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Dedication 

The importance of developmentally-appropriate practice is crucial to learning at any age 

or stage of life, and thus early childhood learning is held in high esteem in Jewish text and 

tradition. This project is inspired by and grounded in these sacred teachings: 

Teach a child in the way he should go, and he will not stray from it even when he 
gets older. (Proverbs 22:6) 

What is learned in early childhood is absorbed in the blood. (Avot de Rabbi Natan 
24) 

Those who uphold the community are like stars forever. Who are they? The ones 
who teach the young. (Bava Batra 8b) 

The decisive age in education is just that period in which most people neglect 
education completely, and this is the period of childhood, the first years of life, in 
which we must try to remove in advance obstacles which might arise on the road 
towards the education of the children in future years. (Rabbi Samson Raphael 
Hirsch, Yesodot HaChinuch, chapter 1) 

At five years of age, one learns the Bible. At ten years, one studies the Mishnah. 
At thirteen, the individual reaches the age of mitzvot (is responsible for obeying 
the biblical commandments). At fifteen, one learns the Talmud. At eighteen, one 
is ripe for marriage. At twenty, one is ready to pursue a vocation. At thirty, one is 
at the height of one's strength. At forty years of age, one has attained wisdom. At 
fifty, one is capable of giving advice. At sixty, one reaches old age. At seventy, 
one turns gray. At eighty, one is venerable. At ninety, one is stooped. At one 
hundred years of age, a person is as if he were dead. (Pirkei Avot 5:24) 
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Chapter One: Introduction 

The purpose of this project is to explore Shabbat services for young children and their 

families in synagogue settings. The most common term used to describe this type of service is 

“Tot Shabbat.” In the liberal sense of the term, it refers to a variety of programs and classes for 

children in proximity to Shabbat1 on a Friday or Saturday at schools, community centers, and 

synagogues. The researcher of this project has observed, facilitated and supported the leaders of 

these types of programs in various communities across the United States over the past 15 years. 

She has also conducted preliminary research in this area in the course of her previous graduate 

work; the information gathered through that experience informs the approach to this effort. 

Some early childhood education centers use the phrase “Tot Shabbat” to describe a 

school-wide sing-along on Friday mornings during which Shabbat candles are lit and blessings 

are recited. Jewish Community Centers sometimes offer a playgroup on Fridays they call “Tot 

Shabbat,” during which Shabbat ritual objects are provided for play, challah2 is served as a 

snack, or Shabbat music is played as ambient sound. A synagogue might also offer a “Tot 

Shabbat” program that is designed to provide children an element of Shabbat education while 

they are in a childcare setting in a different area of a synagogue while their parents participate in 

a formal worship service. In this project, the term “Tot Shabbat” refers to programs designed for 

the joint participation of young children and their families on Shabbat, in the context of worship, 

                                                

1 Shabbat is the Hebrew word for Sabbath, which begins on Friday evening at sundown 
and concludes on Saturday evening when three stars are visible in the evening sky. 

2 A special type of bread served on Shabbat, typically shared in conjunction with a ritual 
blessing. 
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including prayer and ritual.3  An implicit function of this type of Tot Shabbat is to engage and 

educate all members of a family- the joint attendance of parents with their children is a critical 

characteristic that defines these programs and the efforts associated with them. Indeed, an 

important goal of these programs is to help educate the adult participants regarding age-

appropriate Shabbat rituals and activities they might perform at home, as well as to help parents 

of young children develop a social network of peers who are facing similar challenges in raising 

Jewish children. Since the needs of Orthodox parents in this regard are normally different from 

those of parents in the more liberal Reform4, Conservative,5 or Reconstructionist6 communities, 

the programs in those denominations will be the focus of this inquiry. 

Tot Shabbat is understood differently across communities and the responsibility of 

planning, marketing and facilitating Tot Shabbat can fall under the auspices of various 

programmatic departments or leadership in a synagogue. It is sometimes led by a synagogue’s 

clergy, spearheaded by the early childhood department, or it might fall under the direction of the 

religious school’s staff. Generally, Tot Shabbat programs occur either early on a Friday evening 

or on Saturday morning and include some prayers and rituals, music, and some sort of story, 

lesson, or activity in an environment where the norms of participation in worship experiences for 

that community are relaxed.7 These descriptions of Tot Shabbat programs from their 

                                                

3 The education and participation of Jews practicing in Orthodox communities are 
typically different from those in more liberal communities, including those affiliated with 
Reform, Conservative, and Reconstructionist movements.  

4 A major Jewish denomination which emphasizes the evolving nature of the religion. 
5 A major Jewish denomination of Judaism which views Jewish law as both binding and 

subject to evolution to meet the needs of the Jewish people in varying circumstances. 
6 Inspired by Mordechai Kaplan’s teaching, this modern movement approaches Judaism 

as a progressively evolving community. 
7 Each community's norms are different but may include: an expectation of sitting quietly 

and still for most of a service; relatively formal attire; the use of a prayer book and participation 
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synagogues’ websites can provide examples to create a context for the ways that Tot Shabbat 

programs are presented. 

Temple Beth El in Boca Raton, FL: Families celebrate Tot Shabbat together with 
their children on select Friday evenings throughout the school year. The service is 
geared towards families with pre-readers (up to age 5) who wish to come and 
capture that special Shabbat feeling! Led by our extraordinary rabbis and cantorial 
soloist, services are filled with singing, dancing, praying and story-telling, 
followed by a delicious Oneg8 treat. Join us for a delicious Pizza Dinner before 
Tot Shabbat - Pizza Dinner at 6:00 pm, Tot Shabbat Service at 6:30 pm. (Beth El) 

Temple B’nai Torah in Wantagh, NY: Come sing, dance, and pray with our clergy 
and lay leaders at this early-childhood appropriate service. We use stories, 
instruments, and upbeat melodies to connect with our youngest members. The 
service is thirty minutes long, and concludes with Kiddush, Hamotzi, and sweet 
treats! (Temple B’nai Torah) 

Congregation Kol Tikvah in Parkland, FL: Youngsters from six months onward 
will love this opportunity to begin to learn about Judaism. These informal mini-
services are held the first Friday evening of every month from 6:30-7:15. The 
service features candle lighting, several prayers, lots of singing and even an 
occasional baby naming. (Congregation Kol Tikvah) 

Congregation Har HaShem in Boulder, CO: Congregation Har HaShem offers a 
warm and spirited Friday evening Shabbat celebration for young families on the 
first Friday of the month at 6:00 pm in the North Building sanctuary. Led by 
clergy, this service is not just for tots! Join us for this family-friendly Shabbat 
service with singing, engaging prayers and child-friendly teachings. Tot Shabbat 
is for children ages seven years and younger and their parents and grandparents. 
Older siblings are also invited and encouraged to attend. Children or other family 
members who have a birthday in that month are encouraged to come celebrate 
together at a special Oneg celebration following the service! (Congregation Har 
HaShem) 

Congregation Etz Chaim in Lombard, IL: Our once-a-month Tot Shabbat services 
are geared to families with very young children. The brief service, which begins 
at 6:30 PM, lasts about 30 minutes. The service, led by one of our rabbis and our 
congregation song leader, consists of a few prayers, Torah reading,9 a story, and 

                                                

through reading; and an assumption that participants will refrain from talking entirely or only in 
a whisper to one another. These expectations that can be especially difficult for young children. 

8 Social time after services where food is served. 
9 A ritual reading of Torah includes a celebratory processional to remove Torah from the 

ark (a special, ritual storage space), blessings and songs. 
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songs. A Tot Shabbat Oneg Shabbat follows the service. (Congregation Etz 
Chaim) 

These descriptions each include prayer and music, and then detail other common 

inclusions such as stories, singing, dancing, food, and social time. The creation and development 

of “Tot Shabbat” is one example of a program that evolved to reflect the changing needs and 

preferences of contemporary American Jews.  

Background 

For most of Jewish history, young children learned organically about Shabbat 

observance, prayer, and ritual by watching it happen in their homes and communities on a 

weekly basis. In America, the religious freedoms Jews enjoyed and the opportunity to acculturate 

and publicly participate in non-Jewish cultural and educational endeavors fundamentally 

changed the way Jewish children grew into their Jewish identity and practice. In American 

Jewish Education in Historical Perspective, Jonathan Sarna explains:  

Not one of the early Jewish schools that we know of, for example, taught classes 
in "how to be a Jew" or "Jewish holidays" or "Jewish identity." Instead, they 
taught critical skills—like Hebrew reading—just as secular schools taught the 
rudiments of reading, writing, and arithmetic. The rest was learned outside of 
school—at home, in synagogue, or through an apprenticeship. Only later did this 
type of incidental education decline (or at least people did not value or rely on it 
as much as they had done), and intentional education came to play a much more 
dominant role in education. . .Where once Jews learned to negotiate the challenge 
of living Jewishly in America incidentally, informally, and largely by example, 
today many of these same lessons are provided intentionally through formal 
educators and curricula. (10-11) 

The first Jewish American Sunday school was founded in 1838 by Rebecca Gratz, it was 

a free school offered to Jewish children in Philadelphia and a major innovation that was partially 

modeled after Christian programs that offered instruction to children on Sunday mornings. This 

first Jewish Sunday School sparked the creation of materials and inspired other cities to begin 

similar programs. One of the program’s teachers, Miss Rachel Cohen-Peixotto, published a 
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rhyming catechism after presenting it to Rebecca Gratz, the school’s superintendent, for the 

school’s youngest students. In 1873, an ‘Infant Class’ was created at the school for the 

instruction of children too young to read, and this may have been the very first American Jewish 

early childhood educational environment. 

The next innovator to recognize the need to address the young children’s Jewish learning 

needs approached it differently, through the development of childcare programs and the creation 

of materials for in-home use. Dr. Samson Benderly (1876-1944), one of the most significant 

visionaries of 20th Jewish education, sought to “enable American Jewry to find a way of 

integrating itself into the cultural and social environment, without losing its group individuality 

and its sense of unity with the Jewish people throughout the world” (Kaplan 17). Benderly 

provided one of the first examples of an attempt to engage young families in developmentally 

appropriate early childhood learning when he published a correspondence course intended to 

teach mothers and their children about Jewish holidays. The curriculum sought to do this through 

“poems, games, charts, coloring materials, songs, pantomime and dramatizations, directions for 

clay work, the games to be played and the party to be arranged—all on a young child's level” 

(Rudavsky 47). Another significant change that Benderly contributed to the growing field of 

American Jewish education was advocating for the professionalization and increasing the 

standard of respect and compensation that Jewish educators could command. Since the 

responsibility for children’s Jewish education was shifting from the home to the more formal 

academic sphere, he started teacher training and recruitment programs because his standards for 

the people providing instruction was high: “By ‘good teachers’” Benderly explained, “we mean 

those who, in addition to their intellectual and pedagogic equipment, possess knowledge of our 

American Jewish youth, who are imbued with Jewish ideals, and know and love the Jewish 
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people, in whose future they believe. Such teachers are not to be found in the open market. They 

are extremely rare; their price is more precious than pearls” (Benderly qtd. Krasner 32). His 

advocacy and the training programs he started marked a new standard for American Jewish 

educators. His advocacy and the training programs he started marked a new standard for 

American Jewish educators, and he encouraged his students to pursue graduate degrees. He 

worked with Dr. Mordechai Kaplan when he was appointed the dean of the Teacher Institute at 

the Jewish Theological Seminary when it was established in 1902. 

 

Jewish early learning centers became common both during and after World War II as 

mothers began to work more outside the home (Graff 87). These “nursery” schools10 were 

typically affiliated with day schools,11 synagogues, and Jewish community centers. Their 

development paralleled the trend of early childhood education in the general community, which 

sought to provide character education in these early learning environments (Graff 87). These 

schools typically offered child care that did not actively involve the parents. The “Jewish” 

element of these beginning programs was primarily the ethnic population of the participants and 

the location of the school, rather than the content of the curriculum (Vogelstein and Kaplan i). 

The religious education of young children was still in the hands of their families and the 

community, absorbed through observation and participation. These institutions laid the 

framework for today’s early childhood learning environments.  

                                                

10 School for young children, more commonly called a “preschool” or “early childhood 
center” in more contemporary language 

11 Day schools typically provide children with both a secular and Judaic education in a 
single, full-time learning environment. 
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As the 20th century began, most parents remained “unconvinced of the need to 

Americanize the Jewish educational system...subsistence and cultural integration remained 

paramount concerns.” The largely immigrant American Jewish populations were connected to 

Jewish institutions, but “their appeal derived from an ability to evoke the old country, to act as 

sources of stability and reassurance rather than mechanisms for acculturation.” (Krasner 15-16). 

Communal Jewish institutions would evolve with their populations as they responded to 

America’s changes while American attitudes towards Jews morphed.  

The development of the Jewish educational landscape remained heavily influenced by 

Samson Benderly. He widened the scope of what was considered Jewish education by providing 

a mix of formal and informal experiences, including music, art, and language as an imperative 

element in the curriculum. He also advocated for communal education and the celebration of 

dual identities as Americans and Jews. The post-war climate was a new one with increased 

Jewish immigration, suburbanization, and a marked reduction in anti-Semitism that led to Jews 

feeling a freedom to live and practice their Judaism in their new communities. This impacted not 

only the educational and childcare needs of the Jews, but the Jewish community as a whole:  

The postwar decades witnessed the greatest synagogue-building boom in all of 
American Jewish history. Between 1945 and 1965, well over one thousand 
synagogues and temples were built or rebuilt, most of them, as we shall see, in 
suburbia. . .the era produced a dramatic expansion of Jewish education on top of 
what had already been accomplished from the late 1930s. Between 1948 and 
1958, the number of children attending Jewish schools more than doubled. 
(American Judaism 3828-34)  

Out of the growth of synagogue life in suburbia and the increase of children engaged in 

Jewish education, a whole new type of Jewish community emerged. Jewish families living in the 

suburbs “often had more young children at home than their urban Jewish counterparts, and they 

looked to the synagogue to help them raise those children as Jews” (American Judaism 3920). As 

the physical landscape of Jewish communities expanded, the norms and expectations in the 
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communities also evolved: “One observer of suburbia went so far as to note ‘the ascendance of a 

new type of formal Jewish community, the child-oriented one’ in contrast with the ‘traditional 

Jewish community, which may be described as adult-oriented’” (American Judaism 3922).  

Just as the role of the synagogue and the formal Jewish education it provided progressed 

to meet the needs of the twentieth-century Jewish families, the role of music in worship changed 

to match the preferences and expectations of the congregants. The musical choices made by 

synagogue leadership played an enormous role in their congregants’ experience: “While 

synagogue attendance was based first upon a sense of religious need (or obligation), the musical 

conduct of the service played a key role in the congregants' affective experience” (Edelman 

1194-1195). Music’s evolution was deeply reflective of the status of the Jewish American 

population, and each community negotiated the musical choices that they made in attempts to 

meet the very diverse needs of their members: 

However forthcoming cantors and composers may have become in welcoming 
new music and group singing into the synagogue, it became clear to some by the 
late 1960s that the music of the synagogue was not providing the kind of warmth 
and spiritual nourishment that some congregants wanted. Notwithstanding efforts 
to bring new music into the synagogue, Jewish liturgical music had not changed 
substantially in 100 years (Edelman 1311-14).  

Many powerful social, emotional, and cultural forces were at work as the newly settled 

immigrant population discovered and created the music that fit their new American identities 

while retaining elements of their home culture and community “partly out of a false sense that 

‘European’ culture represented authenticity and partly as a ‘security blanket’ against the raging 

and unpredictable winds of changing American popular culture” (Edelman 1314). This was a 

unique marking of this particular time: “Unlike the music of virtually every previous generation 

of Jews, the music of America's Jews had failed to take on the trappings of the majority culture 

surrounding it. American Jewish music was artificially frozen in a nineteenth century 
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vernacular—and this musical language simply did not speak to the baby-boom generation” 

Edelman 1316). 

In the 1960s and 1970s, a new genre of Jewish American music emerged that would 

profoundly impact Jewish musical experiences. The children and teens “who sang spirited folk 

tunes and neo-Hasidic melodies in summer camps and youth services were not happy in their 

parents' synagogues, singing their grandparents' songs” (Edelman 1317). The role that 

community members played in the musical experience was changing. Liberal Jews not only 

wanted to participate in worship musically, but they wanted their music to be meaningful and 

accessible: “the border between popular song literature and the music of worship was effectively 

breached” by composers and performers such as Debbie Friedman, Michael Isaacson, and Craig 

Taubman (Edelman 1346). Music that included English lyrics and sounded like the secular and 

popular tunes heard outside the Jewish community changed the role that music played. Music 

was consciously used as a tool; “Leaders of liberal Judaism were also among the first to 

consciously use music to advance their educational agenda. Recognizing the ability of music to 

convey text and values, entire curricula were built around Jewish educational themes” (Edelman 

2342-2343). Songs were written to engage and educate children about Judaism, but the tunes 

engaged their parents, too: “Tinged with humor as well as representing some liberal educational 

positions, the songs proved popular among the youngsters for whom they were created, as well 

as indulgent older audiences who had ‘technically’ outgrown the music but who appreciated the 

subtle value concepts in the lyrics” (Edelman 2346-2348).  

The role of music in Jewish education, worship, and outreach shifted. Camps, youth 

groups, and college campuses started to share songs with Jewish texts and American sounds. 

Shlomo Carlebach’s approach is an example of this: the “limited texts and purposely repetitive 



10 
 

 

Hasidic-style12 songs he wrote and sang (interspersed with his own stories and inspirational 

religious messages) were the key to his outreach efforts and enabled Jewishly uneducated 

members of his audiences to become a part of the music-making” (Edelman 2327-2328). Music 

as an outreach tool and the use of English and didactic songs set the stage for creative musical 

worship experiences that are also offered at Tot Shabbat programs today.   

 Jewish music made Jewish culture, language, and concepts more accessible—which met 

the demands of the evolving American Jewish community: “The rediscovery of ritual, the 

continuing focus on the individual (the ‘sovereign self’), and the recognition that the pursuit of 

faith is a lifelong quest, a ‘journey of ongoing questioning and development…no final answers, 

no irrevocable commitments’, all characterized the late twentieth-century American Jewish 

‘awakening’” (American Judaism 4497-9). This attitude also created a demand for more Jewish 

educational opportunities: “Seeking to make more informed decisions and to explore Judaism 

more thoroughly, many Jews also deepened their commitment to Jewish learning for themselves 

and their children—another facet of the Jewish awakening that shaped Jewish life at the end of 

the twentieth century” (American Judaism 4501-2). As such, Jewish musical choices and 

worship options increased to meet the preferences of progressive American Jews, as did the ways 

that Jewish education was offered.  

The Board of Jewish Education of Greater New York conducted a major study in the mid 

1980s that analyzed the efficacy of the supplementary school system13 and recommended 

                                                

12 Hasidic Jews are a group of Orthodox Jews that was founded by Rabbi Israel Baal 
Shem Tov. They are known for the spirited singing of nigunim, which are songs without words 
and are thus easy for a community to join in singing. 

13 Jewish educational experiences that take place separately from the children’s secular 
educational system, typically on a weekday afternoon and/or weekend morning. 
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“family education”14 and informal education be made integral to supplementary education and 

that training and educational career opportunities be developed to attract and retain qualified 

personnel for the type of education recommended” (Graff 105).  Since that recommendation, the 

term ‘informal education’ has evolved and the ways that it can be understood expanded. In “The 

Philosophy of Informal Education,” Barry Chazan provides a definition:  

Informal Jewish education is aimed at the personal growth of Jews of all ages. It happens 
through the individual’s actively experiencing a diversity of Jewish moments and values 
that are regarded as worthwhile. It works by creating venues, by developing a total 
educational culture, and by co-opting the social context. It is based on a curriculum of 
Jewish values and experiences that is presented in a dynamic and flexible manner. As an 
activity, it does not call for any one venue but may happen in a variety of settings. It 
evokes pleasurable feelings and memories. It requires Jewishly literate educators with 
a “teaching” style that is highly interactive and participatory, who are willing to make 
maximal use of self and personal lifestyle in their educational work. (Chazan 2003) 

 

The Board of Jewish Education of Greater New York’s suggestion to make family and 

informal education a core element of supplementary school student’s experience demonstrates 

what was already anecdotally obvious—children’s Jewish education is more meaningful when 

their families are involved in the community providing it. 

While the exact history of the birth of Tot Shabbat is unknown, the concept seemed to 

emerge in the early 1980s. Rabbi Elyse Frishman, one of the pioneers of the Tot Shabbat 

concept, describes their proliferation as an example of synchronicity,15 meaning that 

they appeared independently and at the same time, not causally related to one another but 

meaningfully related.16 The rabbis and cantors ordained in the early 1980s grew up immersed in 

                                                

14 Educational experiences for children and their adult family members. 
15 Synchronicity is a term coined by Psychologist Carl Jung referring to the seemingly 

coincidental occurrence of seemingly-related events that are not directly connected or explained 
by obvious mechanisms of causality. 

16 From informal phone interview June 9, 2017 
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worship experiences greatly influenced by the Havurah17 and Reconstructionist movements that 

“adopted sixties-era ideals, including egalitarianism, informality, cohesive community, active 

participatory prayer, group discussion and unconventional forms of governance” and approached 

the task of facilitating services with a revolutionary leadership style (Sarna 4403-4). Clergy were 

forced to respond to youth and young adults who participated in camp and youth group activities 

and were exposed to creative worship experiences that catered to particular age groups and 

interests. Young people in Conservative and Reform communities were “empowered by their 

affirmative experiences in denominationally affiliated summer camps rejected the notion of 

trading their summertime active participation for docile subservience to a cantor and choir back 

at their home synagogues” (Edelman 1299-1301).  

The new choices offered to American Jews were not without controversy: “As so often 

before, the religious marketplace had the final say. Religious innovations that proved popular 

and attracted legions of newcomers to Reform Judaism's ranks won acceptance as ‘meaningful’ 

ceremonies and survived. Success in recruiting new members overruled objections from old-

timers” (Sarna 3973-4). In the Conservative movement, the popularity of a particular 

congregation’s example, B’nai Jeshurun (also known as “BJ”), inspired others to follow its lead:  

It attracted hundreds of worshipers to regular services when it began adopting a 
family-friendly attitude and a repertoire of reverent but upbeat new melodies (as 
well as "refurbished" versions of older tunes) that welcomed and embraced the 
Sabbath with fervent singing. The contrast between the numbers of BJ attendees 
overflowing onto Manhattan's sidewalks and the number of empty pews in most 
other "mainstream" Conservative synagogues was directly attributed to B'nai 
Jeshurun's music. (Edelman 1364-1366) 

                                                

17 Sarna explains this concept: The Hebrew word for "fellowship" refers to groups that 
gather periodically for worship, study, celebration, mutual support, and social action, echoing the 
separatist religious fellowships of the late Second Temple era. 
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The Jewish community created and shared music that was meaningful, educational, and 

relevant to American Jews of all ages and offered all sorts of educational options and programs 

to meet the need and preferences of various demographics. This is the atmosphere that 

encouraged the emergence of Shabbat celebrations designed to help families with young children 

integrate into synagogue life. The changes were slow, and while several Tot Shabbat programs 

emerged in the 1980s, it took decades for them to become a more standardized offering of many 

synagogues.18 The latter half of the twentieth century brought with it enormous changes to the 

Jewish community at large, creating clergy and communities ready to embrace worship services 

for children and families: 

Whereas an earlier generation concerned itself with decorum and solemnity, 
postwar children, influenced by new cultural surroundings, sought out cozier 
religious settings where they could come to worship far less formally attired and 
feel right at home. The American synagogue, as a result, became less performance 
oriented in the late twentieth century. Where once congregants expected to sit 
back passively to watch a service choreographed by the rabbi and the cantor, 
perhaps with the assistance of the choir and the organist, now more of them 
expected to participate in the service actively: praying aloud, singing and even 
dancing in the aisles. Formal sermons in many synagogues became less frequent, 
replaced by interactive discussions and “words of Torah” prepared by lay 
members. Synagogue music also changed, becoming less operatic and more 
participatory. (Sarna 4442) 

The final decades of the twentieth century produced a climate that birthed programs, such 

as Tot Shabbat, to engage specific age groups with relevant music and education influenced by 

the secular culture in the Jewish community.  

In “Stress Points for the Contemporary Family” in Crisis and Continuity: The Jewish 

Family in the 21st Century, Dr. Ruth Pinkenson Feldman explains how the evolving communal 

and family structures have changed the placement of responsibility for the socialization of 

                                                

18 Unfortunately, data to track the growth in popularity has not yet been collected. 
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children. She explains that the “Jewish family of past generations was charged with the 

responsibility of Jewishly educating children (sons), enabling them to attain the skills of a trade 

or profession, and finding appropriate marriage partners for them. The enculturation process, and 

with it the development of Jewish identity, happened generation to generation, parent to child, 

often within the extended family…Today, in many communities, we are witnessing a reversal in 

this long-standing relationship where knowledgeable Jews created institutions to support their 

lives as Jews” (Feldman 26). Interestingly, she points out that recruitment and outreach are 

efforts that are new initiatives that synagogues are expected to attempt: “synagogues themselves 

are confronting outreach issues of including the unaffiliated and even the intermarried” (Feldman 

27).  

The twenty-first century also brought innovations that revolutionized the way that young 

children and their learning is understood, articulated in the hallmark publication released by the 

National Research Council and Institute of Medicine, edited by Jack Shonkoff and Deborah 

Phillips, Neurons to Neighborhoods: The Science of Early Childhood Development: 

Infancy, toddlerhood, and the preschool years are times of intense intellectual 
engagement. Even 30 years ago, it would have seemed absurd to suggest that 
infants have memories, that they explore cause-and-effect sequences, or that they 
can engage in numerical reasoning. Today, thanks to the efforts of scientists who 
have developed new techniques for studying cognitive development, we know 
that they have these and many other amazing mental capacities. Children from 
birth to age 5 engage in making sense of the world on many levels: language, 
human interactions, counting and quantification, spatial reasoning, physical 
causality, problem solving, categorization. Indeed, even preverbal infants show 
surprisingly sophisticated understandings in each of these areas. Complex human 
reasoning is thus rooted in early childhood. (Shonkoff 146-7) 

 The study of the rapidly evolving ways in which young children and families are 

engaged in music, Shabbat, and education can yield great insights about the endeavor to create 

Tot Shabbat programs. Unfortunately, since there has not yet been a consolidated or systematic 

analysis of these programs, many communities are still “reinventing the wheel” when they could 
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be benefiting from the experiences of others. Interest in programs that nurture development of 

children in early childhood is being stimulated by a recent surge in research efforts. The time is 

ripe for the improvement of Tot Shabbat programs. This brief history has been related to provide 

context to the reader to better understand the motivations behind and potential for this research 

project. 

Statement of the Problem 

Informal investigation previously conducted by the researcher has revealed that while Tot 

Shabbat activities have proliferated, the articulation about the specific content or goals typically 

associated with this program have not. Tot Shabbat programs are often led by cantors and/or 

rabbis, whose clerical training involves little to no preparation for this effort. Direction of this 

program is often added to the calendar of already very busy professionals who may or may not 

have the background or experience with young children and families necessary for optimal 

program facilitation. Tot Shabbat program implementation could include efforts related to 

outreach, rituals, worship, music, adult education, early childhood education, informal education, 

and membership. Coordination from so many areas would be a challenging task for the leaders of 

any program.  

There is currently no widely-shared curriculum or prayer book to provide guidance for 

leaders. In 2009, the single resource that was specifically created for this type of program 

became available, entitled The Tot Shabbat Handbook, which was published by the Union for 

Reform Judaism Press and is currently available through Behrman House. In the preface, the 

editor, Rabbi Paula Feldstein, makes the observation: “I realized that there were many of us 

[rabbis] doing Tot Shabbat all over the country, yet there were no resource materials to help us or 

the congregations yet to begin their own Tot Shabbat worship. Only if we were lucky enough to 
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learn from someone else (as I was) did we have a clue how to conduct a Tot Shabbat” (Feldstein 

ix). She goes on to provide a description of Tot Shabbat that the resource guide aims to support: 

Tot Shabbat is a worship service for young children (pre-readers) and their 
families. It is not story time (although a story might be told in the “sermon” slot). 
It is not playtime (although there should be a lot of movement and fun). It is not 
time for parents to schmooze19 (although they definitely should have schmooze 
time at the Oneg afterwards). 

Tot Shabbat is worship that is developmentally appropriate and spiritually 
meaningful for young children and their families. It is a time for young children 
and their families to pray, sing and connect with God and their community. It can 
be a very powerful and important experience for both the children and adults 
present. While the content of a Tot Shabbat must be appropriate for young 
children, it should not be so boiled down and infantilized that the adults present 
find it meaningless. (ix) 

This description is misaligned with the examples provided from synagogue websites. 

Without sufficient resources or training for leaders, a model for collaborative intentional 

approaches, or a clear goal towards which to strive, Tot Shabbat programs are unlikely to meet 

their full potential.  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to examine the goals and content of selected Tot Shabbat 

programs. The research will explore the effect that participation in Tot Shabbat programs can 

have on the engagement of families with young children in Jewish life. The experience and 

perspective of two data populations, the leaders and the adult participants of Tot Shabbat 

programs will be collected and analyzed, to discover trends and to illuminate effects that Tot 

Shabbat programs yield.  The results of this study will be shared to highlight areas of growth and 

potential, not to point out deficiencies.  

The goals include: 

                                                

19 Yiddish word meaning “to socialize” 
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1. To explore, identify, and describe prayers, music, rituals, and activities that are typically 
included in Tot Shabbat programs.  

2. To explore the impact that participation in Tot Shabbat programs can have on the 
engagement in Jewish life of families with young children. 

