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Overview 
What does “Jewish engagement” mean to Jewish families with young children and to Jewish early childhood 
professionals? This is one of the research questions addressed by a research initiative launched by the Consortium 
for Applied Studies in Jewish Education (CASJE) and funded by Crown Family Philanthropies that explored the ways 
in which Jewish early care and education (ECE) is associated with greater and long-term Jewish engagement among 
families with young children. Although Jewish engagement is not a new topic of interest for Jewish professionals 
and social scientists, defining Jewish engagement as it applies to families with young children, and generating 
relevant research measures of Jewish engagement for families with young children, has been relatively under-
examined. Today’s American Jewish population marries later1, inter-marries more2, and participates less in 
organized religion3 than American Jews of earlier generations. Because of these trends, Jewish families – and 
Jewish engagement among families – are likely to be different now than in the past. 

This brief summarizes key findings from research completed in the first phase of the CASJE Early Childhood 
Education (ECE) Project. This phase of the project focused on current thinking about defining and measuring Jewish 
engagement among families with young children. Three research activities contributed to the first phase of the 
project: a literature review of 41 studies on Jewish engagement; a content analysis of 1,221 survey items used with 
Jewish populations; and key informant interviews with 44 Jewish professionals who work with or study families 
with young children and with 10 Jewish parents of young children. More detailed information on research methods 
for these research activities can be found at the end of this brief. Topics addressed in this brief include (1) trends in 
Jewish engagement broadly, (2) defining Jewish engagement for families with young children specifically, (3) 
factors that influence Jewish engagement among families with young children, (4) the role of Jewish ECE in Jewish 
engagement among families with young children, and (5) challenges with measuring Jewish engagement for 
families with young children using existing survey measures.  

 
1 Lugo, L., Cooperman, A., Smith, G.A., O'Connell, E., & Sandra, S. (2013).  A portrait of Jewish Americans:  Findings from a Pew 
Research Center survey of US Jews. Washington, DC: Pew Research Center. Retrieved from https://www.pewresearch.org/wp-
content/uploads/sites/7/2013/10/jewish-american-full-report-for-web.pdf  
Hartman, H., & Hartman, M. (2009); Gender and American Jews:  Patterns in work, education, and family in contemporary life. 
Waltham, MA: Brandeis University Press; Parmer, D. (2015).  What's love got to do with it? Marriage and non-marriage among 
younger American Jews. In S. B. Fishman (Ed.), Love, marriage, and Jewish families: Paradoxes of a social revolution (pp. 33-54). 
Waltham, MA:  Brandeis University Press. 
2 Lugo et al, 2013 
3 Lugo et al, 2013 
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Trends in Jewish Engagement  
Jewish engagement among contemporary families with young 
children mirrors trends that have been identified among the 
“millennial” generation of American Jews more generally. These 
trends include a movement away from institutional affiliation and a 
greater emphasis on creating personal meaning and individualized 
connections in their Jewish life.  

Engagement through Jewish organizations is changing. Jewish 
individuals, as well as families, today still take part in organizations’ 
programs but are less likely to make a long-term commitment to 
membership. Jewish organizations have historically been interested 
in “countable” aspects of engagement such as membership in 
synagogues and Jewish Community Centers, enrollment of children 
in education programs or social groups, and philanthropic 
contributions. The CASJE ECE Project’s content analysis of items 
used in past surveys of Jewish populations revealed that over 50 
percent of the 1,221 survey items that were examined address 
Jewish engagement through the lens of an individual’s involvement 
with a particular Jewish organization. However, individuals or 
families often choose to participate in programs offered by 
organizations for several years without becoming members. 
Because of this, professionals who work with Jewish families with 
young children now tend to measure engagement by counting 
attendance at programs, because the families with whom they work 
may not become members for years, if at all. 

