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INTRODUCTION 3

PRE-LESSON 5
Talking Points and Discussion Questions

Classroom Activity: Plan a Secret Lesson

IN-EXHIBITION ACTIVITY (Adaptable for classroom) 11
Talking Points

In-Exhibition Activity: Stations (includes six versions of worksheet)

POST-LESSON 25
Talking Points and Discussion Questions

Classroom Activity: Become an Advocate

ADDITIONAL ONLINE RESOURCES
The Technical Process of Emigration from the Soviet Union

Understanding Jewish Advocacy

Linking to Jewish Calendar and Life Cycle

Activist Memoirs Including Oral History Recordings

1987 Freedom Sunday Video

http://jhsgw.org/exhibitions/online/voices/assets/file/Life_Cycle-Holidays.pdf
http://www.jhsgw.org/exhibitions/online/voices/assets/file/Advocacy.pdf
http://www.jhsgw.org/exhibitions/online/voices/assets/file/Life_Cycle-Holidays.pdf
http://www.jhsgw.org/exhibitions/online/voices/community-memories/oral-histories-and-memoirs
http://jhsgw.org/exhibitions/online/voices/media/25th-anniversary-commemoration-rally-for-soviet-jewry
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For centuries, Jews in Russia (the Soviet Union from 1922 to 
1991) were unable to practice Judaism without persecution 
or discrimination. Israel’s victory in the 1967 Six-Day War 
sparked new interest in Jewish identity among Soviet Jews, 

but when they applied to immigrate to Israel, their exit visas were 
repeatedly denied.

From the late 1960s until 1991, Washington Jews worked tirelessly 
to help Soviet Jews secure their human rights. The community held 
a daily vigil outside the Soviet Embassy for more than 20 years, met 
with refuseniks in the Soviet Union, and organized protests of Soviet 
immigration tactics and policies.

Voices of the Vigil, a new exhibition created by the Jewish 
Historical Society of Greater Washington, uses historic photographs 
and materials from the Society’s archival collections to detail the 
local Soviet Jewry movement and teach younger generations about 
its successes.

This series of activities uses guided questions and interactive 
activities to engage students in the advocacy that drove the Soviet 
Jewry movement in the mid-20th century and in strategies for 
advocacy that they can use in service of causes that move them 
today.

INTRODUCTION

Vigil: a stationary, peaceful demonstration calling public attention to a particular causeDEFINITION
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OBJECTIVE:
After completing these activities, students will be better able to:
• Identify and express the details and characteristics of their 

religious practices that are significant to them and shared by 
others.

• Articulate strategies to advocate responsibly and effectively for 
causes that are important to them.

• Describe characteristics of effective advocacy movements.

AUDIENCE:
Grade 5 and above. Some activities can be adapted for younger  
audiences.

Jewish Youth Assembly at the daily vigil, 1978
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This session can be used before visiting the Voices of the Vigil  
exhibition in order to ground students in the concepts of advocacy  
and community that are the dominant themes of the exhibition.

SUGGESTED AGENDA:
• Facilitate Discussion Questions with class.
• Introduce basic details of the Soviet Jewry movement.
• Engage in “Secret Lesson” activity.

TALKING POINTS
• From 1970 to 1991, Washington Jews worked tirelessly to help 

Soviet Jews secure their human rights when State-sponsored anti-
Semitism in the Soviet Union placed crippling restrictions on the 
freedom of Jewish citizens.

• In the late 1960s, the Soviet Union began repeatedly denying 
Soviet Jews their requests for exit visas to emigrate out of the 
Soviet Union to Israel and the United States.

• These Soviet Jews who were denied exit visas were called 
“refuseniks.” Refuseniks frequently lost their jobs, endured 
harassment from Soviet authorities, or were imprisoned for their 
efforts to leave for Israel.

• Those refuseniks who were imprisoned by the Soviet Union in 
Soviet work camps and prisons were referred to as Prisoners of 
Conscience.

• Washington Jews responded to the reports of harassment and 
oppression of Soviet Jews by organizing rallies and marches, 
lobbying politicians, sending packages and Rosh Hashanah 
greetings to refuseniks, visiting Jews in the Soviet Union, and, 
perhaps most prominently, establishing a 15-minute silent vigil 

PRE-LESSON
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outside of the Soviet embassy in Washington, D.C., that met daily 
for over 20 years.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
1. How many different communities are you a part of? (Instructor 

lists these communities on the board, then selects one community 
to which all students belong, i.e. students, youth, etc.) 

