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Polina Imas - Jewish Women’s Research Internship (JWRI)  
  
Polina Imas came to the US from her native Moldova in 1993.  She began her 
high school career at a NY public school in the Bronx.  Shortly after, her family 
moved to Chicago where Polina attended a combination of public and Jewish 
day schools, graduating from Niles North in 1997.  In college Polina pursued a 
dual program for voice performance and engineering graduating from 
Northwestern University with a degree in Engineering (Computer Science).  
After starting a family, Polina chose to pursue a career in music education 
where she eventually founded a community music school which offered private 

lessons to families as well as established music and arts programs within Jewish Day schools 
in the Chicago area. More recently, Polina has returned to the field of technology where she 
works as a business intelligence analyst, providing visual representations of data for decision-
making.  
  
Jewish Women’s Research Internship (JWRI) was a 6-month (09/18-02/19) paid selective 
internship for 8 high school age girls from Russian-speaking Jewish families. The recruitment 
was lower than planned. The internship included college-level discussion forums with a panel of 
Jewish women professionals, representing a wide range of life and career paths. Interns will 
explore questions such as what are the society’s expectations of girls/women? What obstacles 
and challenges Jewish girls and women face in achieving personal fulfillment in all aspects of 
their lives? What does it take to generate educational opportunities and social change in the 
context of your immediate circle and the Jewish community at large? The goal of JWRI is to 
empower the participants to take what they have learned into their communities and further 
impact their environment through project work which began as a result of this internship. She 
has started a pilot version of this project in partnership with Heritage Congregation she is part 
of before applying for Tikkun Fellowship. The goal was to try and see if this is something she can 
indeed organize for the community. She apologized for not mentioning the pilot project in 
her Tikkun application and definitely want to partner up with RJD to launch this internship.   
From Polina on Oct 29, 2018: “Today we stepped away from our agenda to discuss yesterday 
shooting at the Tree of Life.  One of the girls shared the poem she wrote on the subject”  
  
Pittsburgh.  
On Saturday morning.  
On Shabbat- our day of rest.  
In a place where  
We're supposed to be safe-  
Where God should protect us,   
Where we pray, asking for blessings and forgiveness.  
Can this be forgiven?  



My emotions crash in waves of red and blue.  
The red-hot anger boils my blood,  
Blinding me with rage,  
Followed by the bitter blue wind of sadness,  
Of disappointment and guilt and grief.  
Because when one of us is struck down,  
All of us can feel it.  
The red strings tied around our wrists  
Are a string of fate that connects us,  
Making our hearts swell and break as one.  
We can feel Pittsburgh in Chicago,  
In New York and in California,  
In Israel, in Russia.  
We are knit together like stitches in the scarves our mothers and grandmothers knit us  
Because they wouldn't let us leave the house if we might get too cold.  
We are six points that make up one star;  
One nation and one family.  
For we are bound together in this small, yet infinitely vast world  
And that bond will heal us.  
   
“The internship has allowed us to learn more about ourselves and have been able to meet so 
many new people. We have learned more about how Judaism connects to me which is 
something we never really thought about. From this internship we have learned more about our 
identity”.   Emily and Ilana K. Sophomores  
  
Feedback from families has also been highly positive where were told that the teens were 
especially excited to come to the sessions and made room in schedules prioritizing the 
internship over other important activities.  Teens brought back great conversations to their 
families and had lengthy discussions on important topics with their parents and families based 
on what they have been working on in the internship sessions.  One parent who was driving 
into Chicago from the suburbs said that she treasured the hour-long commute due to the deep 
and profound conversations on the topics of identity she had with her daughter.  Multiple 
interns have taken it upon themselves to introduce similar programs in their respective 
schools.    
  
As the final project teens conducted social research on the topics of Body image, Women’s 
approach to life balance and relationships.  Interns created surveys, interviewed subjects and 
collected and organized their data.  While learning the skills of data analysis, they were able to 
glean important and in some cases unexpected insights from their results which were 
presented to our group.   We can share their presentations with RJD in more detail.  
  