Research Questions 

1. What is Tot Shabbat? What prayers, music, rituals, and activities are typically included in 
Tot Shabbat programs? 

2. Does participation in Tot Shabbat programs encourage engagement in Jewish life for 
young children and their families?   

Hypotheses 

Tot Shabbat programs encourage families with young children to engage in Jewish life. 

Tot Shabbat programs provide an environment for young children and their families to explore 

Shabbat and Jewish communal life. Families who attend Tot Shabbat programs will also be 

encouraged to participate in Jewish life in other ways.  

The data are expected to show that Tot Shabbat programs offer families an environment 

in which they can experience worship and ritual, learn about Shabbat, and actively participate 

through some combination of activities including singing, moving, dancing, playing, and stories.  

Tot Shabbat programs can offer opportunities for children and adults to engage in other 

social and/or educational endeavors in the community.  

Tot Shabbat programs may include:  

• Sharing songs that invite singing and participation through movement, zipper20 
songwriting, echoing, or rhythmic play 

• Sharing stories through dramatic storytelling, using puppets, reading books, or displaying 
pictures on screens 

• Recitation of Hebrew prayers and blessings and English songs that convey the meaning 
of Jewish text and tradition 

                                                

20 In a zipper song, most of the lyrics remain the same each time it is sung, but one word 
or phrase can be substituted. “Old MacDonald” or “The Wheels On The Bus” are famous 
examples. In this approach, lyric ideas are collected from the participants in real time to create a 
unique song that reflects that particular community. 
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Significance of the Study 

This study is the first attempt to formally collect information about Tot Shabbat 

programs.21 If a correlation between Tot Shabbat participation and the engagement of young 

children and their families in Jewish life is discovered, this study will highlight an opportunity 

for further investigation and encourage development of these programs. This study will then 

support community leaders in facilitating their Tot Shabbat programs. The collection of data 

about the ways in which Tot Shabbat programs are structured, including the rituals, prayers, and 

activities utilized, can be a reference resource for Tot Shabbat leaders to improve their programs 

Definition of Terms  

Tot Shabbat: For the purpose of this study, “Tot Shabbat” programs are defined as prayer 

services for young children and their families that meet the following criteria:   

• designed for children up to age 6 attending the services with their families22  
• typically led by the same person or persons  
• the institution has a history of at least 3 years of facilitating these services and typical 

attendance of at least 8 children and their families the past year 
• occur at least 8 times per year 
• does not require temple “membership” or other cost for participation 

Though the program must fit these criteria, it does not need to be labeled “Tot Shabbat.” 

Activities: This is a broad category of content that includes that which takes place during 

Tot Shabbat programs. Crafts, snacks, movement, pretend play, reading books, discussions, and 

                                                

21 Based upon the researcher’s experience in the field and examination of materials 
available in academic journals. 

22 Families define themselves—the members may include adults or siblings of any faith 
or background. This study is not investigating the impact of the presence or effect on siblings 
who participate, nor the effect on non-Jewish adults that participate, although those areas may 
both be worthy of further investigation. 
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the use of materials such as puppets, instruments, or toys are all examples of activities that might 

be part of a Tot Shabbat program. 

Engagement in Jewish Life: The multifaceted ways that families can be involved in 

Jewish experiences and with Jewish communal institutions. A collection of examples can be 

reviewed in the survey for adult participants. 

Prayer and Prayer Concepts: This term includes liturgy, creative prayer, and songs or 

stories that teach about or invite participation in prayer. For example, the chanting of the Hebrew 

words of “V’ahavta”,23 a prayer, and the singing of a song that teaches the meaning of those 

words, such as “Love Ad*nai”,24 would both be included in this category.  

Rituals: Rituals are a large category of activities that can involve an enormous diversity 

of practices. For the purposes of this study, the term refers to common Jewish practices that 

occur in a predictable pattern, such as the lighting of Shabbat candles with a blessing, or the 

communal recitation of a blessing before eating. 

Assumptions and Limitations 

The data collected will be from individuals involved in ongoing programs that have been 

in place for at least one year and have a consistent leader or group of leaders. The respondent 

population has chosen to participate in Tot Shabbat, so they likely have some sort of existing 

connection to the Jewish community and/or an internal motivation for making an effort to engage 

in Jewish life.  

                                                

23 A prayer expressing the commandment to love God, the text is from Deuteronomy 
chapter 6. 

24 Ad*nai is a Hebrew word for God’s name (the * replaces an “o” because some people 
believe it is a sign of disrespect to write out God’s name, this avoids creating an opportunity for 
the word to be erased or destroyed). 
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This study aims to gauge the impact of family attendance at Tot Shabbat and ways that it 

might encourage the families to engage with Jewish life and Jewish communal institutions and 

programs. This study is reliant upon the information that the family members provide that 

indicate whether or not Tot Shabbat participation encourages the ways that they currently engage 

in Jewish life. A longitudinal study with multiple data sources that included measurable behavior 

would be required to more fully understand the influence of Tot Shabbat participation. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Tot Shabbat is a form of contemporary Jewish education that serves many functions: 

early childhood education, family education, prayer education, young family engagement, 

outreach, worship, and ritual. Therefore, this literature review highlights relevant insights about 

each of these elements. 

21st Century Jewish Education 

The circumstances of today’s Jewish educators differ from the reality of most of the 

history of Jewish education. In Reinventing Jewish Education for the 21st Century, Jonathan 

Woocher articulates the trends and developments that “places the enterprise of Jewish education 

in a radically different situation than it was during the formative years” and highlights the 

reasons why twenty-first century Jewish education serves a different purpose than the Jewish 

education of previous millennia. Woocher posits that to offer Jewish education that meets the 

needs of contemporary learners of all ages across Jewish educational environments, educators 

must understand that adults and children want to be active participants in their learning. 

Participants in today’s Jewish educational climate have been conditioned to be “prosumers”25 in 

the other aspects of their lives, so the educational approaches offered to them must allow them to 

co-create their experiences (187).  

Woocher further asserts that the cultural, technological, and educational landscape of 

Jewish education may have changed, but the human’s natural proclivity to seek meaning, 

connections, and a sense of purpose has not. Excellent contemporary Jewish education must 

                                                

25 A consumer of a service or product who is also involved in the production, design, or 
creation of that product or service, which Woocher argues is description that is typical for 21st 
century Jewish students. 
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reveal Jewish resources that enable their participants to accomplish these goals (189). Instead of 

institutions creating curriculum that are inclusive of content the institutions believe is crucial for 

learners, Woocher says the content delivered should be focused on what the learner desire and 

need. Woocher offers PJ Library26 as an example of this approach to Jewish education: 

recognizing that families like to read together at bedtime, PJ Library delivered carefully-selected 

resources to encourage families to imbue this ritual with Jewish teaching and values that can 

serve as ongoing resources in their daily lives. 

This description of the paradigm shifts crucial in understanding the educational goals of 

Jewish education today, can be applied to diverse Jewish educational environments, including 

Tot Shabbat programming: 

1. Learners (and their families) should have an active role in shaping their own learning. 
2. Learning should be relevant to learner’s lives, reflecting their life circumstances, the 

society we live in, and responding to their authentic needs, questions, and aspirations. 
3. Learning should be designed to be readily accessible to learners and to encourage 

learners to move along personal trajectories of growth. (Woocher 195) 

Re-framing the role of the learner alone will not suffice in shaping contemporary 

excellence in Jewish education. Woocher proposes that holistic approaches and practices that 

foster relationships are key to this paradigm’s success. The Jewish educational system demands 

an enormous redesign that will require “changing both structure—the organization of the 

components of the system, the roles these components play, and how they relate to one 

another—and culture—the fundamental assumptions, mindsets, and norms that guide the 

behavior of institutions and individuals” (Woocher 203). To truly shift to a learning-centered 

                                                

26 An international program funded by the Massachusetts based Grinspoon Foundation 
that delivers Jewish books and music to Jewish children at no cost. 
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model, the various elements of institutions and communities will be forced to communicate and 

collaborate. 

Young Children: Developmentally Appropriate Practices 

Engaging program leaders must be able to connect with young children, and an informed 

approach utilizing developmentally appropriate practices is required to do so. Any excellent 

educational endeavor must take into consideration the developmental needs of the participants. 

This can be particularly true when the needs of the participants are vastly different from those 

facilitating the learning. Young children’s needs and abilities evolve quickly and are vastly 

different from the needs and abilities of other populations. The basic tenets of the developmental 

theories of Piaget, Fowler and Montessori are reviewed to provide some background and context 

to approaching young children grounded in a developmentally appropriate framework 

Piaget 

Jean Piaget created and administered reading tests to children and decided to study their 

reasoning processes, wondering about the types of errors they made on exams. In The 

Psychology of the Child, he explains his theory that children create their own models of reality, 

and then quickly re-create their understandings through an ongoing process of assimilation, 

(when a child uses existing knowledge to frame the way they understand new information), 

accommodation (when a child’s existing knowledge changes because it conflicted with new 

information), and classification. Meanwhile, their previous concepts are integrated through 

higher-level thinking (Piaget and Inhelder 119). Piaget’s framework posits that when a child’s 

reaction or understanding of particular phenomena may seem irrational to an adult, the child is 

simply revealing the relative immaturity of his/her cognitive development. 
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The children participating in Tot Shabbat experiences are in one of the first two of 

Piaget’s stages. Infants and toddlers are in the sensorimotor stage, during which the child 

develops the ability to take intentional action, understands object permanence, and relies on 

motor responses and sensory input to accumulate knowledge (Piaget and Inhelder 107). 

Typically, at some point between 18-24 months, children reach the preoperational stage, during 

which language abilities develop, pretend play using symbolic reasoning is enjoyed, and 

egocentrism is displayed. The child graduates from the preoperational phase to the concrete 

operational phase around age seven, with the ability to conserve concepts intellectually (without 

needing to physically see examples) and then the formal operational stage in adolescents, when 

children are able to utilize abstract thinking and logic. Piaget suggests that in early childhood, 

before the concrete operational stage is attained, young children are intellectually incapable of 

understanding anything abstract, making systematic or long-term plans, understanding 

hypothetical ideas, or using logic to problem solve. 

Fowler 

James Fowler, a professor at Emory University in Atlanta and a Methodist minister who 

graduated from Harvard Divinity School, was greatly influenced by Piaget’s work. He was 

interested in the psychological aspects of faith. He focused on the universal structure of making 

meaning, rather than the content of it, and proposed his theory in his book Stages of Faith. His 

construction of the stages of faith illuminates the idea that spiritual development is a process of 

making meaning. Fowler describes how faith evolves from one stage to the next when an 

awareness of the limitations of the current stage prompts movement (similar to Piaget’s idea of 

assimilation), and what feels like a crisis of faith can actually be a crucial step towards a more 

mature spirituality.  
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In addition to the six stages of faith that Fowler outlines, he also describes a “pre-stage” 

of faith development called “undifferentiated faith” for children who are in Piaget’s sensorimotor 

stage, or not yet able to speak, composed of “our first experiences of mutuality, in which we 

form the rudimentary awareness of self as separate from and dependent upon the immensely 

powerful others” (Fowler 121). During this stage, “the seeds of trust, courage, hope, and love are 

fused in an undifferentiated way and contend with sensed threats of abandonment, 

inconsistencies and deprivation in an infant's environment”, but Fowler stresses “the quality and 

mutuality of the strength of trust, autonomy, hope, and courage (or their opposites) developed in 

this phase underline (or threaten to undermine) all that comes later in phase development” 

(Fowler 121). He asserts that failure to provide infants with the security and sensations that 

support their spiritual development at this period could result in two different, challenging 

scenarios: “Either there may emerge an excessive narcissism in which the experience of being 

“central” continues to dominate and distort mutuality, or experiences of neglect or 

inconsistencies may lock the infant in patterns of isolation and failed mutuality” (Fowler 121). 

The end of the pre-stage and entrance to the first stage, Intuitive-Projective Faith, is marked by 

the child’s acquisition of language and symbolic play. 

Children in the highly imitative, Intuitive-Projective stage of development are continually 

exposed to operations that they do not yet fully understand: “the child is continually 

encountering novelties for which no stable operations of knowing have been formed. The 

imaginative processes underlying fantasy are unrestrained and unrestricted by logical thought” 

(Fowler 133). The images, stories, and impressions we offer children in this stage should be 

carefully considered. Fowler suggests “the child’s mind is ‘religiously pregnant’”, and that the 

impact of these experiences can be permanent, as “It is striking how many times in our 
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interviews we find that experiences and images that occur and take form before the child is six 

have powerful and long-lasting effects on the life of faith, both positive and negative” (“Stages 

of Faith”). Fowler offers practical advice for supporting children in this stage: “Because the 

child’s appropriations of and personal constructions of meaning with the symbolic elements is 

unpredictable, and because insisting on conceptual orthodoxy at this age is both premature and 

dangerous, parents and teachers should create an atmosphere in which the child can freely 

express, verbally and non-verbally, the images she or he is forming” (Fowler 132-133). Special 

respect and sensitivity should be shown towards these expressions, since these can be emotional 

experiences that have a powerful impact of lifetime faith-related associations. Fowler’s attention 

to the fact that these meaningful expressions can come from both verbal and nonverbal 

communication highlights the importance of adults’ attentiveness to these spiritual milestones for 

toddlers.  

Montessori 

Maria Montessori’s methods demand that adults practice extreme respect and sensitivity 

when working with young children. Her work offers meaningful and practical insights into the 

ways that children learn and grow across domains, but her interest and experience in spiritual 

education, what she often refers to as “cosmic education,” is of particular interest for this topic. 

Her medical and scientific background, coupled with experience and training in educating 

“mentally defective children”, gave her a unique perspective on child development, and a seven-

year stay in India, as well as annual trips for a two-week spiritual retreat in a convent, further 

informed the way that she approached spiritual development in children. Montessori argues the 

environment is a key “teacher” for young children because they absorb their surroundings, 

construct meaning, and create the foundation of the way they will understand their world: 



27 
 

 

The child stands in a different relationship to the environment. We may admire an 
environment. We may remember an environment, but the child absorbs it into 
himself. He does not remember the things that he sees, but he forms with these 
things part of his psyche. He incarnates in himself the things which he sees and 
hears i.e., in us there is no change, in the child transformations take place. We 
merely remember an environment while the child adapts himself to it. This special 
kind of vital memory, that does not remember consciously but absorbs images 
into the very life of the individual, has received from the psychologists a special 
name: they have called it Mneme. (Montessori 97) 

Montessori refers to spirituality and the divine as “psychic life” and “cosmic energy” in 

her writing, and one of the foundations to her developmental theory is “that the child at birth is 

endowed with psychic life” (Montessori 105). One of the hallmarks of Montessori’s theories is 

the child, at birth, remains incomplete in development, as a newborn remains in an embryonic 

stage from the time of birth until age three (236). She teaches that the information and 

impressions a child absorbs during this period dictate the trajectory of their development that is 

“the marvelous part. In the life of man the first period is one of the greatest psychic activity. It is 

then that the accumulation of impressions is made upon which intelligence builds itself 

afterwards” (112). Montessori’s marvel at this potential should serve as an inspiration to reframe 

the attitude towards prayer experiences for young children and families in recognition of the 

potential impact of the experience. The nourishment of a spiritual embryo comes to the child 

through all the senses, without discrimination, like the way that nourishment is absorbed in the 

womb. Montessori highlights the incredible opportunity that the early years of Jewish life are for 

a child, highly adaptable, enormously absorbent, and divinely powered. 

Parents of Young Children: Developmentally Appropriate Practices 

In Jewish Engagement from Birth: A Blueprint for Outreach to First-Time Parents, Mark 

Rosen explored the ways that first-time parents are Jewishly engaged. The data collection and 

analysis yielded specific recommendations about what the most pressing needs of parents might 

be and how Jewish organizations can establish themselves as attractive providers. He highlights 
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the importance of outreach to families with young children as a critically important window of 

time during which parents are uniquely receptive to Jewish programs that address their needs as 

parents: “The optimal window for reaching parents appears to be from the time babies are three 

months old until they reach the age of two” (Rosen 33). The dramatic transition in the personal 

and professional identities of first-time parents creates families that are actively seeking support. 

In order to recruit new parents to join Jewish communities, programs that “address Jewish 

parents’ immediate concerns about becoming parents are more likely to be a draw, at least 

initially, than programs that are explicitly Jewish in content. At the beginning stages of 

parenthood, parents are looking for information on how to be better parents and how to care for 

their baby. Religious issues and concerns are not foremost in their minds” (28).  

This is not to say that offering parents guidance in their child-rearing journeys in a Jewish 

environment without Jewish content is the ideal: “Just as first-time parents lack confidence in 

their ability to parent, they also lack confidence in their ability to pass along Jewish tradition and 

are looking for values with which to raise their children” (Rosen 34). Rosen also explains that 

popularity and interest in young children’s development and an increased understanding in early 

learning and cognitive development requires sophisticated programs facilitated by individuals 

with early childhood expertise. 

 A powerful way that Jewish institutions can impact a family’s Jewish identity is to create 

programs that foster relationships between parents and children. The choices parents make are 

strongly influenced by their peer relationships, and successful programs support the development 

of such bonds: “It is critical to build in time for social relationships for a number of reasons: 

because parents feel isolated; because new parents are seeking friendships with other couples 

who have recently had children; because parents are stressed and seek emotional and practical 
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support; because parents are looking for information from others about a variety of new 

concerns; and because the baby’s grandparents are likely to live in another state” (Rosen 30).  

The Jewish education and experiences that institutions can provide to children will never 

be complete if only aimed to reach the child: “Parents are the most important Jewish educators; 

they should understand, and the Jewish community must recognize, that parents need to be the 

primary transmitters of Jewish identity” (Rosen 38). While many different programs offered 

excellent opportunities to parents with young children, Rosen reports a lack of 

systematic communication within and between community organizations, both locally and 

regionally, that inhibits the dissemination of best practices. 

In “Jewish Early Engagement in New York,” a 2010 study commissioned by the UJA- 

Federation of New York’s Commission on Jewish Identity and Renewal, conducted market 

research of five New York area communities as they embarked upon the process of creating 

initiatives to engage families with children under two. The research team headed by Dr. Mark 

Rosen collected data to learn about parents and institutions through spontaneous interviews and 

focus groups. Analysis of the research confirmed that parents of young Jewish children are well-

educated consumers who want the best for their children. The study further discovered that, 

when looking for programs and experiences for their young children, parents:  

seek to become involved with institutions and individuals that will support and 
guide them, or provide the services they need. For the most part, Jewish and 
intermarried parents do not initially look for Jewish institutions. Rather, their 
choices are shaped by such considerations as quality, convenience, visibility, and 
word-of-mouth recommendations. (Rosen et al. 3)  

Understanding that Tot Shabbat participation might be viewed as one activity option 

amongst a variety of other non-Jewish activities, it is important to note that secular institutions 

“actively strive to draw in parents through sophisticated marketing strategies and state-of-the-art 

facilities. They are only profitable if they attract and retain customers, tailoring their offerings 
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accordingly. In contrast, Jewish institutions, even when they do have programs for parents with 

young children, have a fundamentally different mission and a much lower profile” (3). When 

parents choose secular activities over Jewish programs when their children are under two, 

“Parents will be less likely to establish friendships with other parents who are involved in Jewish 

life, and will be less likely to encounter Jewish role models. Since Jewish friends and role 

models have a strong influence on whether parents make Jewish choices for their children, these 

parents will tend to be uninvolved with Jewish tradition during their child’s early formative 

years” (3).   

Inspired by that 2010 study, The Jewish Education Project conducted focus groups to 

further explore how social networks play an extensive role in the choices made by parents of 

young Jewish children. The participants were non-Orthodox Jewish mothers with children under 

two who were participating in or planning to participate in enrichment or playgroups activities in 

the New York area. They offered insights and described their experiences about raising Jewish 

children. Analysis of focus group data found that these mothers are looking for experiences for 

their children that will also validate them: “Newer moms are craving connections at this life 

stage because they feel vulnerable in this new role. They seek help and support as they navigate 

new terrain where they can no longer identify as ‘an expert.’” Moms with older babies or 

multiple children seek connections for themselves and their children, and feel the strongest 

relationships were connections made when their children were between 3 weeks and 2 months 

old (Rosen et al. 5). The mothers reported that they wanted Judaism to be fun and “their main 

Jewish engagement revolved around: Holidays, Food and Family” (Rosen et al. 6). Of particular 

interest to Tot Shabbat stakeholders is the researcher’s discovery that “There were many moms 

who felt strongly that synagogues did not give them meaningful, positive experiences as a child. 
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They therefore have little desire to join and/or make synagogues a part of their lives. The moms 

who had a positive experience in synagogue attribute it to family rather than religion” (Rosen et 

al. 7).  

The priorities of parents who participated in this study were to be good parents, find 

meaningful relationships, and build community for their children, so the report suggests “we 

shift our desired outcomes away from only Jewish rituals and affiliation as evidence of Jewish 

engagement, and more towards relationships among Jewish parents, [so] we can help create and 

support a vibrant Jewish network made up of meaningful and purposeful relationships” (Rosen et 

al. 12). Parents made decisions about the programs that they would attend based on their 

perception of the teacher or facilitator, attracted to programs with an “engaging instructor who 

provides outside knowledge that the parents do not have” (Rosen et al. 8).  

Family Education in Jewish Early Childhood  

Early childhood education encompasses both formal and informal educational 

experiences that young children have before entering kindergarten. It is the learning that occurs 

not only in learning centers staffed by professional educators, but from all the objects, 

environments, and people with whom they interact. The responsibility of guiding this education 

belongs to all the individuals who choose to participate in relationships with young children. In 

From Neurons To Neighborhoods: The Science of Early Childhood Development, all of the data 

highlight the critical opportunity for development that each child in an early learning 

environment experiences because from “the time of conception to the first day of kindergarten, 

development proceeds at a pace exceeding that of any subsequent stage of life” (Shonkoff 26-7).  

Similarly, the early childhood years represent a crucial opportunity for children to begin 

to develop their Jewish identities with their families and form connections that foster future 
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Jewish communal engagement. In her article “If Not Now, When?” in the book What We Now 

Know About Jewish Education, Ilene Vogelstein argues:   

Among all forms of Jewish education, early childhood Jewish education holds one 
of the greatest potentials for the future viability of the North American Jewish 
community. It instills a Jewish identity in children, one that is permanently 
imprinted in their brains and that will remain with them throughout their lives. It 
strengthens the Jewish identity and practice of families, provides an important 
venue for adults to connect with other Jewish adults and serves as a pivotal 
gateway into further involvement and commitment to Jewish life and the Jewish 
community. (383) 

Research shows that experiences that invite young children and their grown-ups to jointly 

participate and interact follow a program model that can yield a particularly significant effect: 

“Programs that combine child-focused educational activities with explicit attention to parent-

child interaction patterns and relationship building appear to have the greatest impacts” 

(Shonkoff 11). Similar findings have been discovered in the Jewish community. In 2004, Cynthia 

Krug at The Center for Applied Child Development at the Eliot-Pearson Department of Child 

Development at Tufts University wrote Defining Excellence in Early Childhood Jewish 

Education, and research highlighting the importance of family involvement in Jewish early 

childhood education.  

One of the findings involves the unique relationship that early childhood educators can 

create with the parents of their students: “Early childhood educators are in a unique position vis-

a-vis parents. They often serve as consultants to parents who seek information about discipline 

and other developmental issues” (Krug et al. 5). In addition to the influence that early childhood 

education can have on parents and the effect that parents involved in children’s education can 

have on children, children’s education can have an impact on the family as well: “Children’s 

participating in early childhood Jewish education often strengthens their parents’ Jewish identity 

and practice” (Krug 4). Young children are not independently choosing to participate and attend 



33 
 

 

Tot Shabbat experiences, so the preferences and needs of the adult participants of Tot Shabbat 

cannot be ignored. In Strengthening Congregations Engaging Families with Young Children, the 

needs of young children’s parents are highlighted: “Synagogues must be intentional in their 

efforts to meet the needs of today’s parents, beginning with knowing those needs” (Rolland et al. 

10). This research has confirmed that family involvement in early childhood education benefits 

the child and the parent individually, and then they both benefit from the other’s successful 

learning. 

Religion and Child Development 

The research available specific to spiritual development is extremely sparse in 

comparison to that in other domains of development. However, all developmental domains are 

linked to one another. A 2007 research project titled “Religion and Child Development: 

Evidence from the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study”, by Bartkowski, Xu, and Levin from 

Mississippi State University, explored the effects of religion, parenting, and the religious 

community on child development. This longitudinal study sought “to address the extent to which 

religion bolsters or undermines the developmental trajectories of young children” (Bartkowski et 

al. 20). The data confirmed that religion can have a strong impact on a child’s social behavior. It 

identified that family discussions about religious topics and attendance in worship experiences 

positively influenced the development of emotional, social, and cognitive abilities.  

The research highlighted “the importance of parental integration in religious networks for 

steering youngsters toward positive developmental outcomes” (Bartkowski 33). Such integration 

connected not only to the parent’s involvement but “it is likely that the network closure provided 

by congregations (that is, interaction and instruction provided to youngsters by non-parental 
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adults who reinforce parental values) is a vital part of promoting pro-social outcomes in 

children” (cf. Smith, 2003a cited by Bartkowski, et al. 33). 

Families and Faith 

Vern Bengston, with Norella Putney and Susan Harris, describes the methods and 

discoveries revealed through the study of 3500 people (born between 1881-1988) in 350 

multigenerational families collected over 35 years in Families and Faith: How Religion Is 

Passed Down Across Generations. The researchers anticipated that the rapid cultural changes, 

and what many faith leaders and politicians have decreed to be the erosion of morals and the 

deterioration of the family unit and its influence, would yield a decrease in family unity and 

religiosity. However, they discovered “The degree of intergenerational similarity in four 

dimensions of religious practice and beliefs had not changed between 1970 and 2005. The extent 

to which religious families are successful in passing on their faith to younger generations appears 

to have remained stable over time” (Bengston 185). The nature of the parent relationships with 

their children were related to the intergenerational continuity or discontinuity of the faith they 

attempted to pass. Across religions, the pattern of a “warm, affirming relationship” with parents 

who “were unconditionally supportive, who provided consistent role modeling of religious 

practices, and who did not force their beliefs or practices on their children” were most successful 

in transmitting their religious values. The significant role of grandparental influence was 

recognized, as was the fact that divorce and interfaith marriage can interrupt transmission. They 

discovered that the ways that individuals differentiated between religion and spirituality and the 

nature of each person’s relationships with God did evolve over time. Each generation shared 

trends with their contemporaries, even across religious divides. In the seven generations that they 

studied, they saw trend from the oldest age group to the most recently born: the younger people’s 
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understanding God stemmed from an internal rather than transcendental perspective and they 

also increased the degree separation of their personal practice from their religious institutions.  

Three American religious groups that the authors identified as “high boundary”27 showed 

the highest rates of transmission: Mormons, Evangelicals, and Jews. Three specific factors that 

these groups shared were identified, as they seemed to support their transmission.  First are 

strong and intentional bonds between family and church or synagogue, in which religious 

activities are built around family activities with high family involvement in religious education. 

Second is an emphasis on parents’ role modeling, evidenced in their investment in the tradition 

and their articulation of its beliefs. Third is the value given to family solidarity, characterized by 

warm emotional relationships and frequent family interaction, help, and assistance (Bengston 

190).  

The well-defined beliefs and practices that make these religious communities distinctive 

also promote in-group solidarity. The factors that were observed across these faith groups that 

hindered their ability to transmit religiosity were also shared: too many or too rigid rules that 

children understood as religious intolerance; and the perception of hypocrisy as children noticed 

incongruence between their parent’s behavior and their teachings.    

The recommendation that the authors made to religious leaders is that congregations must 

focus on engaging families as a unit, not as individuals. This is of particular interest to the scope 

of this project. One Catholic priest who participated in their study advised that parents encourage 

participation in the religious institution in a particular way: “Take them inside the church—not 

                                                

27 A term used by Bengston to refer to faith groups that separate themselves from 
members of other faith communities by following religious rules that relate to norms like eating 
and speaking. 
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just to church” (Bengston 199). They point out that many communities may be accidentally 

neglecting their obligation to strengthen connections across generations when they facilitate 

“intergenerational” programs: 

These involve bringing together individuals of different ages—children, youth, 
adults, older adults—not parents and their children, grandparents and their 
grandchildren. Most churches have a vast array of religious education programs 
for groups segregated by age—Sunday school classes, youth groups, singles’ 
gatherings, mothers’ groups, couples’ groups, seniors’ groups—but very few 
focused on strengthening families across generations. Thus in a typical 
congregation there are many generation-segregated programs and few generation-
integrated programs. The findings of our study suggest there is a need to focus on 
whole families and on strengthening intergenerational bonds. (Bengtson 202) 

The authors suggest religious leaders understand that any changes they observe are a part 

of a particular community member’s maturation process occurring in a broad context of culture, 

religion, and spirituality that will continue to morph over time. Religious continuity also requires 

religious renewal, and the innovations that young community members implement are an 

enduring historical element of faith communities.  

Toddler Faith Development 

In “Toddler Spiritual Formation and the Faith Community,” a 2003 article published in 

the International Journal of Children’s Spirituality, author Karen Marie Yust describes a context 

for toddler faith formation that takes into account the cognitive, social, emotional, physiological, 

and verbal development of 12-36 month-old children. She cites critical insights from a host of 

scholars, including Brueggemann, Colaruso, Erikson, Kagan, Mahler, Piaget, Rizzuto, Sroufe, 

Stern, van der Ven, and Winnicott. These developmental theories are explored because “It is not 

enough to entertain toddlers and other young children until they are old enough to engage in 

cognitive reflection and attain a spiritual awareness more recognizable to adults. We must create 

contexts, point the way, share the stories and give directions that help toddlers express their 
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spiritual experience in ways that transform who they are in the very real developmental stages in 

which they reside” (Yust 149). 