2. Imagine that this community to which you all belong is being 
oppressed, threatened, etc. in another country.
a. Do you have any responsibility to help members of your shared 

community in this country? What help could you offer from 
afar? (Introduce the idea of advocacy and the various ways that 
advocates advance their causes: letter-writing, rallies, lobbying, 
etc.)

b. If you did decide to advocate for this oppressed community, what 
actions would you take? How do you decide which are most 
effective for the particular cause? What do you think the results 
might be (your name in the newspaper, you'll be arrested, etc.)?

c. What are some reasons why some students might remain  
“bystanders” if they saw this type of oppression happening?

d. What are some advocacy approaches that you have heard of, 
seen, or participated in?

e. Have you ever been an advocate for someone/something?
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In 1976, the Washington Committee for Soviet Jewry published  
“Natasha’s Dream: A Children’s Handbook on Russian Jews.”  
“Natasha’s Dream” described the plight of the Soviet Jews to  
American youth and suggested a variety of activities that children 
could undertake to either help young Soviet Jews or empathize  
with their plight. One activity designed to build students’ empathy 
for the Soviet Jews was the Secret Hebrew lesson, which has been 
adapted here.

ACTIVITY: SECRET LESSON

Hebrew Lesson in Soviet Union, 1990Natasha's dream was to emigrate to Israel.
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Procedure:
1. Divide students into small groups and set the following scene:

The students are living in a community like the Soviet Union in 
1980. It is forbidden to go to Jewish school or print Hebrew books, 
calendars, or newspapers. Children are not allowed to learn Hebrew, 
Jewish history, or Jewish cultural traditions like traditional songs 
and dances.

2. In your small groups, plan a secret lesson for people living in 
this oppressed community to learn Hebrew, Jewish history, a 
traditional Jewish food recipe, etc.
a. Distribute “Secret Lesson” worksheet (following two pages in 

packet).
b. As students are planning their lesson, provide each group a 

different logistical obstacle. 
NOTE: You may want to write the obstacles on index cards in 
advance, so you can hand them out and allow the students can 
read them over.

Examples of Logistical Obstacles:
• Two students come to the lesson and tell you they think they 

were followed home from their lesson last time.
• The only copy of your Hebrew text was seized in a raid.
• You hear a police raid entering the building and you have five 

minutes to disguise what you are doing.
• You plan for three people to attend and 40 people show up, 

creating unexpected noise and resource demands. 

3. Each group will present its secret lesson plan and its solution to 
the encountered obstacle. 

4. The entire class can discuss whether any of the solutions would 
work if all obstacles occurred at one time.

Samizdat: clandestinely 

copied and distributed 

literature banned by the 

government. Subjects 

included religious writings 

such as Jewish history, 

Hebrew language, 

and bibles in addition 

to dissident activities, 

protests addressed to 

the regime, transcripts of 

political trials, analyses of 

socioeconomic and cultural 

themes. Began appearing 

in the USSR in the 1950s. 

Typically typewritten 

sheets, photographs of 

text, or carbon copies 

of typewritten sheets 

that were passed from 

reader to reader.

DEFINITION
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1. What is the topic of your lesson?
 ___________________________________________________________
 ___________________________________________________________
 ___________________________________________________________

2. What three things are most important to teach about your subject?
a.  _________________________________________________________
b.  _________________________________________________________
c.  _________________________________________________________

3. Why did you choose this topic?
 ___________________________________________________________
 ___________________________________________________________
 ___________________________________________________________

4. Consider the limited availability of resources  
(books, traditional Jewish foods)
a. How do you manage with very few books?
 ___________________________________________________________
 ___________________________________________________________
 ___________________________________________________________

b. Will you share or copy the pages you need?
 ___________________________________________________________
 ___________________________________________________________
 ___________________________________________________________

PLAN A SECRET LESSON
Imagine you are living in a community like the Soviet Union in 1980. It 
is forbidden to go to Jewish school or print Hebrew books, calendars, or 
newspapers. Children are not allowed to learn Hebrew, Jewish history, or 
Jewish cultural traditions like traditional songs and dances.

