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Foreword 

Every blade of grass has an angel that bends over it and whispers, ‘Grow! Grow!'—Midrash 
Bereshit Rabbah 

A traditional Jewish midrash teaches that every blade of grass is nurtured over 
time to grow to its potential. If this is true of a blade of grass, how much more so for 
our young people? We cherish their growth and their learning over time. 

At Pears Foundation, we are inspired by this kind of long-term learning as well. 
One of the advantages of philanthropy is that we are able to take the long view and 
look at growth and development over time. 

The Jewish Lives project began in 2011. It started from a place of curiosity: we 
wanted to know more about the role that Jewish schools played in the lives of the 
young people who attended them, and their families. We soon realised that we had 
an opportunity to go even further and create the first ever longitudinal cohort study of 
young British Jews. 

The data was gathered on five separate occasions over a 10-year period, through 
surveys and interviews with a cohort of young people and their families. The young 
people all started secondary school in September 2011. Most of them attended 
Jewish secondary schools and a minority attended non-denominational independent 
or state schools. Today, most are in university and this book is the first exploration of 
their educational and social experiences over this period. 

And what a period it has been. Their education has occurred against a backdrop of 
Brexit and austerity in the UK, a global pandemic and rising levels of antisemitism 
and conflict in the Middle East. They have grown up on social media with more 
access to technology and opportunities for travel than any previous generation has 
enjoyed, but also amidst a developing mental health crisis among young people and 
increased awareness of climate change and global poverty. 

Amidst this, our young people have thoughtfully and quietly constructed and 
reconstructed their identity as young British Jews. As they have grown up, the data 
has provided a unique insight into their relationships with their families and friends, 
their Jewish identities and their life as British citizens.
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vi Foreword

This book also provides an opportunity to update understandings of faith-based 
schooling in the UK, giving readers a glimpse inside seven of Britain’s mainstream 
Jewish secondary schools that educate around 7,500 students. The data can tell us 
how schools function as both public and community-based institutions, what they 
contribute to the lives of young people and where they fall short of their promise. 

By taking the long view, we now have a unique portrait of what it means to grow 
up within the British Jewish community. The project will continue to follow these 
young people as their stories unfold into early adulthood and beyond. 

I am grateful to the research team (Helena and Alex in particular), the advisory 
board, our Foundation Director Amy Braier and most of all to the young people and 
parents who generously opened up this window into their lives and allowed us in. 

Executive Chair, Pears Foundation 
London, UK 

Sir Trevor Pears CMG
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Authors’ Note 

This book is about one study that has been taking place since 2011. It has been and 
continues to be a unique opportunity to study young people and their families from 
the time they entered Jewish Secondary schools, as well as a group of Jewish 
adolescents who entered non-Jewish schools. 

We have chosen to use this 10-year marker to gather our thoughts and data 
together in this one book. You might ask, why now? Why not wait until the study 
is complete? The challenge is that we don’t know when that will be, and we have 
gathered such a richness of data so far that we think that now is a good opportunity to 
tell you what we’ve found so far. Ten years is also a turning point for the project. 
Until now, our cohort has been in a range of formal Jewish frameworks—school, 
home, synagogues, youth movements, university—and these frameworks have 
scaffolded their Jewish Lives to a large extent. From now onwards though, as they 
become independent adults, the scaffolding will no longer surround them, or it will 
certainly surround them to a lesser extent. We plan, in the long-term, to write the 
sequel to this book, and maybe its title will need to be When the Scaffolding Comes 
Down—or something similar! 

A note on how to read this book. The book is a narrative of our study and has been 
divided into chapters, each of which focuses on one or other theme from our data 
collection and analysis. We have taken a broadly academic tone, but we also hope 
that our style is accessible if you are a general reader intrigued by the topic, or a post-
graduate student of Jewish Education. For those of you who are either teachers 
recommending reading to your students, or students looking for references for your 
essays, the chapters are intended to be read independently of one another. Each 
chapter has its own list of references to enable this to be helpful to you. The 
challenge of making each chapter “stand-alone” is to ensure that each chapter is 
whole, with no loose ends. This has inevitably led to occasional repetition in other 
chapters, and we hope that’s not off-putting. We (naturally) think that the book is a 
good read from start to finish, and we hope you will too. For us, Jewish Lives has 
been, and continues to be, an extraordinary project. We hope you will think so too.
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Chapter 1 
Jewish Lives—A Long Look at Unfolding 
Stories 

