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JJ~wish educators bemoan the loss of stu
dents from afternoon Hebrew schools after -
B~r/Bat Mitzvah. It is also true that many of 
th(ese "drop-outs" grow into disaffected 
Jews, lacking the necessary attitude and 
kn'owledge to remain active participants in 
sy1ragogue services and in the Jewish com
mumity. 

I 

us;ually the blame is put on the home. After 
all,; what can you do in the school to incul
caf:e enthusiasm for Judaism when the 
chiild goes'home to a house without a mezu
zatf'on the door? In truth, however, even 
Ob$ervant Jewish homes are faced with 
chi,ldren reluctant to continue their Jewish 
ed1~cation and who carry their adolescent 
reqellion into the religious sphere. Yet, if 
these same children from irreligious 
horn,es, or in the the throes of sturm and 
dr~ng, attend a Jewish summer camp, get 
invblved in action-oriented youth projects, 
or ~ carefully guided trip to Israel, their dis
affection is frequently reversed into enthu
sia~m for Judaism. 

In (Jther words, it is not enough to be res
ignled to children remaining fixed in Juda
ism at a thirteen year-old level. There are 
ted,hniques to stimulate the type of learning 
wh/ich occurs in the situations noted above, 
w~ich can be used in the Hebrew School to 
mdld the child's attitude before Bar/Bat 
Mitzvah towards continuing his/her Jewish 
ed/ucation. One of these techniques is the 
us~ of fiction to encourage affective learn
ing) in the Hebrew School. The librarian is 
th$ specialist who is best suited and pre
p~.red ta integrate fiction into the curri
cui'um. 

TMe key to why informally structured, ac
ti~n-oriented Jewish situations have more 
of

1 

an impact on Jewish youth than the 
ClfSSroom is found in the work of Jerome 
B~uner (Bruner, 1960). He writes about 
d~-·'ferent types of learning: the intellectual 
a •,quisition of facts and skills which take 
pli ce in the classroom (cognitive learning), 
an.11d the informal integration of attitudes and 
lowalties which occurs on an emotional 
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level, usually in non-structured situations 
(affective learning). The challenge to the 
Hebrew School, the Day School and other 
forms of Jewish education is to incorporate 
affective learning into the curriculum, coor
dinated with cognitive learning. One way to • 
do this is to simulate action-oriented pro
jects, experiences laden with positive Jew
ish feelings, and even pilgrimages to Israel 
through literature - specifically, through 
fiction with Jewish characters, and having 
positive Jewish values. 

Using Fiction for Affective-Experience 
Simulation 

Good fiction can involve the reader in emo
tion-laden situations which result in affec
tive learning. It can offer new understand
ing about Jewish tradition and heritage to 
Jewish children through vicarious experi
ences. Writing about the need for Jewish 
children to understand the Holocaust, in an 
article about Holocaust literature published 
in America for children, Eric Kimmel states: 

Children need to feel; in order to 
understand, they must be able to 
reach out to another human being 
across the barriers of time and death 
and fire ... (Kimmel, 1977, p. 90) 

Fiction helps the reader to feel. It does so 
through the employment of five literary ele
ments: characterization, plot, theme, set
ting and style, of which characterization is 
most important. A character must have 
traits identifiable to the child and to which 
the child can relate for reader-identification 
to take place; and it is through identification 
with literary characters that the reader is 
afforded a vicarious experience. It is neces
sary that the character act authentically 
within the framework constructed by the 
author (Cullinan, 1971 ). He may have hu
man weaknesses, but these are balanced 
by strengths rooted in Judaic teachings 
and/or the historic Jewish experience. He is 
then able to persevere, overcome difficul
ties, maintain integrity in the face of awe-

some obstacles, simply realize a sense of 
self-identity (as a Jew), or move to a higher 
moral or religious plane - depending on 
the story. Full reader-character identifica
tion allows the reader to enter the story. 

