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A LIFE TRANSFORMING AND TRANSFORMED BY FEMINISM  

Ours was an uprooted family. 
My parents, Abraham “Bud” 
Levin b. 1904, and Jessica 
Denenholz Levin, b. 1912, 
grew up in the same remote 
part of New York City. Far 
Rockaway was a small beach 
town with limited access to 
New York’s urban centers. 
Their story as a couple, and 
thus my story, began a 
distance away in rural New 
Jersey, far removed in those 
days from their roots. 
 
Both were children of lawyers 
and each was suddenly 
orphaned as a teenager in 
the 1920s. Their mothers had 
no income source. In the 
absence of government welfare programs, they had to make their 
way for themselves and their families without material and moral 
support. My father's father died at 48, leaving his son Bud, in 
college, as well as a daughter who had just graduated from 
Barnard in 1922 and was in her first year of medical school. To 
support his family and to make possible his sister’s dream of 
becoming a doctor, Bud left college. Though still in his teens, he 
was able to establish a light manufacturing business in 
Kenilworth, New Jersey, a town of about 900, far removed from 
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home. In doing so he enabled his sister to complete medical 
school at Columbia University in 1926.  
 
Jessica, the fourth of 10 children, was 18 and a Cornell freshman 
when her father died in 1930, leaving an ailing widow with 3 
children in college and 5 younger children (ages 9, 10, 12, 14, 
and 15). A graduate of Hunter College High School (a girls 
school), Jessica was able to stay in college, graduating from 
Cornell in 1933, at the height of the Depression when jobs were 
impossible to get, when there was no safety net for survivors; and 
she had five siblings still at home to help support. The following 
year, when Jessica was 22, their mother died.  
 
When Jessica and Bud married in 1936, Jessica worked in the 
family business and also gave birth to six children, the first five of 
whom were born within 4 ½ years. As though this was not 
enough, both still maintained heavy commitments to their families 
back home. While our parents were always present in our lives, 
they were often distracted by their enormous responsibilities; our 
day-to-day care was provided by a housekeeper who lived with 
our family until I was 10. All of this took place from 1939-1949 
accompanied by the anxieties of World War II, the Holocaust, and 
the early years of the Cold War. 
 
Our isolation was more than geographic. We were a mismatch 
with this tiny homogeneous community. We were different in 
religion, socioeconomic status, parental education and 
expectation. One of three Jewish families in town, we felt 
distanced from our peers, not only due to overt anti-Semitism; but 
also to cultural differences. Our parents’ expectations of us 
reflected their own educational backgrounds in contrast to that of 
most of our peers’ parents who were recently-arrived immigrants, 
farmers and factory workers, whose formal education ended 
before high school.  
 



I was born at the end of 1938, with a twin brother. He was the 
only boy, with five sisters. Our father was a conservative with 
traditional and rigid values. He did not, however, privilege his son 
over his daughters. Standards and expectations were the same. 
Very intimidating, he was determined to limit his wife’s and 
children’s access to outside influences in order to maintain the 
centrality of his values and to keep us within the fold. That was 
onerous, but there was an upside. Having such a strong self-
contained family life with so many siblings proved a benefit in a 
community in which we didn’t fit. 

Fortunately, when I was 11, 
we moved to Millburn, NJ, a 
suburban community that 
was more salutary. It was a 
much better match in 
educational aspirations and 
support: achievement in 
school was more valued 
there, though we still had a 
feeling of not quite 
belonging. That feeling was 
grounded in a climate of 
real, but unacknowledged, 
biases, based not only on 
religion, but also on 
ethnicity, income, one’s 
section of town or 
elementary school, and 
perceptions of who was 
smart and who was not. As 
a result, many of our 

classmates felt marginalized as well. Though Millburn had a small 
Jewish community, we still felt the effects of religious prejudice; 
this was manifested not in school but in limited social acceptance 
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and in community programs and country clubs that were outright 
discriminatory. A major portion of town was restricted—Jews 
could not purchase homes there. Few students were unkind; they 
tried their best to mask their disinterest in/distaste for peers who 
were different. No bullying or harassment, we were simply 
irrelevant to their lives outside of the classroom. It seemed we 
were violating some social norm just by living there, and should 
be grateful.  
 