Hebrew lesson in  
Soviet Union, 1990
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5. Consider the limited knowledge of your students. What kind of knowledge 
will you need to provide for them?
 ___________________________________________________________
 ___________________________________________________________
 ___________________________________________________________

6. Consider the safety of yourself and your students.
a. Who will stand guard to make sure you are not caught?
 ___________________________________________________________
 ___________________________________________________________
 ___________________________________________________________

b. Where will you hide the books if someone comes?
 ___________________________________________________________
 ___________________________________________________________
 ___________________________________________________________

c. If you want to sing a Hebrew song or do an Israeli dance, how will you be 
able to do it quietly so you will not be caught?

 ___________________________________________________________
 ___________________________________________________________
 ___________________________________________________________
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While visiting the Voices of the Vigil exhibition, provide each student 
with one of the six following worksheets. The worksheets give 
each student a character who will guide his/her experience of the 
exhibition, using the practice of American synagogues “adopting” 
refusenik families as inspiration. There are six characters—three 
boys and three girls. Worksheets for all six follow this page.

TALKING POINTS
• During the Soviet Jewry movement, many American synagogues 

“adopted” refusenik families. This was a way to create personal 
connections with the families so they would know they were not 
forgotten. It also kept refuseniks’ stories in the public eye.

• Washington-area boys and girls symbolically shared their Bar 
and Bat Mitzvah with Soviet Jewish children of the same age, in a 
practice called “twinning.” They corresponded with their “twins” 
and included them in the service by speaking about them on the 
bimah and lighting candles in their honor.

• Volunteers met immigrant families at the airport and served as 
their guides through the confusing maze of their new lives.

• Synagogues and Hebrew schools planned activities to help émigrés 
learn about their Jewish identity and practice Jewish traditions.

• Volunteers created an extensive network to teach families how to 
shop and bank in the U.S. and drive them to appointments.

 
More information: Technical Process of Emigrating from the Soviet Union

IN-EXHIBITION ACTIVITY

If your class is unable to visit the exhibition, the photographs for this 
activity are available for download on the exhibition website.

http://www.jhsgw.org//exhibitions/online/voices/assets/file/Emigration_Process_and_Numbers.pdf
http://www.jhsgw.org/exhibitions/online/voices/assets/file/Voices-Exhibit-Photos.pdf
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IN-EXHIBITION ACTIVITY SET-UP
(To modify activity for classroom, download images from exhibition)
Supplies: Post-Its, pencils/pens, sturdy poster with question text, easels

Stations and Questions
1. The Vigil—Object Case: Prisoner of Conscience bracelets

a. Why do you think people wore these bracelets?
b. Design a Prisoner of Conscience bracelet.

2. More Signs of Protest: Under the Eye of the KGB— 
“D.C. Musician Plays Moscow, 1989”
If you were able to visit the Soviet Union during the  
Soviet Jewry crisis:
a. What talent would you share with refuseniks to lift 

their spirits?
b. What would you bring that they might not be able to 

get in the USSR?
3. On a National Stage: Freedom Sunday, December 6, 

1987—Multiple photos
a. Which photo from this panel would you send to refuseniks?
b. What would it tell them about the event? 

4. Welcoming Émigrés
a. “Celebrating Russian Traditions, 1982”—What could you do 

to help a refusenik who has immigrated to America acclimate 
during her first week? Her first month? Her first year?

b. “Jewish Group Wedding, 1981”—If you were not 
allowed to practice your religion openly, what is 
the tradition you would most want to practice 
after you emigrate?

Provide a “talk-back” 

station beside each of the 

following images in the 

exhibition. Students can 

engage with the exhibition 

and with one another by 

leaving their responses to 

the following questions on 

Post-It notes or by filling out 

the following worksheets. 1.

2.

3.

4.a.
4.b.

http://www.jhsgw.org/exhibitions/online/voices/assets/file/Voices-Exhibit-Photos.pdf
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WELCOME TO VOICES OF THE VIGIL!
During the U.S. Soviet Jewry movement, many Washington-area 
boys and girls would support their Jewish “cousins” in the Soviet 
Union by making a Soviet Jewish child their “twin.”

If you had a twin, you might:
• Write him letters
• Send him gifts, or
• Symbolically share your bar/bat mitzvah with him by speaking 

about him on the bimah and lighting candles in his honor.
 
