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A Note from the Sheva Center Staff
The goal of the Sheva Center is to raise the excellence in JCC early childhood programs throughout North America 
by gathering in Sheva learning communities, attending regional and continental conferences, engaging in virtual 
and cohort learning, all supported by the Sheva Center faculty and Sheva Lab Communities. The Sheva Center is 
committed to connecting these educators, who are on the front line of our work, to each other for peer support and 
to inspire them to grow their practice, mindful of the best and latest research in the field.

The foundation of our work is the Sheva framework, which outlines a dynamic vision of excellence in early childhood 
Jewish education. This framework is built on seven core principles of early childhood Jewish education. It is influenced 
by multiple early education philosophies and the latest research on children’s learning, brain development and an 
understanding of 21st century families. It is meant to be a learning platform, not a curriculum. Each of the seven core 
elements are foundational concepts that schools of excellence will use to create a professional learning community. 

At the core of our work are the seven Jewish lenses, which provide an ethical model for living, a set of resources 
designed to help us experience increased sanctity in an increasingly confusing, commercial, and difficult world, and 
a language through which we can articulate a shared vision that we want to pass on to future generations. They 
open windows to transcendent Jewish values, serve as foundational and transformative guides, and are lived in the 
classroom as well as the extended school community.

These lenses articulate the approach to our work. They inspire as much as they inform. They are ideally manifest daily 
in each of our early childhood centers—in the ways in which we structure our time, our curricula and our classrooms; 
the quality of our relationships with our students, our faculties, our host institutions; and the partnerships we forge 
with the families in our communities. They improve and sharpen our vision, and enable us to see the world more 
clearly and in a particularly focused way.

Judaism is not exclusively a matter of the “what” or “when” in the world of ritual and faith, but includes the deeper 
matters of the “how” and “why” of the totality of our lives and our relationships to the world as a whole. It welcomes 
diversity, inclusion, reflection, and innovation. This is the work of the Sheva Center.
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Sheva: JCCs of North America Early Learning Framework
The early learning framework provides a focal point for dialogue among JCC professionals across North America, 
so that together we can develop a common language and greater understanding of the vital importance of early 
learning for all young children and their families.

We hope to inspire a journey, not a destination, that is not linear or prescriptive, and that reflects the ongoing 
evolution of a discipline. 

A central part of the process is our Sheva Learning Communities, in which our early childhood administrators 
network with each other in dialogue over the core elements, exemplary practices, critical incidents, knots in 
their work and more. These communities meet virtually on a monthly basis facilitated by one of our gifted 
professionals. 

Facilitators: 
Ora Cohen Rosenfeld
Susan Hoppenfeld
Veronica Maravankin
Kathy Pomer
Robin Brous

Where do I start? 
We encourage you to begin with yourself and balance what is comfortable and what’s confusing, with your 
leadership style. Whenever you can, model the process of co-construction that you want to see with children 
and teachers in the work that you do to shift practice with teachers. To some extent, our relationships with 
each other are far more important than the specifics in our classrooms and hallways. One always seems to 
feed the other. 

Keep in Mind: 
What we have proposed is a framework for practice which will look different for each community. 

Amy Bolotin
Cyndi Sherman
Tara Ohayon
Sandy Lanes
Caron Blanke
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Image of the Child 
Adapted from the British Columbia Early Learning Framework
Whether we are aware of it or not, each of us has an image of the child that is rooted in our culture, knowledge, 
personal histories, and aspirations for the future. In many ways, the image of the child reflects not only a person’s 
beliefs about children and childhood, but also their beliefs about what is possible and desirable for human life at 
the individual, social, and global levels. The particular image of the child held by people strongly influences their 
decisions about young children, the way they interact with children, and how they construct the environments 
where children grow, develop and learn. If people believe that children are curious, capable beings full of potential 
with views and perspectives to share, then they are likely to interact with them in ways that allow these qualities to 
shine. Being aware of their own image of the child helps adults to reflect on and make conscious choices that foster 
children’s early learning. 

