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In this hands-on session, students explore Jewish-American culture using cookbooks from Special 
Collections. Prior to the session, students have had short readings and classroom presentations on 
the topic. 

The librarian begins by explaining the purpose of a Special Collections, and the fact that we have 
certain procedures in place for users in order to preserve and protect our rare books. 

The librarian also reviews the distinction between primary sources and secondary sources, and 
points out several ways that cookbooks help to preserve elements of Jewish culture and history: 

• Cookbooks instruct readers on the practice of keeping kosher, an important aspect of Jewish 
religious observance. 

• Cookbooks preserve the food traditions which are central to holidays and the Sabbath. 
• Cookbooks reflect the many migrations undertaken by the Jewish people with recipes from 

cultures outside the United States. 

Students then examine one or more cookbooks (depending on time) using a document analysis 
worksheet. In the table below, the actual questions on the worksheet are on the left, and the goal for 
each question is on the right.  

 

Worksheet question Why ask this? 
 
Who was responsible for writing or 
compiling this cookbook? Was it an 
individual or a group of people? 
 

 
Encourages students to notice the family and social 
relationships evidenced by many of the titles and corporate 
authors. 
 
For example: Mama Leah’s Jewish Kitchen; From Generation 
to Generation; Rochester Chapter of Hadassah; Temple 
Israel Sisterhood. 
 

 
What connection does the author (or 
group) have to Jewish cooking? Or, 
how did the author(s) learn about 
Jewish cooking? 
 

 
Encourages students to think about issues of authority and 
authenticity. Does the author have expertise and first-hand 
knowledge of the subject? 
 



 
Why was this cookbook written, and 
who was it written for? How can you 
tell? 
 

 
This reinforces question 1, encouraging students to think 
about the social relationships implied by the act of writing a 
book to preserve cultural traditions for future generations. 
 
This also encourages students to think about the common 
background or experiences the author may have assumed 
readers would share with her. 
 

 
Was this cookbook used before it 
came to the library? How can you 
tell? 
 

 
Encourages students to think about the individual book as 
an artifact with its own history. (However, some cookbooks 
were purchased new, so they have no real evidence of use.) 
 

 
What does this cookbook teach 
about Jewish American culture or 
religious beliefs? 
 

 
Encourages students to relate what they’ve already learned 
about Jewish American culture to the book in hand. 
 

 
Do the recipes in this cookbook have 
connections to cultures outside 
America? If so, give some examples. 
 

 
Asks students to look for evidence of migration, an 
important element of Jewish history. 

 
List two things you would like to 
learn more about after studying this 
cookbook. 
 

 
Encourages students to think creatively about other 
avenues of investigation. 
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