Literary Criteria 

Additional literary elements which help the 
reader experience the story are: plot, 
theme, setting, and style. A brief review of 
these to refresh your memory will make 
selecting literature for affective learning 
easier. The plot should be organic and un
contrived, not a series of coincidences. The 
theme (or author's point of view), should not 
be overly didactic but derived, instead, 
through dialogue and behavior of the liter
ary characters reacting to events in the 
story's plot. The setting creates the reality 
which moves the reader from chair to time 
and place. One should be able to feel the 
"fog on the cheek," the pull of oars straining 
across one's back. The sound of axes 
crashing through a wooden door should 
assail the ear and make the heart beat 
faster. 

Style (the way the author uses words and 
syntax), should - at least - provide a 
competent telling of the story with smooth 
transitions and coherent organization. At 
best- literary style can afford the reader a 
unique encounter tempered and shaped by 
what the reader himself brings to the story. 
When words are chosen and assembled in 
such a way that their meaning is not limited 
to what is printed on the page, but suggests 
something more - then the reader may 
find himself not only thinking: "That is what I 
have always felt and never knew how to 
express;" but even: "How true! I've never 
thought of that before ... " 

Affective learning takes place in the reading 
of fiction because the learner is not passive. 
He or she is actively involved in the story. 
Sometimes literature can be more of a 
learning experience than life, as it is more 
narrowly constructed than real life. Where 
life is unwieldy and random, the author, like 
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an artist, selects his elements carefully for 
effect, dropping just enough clues or details 
to steer the reader towards an under
standing of the author's point of view. Just 
as fiction can be used to foster positive 
Jewish identification, so too can it be used 
to promote negative feelings. That is why 
fiction which is used as a teaching tool for 
affective learning must be evaluated care
fully for appropriate content. 

Integrating Fiction into the Curriculum 

Two steps are involved in using fiction in the 
curriculum. The librarian must identify the 
Jewish content in fiction, and the teacher 
must identify the Jewish principles in class
room lessons, before a coordinated curri-_ 
culum can be planned. 

Identifying fiction about large themes such 
as Holidays, Israel, or Holocaust is not diffi
cult. Much Jewish content in fiction, howev
er, is not that obvious. It may be subtle -
implied by the actions and attitudes of char
aracters; by relevance of time and place to 
the Jewish historical experience; or by 
additional themes subservient to the book's 
primary one. It is in the ferreting out of less 
apparent Jewish content that the librarian 
will have difficulty, since few librarians have 
time for slow, reflective reading of fiction 
which is essential for evaluation of philo
sophic and religious content, e.g., phrases 
that express rakhmones (mercy), of finally 
overcoming the yetser hara (evil inclina
tion), or the meaning to Jewish survival of 
the passing on of a grandmother's name to 
her granddaughter, etc. In Yuri Suhl's Un
cle Misha's Partisans a single phrase cap
tures the essence of the sanctity of the 
Sabbath. The army had used the forests of 
the Ukraine as a hideout, as a base for 
military operations; then suddenly - the 
forest was transformed into a synagogue 
on Shabbat: " ... a Jerusalem in the forest" 
(Suhl, 1973, p. 29). 

Librarians who wish to evaluate fiction for 
its Jewish content may find the Instrument 
to Evaluate Jewish Content in Fiction (Pos
ner, 19808), a shortened version of which 
is appended to this article, of some help. 
Those who cannot find the time may order 
the following: An Index to Jewish Content in 
Children's Fiction from 1950-1975 (Pos
ner, 1980A), which indexes seventy-five 
junior novels according to criteria found in 
the Instrument, and my Juvenile Judaica 
(Posner, 1981) which is a fully annotated 
Jewish concepts' bookfinder, including 435 
titles indexed by several hundred subject 
and value terms. Most of the titles date from 
1976. Other aids to identifying Jewish con
tent in fiction are the subject index to Enid 
Davis' A Comprehensive Guide to Chil
dren's Literature with a Jewish Theme 

(1981 ), or other topically arranged bibliog
raphies, e.g., Selected Jewish Children's 
Books (Posner, 1982). Reviews which offer 
insights into fiction beyond the central story 
or plot can yield the information a librarian 
needs for "value-analytics" - cards using 
Jewish values as subject headings which 
include the pages on which the value may 
be found within the book. 