Abstract This first chapter introduces life course study, the theoretical framework 
for our work, alongside the various inspirations that led to the launch of this project. 
We make explicit what life course studies bring into view and what kinds of planned 
and unplanned questions this framework has allowed us to explore. We introduce 
our sample; a cohort that includes more than 1000 students and their parents from 
Jewish secondary schools in London and Manchester, alongside a comparison group 
of 50 families whose children did not attend a Jewish secondary school. We describe 
our data-gathering methodologies, including surveys of the entire sample and 
biennial interviews with 120 families whose members we have interviewed five 
times over ten years. We frame the study within the period in the UK during which 
the student sample was growing up, as well as giving some historical context about 
faith schooling, and specifically Jewish schooling in the UK. Finally, we provide an 
orientation to the chapters that follow. 

Keywords Jewish secondary schools · Life course study · Students · Parents · 
Longitudinal study · Methodology · UK 

One hundred and fifty-seven blue and white balloons floated up towards the clouds 
above East Barnet, in North London, at 3.30 p.m. on 6th September 2010, the first 
day of the new school year. The balloons represented just one year group at one 
school, The Jewish Cross Community Secondary School (JCoSS), of the approxi-
mately 34,000 Jewish children populating all the Jewish schools in the UK. On that 
date, for the first time in 350 years of Jewish education in Britain, one of those 
Jewish secondary schools was a cross-communal school, as 157 Year Seven children 
walked through the gates in their brand new, black and purple JCoSS school 
uniforms. For those of us involved since the earliest planning stages for the school, 
this was an exciting and emotional day. A dream was fulfilled. How many people 
have had the opportunity to take part in such a life-changing project? As we watched 
those balloons drift skywards, we knew we were privileged. 

Of course, that was not the end of the story. In the long history of a school, the 
story of its foundation and formation is of decreasing significance, even with a 
unique project such as JCoSS. The real story of any school is connected to the lives
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of its students and their families. Before that first week of the school term was 
finished, we had persuaded the leadership of the school that a research project to 
follow the members of that first cohort through their seven years as students at the 
school would be profoundly instructive. We wanted to know who the parents were 
who had chosen to send their children to the school rather than to one of the UK’s 
other Jewish schools. Were they religiously observant? Were they connected to a 
synagogue? Why had parents chosen this particular school when it had no track 
record whatsoever? We wanted to know what parents expected of the school, and, 
most fascinating for us, we wanted to find out how the school would have an impact 
on the students who were due to attend it for seven years. How would the school 
leave its mark on the students and how would the students change as they grew 
through their adolescence? We knew that not every change in a teenager’s life could 
be attributed to school—far from it — and that during the secondary school years, 
peers and family have at least as much influence on a person as school does. A faith 
perspective was also relevant: JCoSS is a Jewish school, with Jewish students. How 
would the Jewish dimensions of these young lives develop over time, and what could 
our research say about religious commitment and Jewish learning during the sec-
ondary school years?
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As JCoSS opened, we set about designing a study that would focus on the 
157 JCoSS Year 7 students and their families. But by early 2011, we had already 
been approached by the Chair of Governors at another Jewish secondary school: 
“we’re really interested to talk to you about expanding the research you’re planning 
to do at JCoSS.” We were then contacted by the Head Teacher at a third Jewish 
secondary school: “we understand that you are going to research the changing 
Jewish lives of students as they go through secondary school. Could you do that at 
our school too?” Within a very short space of time, our proposed JCoSS research had 
expanded to not merely two further schools, but to a total of seven of the UK’s 
largest Jewish secondary schools. 

Those seven schools are part of a much larger educational landscape made up of 
100 Jewish schools that currently educate more than 34,000 Jewish children from the 
ages of 4 to 18. To put our study of the families at these seven schools in perspective, 
it is important first to understand a little about the context of faith schooling in the 
UK. 

Religion and Schools in the UK 

Britain is not a nation of worshippers. Only 5–7 percent of adults in England 
and Wales go to church on an average Sunday (Brierley, 2018). Yet, more than 
35 percent of the population send their children to faith schools (Barnes, 2018). Our 
study explores some of the reasons for this phenomenon, from the perspective of the 
parents and students who choose to send their children to Jewish secondary schools 
rather than schools of no religious affiliation. The data we have gathered adds to our



growing understanding of the place that faith schools occupy within the British 
school system. 

