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Toddlers as Teachers?
By Martha Kimes

Jewish preschools build Jewish identities. And not just for the children who attend-- often, for their
parents as well. Jewish preschools, especially those that reach out to interfaith families, tend to
motivate parents towards integrating Jewish practices into their homes and becoming more active
in the Jewish community.

When Doug and Francine Sumner married in 1992, Doug understood that Francine's Jewish
heritage was an important part of her identity. They committed to raising their children as Jews,
despite his devout Christian background. Doug remains a spiritual and observant Christian, but he
is very involved in his children's Jewish education and practice, and describes himself as "a Jewish
father and a Christian man."

Francine was raised culturally, but not religiously,
Jewish. Before enrolling their oldest son in a Jewish
preschool 10 years ago, "I knew what Passover was, but
| didn't even know that there was a Sh'ma," she
explained. From her son's preschool teachers, she began
to discover and appreciate Jewish rituals and traditions.
"It's where | learned my Judaism."

Now, her family has incorporated Judaism into many
aspects of their lives. As active members of Temple Chai
in Phoenix, Ariz., they attend Shabbat services regularly,
and on the occasions that Francine can't go, Doug takes
the children himself. Francine sat on the temple's board

Doug Sumner is not Jewish, but he and his Jewish wife of directors for years. Their children attend Hebrew
Francine are raising their three children, Gabrielle, 10, HaY H '

Zachary, 6, and Jacob, 12, as Jews. Francine says of Jacob's SChOO_I an_d part|C|pate n the temple S yOUth group' And
enrollment in Jewish preschool 10 years ago: "It's where | Francine is now also a teacher at the Temple Chai

learned my Judaism.” Childhood Center, educating a new crop of young

families about Judaism.

The Sumners are hardly the only interfaith family that has forged a deeper connection to Judaism
after choosing to send their children to a Jewish preschool. Paul and Michelle Tran agreed before
marriage that their children would be raised Jewish and that they would have a Jewish home,

although he is not Jewish. When it came time to make a decision about their children's education,
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Jewish preschool just seemed right-- Michelle knew that others there would share the same values,
with a focus on family and community, and she believed that the children would receive a higher
quality education. Paul and Michelle are very involved at their children's preschool: she is a room
parent, and both can be spotted front and center at most school events. Paul enthusiastically
participates in school activities, because, as Michelle puts it, "Even though he's not Jewish, he's part
of the family too, and we're a Jewish family."

Although their connection to their children's Jewish preschool hasn't necessarily increased their
religious observance, it has drawn the Trans to become more involved in the Jewish community.
Now that their kids are in school, "anything that's Jewish out there, we go to,"” she reported,
including the preschool's monthly Tot Shabbat (Sabbath) services, temple programs, and
community holiday events.

These stories of increased involvement are echoed by many other interfaith families who send their
children to Jewish preschools. In her years as director of the Temple Chai Childhood Center in
Phoenix (which currently has a 40 percent enrollment of interfaith families, and 10 percent who are
non-Jewish), Debbie Popiel White has seen countless families who have begun to celebrate Shabbat
because of their children, many of whom bring home a freshly-baked challah from school each
Friday afternoon.

"I've learned a lot about Judaism, especially about the different holidays, through the kids," said Joe
Miller, whose sons attend a Jewish preschool. "The things that they bring home from school have
often spurred some important conversations in our home about appreciating differences between
people and respecting the beliefs of others."

Respecting diversity among families is clearly a key to attracting interfaith families. Nancy Bossov,
now Director of Early Childhood Education for the Union for Reform Judaism, used to be the
director of a Jewish preschool. "I liked to envision my culturally diverse population as a 'mini UN',"
she said. "It was a controlled environment where we were able to really and truly have a community
where everyone was engaged in the values and morals and ethics of Jewish life. It didn't matter if
you went to church on Sunday or the mosque on Friday." Commenting on the numerous non-Jewish
children who attended her school, Nancy said that, because of their exposure to Jewish values and
ideas, "I think they have a respect, understanding, and affection for Judaism that will be with them
the rest of their lives.”

In this tradition, Francine Sumner is trying to do for other people what her son's preschool did for
her own family. Working together with Popiel White at Temple Chai, she facilitates “"experience
workshops™ aimed at introducing Jewish traditions to preschoolers' families. "A lot of parents are
afraid of these rituals and traditions,"” she said. The workshops, where the parents have done
everything from baking challah and making candlesticks to building a sukkah and making
mezuzahs, are aimed at getting parents involved and teaching them the basics of Judaism in an
engaging and welcoming atmosphere. Perhaps, like Francine, some of these parents will become
teachers of the next generation of Jewish preschoolers.