The first and most prominently featured scholar is Walter Brueggerman, a theologian 

who is a leader in 21st century progressive Christianity and was a professor at Columbia 

Theological Seminary in Decatur, GA. He argued that toddler’s rapidly-developing verbal skills 

and growing awareness of social structure and expectations are key elements in the construction 

of faith, as the role of faith leaders is “to find ways of linking the big picture of [the church’s] 

redemptive history with the immediate experiences of the child’s daily life. Our hope is that the 

child will—over time—affirm that this is my story about me, and it is our story about us” 

(Brueggerman qtd. in Yust 133). Brueggerman explains five assumptions in faith formation that 

underlie his approach: 

1. Receive the Story: Babies’ and toddlers’ faith will be built on a foundation of faith and 
trust that their needs will be consistently met with love (a sentiment that echoes Erikson’s 
first psychosocial stage, trust vs mistrust). 
 

2. Hear the Story: “Parents and other significant adults must speak the language of faith—
its stories, its music, its rituals—so that the toddler hears this language as one of the 
familiar languages of his or her environment. Just as the acquisition of any language 
requires training the ear to the cadences of speech, being exposed to its vocabulary, and 
becoming familiar with its narrative conventions, so it is with religious language. 
Reading aloud the psalms, the creation stories or the beatitudes, which are particularly 
rhythmic and linguistically repetitive, is the religious equivalent to reading nursery 
rhymes, Dr. Seuss and Goodnight, Moon” (Yust 134).  
 

3. Celebrate the Story: Piaget’s research highlights toddlers’ effective memory, which 
allows them to remember concepts through action sequences before they can retain 
logical concepts: “They record their activities and perceptions as a series of internal 
mental pictures like a slideshow rather than putting the pieces together as a puzzle to 
form an integrated whole. Thus, children do not interpret religious celebrations in the 
same way as adults nor do children understand the logic that informs the adult creation of 
a celebratory ritual like a worship service. But toddlers intuit the purpose of religious 
rituals through their engagement with the affective aspects of the event and they 
anticipate the repetition of processes their bodies and senses have encountered before, 
cued by their return to a familiar space and/or by the familiar sounds, sights, smells, 
rhythms and emotions of the experiences” (Yust 135). 
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4. Tell the Story: Toddlers need opportunities to integrate the stories and rituals they hear 

through play. Emergent autonomy as well as social and verbal skills prompt toddlers to 
explore boundaries and appreciate patterns: “young toddlers engage in regularized 
interactions that have become generalized (e.g., games like Peek-a-Boo and Ring-
Around-the-Rosy); they build a repertoire of rituals that are familiar and predictable, yet 
newly constructed by the players each time. They also experience a deep connection with 
the other ‘player’ that nevertheless reinforces a toddler’s sense of distinctness as a bodily 
self, for the game is both mutual and physically interactive. . .the dialogical aspects of 
worship, such as responsive readings, call and response singing, and exchanges of peace 
mimic the alternating participant games in which the toddler has found comfort, joy, 
amazement and human companionship. The coactive singing of hymns and speaking of 
unison prayers and affirmations imitate the pattern of shared words and actions like those 
found in games like Pat-a-Cake. When toddlers join or echo the ‘amen’ at the end of a 
unison prayer and when they insist on the family ritual of holding hands and speaking 
words of blessing before every meal (even lunch at McDonald’s!), they are telling their 
personal religious story to whomever is present to hear it” (Yust 136).  
 

5. Become History Makers: As children receive, hear, celebrate, and tell their religious 
narrative, they are maturing in the context of a community, enabling them to play a 
meaningful role in that community. As toddlers, their power is “through their bodily and 
social presence as incarnations of divine and human love and their ability to draw forth a 
nurturing love from their caregivers that imitates God’s love for the world. They express 
awe and wonder in ways that often captivate adults and open adult eyes anew to the 
amazing beauty and fullness of the natural and social worlds” (Yust 136). Brueggerman’s 
understanding of toddlers’ faith formation “projects that toddlers who have opportunities 
to bring their personal story and their faith community’s story into a dialogical and 
coactive relationship will become older children and adults who choose to engage in 
words and actions designed to encourage compassion and justice in their communities 
and in the world” (136).  

Toddlers become increasingly independent and explore boundaries as they discover free 

will and individuate from their primary caretakers, which is a model of how their faith formation 

will progress throughout their lives: “The human developmental process becomes the arena for 

practicing the ‘holding on’ and ‘letting go’ necessary for religious edification and maturation” 

(Yust 138). This is a dynamic that will continue through adulthood; a communal nurturing of a 

child’s sense of free choice and autonomy is “a task that is consistent with the community’s 

theological commitment to nurture a personal and freely chosen relationship with God” (138).  
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Young children experience wonder and amazement readily. This presents a unique 

developmental opportunity for the communities that wish to encourage those young children to 

grow into religious adults:  

Attentive to the amazing and mysterious nature of the world, toddlers experience 
what religious sociologist Peter Berger calls the ‘signals of transcendence’ (Hay 
et al., 1996, p. 62). Yet conscious reflection on the causes or reasons for a 
wondrous experience is a learned response. Spiritual awareness, in contrast with 
spiritual experience, has to be ‘activated’ or it may remain dormant for long 
periods—even most of a lifetime. Activating spiritual awareness requires that 
toddlers learn some mode of religious expression for their spiritual experiences. 
(Yust 140) 

Young toddlers absorb information from their environment. Through observation and 

experimentation, children construct their repertoire of not only words but behaviors and attitudes. 

Yust describes a scenario in which toddlers spend time in a nursery program while their parents 

attend a service, during which the audiovisual feed of the worship is on a screen in the room 

where the children play:  

Each week, the infants and young toddlers in the nursery ‘overheard’ the music 
and spoken words of the liturgy and ‘saw’ their community engage in the acts of 
worship. Those children who attended church frequently showed signs of having 
learned pieces of the sung liturgy. Young toddlers would sing snippets of 
congregational hymns with the same gusto as simple children’s songs. They 
especially picked up the tunes and words to hymn refrains that contained multiple 
repetitions of simple phrases. They also would chime in on the last word of each 
line in a familiar hymn and what they could not sing verbally they would hum. 
Parents reported that their almost two-year olds were as likely to sing a string of 
‘alleluias’ as ‘Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star’ when moved to song during a 
shopping expedition or a long car ride. The practical intelligence of these 
children, combined with their social exposure to religious culture, was sufficient 
for them to learn and use—albeit without rational comprehension—the religious 
language of their faith community. (Yust 141)  

This is an example of the religious enculturation that Yust argues is a key element in 

supporting faith development.  

Similarly, children learn the community’s social and behavioral expectations by watching 

and through the way that boundaries are enforced. A toddler’s social environment is their 
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teacher: "its norms and its authority structure—become critical to the development of the child’s 

moral judgment. The purpose of discipline in the toddler years becomes the development of 

habits (routine ways of acting) that support the community’s social ideals” (Yust 144). A 

toddler’s egocentrism is crucial to understanding how s/he can process religious narratives, 

concepts, and moral doctrine. The child will understand stories literally, and without the struggle 

that some adults will face when trying to resolve inconsistent, impractical, or morally 

questionable layers of biblical texts. These stories are an important foundation, but some of the 

moral ideas that are extrapolated from the stories will not be relevant or useful to teach as 

toddlers are cognitively incapable of digesting the lesson. The toddlers “do not acquire a working 

concept of sharing as a ‘good’ standard until they are preschoolers, and even then, they make this 

moral judgment based on the physical consequences (punishment) or self-gratifying rewards 

(adult affirmation) they perceive are tied to sharing” (143). This developmental inability is 

important for religious leaders to understand so that expectations can be appropriate as “Moral 

ideals traditionally linked to religious life, such as obedience, denying the self, and turning the 

other cheek, are also beyond the conceptual world of the toddler” (143).  

This doesn’t mean that all moral platitudes themselves are beyond children’s grasp. 

Rather, children will gain an understanding of the community’s norms of behavior through 

repeatedly testing boundaries and hearing explicit instructions. For children under five:  

habits are cultivated by the patterning of desirable actions and the redirection of 
undesirable ones, as well as through the creation of contexts marked by some 
discernible order and predictable rituals. Also, the communication between adult 
caregiver and toddler depends as much or more on body language and emotional 
affect as verbal expression. Listening carefully involves attending to the ways in 
which toddlers are engaging the world and its challenges. Expressing one’s views 
occurs in sensorimotor ways as well as in verbal address. (144)  

The development of a God concept is a process that begins in toddlerhood but will 

remain active for a lifetime. Yust describes an initial understanding of God to be similar to the 
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way a toddler understands their parent—to a young child, their primary caregiver is omniscient, 

omnipotent, and omnipresent. God can be a comforting concept to a toddler; “God functions for 

the toddler much like a security blanket, pacifier, or special stuffed animal” (Yust 146). 

“The experiences of toddlers can prove to be long-lasting frameworks on which they 

construct their perceptions of reality” (Yust 148). Regular exposure to religious ritual and 

structure prime them to experience a lifetime of practice:  

Toddlers who are immersed in regular Friday Shabbat services, daily family 
prayer before meals, weekly congregational singing, seasonal Advent 
candlelighting rituals, and/or a host of other common communal religious 
practices develop a sense of the holy and the Holy One that they can experience, 
embrace and sometimes even name for now, and then re-experience, re-embrace 
and rename as they develop. (148)  

By grounding the ways that toddlers are approached and included in developmentally 

appropriate practices, religious leaders and parents can more fully appreciate the ways that their 

young children participate: that “toddlers’ expressions of faith are not identical with adult 

expressions does not make them any less people of faith. It simply means that we have to take 

into account the specific physical abilities, cognitive skills, emotional behaviors and social 

interactions of toddlers in order to see the work of God in their lives” (Yust 149).  

Prayer Education 

In “Believing, Behaving, Belonging: Tefillah28 Education in the 21st Century”, Rabbi 

Nicole Michelle Greninger describes three of her own case studies of synagogues recognized for 

successful programs, in an effort to discover how to better prepare children for entry into the 

Jewish communal world. Each of the synagogues included some form of Tot Shabbat 

                                                

28 Hebrew word for “prayer” 
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programming as a part of the prayer education and family worship experiences offered to their 

students. 

Greninger identified that the goals of prayer education differ from one community to 

another, yet each of the three synagogues she studied articulated goals:  

• Participants “internalize prayer, to feel that it is an integral part of one’s life, to explore 
one’s beliefs about God, and to find prayer personally meaningful” (389).  

• Curriculum “emphasizes behavior: students learn the keva29 (structure, format, words) of 
Jewish prayer, developing the proficiency to daven30 with the community” (394).  

• Prayer experiences focus on “building community and a sense of belonging” (404).  

She describes the commonalities between the different communities that lead each of 

them to succeed in meeting their respective goals, including intentionality, realistic goal setting, 

consistency, and collaborative leadership.  

Rituals and Child Development 

In “Family Routines and Rituals: A Context for Development in the Lives of Young 

Children,” authors and Syracuse University professors Dr. Mary Spagnola and Barbara H. Fiese 

explore how young children’s participation in family routines and rituals is related to their socio-

emotional, language, academic, and social skill development. The authors point to established 

research regarding mealtime conversations, shared book-reading, and chores as examples of 

routines and rituals that yield positive language, social, and emotional benefits: “Family routines 

afford the opportunity for engaging children in dyadic and group activities that have been shown 

to contribute to vocabulary enrichment, social skill building, and later academic achievement” 

(Spagnola and Fiese 287). They explain that the relationship between each child’s development 

                                                

29 Keva is a Hebrew word that refers to the fixed routine of Hebrew prayer. It is often 
paired with the Hebrew word kavanah which is the Hebrew word referring to the intention of the 
person who is praying. 

30 Yiddish word meaning “to pray” 
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and the specific skills is correlational and not causational. Organized families provide predictable 

structure and actively construct routines and rituals. This is a part of the way that they participate 

in a community that is reflective of their culture or belief and provides a context for their child’s 

development that offers many different potential benefits.  

Predictable patterns of meaningful rituals that facilitate emotional connections are 

beneficial to children and families. The authors describe the construction of these rituals as a 

“transactional process” which is a dynamic interplay between parent and child. The model 

“emphasizes the mutual effects between parent and child, embedded and regulated by cultural 

codes. In this model, child outcome is neither predictable by the state of the child alone nor the 

environment in which he or she is being raised. Rather, it is a result of a series of transactions 

that evolve, with the child responding to and altering the environment” (Spagnola and Fiese 

291). Therefore, the ritual life in each family is unique and can be altered when the family 

structure changes. As children mature, their “family routines and rituals provide a structure for 

the socialization of culturally acceptable behavior” that allows them to practice emerging skills 

that offer “opportunities to foster skill development that encourages autonomy as well as 

connection with others” (Spagnola and Fiese 287-8). An intentional approach to this process will 

yield best results; “for families with young children, the emotional investment in routines starts 

with an awareness that these settings are opportunities for learning as well as for building 

relationships” (289).  

Spagnola and Fiese explain that when couples become parents, the priorities in their 

family life shift and they are sometimes unable to facilitate regular routines and rituals. In 1993, 

Fiese and colleagues compared the family ritual practices of parents with infants and parents 

with preschool age children and found that when children are infants, parents are focused on 
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intense caregiving demands and “reported fewer predictable routines and less emotional 

investment in family rituals than did parents of preschoolers...which may diminish emotional 

resources available for the practice of family rituals” (Spagnola 289). As children develop 

beyond the early childhood years, their routines “are more predictable and children’s behavior is 

better regulated such that parents feel better equipped to provide emotional investment in 

sustaining family activities” (289 Fiese, Hooker, Kotary, & Schwagler, 2002 qtd. by Spagnola 

and Fiese).  

The parents “who engage in more daily caregiving routines are likely to become more 

comfortable with the tasks, providing a sense of accomplishment, which then leads to greater 

ease in carrying out activities and a greater likelihood that they will be sustained over time,” and 

this confidence-building plays a crucial role in the family’s health. Conversely, “Parents who 

report their family life is bereft of ritual meaning and feel overwhelmed by attention to the daily 

routine care of their children (irrespective of disease severity) also report a poorer quality of life 

for themselves as do their children” (Fiese, Wamboldt, & Anbar, 2005 qtd. by Spagnola and 

Fiese 293). The benefits of both routine and ritual extend to children’s development in a variety 

of ways—fostering healthy relationships between all the members of the family, bolstering 

parent confidence, and creating opportunities to practice skills from many different learning 

domains.  

Clearly, the development of young children and the religious education and engagement 

of families has been a topic of interest in various disciplines. Exploring the writing of 

neuroscientists, clergy, educators, physicians, historians, social scientists, professors and 

psychologists together provides a research-based approach to understanding and maximizing the 

potential of a religious program for young families with young children.  
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

The research sought to collect data to better understand and analyze what typically is 

included during a Tot Shabbat program and the experiences of the people that lead and 

participate in them. The research took place by phone and online in December 2017 and January 

2018. Using a mixed-methods approach, including quantitative surveys and qualitative 

interviews of two distinct populations, the researcher collected data from Tot Shabbat program 

leaders and the adult participants of families who attend Tot Shabbat. 

Phase 1: Surveys 

The first stage was the collection of data through two surveys, one for each of the target 

populations, using the digital application “SurveyMonkey” to send out surveys for online 

completion. 

Target Population 

There are two target populations: participants and leaders. The participants are defined as 

adults who bring children ages 0-6 to participate in Tot Shabbat programs that meet the criteria 

described in the definition of terms. Participants must have attended Tot Shabbat on at least 4 

occasions with their child(ren) aged 0-6 in the past 3 years. The Tot Shabbat leaders must have 

led Tot Shabbat in the same synagogue for at least 1 year on at least 8 occasions. 

Tot Shabbat Definition 

For the purpose of this study, “Tot Shabbat” programs are defined as prayer services for 

young children and their families that meet the following criteria:   

• designed for children under age six attending the services with their families31 

                                                

31 Families define themselves; the members may include adults or siblings of any faith or 
background. This study is not investigating the impact of the presence or effect on siblings who 



46 
 

 

• typically led by the same person or persons at a non-Orthodox Jewish institution32 
• the institution has a history of at least 3 years of facilitating these services and an 

average attendance of 10 or more children for the past year 
• occurs at least 8 times per year 
• does not require temple “membership” or other cost for participation 

Though the program must fit these criteria, it does not need to be labeled as “Tot 

Shabbat.” 

Recruitment 

Participants identified themselves the via responses to a request for survey participation 

that they either received by email or through social media. 

Tot Shabbat leaders were invited to participate by taking the survey via email lists 

(listservs) of those involved in a community relevant to Tot Shabbat, such as the Union for 

Reform Judaism’s early engagement Community of Practice, the Central Conference of 

American Rabbis, the Women Cantor’s Network, RAVNET (a communication platform for 

Conservative Rabbis), the United Synagogue of Conservative Judaism’s early childhood 

Listserve, or other similar mediums. Additionally, both the Family Participant and Tot Shabbat 

Leader survey were disseminated through social media—shared or seen on a Facebook page run 

by an organization, institution, or individual who addresses Tot Shabbat or relevant topics (Gratz 

College, Jewish Learning Matters, various local PJ Library programs, or Central Agencies for 

Jewish Education). The links were also shared in “Facebook” groups where Jewish educators 

                                                

participate, nor the effect on non-Jewish adults that participate, although those areas may both be 
worthy of further investigation. 

32 The researcher included data from leaders of Tot Shabbat programs in non-
denominational or multi-denominational synagogues, as well as communities that don’t 
specifically identify as “synagogues” but serve and support the Jewish educational, communal, 
and prayer needs of families with young children, though they weren’t specifically described in 
the original data population plan. 
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and/or clergy dialogue (for example, JEDLAB, Hava Nashira, SLBC, NewCAJE, ARJE). 

Finally, the researcher posted the links to the survey on her professional website so that they 

could easily be accessed when the project was discussed offline (for example, at the Union for 

Reform Judaism Biennial Conference that occurred during the period of data collection). The 

links were further distributed by individuals who felt that this project was relevant to their 

personal networks.  

Both of the surveys collected both quantitative and qualitative data related to the 

respondent’s demographic information, their Jewish background and community, and a 

description of their Tot Shabbat, including logistical details as well as objectives of and 

adjectives describing their Tot Shabbat experience. Each survey asked respondents if music, 

prayer, and/or Jewish ritual play a significant role and to finish three sentences: “My favorite part 

of Tot Shabbat is…” “If I could make one addition/change to Tot Shabbat, I would…” and “The 

most challenging part of Tot Shabbat [leadership or participation, respectively] is…” 

Additionally, the Family Participant survey asked participants to describe the impact and 

influence of their Tot Shabbat participation.  

The Leader survey sought information regarding the formal and informal study or 

training of the leaders, the planning of the program, as well as the titles of other community 

members who might play some role in the coordination process. The location, size, and 

affiliation of the community were collected, but the name and contact information of the leader 

will remain anonymous.  

Instruments 

The data collection instruments can be found in the appendices section: 

Appendix C: Tot Shabbat Leader Survey as Sent  
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Appendix D: Family Participant Survey as Sent  

Appendix E: Tot Shabbat Leader Interview Guiding Questions  

Appendix F: Family Participant Interview Guiding Questions 

Appendix G: “Expert” Guiding Questions 

 Reliability and Validity 

It is necessary to consider that there may have been differences of interpretation or 

understanding of certain words and terms by different responders. While every attempt was made 

to define terms and articulate meaning to minimize those differences, it is reasonable to assume 

that some differences are present, particularly because many of the terms that people use might 

reflect their personal background or be loaded with meaning in their particular context.  

Phase 2: Interviews 

All survey respondents were invited to volunteer expand their participation in the study 

through interviews. Sixty-eight leaders and 36 family participants responded affirmatively. 

Follow-up interviews were conducted with twenty-one participants 33of various ages and gender 

who represented diverse geographic, Judaic, professional, and academic backgrounds.  

The participants were asked to describe their understanding of Tot Shabbat in general, as 

well as what is typically included in their Tot Shabbat program. Tot Shabbat leaders were asked 

to explain their perspectives regarding the effect that Tot Shabbat participation has on the 

families that attend. Some respondents were asked to provide a more detailed description of the 

answers that they provided on the survey so that the questions could be answered more fully. The 

                                                

33 The study includes the data collected from twenty interviews, as one respondent’s 
interview revealed that her program did not match the description of “Tot Shabbat” provided and 
is outside the scope of this study. 
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Family Participants survey responders were asked to detail the motivation and meaning of their 

Tot Shabbat experiences.  

The surveys revealed trends and provided a description of typical Tot Shabbat programs, 

including the location, leadership, frequency, timing, environment, inclusions, impacts, and 

challenges. The interviews gave a richer glimpse of the personal experiences of both leaders and 

participants that framed their Tot Shabbat participation. The perspectives and stories that the 

interview subjects offered will be addressed in the discussion of findings.  

Apart from the interviews conducted with Tot Shabbat participants and leaders, the 

researcher conducted a series of interviews with several individuals whose professional and 

academic backgrounds enable them to teach and support Tot Shabbat leadership (see Chapter 5). 

These interviews were conducted to help the researcher better understand the context of the data 

collected and gather additional perspectives from individuals with significant experience 

facilitating Tot Shabbats and supporting their leadership in many different types of communities 

over extended periods of time. The Tot Shabbat leaders who generously shared their expertise 

were Nancy Bossov, Ellen Dreskin, Shira Kline, Ellen Allard, and Maxine Handelman. 

Researchers Dr. Mark Rosen and Dr. John Bartkowski, authors of literature that frame much of 

the discussion in Chapter 5, also participated in interviews to share their insights how Tot 

Shabbat or similar programs influenced (or did not influence) their relevant research projects. 

The questions that guided those interviews can be found in Appendix G, but the direction of 

those conversations was largely determined by or connected to the specific area of expertise of 

the individual. 
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Chapter 4: Presentation of Results 

Family Participant Survey 

One hundred thirty-five participants completed the survey. Of that total poplation,113 

indicated that they had attended a “Tot Shabbat” service on at least four occasions in the past 

three years, confirming that they met the participation criteria for this study.34 The data presented 

is limited to that of the qualified participants. 

Demographic Information of Adult Participants 

Participant’s Location, Age, Family Role, Children, & Participation History  

 The respondents represented diverse locations. Participants attend Tot Shabbat across 23 

US states in 50 different cities, and one respondent participates in Canada (see fig. 1). One 

participant each came from these states, the total of which came to 10% of the population: 

Colorado, Connecticut, District of Columbia (DC), Indiana, Louisiana, Massachusetts, 

North Carolina, Texas, Washington, and Wisconsin. 

                                                

34 The remaining twenty-two responses indicated that their program or experience was 
outside of the scope of this study. 

Figure 1. Common US States 

Florida 23%

California 15%

Georgia 11%Pennsylvania 9%

Maryland 7%

New Jersey 8%

New York 8%

Arizona 3%

Illinois 3%

Tennessee
3%

States with 1 
participant

10%

Common US States
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 The age ranges of participants are as follows (see fig. 2): 56% of respondents were 

between 35 and 44, 35% were between 25 and 34, 3% were between 35 and 54, and one 

respondent represented each of the remainig: 18-24 years; 55-64 years; 65-74 years; and 75 years 

or older. Most (90%) of the respondents are the parents of the child they bring to Tot Shabbat, 

3% are the grandparents, and 7% are in a different caregiving or professional capacity. The ages 

of child(ren) they bring to Tot Shabbat are diverse. The most represented ages are two (20%), 

three (18%), four (14%) and six (14%). Infants and children aged one, five, seven, eight, and 

nine or older each atte nded with less than 10% of the respondent families (see fig. 3). 

Participant’s Judaism: Identification, Educational Background,  

Denomination and Membership 

Most (96%) of respondents self-identify as Jewish.35 

                                                

35 One possible limitation to this data is that the question about the Jewish identification 
of participants and their family members have been phrased poorly, causing the respondents 
confusion. The question that collected this information sought further information; 41% of 

infant 7%
age 1 9%

age 2 20%

age 3 18%

age 4 16%

age 5 7%

age 6 14%

age 7 3%

age 8 3%

age 9+ 3%

Age of Participant's Child(ren)

Figure 2. Participant's Ages Figure 3. Age of Participant’s Child(ren) 

18-24 years 2%

25-34 
years
35%

35-44 
years
56%

45-54 years 3%

55-64 
years 2%

65-74 years 1%

75 years or older 1%

Participant's Ages
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A majority of respondents participated in some sort of Jewish educational pursuit as a 

child or adult (see fig. 4). The most common educational pursuit was becoming a Bar/Bat 

Mitzvah, which 74% of participants had experienced, while informal experiences were the 

second-most commonly reported: 63% had them as teens, and 62% had them in college. 

Most (76%) of the respondents are members of the synagogue where they attend Tot 

Shabbat, and 12% plan on joining (see fig. 5). Most of the respondents indicated that they had a 

multi-year history of attendance (see fig. 6). The respondents’ denominational affiliation (see fig. 

7) and the denominational affiliation of the synagogue that hosts the program they attend (see 

fig. 8) are similar.  

 

                                                

respondents have a Jewish partner or spouse and 44% indicated that they are raising a Jewish 
child. See ‘Limitations of the Study” section for further explanation.  

15%

21%

38%

41%

46%

47%

49%

53%

56%

62%

63%

74%

D A Y  S C H O O L

C O L L E G E  D E G R E E

A D U L T  E D U C A T I O N

P R E S C H O O L

S U M M E R  C A M P

I N D E P E N D E N T  L E A R N I N G  A S  A N  A D U L T

S U P P L E M E N T A R Y  S C H O O L

C O L L E G E  C O U R S E S

P O S T  B A R / B A T  M I T Z V A H  E D U C A T I O N

H I L L E L  O R  O T H E R  J E W I S H  A C T I V I T I E S  I N  C O L L E G E

T E E N  Y O U T H  G R O U P  ( N F T Y ,  B B Y O ,  U S Y ,  E T C )

B A R / B A T  M I T Z V A H

Jewish Educational Background

Figure 4. Jewish Educational Background 
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Participants’ Description of “Tot Shabbat” Programs 

One of the goals of this study is to explore, identify, and describe prayers, music, rituals, 

and activities that are typically included in Tot Shabbat programs. This section addresses this 

goal by answering the research question: What is Tot Shabbat? What prayers, music, rituals, and 

activities are typically included in Tot Shabbat programs?  

less than 1 
year 9%

1-2 years
23%

2-3 years
29%

4-5 years
16%

5 or more 
years 23%

Participation History

Yes 72%

No 10%

No, but I plan on 
joining 12%

No, I am a member at a 
different synagogue 3% Synagogue Employee 3%

Participant's Membership 
Status

Figure 5. Participant's Membership Status Figure 6. Participation History 
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Title, Timing, and Leadership  

74% of the participants attend a program titled “Tot Shabbat,” and 26% attend programs 

with other titles (see Appendix A for compilation of program names). The programs usually 

occur either on Friday evening or Saturday mornings (see fig. 9). Rabbis are the typical Tot 

Shabbat leaders, but song leaders, teachers, and cantors are also frequent leaders (see fig. 10). 

Friday 
Morning

2%

Friday 
Evening

51%

Saturday 
Morning

42%

Both Fri 
PM and 
Sat AM

3%

Other 2%

Timing
Volunteers 2% Teens

1%

Other
1%

The leaders change 
frequently 2%

Religious School 
Teacher 6%

Cantor 13%

Early Childhood 
Educator 19%

Songleade
r

26%

Rabbi
30%

Tot Shabbat Leaders

None 4%

Reform
49%

Conservati
ve 33%

Orthodox
2%

Reconstru
ctionist

6%
Other 6%

Synagogue's Denominational 
Affiliation

Reform
59%

Conservative 28%

Reconstructionist 7%

I don't know 2% Other 4%

Participant's Denominational 
Affiliation 

Figure 7. Synagogue's Denominational Status Figure 8. Participant's Denominational 
Affiliation 

Figure 9. Timing Figure 10. Tot Shabbat Leaders 
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The Roles of Prayer, Ritual, and Music 

The respondents were asked if prayer, ritual, or music play a significant role in the Tot 

Shabbat they attend, and the majority of respondents indicated that each of these activities do 

play a significant role (see fig. 11): 

Descriptions of Tot Shabbat Experience: Adjectives 

In an open-ended question, respondents were asked to provide three adjectives to 

describe the Tot Shabbat they attend. The adjectives provided were overwhelmingly positive in 

nature. Common adjectives that were offered and the frequency of those terms are as follows 

(see fig. 12):  

Frequency (Number of Times) Adjective(s) 
29 Fun 
20 Musical 
10 Engaging, Warm 
7 Joyful, Lively 
4 Interactive, Relaxed, Welcoming 
3 Chaotic, Educational, Happy, Loud, Upbeat  
2 Boring, Creative, Crowded, Cute, Family-oriented, Inclusive, 

Short, Silly, Simple, Uplifting   
Figure 12. Frequency of Adjectives 

Yes
85%

No
15%

Ritual

Yes
99%

No
1%

Music

Yes
76%

No
24%

Prayer

Figure 11. Prayer, Ritual, and Music 
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Reason to Attend Tot Shabbat: Objectives  

Through an open-ended question, participants were asked to provide three reasons why 

they choose to attend their Tot Shabbat program. Common themes emerged from their responses, 

which were categorized: Age Appropriate Option; Connection/Familiarity/Identification to and 

with Jewish Life; Engage/Attract Families/Members; Family Experience; Hebrew; Jewish 

Learning; Joy/Fun/Love, Know/Grow Community/Synagogue; Music; Other; Prayer/Worship; 

Relationships with Jewish Community Members; Ritual/Tradition; Shabbat Learning and 

Celebration; and Torah (see fig. 13). 