Religion and Schools in the UK 3

Unlike in America, and indeed unlike most other parts of the world, Jewish 
schooling in Britain has a long history of financial support from the State. In 1851, 
12 years after the government accepted that schools of a Christian religious nature 
were eligible for State funding, the government agreed that Jewish schools were 
permitted to receive grants in the same way that other denominational schools were, 
provided they agreed to read the scriptures of the Old Testament every day and 
provided they were also prepared to submit to government inspection (Miller, 2001). 
Conversely, 60 years earlier, in America, in 1791, the First Amendment mandated a 
legal separation of Church and State and the law established religious pluralism as 
public policy. As a consequence, religiously-affiliated schools were effectively 
barred from receiving State funding, a situation that has remained broadly in force 
until the present day in the USA (Jorgenson, 1987). 

Around one third of the total number of State maintained schools in Britain today 
are schools with a religious character (approximately 6850 schools) out of a total of 
around 21,000 maintained schools (Barnes, 2018). This dual system of maintained 
schools supported by faith organisations that exist alongside schools without a 
religious character is therefore at the heart of the school system in Britain. This 
has come about because, historically, whilst the Church of England was active in 
maintaining schools, the Anglican orientation of these schools effectively excluded 
Non-Conformists, Catholics and Jews or demanded that they fully assimilate into 
one particular strand of Christianity. These minority groups chose instead to provide 
schools for their own young people (Miller, 2001). In the Jewish community there 
was great concern that children would be at risk of losing their Jewish heritage and 
identity through compulsory study of Christianity and the New Testament. Added to 
this fear was the concern raised about the great number of Christian schools opening 
throughout England, perceived by the Jewish community as having a missionary 
influence. In 1732, the Jews Free School (JFS), one of the schools in our study, was 
established, with a curriculum that emphasized secular subjects as well as traditional 
Jewish texts and traditions (Black, 1998). 

By 1850, Jewish schools had opened in all areas of the country where Jews lived. 
Their continuation was assured when in March 1853, the Manchester Jews’ School 
received State funding, putting Jewish schools on an equal basis for the first time 
with other denominational schools (Miller, 2001; Miller et al., 2016). 

Today, the government continues to support the benefits this system brings both 
for parental choice and for social diversity. Whilst a small proportion of Jewish 
schools are private institutions, funded by trusts and fee paying parents, most Jewish 
primary and secondary schools exist within the UK State supported sector. The 
rights of religious communities to establish their own schools have been enshrined in 
law in the UK since the mid nineteenth century (Wolffe, 1994).
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The Expansion of Jewish Schools 

As noted above, within this system, approximately 34,000 Jewish children in the UK 
(more than 60 percent of all Jewish children in the UK) are currently educated in 
Jewish faith schools (Boyd, 2019). Numbers have been climbing consistently over 
several decades, since the mid-1990s. In 1994, Jonathan Sacks, then Chief Rabbi of 
the United Synagogue, wrote a powerful study of Jewish continuity (Sacks, 1994). 
Seriously concerned for the fate of Anglo-Jewry, Sacks issued a summons for 
collective action to counteract the prevailing trend of assimilation and to build on 
the pleas of his predecessor, Immanuel Jakobovits, for the Jewish community to 
invest more deeply in Jewish schooling (Jakobovits, 1971). Intermarriage rates, 
which had been rising dramatically in the United States, were now reaching similar 
proportions in the UK. Sacks identified the “fourth generation”, that generation of 
Jews who had lived in the UK for many years and were so far removed from the 
traditions which their forefathers had brought with them, that they were unable to 
live by, and saw little relevance in, an integrated Jewish life. Jewish education 
became secondary to high achievement in secular education at every level. Cultural 
pluralism (the acceptance of religious minorities in secular societies) had a double 
effect on Jewish life. It enabled Jewish people to live freely as committed Jews and it 
also allowed them to lose easily all or most aspects of Jewishness and to become 
‘deculturated’ (Schiff, 1988). 

Sacks berated the Jewish community for lacking an overall strategy for education, 
for donating funds to Welfare but not to Education, for not noticing or acting upon 
the gradual erosion in Jewish literacy and community that had taken place over the 
four generations since the mass immigration of the Eastern European Jews into the 
UK at the end of the nineteenth century (Sacks, 1994). The response to his words 
triggered various fund-raising efforts and philanthropic donations to Jewish educa-
tion. Accelerating a trend that had started in the 1980s, Individuals and foundations 
began to divert their funds towards provision for Jewish education, specifically 
towards the full time, day school sector (Miller, 2001). 

