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Library reaches out to Russian immigrants
Janice Arnold
jarnold@thecjn.ca

Montreal never received the large numbers of Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants that, say, New York or Toronto did.
But it is believed there are many more citizens of the former Soviet Union (FSU) in
the area than might be thought.
Young families are especially invisible
because they have to send their children
to French schools, usually in the public system. Many choose to live in more
affordable suburbs, not always in neighbourhoods where there are large concentrations of Jews.
Parents are preoccupied with settling
into jobs, and, for most, that means learning French.
Russian-speaking Jews are usually secular, which further distances them from the
mainstream community.
For all these reasons, Federation CJA is
stepping up its outreach to this population, and it is using the lure of books and
music, two things Russians traditionally
appreciate.
Ten years ago, PJ Library was created by
the U.S.-based Harold Grinspoon Foun-

dation (HGF) to send Jewish-themed children’s books and music CDs free of charge
to Jewish families every month to their
home. The longer-term goal is to strengthen these families’ sense of Jewish identity
and connection to the Jewish community.
Any children, aged six months to eight
years, who are being raised Jewish are
eligible to be enrolled in the program,
regardless of their level of observance,
cultural background or socio-economic
status.
The books, which include both those
published by PJ Library and those from
commercial publishers, are chosen to
transmit Jewish values and engage the interest of the whole family. The cover flaps
have suggested conversation starters between parents and children, related to the
book’s content.
Today, more than 137,000 kids receive
these gifts in 200 communities in the
United States and Canada, and the program is expanding internationally, including a pilot project in Russia later this year.
Montreal joined PJ Library in 2009. Close
to 2,200 children are currently enrolled,
and almost 3,000 households are on the
mailing list, said Maia Cooper, director

of Federation CJA West Island and supervisor of PJ Library here.
PJ Library tries to keep in touch with
families whose children are now too old
for the program through a newsletter with
information about the community and Judaism in general.
In September, the federation, through
its Generations Fund, which supports
the strengthening of Jewish identity, especially among youth, gave extra money
to the program. This enabled it to hire a
part-time co-ordinator of outreach to the
Russians, Oxana Pasternak, who is from
the FSU.
Since then, 150 children of immigrants
from the FSU have been added to PJ Library’s recipients, Cooper said, and the
goal is to increase that to 200 by June and
to 300 within two years.
“Oxana is from that community,” Cooper
said. “She knows where they go to school,
where they learn French, buy their groceries, what bookstores they go to, where
they go on weekends.”
PJ Library also consults with Agence
Ometz, the federation agency working
with immigrants.
“Because many of the children go to

Anastasia Kruk reads a PJ Library book with
her children, Ethel and Daniel.

French public schools, they assimilate into
French Québécois culture, and not into
Jewish culture,” Cooper said. “The parents
are also desperately trying to learn French
– that is their priority. If they are to survive
they have to focus on practical matters, like
getting a job and seeing that their kids get
along in school. That can distance them
from the Jewish community.”
Continued on page 16

16

News

M

THE CANADIAN JEWISH NEWS
march 26, 2015

Library reaches out
Continued from page 13

The federation’s effort has now been
given a boost from the central PJ Library,
based in Agawam, Mass.
This year, it is broadening its outreach
to Russian-speaking families, and Montreal’s federation, along with the Greater
Miami Jewish Federation and the Jewish
Federation of Silicon Valley, are the first
three communities to be awarded grants
from the HGF, in partnership with Genesis Philanthropy Group, another private
foundation, whose specific goal is to keep
Russian Jews Jewish worldwide.
Over the next two years, PJ Library plans
to expand this initiative continent-wide,
modelling on its success with the unaffiliated Russian community in New York City.
Throughout North America, PJ Library
reaches more than 6,000 Russian families,
it says.
In Montreal, PJ Library also organizes
activities like holiday parties for members
from the FSU (the most recent for Purim
was held at the Côte St. Luc Aquatic and
Community Centre).
Overall, Cooper said there is no typical
PJ Library enrollee. They are low- and

high-income families, secular and Orthodox (sometimes interfaith), living in the
heart of Jewish Montreal or in the Laurentians and even further away. The books are
available only in English.
There is a good response from such
areas as the South Shore, Laval and west
of the Island of Montreal, she noted.
Says FSU emigrée Anastasia Kruk, whose
children, Ethel and Daniel, are PJ Library
members: “During the first month of my
family’s immigration to Montreal, I was
put in contact with the Jewish community.
From the very beginning, I felt welcomed
and included, and I began to volunteer at
events in order to meet new friends and
help my children integrate.
“At an event, I was given the opportunity
to register my children to receive free Jewish books and music by mail. I felt like this
was an essential component of teaching
my children Jewish traditions, and they
are so excited when the books arrive. My
family has been greatly impacted by the
experience of reading the books together
at home and also by sharing the lessons
together at events, alongside other young
families.” n

Akiva celebrates STEM Day
Akiva School students, from left, Ben Katz, Sascha Ouaknine
and Daniel Kalichman create their own space comets with
the McGill Astrophysics Team that came to help out at the
school’s STEM Day – learning about science, technology,
engineering and math through the theme of outer space.
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The Board of Directors and staff of Weizmann Canada
express their sincere condolences to
Susan and Michael Stern and their family on the passing of

Julius Letovsky Z"L
May his memory forever be a blessing
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