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A Change of Heart:

Jewish Text-Study at the Florence Melton Adult Mini-School

Lisa Grant, Meredith Woocher, Diane T. Schuster, and Steven M. Cohen


Florence Melton Adult Mini-Schools exert several sorts of impact upon their adult Jewish learners. Among the more pronounced are the following:

· Enhanced appreciation for Jewish learning and greater competence in text study

· Greater support for enrolling children in Jewish Day Schools. 

· Enriched meaning and purpose associated with ritual observance, prayer, holiday celebration, and organized communal involvement.

· Expanded engagement in the family as Jewish teachers and role models.

· Broader sensitivity to ethical implications in everyday life

· Increased attachment to the Jewish Community and Jewish People

These, and other positive outcomes, emerged in our social scientific study of FMAMS learners. The study combined over 30 personal qualitative interviews of students and staff with a quantitative sample survey of 346 students completing the two-year Mini-School program in 16 sites across the United States. Where the personal interviews provided a full range and rich depth to our understanding of impact, the survey provided evidence of the extent and breadth of these outcomes. This memorandum summarizes some of the key findings gleaned from the survey.



Self-reported changes


Based heavily upon the many comments we first heard in our in-person interview, we asked respondents to report on the extent to which they experienced “several possible outcomes of studying at the Mini-School.” experience. Of the 26 items listed (see examples below), anywhere from 28% to 92% reported some changes (answering “somewhat” or “to a great extent”) with a median of 64%. That is, on average, almost two thirds claim to have experienced at least some strengthening or enhancement over the 26 Jewish identity items.

Of course, respondents are given to provide socially desirable answers. To gauge the reported impact of the Mini-School experience, we focus below only upon the frequencies associated with the most demanding, most positive response (“to a great extent”). We may distinguish areas with the highest, lowest, and intermediate levels of reported change, as follows. 


Most widely reported changes (“to a great extent”):



Comfort in studying Jewish texts (50%)



More committed advocate of support for Jewish education (41%)



More appreciation for observant Jews (36%)



See ethical implications in ordinary activities (33%)



More Jewish learning on my own (31%)


Least widely reported changes:



Shabbat observance (15%)



Synagogue services (14%)



More observant (12%)



Knowledge of Hebrew (11%)



Jewish charitable contributions (11%)



Kashrut (9%)

Respondents reported intermediate levels of change (about a quarter answered “to a great extent”) with respect to the following illustrative items: more active as a Jewish resource in the family, more active as a Jewish role model, more attached to the Jewish community, more spiritual, more attached to the Jewish people, more in favor of Jewish day schools, and new set of [Jewish] friends.


Comment: These results support, and are supported by, the qualitative interviews. Consistent with the stated educational objectives of FMAMS leadership, the FMAMS experience apparently lends understanding, meaning and purpose to the learners’ Jewish lives. They claim it vastly enriches their appreciation, in a very deep sense, of the activities in which they have already been engaged. 

The changes in their attitudes are especially pronounced with respect to learning, education, text study, and related matters. Secondarily, the report changes with respect to their roles within the Jewish family or the Jewish community.

One piece of especially relevant evidence pertaining to learning, family, and community is contained in the findings pertaining to their high levels of support for their children’s real or hypothetical day school education.

Children have been enrolled in Jewish day school: 44% (far higher than the national average, but just somewhat higher than levels among Conservative congregants who are parents of school-age children).

Would send one’s child to day school: 57%

These findings suggest that day schools serve as a major recruitment base for FMAMS learners. Indeed, in our interviewers, we heard from many mothers and grandmothers of day school youngsters who enrolled in FMAMS. That a majority would favor a Jewish day school education for their children, if they had such children at the time, suggests the impact of the FMAMS experience on day school support specifically, and for Jewish education more generally.


One summary on perceived Jewish growth question was especially significant. When asked to reflect on their levels of Jewish activity now as compared with three years ago, 57% reported increases, 42% reported stability, and just 2% said their levels had decreased.

In contrast with the widespread reports of changes in feelings and attitudes, relatively fewer learners report significant behavioral changes. To be sure, moderate numbers asserted they had undergone some sorts of behavioral changes. However, specific comparisons of reported activity levels before enrolling in FMAMS and now (that is, at the end of two years of study) suggest only small changes in specific bellwether activities (e.g., ritual observance, prayer, friendships, communal affiliation). The patterns of moderate (if slight) behavioral change accompanied by more widespread change in understanding and affect are not at all accidental. In fact, they very closely comport with the ethos of the FMAMS. It is one that militates against explicit emphasis on behavioral change, especially in the realm of traditional ritual observance, an area that many American Jews regard as a personal and private matter. In fact, some respondents actually expressed surprise, if not resentment, upon being questioned about their ritual behavior and other religious activities.

Satisfaction with FMAMS


By any measure of “consumer satisfaction” (and we used many such measures), FMAMS graduating students expressed high levels of satisfaction with the program. Summarizing responses to, 14 aspects of FMAMS, we find: Very satisfied (from 33% to 78%; median = 70%); either very or somewhat satisfied (from 80% to 98%; median = 93%).


Comment: Clearly, these are very high levels of satisfaction. At the same time, we should recall that these are adults who voluntarily have chosen to remain with the FMAMS program for two years.