It is not so surprising that I was not aware of sexism. If anything, 
in my family females seemed privileged: my brother did not have 
a better deal than his sisters; my mother was well educated, more 
so than my father; my father was willing to leave college to put his 
sister through medical school. With that background, I did not 
notice the many gender inequities the world doled out. But I am 
sure that my early experiences sensitized me to issues of injustice 
and thus played a part in preparing me for my future activism. 
 
I graduated in 1960 from Barnard (Columbia University), a 
women’s college where women’s education and futures were 
taken seriously and where no pursuit was seen as inappropriate 
for women. In fact, I did my graduate work in political science 
(then considered a male pursuit), and later worked as an 
instructor of public policy at Rutgers, when Rutgers College was 
still all male. 



 
I met my husband, Daniel 
Lubetkin, when he was a 
member of the State 
Legislature. I was part of a 
team of Rutgers academics 
that had been requested by 
the Legislature to conduct an 
analysis of its procedures 
with the objective of 
proposing recommendations 
to improve the legislative 
process. Daniel, a lawyer, 
was one of the legislators I 
interviewed for this study. We 
married in 1963, and gave birth to two daughters in 1967 and 
1968. 
 
One great influence on me was that in my early years I had been 
raised by paid help; I determined early that, when I gave birth, no 
activity outside of the home would be more important or have 
higher stakes or be more worthy of my devotion than the rearing 
of our future children. And so Dan and I embarked on a very 
traditional marriage; he was the sole earner and I was the 
caregiver. 
 
By the late 60s, when our daughters were 2 and 1, I had heard of 
the beginnings of the women’s liberation movement. But I 
discounted it, telling myself that “women’s lib” may be needed by 
some, especially those who personally suffered from a big, bad 
father or husband, but I did not fit into that category and so didn’t 
need it. Then one day in 1970 I read an article in the Barnard 
Alumnae magazine about the new movement that referred the 
reader to a list of recommended readings. I read Black Like Me, 
and it changed my life!! The author, John Howard Griffin, a white 
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Texan, had traveled by bus through the racially segregated south 
as a Black man, and described the differential treatment he 
received, even from unknowing acquaintances, based only on 
skin color. I likened sexism to racism, realizing, for the first time, 
that sexism is not just personal; it is also social, cultural, 
political—transcending one’s individual circumstances.  
 
Things changed quickly. I was still a full-time child-
rearer/homemaker (for the next five years), but joined a 
consciousness-raising group with diverse members. (That group 
was supposed to end after 10 sessions, but actually continued for 
30 years!!) I joined NOW in 1971 and began to see limitations 
based on gender around every corner—in our daughters’ 
preschool and elementary school, in their organized, recreational 
activities, in athletics—a girl could not be captain of the safety 
patrol, could not ride a bike to school, could not play recreational 
soccer or basketball, could not play kickball with the boys at 
lunch, but had to remain on the blacktop. Books had mostly boys 
as main characters, and there were almost no biographies of 
women in the school library. In classrooms, teachers focused on 
the boys, called on them more often, and asked them more 
probing questions. There was lots more. 
 
While I worked on many issues, my main focus was on schools. I 
was chair of NOW-NJ’s Task Force on Education when we filed 
hundreds of separate formal Complaints with the New Jersey 
Division on Civil Rights contesting the practice of requiring middle 
school girls to take home economics and boys to take shop (and 
for the most part not allowing cross-gender enrollment). We won 
and seemingly overnight, schools opened all courses to both 
sexes. 
 
There were many struggles and triumphs, local, state and 
national. Most changes are taken for granted now, but in the 70s 
generated strong opposition and even mockery; for instance: 



• persuading schools to allow children to stay for lunch rather 
than requiring them to go home from noon to 1:00, thereby 
freeing mothers for other pursuits. I was attacked as being a 
Communist who wanted the government to take over the 
rearing of my children. 

• advancing the passage and implementation of Title IX. We 
increased dramatically the number of girls’ sports and teams 
as well as the availability of appropriate facilities, press 
coverage, coaches, and tournaments. I was accused of 
trying to turn our daughters, and other people’s daughters, 
into muscle-bound lesbians. 

