




outline of workshop: what to expect

1. Background: Why a shmueskrayz?
2. Local context: Berlin as a case study
3. Shmues un vayn: An overview
4. Lessons: Useful ingredients, mistakes to avoid
5. Photos and videos
6. Considerations for planning
7. Questions for me
8. Discussions questions for you



background: why a shmueskrayz?

• Accessible, zero-budget, grassroots format
• Living language
• Community, social component
• Dedicated Yiddish-speaking space
• Collective, peer-based learning
• Intergenerational
• Creates connections and leads to other initiatives
• Destination/incentive to learn





Importance of local context

• Exists within ecosystem
• Not one size, fits all
• Build on past organizing efforts, collaborate with existing groups
• Impact on other projects: fills gap, reshuffles, fertile ground
• Cultivate more, deeper personal relationships
• Demographics  venues and scheduling
• Think global, act local: “Be the future you want to see for Yiddish”































role of german

• Most of us also speak German
• Comprehensibility is high
• Difficulties differentiating
• “Daytshmerish” is prevalent
• Modeling from advanced speakers



turnover

• Many short-term Berliners (one semester to several years)
• Many of us travel frequently, sometimes for months on end
• Sustainability requires constant outreach
• Many Yiddish-speaking visitors passing through





social life in berlin

• “Stammtisch” format
• Relaxed bar and café culture distinct from better-known party 

scene
• Normal to “hang out” in public at different ages
• Drinking on a weeknight is more civilized. It’s common to drink a 

beer or two and leave it at that. Also common to order tea at a bar
• Stage of life differences (esp. for parents of younger children)















format

• Basics:
• Open-ended chatting
• No set theme or schedule for the night
• Yiddish only – can ask for words we don’t know, someone else provides 

word or we look it up
• Other elements:

• Dictionary on the table
• Group photo (inspire FOMO)

• Consistency: recognizable with some variations
• Sustainability: keep it simple, not an overwhelming task





special activities

Most common, often spontaneous:
• Singalongs with or without instruments
• Games: chess, Yiddish board games, 20 questions

More organized activities:





































attendance

• Typically varies between about 5 and 15
• Cycles, seasonal, momentum
• Posting our group photos to our Whatsapp chat group helps 

encourage people to attend next time (I’ll show some later)



demographics

• Age: mostly 25-45, some older adults. Rarely any children 
(though some parents)

• Native languages: English, German, Russian, Hebrew, 
Ukrainian, Polish, Dutch, and probably a few more

• Very few native Yiddish speakers, and none among the regulars
• Jewish and non-Jewish
• Different reasons for learning Yiddish
• Yiddish educational background varies
• Mostly “Berliners-by-choice” or shorter-term residents



venues and locations

• Wandering location:
• Bars
• Cafes
• Parks
• Occasionally private home or courtyard

• Tend to return to the same venues every month or two, build 
relationships with them

• None of our venues charge us money. We pay by buying drinks
• Rotate neighborhoods to attract members living closer
• Criteria: quiet, not too crowded, possible to stay all night
• Reserve in advance to play it safe.
• Hard to navigate reservations because our numbers are 

unpredictable and we arrive at different times





guests and visitors

• Advantages of inviting visitors:
• Language input & “reality check”
• Special occasion, talking point for 

reminders
• Spreads the word

• Yiddish professors, translators, 
native speakers, artists and 
activists

• Often schedule meetings around 
someone’s visit



roles

• Main organizational tasks:
• Plan dates and reserve venues
• Illustrate and send announcements
• Be on time in case someone else is
• Recruit and welcome new members
• Send personal reminders

• Area for improvement – much too centralized right now
• Other organizers
• Drama



special events and collaborations

• Third Seder
• Combining shmues with events
• Satellite meetups (New York, Tel Aviv, Warsaw, Kraków, Paris)



lessons: useful ingredients for your own 
recipe
1. Snappy name for group
2. Treat meetings like events
3. Numbering
4. Chat group (in our case WhatsApp)
5. Open to all Yiddish speakers
6. Free to participate
7. Yiddish-only space
8. Public venues
9. Group photos
10. Activities, outings, and special events



lessons: mistakes to avoid

1. Time-consuming preparation
2. Overly centralized responsibilities (oops)
3. Exclusiveness
4. Disadvantaging/excluding certain demographics
5. Interpersonal drama
6. Political or religious arguments
7. Switching languages
8. Not enough advanced speakers (ideally at least two per meeting)
9. Forgetting to check in with people
10. Burnout



considerations for planning (and local 
specifics)
1. Geography/transportation
2. Timing: Daily and weekly schedules
3. Venue: Where do people usually socialize?
4. Demographics: appeal to different subgroups
5. Language skills: Who can attend?
6. Sustainability
7. Momentum and cycles
8. Roles
9. Partnerships and connections