Items with higher levels of satisfaction: courses, teachers, students, overall experience.


Items with lower levels of satisfaction: content, mix of lectures and discussions, the reading (lowest).


Comment: These results suggest greater enthusiasm with the people and the communal/social aspects connected with the FMAMS experience, and somewhat less excitement about the specific intellectual dimension to the learning experience. 

Jewish Identity Characteristics


Member of a synagogue: 90% (87% three years ago, before enrolling in the FMAMS).


Denomination: Orthodox (5%); Conservative (49%); Reform (34%). Little change from three years ago.


Religious service attendance: Just weddings, bar mitzvahs (5%); high holidays or few times a year (34%); 1-3 times a month (39%); weekly (23%).


Observance: Yom Kippur fast (87%); Sabbath candle-lighting (73%); kosher at home (29%); kosher outside the home (14%).


Friends: Most are Jewish (73%; almost double the national average).


JCCs: Member (44%; more than double the national average); attended program in the last year (82%; triple national average).


Importance of being Jewish: Very (90%; about twice the national average).


Been to Israel: Ever (74%; more than twice national average); twice (43%; also more than double national average).

Emotional attachment to Israel: Very (53%, about twice national average).

Comment: By and large, this is a rather highly affiliated, ritually active, and communally involved population, even significantly more observant and active than average Conservative and Reform congregants. Clearly, these students, as a group are generally not among the most learned and most heavily engaged Jews. Nor are many total newcomers to involvement in Jewish life be it at home or in the community. Indeed, on the whole, they are far more active and experienced than the average adult Jew and even more active than the average congregationally affiliated Jewish adult.

Jewish learning practices before enrolling in FMAMS: Reading Jewish periodicals (81%); reading Jewish books (83%); lectures (87%); Jewish classes (64%); Jewish study group (37%); studied Hebrew (36%) 


Comment: These suggest significantly higher than average involvement in Jewish learning activities. In fact, many learners can well be characterized as committed Jewish learners even prior to enrolling in the FMAMS.

Jewish Upbringing


Religion: Jewish (88%); not Jewish (12%).


Comment: FMAMS serves a significant segment of converts to Judaism, although the vast majority of students are, obviously, Jewish-by-birth.


Denomination raised: Conservative (38%); Reform (21%); Orthodox  (11%).


Jewish schooling in childhood: Day school (6%); supplementary school (  %); none (  %).


Jewish Studies courses in college: 27%, somewhat higher than that reported in other studies of adult Jews with similar age profiles.


Comment: Taken together, these results suggest a population whose childhood origins are not particularly different than that reported by other American Jews their age. Some signs, do point to emerging signs of an interest in growth as Jews and as Jewish learners.

Demographics

 
Gender: 79% Female and 21% Male. 


Comment: The large number of women is consistent with their over-representation reported in studies of American religious life generally, in Jewish life, in the Conservative movement, in adult education for enrichment generally, and in adult Jewish education. All point in the same direction. In addition, our qualitative work uncovered reasons for enrolling in FMAMS that are more associated with women then with men.


Age distribution: Under 50 (41%), 50-59 (30%), 60+ (28%).


Comment: The median age of Jewish adults in the United States is about 50 years old, and perhaps slightly older for communally affiliated adults. Moreover, the usual age profile of learners in adult enrichment course tends toward those 50 and over. In this context, FMAMS draws a relatively large number of learners under the age of 50.


Marital status: Married (78%); never married/living with someone (9%).


Comment: Married individuals make up the vast majority of synagogue-affiliated individuals.


Education: College degree (98%); graduate degree (47%).


Comment: American Jews report the highest educational distribution of any religio-ethnic group in the United States and of any major Jewish population group. In addition, users of adult learning opportunities generally as well as Jewish adult learning services specifically report higher educational distribution than the respective populations from which they are drawn.


Income: Under $50,000 (15%); $50,000-100,000 (28%); $100,000-150,000 (22%); over $150,000 (35%). Median =$115,000.


Comment: These high levels of income are in part surprising, and in part consistent with the high income distributions of American Jewry, in particularly, affiliated and organizationally involved Jews. The high income levels suggest that FMAMS may be well advised to consider fundraising efforts among alumni who are widely satisfied, and often financially capable.

A Concluding Methodological Note: Our confidence in these results rests not merely upon this one survey. Rather, this survey follows extensive earlier research that shaped the construction of the questionnaire, and informed our interpretation of the finding. In point of fact, the results reported here are totally consistent with and refine the understandings we gleaned from our prior qualitative research. 

To elaborate, before administering this survey, we conducted in-depth interviews with current students, graduates, dropouts, teachers, and coordinators. We also interviewed FMAMS professional leadership in Jerusalem and Chicago, and conducted focus group interviews and informal conversations with FMAMS staff in Jerusalem, London, Miami, and elsewhere. 

By using the multiple and diverse sources of information available to us, we contextualize and better understand our quantitative findings. In so doing, we also achieve a greater degree of confidence in their reliability. Indeed, the strong overlap in the qualitative and quantitative analyses went far to allay whatever concerns we may have had either with the selective nature of our qualitative investigation, or with the scope and representativeness of our survey sample.
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