 

The CASJE Early Childhood Education 
(ECE) Project 

In November 2016, the Consortium for Applied Studies 
in Jewish Education (CASJE) launched a major research 
initiative, funded by Crown Family Philanthropies, to 
explore the ways in which Jewish ECE may serve as a 
gateway for greater and long-term involvement in 
Jewish life.  

The mixed-methods, multi-year study will address three 
questions:  
1. What does “Jewish engagement” mean to Jewish 
families with young children and to Jewish early 
childhood professionals?  
2. How do Jewish ECE and early engagement programs 
engage parents with young children, and what are the 
barriers to parental or family engagement?  
3. How do beliefs, attitudes and behaviors around 
Jewish engagement change over time for Jewish 
families with young children, and do these patterns 
differ for families who do and do not enroll their 
children in Jewish ECE? 

Each of these three research questions corresponds to 
a primary research phase of the project:  
1. Conducting a literature review, survey content 
analysis, and key informant interviews to develop a 
more precise definition of “Jewish engagement” with a 
specific focus on a wide range of Jewish families with 
young children; 
2. Conducting case studies of Jewish ECE and early 
engagement programs in three target communities to 
identify best practices utilized by Jewish ECE for 
engaging parents with young children, as well as 
barriers to engagement; and  
3. Conducting a survey of Jewish families with young 
children to examine changes in engagement over time. 

Three metropolitan areas will be targeted to address 
the latter two research questions of the study: Chicago, 
IL; Seattle, WA; and Greater Washington, DC. These 
represent communities with diverse Jewish 
populations, and range from large and well-established, 
to highly transient, to small but rapidly growing. 

This project was led by Dr. Tamara Halle and Dr. 
Elizabeth Karberg at Child Trends, together with Dr. 
Mark Rosen of Brandeis University. The initiative aimed 
to contribute rigorous research findings on Jewish ECE 
to the field to inform future research and practice. 

 

 



Defining and Measuring Jewish Engagement  – CASJE ECE Project Brief 3 

Individualized, relationship-based engagement is “in.”4 Today’s young American Jews are less focused on the group 
aspects of religion, and are drawn more to Jewish experiences that they find to be personally meaningful, whether 
religious or cultural.5 In response to changing needs and expectations, some organizations have begun to focus on 
a relationship-based approach to engagement as opposed to a membership-based approach.6 This is illustrated by 
comments by Jewish professionals that were interviewed for the CASJE ECE Project: 

“That’s what our good preschools do so well. They greet these people. They bring them in and 
they meet them one-on-one. They greet them one-on-one and they get to know them one-on-
one and they meet their needs one-on-one.” (Director of national Jewish ECE organization) 

“What we spent a lot of time organizationally on is the question how do you build an 
organization that has the capacity to do relationship-based engagement . . . to know each 
[person] by name and by story, and to know how to make the right invitations, make the right 
connections to them, and then to offer the right activities that they might want to participate 
in." (Professional at Jewish organization for college students) 

Defining Jewish Engagement among Families with 
Young Children 
Jewish engagement is a multi-dimensional concept that encompasses beliefs, attitudes, and actions.7 For Jewish 
parents of young children, engagement includes making Jewish educational choices, and taking part in Jewish 
family activities both inside and outside of the home. The CASJE ECE Project’s literature review, as well as the 
content analysis of survey items, indicated that, with respect to families with young children, Jewish engagement is 
often characterized and studied in terms of a variety of behaviors and actions: socializing with Jewish friends; 
celebrating Jewish holidays and Shabbat; making Jewish educational choices for one’s children; taking part in 
Jewish rituals such as prayer, candle-lighting, and saying blessings; belonging to Jewish organizations; and taking 
part in Jewish family programs. The study’s key informant interviews with parents raising Jewish children 
corroborated these findings. The literature review, content analysis, and key informant interviews informed the 
development of Jewish engagement questions that capture multiple facets of engagement for a survey of Jewish 
parents with young children, completed in phase three of this study. Seven components of Jewish engagement 
were identified as important for families with young children: behaviors, attitudes/values, Jewish institutional 
attachment, home practice, connection/interaction with other Jewish families, making Jewish educational choices 
for children, and finding personal meaning in Jewish life. 