While you are in the exhibition, you will be twins with Artur Kusaev. 
Find out more about him in the letter below. In the exhibition, you 
will visit four stops where you will discover different ways to support 
your twin.

Hello! I am Artur Kusaev and I live in Grozny 

in the Soviet Union. I am 14 years old and I 

live with my parents, my little brother Yan, 

and my dog Yolli. I am glad that your synagogue 

has adopted our family. We are Jewish too, but 

have to practice our faith in secret. I hope 

we will be able to write to each other often.

My parents tell me that they once celebrated 

holidays and learned Hebrew in synagogue, but now we are not 

allowed to. My mother is trying to teach me how to read Hebrew, 

but it is hard to get books. The government has closed all the 

synagogues and I was not able to celebrate my bar mitzvah last 

year. Have you had your bar mitzvah yet? What was it like?

My parents have applied to leave Grozny many times, but they 

are always denied. Papa was fired from his job last year and 

the police have already come to search our house twice. Mama 

worries that next time the police will take Papa to a work camp.

I’m so glad that we have been matched as twins. Please write soon!

© Jewish Historical Society of Greater Washington
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Stop 1: Prisoner of Conscience bracelets
Why do you think students wore Prisoner of Conscience bracelets? What do you think it would 
mean to Artur if you wore a bracelet for him?

Design a Prisoner of Conscience bracelet that you could wear for Artur.

Stop 2: D.C. Musician Plays Moscow, 1989
Some Americans were able to visit their “adopted” refusenik families in the Soviet Union. If you could 
visit Artur for a day, what could you do to lift his spirits? What talents would you share with him?

Is there anything that you would try to bring for Artur that he might not be able to get in the Soviet 
Union? How would you disguise it from the Soviet police?

Stop 3: Message from the Vice President
Imagine that your family attended the Freedom Sunday Rally on the National Mall on December 
6, 1987. So many people attended that they would have needed five Nationals’ Stadiums to hold 
everyone! You heard speeches from famous authors, freed Prisoners of Conscience, U.S. politicians, 
and the Vice President. An enormous menorah was lit on stage.

Which picture from this panel would you send to Artur? What would it tell him about the event?

Stop 4: School for Émigrés/Moving In
Success! Your congregation was able to secure an exit visa for Artur and his family to emigrate from 
Moscow to Washington, D.C. When he arrives, could you do to help him feel welcome and part of 
your community?

If you were not allowed to practice your religion openly, what is the tradition you would most want 
to practice after you emigrate?

© Jewish Historical Society of Greater Washington
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WELCOME TO VOICES OF THE VIGIL!
During the U.S. Soviet Jewry movement, many Washington-area 
boys and girls would support their Jewish “cousins” in the Soviet 
Union by making a Soviet Jewish child their “twin.”

If you had a twin, you might:
• Write him letters
• Send him gifts, or
• Symbolically share your bar/bat mitzvah with him by speaking 

about him on the bimah and lighting candles in his honor.
 
While you are in the exhibition, you will be twins with Benjamin Slepak. 
Find out more about him in the letter below. In the exhibition, you 
will visit four stops where you will discover different ways to support 
your twin.

Hello! I am Benjamin Slepak and I live in 

Moscow in the Soviet Union. I am 10 years old 

and I live with my parents, my older brother 

Yuli, and my dog Annie. I am glad that your 

synagogue has adopted our family. We are 

Jewish too, but have to practice our faith in 

secret. I hope we will be able to write to each other often. 

My parents tell me that they once celebrated holidays and 

learned Hebrew in synagogue, but now we are not allowed to. 

I think I miss my mama’s delicious latkes the most. She is 

afraid that if she makes them, our neighbors might smell 

them cooking and report our celebrations to the police.

We have to be even more careful now because my parents’ 

applications for exit visas have been denied. Since then, 

Papa was fired from his job and the police came to search our 

apartment. I hope we will be allowed to leave Moscow soon. I 

would love to be able to celebrate my bar mitzvah in America!

I’m so glad that we have been matched as twins. Please write soon!

© Jewish Historical Society of Greater Washington
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Stop 1: Prisoner of Conscience bracelets
Why do you think students wore Prisoner of Conscience bracelets? What do you think it would 
mean to Benjamin if you wore a bracelet for him?

Design a Prisoner of Conscience bracelet that you could wear for Benjamin.