It is insufficient to argue for investment in the Jewish school system purely 
because of a perception that Jewish schooling prevents assimilation. It is also true, 
however, that a major stimulus for the remarkable growth of the full-time school 
system in the UK has been the conviction among Jewish communal and education 
leaders that the continuity of Jewish life is dependent on the perpetuation of intensive 
and rich patterns of Jewish education. This is seen as a direct contrast to what is 
perceived as the failure of the part time system of supplementary Jewish education to 
provide meaningful and enculturating curricula and experiences. As Scheindlin has 
observed, whilst much of Jewish education in supplementary schools is designed to 
“market religion” rather than to promote a religious understanding of life, the Jewish 
day school is uniquely placed to “work on the child’s growing capacity to compre-
hend the world”, effectively ensuring that Judaism will be truly alive within each 
child (Scheindlin, 1999).
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The growth in the number of Jewish children attending Jewish schools has taken 
place against the decline in the size of the Jewish population of the UK, which 
dropped from approximately 420,000 in the 1950s (Black, 1998) to the current 
estimate of 290,000, where it has been relatively stable since 2001 (Boyd, 2019). 

There are 100 Jewish schools in the UK. Of those, 42 mainstream Jewish schools 
serve approximately 15,000 pupils, covering modern orthodox, masorti, progressive 
and secular Jewish populations (Boyd, 2019). All except seven of those schools 
align with the mainstream Orthodox community. Six of the others are cross-
communal and one aligns with the UK Movement for Reform Judaism. An addi-
tional 19,000 children in Jewish schools are educated in 58 strictly Orthodox 
Independent schools that operate within the Charedi (ultra-orthodox) community 
in Britain, the majority of which are in and around Greater London and Manchester. 

The denominational pattern of Jewish schooling reflects the denominational 
pattern of Jewish life in the UK. Historically, the established community in the 
UK aligned with orthodox Judaism through synagogue membership, even if most 
synagogue members did not practice an orthodox Jewish way of life. Even today, 
fewer than 20 percent of synagogue members are attached to synagogue movements 
religiously to the left of the United Synagogue, the mainstream orthodox movement 
(Mashiah & Boyd, 2017). 

It is against this backdrop, that in 2010, when our story begins, approximately 
1000 11-year-olds took up places in year seven at one of the mainstream Jewish 
secondary schools. This 1000-member cohort represents a very small percentage of 
the more than 600,000 babies born in the UK between September 2000 and August 
2001, (Office for National Statistics, 2015). Of those, around 2800 were born to 
Jewish parents (Graham et al., 2012). These babies—a millennium cohort—have 
grown up in complex times and we wanted to record and analyse their journeys 
through life. They are the participants in Jewish Lives, the longitudinal research 
study we launched in September 2011. 

Beginnings and Inspirations for Our Work 

No research project can exist without financial sponsorship. Our study owes its 
longevity to the Pears Foundation. This independent British family foundation 
focuses on building long term relationships with its partners, offering organisational 
and leadership programmes, as well as research funding. In doing so, the foundation 
has implemented a vision of engaged philanthropy and the value of leading by 
example. We were lucky; the Pears Foundation was already invested in our JCoSS 
research as a consequence of its commitment to the school itself. As the concept of 
an expanded study gathered momentum, the foundation became an enthusiastic 
supporter, providing welcome advice and financial support through the years. 

Whilst the opening of a brand-new school was certainly a stimulus and inspiration 
for the study, it was not the only trigger for our work. In 1964, a television series 
called “Up” (Apted et al., 1964-present) launched as a television series which traced



the changing lives of a group of British children from a variety of backgrounds and 
different areas of the UK, returning at seven-year intervals to document their lives. 
As trainee teachers, we had to watch “Seven Up”, “Fourteen Up” and “Twenty-One 
Up”. The programme has continued to be made every seven years, the most recent 
episodes being “Sixty-Three Up”. 
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Directed by Michael Apted (1941–2021), the project has worked with a small 
cohort of 14 participants. It makes for compelling viewing and has both confirmed 
and challenged preconceived notions of how lives change and develop over time. 
How exciting to watch people mature before your eyes. How fascinating to see what 
incidents and interactions influence people to make decisions about their lives. How 
insightful to listen to people reflecting on why and how their lives have taken a 
particular path. What could be predicted from what was known about a child at age 
seven? What was surprising? 