Finish the Line…Challenges, Additions or Changes, Favorite Parts 

In order to more fully understand the experiences of the participants, respondents were 

asked to “finish the line” of three different statements: 

7

8

10

10

11

12

13

18

23

23

35

46

A G E  A P P R O P R I A T E  O P T I O N

R I T U A L / T R A D I T I O N

J E W I S H  L E A R N I N G

S H A B B A T  L E A R N I N G  A N D  C E L E B R A T I O N

P R A Y E R / W O R S H I P

M U S I C

F A M I L Y  E X P E R I E N C E

O T H E R

R E L A T I O N S H I P S  W I T H  J E W I S H  C O M M U N I T Y  M E M B E R S

J O Y / F U N / L O V E

K N O W / G R O W  C O M M U N I T Y / S Y N A G O G U E

C O N N E C T I O N / F A M I L I A R I T Y / I D E N T I F I C A T I O N  T O  A N D  
W I T H  J E W I S H  L I F E

Participant's Reasons to Attend (# of Times Mentioned)

Figure 13: Reasons to Attend 
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1. The most challenging aspect of Tot Shabbat participation is... 
2. If I could make any addition/change to Tot Shabbat, I would... 
3. My favorite part of Tot Shabbat is when... 

Analysis of the stated challenges reveals the emergence of several clear themes (see fig. 

14). Most of the respondents indicated that their challenge related to children’s behavior, adult’s 

behavior, participant engagement, logistical/planning/travel concerns or ‘other’. Some of the 

“other” examples included descriptions of chaos, sensory challenges, allergy concerns relating to 

food served, and messiness of craft materials made available. 

Analysis of the suggested changes or additions also revealed several themes typically 

related to the modification of frequency or timing, a change in the environment, the 

encouragement of socialization, and the addition or increase of Torah, prayer, ritual, snack, or 

“other” (see fig. 15). Few (9%) of the participants indicated that they had no changes or addition 

to suggest. Some of the “other” examples included specific content additions, sharing materials 

to allow families to prepare, and accommodating sensory sensitivities.  

Adult's Behavior 7%

Attendance 5%

Children's Behavior 14%

Logistical/Planning/Timing Concerns 39%

None 9%

Other 12%

Participant 
Engagement 14%

Participant's Challenges

Figure 14. Participant's Challenges  
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When asked about their favorite parts of Tot Shabbat programs, participants described a 

diverse set of personal preferences (see fig. 16). The majority of favorite moments related to 

parents watching their own children engage, express happiness, show familiarity or learning, or a 

favorite ritual (i.e. watching their child sing a specific song, taking out plush Torahs, doing a Mi 

Chamocha 36 dance party, using a parachute during Ein Keloheinu37). 

                                                

36 A piece of liturgy that celebrates freedom and God’s unique greatness. It is an excerpt 
of the ‘Song of the Sea’ in the book of Exodus that was sung by the Israelites when they crossed 
the Red Sea that parted as they fled Egypt. 

37 “There is None like our God,” song of praise sung at the conclusion of a service. 

Add Prayer 6% Add Ritual 2%
Add Snack 4%

Add Torah 2%

change 
environment 4%

Encourage 
socialization 4%

Frequency/Timing
28%

More music/singing/dancing/instruments 10%

No change 10%

Other 30%

Suggested Changes Or Additions

Figure 15. Suggested Changes or Additions  

My child 
sings 31%

My child engages, expresses happiness, shows familiarity/learning 46%

Favorite Ritual 21%
Other 2%

Participant's Favorite Moments

Figure 16. Participant's Favorite Moments 
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Impact and Influence of Tot Shabbat Participation 

One of the goals of this project is to explore the effects that participation in Tot Shabbat 

programs can have on the engagement in Jewish life of families with young children. 

Accordingly, one research question is “Does participation in Tot Shabbat programs encourage 

engagement in Jewish life for young children and their families?” In this section, the data 

collected to address these questions is presented.  

The Impact of Tot Shabbat 

Using a five-point scale, the participants indicated the degree to which they agreed that 

Tot Shabbat participation impacts their family’s Judaism (see fig. 17). Very few participants 

disagreed with any of the examples offered and no participant strongly disagreed with any of 

them. This data can be best understood in conjunction with the anecdotes and insights offered in 

follow-up interviews. Further analysis of this data is continued in the next chapter. 
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Figure 17. Tot Shabbat Impact 

The Influences of Tot Shabbat 

Participants were provided a list of twenty-six examples of engaging in Jewish life and 

asked: “Please indicate if you participate in any of the Jewish engagement examples described 
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below. Please indicate whether or not you believe that Tot Shabbat attendance encourages your 

participation.” 89% of respondents report that Tot Shabbat influenced them to do or practice at 

least one of the offered engagement examples (see fig. 18). The most frequently cited response is 

that Tot Shabbat participation influences social interactions with other families with young 

Jewish children. This data, too, will be better understood with the insights gathered though the 

follow-up interviews as well as with the data gathered in relevant research projects, and will be 

discussed in chapter five. 
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Figure 18. Tot Shabbat Influence 
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Tot Shabbat Leader Survey 

A total of 198 respondents agreed to participate in the study. 146 respondents met the 

criteria for participation in the study. An additional 52 respondents were excluded.38  

Demographic Information of “Tot Shabbat” Leaders 

Leader’s Age, Professional Title and Role 

The ages of the Tot Shabbat leaders were varied (see fig. 19). 21% of leaders were 

between 25 and 34 years, 35% between 35 and 44 years, 24% between 45 and 54 years, 19% 

between 55 and 65 years, and one respondent was over 75 years old. 

                                                

38 They either directly indicated that they did not meet the criteria (34 respondents) or 
their responses indicated that their program was outside of the scope of this study, because they 
indicated that their “Tot Shabbat” program met less than 8 times a year, in an Orthodox setting, 
or were a “drop-off” program that didn’t include adult participation (13 respondents). 

 

18-24 years old 0%

25-34 years old 21%

35-44 years old 35%45-54 years old
24%

55-65 years old 19%

75 years or older 1%

Leader's Age

Figure 19. Leader's Age 
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The leaders fulfill a variety of roles at the synagogue where they lead Tot Shabbat. 61% 

of the leaders are full-time employees at the synagogue where they facilitate, 17% are part-time 

employees, 13% are independent contractors, and 10% are volunteers. Of the 71 respondents 

who answered the question “Do you have any additional roles at this synagogue”, 84% answered 

affirmatively and with diverse descriptions of their roles- detailing almost any professional 

and/or lay capacity in a Jewish environment: camp director, cantorial soloist, board member, 

b’nai mitzvah tutor, Rabbi’s wife, congregational past president, and many more (see fig. 20). 

Academic and Jewish Educational Background 

The respondents indicated a generally advanced level of academic learning (see fig. 21): 

72% completed graduate school, 22% completed college, 4% completed a doctoral program, and 

2% completed high school. 

 

 

 

Rabbi, 24%

Cantor, 8%

Songleader, 11%

Early Childhood 
Educator, 13%

Religious School 
Teacher, 5%

Other, 18%

Director of 
Education/Religious School 

Lifelong Learning, 10%

Director of Early Childhood 
Education, 3%

Music Director/Cantorial 
Soloist/Educator, 8%

Leader Titles

Figure 20. Leader Titles 
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 Thirty-nine respondents indicated that they were also ordained and provided information 

regarding their ordination. Of those respondents, the majority (90%) were ordained by Hebrew 

Union College (affiliated with the Reform movement); while 5% studied at the Jewish 

Theological Seminary (affiliated with the Conservative movement); and one respondent each 

(3%) studied at Academy of Jewish Religion and the Jewish Spiritual Leader’s Institute (both of 

which are non-denominational Jewish institutions). Ordained respondents were asked if their 

study prepared them to lead Tot Shabbat; 65% said no, and 35% said yes. The denominational 

affiliation of the synagogues (see fig. 26) does not align with the denominational affiliation of 

the clergy’s ordaining institution. Additional insight related to the topics of ordination, 

affiliation, and the opportunities for seminary students to prepare for Tot Shabbat was collected 

in the interviews, discussed in the following chapter.   

Jewish Studies is the most frequent formally-studied field relevant to Tot Shabbat 

leadership, but leaders had a background in many different fields (see fig. 22): 

High School 2%

College 22%

Graduate School
72%

Doctoral Program 4%

Academic Achievements

Figure 21. Academic Achievements 
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Many (70%) of respondents indicated that they participated in an informal training 

program relevant to their role as a Tot Shabbat leader. 67% of that training had been completed 

within the last five years; 19% had completed their training 6 to 10 years ago; and 14% more 

than 10 years ago. 44% of the people who indicated that they had participated in relevant formal 

training indicated multiple experiences pursuing this type of learning. The most frequently 

attended informal training opportunities included Hava Nashira39 (26), CAJE/NewCAJE40 (13), 

Song Leader Boot Camp41 (13), Music Together Training42 (6), and Shababa Network43 (3). 

                                                

39 Hava Nashira is an annual 5-day song-leading and music workshop offered by the 
Union for Reform Judaism at a camp facility in Wisconsin.  

40 NewCAJE is a re-founded version of CAJE (Coalition for the Advancement of Jewish 
Education), both of which are/were Jewish educator organizations that meet for an annual 
conference.  

41 Song Leader Boot Camp (SLBC) is a training experience that creates and supports 
immersive, inspirational, and strategic Jewish leadership programs for clergy, educators, and 
song leaders. 

42 Music Together provides 3-day training courses to support people who wish to 
facilitate effective and joyful family experiences through music and movement. This program 
has no Jewish affiliation. 

43 Shababa Network is a 2-day training program at the 92nd Street Y in New York City for 
organizations that are ready to rethink and transform family engagement and Jewish life. 
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Figure 22. Relevant Fields Formally Studied 
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Most (87%) of the Tot Shabbat leaders participated in ceremonies to become a bar or bat 

mitzvah, making that experience the most common Jewish educational experience. Other Jewish 

educational experiences completed by leaders are as follows (see fig. 23):  

  

72%

27%

87%

75%

76%

77%

75%

53%

48%

19%

S U P P L E M E N T A R Y  S C H O O L

D A Y  S C H O O L

B A R / B A T  M I T Z V A H

P O S T  B A R / B A T  M I T Z V A H  Y O U T H  E D U C A T I O N

Y O U T H  G R O U P

S U M M E R  C A M P

C O L L E G E  C O U R S E S

C O L L E G E  D E G R E E

S E M I N A R Y

O T H E R  

Jewish Educational Experiences In Which Leaders Participated

Figure 23. Jewish Educational Experiences in Which Leaders Participated 
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Demographic Information of Synagogues that Host “Tot Shabbat” Programs 

Synagogue Geographic Location, Membership Size, Denomination 

The leaders represented Tot Shabbat programs in 25 US states and 104 cities, with one 

respondent from Canada and one from the United Kingdom (see fig. 24).  

  The respondents represent varied synagogue sizes, with family membership numbers 

ranging from very small to large (see fig. 25). The majority of respondents lead Tot Shabbat at a 

Reform or Conservative synagogue (see fig. 26). 
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Figure 24. Geographic Location 
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Leader’s Description of “Tot Shabbat” Programs 

One of the goals of this project is to explore, identify, and describe prayers, music, 

rituals, and activities that are typically included in Tot Shabbat programs. This section addresses 

this goal by answering the research question: What is Tot Shabbat? What prayers, music, rituals, 

and activities are typically included in Tot Shabbat programs?  

Role of Repetition, Music, Prayer, Ritual 

All (100%) of respondents indicate that their Tot Shabbat program follows a repetitive 

pattern or routine. Almost all (97%) indicate that music plays a significant role, 96% indicate 

that Jewish ritual plays a significant role, and 86% indicate that prayer plays a significant role in 

their Tot Shabbat programs (see fig. 27). 

Fifty-sex percent of the leaders facilitate programs with the title of “Tot Shabbat,” while 

44% have other names (complete list in Appendix A)

  

Yes
86%

No
14%

Prayer

Yes
97%

No
3%

Music

Yes
96%

No
4%

Ritual

Figure 27. Prayer, Ritual, and Music 

Figure 26. Synagogue Denomination 
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Figure 25. Synagogue Membership 
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Title, Frequency, Timing, Length, and Location  

 In order to meet the criteria for this study, Tot Shabbat programs needed to meet a 

minimum of eight times per year, but the variation of frequency once that criteria is met is not 

consistent (see fig. 28). The length of the program is usually between 15 and 45 minutes (see fig. 

29). The programs are most often held in a sanctuary (30%) but are facilitated in many different 

spaces within the host synagogue (see fig. 30). They are typically held on Friday evenings or 

Saturday mornings (see fig. 31).  
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18%

Multi-
purpose 

room 4%

The location changes 
regularly 2%

Not in the 
synagogue

2%

Library
5%

Social 
Hall 3%

Other
20%

Location of Service Friday 
AM 9%

Friday 
Afternoon

1%

Friday 
PM 42%

Saturday 
AM 36%

Alternate 
Fri. PM & 
Sat AM

12%

Service Timing
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Figure 28. Frequency of Program Figure 29. Duration of Service 
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Leadership Partners, Collaborative Coordinators, Typical Attendance 

Forty percent of respondents report a typical size of 10-20 families in attendance, and 

35% report 0-10 families in attendance44 (see fig. 32). Large populations are less frequently in 

attendance; 6% report 30-40 families, 5% report 40-50 families, and 3% report 50 or more 

families.  

                                                

44 These leaders confirmed that their services maintained an average attendance of at least 
10 children at their Tot Shabbat programs for the last year. 

0-10 35%

20-Oct 40%

20-30 11%

30-40 6%

40-50 5%
50+ 3%

Families in Attendance

Figure 32. Families in Attendance 
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Twenty-five percent of leaders facilitate the service independently, while 75% lead with a 

partner or team. Respondents indicate that they lead with people in a variety of capacities (see 

fig. 33). Leaders also plan and collaborate with a diverse set of people in their institution (see fig. 

34).  
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Figure 33. Leadership Partners 



73 
 

 

A goal of this project is to explore, identify, and describe prayers, music, rituals, and 

activities that are typically included in Tot Shabbat programs. This section addresses the research 

question: What is Tot Shabbat? What prayers, music, rituals, and activities are typically included 

in Tot Shabbat programs? Leaders were provided examples of things in each of these categories 

in four separate questions.  

Prayer or Prayer Concepts 

Leaders were provided with a list of twelve ways that prayers or prayer concepts might 

be included (see fig. 35).45 Leaders most frequently indicated the inclusion of opening and 

closing songs or prayers. Since these examples are inclusive of a great variety of specific songs, 

additional insight regarding this inclusion can be gleaned by reviewing the songs most frequently 

included in figure 39. By a significant margin, Sh’ma46 was the most frequently-named specific 

prayer or prayer concept, specified by 98% of the respondents. The other prayer or prayer 

concepts typically included by a majority of the leaders are: Barchu,47 Prayer for Peace, Mi 

Chamocha, and Silent Prayer. 40% might include the V’ahavta48 and 29% the Amidah49. 

                                                

45 The question included the explanation of the term prayer concept, that “prayer concepts 
can be addressed in a variety of ways; an English song that is based on the text, a storybook that 
addresses the idea of a specific text related to any of these pieces of liturgy, etc. can be 
included.” 

46 A prayer that affirms Judaism’s faith in one God. 
47 A formal call to prayer, following several introductory passages. 
48 A prayer taken from text in Numbers and Deuteronomy that describes how the Jewish 

people will love God.  
49 A prayer comprised of blessings that is recited while standing. 
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Figure 35. Prayers Included 

In addition to the information regarding the inclusion of the twelve examples provided, 

leaders could provide comments and list specific “other” prayers typically included in their 

programs. The two most often “other” prayer concepts included were prayers of healing and 

prayers of gratitude. Additional insight regarding this question can also be gleaned from review 

of the frequency of common songs included (see fig. 39). The prayer or prayer concepts least 

typically included are: prayers for mourners (88% indicated “no”), prayers for Israel (84% 

indicated “no”) and prayer for community/country (80% indicated “no”). Since each of these 

three examples is typically included in worship experiences for adults, further investigation 
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would be required to understand the rationale behind the leader’s decisions regarding the 

inclusion or exclusion of common liturgy. 

Jewish Ritual 

The category of “Jewish Rituals” can be understood in numerous ways, and many Tot 

Shabbat activities could fall into multiple categories. Leaders were provided with a list of eight 

rituals that might be included, which is by no means an exhaustive list of all possible rituals. 

Challah and Juice/Wine with their blessings are the most frequently included Jewish rituals, with 

94% of leaders indicating their inclusion. Only 4% of leaders indicated that the reading of Torah 

is typically included (an additional 12% indicate it is ‘sometimes’ included) which makes it the 

least commonly included Jewish ritual on this list. However, 53% indicate that teaching a Torah 

story or teaching related to the weekly Torah portion is included (an additional 33% indicate it is 

‘sometimes’ included) and 46% indicate that a Torah Parade or Hakafah50 is included (an 

additional 26% say it is ‘sometimes’ included). Again, leaders were offered the option to specify 

any additional rituals in an ‘other’ option, and most of the answers supplied describe the sharing 

of a story or book related to a holiday (see fig. 36).  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                

50 A Hebrew word for a Torah procession in which the Torah is carried throughout the 
congregation. 
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Materials and Activities 

Leaders were provided with twelve examples of types of materials and activities that 

might be included in Tot Shabbat programs and asked to indicate whether they are included (see 

fig. 37). Oneg or ‘snack at the conclusion of the program’ was the most frequently included 

activity, with 79% of leaders indicating its inclusion. Books and dramatic storytelling were 

included at similar frequencies (54% and 55%, respectively). The use of ritual objects was split 

into two distinct categories, ‘toy’51 and ‘real.’52 The children’s use of ‘toy’ ritual objects was 

much more frequent than the children’s use of ‘real’ ritual objects (62% use ‘toy’ and 32% use 

‘real). In addition to the twelve examples provided, leaders were also offered the opportunity to 

specify “other” materials or activities. The leaders described the use of scarves, musical 

                                                

51 ‘Toy’ ritual objects referred to materials like plush Torahs, pretend food, or wooden 
play sets. 

52 ‘Real’ ritual objects referred to when children are encouraged to use candlesticks, 
kiddush cups (ceremonial wine goblet), yad (ritual object used by a person reading from a Torah 
scroll to point to the text as it is read) or other objects typically used by adults. 
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Figure 36. Rituals Included 
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instruments, and parachutes as well as creative visuals that would function as a siddur53 

including laminated word sheets and a homemade ‘big book’ siddur. 

 

Musical Strategies 

Ninety-seven percent of leaders indicated that music plays a significant role in their Tot 

Shabbat program. This question was designed to better understand how music is utilized during 

services. Leaders were given 13 examples of ways that music might be shared and indicated the 

ways in which they typically include it (see fig. 38). Most (96%) of Tot Shabbat services include 

songs led by adult leaders, and 73% include leader’s use of instruments. Most (96%) include 

                                                

53 Prayer book. 

Figure 37. Materials and/or Activities Included 
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songs that are frequently or regularly shared at Tot Shabbat programs, which indicates that each 

community builds a repertoire of songs that families can learn over time if they attend regularly. 

Most include the use of Hebrew, through both Hebrew songs (84%) and chanted prayers (69%). 

Most services include English songs (84%) movement songs (81%), echo songs (75%) and 

zipper54 songs (58%). The inclusion of different types of musical strategies suggests that Tot 

Shabbat programs offer diverse musical experiences. 

 

                                                

54 Fill-in-the-line songs which invite participants to “write” lyrics while the song is being 
shared 
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Figure 38. Musical Strategies Included 
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Frequency of Common Songs 

The leaders each supplied some examples of the songs that are shared during their 

programs through an open-ended question (see fig. 39). Additional information on these songs, 

including the composers, as available, can be found in Appendix I. 

Frequency Song 
63 Bim Bam 
62 Sh’ma 
30 Hinei Mah Tov 
28 Barchu 
24 Oseh Shalom 
18 Mi Chamocha 
19 Dinosaur Knocking At My Door 
17 Thank You God 
16 Shabbat Is Here 
12 Priestly Blessing 
11 Mah Yafeh Hayom, Tree of Life/Eitz Chaim 
10 Halalalalalalaleluyah, V'ahavta 
9 Mah Tovu, Torah Torah 
8 Modeh Ani, Shabbat Feeling, We Sing Shabbat We Sing Shalom 
7 Lecha Dodi 
6 Halleluyah, Od Yavo Shalom Aleinu, Shalom Chaverim 
5 Adon Olam, Birchot Hashachar, David Melech, How Good, Wonderful Shabbos 

Sound 
4 Amidah, Chicken in the Pot, Hallelu, Niggunim 
3 Boi Kallah, Chiri Bim, Family Blessing, Shehecheyanu, Sim Shalom 
2 Across the Sea; Al Sh'losha D'varim; Am I Awake?; Are You Ready To Pray?; 

Building a Better World; Bye Bye Yuckies; Challah in the Oven; God is 
Everywhere; Hello Everybody; Hinei Rakevet; Great, Mighty, and Awesome; Lo 
Yisa Goy; Psalm 150; Shabbat Boogie - Hokie Pokie; Standing at the Sea; Stand 
Up (When You See the Aron Ha Kodesh Is Open); What Do You Like About 
Shabbat?; We Welcome You to Tot Shabbat; Zum Gali Gali 

Figure 39. Frequency of Common Songs 
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Leader’s Description: Common Adjectives 

Leaders were each asked to provide three adjectives to describe their program. Adjectives 

that were commonly offered appeared with the following frequencies (see fig. 40):  

Frequency (Number of Times) Adjective(s) 
22 Fun 
18 Musical 
13 Engaging 
11 Energetic 
10 Welcoming 
4 Family-oriented, Informal, Interactive, Participatory 
3 Active, Casual, Communal, Connecting, Educational, 

Familiar, Friendly, Happy, Inviting, Lively, Meaningful, 
Relaxed 

2 Chaotic, Community, Creative, Dancing, Exciting, Family, 
Inclusive, Jewish, Kid-friendly, Loving, Music, Spiritual 

Figure 40. Frequency of Adjectives 

Leader’s Description: Objectives 

Leaders were asked to provide three objectives of the Tot Shabbat program that they 

facilitate. Common themes that emerged were assigned categories: Age Appropriate Option; 

Connection/Familiarity/Identification to and with Jewish Life; Engage/Attract 

Families/Members; Family Experience; Hebrew; Jewish Learning; Joy/Fun/Love; Know/Grow 

Community/Synagogue; Music; Other; Prayer/Worship; Relationships with Jewish Community 

Members; Ritual/Tradition; Shabbat Learning and Celebration; and Torah (see fig. 41). 
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Finish the Line…. Challenges, Additions or Changes, Favorite Parts 

In order to more fully understand the experiences of the leaders, the survey asked 

respondents to “finish the line” of three different statements: 

1. The most challenging aspect of leading Tot Shabbat is... 
2. If I could make any addition/change to Tot Shabbat, I would... 
3. My favorite part of Tot Shabbat is when... 

3

4

15

17

18

18

22

25

28

36

36

42

48

73

89

H E B R E W

T O R A H

A G E  A P P R O P R I A T E  O P T I O N

M U S I C

O T H E R

J E W I S H  L E A R N I N G

R I T U A L / T R A D I T I O N

F A M I L Y  E X P E R I E N C E

J O Y / F U N / L O V E

P R A Y E R / W O R S H I P

R E L A T I O N S H I P S  W I T H  J E W I S H  C O M M U N I T Y  
M E M B E R S

E N G A G E / A T T R A C T  F A M I L I E S / M E M B E R S

S H A B B A T  L E A R N I N G  A N D  C E L E B R A T I O N

C O N N E C T I O N / F A M I L I A R I T Y / I D E N T I F I C A T I O N  T O  
A N D  W I T H  J E W I S H  L I F E

K N O W / G R O W  C O M M U N I T Y / S Y N A G O G U E

Leader's Objectives
(absolute numbers, not percentages)

Figure 41. Frequency of Objectives Categories 
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Analysis of the stated challenges yielded the emergence of several clear themes. 

Categories were assigned to the most frequently articulated challenges (see fig. 42). Most of the 

respondents indicated that their challenges related to children’s behavior, adult’s behavior, 

participant engagement, logistical/planning/travel concerns or ‘other’. Some “other” examples 

included descriptions of seeking balance between activities, managing transitions, musical 

repertoire/skills, lacking confidence or control. 

The changes or additions suggested by the leaders were diverse, with just over 65% of 

responses lending themselves to categorization relating to one of these eight themes: add leader 

Add leader or 
coordinate/support 

leadership 26%

Add Prayer 4%

Add Torah 2%

Change environment
23%

Frequency/timing 8%

Increase 
attendance/engage

ment 9%

More 
music/singing/dancin

g/instruments
15%

No change 13%

Leader's Additions or Changes

Adult's Behavior 29%

Attendance 14%

Children's Behavior 4%

Logistical/Planning/Timing Concerns 6%

None 1%

Other 16%

Participant Engagement 30%

Leader's Challenges

Figure 43. Leader's Challenges 

Figure 42. Leader's Additions or Changes 
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or coordinate/support leadership; add prayer; add Torah; change environment; change 

frequency/timing; increase attendance/engagement; add more 

music/singing/dancing/instruments; or no change (see fig. 43). Some “other” examples included 

lifting restrictions regarding Shabbat observance (relating to instruments, crafts, etc.), reducing 

cost, increasing carry-over from other children’s programming, improving advertising efforts, 

and increasing staff or volunteer leadership. 

The described favorite parts of Tot Shabbat programs indicated a diverse set of personal 

preferences. The majority of favorite moments related to parents watching their own children 

sing, connect, participate, and learn (see fig. 16). Leaders typically referred to witnessing or 

facilitating moments of engagement, connection, affection, or learning as well as citing favorite 

rituals. Examples of favorite rituals include the sharing of “Shehechiyanu’ moments55 using a 

parachute to make a tent during Mah Tovu,56 Torah parades, or looking for a particular letter in 

the Torah. Some of the “other” examples included when: “new people come and feel included, 

welcome, and happy to be there”, “Tots bring their own guitars, so they can ‘lead’” and “I 

overhear families telling one another, ‘See you next month.’” 

Leader’s Perspective: Agree-Disagree 

The leaders were asked to indicate the extent to which they agree or disagree with each of 

the following statements below (see fig. 44). Some of these perspectives are further explored in 

the following chapter in conjunction with the additional information gathered through 

                                                

55 This is a reference to the blessing recited when new things occur, meaning that children 
and families announce milestones or exciting changes in their lives. 

56 A prayer in reverence to the synagogue with words taken from the Torah (Numbers 
24:5) that refer to the tents of the Israelites during their 40 year sojourn, it is recited at the 
beginning of morning prayer services. 
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interviews; some of these suggest areas of further research that might be meaningful to better 

understand the various dynamics and structure of Tot Shabbat leadership. A majority of leaders 

(72%) either strongly agreed or agreed that “My efforts to engage families with young children 

are coordinated with other efforts to engage this population at my synagogue.” 47% either 

strongly agreed or agreed that “the challenges and successes of the Tot Shabbat program I lead 

are regularly assessed.” Similar portions of the leaders either strongly agreed or agreed that “I 

have adequate support from staff and/or lay leadership to plan and executes a Tot Shabbat 

program (82%) and that “I have adequate expertise to plan and execute a successful Tot Shabbat 

program (87%). 73% of leaders strongly agree or agree that “I have adequate financial resources 

to plan and execute a successful Tot Shabbat program. 64% strongly agree or agree that “My 

community’s Tot Shabbat has a clearly articulated purpose and goal. 
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53% of leaders either strongly agree or agree that “The Tot Shabbat program is 

publicized appropriately so that the local community’s families with young children are informed 

about the event. 

  

19%

27%

35%

56%

48%

15%

40%

44%

37%

38%

31%

34%

32%

32%

21%

21%

13%

9%

12%

29%

12%

14%

13%

10%

5%

16%

9%

6%

The Tot Shabbat program is publicized appropriately so that 
the local community’s families with young children are 

informed about the event.

My community’s Tot Shabbat has a clearly articulated purpose 
and goal.

I have adequate financial resources to plan and execute a
successful Tot Shabbat program.

I have adequate expertise to plan and execute a successful Tot
Shabbat program

I have adequate support from staff and/or lay leadership to
plan and execute a Tot Shabbat program

The challenges and successes of the Tot Shabbat program I
lead are regularly assessed.

My efforts to engage families with young children are
coordinated with other efforts to engage this population at my

synagogue.

Leader Perspective
(note  tha t  numer ica l  percentages  of  less  than  f ive  do  not  appear  

on  the  char t  due  to  space  cons t ra in ts )

Strongly agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly disagree I don't know

Figure 44. Leader Perspective 
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Follow-Up Interviews 

The surveys provided an enormous quantity of data, but additional information and 

insight were gathered through a secondary data collection phase of interviews conducted by 

phone. All survey respondents (see fig. 45) were invited to volunteer for further participation in 

the study through personal interviews. Sixty-eight leaders and thirty-six family participants 

indicated willingness to participate in the interviews. Twenty-one individuals were selected for 

follow up interviews who represented diverse geographic regions, Judaic affiliations, ages, 

genders, and professional and academic backgrounds. The participants were asked to describe 

their understanding of Tot Shabbat in general as well as what is typically included in their Tot 

Shabbat program. Tot Shabbat Leaders were asked to explain their perspectives regarding the 

effect that Tot Shabbat participation has on the families that attend. Some respondents were 

asked to provide a thicker description of the answers that they provided on the survey so that the 

research questions could be answered more fully. Family Participants were asked to detail the 

motivation and meaning of their Tot Shabbat experiences. The interviews gave a richer glimpse 

of the personal experiences of both leaders and participants that framed their Tot Shabbat 

participation.  

