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HOT TOPIC: What role can teaching American history play in establishing a positive Jewish 
identity? 

 
 

How I Accidentally Became A Jewish Historian:  
The Imperative for Teaching American Jewish History 
by Etta King 
 
 
Like many recent college grads, I left my undergraduate program head held high, 
diploma in hand, and ready to go out into the world and make my mark. After a brief 
stint as an outdoor educator, I made the bold move to leave my job and headed back 
home for a brief stint of what I like to call “funemployment.” As my hunt for a new job 
began, I had to confront some complicated questions such as “What do I want to do? 
Who do I want to be? How can I accomplish my goals?” And, in the not-so-tactful words 
of a close friend, “What real skills do I actually have?” 
 
After much bubbling and churning, I decided my teaching experience and background in 
educational policy made me well suited for several different career tracks, but I had one 
rule for myself: I wasn’t going to work for “The Jews.” After being raised in Habonim 
Dror, being active in my synagogue, and attending Brandeis University, I felt I could 
make a bigger impact if I looked beyond the community I had always been a part of. The 
Jewish context of my work didn’t seem as important to me anymore, and, in fact, I felt it 
may have been holding me back.  
 
I broke the monotony of funemployment by researching organizations and jobs, 
dutifully (read: begrudgingly) completing my goal of writing to 8 or 9 a week. After two 
and a half months, I had heard back from two places and neither seemed like the right 
fit. That’s when I came across an ad for a Jewish historical organization whose mission is 
“to uncover, chronicle, and transmit to the broadest possible audience the untold 
stories of American Jewish women.” My first thought? YAWN. At Brandeis, I took classes 
in almost every department — including a class in farming and one in the history of 
electronic music. The only departments I didn’t touch? Women’s and Gender Studies, 
History, and Near Eastern Judaic Studies. Why then, I reasoned, would I ever want to 
work there? Not only was it a Jewish organization, but it also was an organization that 
worked in the three subject areas I found least interesting! 
 
I’m not sure what motivated me to click the link to the site. Maybe it was the unending 
cycle of cooking and cleaning the kitchen that was my payment for living at home. 
Maybe it was the loneliness I felt being isolated from anyone my age, let alone my 
friends. Or maybe, just maybe, there was something inside me that wondered if I was 
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wrong to reject a Jewish professional track. So on I went. I clicked through videos of old 
ladies talking about dance and cooking, I read a few encyclopedia articles, and then I 
clicked on a link promoting stories of Jews in the Civil Rights movement. While I really 
hadn’t heard of Abraham Joshua Heschel (*gasp*), John Lewis, I knew. Martin Luther 
King? Duh. And as I clicked through the photos and posters on the site, all of the Civil 
Rights songs I had learned at Jewish summer camp started flowing through my head.  
 
And then — bam! Up popped a photo of a bunch of kids flying a NFTY banner at the 
March on Washington in 1963. Of course, I thought to myself at first, Jews are 
everywhere! But there, suddenly, in one picture, was my story. The story of young Jews 
taking a stand for equality; building friendships through social action; and doing Jewish 
on the streets, in the fields, and at rallies instead of in a synagogue or school. I was 
hooked. As I waded deeper into the material I found other people I felt I knew — a 
woman who, like my non-Jewish grandmother, scrapped tradition to go and work for 
racial equality in a male-dominated context. A young college student who, like my dear 
friend from Brandeis, ventured into a summer of “social justice activism” and left feeling 
conflicted about the effectiveness and morality of her presence in the community. 
These stories — captured in letters, interviews, and photographs — made an explicit 
connection between the experiences of my youth and my desire to make a positive 
impact on the world in my adult life. 
 
Lest you think this is a blatant advertisement for my place of employment, I want to 
drive home my real point: The stories are what make the difference. It is the way we 
teach history, the narrative we choose to tell, and the sources we use to tell it that will 
create meaning for our students. We probably can agree that memorizing dates, key 
figures, and events is not enough. But neither is a celebratory narrative that follows the 
arc of “they attacked us, we fought, we won, let’s eat” or the narrative of victimhood 
and persecution that often comes with the focus in Jewish history classes on the story of 
European and Soviet Jewry and the Shoah. Lastly, the study of history that explores the 
achievements, challenges, and life experiences of specific people who resemble our 
friends and family allows us (teachers and students) to relate historical stories to our 
own stories, taking history out of the past and placing it on a continuum that begins 
before our births and will continue long after we die. 
 
I have now worked at the Jewish Women’s Archive for a year and a half, and, in that 
time, I have done what I thought might be impossible. I have reconnected with my 
personal Jewish practice, reignited my interest in Jewish culture, and discovered a new 
interest in collecting my own family’s history. On top of that, and perhaps less willingly, I 
have become a keeper and promulgator of the American Jewish story. In the last 
eighteen months, I have learned a lot about why history is such a powerful tool for 
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meaningful Jewish education, and I will summarize that here (for those of you who 
skipped to the end after the second paragraph): 
 
Why should we teach Jewish history? Why should we strive to share it more effectively 
with our students? 
 

1. The study of American Jewish history bridges the identities of Jewish young 
people — it connects who they are as Americans, Jews, and youth with the 
legacy of their cultural predecessors. By exploring sources that describe the 
challenges of social justice work, or the conflict that Judaism may create in the 
pursuit of social justice, students can see that they are not alone and that this 
important work they are doing is not always easy — but it’s okay. 

2. History brings Jewish principles alive for students who feel distanced from the 
teachings of traditional Jewish texts and can help them construct a narrative of 
Jewish thought that links ancient writing to contemporary issues. For an 
increasing number of Jewish young people, Jewish education is taking place 
outside of the traditional institutions in which we, their teachers, grew up. The 
diverse range of religious beliefs, knowledge of Jewish text, legal tradition or of 
Hebrew often presents challenges to educators working in pluralistic contexts. 
Photographs, letters, audio recordings — these are Jewish texts that all students 
can access and investigate in the same way they might scrutinize a passage from 
the Talmud. They raise deep questions about Jewish tradition, law, values, and 
morality, and have a clearer connection to students who may feel distanced 
from traditional Jewish text. 

3. History is something that everybody has. You don’t have to agree on language, 
tunes or politics. We each have a story, and each story is part of the complete 
narrative. Studying history through primary sources inherently makes the learner 
curious about his or her own story. Students wonder where they or their families 
fit in to the events they learn about. If we as educators can nurture this natural 
curiosity, we can help students establish a stronger connection to their personal 
stories, as well as to the collective narrative of the Jewish people. 

 
In conclusion, as a person of “The Book,” I often have struggled to find a textual 
connection to my Jewish identity. Through my own investigation of historical documents 
and exploration of individual stories, I have become a prouder, more knowledgeable, 
and more curious Jew. I have also found deeper meaning in my professional and 
volunteer work — even that which happens outside of a Jewish context. And perhaps 
most importantly, I have acquired a commitment to preserving the legacy of my own 
family, making the Jewish story richer and more complete for the generations of Jews 
the world does not yet know. 
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Etta King is the Education Program Manager at the Jewish Women’s Archive, which lives 
on the web at www.jwa.org. She is an enthusiastic educator for students of all ages and 
loves to witness “aha moments” — especially in teachers! 
eking@jwa.org 
 

http://www.jwa.org/
mailto:eking@jwa.org