Stop 2: D.C. Musician Plays Moscow, 1989
Some Americans were able to visit their “adopted” refusenik families in the Soviet Union. If you could 
visit Benjamin for a day, what could you do to lift his spirits? What talents would you share with him?

Is there anything that you would try to bring for Benjamin that he might not be able to get in the 
Soviet Union? How would you disguise it from the Soviet police?

Stop 3: Message from the Vice President
Imagine that your family attended the Freedom Sunday Rally on the National Mall on December 
6, 1987. So many people attended that they would have needed five Nationals’ Stadiums to hold 
everyone! You heard speeches from famous authors, freed Prisoners of Conscience, U.S. politicians, 
and the Vice President. An enormous menorah was lit on stage.

Which picture from this panel would you send to Benjamin? What would it tell him about  
the event?

Stop 4: School for Émigrés/Moving In
Success! Your congregation was able to secure an exit visa for Benjamin and his family to emigrate 
from Moscow to Washington, D.C. When he arrives, could you do to help him feel welcome and 
part of your community?

If you were not allowed to practice your religion openly, what is the tradition you would most want 
to practice after you emigrate?

© Jewish Historical Society of Greater Washington
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WELCOME TO VOICES OF THE VIGIL!
During the U.S. Soviet Jewry movement, many Washington-area 
boys and girls would support their Jewish “cousins” in the Soviet 
Union by making a Soviet Jewish child their “twin.”

If you had a twin, you might:
• Write him letters
• Send him gifts, or
• Symbolically share your bar/bat mitzvah with him by speaking 

about him on the bimah and lighting candles in his honor.
 
While you are in the exhibition, you will be twins with Eli Lein. Find 
out more about him in the letter below. In the exhibition, you will 
visit four stops where you will discover different ways to support 
your twin.

Hello! I am Eli Lein and I live in Moscow in 

the Soviet Union. I am 11 years old and I 

live with my parents, my little brother Yosef 

(that’s him jumping into the photo there), and 

my dog Levi. I am glad that your synagogue 

has adopted our family. We are Jewish too, but 

have to practice our faith in secret. I hope 

we will be able to write to each other often. 

My parents tell me that they once celebrated 

holidays and learned Hebrew in synagogue, but 

now we are not allowed to. My older sister 

got married last year, but she wasn’t allowed 

to have a Jewish ceremony. She was really sad. And if we 

aren’t able to leave Moscow, I won’t be able to have a bar 

mitzvah when I turn 13. Have you had your bar mitzvah yet?

We have to be really careful now because my parents’ applications 

for exit visas were denied and Papa was fired from his job. 

I hope we will be allowed to leave Moscow soon. I would 

love to be able to celebrate my bar mitzvah in America!

I’m so glad that we have been matched as twins. Please write soon!

© Jewish Historical Society of Greater Washington



EXHIBITION WORKSHEETSTUDENT NAME:

Stop 1: Prisoner of Conscience bracelets
Why do you think students wore Prisoner of Conscience bracelets? What do you think it would 
mean to Eli if you wore a bracelet for him?

Design a Prisoner of Conscience bracelet that you could wear for Eli.

Stop 2: D.C. Musician Plays Moscow, 1989
Some Americans were able to visit their “adopted” refusenik families in the Soviet Union. If you could 
visit Eli for a day, what could you do to lift his spirits? What talents would you share with him?

Is there anything that you would try to bring for Eli that he might not be able to get in the Soviet 
Union? How would you disguise it from the Soviet police?

Stop 3: Message from the Vice President
Imagine that your family attended the Freedom Sunday Rally on the National Mall on December 
6, 1987. So many people attended that they would have needed five Nationals’ Stadiums to hold 
everyone! You heard speeches from famous authors, freed Prisoners of Conscience, U.S. politicians, 
and the Vice President. An enormous menorah was lit on stage.

Which picture from this panel would you send to Eli? What would it tell him about the event?

Stop 4: School for Émigrés/Moving In
Success! Your congregation was able to secure an exit visa for Eli and his family to emigrate from 
Moscow to Washington, D.C. When he arrives, could you do to help him feel welcome and part of 
your community?

If you were not allowed to practice your religion openly, what is the tradition you would most want 
to practice after you emigrate?

© Jewish Historical Society of Greater Washington
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WELCOME TO VOICES OF THE VIGIL!
During the U.S. Soviet Jewry movement, many Washington-area 
boys and girls would support their Jewish “cousins” in the Soviet 
Union by making a Soviet Jewish child their “twin.”