Martha Kimes is an attorney and writer who lives in Phoenix, Ariz. Her first book, lvy
Briefs: A Privileged And Confidential Law School Story, will be published in May 2007.
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The Big Decision
By Abby Spotts

Long before we were married, my husband and | made the decision to raise our children Jewish.
He, a non-practicing Catholic, and I, a Conservative Jew, agreed that having one religion in the
home would be the best choice for our then non-existent family.

Fast forward many years later. Our sons are now 4 %2 and 1 2. We've created a Reform Jewish
home in which we celebrate everything from Shabbat (the Sabbath) to Hanukkah to Passover and
many of the other holidays in between. Because our boys are fairly young, their exposure and
learning about Judaism has been limited to what we have done in our home or in the homes of
extended family and friends.

When it was time for us to begin thinking about sending our oldest son to preschool, we were faced
with many choices. What would be the best learning environment? What level of education do the
teachers have? What is the class size? What is the curriculum? And the list goes on... We began
visiting preschools around our area, including our local Jewish community center (JCC). Among
all the preschools we saw lots of happy children, walls adorned with colorful art projects, plenty of
toys, creative art centers, and fun outdoor play areas.

However, what we saw and learned about at the JCC kept bringing us back for more. In addition to
the many non-Jewish-focused learning activities, we saw children doing many Jewish-focused
activities including saying the barucha (blessing) before they ate snack and a kosher lunch, doing
art projects incorporating things like the Israeli flag and learning about Jewish holidays. In talking
with the director, we learned in detail about the Jewish curriculum that is incorporated into the
program. We also learned about the make-up of the children that attend. It surprised us that only 50
percent of the families enrolled have two Jewish parents. 34 percent of the families are not Jewish.
16 percent of the families are intermarried. Even more interesting, not all of the teachers that are
teaching Jewish content are Jewish.

For us, these were important statistics. We wanted to make sure our son would be welcome within
the Jewish Community Center preschool. Since it is the JCC, it follows certain rules of Orthodoxy,
in that it is a kosher facility, is closed on all Jewish holidays, closes early on Friday for Shabbat,
etc. In addition, the preschool itself teaches the children from the Conservative to Modern
Orthodox viewpoint when it comes to holidays and customs. As an interfaith couple, we know that
the majority of Orthodox Jews do not accept intermarriage, and we wanted to make sure our son
would be welcome in this environment. The statistics made us feel comfortable that he would.
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My husband and | went home and thought things over. After much deliberation of the pros (we
liked the facility, the staff was friendly, the Jewish program would be a great starting point) and
cons (it wasn't the most convenient in terms of location for us, would the Jewish curriculum really
have that much of an impact on a 3 year-old?), we decided to sign him up. (Will his college choice
be this difficult??)

We have not regretted it one bit. Our son is thriving in his preschool and he absolutely loves it. In
addition to learning non-Judaic content, he has learned in detail about every holiday on the Jewish
calendar, including ones that we have never celebrated or discussed at home. In the fall, he came
home singing Rosh Hashanah songs and telling us the Hebrew words for apple and honey (which |
had to look up to verify because I didn't know them!). In the winter, he participated in a Hanukkah
program, made latkes and played dreidel games. In the spring, they hold a children's seder and he
learns all about Pesach (Passover). Every Friday they celebrate Shabbat with challah, candles and
grape juice, and each Monday they hold a mini-Havdalah in the classroom. During Sukkot, my son
even asked me, "Why don't we have a sukkah?"

His learning about these things in preschool has given my husband and me the extra push to
incorporate these holidays into our home. It has helped us to follow through with the commitment
we made to raise our children Jewish. It has also helped to introduce Judaism to our youngest son,
who is not yet in preschool. Also important, it has been a great learning experience for my husband,
who is very comfortable learning about and celebrating the Jewish holidays. He has not felt a
spiritual connection with his Catholic upbringing for a number of years and is slowly starting to
connect with the tenets of Reform Judaism.