Polina also shared that: This internship was one of the most meaningful and inspiring things I 
have ever done.  I am grateful for the opportunity. My hope is to continue running the internship 



annually and expand it to introduce more in depth focused programs as well as more research 
opportunities.  
  

Danielle Levsky “Identity Diaspora” series of essays  
Danielle Levsky has been a journalist, graphic designer, copy editor, 
marketing consultant, English teacher and instructional designer. But, 
through every job and employment opportunity, she has always been a 
writer. Danielle has reviews on theater, music and film; features on 
social justice oriented performance and DIY theatrical spaces; news 
articles on community read-ins and local government housing 

development operations; op-eds on cultural traditions, what it means to be Jewish, women’s 
everyday experiences and more. Her work has been published 
by Newcity Magazine, Hellogiggles, Mental Floss, Thrillist, Pittsburgh City Paper, among 
others. Before launching her professional career, Danielle earned a B.A. in English writing with a 
minor in French language and literature from the University of Pittsburgh. There, she worked at 
The Original Magazine in the roles of writer, editor, assistant graphic designer, head designer 
and finally, Editor-in-Chief. She also completed a semester abroad at 
the Cours de Civilisation Française through l’Université Paris-Sorbonne in Paris, France during 
her sophomore year. In her spare time, she writes poetry on demand with Poems While You 
Wait. You can view her writing resume here. She has additional resumes 
for marketing/communications, technical writing/instructional design and project 
management.   
  
“With my family, community and my own rich experiences in mind, I created a collection of 
creative nonfiction essays. Creative nonfiction, which is also known as literary nonfiction or 
narrative nonfiction, is a genre of writing that uses literary styles and techniques to create 
factually accurate narratives.  
My collection focused on the many facets of my identity, specifically honing in on my Jewish, 
American, Ukrainian, and Soviet heritage and how they have informed my experiences as a 
woman, feminist, and writer. These essays were be distributed and shared with my various 
communities to gain feedback, critique, commentary, and generally involve interested people in 
a conversation of what the collection is about and what immigration-focused pieces should be 
about. My process included:  

1. Writing and publishing a first draft of an essay,  
2. Submitting it for discussion, feedback and review through Medium,  
3. Hosting a live Facebook video to have more discussion, comments and questions,  
4. Applying the feedback to a second (“final,” if you will) draft, and  
5. Publishing the final draft of the essay.  

I published nine articles on a Medium site I created specifically for this project, where I 
researched, interviewed, and explored various topics: International Women’s Day, feminism, 
Soviet-Jewish refugees resettling in Rogers Park, immigration, Jewish music in the Soviet Union, 
superstitions/mysticism, various cuisines from the former Soviet Union and Jewish diaspora, and 
perspectives and ideas from my Jewish peers.  



I was able to explore various parts of central and Northern Chicago, as well as the Northern 
Chicagoland suburbs. I researched at the Spertus Institute downtown, went to various Jewish 
and Eastern European eateries, visited Roger Park and its remaining places still tied to Soviet 
Jews, went to “Yiddish Glory: The Lost Songs of World War II” at Northwestern University, and 
more.  
Countless people were involved in my project. I received feedback from 10 people on average for 
six essays, received 44 valid responses from other Jewish adults whose families came from the 
former Soviet Union, got the perspectives of 6 non-Soviet-Jewish friends on Soviet-Jewish food I 
grew up with, and interviewed over 15 Soviet-Jewish people about their experiences.   
I was also interviewed on a podcast about the project, which was an incredibly enriching part of 
the project.  
    The attached excel document showcases all the 35 responses from Russian-speaking Jews 
who responded to my survey, Talking 'Bout My Generation: Perspectives from Jewish Children of 
Fourth-Wave Soviet Immigrants. There are a lot of interesting and eye opening responses.  
  