Family activities inside the home are an under-studied but potentially rich area of Jewish engagement. The survey 
content analysis conducted for the CASJE ECE Project yielded very few items addressing Jewish engagement in a 
home context; however, the literature review8 and interviews with key informants revealed that encouraging more 

 
4 Wolfson, R. (2013). Relational Judaism: Using the power of relationships to transform the Jewish community. Woodstock, VT: 
Jewish Lights Publishing. 
5 Fishman, S.B. (2015). American Jewishness today: Identity and transmissibility in an open world. Contemporary Jewry, 35(2), 
109-128. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12397-015-9141-6 
6 Cohen, S.M., & Levites, A. (2016). 2016 Base report. A new model of Jewish engagement: The impact of Base Hillel. New York, 
NY: Base Hillel. Retrieved from http://www.hillelofficeofinnovation.org/sites/default/files/base_report_170323_lores.pdf 
7 Comer, J.P., & Ben-Avie, M. (2010). Promoting community in early childhood programs: A comparison of two programs. Early 
Childhood Education Journal, 38(2), 87-94. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10643-010-0391-3 
8 Ravid, R., & Ginsburg, M. (1988). The relationship between Jewish early childhood education and family Jewish practice: Phase 
II.  Chicago, IL: Metropolitan Chicago Board of Jewish Education. Retrieved from https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED309874.pdf; 
Ben-Avie, M., Vogelstein, I., Goodman, R.L., Schaap, E., & Bidol-Padva, P. (2011). Early childhood education. In H. Miller, L. D. 
Grant, & A. Pomson (Eds.), International handbook of Jewish education (pp. 749-765). Netherlands: Springer Netherlands.; 
Center for Policy Research (2006). Jewish early childhood education in Denver and Boulder: Mapping the field - Final report.  
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home-based Jewish practice is one of the goals of some Jewish professionals. Because of the lack of survey items 
that address home practice, the team developed items related to Jewish engagement within the home for the 
survey questions that were developed for phase three of this study. Future survey item development related to 
key aspects of Jewish engagement, especially as they relate to families with young children, may want to focus 
more on home practices.  

Facilitators and Barriers to Jewish Engagement among 
Families with Young Children 
There are important “windows” for engaging families in Jewish life. One such window is the birth of a first child, 
since new and expectant parents may be particularly open to new experiences as they anticipate or experience a 
major life change.9 Another window is when the first child reaches preschool age.10 Jewish professionals are aware 
of these windows and utilize them to create programming that is specifically targeted toward the needs of families 
as noted by this ECE director: 

"That time period between becoming a family, between birth and two years old is that really 
crucial time when a family is likely to be floundering and looking for new friends and figuring 
out everything. That's a good time for the Jewish community to be really supportive and 
really available and accessible." (ECE director) 

Jewish parents of young children are motivated to engage in Jewish activities, in part, to socialize with other 
parents of young children, to help their children develop friendships with peers, and to build community. The 
CASJE ECE Project literature review addressed the role that friends play in families’ Jewish engagement. Having 
Jewish friends is associated with engagement, but the direction of influence is not clear. There is some evidence 
that	friends encourage each other to choose Jewish education for their children.11 But parents also report forming 
new Jewish friendships and seeking out community after choosing a Jewish educational program for their 
children.12 The content analysis conducted for the CASJE ECE Project showed that 44 percent of items that were 
reviewed addressed social interaction, while 12 percent of studies included in the CASJE ECE Project literature 
review addressed this topic. In addition, the majority of parents interviewed for the key informant interviews (60 
percent) reported spending more time with other Jewish families after becoming parents. Jewish professionals 
recognize that parents are looking for friends for themselves and their children:  