The Sheva Early Learning Framework supports the creation of a shared image of the child that can guide 
efforts to promote early learning at the local and continental levels. It views young children as capable and full 
of potential; as persons with complex identities, grounded in their individual strengths and capacities, and their 
unique social, linguistic, and cultural heritage. In this image, children are rooted in and take nourishment from a 
rich, supportive ground, comprising relationships with their families and communities, their language and culture, 
and the surrounding environment. As children grow and learn, they ask questions, explore, and make discoveries, 
supported by these roots and branching out to new experiences, people, places, and things in their environment. 
Within this complex ecology, every child belongs and contributes. In putting forward an image of a capable child, 
full of potential, it is recognized that children differ in their strengths and capabilities, and that not all children have 
the same opportunities to develop their potential. However, a strong image of the child can inspire people who 
interact with children to promote their individual strengths, and to address conditions in children’s environments 
that constrain opportunities to engage fully in early learning. This is the image of the child projected in this early 
learning framework. The seven core elements and the Jewish lenses are all expressions of how that image might 
be realized in the day-to-day lives of young children in JCC early childhood centers across North America. Whatever 
your own image of the child, the framework and the lenses provide information and ideas to reflect upon, and to 
encourage you to take part in the dialogue about children and childhood.

Loris Malaguzzi maintained that every pedagogical project, every educational act cannot be made without declaring 
what our image of the child is.
     If we declare, we must act on that image.
We must declare our image of the child and be held accountable. Are we working with our image of the child we have 
declared in daily practice?
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1

Children as Constructivist 
Learners
Children are natural learners. Our Jewish teachings 
provoke us to inspire children to question their world 
and appreciate multiple perspectives. Based on 
an image of the child as a competent and capable 
learner full of potential, teachers and children engage 
in research as a way of co-constructing knowledge. 
When we declare our image of the child, we are held 
accountable to that image in our daily interactions. 
When children are agents of their own learning, they 
build lifelong critical thinking skills and are more deeply 
invested in the process.

When children are in a constructivist learning 
environment:

• Relationships of trust and security are evident, 
allowing children to thrive.

• The center’s culture is emotionally responsive, 
enhancing children’s and families’ emotional 
well-being.

• Curriculum emerges from the children’s ideas, 
abilities, and interests.

• Time and space are created for children to  
reflect and build upon experiences.

• Documentation (pedagogical narrations)  
of children’s work is visible and used as a 
learning tool.

Seven Core  
Elements of Sheva
The Sheva Early Learning Framework is 
coherent with the culture and teachings 
of Judaism in everyday life, values and 
principles. The Jewish lenses serve as a 
tool, a prism through which we overlay 
our traditions, our study, and our Jewish 
philosophy. The core elements are the 
fundamental components of our early 
childhood programs and are deeply 
rooted in the latest research on child 
development. 

1  Children as Constructivist  
    Learners

2  Early Childhood Directors  
     as Visionaries

3  Early Childhood Educators  
     as Professionals

4  Families as Engaged Partners

5  Environments as Inspiration  
      for Inquiry

6  Discover CATCH as Sh’mirat  
     HaGuf (taking care of our bodies)

7  Israel as a Source and Resource
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Early Childhood Directors  
as Visionaries
Visionary leaders galvanize a process for creating and living 
a shared vision for the school. Inspired by the richness of 
our Jewish lenses and our values, we work with parents, 
teachers, and lay leadership to create an environment 
that cultivates a diverse and vibrant community. While all 
ECE directors serve their communities, JCC ECE directors 
must be visionary leaders focused on nurturing the minds, 
souls, and hearts of children and their families.

Early childhood directors who are visionary leaders:
• Give voice and unleash the passion of their 

teachers.
• Recognize their potential as advocates for social 

change.
• Create an organizational culture and systems to 

support their dreams.
• Develop schedules and routines for faculty that 

provide compensated, consistent, and regular time 
to learn, grow, and reflect with their colleagues, 
families, students, and the community.

• Insure that the goals of the ECE center are aligned 
and integral to the greater JCC and that its Jewish 
professionals and lay leadership are involved in the 
ECE center.

• Cultivate emerging second-tier leadership to 
promote a healthy, sustainable life for the center.
Create non-hierarchical spaces so every space 
(indoor and outdoor) can testify to the 100 
languages.

• Documentation is always in the direction of 
visibility, making visible the whole of the school 
environment.

2

Early Childhood Educators 
as Professionals
At the JCC, educators view themselves as lifelong 
learners, constantly engaging in the pursuit of learning 
opportunities, as prized by our Jewish tradition. The 
combination of education, experience, and passion 
enriches educators’, children’s, and families’ lives. We 
listen with the understanding that the relationships 
between school leadership, colleagues, children, 
families and community members depend on the 
richness of each conversation.