Some classroom teachers may not be con
scious of specific Jewish concepts embo
died in the lessons they teach, although 
many are of course. It might be wise for 
both librarian and teacher to begin with the 
Instrument and to add additional Jewish 
concepts as they occur in lessons being 
planned. In this way the teacher will define 
the goals of the lesson beforehand: e.g., "to 
teach a particular portion of Bible and to 
help the children-to understand the values 
of compassion, humility, and faith con
tained in this passage ... " The librarian 
can then choose fiction in which the same 
values are demonstrated in a different con
text. What the librarian and teacher are 
actually doing is "team-teaching;" the libra
rian offering resources for affective learn
ing, and the teacher for cognitive learning. 
A "Goals Worksheet" is included with this 
article to help librarian and teacher plan 
together. (See Figure 1, p. 40). 

Some Thoughts About Reader's 
Guidance, or, Selecting the Right 
Book for the Right Child 

The main thrust of this article is teacher
librarian comniunication and the identifica
tion of appropriate Jewish content in fiction 
for curriculum use. One more vital step 
must be considered, however. The right 
book must be matched to the right child. 
Usually a book which is elementary for a 
child's developmental level will bore him, 
and one that is too mature will not touch him 
except in a superficial way, by story alone. 
Koh Iberg has written that children are influ
enced to act on moral decisions by those 
who are one moral level above their own 
(Kohlberg, 1968). Dorothy Broderick saw 
implications for reader's guidance and sug
gested that the moral levels of literary char
acters which are slightly higher than the 
reader's may influence him (Broderick, 
1972). 

Although I shall not embark upon a discus
sion of Kohlberg here, knowing the average 
developmental levels of children according 
to their chronological age can be helpful. 
The following is partially excerpted from 
Huck & Kuhn (1968, pp. 216-217), with 
some adaptations to Jewish situations. 
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Developmental Levels of Children 
With Implications for Reader's 
Guidance 

8-9 

10-11 

12 & up 

Peer group acceptance has become; 
more important. Children are sensitive' 
to criticism, are seeking standards of: 
right and wrong, and are developing 
consciences. Less egocentric thari 
before, and with a better sense of pre

1
-

sent and past, simple historical anqj 
biographical fiction, and family-;
oriented stories will have appeal an~j 
relevance. i 

I 
I 
i 

Children have a better understandirlg 
of the chronology of past events an\d 
are able to see many dimensions of/ a 
problem. Just beginning to challenge 
authority of parents and teache~·s, 
annoyed at siblings, consciou_s of be
longing or not belonging, and prone/to 
exclude the less popular class mem
bers from their "cliques." This is the 
time to introduce stories of bigotry, 
brotherhood, and antisemitism. lri1 a 
positive vein, by now there is a heig1ht
ened interest in reading for informa
tion and pleasure, as the mechanic~3 of 
reading have been mastered. 

Role models are usually anyone other 
than parents. Entering adolescence, 
children are beginning to be con
cerned about their sexual roles, about 
their futures, and are looking for id~nti
ty- self (Erikson, p. 128). Fluctuafing 
between feeling all wise and power.ul, 
or stupid and powerless, they r~bel 
against people, institutions, and idieas 
they had once respected with'out 
question. Now they question every
thing and are prone to simplistic solu
tions, and extreme idealism. l"his 
idealism needs to be channeled. 
Logical thinking must be encouraged. 
Although increased freedom and i~de
pendence are essential, so to~ is 
structure. The adolescent ne~ds 
someone with whom to try out \ his 
ideas and arguments, to butt agai1~st, 
until the authority figures he is tes~ing 
display resistance. . 

1 

This is the time to use fiction abbut 
young people who are questioni\1g, 
searching, trying out different roles:
historical fiction with heroes ~nd 
heroines, and stories about yo~ng 
people in trying situations who ris~1 to 
the challenge. Vivid imaginations, t¢n
dencies to dramatize and role-pli

1

ay, 
and emotions near the surface ma1ke 
teens and youth in their early twenties 
open to suggestion from those w1ho 
are different from childhood authority 
figures, and to idealistic causes. qis
cussion plus reading aloud should 

1

be 
scheduled frequently. Since the b :lst 
books in the Jewish library are written 
for this age level, and because sor e 
adult books are suitable, the I e-



sources of the Jewish library are 
plentiful. 