 
Denver, CO: Author.; Beck, P.B. (2002). Jewish preschools as gateways to Jewish life: A survey of Jewish preschool parents in 
three cities. Journal of the Steinhardt Foundation for Jewish Life, 5(1), 6-7.  
9 Ben-Avie et al, 2011; Center for Policy Research, 2006; Rosen, M.I. (2006). Jewish engagement from birth: A blueprint for 
outreach to first-time parents. Waltham, MA: Cohen Center for Modern Jewish Studies, Brandeis University. 
10 McKinley Advisors (2017). Family participation in Jewish institutions research project: Survey findings. Washington, DC: Jewish 
Federation of Greater Washington & the Phyllis Margolius Family Foundation. 
11 Prell, R. (2007). Family formation, educational choice, and American Jewish identity. In J. Wertheimer (Ed.),  Family matters: 
Jewish education in an age of choice (pp. 3-33). Waltham, MA: Brandeis University Press. 
Rosen, M.I., & Schwartz, H. (2015). How Jews choose: A study of early childhood decisions among Jewish parents in Greater 
Boston. Boston, MA: Combined Jewish Philanthropies. 
12 Ben-Avie, M. (2012). Toward a lifetime of Jewish engagement: Colorado Jewish early childhood education initiative progress 
report, 2008-2012. Denver, CO: Rose Community Foundation. Retrieved from https://rcfdenver.org/wp-
content/uploads/2017/06/JECEIProgressReport08-12.pdf; Kress, J. S. (2007). Expectations, perceptions, and preconceptions: 
How Jewish parents talk about “supplementary” religious education. In J. Wertheimer (Ed.), Family matters: Jewish education in 
an age of choice (pp. 143-180). Waltham, MA: Brandeis University Press.; Pomson, A. (2007). Schools for parents: What parents 
really want and what they get from their children's Jewish day schools. In J. Wertheimer (Ed.), Family matters: Jewish education 
in an age of choice (pp. 101-142). Waltham, MA: Brandeis University Press. 



Defining and Measuring Jewish Engagement  – CASJE ECE Project Brief 5 

“Uninvolved families say what they are looking for is Jewish friends for the whole family, for 
themselves and children. They want a sense of community and want to meet other families 
like them." (Foundation officer) 

Jewish parents of young children are motivated to engage in Jewish activities, in part, to support their child’s 
Jewish learning. Parents may be initially motivated to engage in Jewish activities to support their children’s Jewish 
learning rather than their own; but because of their children’s increased Jewish knowledge, parents may be 
subsequently motivated to become more knowledgeable themselves. The parent of a child in Jewish preschool 
describes how this takes place: 

“When they started preschool, especially this year now that they're a little older and 
understanding more about what they're learning, [Jewish engagement] really ramped up. 
Because they come home, and they've learned about a lot of things, about the holidays. And 
they do Shabbat every week, things that we never do at home…they ask me questions I have 
to look up, because I was not raised very religious. And they're learning about holidays that 
I've never even heard of. So that's really how it's kind of ramped up from birth to now.” 
(Parent who sends their child to Jewish ECE) 

Sometimes this increasing involvement in Jewish life extends even to the grandparent's generation, as this parent 
explains: 

“My mom kind of laughed at us at the beginning of, 'Well, you're going to Shabbat,' and now 
she calls me and she's like,'Can I come this Friday? I'd really like to come.' . . . it's really 
amazing how it spreads out like a web. It's really great, you know? And it has this ripple effect 
on not just you and not just your kid. . . but then other generations too." (Parent who sends 
their child to Jewish ECE)  

Jewish professionals and parents agree that cost, location, and time commitment of Jewish activities or 
programming are among the biggest barriers to Jewish engagement. Several challenges to Jewish engagement 
were identified, including the high financial cost of taking part in Jewish life; families' lack of time, especially when 
both parents work; the fact that some families live far from Jewish organizations; and the fact that some parents 
have negative feelings about Jewish organizations based on their own childhood experiences. 