Before 
Title IX 
was 

promulgated, I joined with a friend to found a consulting firm to 
help schools make the changes we felt were needed. Without a 
legislative mandate, hiring us depended on schools seeing the 
advantage of change, so there were few takers. Through NOW 
we advocated for State legislation assuring equal educational 
opportunity. When we succeeded in getting a new law and 
regulation passed, I was invited by New Jersey’s new Office of 
Equal Educational Opportunity to design and direct required 
professional development for all educators in the new mandates. 
 
And then in 1975, Rutgers University asked me to write a grant 
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proposal to support training for educators in how to achieve equal 
opportunity. That proposal was funded, and resulted in the 
creation of the Consortium for Educational Equity, and I was hired 
as executive director at the rank of assistant professor. For the 
next 25 years the Consortium provided leadership to schools in 
making the changes needed to transform educational practices 
and programs to provide equitable education opportunities. 
Originally targeting schools in New York, New Jersey, Puerto Rico 
and the Virgin Islands, and only gender bias, the work was later 
expanded, through successful competitive funding applications, to 
reach much of the country as well as to include policies and 
practices that limited students based on race and national origin 
as well. I also served as Associate Director for Equity of the 
Rutgers Center for Mathematics, Science, and Computer 
Education. By the year 2000 I had advanced to full professor and 
finally, with my retirement, to emerita professor. 
 
I am the author, editor, or publisher of numerous books and 
articles and videos. Among them were the earliest policy and 
practices manuals for restructuring educational programs to 
provide equal opportunity. These include pioneering (1976-79) 
guidelines for developing equitable opportunities in athletics as 
well as curriculum guides in social studies, language arts, and the 
STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics) 
fields. We also designed and conducted scores of Futures 
Unlimited conferences at local colleges to interest girls in pursuing 
careers in STEM fields. We assembled in our library the largest 
collection in the country of multimedia resources in educational 
equity.  



 
 
What made it all possible was Dan’s 
extraordinary support as I moved into 
employment. Clearly, I was changing 
the rules that had structured our lives 
from the beginning when, inspired by 
the feminist movement, I applied for 
and was offered that assistant 
professorship in a field that did not 
exist and which I would have the good 
fortune to define myself. It was an 
opportunity afforded to few—to be able 
to pursue my feminist passion and to 
be paid for it. We both knew I could not accept without substantial 
changes at home. I had to give up my determination to avoid paid 
child care help. After-school care in those days was available only 
in poor neighborhoods. Not only would we need a housekeeper 
(the children were then 8 and 7), but Dan would have to do many 
of the tasks only a parent can do. The inconvenience and radical 
intrusions on his time would in no way be compensated by my 
very low academic salary. He sacrificed many of his own 
professional and personal goals to accommodate our family’s new 
needs, making it possible for me to take a job 35 miles away that 
required my absenting myself from home from 7:30 am to 6:00 
pm daily. 
 
As of 2020, we have been married for 56 years; our daughters are 
grown, each married with two children. Julie Lubetkin lives in San 
Carlos, CA, and Dr. Erica Lubetkin lives in Manhattan. I have 
been retired for 19 years, although, until 2012, I continued to work 
part-time as a consultant at Rutgers. Since retirement, I have 
been an activist primarily in international women’s rights: my 
causes have been genocide, rape as a weapon of war, slavery, 
honor killing and sex trafficking. These activities include writing, 
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demonstrating, political organizing, lobbying, and canvassing. I 
was also involved in the anti-war movement as an active member 
of the Raging Granny Brigade, protesting the Iraqi War in various 
places including the Times Square Armed Forces Recruiting 
Station. 
 
I'm a member of VFA's Board, and among my other current 
volunteer activities is involvement since 1993 as part of the 
production team for the television show, “New Directions for 
Women,” produced by the Morris County chapter of NOW through 
Cablevision and aired in many outlets of the country. I became 
host of the show in 2007. Almost 300 shows have been produced, 
and all are archived in the Sophia Smith Collection at Smith 
College; most shows are available on YouTube 
at www.youtube.com/mcnownj 

Contact Rebecca Lubetkin: lubetkin@scarletmail.rutgers.edu 
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