Biography and History - non-fiction 
written with attention to the human 
drama - can also be used for affec
tive learning. 

~ummary 

~_jsing fiction in the Jewish School adds 
~nother dimension to Jewish education. 
Fiction which simulates experience results 
ihl affective learning and can help shape the 
c~ild's attitude positively towards Jewish 
e~ucation and Judaism. At the very least it 
dm reinforce the cognitive skills taught in 
th\e classroom. In order to use fiction in the 
curriculum, the librarian must first identify 
Je\wish concepts in fiction and be able to 
retrieve them when needed. The teacher 
most identify the Jewish concepts in the 
lessons being taught in the classroom so 
thclt both teacher and librarian can coordin
ate1 fiction with classroom content. In that 
waY there will be continuity between class 
and library, cognitive and affective learning, 
witl'l good possibilities for meaningful dis
cus)sion of Jewish values and concerns 
taught in the class and experienced in liter
atu1re. 

i 
De~telopmental levels of children should be 
co~1sidered when recommending fiction 
witt~ appropriate content for the experience 
to thave impact. As Hazel Karp writes -
"Th!e end result of giving a child a work of 
ficti~n is to help him connect with his Jewish 
self!" (letter to the author, August 29, 1983). 
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Appendix 

Instrument To Evaluate Jewish 
Content in Fiction 

(abbreviated version) 

Category I - Jewish Survival 

A-Family shows concern about threats 
to Jewish survival: intermarriage, 
conversion/cult/missionary activity, 
zero population growth, loss of Jew
ish identity; or shows return to stron
ger Jewish identity. 

B- Exhibition of Ritual Behavior: home 
and family, rites of passage, holiday 
and festival observance, synagogue 
affiliation and attendance. 

C-lnvolvement in Jewish Education evi
denced: study of Torah, prayer, his
tory, language, culture. 

D-Exhibition of survival qualities which 
are rooted in Jewish philosophy/reli
gion: faith in God, optimism, tenacity, 
adaptability, wit and humor. 

Category II - Sense of Community 

A-Responsibility of one Jew for 
another: concern for the welfare and 
civil rights of Jews all over the world; 
working for organizations having 
Jewish goals_; dona,ting to Jewish 
causes. 

B-Sense of being a "Different People": 
pride in being a Jew; awareness of 
the meaning of the Covenant; enjoy
ment of Jewishness; feeling of 
kinship with Jews/Peoplehood; reli
gious and secular roles of Israel rec
ognized; sharing of a common histor
ical experience/to include _Holocaust 
stories. 

C-Remnants of Jewish identity among 
assimilated Jews: acknowledgement 
of being a Jew: intellectual and cultu
ral participation in literature, music, 
and art relating to Jewish themes. 
Stress on education and abiding by 
the law; ethnic identification through 
foods, customs, humor; social parti
cipation through friendships, vaca
tion choices, belonging to Jewish 
associations which parallel non
Jewish associations, e.g. - Jewish 
War Veterans; rallying to aid (Israel) 
only in emergencies. 

Category Ill - Tsedakah, Compassion, and 
Social Justice. 

A-Cares for poor, sick, elderly; shows 
concern for social justice as rights of 
the victim, the accused, and inhuman 
relationships; strong sense of mercy 
shown by championing of the under
dog, the disadvantaged, working to
wards "Brotherhood," working/giving 
to non-Jewish philanthropy as well 
as Jewish philanthropy; warmth and 
hospitality. 

Category IV - Free Will 

A-Man is responsible for his actions: 
conscious choice between good and 
evil; thinking independently; exhibits 
self-control; ethical behavior exhi
bited in home, school, community, 
business, government and law; activ
ism and seizing the opportunity politi
cally, ecnomically, intellectually, cul
turally, and socially (unionism, etc.). 

r:Jr. Marcia Posner is Judaica Library Con
sultant for the Federation of Jewish Philan
thropies of New York and Consultant to the 
,JW8 Jewish Book Council. 
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