The Role of Jewish ECE in Jewish Engagement Among 
Families with Young Children 
The literature review and key informant interviews conducted in the first phase of the CASJE ECE Project suggest 
that there is some evidence for a positive effect of Jewish ECE in supporting Jewish engagement among families 
with young children. Yet there is at least some anecdotal evidence that Jewish ECE does not increase Jewish 
practices uniformly across all families that enroll their child in such a program, and that families that send their 
children to other ECE are not necessarily less engaged Jewishly than those who do send their children to Jewish 
ECE.  

Families’ choice of early care and education for their children is often based on childcare quality, cost, location, 
and hours of operation.13 Not all families will seek Jewish early care and education, in part, because of practical 

 
13 Forry, N.D., Tout, K., Rothenberg, L., Sandtrom, H., & Vesely, C. (2013). Child care decision-making literature review (OPRE 
Brief No. 2013-45).  Washington, DC: Office of Planning, Research and Evaluation, Administration for Children and Families, U.S. 
Department of Health and Human Services. Retrieved from 
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/opre/child_care_decision_making_literature_review_pdf_version_v2.pdf 
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considerations such as cost, location, and hours of operation. But those who do choose Jewish ECE find support for 
Jewish cultural and religious life, as well as a community. When parents choose a Jewish educational setting for 
their children, it is both an indicator of their Jewish engagement and a context within which the family may 
become more engaged. Jewish preschools differ in the extent to which they promote and support Jewish learning 
outside of the school setting among the families they serve. Most Jewish preschools invite parents to holiday 
programs and special events, but Jewish educational programs geared to parents are less common.14 An exception 
is Jewish Early Childhood Education Initiative (JECEI) preschools, which offered families opportunities to take part 
in facilitated learning and discussion along with their children's teachers, an approach that fostered learning and 
also built relationships among the parents and teachers.15 Although the full JECEI program is no longer maintained, 
the research, learning, and ideas are still available on the JECEI website.16 Having a child attend a Jewish preschool 
also influences the family’s social world because parents develop friendships with the parents of their children’s 
classmates, as described by the ECE director and parent quoted below:  

“There are things that the child learns in school and that they bring home, like a song or a 
blessing, or a passion for challah, or an element of a holiday. But it gets a little diffused in the 
carpool. But then there's the whole thing of community and when you talk to anybody who 
has kids over the age of 10, 90% will say that they met some of their closest friends in their 
oldest child's preschool class.” (ECE director) 

“For us, I think the biggest thing that we've gained is the sense of community. We've made a 
lot of friends, we love it, we're very connected to it, I am like a walking poster child for it, and 
I've recruited so many people there... I didn't have a lot of Jewish friends and now I have a lot 
of Jewish friends and I really like that.” (Parent who sends their child to a Jewish preschool)  

Some evidence suggests that enrollment in Jewish ECE, and/or the receipt of free Jewish books, can influence the 
intensity of families’ Jewish home practice. During key informant interviews, parents with children in Jewish ECE 
frequently mentioned that the stories and songs that children learn in a Jewish ECE setting carry into their home 
life. In addition, the literature review included a study in which parents reported an increase in reading Jewish 
books and singing Jewish songs after enrolling their children in Jewish ECE.17 This phenomenon is described by this 
parent of a child in Jewish preschool: 

“Well, my son has gained a love for music that is unbelievable. They've never seen anything 
like it, we've obviously never seen anything like it, people comment on it all day long. He plays 
guitar all day long in our house. He plays Jewish songs all day long. And he is really good, it's 
crazy.” (Parent who sends their child to a Jewish preschool) 

Another factor that supports the engagement of families through story and song in their homes is the arrival in 
2005 of PJ Library,18 which provides free Jewish children's books and music to families in North America.19 A 
sizeable proportion of respondents from the CASJE ECE Project’s key informant interviews (40 percent of parents 
and 23 percent of Jewish professionals) mentioned PJ Library as a factor that supports engagement among families 
with young children. 

