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PEJE believes that day schools
are essential for fostering an 
engaged Jewish people for an 
enduring Jewish future. 

To flourish, Jewish day schools
must be destinations of choice 
for students, families, and 
philanthropic investment.

PEJE is proud to be one of the 
five North American Jewish day
school organizations and networks
that are moving toward the 
formation of NewOrg (temporary
name). NewOrg is committed to
supporting organizational vitality
and educational excellence in
Jewish day schools, and to 
enabling a vibrant, visible and
connected Jewish day school field.

By Dr. Harry Bloom, PEJE
www.peje.org
© PEJE 2016
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OVERVIEW

Conventional wisdom holds that Jewish day
schools face enrollment challenges because of
declining rates of communal affiliation, as
documented by the Pew Report, and the fact
that incomes have not kept up with rates of
tuition, reducing affordability for lower and
middle income families. Still, despite these
pressures, The AVI CHAI Foundation’s day
school census shows that non-Orthodox 
enrollment has stabilized in recent years.
Whereas during over the 2008-2013 period,
non-Orthodox day school enrollment declined
by an average 3% per year, during 2011-2013,
the decline slowed to roughly 1.5% per year.

PEJE’s experience through its Atidenu recruitment
and retention program, generously co-funded
by The AVI CHAI Foundation, suggests that the
focused implementation of cutting-edge 
recruitment programs can actually result in
modest but important enrollment growth. 

Using Atidenu and the research 
outlined here, we can forge a new path 
toward increasing non-Orthodox day 
school enrollment growth.
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RESEARCH DESIGN
Because Jewish day schools remain one of the most potent
ways to ensure a vibrant Jewish future,  in early 2014, a PEJE-
led coalition of generous Chicago-based funders, including the
Crown Family; the Jewish United Fund (Chicago’s federation);
and local day schools, set out to explore the potential for
more aggressive non-Orthodox day school enrollment
growth. Chicago represented fertile ground for such research.
Chicago has a rich array of choices of high-quality non-Orthodox
day schools, a creative and highly supportive federation, and a cadre
of far-sighted foundations eager to explore promising experiments
to expand the number of families enrolled in day school. 

During the first of two phases of the research, PEJE commissioned
the Melior Group of Philadelphia to conduct a qualitative market
research study among a carefully chosen population of prospective
day school families whom the local day schools felt represented
prime prospects. These families were asked about their top school
choice criteria, their perceptions of how Jewish day schools performed
against those criteria relative to public and independent schools, the
likelihood of their sending their children to Jewish day schools and
the basis for their decision. 

PEJE designed 
and managed an 
ambitious market 
research project 
designed to answer
three questions: 

1
What is the potential
size of the non-
Orthodox day school
market relative to 
its current size? 

2
Which population 
segments offer 
the best prospects 
for achieving 
non-Orthodox 
enrollment growth?

3
What are the key 
barriers to and 
enablers of growth?
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THE MELIOR FINDINGS 
suggested two key barriers 
to increased enrollment.

1
Prospective non-Orthodox, Jewishly affiliated families simply did not
believe that Jewish day schools, that allocate significant learning time
to Jewish as opposed to secular content, could possibly offer a com-
paratively excellent secular education as public or private schools that
are solely focused on secular studies. Although respondents valued the
Jewish educational component of Jewish day schools, they simply
could not contemplate offering their children what they regarded as a
less-positive pathway to future success.

2
Even those families whose Jewish connections made them prime
prospects for Jewish day schools began to consider seriously Jewish
day schools too late in their financial planning lifecycle, after they had
stretched to buy homes on the North Shore, Chicagoland suburban
markets with high taxes that supported high quality public schools. 

At this point, they simply did not see a feasible pathway to budgeting
for private school tuition.

Although respondents
valued the Jewish 
educational component
of Jewish day schools,
they simply could not
contemplate offering
their children what 
they regarded as a 
less-positive pathway 
to future success.

In contrast, families in more urban 
districts, with lower quality public
school options, had already, in many
cases, developed a financial plan that 
encompassed the possibility of private
school tuition, though not necessarily
Jewish day school. 
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Armed with this research, in the spring of
2015, PEJE undertook phase two of the
research and commissioned Measuring
Success to conduct a quantitative study
of the Chicago market utilizing lists 
provided by the federation, including a PJ
Library membership list, JCC preschool
and summer camp lists, and lists from
more than 10 cross-denominational 
synagogues. Families with young children
were asked about their school priorities,
their perceptions of how well Jewish day
schools performed relative to both public
and independent schools on those 
priorities, and how likely they were to
send their children to Jewish day school.

1000

300

More than 1,000 total
families, including 300
families with children
aged 0-4, responded.
The results were 
relatively consistent 
with those of the 
qualitative research.
They also indicated 
a clear direction for 
pursuing a day school
growth agenda in a 
disciplined manner. 
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KEY FINDINGS

1
Using the most recent JUF census data, when the survey results
among the families with children 0-4 years of age were 
extrapolated to the Chicago Jewish population at large, they
pointed to the theoretical potential to double the size of the
non-Orthodox Jewish day school kindergarten enrollment. 