The perspectives and stories that the interview subjects offered will be discussed in the 

following chapter, Discussion of Findings. In order to provide some context to the voices 

represented in the interviews, a brief description that includes each interviewee is as follows: 

• EC Director R leads Tot Shabbat at a Conservative synagogue with 500-999 
membership units. It is typically attended by 10-20 families and led with support from 
the school’s teachers. 
• Cantor K leads Tot Shabbat with a rabbi and school music specialist. The Reform 
synagogue has over 1000 membership units, and the Tot Shabbat typically has 20-30 
families in attendance.  
• Ordination Candidate B leads a Tot Shabbat at a Reform congregation as its 
cantorial soloist and music director and is currently pursuing ordination. 
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• Lay Leader M leads Tot Shabbat at a Conservative synagogue with 251-499 
families. The Tot Shabbat is typically attended by fewer than 10 families. Lay Leader 
M has been leading Tot Shabbat since 1973.  
• Director E is the director of a large early childhood learning center and leads Tot 
Shabbat with a Rabbi and song leader. 40-50 families typically attend the Tot Shabbat 
at the Reform congregation with 500-999 membership units.  
• Music Director R is a part-time employee at a Reform congregation with 500-999 
membership units. The Tot Shabbat is led by a rabbi and typically has 10-20 families 
in attendance.  
• Rabbi S leads Tot Shabbat with a song leader at a Reform synagogue with over 
1000 membership units. 10-20 families are typically in attendance. 
• EC Director L leads Tot Shabbat with a rabbi and cantor at a Reform temple with 
500-999 families. It typically has 30-40 families in attendance. 
• Rabbi A leads Tot Shabbat alone at a Reconstructionist synagogue with 251-499 
membership units. It typically has fewer than 10 families in attendance. 
• Director R.L. is the director of youth and family programming at a synagogue 
with 251-499 members. Director R.L. leads Tot Shabbat independently at a 
Conservative synagogue in an area with a dense Jewish population. 10-20 families 
typically attend the Tot Shabbat. 
• Director O is the director of congregational education at a non-denominational 
(previously Conservative) synagogue in a densely-populated Jewish area. He leads 
Tot Shabbat with a rabbi and sometimes a song leader. The congregation has 251-499 
families, and the Tot Shabbat typically has 10-20 families in attendance. 
• Parent/Cantor R is an HUC-ordained cantor at a Reform congregation with 500-
999 membership units. The Tot Shabbat is led with a rabbi and early childhood 
educator and typically has 30-40 families in attendance.   
• Rabbi P leads Tot Shabbat with a teen song leader at a Reform congregation that 
has 500-999 membership units and typically less than 10 families in attendance at the 
monthly Tot Shabbat. 
• Parent/Rabbi SS is a JTS ordained rabbi who is currently focused on parenting 
three young children while working part time as a rabbi. One of her responsibilities is 
facilitating a Tot Shabbat program at a small Conservative temple with the 
congregational rabbi, to whom she is married. 
• Parent/Director M is the Education Director of a large Reform congregation and 
the parent of three children. 
• Mom M is a mother of a toddler, expecting a baby, and is married to a rabbi who 
leads Tot Shabbat at a large Reform congregation. She is also a Jewish professional.  
• Mom A has a 9 and 3-year-old and attends Tot Shabbat at a Reform congregation. 
• Parent G regularly attends Tot Shabbat at several different synagogues, both 
Reform and Conservative, and is the parent of 4 and 6-year-old children. 
• Parent A has a 3-year-old and a newborn and attends Tot Shabbat at a 
Reconstructionist synagogue. Parent A is a Jew by choice. 
• Parent L has a 2-year-old and attends Tot Shabbat at a Reform congregation. Her 
father-in-law is a rabbi; her mother was a Jewish professional. 
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Interview information can be reviewed in the appendices: 

Appendix E: Tot Shabbat Leader Interview Guiding Questions  

Appendix F: Family Participant Interview Guiding Questions 
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Chapter 5: Summary and Discussion 

Restatement of the Problem and Hypothesis 

Shabbat programs for young children and their families have become common in 

American synagogues over the past few decades. As noted in Chapter 3, this research is the first 

conducted on the topic of “Tot Shabbat programs,” defined for the purposes of this study as 

Shabbat worship experiences for 0 to 6-year-old children and their families. The data confirmed 

the hypothesis that Tot Shabbat programs encourage families with young children to engage in 

Jewish life. Additionally, it verified that they provide an environment for young children and 

families to celebrate Shabbat while engaging in social and educational opportunities that allow 

them to explore music, ritual and prayer in the context of Jewish community. The data revealed 

trends and provided a much more specific description of not only what Tot Shabbat programs 

typically include, but also a richer depiction of what Tot Shabbat programs look and feel like: 

their impact and influence; their challenges and highlights; the reasons why participants attend 

and the goals and motivations of the communities and facilitators who host them. A discussion of 

these findings is presented in this chapter. Additionally, a few of the most salient points 

presented in the Review of Literature (Chapter 2) will be reviewed here to better prepare the 

reader to understand the comments in this chapter that Tot Shabbat leaders and participants 

provided and discussed.  

Review of Methodology 

This study relied chiefly on data related to the Tot Shabbat experiences of leaders and 

adult participants, gathered through surveys from these two populations. Additional insight was 

obtained through follow-up interviews with a representative sample of the survey respondents.  



90 
 

 

Summary of Results 

In this section, the names of congregations, rabbis, children, and participating adults will 

be withheld as to maintain the anonymity of all. When a participant uses any specific names, the 

researcher will simply use “congregation,” “temple,” “rabbi,” “kiddo,” “husband,” “wife,” or 

“partner.”  

What Is Tot Shabbat? 

This study has confirmed that Tot Shabbat is an experience during which music, prayer, 

and Jewish ritual play a significant role as young children and their families gather to learn about 

and celebrate Jewish life and community. Tot Shabbat is a gateway into Jewish life and an 

opportunity to build community and foster relationships with members of that community. The 

vast majority of participants (more than 90%) agreed or strongly agreed that Tot Shabbat 

“provides a positive Jewish experience for my family, helps connect my family to Jewish 

community, encourages my family to participate in Jewish life, provides opportunities to create 

and nurture relationships with members of the synagogue community, and helps connect my 

family to Jewish ritual.” Most participants (more than 75%) also agreed or strongly agreed that 

Tot Shabbat “teaches my family about Shabbat, makes me think about my family’s Jewish 

practice, helps connect my family to Jewish prayer, influences the way my family engages with 

Judaism, and teaches my family about Jewish concepts and beliefs.” 

Tot Shabbat is an experience rich with opportunities. All Tot Shabbats can provide 

connections with other Jewish families, relationships with Jewish professionals, and knowledge 

about Judaism and how it might be relevant to the stage of life that families with young children 

are experiencing. The specific nature of the opportunities varies by community and depends 

upon the community’s goals, facility, and culture; they might offer early childhood learning 
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options, recruit for adult learning options, or facilitate chavura57 groups that create support 

networks—the list of possible offerings could be endless. Like worship experiences for any 

population, the services likely share a skeleton, but the actual experience is conducted by leaders 

in a unique physical environment for a community of individuals, so each community offers its 

own special variances while providing a familiar overall experience to participants. The 

participants each bring their own background, expectations, and personal preferences to the 

experience, which also frames their perceptions.  

What Prayers, Music, Rituals, and Activities Are Typically Included in  

Tot Shabbat Programs? 

The only specific prayer cited by most leaders was Sh’ma but opening and closing 

prayers or songs are typically a part of the service. Usually, English, Hebrew, echo, movement, 

and zipper songs are led by adult leadership, who play instruments as well as chant Hebrew 

prayers. Most programs lead some of the same songs at each session, and some of the same 

songs shared at Tot Shabbat are led in other congregational or worship settings. The recitation of 

the blessings for candles, juice, challah, and children are typically included, as well as a Torah 

story or teaching about the weekly Torah portion. Dramatic storytelling and books are shared, 

children use “toy” ritual objects, and oneg or snack is provided at the conclusion of the program. 

Does Participation in Tot Shabbat Programs Encourage Engagement in Jewish Life for 

Young Children and Their Families?   

Eighty-nine percent of participants indicated that participation in Tot Shabbat programs 

encourages their participation in at least one of the Jewish life engagement examples provided 

                                                

57 Hebrew word referring to a small social group within a larger Jewish community, often 
promoting lay-led celebration of holidays (including Shabbat). 
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and 96% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed with the statement, “Tot Shabbat encourages 

my family to engage in Jewish life” (see figures 14 and 15). 

Summary and Comparison of Data Populations 

The two distinct data populations, adult participants and Tot Shabbat leaders, have a lot 

in common: 

• Extraordinarily, in an open-ended question that asked both populations for adjectives, the 
top three offered by both populations were “fun,” “musical,” and “engaging” (in that 
order, but the word “warm” was offered the same number of times as “engaging” by the 
participants). 

• For both populations, the largest portion of the respondents are between ages 35 and 44 
(56% of participants and 35% of leaders, who had a greater age diversity). 

• The most common Jewish educational experiences were Bar/Bat Mitzvah, and the other 
Jewish educational experiences were also similar, though the leaders had uniformly 
higher levels of participation in Jewish educational experiences: 

Experience % of Leaders % of Participants 
Bar/Bat Mitzvah 87 74 
Youth Group 76 63 
College Courses or Activities 75 62 
Supplementary School 72 49 

• The survey for leadership asked for much greater detail about academic background than 
that of the participants, so a close comparison of the academic training of the populations 
is not possible. However, the participants did describe their occupations, and both 
populations are comprised of highly-educated professionals.  

• The denominational affiliation was also similar: 

Denomination % Leaders % Participants 
Reform 62 59 
Conservative 26 28 
Reconstructionist 2 7 
Other 9 4 

 

 

 

 



93 
 

 

• The objectives of the Tot Shabbat programs articulated by leaders and the reasons 
to attend Tot Shabbat programs provided by participants were similar (see fig. 
46).  

Leaders Participants: 
1) Know and grow the community/synagogue 
2) Connection/Familiarity/Identification to 
and with Jewish life 
3) Shabbat learning and celebration 
4) Engage/Attract families/members 
5) Relationships with Jewish community 
members 

1) Connection/Familiarity/Identification to 
and with Jewish life 
2) Know and grow the community/synagogue 
3) Joy/Fun/Love 
4) Relationships with Jewish community 
members 
5)Other 

Figure 45. Most Frequently-cited Tot Shabbat Objectives 

 

It is interesting to note that both populations are motivated to participate in or facilitate 

Tot Shabbat programs to support the connection/familiarity/identification to and with Jewish life, 

and to nurture relationships with Jewish community members. The indication by 72% of the 

participants that they are members of the synagogue that hosts their Tot Shabbat (see fig. 5) 

suggests that the leaders’ objectives relating to community building and synagogue recruitment 

are being met to some extent. The participants did not articulate that specific goal, which is 

consistent with the UJA report on “Jewish Early Engagement in New York” which found that “a 

sizable percentage of those who came to our focus groups indicated they are not interested in 

joining a synagogue but are still looking for Jewish community” (Rosen et al. 23).  

A greater discrepancy between the populations’ perspectives emerged upon comparison 

of the challenges that related to their Tot Shabbat experiences (see fig. 14). Both populations 

cited challenges relating to children’s behavior, adult’s behavior, participant engagement, and 

logistical/planning/travel concerns. The primary concern for the adult participants was logistical 

in nature: scheduling conflicts, traffic, timing, routine interruptions, and the like challenged their 

ability to participate, though logistical concerns only accounted for 6% of the leader’s 

challenges. This suggests that leaders or collaborative coordinators might take steps to better 
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understand the practical needs of the families whom they wish to invite to Tot Shabbat programs 

and to be as responsive as possible to these concerns.  

Leaders most frequently described the challenges of participant engagement (30%) and 

the adult’s behavior (29%) as the other major challenges they faced while facilitating Tot 

Shabbat. The specific concerns regarding participant engagement named diverse developmental 

capabilities and interests as the root of the problem. This is a foundational issue in early 

childhood family engagement in all types of environments. In Neurons to Neighborhoods, the 

authors explain, “The overarching challenge for both policy makers and service providers is to 

integrate specialized services (when they are required) in a comprehensive framework that 

addresses the generic needs of all children and families, while recognizing the importance of 

individual differences and the necessity of cultural competence in an increasingly pluralistic 

society” (Shonkoff and Phillips 392). Leaders might benefit from research and recommendations 

on the facilitation of family programs in early childhood more generally, since this insight does 

not specifically address the needs of Jewish families, yet this specific point is a common 

concern.    

The needs and interests of the adult participants was a significant concern. The 

disengaged behavior of some parents could be correlated to their perception that the program 

isn’t “for” them and/or that they don’t find it interesting or meaningful. During an interview, one 

of the leaders who said, “The most challenging aspect of leading Tot Shabbat is helping parents 

be a participant with their children, not a spectator,” was asked to further describe the challenge. 

This answer included concerns regarding the two most commonly-cited challenges, the adult’s 

behavior and their (lack of) engagement. The leader was able to describe the problem and a 

solution:  
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We don't do chairs now. We had them sit on the floor; that made a huge 
difference. So they're sitting with their children on the floor. Whereas we had had 
a structure [of] chairs in a circle, then the kids were in the middle, but it then had 
the parents speaking to one another on the outside without really being a part of 
what their kids were being involved in. So that was the biggest thing—just taking 
the chairs away…feels like one of the biggest things I learned through Shababa; 
it's really about providing something stimulating to the parents. It's not about 
entertaining or getting the children involved. I think if you get the parents 
involved and they're enjoying it and they're doing something, they feel 
comfortable […] they'll participate, and their kids will participate along. 

One of the adult participants, describing her family’s Tot Shabbat experience, 

spontaneously volunteered a description of the kind of behavior that the leaders cited—

socializing instead of participating with their child:  

We sing a bunch of songs and some of them are the same. Some of them are 
seasonally, like holiday-specific. Then we go into the chapel and the kids get 
stuffed Torahs, and they—I'll be honest—this is when I zone out a little bit. I don't 
know exactly what they do up on the bimah58 because I ended up talking to a 
friend that's there. But they all get little Torahs, they're up there for a few minutes, 
and then they go back out, and we say the blessings over juice and challah, and 
then the kids run around afterwards. 

The Tot Shabbat environment’s configuration and the physical building’s space was also 

named as both a challenge and a favorite part of Tot Shabbat by participants. This same parent 

named the “kids running around afterwards” as her two-year-old child’s favorite part of the 

experience: 

I'll tell you, the running around after—she loves running around after, she loves exploring 
the building, she just loves it. She chases around the other kids and some of them seem to 
know the building better—I think they're here more often than the once-a-month we are, 
so she follows them around and wanders and loves it. She also super knows that when 
she goes in the chapel, she goes on the bimah. Like if we'd get there early, she'll just walk 
into the chapel and start wandering the bimah, which I think is just really cute and sweet 
and like the comfort of this big strange building. 

 

                                                

58 An elevated platform in a synagogue’s sanctuary from which clergy lead services and 
the Torah is read. 
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The leader’s concern over the adults’ behavior coupled with the leader’s desire to 

facilitate the building of relationships highlights a dissonance. The importance of providing time 

and space for parents to build relationships, which logically mandates creating an opportunity to 

socialize, is a high priority for both populations. This is further discussed in the following 

section. 

Participants Description of Tot Shabbat’s Influence and Impact 

The vast majority (93% or more) of participants either agree or strongly agree that Tot 

Shabbat helps connect their family to the Jewish community, encourages their family to 

participate in Jewish life, and provides opportunities to create and nurture relationships with 

members of the synagogue community. These three points upon which participants agreed are 

mutually inclusive, and each one reinforces the other. At the conclusion of the Early Childhood 

Parent Research project, after considering the stated priorities of Jewish mothers with young 

children collected through focus groups, the report suggested that: 

If we shift our desired outcomes away from only Jewish rituals and affiliation as evidence 
of Jewish engagement, and more towards relationships among Jewish parents, we can 
help create and support a vibrant Jewish network made up of meaningful and purposeful 
relationships…Let us commit the time and effort to building relationships between and 
among families as an investment in the future, a time when they could be more able and 
willing to engage in new types of learning and living.” (Rosen et al. 12) 

 
The information the Tot Shabbat participants provided and the examples that were the 

most popular closely align with the UJA findings. Analogously, Tot Shabbat Influence (see fig. 

18), which conveys the participants’ opinions regarding the influence of Tot Shabbat 

participation on their family’s choices and behaviors, shows that the most popular of the 

engagement examples provided was also directly related to the creation of community through 

relationships.   
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97% of participants report that they have social interactions with other families with 

Jewish children, and 68% believe that Tot Shabbat participation encourages this type of Jewish 

engagement, making it the most commonly-cited influence of Tot Shabbat attendance. This is a 

particularly powerful example of Jewish engagement that is likely the first step in encouraging 

many different positive and Jewishly-oriented outcomes. Repeatedly, the research highlights that 

the facilitation of the establishment of friendships is one of, if not the most, powerful things that 

Jewish communities can do in order to not only encourage families to raise Jewish children, but 

to support young children’s development across domains. Dr. John Bartkowski, who led the 

research team that studied the impact of religion on the development of young children, found 

that the relationships constructed through young families’ religious attendance builds a 

community network that promotes social, emotional, behavioral, and cognitive development:  

Consistent with the adage that “it takes a village to raise a child,” it is likely that 
the network closure provided by congregations (that is, interaction and instruction 
provided to youngsters by non-parental adults who reinforce parental values) is a 
vital part of promoting pro-social outcomes in children. (Bartkowski et al. 18) 

The same study also concluded that “the effects of parents’ religious attendance are 

stronger and more persistent than those related to the family’s religious environment, thereby 

underscoring the importance of parental integration (and, likely, children’s integration) in 

religious networks for steering youngsters toward positive developmental outcomes” 

(Bartkowski et al. 18).  Several Tot Shabbat leaders shared that their ability to impact the Jewish 

identity and practice of a child and their family was limited by the constraint of time, because a 

child would be most shaped by the way the family practices and discusses Judaism at home. This 

conclusion that each individual family’s religious environment is actually less consequential than 

the parents’ religious attendance actually underscores the finding that Tot Shabbat participation 

is a particularly powerful influence, and the scope of the impact reaches beyond the time that the 
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Tot Shabbat program meets.  This is particularly significant for this study, as the Tot Shabbat 

participants come from all sorts of different types of family religious environments: 100% of the 

respondents indicated that they light Chanukah candles, read Jewish books for children, and 

either attend or host a Passover seder, and 97% indicated that they use Jewish ritual objects in 

the home. In addition, 73% recite blessings not related to Shabbat at home, and 53% report that 

they incorporate Jewish elements into their bedtime routine. Beyond their personal observances, 

however, Bartkowski’s assertion suggests that the impact of Tot Shabbat is not determined by 

each family’s Jewish environment at home, because they are nurtured through the network in 

which they participate, which yields greater effects. 

In relation to this specific population, “Jewish Early Engagement in New York,” a project 

commissioned by the Jewish Federation of New York, argues the following: 

Whatever the reasons underlying the parent’s institutional choices, when a family 
becomes involved with secular institutions instead of with Jewish institutions, the 
outcomes are predictable. Parents will be less likely to establish friendships with 
other parents who are involved in Jewish life and will be less likely to encounter 
Jewish role models. Since Jewish friends and role models have a strong influence 
on whether parents make Jewish choices for their children, these parents will tend 
to be uninvolved with Jewish tradition during their child’s early formative years. 
(Rosen et al. 3) 

Both participants and leaders will describe experiences that led them to agree with this 

assertion, that development of relationships is a crucial foundation for Jewish living and that the 

period of time directly adjacent to becoming parents is critical. This very sensitive period of 

growth that occurs for young children and their families is well documented in both secular and 

Jewish research. In the seminal book From Neurons to Neighborhoods: The Science of Early 

Childhood Development, the data highlight the critical opportunity for development that each 

child in an early learning environment experiences:  

From the time of conception to the first day of kindergarten, development 
proceeds at a pace exceeding that of any subsequent stage of life. What happens 
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during the first months and years of life matters a lot, not because this period of 
development provides an indelible blueprint for adult well-being, but because it 
sets either a sturdy or fragile stage for what follows. (Shonkoff 26-7)  

Similarly, the early childhood years represent a crucial opportunity for children to begin 

to develop their Jewish identities with their families and form connections that foster future 

Jewish communal engagement. The article “If Not Now, When?” in What We Now Know About 

Jewish Education, argued that early childhood Jewish education offers a potent opportunity to 

strengthen “the future viability of the North American Jewish community” because it “instills a 

Jewish identity in children…strengthens the Jewish identity and practice of families, provides an 

important venue for adults to connect with other Jewish adults and serves as a pivotal gateway 

into further involvement and commitment. (Vogelstein 383). This opinion is further affirmed by 

the fact that the parents of young children are, themselves, undergoing a period of rapid identity 

development that synagogues can support: 

New parents—who had been so confident in their careers—find themselves in 
uncharted waters when they start preparing to welcome their first child. Rather 
than focusing on what parents and their young children can contribute to the 
synagogue, synagogues need to see themselves as having something to offer these 
parents as they start their parenting journey. Synagogues must be intentional in 
their efforts to meet the needs of today’s parents, beginning with knowing those 
needs. (Rolland et al. 10)  

All of this data illustrates that Tot Shabbat programs are an especially valuable 

opportunity for synagogues to connect to and impact the lives of families with young children. 

Not only is this a critical time of development for the children who attend, but the nature of the 

programs in this study, designed for children aged 0-6 to attend with their families, further 

primes the participants for impact: “Programs that combine child-focused educational activities 

with explicit attention to parent-child interaction patterns and relationship building appear to 

have the greatest impacts” (Shonkoff 11). This assertion, that programs that wish to maximize 

impact must attend simultaneously to the children’s learning and the parent’s learning as it 
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relates to familial participation, was additionally described in the 2005 study Linking the Silos: 

How to Accelerate the Momentum in Jewish Education Today. This study sought to compile a 

description of “The Current Moment in Jewish Education Today,” which called attention to the 

following 21st century reality: 

Today, Jewish families and educational programs do not operate in two separate 
spheres, but rather mutually reinforce one another. Clearly, family engagement 
with Jewish education ranges across a spectrum from more to less intense 
participation, but it is no longer helpful to look at families as divorced from the 
Jewish educational process, any more than it is useful to imagine schools and 
informal education as operating independently of families. (Wertheimer 11)  

Many findings of this project align with the trends discovered by that project. One 

example is that 90% of families indicate that they participate in other events at the synagogue 

where they attend Tot Shabbat, and 41% of the families credit Tot Shabbat participation for 

encouraging this behavior. Linking the Silos also found that “A number of parents report that 

their child’s participation in religious school has led them to become more involved in the 

synagogue” (Wertheimer 16). This was additionally affirmed by the descriptions and objectives 

both leaders and participants provided: Tot Shabbat was repeatedly called an “entry point” or a 

“gateway” to synagogue life. 

Tot Shabbat programs, as defined for the purposes of this study, are uniquely at the 

intersection of critically important dynamics: Family engagement opportunities that jointly invite 

the parents and the young children to interact with one another, learn about Judaism, and build 

relationships with not only like-minded families in a similar development state, but also with 

experts (leaders that are teachers, rabbis, etc.), in a brief and vulnerable time period. These ideas, 

that Tot Shabbat timing is critical and that the relationships established in this window deeply 

matter, were also intuitively understood by leaders and parents. One example was provided by a 

parent who described her child’s birth as a welcome “excuse” that allowed her to find her place 
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in the community, a place she was acutely aware that she was actively missing. When asked, 

“Why do you bring your family to these experiences?” she described her belief that participation 

could offer a significant opportunity for her: 

I've never really lived anywhere where I didn't actually feel like I belonged to the 
Jewish community…but living here, I really felt like an outsider, for a really long 
time. Having “kiddo” was really sort of my excuse to find my inroads in creating 
a community—and I work for the Jewish community, it’s also a really weird thing 
to say—but I didn't feel connected. Even though I work for the community. It’s 
really an intentional way for us, for me in particular, because “husband” comes 
sometimes and he doesn't know...Really intentional for me to start to make more 
personal connections and get to know people and to start to feel like less of an 
outsider. If this is where we're going to be long-term, then this needs to feel like 
home, and I need to do things to make that the case. 

She went on to describe connections and friendships that she has started to meet the goal 

she set for herself. From a different perspective with a similar outlook, a rabbi, when asked, 

“Why do you host these services for young children and their families?” answered:  

It is a great welcoming tool…I think a recognition that (and I don't want this to 
come across as seeming sneaky) [there is] a sense of vulnerability of that time of 
life for families that they are looking for ‘Jewish’ and they are looking for 
connection…this is exactly what a synagogue is built for. 

This rabbi went on to describe what she hopes children and families will gain from their 

Tot Shabbat participation:  

To me, actually the number one thing that I hope that they gain is connections 
with other families. Nothing makes me happier than seeing families who met 
through Tot Shabbat making plans to go to the playground. Even just right after 
Tot Shabbat, even through sort of [an] organic connection. I hope they make 
connections with the clergy and the community, and I hope that they have sweet 
and positive Jewish experiences that make them feel like, ‘oh, this could have 
meaning in our lives going forward.’   

The next section will continue to provide examples that illustrate some of the evidence of 

Tot Shabbat’s influence that leaders shared. 
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Leader’s Experience: How Tot Shabbat Participation Encourages Families to Engage in Jewish 

Life 

In almost every Tot Shabbat leader interview, the leader responded affirmatively when 

asked if they believe that Tot Shabbat encourages families who participate to engage in Jewish 

life. Several specified that they know not every family is impacted, but each was able to identify 

examples that provide evidence to this phenomenon. This section will present the Tot Shabbat 

leaders’ perspectives and observations on this topic. 

One cantor’s perspective offers a limitation on the data that remains true for all of the 

responses collected: there is simply insufficient research to definitively determine the specific 

origin of the impact. When asked, “Do you think participation in your program encourages the 

families to engage in Jewish life outside of this specific experience that you're providing?” the 

cantor replied: 

I don't know that I can definitively say that. I don't know if it's a chicken or an 
egg…It's [the suburban community in which the families live] pretty well 
engaged, there are lots of opportunities to be Jewish in this town without having 
to belong anywhere. So I don't know that I can definitively say, yes, it's because 
of our program that people get involved in things. 

Further research would be required to determine true causal relationships, but this study 

is able to describe the correlation effects of the data that the populations provided and is the 

richest collection of anecdotal evidence to date. 

 Several Tot Shabbat leaders shared stories of the parents of the children who attend Tot 

Shabbat experiencing enormous shifts in their own relationships with Judaism. This is one 

element of a theme that emerged through all of the data collection: Tot Shabbat programs are 

presented for young children, but the adult participants are experiencing mature, meaningful 

learning and make profound connections that deeply affect their lives. Tot Shabbat leaders 
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remarked repeatedly that Tot Shabbat is a time of life where the adults are also at a life stage that 

is particularly ripe for influence.  

A cantor who leads Tot Shabbat describes a phenomenon with which he is very familiar:  

When people graduate from high school, graduate from college, it is typical to 
drift away from Judaism—heck, after b’nai mitzvah, they drift away from 
Judaism! I'm talking about this [Tot Shabbat] as an entryway into Jewish life, it 
makes it a non-judgmental way to reinforce the lessons of Judaism with these 
adults, and I've seen it a number of times when people start to engage with their 
curiosity, and it may ignite a real passion for Jewish texts to Jewish music and 
study and community.  

 
He goes on to give an example that he says isn’t atypical:  

There's one couple in particular that kind of stepped forward, they stepped up to 
the plate and said, ‘Wow, we'd love to know more about the community, and we'd 
love to reengage with Jewish life.’ They ended up enrolling their child in our 
early childhood center. They became active in the community. The dad is now 
one of the co-chairs for my men's retreat, so it's significant that [Tot Shabbat] is a 
way that we're able to provide an opportunity for couples to come in with their 
young children, and they are able to take a step into the Jewish life. 

This leader went on to compare the depth and meaning of other life cycle events to 

describe the significance of the experiences he is able to facilitate at Tot Shabbat: 

There was a moment that I witnessed, just because I was sitting maybe in the right 
place at the right time, where we had a little bit more order…I remember seeing 
grandparents that were crying because they just had this opportunity to have a 
ritually-created moment to bless their grandchildren. And we [the Tot Shabbat 
leadership team] were the conduit through which they were given this gift. I want 
to call it a gift. We don't take time out, you know. I don't know what many 
families do at Shabbat dinner at home. The kids are running around and they're 
going crazy, and we sit down and maybe we'll have ten minutes of order where 
we can sit and talk and then the kids are crazy again…to be able to facilitate those 
moments of holiness, those sacred moments for families to have a time to bless 
their children—it is just the same as a b’nai [mitzvah] family, you know. They'll 
get up on our bimah, and after their child reads the Torah and gives a d’var 
Torah,59 they will have a moment to really share what they think and really share 
what they believe in a way that is…you really can't do that in your home as 

                                                

59 Prepared remarks shared with the community regarding a person’s perspective on a 
particular passage of Torah. 
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well…or during a Ketubah60 signing. I invite the cameras to leave and say, ‘all 
right everybody, it's time. We're going to go around and we're going to say: What 
do you really wish for this couple?’ So, the ability for a family to do that is a 
significant gift. 