At the same time, it is worth bearing in mind that not all families are open to incorporating what their children are 
learning at a Jewish ECE into their home life, as this parent explains: 

 
14 Beck, 2002 
15 Comer, & Ben-Avie, 2010 
16 Please see http://www.jecei.org/# for more information  
17 Ben-Avie et al, 2011; Center for Policy Research, 2006 
18 Please see https://pjlibrary.org/home for more information 
19 Informing Change (2017). Executive summary: From Jewish books to Jewish life: Results from PJ Library's 2016 triennial family 
study. Agawam, MA: PJ Library. Retrieved from https://pjlibrary.org/getmedia/488c622a-50da-46d4-81f2-5023b858dccb/2016-
PJ-Library-Evaluation-Executive-Summary.PDF 
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"I can't really picture us doing Shabbat [at home], we might if [my son] wants to do it one 
time ‘cause he’s learning about something in school, I'd be happy to, but I don't see that 
becoming a regular occurrence here …. That doesn't make me feel more Jewish. I don't feel 
like you need to do that to be more connected with your Judaism. To me it's about being part 
of a community, celebrating the holidays, making sure that you talk about what's happened 
historically and how to make sure that it doesn't happen again, making sure you're raising 
Jewish children so that the bloodline continues to exist." (Parent that sends their child to a 
Jewish preschool) 

And some families have a very rich Jewish practice without sending their children to Jewish ECE. This parent 
describes how she incorporates Judaism into her sons’ bedtime routine and home environment: 

"We do books, we do our prayers, we do songs every night when they're getting out of the 
bath, we sing songs while we do lotion and I always do Aleph-Bet. And I have things around 
the house, [chuckle] I'm a former [Hebrew school] teacher so I have all my old teacher 
materials on the walls, so I have Aleph-Bet and stuff up as well too." (Parent who sends their 
children to other ECE) 

Measuring Jewish Engagement Among Families with 
Young Children 
A challenge to researchers studying Jewish engagement is the fact that Jewish professionals do not clearly 
distinguish between indicators of engagement and facilitators of engagement. For instance, “having Jewish 
friends” may be considered an indicator of engagement; Family A, with many Jewish friends, is more engaged than 
Family B, with few Jewish friends. However, “having Jewish friends” may also be considered a facilitator of 
engagement; Family A’s friends may invite them to a Chanukah party at their home or suggest that they join them 
at a Tot Shabbat gathering at their children's Jewish ECE. This duality creates complexity for the researcher 
interested in studying Jewish engagement, because the same condition (having Jewish friends) is both outcome 
and input. 

More precise measurement of Jewish engagement among families with young children is needed. In the CASJE ECE 
study’s analysis of survey items used in studies of Jewish populations, we found that between two and three 
distinct topic codes could be applied to each survey item, suggesting that existing survey items could be construed 
as measuring multiple aspects of Jewish engagement rather than distinct aspects. Additionally, key informants told 
us that they see families with young children shift away from institutional affiliation toward home practice. 
However, the survey items reviewed primarily focused on institutional affiliation, meaning that these survey items 
may not adequately capture the newer forms of engagement that are salient among families today. In developing 
the parent survey for phase three of this study, the team cognitively tested20 Jewish engagement items to ensure 
that respondents understood the intended meaning of the survey items and to ensure that survey items captured 
these newer forms of engagement. Future survey item development should continue to cognitively test Jewish 
engagement items. Although engagement is multifaceted, the measures the field uses to operationalize different 
aspects of engagement should be precise and unambiguous. 

Another methodological challenge is that many Jewish engagement constructs can be both predictors and 
outcomes of Jewish engagement. For example, having Jewish friends is an indicator that someone is Jewishly 

 
20 Cognitive testing is the process of testing survey questions with populations similar to those that will be targeted for the 
survey to ensure that respondents are able to understand the questions being asked and that the questions are understood the 
same way by all respondents. For more information on cognitive testing please see Collins, D. (2003). Pretesting survey 
instruments: an overview of cognitive methods. Quality of life research, 12(3), 229-238. 
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engaged as well as something that can facilitate deeper Jewish engagement. This conflation of what is Jewish 
engagement with what facilitates Jewish engagement makes it difficult to get a full and precise definition of Jewish 
engagement from the extant literature. 