If you had a twin, you might:
• Write her letters
• Send her gifts, or
• Symbolically share your bar/bat mitzvah with her by speaking 

about her on the bimah and lighting candles in her honor.
 
While you are in the exhibition, you will be twins with Katya Goldberg. 
Find out more about her in the letter below. In the exhibition, you 
will visit four stops where you will discover different ways to support 
your twin.

Hello! I am Katya Goldberg and I live in 

Moscow in the Soviet Union. I am 11 years old 

and I live with my parents and my dog Ivan. I 

am so happy that your synagogue has adopted 

our family. We are Jewish too, but we have to 

practice our faith in secret. I hope you and I 

will be able to write to each other often. 

My parents tell me that they once celebrated 

holidays and learned Hebrew in synagogue, but 

now we are not allowed to. I think I miss my 

mama’s delicious latkes the most. She is afraid 

that if she makes them, our neighbors might 

smell them cooking and report our celebrations to the police. 

We have to be even more careful now because my parents’ 

applications for exit visas have been denied. Since then, 

Papa was fired from his job and the police came to search 

our apartment. Mama is worried that if the police come 

again, they will take my papa to a work camp. I hope we 

will be allowed to leave Moscow soon. I would love to 

be able to celebrate my bat mitzvah in America!

I’m so glad that we have been matched as twins. Please write soon!

© Jewish Historical Society of Greater Washington
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Stop 1: Prisoner of Conscience bracelets
Why do you think students wore Prisoner of Conscience bracelets? What do you think it would 
mean to Katya if you wore a bracelet for her?

Design a Prisoner of Conscience bracelet that you could wear for Katya.

Stop 2: D.C. Musician Plays Moscow, 1989
Some Americans were able to visit their “adopted” refusenik families in the Soviet Union. If you could 
visit Katya for a day, what could you do to lift her spirits? What talents would you share with her?

Is there anything that you would try to bring for Katya that she might not be able to get in the  
Soviet Union? How would you disguise it from the Soviet police?

Stop 3: Message from the Vice President
Imagine that your family attended the Freedom Sunday Rally on the National Mall on December 
6, 1987. So many people attended that they would have needed five Nationals’ Stadiums to hold 
everyone! You heard speeches from famous authors, freed Prisoners of Conscience, U.S. politicians, 
and the Vice President. An enormous menorah was lit on stage.

Which picture from this panel would you send to Katya? What would it tell her about the event?

Stop 4: School for Émigrés/Moving In
Success! Your congregation was able to secure an exit visa for Katya and her family to emigrate 
from Moscow to Washington, D.C. When she arrives, could you do to help her feel welcome and 
part of your community?

If you were not allowed to practice your religion openly, what is the tradition you would most want 
to practice after you emigrate?

© Jewish Historical Society of Greater Washington
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WELCOME TO VOICES OF THE VIGIL!
During the U.S. Soviet Jewry movement, many Washington-area 
boys and girls would support their Jewish “cousins” in the Soviet 
Union by making a Soviet Jewish child their “twin.”

If you had a twin, you might:
• Write her letters
• Send her gifts, or
• Symbolically share your bar/bat mitzvah with her by speaking 

about her on the bimah and lighting candles in her honor.
 
While you are in the exhibition, you will be twins with Sonia Edelshtein. 
Find out more about her in the letter below. In the exhibition, you will 
visit four stops where you will discover different ways to support your 
twin.

Hello! I am Sonia Edelshtein and I live in Moscow 

in the Soviet Union. I am 13 years old and I live 

with my parents, my little sister Inna, and my 

cat Dolly. I am so happy that your synagogue has 

adopted our family. We are Jewish too, but we 

have to practice our faith in secret. I hope you 

and I will be able to write to each other often. 

My parents tell me that they once celebrated 

holidays and learned Hebrew in synagogue, but 

now we are not allowed to. Mama is trying to teach me how to read 

Hebrew, but it is hard to get books. The government closed all the 

synagogues and I was not even able to celebrate my bat mitzvah 

last year. Have you had your bat mitzvah yet?  What was it like?

My parents applied to leave Moscow last year, but their request 

was denied and Papa was fired from his job. My mama is always 

worried that the police will come and take my papa to a work camp.