This original and ground-breaking “Up” series was an important inspiration for 
this study, Jewish Lives. We wanted to retain the intensity of close interaction with 
individuals alongside a broader look at a large cohort of children. This dual approach 
would provide both quantitative survey-based data to suggest general trends and 
in-depth interview data to track individuals over time. 

Building the Research Team 

This type of research has not previously been undertaken in the UK Jewish com-
munity. Whilst we two were experienced qualitative researchers, we were not 
experienced collectors or analysts of large data samples, and we certainly were not 
experienced in longitudinal work. We therefore gathered around us a team of 12— 
interviewers, analysts, a highly experienced quantitative data expert, someone who 
had conducted longitudinal work, and one transcriber who has listened to, and typed 
out every word of every interview over a 10-year period; by our reckoning, that has 
been about 24,000 pages. Finding the right people to work on this project has meant 
that our eventual team is international, spanning Toronto and Jerusalem, as well as 
London and Manchester. In later years, that geographical reach has also included 
Brisbane, when one of our London based team relocated for work. She has remained 
a key member of the team, often joining meetings at 3.00 a.m. local time. 

We have trained our team while training ourselves in the art and science of 
designing, administering and analysing survey and interview data from a longitudi-
nal panel study. This is a project which ebbs and flows; the team gets together once a 
year in the periods in-between data collection and analysis, and more often in the 
years where there is more research activity. For all of our team, this is piecework; 
there are periods of inactivity and periods which are very busy. Each member of the 
team juggles Jewish Lives responsibilities with busy working and personal lives. 
Each and every team member is invested in the study. They must be, to remain 
committed to ensuring its continuity after so many years! And none are more 
invested than the authors of this book.
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So, we have been following the members of a cohort (in technical terms, a panel) 
who in September 2011 entered Year 7 at one of seven British Jewish secondary 
schools. In the UK, there is a two-stage schooling system. Students attend primary 
(elementary) school age 4 to 11, and then secondary (middle/junior high/senior high) 
age 11 to 18. The mainstream Jewish secondary schools in the UK are large schools 
with between 150 and 300 students in each year group. There are eight of these 
secondary schools in the UK, seven in greater London and one in Manchester, in the 
North of England. The UK’s two other mainstream Jewish secondary schools have 
not participated in our study, one because it was not yet established in 2011 and the 
other because it has a predominantly non-Jewish intake, due to demographic shifts in 
the Jewish community. For practical reasons, we collected our data from families at 
these seven schools only, giving us a pool of more than a thousand families in our 
data set. Numbers are crucial elements of data collection and an astute reader will 
notice as you read this book, that we started with seven schools and now work with 
eight schools. This is because Hasmonean high school, which had been one school 
with single gender teaching on two sites, was re-established as two separate schools 
by phase five of this study. 

Theoretical Foundations 

Researchers of Jewish education have increasingly acknowledged that “Family 
Matters”, as the title of Jack’s Wertheimer’s, 2007 volume put it. Of course, the 
family has long been seen by sociologists as a major—perhaps the major—arena for 
the socialisation of children (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). However, what is distinctive 
about Jewish educational research over the last 15 years is that families have been 
seen not only as significant shapers of the emerging identities of children, they have 
also been conceived as participants in the Jewish educational journeys taken by their 
children (Pomson & Schnoor, 2008; Kress, 2011). In Pomson and Schnoor’s (2018) 
book, Jewish Family, family is seen as providing both the content and context for 
Jewish life. 

When family shapes the lives of young people it is through the roles played by 
family members who share the same roof as well as by those who may not even live 
close by. As previous research has shown, family cultures are shaped by the rituals 
that give meaning to families’ lives—repeated activities that have both a formative 
and a performative dimension (Wolin & Bennett, 1984; Fiese et al., 2002). These 
rituals both shape the family culture and broadcast its distinctiveness to others 
(Pomson & Schnoor, 2018). In respect to the families that participated in this 
study, we found that family cultures are also shaped by the stories that family 
members, especially parents, tell about themselves; these stories indicate how a 
family presents itself to the world and in turn those stories shape a family’s life. In 
the course of interviewing parents and children, five times over the course of 
10 years, we became aware of some of those stories, how deeply ingrained they