Summary 
The first phase of the CASJE ECE Project explored what Jewish engagement means to today’s Jewish families with 
young children and Jewish early childhood professionals. The literature review, content analysis of survey items, 
and key informant interviews aimed to clarify the definition of “Jewish engagement” for families with young 
children.  

Engagement for families with young children is multidimensional and encompasses at least seven factors: 
behaviors, attitudes/values, Jewish institutional attachment, home practice, connection/interaction with other 
Jewish families, making Jewish educational choices for children, and finding personal meaning in Jewish life. While 
the first three factors of Jewish engagement have been commonly measured among Jewish teens and adults for 
decades, the remaining four factors (home practice, connection/interaction with other Jewish families, making 
Jewish educational choices for children, and finding personal meaning in Jewish life) are beliefs and behaviors that 
are particularly salient to contemporary Jewish families with young children. Crucially, these latter four facets of 
Jewish engagement have received less attention in the literature and in survey use among Jewish populations, 
especially families with young children. In particular, family activities inside the home are an under-studied but 
potentially rich area of Jewish engagement of families with young children. Home engagement is potentially rich, 
and includes holiday and Shabbat observances, food, prayers and blessings, play and learning materials, and the 
experience of story and song. 

Many Jewish ECE programs emphasize “institutional attachment” as a significant indicator of engaging families in 
Jewish life.  As in the past, one aspect of Jewish engagement is the involvement of Jewish families in Jewish 
organizations. Yet there is an understanding that this is not the most important factor of engagement for today’s 
young, Jewish families. The nature of families’ involvement with Jewish organizations is changing; families today 
may take part in organizations’ programs without becoming members. Today’s families value organizations as a 
place within which they can explore aspects of Jewish life they find personally meaningful and develop 
relationships with other, like-minded families. The emphasis on Jewish institutional attachment and supporting 
Jewish families’ connections within the institutional building rather than outside of it suggest Jewish ECE programs 
may have an opportunity to take a wider view of what Jewish engagement means for families with young Jewish 
children. 

Making Jewish educational choices is both a faciliator of Jewish engagement and an indiactor of it. In addition to 
their involvement with Jewish organizations, families demonstrate Jewish engagement through the educational 
choices they make for their children. Making Jewish educational choices is both an indicator of a family’s Jewish 
engagement and a context within which engagement can deepen. It appears that the influence of Jewish ECE 
operates through explicit family engagement programming as well as through the tendency of families at the same 
ECE program to form friendships that support Jewish life. Jewish ECE programs vary in the ways in which they 
explicitly and implicitly support family engagement. As an example of implicit support, we are beginning to see 
some evidence that when children become more Jewishly knowledgeable through their participation in Jewish 
ECE, it might encourage parents to become more Jewishly knowledgeable, as well. Yet, this is not uniformly the 
case. 

Compared to institutional attachment, relationships are more likely to be a lasting characteristic of families’ Jewish 
engagement. Relationships are very important – both as an impetus for Jewish engagement, and as a byproduct of 
engagement. We see families becoming more engaged in Jewish activities through existing friendships. We also 
see families forming new friendships through their participation in Jewish ECE and other Jewish programming and 
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activities. Building community was a recurrent theme in discussions of engagement with both parents and Jewish 
professionals.  

Jewish engagement can change over time, and there may be important “windows of opportunity” for increasing 
Jewish engagement for families with young children. Specifically, the birth of the first child and a child’s entry into 
Jewish ECE are important times when families may become more engaged in Jewish life because the experience of 
having a young child can create a feeling of openness to new experiences for parents. 