His testimony highlights the deeply intimate and emotionally-connective part of the Tot 

Shabbat program that he clearly treasures. His approach towards Tot Shabbat as one small piece 

of the journey the families are embarking upon was shared by other people leading Tot Shabbat 

programs.  

One rabbi spoke about the relationship he was able to build with the individual 

participants of the Tot Shabbat he facilitates as the path to encouraging engagement far beyond 

the time the children could identify as “tots.” He said that one of the reasons that his synagogue 

hosts Tot Shabbat programs is “for them to establish a relationship with one of the rabbis of the 

congregation at that level of connection that makes it more welcoming for them to participate in 

other elements of the congregation.” In his experience, the relationship established early in the 

child’s life can determine the choices the family makes regarding future life cycle events: “I feel 

comfortable saying that when the time comes for their children's bar or bat mitzvah or life cycle 

events, there could be a likelihood that I'm going to be the one that's officiating, because they 

have a relationship with one of their rabbis in a very intimate and personal way.” The 

connections between the children and the clergy, as well as the parents and the clergy, can 

individually and collectively yield immense impact.  

                                                

60 A marriage contract which requires a ceremonial signing by two witnesses that 
typically takes place in a private ceremony before the more public ritual during which the couple 
is formally married. 
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An early childhood director who facilitates Tot Shabbat testified that this phenomenon, 

that the opportunity that Tot Shabbat presents to parents to shift their relationship with Judaism, 

can also occur to non-Jewish parents: 

I have an interfaith family right now…the dad was really not interested in 
Judaism but has chosen this program for his kids. But little by little, we've been 
talking about things and inviting him to come. Finally, he came to a Tot Shabbat; 
now they come every single month. He asks me if we can have them more, and 
he's gotten involved in the Dad's Club. (The dads got together, and they did a little 
fundraiser last year that's now becoming an annual thing. They did a corn hole 
tournament that was sort of their own idea.) They are coming to the annual event 
and talking about joining the temple. Now, they come to our Friday morning 
school Shabbat, and the mom who is not Jewish is really loving it and super 
involved—when Dad was out of town and she posted a video of herself lighting 
the Chanukah candles with the kids…that's just one example, but there are so 
many more. I definitely think Tot Shabbat is helping the families to create 
traditions around Judaism. 

Another early childhood director who leads Tot Shabbat with a rabbi and song leader tells 

the story of the enormous impact one toddler’s brief experience can yield on a family and their 

relationship to a synagogue community: 

A little boy who was two at the time came to Tot Shabbat—the family comes 
every month. After Tot Shabbat, there is an oneg for the kids and families. As it is 
in-process, the regular adult's service is starting in the same sanctuary where Tot 
Shabbat was held. The boy asked to go into the sanctuary again, and since the 
service hadn’t started yet, the parents said OK. He went up to the bimah, he 
wanted to talk to one of the song leaders he loves—the boy loves the guitar and 
wanted to go and talk to her. After the child and the song leader chatted for a few 
moments, the rabbi and the song leader were ready to start the service. His parents 
called him: “Come on down, they're ready to start.” But the rabbi and song leader 
said: “No, no, no, he can stay. He can stay and help lead.”  

So here's this adult service with 200 people and this little tiny two-year-old 
standing up on the bimah—and he actually put in his request for his favorite 
songs, so the rabbi and song leader kind of re-did their plan so they could do the 
songs that he wanted to lead. After that, they said: “Now you can go find your 
parents.”  

The next day we got an email from a parent, from the mom in particular, saying: 
“I wasn't raised as part of a synagogue. I knew I was Jewish but Jewish meant 
family and food, and it never really meant going to a synagogue, and my son has 
had such a different experience. He feels so at home here at the synagogue. The 
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rabbi could've easily said to him, “The service’s starting. Go, get off the bimah,” 
but instead you allowed him to lead this service. It's like the highlight of his life. 
It made him so happy. And because of that, I feel so much more connected to you 
and to this congregation. I'll have this connection forever, just because of the way 
that our family has been valued here.” 

This moment, while Tot Shabbat adjacent, did not happen during the program—it was a 

spontaneous occurrence that most likely happened as a result of several elements unique to this 

community: the personality and attitude of the leadership, a flexible community climate that 

could allow a toddler to take over the bimah and a scheduling approach that created opportunities 

for different populations to be visible to one another. While the details of the experience are 

specific to this community, the theme that the parent’s understanding and identification with 

Judaism and Jewish rituals can shift as a result of the family’s participation was shared by both 

leaders and participants, again and again.  

One song leader described the way that the Tot Shabbat leaders welcomed a family that 

impacted not only the members of that family, but each of the community’s members. She 

shared that the person who is currently their synagogue’s education director and youth group 

advisor told her that:  

It was through Tot Shabbat that her non-Jewish husband felt that this was a 
community that really embraced him and really embraced his kids and made him 
feel comfortable enough to start doing other things at the synagogue as a family. 
Kids got involved, they got involved, and now she's the head of a religious school 
and youth group. 

 
This is yet another example of the enormous changes that can all start at Tot Shabbat, in 

this case, not only for this family, but for the synagogue community and all of the families they 

serve.  
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Another Tot Shabbat leader, the synagogue’s director of education, describes one of her 

favorite rituals and the evidence that a parent offered to her about the way that Tot Shabbat 

encourages participation in Jewish life: 

We will have 'Shehechiyanu' moments in which I will ask, before we say the 
prayer, the families to share what happened to them between the last time and last 
service and this service. For example, if somebody lost a tooth or got potty 
trained, the parents traveled somewhere, or the grandparents came to visit… 

She goes on to describe a parent in a family that participates in this ritual at her program: 

“they went on a hike and they climbed all the way up, and the kid (about four years old) said, 

‘Mommy, this is…this is the perfect shehechiyanu moment!’” She explained that this is why she 

believes she is able to encourage families to engage in Jewish life through their participation in 

Tot Shabbat: “You know this is the ‘ah-ha’ moment, when what I'm doing here, connected to a 

family’s experience, was really meaningful for me. And that sort of stayed with me. So that's one 

of those experiences when we're able to create meaningful enough interactions that stay with the 

family afterwards.” This leader was able to impart a lesson to this four-year-old in a meaningful 

enough way for the child to independently make a connection to a moment outside of the context 

of Tot Shabbat, that an exciting achievement merited the recognition of being a shehechiyanu 

moment. This is one example of the ways that interviewees offered to make evident that Tot 

Shabbat attendance encourages families to engage in Jewish life.  

This director also knows that this anecdote is not reflective of every family’s experience. 

When asked, “Do you believe that participation in these programs encourages the families who 

participate in Tot Shabbat to engage in Jewish life in other ways?” she further explains,  

I know that for some people this will be the only experience they choose to 
participate in, and some people [are] not knowledgeable enough and comfortable 
enough to facilitate Shabbat at home. So while of course internally that would be 
my goal, that the atmosphere and the experiences that we create affect the Jewish 
choices of the parents outside the synagogue because we have only this much 
time with them and then they have the rest of the week and the year with the 
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children. But I see different people who practice differently and for some this 
might be it. And that's why I'm also trying to make it a little bit larger than just the 
service because I realized that for some families this will be the ultimate Jewish 
experience they are going to have with their children. 

 

This limitation is likely true about all of the communities that attend Tot Shabbat– the 

level of impact that each family experiences will fall on a spectrum. However, the data gathered 

clearly states that a majority of families are positively influenced to make more Jewish choices. 

Other examples of Tot Shabbat rituals that made their way into the everyday lives of the 

participating children include children’s spontaneous singing of “Yom Huledet Sameach”61 when 

a family member celebrates a birthday, a child who takes small Israeli flags and marches around 

her house and calls this ritual “playing Shabbat” (which is a ritual at her Tot Shabbat 

celebration), the baking of challah at home, and the purchase of wooden Shabbat sets.62 

While the vast majority of parents credit their Tot Shabbat participation as meaningful to 

their family, not all parents immediately identify their experience as meaningful for themselves. 

For example, when asked, “Is participation in Tot Shabbat meaningful for you?” one parent 

responded, “Hmm. Separate from the children as prayer experience? I don't feel like it is a 

spiritual or eye-opening kind of thing in that regard. As a community building thing, yes, 

absolutely. And it gives me a chance to connect with other families in the preschool community 

that we've grown close with over the years of age as we've gotten close to preschool.” This 

answer also illustrates how the word “meaningful” can be understood in many ways.  

                                                

61 A popular Hebrew translation of the “Happy Birthday” song 
62 A commercially available toy set that includes the items typically utilized in a Shabbat 

celebration: wine (Kiddush) cup; two candles and candlesticks; and a platter and cover for 
challah 
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Participant’s Experience: How Tot Shabbat Participation Encourages Engagement with Jewish 

Life 

Ninety-seven percent of participants strongly agree or agree that Tot Shabbat provides a 

positive Jewish experience for their family. The participants generously offered their 

observations that their children make connections, express joy, and demonstrate increased 

understanding as a result of their Tot Shabbat participation. One way that this data was collected 

was through a survey question that asked the participants to finish the line “My favorite part of 

Tot Shabbat is when…” which was almost entirely made of examples of a participant watching 

their own child engage, express happiness, or show familiarity with Tot Shabbat (46%) or, more 

specifically, watching their child sing (31%) (see fig. 16). 

In her interview, one mom described her favorite part of Tot Shabbat as what occurred 

outside of the specific experience. She is a Jew by choice, married to a man whom she described 

as being raised in a “Christianized” way by Jewish parents in a small town in Georgia because 

they would “say Christian prayers before bed…his family exchanged Christmas presents, which 

seems really weird to us.” She indicated that they were able to continue singing songs or 

practicing rituals they shared during the program: “between the two of us growing up kind of 

atypical, the Tot Shabbat has really helped us to get a grasp on how we can introduce our child to 

Judaism in a way that feels natural and is fun.” When asked, “How has participation in these 

programs encouraged your family to engage in Jewish life in any other way?” she described the 

impact she has witnessed in her three-year-old daughter:  

She's become a much more active part of the candle lighting, Shabbat 
evening...she'll sing lots of songs from services...it's just become second nature for 
her, which is good because otherwise she isn't really exposed to much Jewish 
stuff. Her daycare is Christian-run. We started going to Tot Shabbat when she 
started singing "Jesus Loves Me," so we thought OK, we're going to have to come 
to this [Tot Shabbat]. And so now she brings her Torah to day-care instead.  
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The mother expressed entire satisfaction with her Tot Shabbat experience. When asked if 

she had advice or suggestions she would offer to her Tot Shabbat leadership, she had none: “This 

is working the way it is, and it's really beautiful.” This family’s background was unique, but the 

fact that Tot Shabbat can help families better navigate the observance and celebration of Jewish 

life with toddlers proved to be a crucially important part of what parents with very strong Jewish 

backgrounds appreciate, as well.  

Another mom, who is a Jewish professional with rabbinic ordination and is married to a 

congregational rabbi, described her toddler’s experience at Tot Shabbat (which one of his parents 

leads) as a reason that her child loves being in the Temple:  

When we go on a regular Friday night, not for Tot Shabbat, we are in there for a 
little bit, but we review beforehand... 'we sit quietly in services and you sit next to 
Ima63, we're not running around. If you need to run around, we’re going to go 
outside, and you can run around in the hallway.’ We're not there for that long…it 
is a little harder. I think he participates a lot more in Tot Shabbat than he does in 
other services. 

When asked to clarify how Tot Shabbat has influenced her family’s established practice 

of Judaism, she described the experience as helping her recognize her child’s relationship with 

Judaism in a new way: 

“Kiddo” has expectations and excitement about Shabbat and knows that it's 
coming. He has no sense of time, but whenever anything is exciting, I'll say 
“Kiddo, do you know what's happening tonight?" and he assumes that the right 
answer is Shabbat, which is adorable (but it's not always Shabbat, sometimes it's, 
like, grandma and grandpa are coming). I think in that sense, it really pushed me 
to not dial it in so much on Friday nights, which is really easy to do. I think in 
some ways as a rabbinic family, it's harder to ‘do Jewish’ because my husband is 
not home. We don't eat Shabbat dinner together as a family by any means…but 
his excitement about Shabbat has pushed me to think, how do I, how do we, mark 
Shabbat as special no matter what, even if it's not all of us together? 

                                                

63 Hebrew word for ‘Mommy’ 



111 
 

 

She continued the ways that Tot Shabbat participation, has impacted the Shabbat 

observance she shares with her child, even on the weeks that it doesn’t occur:  

It is this reminder that Jewish life is now about us and not just about me, and 
[this] reminded me to be intentional—how are we going to this, we're going to go 
to Tot Shabbat next week, but there's no Tot Shabbat this week, so what are we 
going to do to mark Shabbat? Because my kid is expecting it…and it has made 
Shabbat candle lighting, in particular, all the more meaningful to me because we 
do it together. It used to be this very quick thing that I would do, and it was pretty 
inconsequential, but now we normally do it at home, “kiddo” loves it.  

 In these two interviews with mothers of Jewish toddlers, they each cited Tot Shabbat 

participation for increasing the meaning, joy, and participation shared in their home candle 

lighting ritual. In the first family, neither parent has formal training in Jewish learning, and both 

lack personal experience to share with their child; they are working intentionally to make Jewish 

choices as their child’s day-care teaches her to sing about “Jesus’ love.” In the latter, both parent 

are ordained rabbis with rich Jewish backgrounds.  

 Interestingly, these testimonies are very clear examples of the conclusions that Spagnola 

and Fiese identified when they studied young children’s development in the context of a family’s 

routines and rituals. Families and children each benefit from predictable patterns of meaningful 

rituals, especially when emotional connections are an element of that ritual. The lighting of 

Shabbat candles is an example of what they call a “transactional” model of ritual observance that 

“emphasizes the mutual effects between parent and child, embedded and regulated by cultural 

codes. In this model, child outcome is neither predictable by the state of the child alone nor the 

environment in which he or she is being raised. Rather, it is a result of a series of transactions 

that evolve, with the child responding to and altering the environment” (Spagnola and Fiese 

291).  

The same study argues that the most vulnerable time that parents seek ritual is when 

infants become toddlers. In the first few months of a child’s life, the parents are consumed with 
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caregiving, but parents will seek meaningful rituals as those babies mature into toddlers. As 

children mature, their “family routines and rituals provide a structure for the socialization of 

culturally acceptable behavior” that allows them to practice emerging skills that offer 

“opportunities to foster skill development that encourages autonomy as well as connection with 

others” (Spagnola and Fiese 287-8). An intentional approach to this process will yield best 

results; “for families with young children, the emotional investment in routines starts with an 

awareness that these settings are opportunities for learning as well as for building relationships” 

(289). This shift in attitude and readiness to create meaningful rituals was echoed in several 

interviews. One mom described the shift in her own approach towards Judaism that parenthood 

inspired: 

You can have the Jewish ceremony, you can get married under the chuppah,64 and 
you could break the glass, and you could do all the Jewish customs walking 
around your husband seven times, and yeah, that's all great. But then as a couple 
after you’re married, what do you do? And there's nothing, it's not really that 
important. And you go to High Holiday services…I think I went a couple times to 
maybe my parents’ Temple activities, as a couple, just to kind of support my dad, 
but I would say nothing really helped us as a couple with the Judaism aspect. 

She describes her husband’s initial attitude towards Jewish life as being that he “wants 

nothing to do with it, going to services, nothing do with the Temple” because he “grew up going 

to an Orthodox temple and Yeshiva,65 and he felt like it was being shoved down his throat and he 

did not enjoy it.” She credits Tot Shabbat with helping her family connect. She says that his 

attitude has shifted as a result of the positive experiences the family shares attending Tot Shabbat 

at several different congregations and said that her husband is now more willing and able to 

appreciate services, in general:  

                                                

64 A canopy under which Jewish couples stand during their wedding ceremony 
65 A Jewish educational institution that focuses students’ attention on religious texts 
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For instance, we went to the High Holiday services at ‘Synagogue,’ and he really 
enjoyed it for the first time. He actually walked away with something, and I don't 
know if he would have done that had we not done Tot Shabbat for so many years 
and just had that comfort level, going to that ‘synagogue’ for Tot Shabbat and 
being comfortable and knowing the ‘Rabbi,’ and getting to know him. I don't 
know if he would have the same feelings. 

When asked about how the Tot Shabbat experience is meaningful to her, she answered, “I 

would say the Tot Shabbat kind of brings us together as adults…being together as a couple and 

seeing our children enjoying Shabbat and seeing my husband enjoying Shabbat, whereas before 

he never used to enjoy it.”  This sentiment, that Tot Shabbat offered a platform for parents with 

divergent attitudes to reconsider and perhaps even start to reconcile their approaches to Jewish 

parenthood, is of rising importance in an increasingly diverse Jewish community.  

Leader’s Perspectives on Current Practices  

The degree to which leaders agree or disagree with statements about their Tot Shabbat’s 

current practices were collected to better understand their perspectives, their own levels of 

confidence, their community’s resources, and the support that may (or may not) be available to 

them in regard to their Tot Shabbat facilitation (see fig. 44). A majority (72%) of leaders either 

strongly agree or agree with the statement “My efforts to engage families with young children 

are coordinated with other efforts to engage this population at my synagogue.” One of the most 

frequently cited objectives of the leaders is a desire to use Tot Shabbat as an opportunity for 

families to know and grow the community- but . If the other efforts to engage the population are 

not coordinated with the Tot Shabbat program, then the limited knowledge of the activities and 

options available to young families will hamper their participation and the community’s growth. 

Similarly, the fact that only 63% of leaders strongly agree or agree with the statement, that “the 

Tot Shabbat program is publicized appropriately so that the local community’s families with 

young children are informed about the event,” highlights dissonance between the leader’s 
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objectives (the fourth most frequently-described objective related to attracting and engaging 

families and members) and the current practice of their programs. These two standards, 

communal coordination and sufficient communication to reach potential community members, 

have been cited as areas that require development in various institutions. The Avi Chai 

Foundation’s 2005 study recommended this call to action:  

Leaders concerned with Jewish education must find ways to build institutional 
linkages between various formal and informal educational programs, between 
families and schools, between educators in various venues, between the key 
communal agencies engaged in support of Jewish education…The current 
challenge in the field of Jewish education is to link the silos, to build cooperation 
across institutional lines and thereby enable learners to benefit from mutually 
reinforcing educational experiences and to help families negotiate their way 
through the rich array of educational options created. (Wertheimer et al. 7) 

These are not the only two standards that the leader’s perspectives reveal as opportunities 

for improvement. Two basic tenets of high quality educational and/or programmatic excellence 

are the presence of a clearly articulated purpose and goal and the regular assessment of efforts. 

These are two elements that are always required for excellent programming, but they are not 

present in all of the Tot Shabbat programs studied. 64% of leaders strongly agree or agree with 

the accuracy of the statement “My community’s Tot Shabbat has a clearly articulated purpose 

and goal” and 42% of leaders strongly agree or agree with the accuracy of the statement “The 

challenges and successes of the Tot Shabbat program I lead are regularly assessed” (see fig. 44). 

When asked about the planning process for her Tot Shabbat program, one Tot Shabbat leader, 

the education director at the synagogue, responded:  

Of course! I am a trained religious educator. I follow the “understanding by design,” the 
“backwards design.” So I set up my goals for this, for the whole year, but also for each 
specific program and go backwards from there. Then I ask the questions that are going to 
guide the process and form my activities based on that. 
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It is interesting that her response began with “of course” because she was the only 

interviewed leader who answered this question with a specific, structured plan based in any 

educational pedagogy.  

Two of the leaders that indicated that they strongly agreed with the statement regarding 

the assessment of their Tot Shabbat program, one cantor and one early childhood director, were 

asked to provide further information regarding their survey answers. Both answered that their 

Tot Shabbat goes through the same program assessment protocols as any other event or initiative 

in their community. The early childhood director’s description included an example of how she 

believes Tot Shabbat is improved by facilitating its assessment:  

It's about the model that we use for our program. We have a 230-student school, 
so we set routines in place with our admin team where we plan, we execute, and 
then we debrief, and then we also work with the teachers. At one of our big staff 
meetings towards the spring, I always have the teachers break out into teams with 
a list of all of our events that we've had for the year, and I want to hear their 
feedback as we move forward. We take that feedback, really listen to it, and we 
decide on how we're going to use it as we move forward, making changes in our 
programming. So in my opinion, Tot Shabbat is no different. As someone who 
was a trained educator, I am a reflective practitioner, and I think that's just the 
feedback loop that I set in motion. It's really important to go back and say, ‘OK, 
did that work? Did that meet our goals?’ 

She continues to discuss a particular scenario that was described as challenging by both 

participants and the leaders in surveys and interviews, that children are running around during 

Tot Shabbat. This community, however, was the only one who also offered a solution. 

We've had conversations about, OK, the kids are running during our Tot Shabbat. 
That's great—We're so glad that they want to be here and they feel comfortable. 
How do we feel about that and how are we going to set the tone if we don't like it? 
So ultimately, we came up with, OK, I want them to dance. I don't want them to 
run in circles around the room because they're not getting anything out of the 
program when they're doing that, and we know that they behave much better in 
the morning [when they participate in a Shabbat program during school hours] so 
they're fully capable. So what can we do to kind of strategize? And so we worked 
with pulling some of the older kids aside and giving them jobs and asking them to 
be special helpers during the service. We worked on the messaging that we give at 
the very beginning, like ‘we want you to dance, we love that you are joyful, but 
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we want you to stay close to moms and dads and grandmas and grandpas and so 
we're going to ask that you're not running’. And then I have staff there who kind 
of helps me ‘man the crowd,’ and we've determined that there is a certain level of 
appropriate movement to enjoy. Then, we've crossed the line, and we kind of 
worked together on figuring out where that stands. We've talked about the service 
order and what songs are appropriate. And we want to make sure that we keep it 
moving, you know, so it's about a twenty-five to thirty-five-minute service 
depending on the week, and we know that we have sort of this magic span of time 
where we hold their attention, and so we have really worked to figure out what 
that looks like. I think that the feedback loop is really important in making those 
positive changes and making sure that you stay relevant and on top of your game 
because if you just do the same thing or just winging it every week or every 
month, you're not really having that opportunity to see what works and what 
doesn't.  

Her community’s structure and staff are not readily available to every Tot Shabbat 

community. The criteria developed by the study “Jewish Early Engagement in New York” for 

determining the quality of a program that was offered to parents and children 0-2 could be 

borrowed by leaders, even those working independently, to assess their areas of opportunity. 

Those criteria are (Rosen et al. 20): 

• Availability — Are there Jewish programs available in the community within a 
reasonable commuting time or distance?  

• Quality — Are Jewish programs well-designed and taught by individuals who inspire 
parents?  

• Content — Do Jewish programs cover topics of interest to parents?  
• Relationships with Peers — Are there opportunities for parents to make new friends?  
• Relationships with Program Leaders — Do program leaders cultivate relationships with 

parents?  
• Cost — Are programs either free or attractively priced?  
• Venue — Are venues comfortable for those who are not engaged? 

The two Tot Shabbat leaders that described their assessment procedures were motivated 

to continue them, as they found the process to lead to program improvements. This suggests that 

other Tot Shabbat programs might benefit from following or creating assessment protocols for 

themselves or their team.  



117 
 

 

56% of leaders strongly agreed and 31% agreed with the statement “I have adequate 

expertise to plan and facilitate a successful Tot Shabbat program.” This demonstrates an 

opportunity to increase confidence. In interviews, this was further explored by asking the leaders 

about further training they would like to pursue as well as the relevance of training that they had 

experienced. Only one leader was not interested in further training; he explained that working 

with his existing team to “revamp” the current approach to Tot Shabbat in their community was 

the most effective way to improve it. The other leaders described a desire to better understand 

child development, increase their musical skills or repertoire, or find opportunities to witness 

and/or learn more about other similar programs.  

Specifically, this desire to increase training was addressed in reference to the leader’s 

study for ordination. The ordained survey respondents were asked if their study prepared them to 

lead Tot Shabbat; 65% said no, and 35% said yes. It is interesting to note that while the 

representation of Reform and Conservative communities was 62% Reform and 26% 

Conservative, 90% of the leaders with ordination graduated from Hebrew Union College-Jewish 

Institute of Religion, affiliated with the Reform movement, and 5% graduated from Jewish 

Theological Seminary, affiliated with the Conservative movement. The representation of HUC-

JIR clergy was much greater than that of JTS clergy, starkly disproportional to the 

denominational representation of the synagogues. To better understand this trend, a JTS graduate 

offered an explanation:  

I think that in many Conservative shuls66, the rabbi is doing other things, and they 
are fortunate enough to have educated lay people who are good at this kind of 
thing. And so the rabbi doesn't have to do it because it's not like, 'Oh, hey rabbi, 
we want you to lead Tot Shabbat.’ It's like, ‘rabbi, you don't have time to lead Tot 
Shabbat, but we do have educated lay people in our community, and they're 

                                                

66 A Yiddish word for synagogue. 
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capable, so don't worry about that.’ I think when that's the case, that's good 
because, you know, on one hand the head rabbi or solo rabbi or whatever has to 
have so many other things that they're dealing with, especially if Tot Shabbat runs 
parallel to our main service, then that would be really complicated. If it's in its 
own separate space, then honestly, I feel like it's appropriate for the rabbi to do it. 
I think it's really important for the rabbis to be the ones who engage because then 
it connects them to a specific demographic of the shul that otherwise they miss.  

When asked what happened in her training and personal experience that prompted her to 

take on this responsibility, she cited the same reason that many of the leaders shared during the 

interview—parenthood. She says Tot Shabbat or anything relevant to what she needed to know 

in order to lead one wasn’t taught at JTS, but “being a parent and seeing what your own child's 

needs are and where they are developmentally and Jewishly, that helps in terms of knowing how 

to structure and create an engaging Tot Shabbat experience.” Leaders with and without 

ordination echoed the sentiment that parenthood uniquely prepared them for the role of Tot 

Shabbat leadership. 

A rabbi ordained by HUC agreed that the education that best prepared her to lead Tot 

Shabbat was parenthood. She also described a powerful shift in her relationships and the role that 

the participants in her program called upon her to play as a result of her dual role, leader and 

parent of a participant:  

I had been a Tot Shabbat leader probably five years before I became a parent, and 
I don't think I was very good at it. I would say it's the community that watched 
me- literally, physically watched me- grow into being a parent. I had a really 
beautiful moment where I came on maternity leave twice. I came while on 
maternity leave, not as a leader just because like, oh, it turns out I actually want 
that for my family…they [the community] gave us a personal blessing and it was 
really like a beautiful moment. And I would also say family that I had both social 
and professional connections with, families that were engaged with Tot Shabbat- I 
did a lot of baby naming as the rabbi there, but especially the Tot Shabbat families 
would be the ones calling me when they were pregnant to make sure, ‘can you do 
it?’ 

This is yet another example of how the relationships fostered through Tot Shabbat 

translate into other choices that participants are making. 
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Many leaders did not feel that they had expertise to plan and execute and facilitate a 

successful program. In addition, many of the ordained leaders did not feel that their study 

prepared them for their role as leaders of Shabbat worship for young children and their families. 

These facts, paired with the leadership’s stated desire for further training and study, point to the 

need for the development and distribution of support, resources, and training on the topic. Many 

Tot Shabbat leaders feel that their success is limited by the fact that their knowledge and abilities 

are lacking. This trend was further explored through interviews with individuals who are in 

positions to guide people who lead Tot Shabbat. Each of these expert opinions addressed these 

questions; ‘What kind of help are leaders seeking? What questions and concerns do you hear 

people asking/addressing related to the Tot Shabbat programs they lead? From your perspective, 

what kinds of help/areas of opportunity do you see that you think people actually need?” Each 

perspective offered was different but aligned on the premise that leaders would benefit if they 

were to deepen and expand their understanding of the unique opportunities that Tot Shabbat 

presents and the role that it can play in combination with the other experiences a synagogue 

might offer.  

Shira Kline, Director of Worship of Lab/Shul, NYC, a ritual artist, early childhood 

educator, and faculty member at many Jewish music and leadership conferences, who is also a 

frequent guest lecturer at HUC-JIR explains: 

Everything that a synagogue does is meant to invite people in. Tot Shabbat 
specifically is one doorway to invite families with young children into the Jewish 
world and to activated Jewish practice. While synagogues and Jewish institutions 
frequently offer educational, social and cultural Jewish programming for young 
families, Tot Shabbat sets out to invite families to engage in Judaism through 
spiritual practice. Because of this spiritual element, Tot Shabbat is in its own 
category. Families with young children coming together for Shabbat has the 
potential to meet people's holistic needs; to offer nourishment in life in this very 
special moment in time in their growing lives. It’s much more than chicken 
fingers and hakafah with stuffed Torahs.  
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She underscores the weight of facilitating such an experience; “It's a big, beautiful job to 

lead Tot Shabbat. Honestly, I think the leaders need permission—to play in these contexts.” Her 

advice highlights that Tot Shabbat leader must access their personal, knowledge, experience and 

love of working with children. The learning and thinking that they do as they work towards 

improving their Tot Shabbat leadership can be applied to other responsibilities they might hold in 

the community, as well. 

Nancy Bossov, Associate Director of Early Childhood Education at the Union for Reform 

Judaism, supports synagogue leaders and their efforts to engage families with young children. 

She also has an extensive experience in leading many Tot Shabbat experiences and has found 

that the most meaningful way for her to help leaders with their programs is to guide them in 

shifting their thought processes towards the way they lead the service:  

I think very often clergy don't put in effort and preparation, intentional ideology 
into their preparation for Tot Shabbat, they kind of walk in and “wing it.” I think 
that's an injustice to the children and their families, and every time that I've 
worked with clergy or leaders about Tot Shabbat, I remind them that the same 
effort they've put into preparing for a Friday night sermon or a High Holiday 
service, that same effort and thought and intentionality ought to be put into every 
single Tot Shabbat, because, you know, early on you can make it or break it and 
it's not so easy. It's not so easy to conduct a meaningful and fun, and upbeat and 
spiritual service experience for a wide range- infants through grandparents, and 
for some reason some people think that it's easy and that they don't need to 
prepare for it. Life is very full and very spiritual and very rich for youngsters 
before elementary school, yet we haven't yet figured out how to enlighten our 
clergy about that. 