Attending a Jewish preschool has helped our son to understand that we (and some of his friends)
celebrate the same things he is learning about and why it is that we celebrate them. In our home as a
family, we now celebrate Shabbat by lighting candles and having challah; Hanukkah by lighting the
menorah, playing dreidel and exchanging gifts; and Passover by attending seders--the way our son
learned in school. This has helped to show him the connection between our world at home and his
world at school.

As our son enters public school next year, we hope that his Jewish preschool has given him a good

foundation which he will continue to build upon as he grows. We know that it has been a wonderful
experience for my husband and me.

Abby Spotts lives in Camp Hill, Pennsylvania, with her husband and two sons.
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Get 'em While They're Young: Preschools Get
First Crack at Families

By Sue Fishkoff

March 23, 2006

OAKLAND, Calif. (JTA)--Fact: Teaching torah to toddlers can lead to a lifetime of Jewish
learning. Fact: Jewish preschools serve as a gateway to Jewish life for the whole family. Fact:
Jewish preschools are bursting at the seams.

Yet despite these realities, borne out by research, Jewish preschools are the poor cousins in the
Jewish educational family.

Teachers are paid poorly--$19,400 is an average salary, according to one recent report--and few
young Jews are going into the field. Job prestige is low and communal support is lackluster.
Preschools are the only formal educational venue that is not a direct recipient of Jewish federation
dollars, according to a 2002 report of the Jewish Early Childhood Education Partnership.

Preschool directors around the country report that resources are being squeezed even as classrooms
are bursting with new children.

More than 1,000 schools across the United States educate some 122,500 children, a number which
has doubled in the past decade.

Still, changing the name from “preschool” to “early childhood education center”--as many are
doing to emphasize that there's nothing “pre” about meeting the developmental needs of 2-to-5-
year-olds--hasn't done much to raise the profile of a field that many people still think of as glorified
baby-sitting.

In addition, say a growing number of experts, a tremendous outreach opportunity is being
squandered.

The Jewish community is trying hard to find unaffiliated Jews and bring them in, but it is paying

“scant attention” to the preschool families already in the system, says Pearl Beck, director of
“Jewish Preschools as Gateways to Jewish Life,” another 2002 study funded by the Jewish Early
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Childhood Education Partnership. JECEP was a temporary organization that had been created to
study and advocate for increased attention to preschools.

The lack of commitment to the world of early childhood education is insulting, wrong and self-
defeating, say experts in the field.

Their view is supported by a spate of recent studies that show that Jewish early childhood
education not only influences the future course of a child's Jewish development; it can have a
profound impact on the Jewish behavior and practice of the entire family.

Rabbi Ed Feinstein, the senior rabbi at Valley Beth Shalom in Encino, Calif., acknowledged both
the lack of respect for--and the vital role of--Jewish educators at a recent gathering of Reform
teachers and directors.

“You're the first adult outside the family a child bonds with, the first professional that will
encounter these young families,” Feinstein told the 150 women gathered in San Diego last year for
the annual conference of the Early Childhood Educators of Reform Judaism.

“Your responsibility is much more than the child, it's to teach the family how to be a family, a
Jewish family. That's your sacred responsibility.”

llene Vogelstein, special projects director in the early childhood department of the Coalition for the
Advancement of Jewish Education, known as CAJE, goes even further.

“The early childhood experience, as the start of Jewish practices at home and the understanding of
Jewish values, is the gateway for the family to move into future Jewish experiences,” she says.

The snowball effect is overwhelming, the research shows: Parents of children in Jewish preschools
are more likely to join a synagogue; they are more likely to enroll in adult education courses; and
they often begin lighting Shabbat candles and celebrating Jewish holidays at home because of what
their kids learn in the classroom.

Conversely, Jewish families with children in non-sectarian preschools tell researchers they
celebrate fewer Jewish holidays and feel less involved Jewishly.

Take Sarah Ritthaler's family. Her 5-year-old son, Daniel, attends preschool at the Osher Marin
Jewish Community Center in San Rafael, Calif. Ritthaler's husband is not Jewish, and a condition
of their marriage was that she be allowed to raise the children Jewishly.

“The impact has been profound,” she says of her son's preschool experience.

“My husband didn't know what a sukkah (wooden hut) was, and now he's building one in the yard
because Daniel at 3 years old came home and said, "Where's the sukkah?"

The family also now celebrates Shabbat every Friday evening.

“We live on a Jewish calendar because of this place,” Ritthaler says, holding her son in her lap as
his teacher shows the class a chart of the Hebrew months.
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