In the final draft of each essay, I mentioned community comments in my recorded video and/or 
in the essay itself.  
Essays: https://medium.com/@identity.diaspora   
 “Roses and Respect,” “An American Family,” “Dance, Dance, and Twirl,” “Blessings and 
Borscht,”  
A collection of comments from 4 essays are attached.  
Working on these projects was like endless windows into the walls of my world. For a long time, 
I have struggled with identification, understanding how my family’s past fits into my present 
and how I can so often feel like I am caught between two places: one foot in a land that is surely 
mine but often unfamiliar, and the other foot in a land that does not exist but is so very familiar. 
Examining the facets of identity, culture, and heritage through each of my essays has allowed 
me to learn more about myself, my roots, and my place in this world. I still have questions about 
what it means to be a Jewish, a daughter of immigrants, a feminist, but I also have so much 
information and so many answers. I’ve found camaraderie with so many of my peers, with 
people who share my background and experiences and feelings, and somehow that makes me 
feel a little less lost, a little more found, a little like my feet are planted firmly on this ground. I 
will continue working on this project. I will complete two additional essays on Medium entitled 
“We Are Usually Eating: Exploring the Various Cuisines of My Family” and “Talking 'Bout My 
Generation: Perspectives from Jewish Children of Fourth-Wave Soviet Immigrants (Responses).” 
I will also gain comments and insight from the community after posting them.  
  
 



 
Naziya Miftakhova – “Art Chaos Brodnsky”  
The Performance ‘Art Chaos Brodsky’ took place on March 29th. 15 RSJ 
artists were involved in the performance and there were 83 people in the 
audience.   

  
“The main idea was to create and put on stage a play about Brodsky 
through collaborative process with innovative laboratory approach 
combining multiple study of the author's work, the circumstances of his 
life of Jewish decent in the Anti-Semitic environment in the former Soviet 

Union.  
   
The way that the project was put together is through combining elements of theater, 
performance and live music. It was a collaboration of 15 individuals. During the rehearsals we 
explored Brodsky’s work and biography, and how his Jewish descent influenced both aspects. 
After a thorough examination, we have come up with an interactive performance, engaging 
audience members to participate. The main topic that was addressed is the lack of belonging 
that Brodsky experienced. The Soviet Union had forced him to flee and Brodsky never found 
peace with it. Although the USA had accepted Brodsky as their own, he, as a poet, never felt like 
he fit in. This isolation was deeply explored and portrayed in the performance of “Art Chaos 
Brodsky”. The culmination point of the project is a finished play which demonstrates and 
familiarizes Chicago Jewish community with one of the most prominent, well-acknowledged 
literature figures of 20th century as well as Nobel prize winner "for an all-embracing authorship, 
imbued with clarity of thought and poetic intensity.” The play took place in Des Plaines, IL, in a 
space provided by Tet-A-Tet Theater.  
The project had given me the opportunity to learn about the complicated life of a highly 
talented individual, Joseph Brodsky. Through the poetry, the prose, and the biography of 
Brodsky it was very interesting to explore how being Jewish affected all the aspects of his 
existence. Also, diving deeper into his work, I got a better understanding of how one had to 
accept and deal with being “different” from everyone else. Putting a production together was a 
challenging experience and it was very motivating to learn all the pieces that go into putting a 
performance together, especially a performance where the audience is meant to participate in 
action!  
We are planning to repeat this play many times, the performance will be presented to the 
audience on a regular basis and will be part of the Tet-A-Tet Theater repertoire.  
Thank you for giving me the opportunity to complete the project and believing in the idea! I am 
very grateful for your continuous support and hope to be working together in the future!”  
Quotes speak better to the success that the play had and how it resonated with the audience! 
Here are some of them (in Russian):  
Alex Ginzburg: “Мы испытали огромный диапазон эмоций и испытали настоящий театр - 
такой театр который невероятно завораживает и погружает! Удачно воспроизведен сам 



невообразимый объём всех многих конфликтов Бродского!”  

     

   
  
 