Her recommendation to encourage leaders to recognize the complexity of a Tot Shabbat 

program highlights both the practicality and the depth of the benefits that the host community 

could reap:  

As a community, it is our obligation to provide a communal worship experience 
for everyone of all age groups. It's an opportunity to prepare people to celebrate 
Judaism and observe Judaism for their lifetime, at different stages of their 
development... it goes beyond just worship, it is also social and emotional and 
spiritual. So, it's utilitarian and from the programmatic point of view of what a 
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congregation provides for their communities. You know, you could also look at it 
from a marketing point of view- as a communal option and the idea of “member” 
or “non-member” (not my favorite words or community structure!) become 
irrelevant. You come together as a community, period. 

Her perspective is grounded in her belief that offering a meaningful worship experience 

is an “obligation” that the synagogue community maintains. As Tot Shabbat leaders described 

their understanding of what a Tot Shabbat program is, the obligatory nature of this opportunity 

did not typically emerge. However, the frame with which she views Tot Shabbat, that puts it in 

the context of a community service to support people as they make meaning and evolve 

spiritually, was shared by another person with an expert opinion on Tot Shabbat from a very 

different background. 

Cantor Ellen Dreskin is a prayer leader, musician, and HUC-JIR faculty member who 

teaches and consults about Jewish music, experiential education, synagogue transformation, and 

liturgy. She has observed that the questions the leaders are posing and the support they are 

seeking often reveals that the leaders are concerned about attendance (which was echoed in the 

data collected in the survey), but it isn’t actually an attendance question. Truly, it is a deeper 

query about the leader’s vision that is addressed by the content they choose to include and the 

approach towards that decision: 

I think at the most surface level, leaders of synagogues come saying, “How can 
we get more people in the door?” I hate to say that but it's true. I don't think we 
spend enough time asking, “How deep can I go with them? What can I really give 
them once I get them in the door?” I think oftentimes we go for gimmicks or 
guests and that's really good for a one-time thing, but we really need to work very 
hard to give them something when they're there that will make them want to come 
back again and again…. engaging not only the kids but the parents. I use Sesame 
Street as a standard only because when my kids were growing up, this was a show 
that was genius at engaging both the kids and the parents, every once in a while, 
throwing in the line that only the parents were going to appreciate. But I never 
wanted to miss an episode of Sesame Street when my kids were growing up 
because it was engaging for me, too. So that's what I think that we ought to be 
doing, going intergenerational. 
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She also wants to help communities recognize the unique status of spirituality for both 

young children and their parents. She believes that the children’s interest in spirituality is easier 

to recognize because, “we all know that children of this age are filled with wonder and 

amazement and all of these qualities that we tend to grow out of as we get older. I think that 

having some sort of spiritual practice from a very young age will help us not to leave these things 

behind so quickly.” The parents are also deeply concerned with matters of spirituality, though 

they are less likely than their young children to be ready to articulate their queries: “I think that 

parents want to understand that other parents are asking the same questions and don't have any 

more of a clue as to how to raise spiritual children than any of us do, but there's safety in 

numbers. We really are trying to create a synagogue community in which both the parents and 

kids can continue to grow—not just be one-shot happenings.” Cantor Dreskin goes on to share 

that while she agrees that developmental appropriateness is critical, that is not her area of 

expertise. This is a particularly helpful statement for the majority of Tot Shabbat leaders who 

don’t identify specifically as experts in early childhood development. Rather, her own area of 

expertise and passion informs her approach: “I am not professionally trained to speak about what 

might be developmentally appropriate for young children, but I do feel passionate about 

nurturing spiritual growth in both young children and adults. As is the case in many things, it is 

easier to begin early and nourish spiritual growth over the years than it is to begin to explore this 

as an adult.” Her example has the practical implication of modeling for other leaders that various 

elements of their professional interest could be translated to inform their Tot Shabbat leadership. 

Tot Shabbat leaders were asked to supply the songs and the composer of the songs that 

they typically include, and by far, Ellen Allard was the most frequently-cited living composer. 

Multiple leaders brought up her name as a person who modeled, guided, and informed their 
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approach to Tot Shabbat leadership. She shared that leaders frequently come to her asking for 

more songs, but she knows the knowledge and skills of the leader will ultimately determine how 

successful or engaging any song might be: 

A Tot Shabbat leader’s repertoire can include the most developmentally 
appropriate songs ever composed, songs that young Tot Shabbat attendees might 
love, but if they don't possess the know-how to present these songs effectively, 
their chances of having the greatest impact will be lost. It is imperative that Tot 
Shabbat leaders know how to present their material in order to truly create an 
experience that is enriching and inviting and engaging to young children. 
Certainly, repertoire is a critical part of the equation. But in addition to sharing 
fabulous songs and creating interactive prayer experiences, a skilled leader must 
be intimately familiar with the developmental skills and abilities of all young 
children. A skilled leader will create a Tot Shabbat that will speak to those skills 
and abilities AND simultaneously give children an experience that will enrich 
their lives Jewishly, each and every time they gather together. It’s being able to 
consider the big picture - the repertoire, the developmental appropriateness of the 
experience, and empowering families to come together and truly feel like they're 
part of something special. It’s what we call ‘building community’. 

The people who lead Shabbat programs for families with young children can benefit from 

the insights of a great many relevant topics. It would be nearly impossible for a single person to 

“graduate” from a course of study that covers all areas that might inform best practices for Tot 

Shabbat leadership, especially since that individual’s responsibilities in life are not all directly 

related to the specific people in or part of a Tot Shabbat service. This can be said about many 

elements of a job description of teachers or Jewish professionals. However, in both surveys and 

interviews, one topic that both participants and leaders discussed as a necessary but lacking area 

of expertise for leaders is an understanding of the developmental capacities of young children. 

No matter the academic background, specific passion, or goal of a leader or their program, Tot 

Shabbat leaders should be grounded in a developmentally-appropriate approach towards 

educating and engaging the children. Ellen Allard also said that she frequently observes clergy 

struggling to engage these families and is frustrated that what she sees as a significant problem 

has a relatively simple solution: 
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It is vital that clergy be given adequate Early Childhood training during their 
years in seminary. It should be an integral part of the curriculum - not just an hour 
or two over the course of their five years of study. Rabbis and cantors must be 
given the vital tools necessary to allow them to have the most impressionable 
impact on young families who walk through the doors of Tot Shabbat. Clergy 
need to be trained to do more than simply pop into Tot Shabbat to share a story or 
say Shabbat Shalom. Our seminaries do them a disservice by not teaching them 
how to be an integral part of the entire Tot Shabbat experience. After all, it can be 
a gateway to future Jewish family and community involvement. 

Some of the research participants specified that they did not expect their leaders to be 

engaging the needs of the adults, but others did. The evidence that the research provided 

regarding the potential impact on the participating adults underscores the importance and 

potential of the leaders’ understanding and attention towards the developmental needs of the 

children’s parents. This particular topic was addressed repeatedly in the leader surveys, both by 

their desire to pursue professional development opportunities and as the indication that it as a 

challenge that limits their perceived success and ability. This project has revealed that an 

enhanced understanding of how to engage and educate the adult participants of Tot Shabbat is a 

priority for the leaders of the programs.  

Unanticipated Findings 

The Tot Shabbat leader who had the longest history of leadership, facilitating Tot 

Shabbat programs since 1973, provided an interesting answer to the question “What do you think 

has been the biggest change from when you started to what you are dealing with now?” This 

leader’s response might point to an area for further research, the investigation of how children’s 

use of technology and/or their family’s Shabbat observance might impact their Tot Shabbat 

behavior: 

The attention span of children now is that of a flea. When I started here in this 
community, I could duck down behind something and do a puppet show. Can't do 
that anymore…They walk in the door going, “This is boring.” How do they 
know? I don't know them, I don't know their names…I've seen that the way we 
teach has changed that we don't require children to sit quietly, and there is a 
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difference between the kids who are shomer shabbes67 families and those who are 
not. It is very interesting because families...One of my grandsons was a counselor 
at Ramah68 for these past few years and he said the same thing. If he would say to 
his boys: You’ve got forty-five minutes, the shomer shabbes boys had thoughts of 
what to do. They can take other game, they could play ball, and yada yada yada. 
The kids who were attached to their computers or iPhones or iPads that they didn't 
have access to didn't know what to do. And I'm finding that those kids, those 
families that, you know, sit around and play games or that the children aren't 
attached to electronics, have more attention span. 

The impact of the way that children use technology and the ways that they learn, engage, 

and focus is a “hot topic” in education and research today. It could be of great interest for Tot 

Shabbat leaders to follow some of the insights gleaned in general research to better understand 

the needs of their specific population. Since these changes are not yet fully documented, best 

practices are yet to be revealed.  

Interviewees from both populations were asked to provide more information about their 

opinions regarding the ways that Tot Shabbat might encourage families with young children to 

engage with Judaism. This open-ended question could have been answered in an infinite number 

of ways, but multiple people shared stories of a parent who credited Tot Shabbat participation for 

encouraging them to review a conscious decision they had previously made regarding their 

attitude towards or identification with Judaism that they had not intended to revisit. These adults 

agreed to attend Tot Shabbat for their children, but specifically articulated to their partner, or 

later described to their leader, that their mind had been made up about their personal attitude, 

observance, or identification with Judaism. However, this perspective shifted in a major way as a 

result of what they saw, felt, and learned while they were present for their children’s 

participation. As the literature suggested, new parents are at a vulnerable stage during which they 

                                                

67 A phrase that means that a person observes the traditional laws relating to Sabbath 
observance, including abstention from the use of anything electronic during Shabbat. 

68 A Jewish summer camp network affiliated with the Conservative movement. 
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are reconstructing their identity, and leaders who practice extreme sensitivity to limiting the 

assumptions of parental knowledge and background can best support these adults as they 

construct or re-construct their Jewish identity. 

The second most commonly-cited example of engagement that participants’ Tot Shabbat 

attendance encourages is that they listen to and/or sing Jewish music outside of Tot Shabbat. 

Nearly half of participants (48%) credit Tot Shabbat for influencing this behavior. This was 

never an articulated goal of the leadership but reveals that the musical experiences of Tot 

Shabbat programs either inspire parents to seek out Jewish music or that the songs shared during 

the programs are frequently revisited.  

Limitations to the Study 

The criteria for participation in this study mandated that the respondents had a history of 

participating in Tot Shabbat programs on at least four occasions in the past three years. 

Therefore, these respondents present a population that has demonstrated some level of interest in 

and engagement with Jewish life. If data had been collected from people who participated once 

or twice then decided not to attend again, the trends revealed would be different. Further research 

would be required to investigate the specific level of participation that is required to yield effects. 

This study relies on the perspectives offered directly from the participants in and leaders 

of Tot Shabbat programs. The reliability of the findings would be increased if information could 

have been collected from an additional, impartial data source like their attendance trends at 

Jewish communal events, their level of participation in their child’s religiously affiliated school 

activities, or their commitments to volunteer or financially contribute to Jewish opportunities. 

A specific limitation became evident with a question on the Family Participant’s survey: 

#13 What is your connection to Judaism?  
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o I identify as Jewish.  
o I have a Jewish partner/spouse.  
o I am raising a Jewish child.  
o Other (please specify)  

These are the results of the question: 

 

 

 

These responses suggest that the question was unclear, as it is very unlikely that only 

44% of the participants are raising Jewish children. The likelihood that data is not fully reflective 

of the participant’s family scenario reduces the reliability of the data that 39% have a Jewish 

partner/spouse. It is likely that some of the respondents were under the impression that they 

should respond to only one of the options, and any assumption may limit the reliability of data 

yielded in this question.  

Implications for Practice 

Host communities and leaders need to recognize and accommodate to the fact that the 

most consequential opportunity their Tot Shabbat can offer is the facilitation of relationships.  

The data highlight the significant impact and potential of synagogue programs that invite 

families with young children to celebrate Shabbat. The testimonies of the participants and 

documentation offered by the literature reinforce the uniquely powerful combination of traits that 

synagogue programs for families with young children typically maintain as they: 

• Facilitate opportunities for families to create and maintain peer relationships the 
participants actively seek that can grow into an influential network. 

• Welcome family members who are candidates for membership to learn about the 
synagogue community without commitment while beginning relationships with 
synagogue leaders and staff and (sometimes) sharing information about other 
opportunities to participate. 

I identify as Jewish. 94.20% 
I have a Jewish partner/spouse. 39.13% 
I am raising a Jewish child. 43.48% 
Other (please specify) 2.90% 
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• Invite families to engage at a vulnerable and critical developmental stage in the 
lives of both the adults (constructing their identity as parents) and the children. 

As such, the leaders and the communities that host Tot Shabbat programs should craft 

their programs with careful attention to these three elements to maximize the benefits of the 

experience for not only the individual families but the community as a whole.  

The communities that host Tot Shabbat must consider practical environmental and safety 

issues.  

Tot Shabbat programs are encouraging families to engage in Jewish life and the 

participants are generally happy with their experiences. However, the data collected from the 

survey questions regarding challenges and the leaders’ perspectives highlight areas of 

opportunity. The families are most challenged by logistical, practical concerns (fig. 14). 

Synagogues that wish to maximize participation in their programs need to communicate with 

their program’s potential participants and address their concerns: Can small children reach the 

sink in the bathroom? How can a family with multiple children of diverse ages participate? Are 

programs scheduled with regards to the bedtimes of the children? Are the candles and matches 

out of the toddlers’ reach?  Are the electrical outlets covered? Are choking hazards entirely 

removed from the environment (hard candies, balloons, etc.)? 

 

Lines of communication must be open, and participants invited to share their specific 

concerns and feedback. 

Similarly, some of the adult participants shared serious concerns (sensory issues, children 

with anaphylactic allergies, special needs diagnoses, etc.) through the survey and interviews. 

Parents also shared that they had never thought to share their challenges with the host 

synagogue’s leadership, even when they perceived those leaders to be people who would be open 
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to feedback. The communities that host Tot Shabbat programs and their leadership could greatly 

improve their participant experiences by establishing a process that invites them to provide 

feedback regarding such concerns.  

The communal norms and behavioral expectations of both the children and the adults 

who participate in Tot Shabbat programs need to be articulated and communicated. 

Both data populations shared concerns about the participant’s behavior (both children and 

adults) and the ways that they engage in the program, but relatively few research participants 

referred to any communication about or understanding of the community’s expectations of 

behavior. The research participants who did make reference to the sharing of these norms 

remarked on a two-step process (one, leadership decided what was acceptable and, two, 

communicated those guidelines) noticed an immediate and marked improvement. The 

communities who host Tot Shabbat programs and the leaders who facilitate them should decide 

and articulate the behavioral guidelines for all participants (not only children) to address this 

challenge. 

The leadership teams who plan and facilitate Tot Shabbat programs would benefit from 

additional training and/or support to better understand the developmental needs of the program 

participants.  

In academic settings, the critical importance of developmentally appropriate practice is 

well established. However, the leaders, participants and experts all agree that Tot Shabbat leaders 

and their approach often reflect an insufficient understanding of the developmental capabilities 

of young children and often reflect that the developmental needs of the adult participants have 

not been sufficiently considered.   
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Tot Shabbat leaders can be better equipped to plan and lead their programs by utilizing 

resources and referencing literature on a variety of relevant topics. 

While a body of resources and research on “Tot Shabbat” or specifically about programs 

that seek to jointly engage young children and their families in Shabbat worship experience is 

still lacking, there is an immense body of literature and resources available that can help leaders 

understand and improve their roles, their leadership styles, and their programs. Leaders 

volunteered that what they found to be the most useful information or relevant skill set that 

informed their leadership came from an enormous diversity of experiences, some with more 

obvious connections to Tot Shabbat leadership than others: nursing, counseling, songleading, 

teaching, performing, parenting, and crafting, to name only a few. Similarly, best practices of 

program facilitation and educational pursuits like collaborative planning, goal setting, and 

assessment should be utilized by communities hoping to improve their Tot Shabbat programs.  

Each leader’s individual academic and personal background as well as their particular interests 

should inform the topics that can be pursued to develop their Tot Shabbat leadership ability.  

Leaders of Tot Shabbat programs and Jewish community leadership need to recognize 

Tot Shabbat programs for what they are and what they can be. 

When asked to define Tot Shabbat, none of the research participants described the 

opportunities to meaningfully impact the practice of families with young children or the 

significant adult education component of Tot Shabbat programs. An expanded understanding of 

Tot Shabbat programs and a recognition of their potential is a first step that communities can 

take in improving the ways that they invite families with young children to participate in their 

community. The consideration of the data presented in this report in conjunction with the 
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literature highlighted will prove beneficial to those who choose to take intentional steps towards 

improvement.  

Suggestions for Further Research 

This study intends to be the first step in data collection on this topic and asks many 

questions. One particularly fruitful avenue for further research would be a longitudinal study that 

compares the information gathered from the participants on multiple occasions about their 

engagement in Jewish life in conjunction with observed synagogue attendance and engagement 

behavior over a period of time. In this scenario, children’s perspectives and memories could also 

be gathered, leading to an interesting data set (though the reliability would have to be gauged by 

their level of development and their verbal skills, according to their age).  

The first chapter of this project provided a brief background of the American Jewish 

educational landscape and the dramatic ways in which it has changed in the last century. The 

needs and expectations of 21st century parents, who were children in the last quarter of the 20th 

century, are informed by their own childhood experiences, comprised of some of the first 

institutional attempts to provide family education. A clearer picture of the programs of the 1980s 

and 1990s with regard to the lasting consequences of participation in those pursuits for the 

people who are now parents of young children could yield important insights to help leaders 

understand the needs and expectations of their adult participants. Further research to examine the 

impact of Tot Shabbat participation on each individual family member and how that person’s 

experience, identity and family role correlate to their experience in the program could reveal 

additional insights could be useful.  

This study explored Tot Shabbat in non-Orthodox synagogues. Additional research to 

explore the ways that young children and families are invited to engage in Shabbat worship in 
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Orthodox communities that could then be compared to the data collected in this project could be 

of great interest and benefit the entire Jewish community. Many Orthodox synagogues do offer 

programs designed for the same population as the programs examined in this project, and 

anecdotally several people testified to their satisfaction with what it offered in their community. 

However, in preparation for this study, the researcher discussed this project with many different 

colleagues, visited and observed programs for young children, and reviewed the programs 

available to this population at many different synagogues. It was determined that the exclusion of 

programs for young children and their families in Orthodox synagogues would yield the most 

effective data for this project. because significant differences would make their comparison 

problematic for this project. The data collected confirmed that the disparities that seemed to 

differentiate most Orthodox and non-Orthodox programs from one another fundamentally 

informed the premise of the programs. They are: 

a) The level of Judaic knowledge and background of parents who participate in Orthodox 
congregations is typically greater than those levels in families that are a part of non-
Orthodox synagogues. 
b)  Children growing up in Orthodox homes are more likely to regularly practice and 
observe Jewish ritual than some of the children whose families participated in this study. 
c) Non-Orthodox synagogues are competing with a variety of non-Jewish options of 
programs– this is less likely to be true in Shabbat observant homes. 
 
A formal investigation of these points to research and articulate these impressions could 

yield insight that would better understand both populations, who could very likely benefit from 

learning about one another’s programs and practices. 

An additional promising direction for research would be in a study that collects the data 

from each population in a manner that allows the researcher to compare the information provided 

by participants to the information provided by the leader in that particular participant’s program. 

In this way, more specific insight could be gathered. In this proposed scenario, yielding further 
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information about which elements and what parts of a specific Tot Shabbat program or leader are 

related to the participant’s experience could be explored. Some sample questions might include 

the following: 

• Are the levels of impact families report affected by the size or denomination of a 
synagogue?  

• Does the number of participants correlate to the size of the synagogue and their 
population of young families? 

• What are the best practices for inviting families to “Tot Shabbat” programs (marketing, 
outreach, cost barriers, etc.)? 

• Does the frequency of the program have a relationship to the degree of impact of the 
program? 

• How does the leader’s background influence the participant’s experience? 
• Does a meal served in conjunction with the program affect the social connections 

fostered?  
• How can the needs and interests of the adults that participate in Tot Shabbat programs be 

assessed and addressed within the context of the Tot Shabbat program? 
• How do leaders determine what rituals, music, prayers, materials, and activities are 

typically included in Tot Shabbat programs?  
• How can Tot Shabbat leadership be better prepared? How can Tot Shabbat leaders be 

supported in coordinating, assessing, and communicating about their programs? 

 

 Conclusion 

This research project explored Tot Shabbat programs and the ways that they might 

encourage families with young children to engage in Jewish life. Participation in these programs 

does, in fact, influence the families to engage in Jewish life and encourage the behaviors 

(namely, social interactions with other Jewish families and the forming of new relationships).  

This is consistent with relevant research and extensive literature that argues that these are the 

most potent ways to increase Jewish identity. A slightly less anticipated finding of this project is 

the fact that, while Tot Shabbat participation facilitates what is designed to be a 

developmentally-appropriate learning experience for the children, the adults that participate in 

Tot Shabbat can be affected in meaningful, mature, and identity-altering ways. 
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Tot Shabbat programs are “for” the children in the same way that a child’s first 

pediatrician’s appointments are “for” the children. While it is certainly imperative that a child’s 

physical wellness is monitored, the majority of the appointment is spent in dialogue between the 

doctor and the child’s caregiver(s). A relationship is established or nurtured so that the parents 

understand the scope of the doctor’s expertise and various services the office provides. The 

parents ask questions that help the doctor not only address their concerns, but better understand 

the background and perspectives this family is bringing into their parenting. Since 2010, the 

American Academy of Pediatrics has recommended that mothers be screened for post-partum 

depression during an infant’s well-child visits because, while the pediatrician certainly can’t treat 

this condition, a pediatrician is in a unique role to be able to identify it, as that mother’s wellness 

cannot be detached from the wellness of a child. Often, the Tot Shabbat leader is an expert and 

the synagogue is like the doctor’s office, with the benefit of a built-in referral network. 

Throughout the interviews, the Tot Shabbat leaders gave testimony to the opportunities that Tot 

Shabbat presented for relationships to be established or nurtured in a way that truly changed 

lives. Clearly, the care that is given to a baby in the first stage of its development sets the 

foundation for its health. The dynamics of the relationship between that child, its caregiver/s, and 

the doctor will influence not only the wellbeing of the child but the wellness of the family.  

The data made clear that the potential that Tot Shabbat programming presents is 

substantial. It can support not only the children’s religious and spiritual development but invites 

families with young children to form relationships that can yield positive impacts for each 

participant’s educational, social, emotional and religious needs. This participation also nurtures 

each individual participant’s Jewish identity. This study affirms that Tot Shabbat participation 

encourages families with young children to engage in Jewish life in their home and community.  
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Appendix A: Compilation of Program Titles 

Titles other than “Tot Shabbat” supplied by leaders: 

• Young Family Shabbat (x4) 
• Gan Shabbat 
• Tikvah Tots (x2) 
• Tot Shabbat with Munch and Brunch 
• Tot Tefillah 
• Mini Minyan 
• Kidushat Shabbat 
• Got Shabbat 
• Shabbat Lay’ladim 
• Torah Time 
• Shabbat Mishcpacha 
• Kuddle Up Shabbat 
• Shalom Shabbat 
• Kinder Shabbat (x2) 
• Shabbat Rocks (x2) 
• Shabbat Shabang! 
• PJ's & Prayer 
• Shababa  
• Totally Tot Shabbat 
• Torah Tots (x2) 
• Shabbat Shira  
• Shabbat Sing 
• Matchilim 
• FoRT Shabbat 

 

• Mini Minyan 
• Family shabbat 
• Sing Sign Simcha 
• KIDdushat Shabbat 
• T’fillat Y’ladim 
• Shabbat Shabloom 
• Shabbat Yeladim 
• Jr. Jews 
• Jammin' Shabbat 
• Tots N Torah 
• Shabbat Together 
• Shabbat Shalom 
• Shabbat la-y'ladim 
• Ginat Shabbat 
• Sing Along Shabbat 
• "Kid"dush Club 
• Tiny T'filah 
• Torah Tots 
• Shabbaba 
• Shabbat Bonim 
• Shabbat Central  
• Kid’s Shabbat 
• Shir Shabbat, Jr.  
• Cuddle Up Shabbat 

Titles other than “Tot Shabbat” supplied by participants: 
• Shalom Shabbat (x3)  
• B’nai Shabbat  
• Kiddush Club  
• Mini-Minyan 
• Prayers and pancakes, Tiny Tefillah 
• Sha-ba-ba-bat 
• Shababa Shabbat 

• Shababababa 
• Shababimbam  
• Shabbat Bonim  
• Shabbat Family Service 
• Shabbat Rocks 
• Shabbat Sing-Along 
• Shabbat Yeladim
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Appendix B: What is Tot Shabbat? Compilation of Interviewee’s Descriptions 

Tot Shabbat is… 

• some kind of Shabbat sing-a-long service for young children, which is age-
appropriate and a great entry point into not just synagogue life (sometimes 
synagogue life), but also just a love of Shabbat, a place for kids to welcome 
Shabbat, you know, and I guess age-appropriate way… it’s this very unassuming, 
comfortable, easy access point for kids. But you know, as an aside, it's also an 
easy access point for an uneducated or intimidated adult.  

• an intergenerational experience on Shabbat and chagim (holidays) to introduce 
and experience Torah and Judaism. 

• a Shabbat service for young children and their families. 
• a celebration with a target audience of families with young children that are 

preschool age or less.  
• a worship experience for families with children under the age of five 
• First of all, it's my favorite thing in the universe. It is an opportunity to build 

community and celebrate Shabbat together with our early childhood students and 
families, and it's an opportunity to create traditions and create sort of a joyful 
atmosphere and really wonderful first memories for our students so that they carry 
with them a love of Shabbat and of Judaism that they carry far beyond when 
they're with us.  

• an engagement opportunity for families and their children to experience Judaism 
through the lens of prayer and song and story, something that you can use, that 
can be applied on a daily basis in a variety of different ways.  

• the earliest foundation for service attendance and service participation for the 
little ones. 

• a child oriented mini-service that engages kids and keeps parents happy. 
• some sort of a Shabbat prayer-focused experience for little ones like preschool 

age and under, my experience at least, and their parents.  
• having the Jewish aspect of the songs and the culture. Like, if there's a holiday 

coming up, talking about that or a book or songs about it and just having the kids 
participating in their own way.  

• from my own experience, I guess the idea of it is that it provides a welcoming 
experience for preschoolers and their families in a synagogue or a Jewish 
institution that makes the family feel comfortable the rest of the week… our kids 
are playing together so then we get each other's phone numbers and that leads to 
relationships outside of just the synagogue itself. An opportunity to create a 
community of young families together and engaging in Jewish actions, whether 
it's prayer or activities  

• a communal gathering that is specifically designed for families with young 
children for an interactive, spiritually touching, social emotional experience of 
some of the elements of the specialness of Shabbat. 

• both a doorway into growing faith or exploring faith through the eyes of an early 
childhood age group, as well as giving parents tools to continue to cultivate that 
faith at home 
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• a brand name that is used by religious institutions to do Shabbat programing for 
families with young children. 
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Appendix C: Tot Shabbat Leader Survey as Sent 

 

Thank you for your interest in participating in this survey for the research project  Exploring Tot

Shabbat: A Study of Tot Shabbat Programs and Their Effect on Jewish Engagement of Families with

Young Children.

 

This study is being conducted by Emily Aronoff Teck, a doctoral candidate in Gratz College’s

Jewish Education program. This survey should take you approximately 15 minutes and will ask

about your experiences related to the Tot Shabbat program you facilitate. The purpose of this study

is to examine the goals and content of Tot Shabbat programs as well as the effect that participation

in these programs has on families with young children. The results of this study will be shared with

Jewish educators and community leaders to highlight areas of growth and potential. 

The goals include:

-To explore, identify, and describe prayers, music, rituals, and activities that are typically included

in Tot Shabbat programs.

-To explore the effects that participation in Tot Shabbat programs can have on the ways that

families with young children engage in Jewish life. 

You may not directly benefit from this research; however, we hope that the study will yield a

resource document for communities that wish to create or improve their Tot Shabbat programs. We

believe there are no known risks associated with this research study; however, as with any online

related activity the risk of a breach of confidentiality is always possible. To the best of our ability

your answers in this study will remain confidential. You will be invited to provide your contact

information if you are willing to participate in a follow-up phone interview. Please understand that

sharing that information is completely voluntary and you can withdraw from the study at any time. 

If you have questions about this project or if you have a research-related concern, you may contact

the researcher, Emily Teck, at eateck@gratz.edu.

Participation Consent

1. If you click "I agree" below, you are indicating that:

I have read the information provided above.  I have asked all the questions I have at this time.  I voluntarily

agree to participate in this research study.

*

I agree

I do not agree

For the purpose of this study, “Tot Shabbat” programs are defined as prayer services for young

children and their families that meet the following criteria: 

Participation Criteria
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For the purpose of this study, “Tot Shabbat” programs are defined as prayer services for young

children and their families that meet the following criteria: 

designed for children under age six attending the services with their families

typically led by the same person or team of persons hosted by a Reform, Conservative or

Reconstructionist synagogue and have a history of at least 3 years of facilitating these

services 

a typical attendance of at least 8-12 children for the past year

occurs at least 8 times per year

does not require synagogue “membership” or other cost for participation

If you lead Tot Shabbat programs at multiple synagogues, please answer these questions about

only one of the programs you lead.