2
The research identified six market segments with approximately
double the propensity to send their children to Jewish day
schools relative to the population at large. These segments included
residents of two relatively urban Chicago neighborhoods comprising
approximately 20 postal zip codes, JCC preschool families, JCC summer
camp families, PJ Library families, and Conservative Jewish young
families. Among the six growth segments, roughly 20% of families
were very or extremely likely to send their children to Jewish day
school versus 11% among the Chicago Jewish population at large.

3
Members of the six growth segments believed that Jewish day
schools underperform versus public and independent schools on
some of their top school choice criteria. These criteria include: 
secular academic performance (Math & Science and English, Social
Studies and History), graduate academic preparation, teacher 
attention to student needs, and character development. Among these
growth segment members, Jewish day schools were almost invariably
assessed as underperforming against public and secular independent
schools on secular academics and graduate academic preparation.
They were generally assessed to be on par with private and public
schools on teacher attention to student needs. The one area in which
Jewish day schools were perceived as outperforming public and 
independent schools was character development.

20%

2X

6
SEGMENTS
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WHAT ABOUT AFFORDABILITY?
So far we have not mentioned concerns about affordability. Why? 
Because the research indicated that concern for affordability ranked
lower than the factors mentioned earlier. 

Yes, we need to worry about making our schools affordable and 
ensuring schools are financially accessible. But the research tells 
us that we should not put concern about affordability ahead of
demonstrating our schools’ excellent performance on secular studies
and graduate preparedness. Further, if our schools cannot document
that performance in these areas is superior to public schools and at
least equivalent to independent schools, they will need to improve
performance or the overwhelming majority of non-Orthodox day
school parents will simply not consider our schools.

Parents care 
most about the 
educational
experience, 
and if they 
don’t believe 
our schools
provide it, they
don’t care about 
affordability. 
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ROADMAP FOR POTENTIAL SUCCESS

STEP1
Jewish day schools must make a stronger, fact-based case for
their relative performance in secular studies programs and
graduate academic preparedness. If evidence can be provided
about their competitive performance, it is reasonably likely that
members of the growth segments—already twice as likely to
choose Jewish day schools based on the survey results—might
well increase their propensity to choose Jewish day schools.

PEJE’s experience over the past year working in depth with a
cadre of 26 Jewish day schools participating in its 18-month 
Atidenu recruitment and retention program indicates that 
Jewish day schools, almost without exception, have not 
rigorously documented their relative performance in secular
studies and graduate preparedness. More commonly, school 
marketing materials are likely to assert claims of excellence but
do not validate those claims based on objective facts or research.
Teaching schools the need for documenting student outcomes
and techniques for doing so has been one of several major
strategies of Atidenu. This process can and should become a
major focus for all day schools. 

stronger, 
fact-based case
for their relative 
performance

1 2 3 4

PEJE and its Chicago research 
partners believe the research 
provides a potential roadmap to
achieve significant growth in the 
non-Orthodox day school market.
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STEP 2
Once excellence in secular academics and graduate preparedness is
effectively documented, individual Jewish day schools must create
marketing and communication plans that persuasively and persist-
ently communicate their strong relative performance.

STEP 3
The community must create a central data repository that gathers
facts about day school excellence so that a constant stream of 
community-wide day school facts and stories can be generated for
marketing communication purposes.

STEP 4
The community must create and implement a communal market-
ing plan to tell the documented story of day school outcomes at
the communal level—in a manner that complements the commu-
nication efforts of the individual schools.

marketing and 
communication
plans
strong relative 
performance

central data 
repository that 
gathers facts 
about day school 
excellence

communal 
marketing plan

1 2 3 4



1 1

SUMMARY AND NEXT STEPS

Thanks to the Chicago research, we now know conclusively what
prospective families want and what they need to believe about
Jewish day schools’ performance to select them. A two-pronged
approach of better-documented benefits coupled with single-
minded communication via every medium at our disposal—web,
social media, e-newsletters, public relations, print materials—
offers the potential to have a profound impact on attitudes 
toward our schools and preference for them.

The pathway to growth is definitely clearer. Now we need to
have the fortitude to travel it.

PEJE (soon to be part of NewOrg) will work with our community
partners - potential funders, the Jewish United Fund, and four
non-Orthodox elementary and middle schools - to design the
contours of a growth pilot. The pilot will: 

1
Enable the individual schools to document and communicate
their outcomes more conclusively; 

2
Ensure that the community is able to document collective day
school outcomes; and

3
Plan a concerted multi-media communal marketing communica-
tions campaign to relentlessly and creatively tell the day school
story to the identified growth segments. 

If this program proves to be successful in strengthening perceptions
of Jewish day school performance and school selection behavior,
it may serve as a blueprint for non-Orthodox day school growth
throughout North America.

For details about the Chicago
research program, please
contact Dr. Harry Bloom, 
harry@peje.org.
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