I’m so glad that we have been matched as twins. Please write soon!

© Jewish Historical Society of Greater Washington
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Stop 1: Prisoner of Conscience bracelets
Why do you think students wore Prisoner of Conscience bracelets? What do you think it would 
mean to Sonia if you wore a bracelet for her?

Design a Prisoner of Conscience bracelet that you could wear for Sonia.

Stop 2: D.C. Musician Plays Moscow, 1989
Some Americans were able to visit their “adopted” refusenik families in the Soviet Union. If you could 
visit Sonia for a day, what could you do to lift her spirits? What talents would you share with her?

Is there anything that you would try to bring for Sonia that she might not be able to get in the  
Soviet Union? How would you disguise it from the Soviet police?

Stop 3: Message from the Vice President
Imagine that your family attended the Freedom Sunday Rally on the National Mall on December 
6, 1987. So many people attended that they would have needed five Nationals’ Stadiums to hold 
everyone! You heard speeches from famous authors, freed Prisoners of Conscience, U.S. politicians, 
and the Vice President. An enormous menorah was lit on stage.

Which picture from this panel would you send to Sonia? What would it tell her about the event?

Stop 4: School for Émigrés/Moving In
Success! Your congregation was able to secure an exit visa for Sonia and her family to emigrate 
from Moscow to Washington, D.C. When she arrives, could you do to help her feel welcome and 
part of your community?

If you were not allowed to practice your religion openly, what is the tradition you would most want 
to practice after you emigrate?
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WELCOME TO VOICES OF THE VIGIL!
During the U.S. Soviet Jewry movement, many Washington-area 
boys and girls would support their Jewish “cousins” in the Soviet 
Union by making a Soviet Jewish child their “twin.”

If you had a twin, you might:
• Write her letters
• Send her gifts, or
• Symbolically share your bar/bat mitzvah with her by speaking 

about her on the bimah and lighting candles in her honor.
 
While you are in the exhibition, you will be twins with Svetlana Shaulov. 
Find out more about her in the letter below. In the exhibition, you 
will visit four stops where you will discover different ways to support 
your twin.

Hello! I am Svetlana Shaulov and I live in 

Grozny in the Soviet Union. I am 14 years old 

and I live with my parents and my cat Oksana. 

I am so happy that your synagogue has adopted 

our family. We are Jewish too, but we have to 

practice our faith in secret. I hope you and I 

will be able to write to each other often. 

My parents tell me that they once celebrated holidays and 

learned Hebrew in synagogue, but now we are not allowed 

to. My older sister got married last year, but she wasn’t 

allowed to have a Jewish ceremony. It is my dream to 

come to the United States and have a bat mitzvah and 

watch my sister have a traditional Jewish wedding.

My parents and my sister’s husband have applied to leave Grozny 

many times, but they are always denied. Papa was fired from her 

job two years ago and Mama always worries that she will lose 

her job too. I hope we will be allowed to leave Grozny soon. 

I’m so glad that we have been matched as twins. Please write soon!
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Stop 1: Prisoner of Conscience bracelets
Why do you think students wore Prisoner of Conscience bracelets? What do you think it would 
mean to Svetlana if you wore a bracelet for her?

Design a Prisoner of Conscience bracelet that you could wear for Svetlana.

Stop 2: D.C. Musician Plays Moscow, 1989
Some Americans were able to visit their “adopted” refusenik families in the Soviet Union. If you could 
visit Svetlana for a day, what could you do to lift her spirits? What talents would you share with her?

Is there anything that you would try to bring for Svetlana that she might not be able to get in the  
Soviet Union? How would you disguise it from the Soviet police?

Stop 3: Message from the Vice President
Imagine that your family attended the Freedom Sunday Rally on the National Mall on December 
6, 1987. So many people attended that they would have needed five Nationals’ Stadiums to hold 
everyone! You heard speeches from famous authors, freed Prisoners of Conscience, U.S. politicians, 
and the Vice President. An enormous menorah was lit on stage.

Which picture from this panel would you send to Svetlana? What would it tell her about  
the event?

Stop 4: School for Émigrés/Moving In
Success! Your congregation was able to secure an exit visa for Svetlana and her family to emigrate 
from Moscow to Washington, D.C. When she arrives, could you do to help her feel welcome and 
part of your community?