2. Have you led Tot Shabbat programs that fit this criterion on at least 8 occasions?*

Yes

No

Tot Shabbat Logistics

Tot Shabbat Leader Survey 2017

3. What is the name of your program?

Tot Shabbat

Other (please specify)

4. In what state is the synagogue that hosts the Tot Shabbat you lead?

2
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5. What, if any, is the denominational affiliation of the synagogue where you lead Tot Shabbat?

Reform

Conservative

Reconstructionist

I don't know 

Other (please specify)

6. Please indicate the city of the synagogue that hosts the Tot Shabbat you lead.

7. How often does the Tot Shabbat program take place?

weekly

monthly

weekly during the academic school year

monthly during the academic school year

Other (please specify)

8. How long does the service part your Tot Shabbat program last (excluding a meal or activity)?

less than 15 minutes

16-30 minutes

31-45 minutes

46-60 minutes

61-90 minutes

Other (please specify)

3
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9. Where is the Tot Shabbat held?

In the synagogue's sanctuary

In a chapel 

In a classroom

Outside, on synagogue property

The location changes regularly

Not in the synagogue 

Other (please specify)

10. When does Tot Shabbat take place?

Friday Morning

Friday Afternoon (between 12:00-5:00)

Friday Evening (5:00 or after)

Saturday Morning

Depends on the time that the sun sets

Other (please specify)

11. With whom do you facilitate Tot Shabbat, if you have any leadership partner/s? Check all that apply:

None, I facilitate it alone

Rabbi

Cantor

Early Childhood Educator

Religious School Teacher

School Music Specialist

Director of Education or School Director

Parent or Volunteer

Other (please specify)

4
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12. With whom do you typically collaborate to coordinate any part of the Tot Shabbat? Check all that apply.

Rabbi

Cantor

Songleader

School music specialist

Religious school director

Early childhood director

Marketing or communications coordinator

Board member

Community Jewish professional (PJ Library, JCC, Federation…)

Volunteer who is a member of a family with young children that attend Tot Shabbat

Other volunteer (not a member of a family with young children who attend Tot Shabbat)

No one else is typically involved in planning the Tot Shabbat program which I lead

Other (please specify)

13. How many families belong to the synagogue?

Less than 150

151-250

251-499

500-999

1000+

I don't know

5



149 
 

 

 

 

14. What is the approximate average attendance at each of your Tot Shabbat programs?

0-10 families

10-20 families

20-30 families

30-40 families

40-50 families

50+ families

I don't know

Other (please specify)

What is typically included at Tot Shabbat?

Tot Shabbat Leader Survey 2017

15. Does your Tot Shabbat typically follow a repetition or routine?

Yes

No

16. Does Jewish ritual play a significant role during Tot Shabbat?

Yes

No

17. Does music play a significant role during Tot Shabbat?

Yes

No

18. Does prayer play a significant role during Tot Shabbat?

Yes

No

6
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 Yes No Sometimes

Candle lighting and

Blessing

Juice/Wine and Blessing

Challah and Blessing

Hakafah/Torah Parade

Torah Reading

Torah Story or teaching

about weekly Torah

Portion

Birthday Blessing

Blessing of Children

Other (please specify)

19. Which, if any, of these Jewish rituals do you typically include?

 Yes No Sometimes

Opening prayer/Song

Barchu

Sh'ma

V'ahavta

Mi Chamocha

Amidah

Silent Prayer

Prayer for Peace

Prayer for Israel

Prayer for

community/country

Prayer for Mourners

Closing songs/ prayers

Other (please specify)

20. Which, if any, prayers or prayer concepts* do you typically include? 

*Prayer concepts can be addressed in a variety of ways- an English song that is based on the text, storybook that addresses the idea

of a specific text related to any of these pieces of liturgy, etc. can be included in this category. 

7
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 Yes No Sometimes

Books

Pretend Play

Dramatic Storytelling

Puppets

Digital screen or

projection

Prayerbooks

Visual prop other than

screen, book, or puppet 

Art Projects

Oneg (snack at the

conclusion of program)

Meal

Children using 'Toy' ritual

objects (plush Torahs,

pretend food, wooden

play sets)

Children using 'Real'

ritual objects

(encouraged to use

candlesticks, kiddush

cups, yad or other

objects used by adults)

Other (please specify)

21. Which, if any, of these materials and/or activities are incorporated into Tot Shabbat?

8
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 Yes No Sometimes

Instruments played by

leadership

Songs led by adult

leader/s

Songs led by groups of

children (for example, a

classroom of children

presenting a song)

Instruments played by

children

Echo songs

Movement songs

Zipper (fill-in-the-line)

songs

English songs

Hebrew songs (not

including chanted

prayers)

Chanted Hebrew

prayers

Songs frequently or

regularly shared at most

of your Tot Shabbat

programs

Recorded music playing

before or after Tot

Shabbat

Recorded music playing

during Tot Shabbat

Other (please specify)

22. Which, if any, musical strategies or approaches are typically included in the experience?

9
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23. Are the Tot Shabbat songs also led in other congregational or worship settings?

Yes, during religious school

Yes, during early childhood learning

Yes, in adult worship services

Yes,  in other worship services for children and youth

No

I don't know

Song/Prayer 1:

Song/Prayer 2:

Song/Prayer 3:

Song/Prayer 4:

Song/Prayer 5:

Song/Prayer 6:

Song/Prayer 7:

Song/Prayer 8:

24. Please list, to the best of your knowledge, 3-8 songs or prayers most regularly shared at your Tot

Shabbat. 

Please include the title, artist, and a brief description of how it is facilitated.

Tot Shabbat Leader's background, experience & perspective

Tot Shabbat Leader Survey 2017

25. What is the nature of your relationship with the community where you facilitate Tot Shabbat?

Full time employee

Part time employee 

Independent Contractor

Volunteer

10
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Other (please specify)

26. What is your title at the synagogue where you facilitate Tot Shabbat? Check all that apply: 

Rabbi

Cantor

Songleader

Early Childhood Educator

Religious School Teacher

27. Do you have other additional roles at this synagogue?

28. What is the highest level of academic learning you completed?

High School

College

Graduate School

Doctoral Program

29. How old are you?

11
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30. In which, if any, of these Jewish educational experiences have you been a participant? Check all that

apply.

Supplementary School

Day School

Bar/Bat Mitzvah

Post Bar/Bat Mitzvah youth education

Youth Group

Summer Camp

College courses

College degree

Seminary

Other (please specify)

31. If you hold an ordination, what is it and where did you study?

Other (please specify)

32. If, yes, did your study for ordination prepare you to lead Tot Shabbat?

Yes

No

Not applicable

12
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33. Which, if any, of these relevant topics listed below were a significant focus of your formal education?

Check all that apply.

Early Childhood Education

Child Development

Music Performance

Music Education

Jewish Studies

Hebrew Language

Education (not early childhood)

Other (please specify)

34. Have you had any relevant informal educational training? (For example, Hava Nashira, Songleader

Bootcamp, Music Together certification, Storahtelling...) Please describe.

35. How recently have you completed any of these trainings? 

in the past 5 years

6-10 years ago

10 or more years ago

Tot Shabbat Leader Perspective

Tot Shabbat Leader Survey 2017

Adjective 1:

Adjective 2:

Adjective 3:

36. What are three adjectives that describe the Tot Shabbat you facilitate?

13
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Objective 1:

Objective 2:

Objective 3:

37. What are 3 objectives of the Tot Shabbat program you facilitate?

38. Please finish the sentence: 

My favorite part of Tot Shabbat is when...

39. Please finish the sentence:

The most challenging aspect of leading Tot Shabbat is. . .

40. Please finish the sentence: 

If I could make any addition/change to Tot Shabbat, I would...

41. Based on your experience, what advice or suggestion would you offer a person who is trying to start or

improve their Tot Shabbat program?

14
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 Strongly agree Agree Neutral Disagree

Strongly

disagree I don't know

The Tot Shabbat

program is publicized

appropriately so that the

local community’s

families with young

children are informed

about the event.

My community’s Tot

Shabbat has a clearly

articulated purpose and

goal.

I have adequate financial

resources to plan and

execute a successful Tot

Shabbat program.

I have adequate

expertise to plan and

execute a successful Tot

Shabbat program

I have adequate support

from staff and/or lay

leadership to plan and

execute a Tot Shabbat

program

The challenges and

successes of the Tot

Shabbat program I lead

are regularly assessed.

My efforts to engage

families with young

children are coordinated

with other efforts to

engage this population at

my synagogue.

42. Please indicate the degree to which you agree or disagree with the statements below.

The researcher hopes to collect greater insight by conducting interviews with a representative

sample of this survey's respondents. If you volunteer for participation and are identified as a

candidate to do so, you will be contacted via email to schedule a time that is convenient to you to

speak by phone on the topic of Tot Shabbat for approximately 5-15 minutes.

OPTIONAL Additional Participation through Phone Interview

Tot Shabbat Leader Survey 2017

15
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43. If you are willing to participate in a phone interview, please provide your email address so that the

interview can be scheduled.

I do not wish to participate in a phone interview.

I am willing to participate in a phone interview. My email address is:

Confirm consent for phone interview

Tot Shabbat Leader Survey 2017

44. While your identity will still be kept confidential in any and all publications that utilize this data, your

identity will be known to the research or any of the committee members who are advising this project. By

clicking on "I agree" you are confirming your consent to continue participation in  this research project.

I agree

I do not agree

Your participation is truly appreciated.

THANKS!

Tot Shabbat Leader Survey 2017

45. If you would like to be emailed a copy of the results of this research project, please provide an email

address. Your identity will remain anonymous and your other answers will not be connected in any way to

this address.

16
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Appendix D: Family Participant Survey As Sent 

 

Thank you for your interest in participating in this survey for the research project Exploring Tot

Shabbat: A Study of Tot Shabbat Programs and Their Effect on Jewish Engagement of Families with

Young Children.

This study is being conducted by Emily Aronoff Teck, a doctoral candidate in Gratz College’s

Jewish Education program. The purpose of this study is to examine the goals and content of Tot

Shabbat programs as well as the effect that participation in these programs has on families with

young children. The results of this study will be shared Jewish educators and community leaders to

highlight areas of growth and potential. 

The goals include:

-To explore, identify, and describe prayers, music, rituals, and activities that are typically included

in Tot Shabbat programs.

-To explore the effects that participation in Tot Shabbat programs can have on the ways that

families with young children engage in Jewish life. 

This survey should take approximately 15 minutes and will ask about your experiences related to

the Tot Shabbat program you attend.

You may not directly benefit from this research; however, we hope that the study will yield a

resource document for communities that wish to create or improve their Tot Shabbat programs. We

believe there are no known risks associated with this research study; however, as with any online

related activity the risk of a breach of confidentiality is always possible. To the best of our ability

your answers in this study will remain confidential. You will be invited to provide your contact

information if you are willing to participate in a follow-up phone interview. Please understand that

sharing that information is completely voluntary and you can withdraw from the study at any time.

Project Information and Participation Consent

1. By clicking “I agree” below you are indicating:

I have read the information provided above. I voluntarily agree to participate in this research study.

*

I agree

I do not agree
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family to Tot Shabbat. To qualify for participation in this study, the adult family members who

participate in this survey must have attended Tot Shabbat programs on at least four occasions in

the past three years. 

For the purpose of this study, “Tot Shabbat” programs are defined as prayer services for young

children and their families that meet the following criteria: 

-designed for children under age six attending the services with their families

-typically led by the same person or team of persons hosted by a Reform, Conservative or

Reconstructionist synagogue and have a history of at least 3 years of facilitating these services and

a typical attendance of at least 8-12 children for the past year

-occur at least 8 times per year

-do not require synagogue “membership” or other cost for participation

2. Have you attended Tot Shabbat programs that fit this criterion on at least four occasions in the past three

years?

*

Yes

No

Tot Shabbat Impressions and Impact

Family Participant Tot Shabbat Survey 2017

3. What is the name of the program you attend?

Tot Shabbat

Other (please specify)

 Strongly Agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly Disagree

Influences the way my

family engages with

Judaism

Helps connect my family

to Jewish ritual

Helps connect my family

to Jewish prayer

4. Please rate the statements below.

Tot Shabbat...

2
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Helps connect my family

to Jewish community

Makes me think about

my family's Jewish

practices

Has prompted

discussions with my

children about our

family’s Jewish practices

Has prompted

discussions with other

adult members of our

family about our Jewish

practices

Provides a positive

Jewish experience for

my family

Provides opportunities

to create and nurture

relationships with

members of the

synagogue community

Provides opportunities

to create and nurture

relationships with Jewish

professionals

Provides opportunities

to discuss and explore

God

Teaches my family

about Shabbat

Teaches my family

about Jewish concepts

and beliefs

Teaches my family

about this synagogue

community

Teaches my family

about the local Jewish

community

Encourages my family to

participate in Jewish life

 Strongly Agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly Disagree

Other (please specify)

3
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Yes, and Tot Shabbat has

encouraged us to do this

Yes, but Tot Shabbat participation

has no influence on this We don't do this

Send my child/ren to a

Jewish preschool

Participate in other

events at the synagogue

Participate in Jewish

community events not

affiliated with the

synagogue

Recite Shabbat

blessings at home

Recite blessings not

related to Shabbat at

home

Incorporate Jewish

elements into bedtime

routine

Participate in the PJ

Library program

Bring my family to a JCC

to participate in Jewish

program

Use Jewish ritual items

in the home

Have social interactions

with other families with

Jewish children

Connect to Jewish

organizations through

social media

Read Jewish books for

children

Use Jewish media

(videos, apps, websites)

Listen to and/or sing

Jewish music (outside of

Tot Shabbat)

Play with Jewish toys

and games

Light Shabbat candles at

a home 

Build or visit a Sukkah

5. Please indicate if you participate in any of the Jewish engagement examples described below. Please

indicate whether or not you believe that Tot Shabbat attendance encourages your participation.

4
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Light Chanukah candles

Host or attend a

Passover seder

Donate money to a

charitable cause

Donate money to a

Jewish charitable cause

Volunteer or participate

in non-monetary giving

Explore and discuss

God 

Explore and discuss the

land of Israel

Explore additional

Jewish learning

opportunities for yourself

Explore additional

Jewish learning

opportunities for your

child/ren

 
Yes, and Tot Shabbat has

encouraged us to do this

Yes, but Tot Shabbat participation

has no influence on this We don't do this

Other (please specify)

6. Do Jewish rituals play a significant role in the Tot Shabbat you attend?

Yes

No

7. Does prayer play a significant role in the Tot Shabbat you attend?

Yes

No

8. Does music play a significant role in the Tot Shabbat you attend?

Yes

No

Family Participant Tot Shabbat Survey 2017

5
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Your Background and Experience

9. In what state is the synagogue where you attend Tot Shabbat?

10. Please indicate the city of the synagogue that hosts the Tot Shabbat you attend.

Other (please specify)

11. Are you a member of the synagogue that hosts Tot Shabbat?

Yes

No

No, but I plan on joining 

No, I am a member at a different synagogue

12. What is your relationship to the child/children you most typically bring to Tot Shabbat?

Parent

Grandparent

Other (please specify)

13. What is your connection to Judaism?

I identify as Jewish.

I have a Jewish partner/spouse.

I am raising a Jewish child.

Other (please specify)

6
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14. What, if any, is your denominational affiliation?

None

Reform

Conservative

Orthodox

Reconstructionist

Other (please specify)

15. What, if any, is the denominational affiliation of the synagogue where you attend Tot Shabbat?

Reform

Conservative

Reconstructionist

I don't know

Other (please specify)

Other (please specify)

16. What, if any, Jewish education have you participated in as a child or adult?

Preschool

Supplementary School

Day School

Summer Camp

Bar or Bat Mitzvah

Post Bar or Bat mitzvah education

Teen Youth Group (NFTY, BBYO, USY, etc)

Hillel or other Jewish activities in college

College courses

College degree

Independent learning as an adult

Adult education

7
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17. How old are you?

18. What is your occupation?

19. How long have you attended Tot Shabbat?

less than 1 year

1-2 years

2-3 years

4-5 years

5 or more years

20. What is the current age of the children you typically bring to Tot Shabbat?

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9+

Adult (I attend with my children and grandchildren)

8
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21. When does Tot Shabbat typically take place?

Friday Morning

Friday Afternoon (between 12:00-5:00)

Friday Evening (5:00 or after)

Saturday Morning

Depends on the time that the sun sets

Other (please specify)

Other (please specify)

22. Who leads the Tot Shabbat? Check all that apply:

Rabbi

Cantor

Songleader

Early Childhood Educator

Religious School Teacher

I don't know

The leaders change frequently

Your Family's Experience at Tot Shabbat

Family Participant Tot Shabbat Survey 2017

Objective 1:

Objective 2:

Objective 3:

23. What are 3 reasons why you choose to participate in Tot Shabbat?

9
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Adjective 1:

Adjective 2:

Adjective 3:

24. What are three adjectives that describe the Tot Shabbat you attend?

25. Please finish the sentence: 

If I could make any addition/change to Tot Shabbat, I would...

26. Please finish the sentence:

The most challenging aspect of Tot Shabbat participation is. . .

27. Please finish the sentence: 

My favorite part of Tot Shabbat is when...

The researcher hopes to collect greater insight by conducting interviews with a representative

sample of this survey's respondents. If you volunteer for participation and are identified as a

candidate to do so, you will be contacted via email to schedule a time that is convenient to you to

speak by phone on the topic of Tot Shabbat for approximately 5-15 minutes.

Follow-Up Interviews

Family Participant Tot Shabbat Survey 2017

28. If you are willing to participate in a phone interview, please provide an email address through which to

contact you to schedule the interview.

I do not want to participate in a phone interview

Yes, I am willing to participate in a phone interview. My email address is:

10
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29. While your identity will still be kept confidential in any and all publications that utilize this data, your

identity will known to the researcher and the committee members who are advising this project. By clicking

on "I agree" you are confirming your consent to continue participation in this study through a phone

interview.

I agree

I do not agree

Thank you so much for your participation in this survey! 

Thanks and follow up

Family Participant Tot Shabbat Survey 2017

30. If you would like to be emailed a copy of the results of this research project, please provide an email

address. Your identity will remain anonymous and your other answers will not be connected in any way to

this address.

11
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Appendix E: Tot Shabbat Leader Interview Guiding Questions  

I’d like to better understand what your Tot Shabbat looks and feels like. I’m going to ask 

a series of questions, but feel free to elaborate or interject as you see fit. 

1. Do I have permission to record this phone call?  
2. Do you give consent to participate in this research study? 
1. In your own words, What is Tot Shabbat, as a general concept? I want to hear more about 

your specific program soon, but I’d like to start with your description of the term. 
2. What is typically included in Tot Shabbat programs (or the name they just provided)? 
3. Why does your community host prayer services for young children and their families? 
4. What do you hope the children and families will gain from attending the service? 
5. What, if any, is the planning process for each of these events?  
6. Do you have any personal relationships or experiences that have had a significant impact 

on your role as Tot Shabbat leader? 
7. Is there an area of (further) training that you believe would benefit your skills and 

abilities to lead your Tot Shabbat?  
8. Do you believe that participation in the Tot Shabbat programs you lead encourages the 

families who participate to engage Jewish life in other ways?  
a. How so? Can you give me some examples or anecdote to help me better 

understand your perspective? 

At the conclusion of this project, I hope to be able to provide support to help people who 

lead these types of programs to improve their services and enhance the ways we invite families 

with young children engage in Jewish life. Is there anything else that you’d like to offer on this 

topic? Do you have any questions for me? 
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Appendix F: Family Participant Interview Guiding Questions 

a) Do I have permission to record this phone call?  
b) Do you give consent to participate in this research study? 
c) In your own words, what is Tot Shabbat (or the name they provided on the survey)? I 

have the information you provided, but I’d like to better understand what it looks and 
feels like to be in your program.  

d) What do you hope your child and/or family will gain from attending the service? 
e) Has participation in Tot Shabbat programs encouraged your family to engage in Jewish 

life in other ways?  
a. “How so?” 

f) What do you think your child likes the best about attending Tot Shabbat?  
a. What makes you say that? 

g) What do you like best about attending Tot Shabbat? 
a. Is Tot Shabbat participation meaningful to you, as an adult/individual? 

h) Do you think that the experience is meaningful for your child(ren)? Why? 

At the conclusion of this project, I hope to be able to provide support to help people who 

lead these types of programs to improve their services and enhance the ways we invite families 

with young children to engage in Jewish life. Is there anything else that you’d like to offer on 

this topic? 
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Appendix G: “Expert” Guiding Questions 

“Expert” Interview questions: What is Tot Shabbat? 

1. What is Tot Shabbat? 
2. Why should communities host Tot Shabbat? What do you think they can gain from 

the experience? 
3. Why should families with young children attend Tot Shabbat? What do you think 

they can gain from the experience? 
4. What experiences/training/background do you have that made Tot Shabbat a part of 

your professional experience? 
5. What kind of help are leaders seeking and what questions and concerns do you hear 

people asking/addressing related to the Tot Shabbat programs they lead? 
6. From your perspective, what kind of help do you think leaders need/areas of 

opportunity do you see that you think people need to address related to the Tot 
Shabbat programs they lead? 

7. At the conclusion of this project, I hope to be able to provide support to help people 
who lead these types of programs to improve their services and enhance the ways we 
invite families with young children to engage in Jewish life. Is there anything else 
that you’d like to offer on this topic?  
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Appendix H: Common Songs and Their Artists 

The Tot Shabbat leaders were asked in an open-ended question to provide information 

about some of the songs that they include. This table represents that data. The information is 

limited to the answers the leaders provided, so it is not a complete list of all Tot Shabbat songs 

and only provides authorship information as it was provided by the respondents. Please note that 

the abbreviation “TTTO” indicates that a particular text is sung “to the tune of” another song’s 

melody. 

Song Composer 
Adon Olam  
Across The Sea Ellen Allard 
Ad*nai Sefatai  
Af, Peh, Ozen Jeff Klepper 
Al Sh'losha D'varim  
Am I Awake? Noah Aronson 
Am Yisrael Chai  
Amidah  
And You Shall Love 
V'ahavta 

Debbie Friedman  

Are You Ready To Pray Ellen Allard  
Asher Yatzar   
Avot, G’vurot, K’dusha   
Barchu Ben Siegel 
Barchu Jacobson 
Barchu Nelson 
Barchu Tzika Pik 
Bedtime Shema Jordan Franzel 
Behold How Good Lisa Levine 
Being Jewish Is Fun  
Benediction Susan Shane 

Linder 
Bim Bam  
Birchot Hashachar  
Birkat Hakohanim Steve Dropkin 
Blessing For Candles, 
Wine And Challah 

Debbie Friedman 

Blessing For Shalom Jeff Klepper 
Blessing Of The Children Shira Kobern 

Wasserman 

Boi Kallah  
Boker Tov Marc Rossio 
Brand New Day/Modah 
Ani 

Ellen Allard 

Bring In The Light  Elana Jagoda 
Building A Better World Ellen Allard 
Bye Bye Yuckies, Prayer 
For Healing 

 

Challah In The Oven  
Chicken In The Pot  
Children's Healing 
Prayer 

Carol Boyd Leon 

Children's Shema Carol Boyd Leon 
Chiri Bim  
Clap & Clap It's Shabbat 
Time 

TTTO Mary Had A 
Little Lamb 

Close Your Eyes Sue Epstein 
Dance With The 
Torah/Hakafah/Spin 
Around 

 

Dancing Challah   
David Melech  
Dreamland Mary Chapin 

Carpenter 
Ein Kalohainu  
Eitz Chaim Tree Of Life  
El Na Refa Na La Shira Kobern 

Wasserman 
Emet, Emet  
Everybody’s Got A Little 
Music 

Joe Black 

Family Blessing Emily Teck 
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Family Blessing Susan Shane 
Linder 

G-D Is Here Ellen Allard 
Give Tzedakah Maggie Wise 
God Gave Us The 10 
Commandments 

 

God God God  Ellen Allard 
God Is Everywhere Ellen Allard 
God Is In Ellen Allard 
Good Morning, Boker 
Tov 

 

Great, Mighty, And 
Awesome 

Ellen Allard 

Halalalalaluyah  
Hallelu   
Hallelu/Hodu Lashem  
Halleluyah  
Halleluyah Elana Jagoda 
Happy Are We Because 
We Have Shabbat 
(Yism'chu) 

 

Hashkiveinu / Ma Tovu   
Hello Everybody  
Hello Everybody 
(Shalom L'Kulam) 

Ellen Allard 

Hine Ma Tov   
Hinei Rakevet  
Hineini  Karina Zilberman 
Hiney Mah Tov Susan Shane-

Linder 
Hodu Lashem   
Hokey Pokey Used For 
Asher Yatzar 

 

How Good Ellen Allard 
I Made A Little Challah  
If You’re Happy And You 
Know It 

 

It’s Shabbat And I Feel 
Good 

 

Ki Va Moed  
Kobi's Lullaby   
Kol Haneshema  
Layhudim  
Lecha Dodi Rick Recht 
Lecha Dodi  
Let's All Say Shalom Karina Zilberman 

Light The Candles Debbie Friedman 
Listen And Do Doug Cotler 
Lo Yisa Goy  
Ma Tovu  
Mah Tovu Noam Katz 
Mah Yafeh Hayom  
Mah Yafeh Hayom Isacchar Miron 
May We Work Slomiwitz 
Mi Chamocha Rick Recht 
Mi Chamocha  
Mi Chamocha Shlomo 

Carlebach, Same 
Tune As Ki Va 
Moed 

Mi Shebeirach Debbie Friedman 
Miriam's Song Debbie Friedman 
Mizmor Shir L’yom 
Hashabbat 

 

Modeh Ani Jeff Klepper 
Modeh Ani  
My Silent Prayer Marc Rossio 
Na Na Song (L’takein Et 
Haolam) 

Dan Nichols 

Niggun  
Niggun Shabbat Shalom Shlomo Carlebach 
Nishmat  
Not By Might Debbie Friedman 
Od Yavo Shalom Aleinu Sheva 
Olam Chesed  
On My Way To Shul  
Oogiyot  
Oseh Shalom Shlomo Carlebach 
Oseh Shalom Rick Recht 
Oseh Shalom Tzika Pik 
Oseh Shalom Nava Tehila 
Oseh Shalom Debbie Friedman 
Penny In The Pushka  
Prayer Is Reaching  TTTO Freres 

Jacques 
Priestly Blessing  
Psalm 150  
Psalm 150 Sufi Chant 
Salaam / Shalom  Rick Recht 
Sha-Ba-Ba-Ba-Ba  
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Rub Your Hands Shababa 
Shabba Shabba Adam Bellows 
Shabbat Angels   
Shabbat Boogie TTTO Hokie Pokie 
Shabbat Feeling  
Shabbat Going Round Ellen Allard 
Shabbat Is Coming Costello 
Shabbat Is Here Erik Contzius 
Shabbat Shalom Craig Taubman 
Shabbat Shalom Niggun Laura Lenes 
Shabbat Together Dan Singer 
Shabbat Wishes Ellen Allard 
Shake It Up On Shabbat Dan Singer 
Shake The Tzedakah 
Box 

 

Shake, Shake, Shake Ellen Allard 
Shalom Alecheim  
Shalom Chaverim  
Shalom Shalom- Hey 
Wyn Up Shalom Mashup 

 

Shalom, Shabbat 
Shalom 

Carol Boyd Leon 

Adon Olam Asher 
Malach 

TTTO She’ll Be 
Comin Round 
The Mountain 

Shehecheyanu Jeff Klepper 
Shema Svika Pik 
Shema Salomon Sulzer 
Shema Debbie Friedman 
Shema (Tsvika Pik)   
Shh Shh Shh Shabbat  
Shiru L'Ad*nai Shlomo Carlebach 
Shiru Shir Chadash  
Soup Song  
Stand Up (When You 
See the Aron Ha Kodesh 
Is Open) 

 

Standing at The Sea- Mi 
Chamocha 

Ellen Allard 

Tefillat Haderech Debbie Friedman 
Thank You God  
The Doors On The Ark  TTTO Wheels On 

The Bus 
The Shabbat Angels   
There Is Always Room 
For One More 

 

There's A Dinosaur 
Knocking On My Door 

Linda Arnold 

There's A Light In Me  
Toda Shira Kobern 

Wasserman 
Torah Tziva Lanu Moshe  
Tree Of Life/Eitz Chaim 
Hi 

Richard Silverman 

Twinkie, Twinkle, Little 
Star… 

 

Tzedakah Song  
V'shamru  
V'shinantam  
Vahavta Ellen Allard 
Vahavta  
Vayehi Erev Vayehi 
Boker  

 

Vnomar Lfanav  
Wake Up Shema  
Walkin' Through The 
Water 

Ellen Allard 

We Are Marching With 
The Torah 

Ellen Allard 

We Ask For Peace  
We Remember  
We Sing Shabbat, We 
Sing Shalom 

Ellen Allard 

We Use "Are We Ready 
For Shabbat" Sung To 
"Where Is Thumbkin" As 
Our Tot Shabbat  Model 

Ellen Allard 

We Welcome You To Tot 
Shabbat 

 

What Do You Like About 
Shabbat? 

 

Where Are The 
Blessings? 

Shababa 

Wonderful Shabbos 
Sound 

Ellen Allard 

Y'varechecha Mah Tovu 
Y'varechecha Rick Recht 
Yam Ba Dam (Creation 
Thumb Song) 

 

Yismechu Hashamayim  
You Are My Sunshine, 
After Prayer For Children 

 

Zum Gali Gali   
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