia investigated the interviewee’s 
intersectionality, how her social privilege and disadvantages intersected 
and affected each other, as a way to identify an example of a member of the 
Jewish teenage female identified demographic fits into the social hierarchy.

Collette had an open call for pictures submitted by Jewish girls to show that 
they are multidimensional, not single dimensioned stereotypes. An open art 
call set up by Josie reached out to Jewish teenage girls to showcase their 
experiences with expectations through artistic representation. We also had 
two members of our cohort who created original poetry on the subject of 
expectations, one by Ariella on a mother’s expectations and understanding 
of her daughter and one written by Talia about the unfair expectations 
placed upon Jewish girls.

In all these projects, it  was important to us to focus on the expected 
success and standards placed on Jewish teen girls because we, as Jewish 
teen girls, are subjected to those standards.
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RTI has been an incredible experience for me. It’s been great to meet other people and talk about feminism 
in a Jewish context, and it was a blast to design and execute our own research project. It’s been so exciting to 
see everything and everyone come together over the last year, and I’m so proud of what we were able to do! 
—Hannah Coffey

RTI has enlightened me on controversial topics so much so that I feel qualified to take steps towards social 
change. I no longer feel silenced when I speak about gender roles, race, and ethnicity, and instead feel proud 
that I have gone out of my comfort zone to explore the pressing issues that institutions and the media 
present. —Olivia Hancock

For me, RTI has been an experience in conversing with the likeminded. In more open terms, I’ve felt that I have 
a number of shared experiences and ideas with this group in a way that I didn’t even know I hadn’t connected 
with, with other groups of people previously. I’m thankful for this opportunity to express myself as a Jewish 
feminist and be a valued voice in discussion on social justice topics. RTI has really allowed me to connect 
Judaism and feminism to myself in a cohesive way I wasn’t sure was possible until now. —Josie Levin

RTI has been such a beautiful experience for me. I’ve loved meeting with other girls my age who are interested 
in the same things I am, and getting to talk about so many diverse subjects. The whole program has been so 
much fun!!!! —Colette Cooper

RTI has been one of the best experiences of my life. Before I came to RTI, I didn’t know very much about 4th 
wave feminism, I wasn’t very educated on what was actually going on relating to sexism, even though I was 
very opinionated about it. After having been part of RTI, I have been educated thoroughly about feminism and 
I now am much more confident in my ability to make a change in the world. Stephanie, Alex, Brittany, Amira, 
Beth, and my peers are some of the greatest people I have ever met, I am so happy to have been able to work 
with them for these past ten months. This was a fantastic experience, and it is one that I will definitely never 
forget. —Lilit Matar

RTI is life changing to me. RTI has widened my world view, and taught me how to view the world more 
critically, and deeply. RTI has changed my identity, my views, and my beliefs. My experience in RTI has made 
me into the Jewish teen girl I am today. —Grace Altman

Being in RTI means not only discovering yourself but also embracing yourself as Jewish feminist. Embracing 
our unique qualities that don’t make normal, they make us special. —Talia Zeiger

I’m so thankful to have experienced the RTI community of young, Jewish women and leaders. RTI has truly 
strengthened my identity as a feminist and reinforced my belief in fighting for the freedoms and respect of all 
people, everywhere. —Gabi Wallk

RTI has opened my eyes to Jewish sexism/feminism. Without I would be much worse off. So grateful. I had 
such a fun and interesting time! —Ariella Kahan-Harth

Intern Testimonials
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