If you were not allowed to practice your religion openly, what is the tradition you would most want 
to practice after you emigrate?
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This session can be used after visiting the Voices of the Vigil exhibition 
in order to help students explore the concepts they encountered in 
the exhibition and consider how they can apply the major themes of 
the lesson in their own lives.

SUGGESTED AGENDA:
• As a class, read the letter from Natasha Korenfeld to the children 

of Temple Tifereth Israel Hebrew School in Winthrop, MA. 
(on page 27 of packet)

• Facilitate Discussion Questions with class.
• Engage in “Become an Advocate” Activity.

TALKING POINTS
• As more people throughout the country became familiar with 

the names and stories of the individual refuseniks and Prisoners 
of Conscience, local communities developed strategies to 
personalize the plight of Soviet Jewry.

• The Jewish Community Council and the Washington Committee 
for Soviet Jewry distributed names and addresses of refuseniks 
and encouraged local synagogues and community groups to create 
personal connections with them by writing letters and sending 
gifts.

• Natasha Korenfeld’s parents were activists who lost their jobs 
when they applied for an exit visa from the Soviet Union. They 
were denied visas four times in three years, but the family’s spirits 
were lifted by corresponding with American Jewish families.

• Although many letters were never delivered, former refuseniks 
later noted how the few letters they received boosted their morale 
and reminded them that they had not been forgotten.

POST-LESSON
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
1. Personalizing the movement: Distribute/read the letter on the 

next page from Natasha Korenfeld to the children of Temple 
Tifereth Israel Hebrew School in Winthrop, MA.
a. How would you respond to Natasha’s letter? What would you 

tell her to keep her spirits up?
b. Why do you think that letters from American Jewish families 

were so important to refuseniks?
2. Lessons from the Soviet Jewry movement: What general human 

rights issues surrounded the Soviet Jewry movement? (Equality, 
freedom of religion, freedom of speech, etc.)
a. What are some examples of struggles for equality, freedom of 

religion, human rights, etc. that are going on in our world today?
b. If we wanted to become advocates for one of these issues, 

what are some steps that we can take to do this effectively 
and responsibly? (Research, make local connections, explore 
associated communities and existing efforts, stage a rally/vigil/
march, etc.)
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Letter from Natasha Korenfeld to Temple Tifereth Israel Hebrew School  
in Winthrop, MA
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ACTIVITY: BECOME AN ADVOCATE
Two options for this activity allow you to adapt the 
activity to the interest level of your class, based on 
response to the discussion questions above. The second 
option is if students are engaged and passionate about 
a modern issue of equality, human rights, freedom 
of religion that they discuss during the discussion 
questions. (Alan Gross, child labor, sweatshops/Fair Trade, Occupy/
the 99%, etc.)
1. Write a slogan for a Soviet Jewry poster.

a. Examine the various slogans and ways of communicating them 
used during the Soviet Jewry campaign (button, t-shirt, various 
posters).

b. Discuss what makes these slogans effective. Would they still  
be effective today?

c. Individually or in small groups, compose a new slogan for  
the Soviet Jewry movement and make a poster with it.

2. Write a slogan for a current issue of the students’ choice.
a. Students choose a modern issue of equality, human rights,  

freedom of religion, etc.
b. Examine the various slogans and ways of communicating them 

used during the Soviet Jewry campaign (button, t-shirt, various 
posters). (Images available for download on website)

c. Discuss what makes these slogans effective. Would they still be 
effective today?

d. Individually or in small groups, compose a new slogan for the 
modern issue and make a poster with it.

 
Resource Suggestion: The Kid’s Guide to Service Projects by Barbara 
Lewis is an excellent teaching aid for units on advocacy, political 
action, and related topics. It is written in a general studies framework, 
but is easily adaptable to a Jewish perspective.

You might want to draw 

on texts that show human 

rights advocacy as both a 

mitzvah and a high ideal 

of American democracy.

Example: Ambassador 

Richard Schifter's memoir

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1575423383/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=390957&creativeASIN=1575423383&linkCode=as2&tag=jewihistsocio-20&linkId=SIPRNIIGR2E6IMVO
http://www.jhsgw.org/exhibitions/online/voices/community-memories/oral-histories-and-memoirs/richard-schifter
http://www.jhsgw.org/exhibitions/online/voices/community-memories/oral-histories-and-memoirs/richard-schifter
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