More precise measurement of Jewish engagement among families with young children is needed. In addition to 
defining the multiple facets of Jewish engagement for families with young children, the first phase of the CASJE ECE 
Project also aimed to examine how Jewish engagement is currently being measured. We noted that certain 
indicators of engagement (such as having Jewish friends) could also be considered facilitators of engagement; 
having a measure of a predictor also be a measure of an outcome is problematic conceptually. The survey content 
analysis indicated that extant survey items do not fully explore the many types of engagement that can take place 
within the home, especially for families with young children. Later phases of this study pursued deeper conceptual 
clarity on the facilitators and indicators of Jewish engagement among families with young children. Future research 
should continue to clarify the conceptualization of Jewish engagement among families with young children and 
validate new survey items that have been developed to capture the multidimensional nature of engagement 
among families with young, Jewish children. 

As the findings from the first phase of the CASJE ECE Project suggest, Jewish ECE (and other early educational 
Jewish programming) can play a significant role in supporting the Jewish life of families with young children. Yet 
the counterfactual is also evident: some families who send their children to Jewish ECE expressed little interest in 
increasing their families’ Jewish practices at home or otherwise, and some families who send their children to 
other ECE expressed strong commitment to Jewish life in both attitudes and actions. Later phases of this study 
aimed to understand the unique contribution that Jewish ECE can have on Jewish engagement among families with 
young children through the development of survey items that address parents’ ECE choices and family 
engagement over time. A major contribution of the CASJE ECE Project was the development of a parent survey 
that captures information on an expanded and multidimensional conceptualization of Jewish engagement among 
families with young children.21  
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Research Methodology for Phase I of the CASJE ECE Project 
Literature Review Methodology: A comprehensive review of the extant literature using multiple online search 
engines and a select set of search terms, available by request to the authors, yielded an initial set of over 6,000 
potential documents for review. After applying the selection criteria, which included a focus primarily on articles 
published in the year 2000 or later related to Jewish family engagement of families with preschool-aged children 
(i.e., children age 3 to 5 and not yet in kindergarten) and excluded articles with less relevant topics and articles 
from the popular press, 41 documents remained for inclusion in this literature review. The studies addressed a 
range of topics, including holiday celebrations, religious observances, Jewish education, the role of Jewish ECE in 
Jewish and Jewish attitudes and values. The studies also focused on a variety of populations, including families 
with young children, young adults, and interfaith couples. Although not every study shared the target population 
for this study, they all shed light on some of the questions we were interested in studying.  
 
Survey Item Review Methodology: A review of extant survey items from the Berman Jewish Policy Archive's Jewish 
Survey Question Bank (JSQB) as well as items included in studies that were part of a literature review that was 
carried out as part of the overall study (see above). The purpose of this content analysis of extant survey items was 
to understand how “Jewish engagement” has been studied by program staff and evaluators, and by scholars in the 
field, to inform the future survey development targeting families with young children. A total of 1,221 survey items 
(800 from JSQB, 481 from surveys identified by the literature review) were subjected to a content analysis by 
researchers with competency in Jewish culture; 25% of the items were double-coded to examine inter-rater 
reliability.  
 
Key Informant Interview Methodology: During May to August 2017, the research team interviewed 44 Jewish 
professionals and 10 Jewish parents with young children to gain an understanding of what Jewish engagement 
means for families with young children, and what elements should be included when assessing the impact of 
various programs and educational experiences on the Jewish engagement of families with young children. The 
interviews each lasted about an hour and were conducted either by phone, via an online video conference, or in 
person. Jewish professionals interviewed included a mix of Jewish researchers, national Jewish early care and 
education directors, and experts on interfaith, Jewish family, and millennial engagement. The parents interviewed 
were recommended by directors of Jewish preschools or were referred by parents who had already been 
interviewed for the study themselves. Seven parents sent their children to Jewish early care and education 
programs, and three did not. All of the parents received a $20 gift card to thank them for their time. After the 
interviews were completed they were transcribed, coded, and analyzed.  
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