When early childhood educators are viewed and 
view themselves as professionals, they:

• Seek to create and embrace learning 
opportunities for personal and professional 
development.

• Wrestle with Jewish texts and stories to find 
personal meaning.

• Provoke wonder, nurture curiosity, and engage 
the intellect of their students and families.

• Understand that observing and listening to 
children and families is both skill and art, 
requiring continuing growth and vigilance.

• Are viewed by the institution as professionals 
and understand themselves to be an integral 
part of the JCC.

3 
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Families as Engaged Partners
We view family engagement as essential to building 
a healthy school community. We understand that at 
the heart of the enterprise is nurturing collaborative 
partnerships with families. In order to spark parents 
on a journey from passive consumers to active 
protagonists, JCC early childhood centers actively listen 
to and incorporate parents’ perspectives into how we 
think about teaching and learning. JCCs support and 
encourage families’ Jewish journeys.

When families are engaged partners:
• Families are valued as competent thinkers  

and learners.
• Children and their families have opportunities  

to joyfully celebrate Jewish life.
• Communication about each child’s development 

is ongoing, relevant, and supportive.
• Diversity among families is embraced.
• Families are involved in adult learning to  

support their own and each other’s parenting 
and Jewish journeys. 

4 

Environments as  
Inspiration for Inquiry
Early childhood programs are rich with materials that 
inform, instruct, and engage children. Our vision for 
the early childhood learning environment suggests an 
intentional place for children that provokes wonder, 
curiosity, intellectual engagement and creativity with 
endless possibilities. Children and families approach 
the environment with questions. We create non-
hierarchical (indoor and outdoor) spaces that can 
testify to the use of multiple languages with common 
spaces to create community, build connections, and 
encourage and support opportunities for Jewish living.

When environments inspire inquiry:
• Children and families are represented and 

reflected in the space, creating a sense of 
belonging.

• Space is flexible and materials open ended, 
stimulating exploration and inquiry.

• Children have freedom to interact with the 
environment and manipulate materials.

• Aspects of the natural world are present in the 
classroom, engaging the senses.

• The respectful display of children’s work is used 
as a part of the cycle of learning and reflecting 
for children, educators and families.

5 
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Discover: CATCH  
as Sh’mirat HaGuf
(taking care of our bodies)
To help address the nation’s critical obesity problem, 
JCC Association, in collaboration with the University of 
Texas School of Public Health and its CATCH (Coordinated 
Approach to Child Health) program, has created Discover: 
CATCH Early Childhood. Based on a foundation of Jewish 
values, Discover: CATCH Early Childhood nurtures a love 
of physical activity in children ages birth to five, and 
encourages them to develop lifelong healthy eating 
habits.

In JCCs that employ a holistic approach to child health:
• Children learn to have fun while exercising and 

developing locomotor, non-locomotor, and 
manipulative skills in a series of age-appropriate, 
non-competitive activities.

• Children and families learn to differentiate between 
“go” foods (healthy) and “whoa” foods (less 
healthy—approach with caution).

• Silos are broken down by engaging the JCC’s early 
childhood, health and fitness, family engagement 
and Jewish life departments.

• Teachers, children, and families are encouraged to 
work together to build healthy habits.

• An environment is created where physical activity, 
health education, and healthy eating behaviors are 
valued and taught.

6 

Israel as a Source  
and Resource
(under construction)
This core element is now being reviewed by our 
Sheva Covenant Fellows (after their study seminar 
in Israel), along with a task force of directors from 
across the continent. Through this study, this core 
element will explore ideas on how to most effectively 
engage children, their families, and our educators in a 
robust, meaningful, and developmentally appropriate 
relationship with Israel. 

7 
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Seven Jewish Lenses
  Hak’damah   Introduction  ַהְקָדָמה
The work of the Sheva Center is rooted in foundational Jewish ideas and values through which we view 
and experience our world. We have grouped these core concepts, drawn from our ancient tradition, 
into seven interconnected categories, which we call lenses. These lenses provide an ethical model 
for living, a set of resources designed to help us experience increased sanctity in an increasingly 
confusing, commercial, and difficult world, and a language through which we can articulate a shared 
vision that we want to pass on to future generations. The lenses clarify transcendent Jewish values, 
serve as foundational and transformative guides, and are used in the classroom as well as the 
extended school community.

These lenses articulate our approach to our work. They inspire as much as they inform. Ideally, they 
are manifest daily in each of our early childhood centers: in the ways in which we structure our time, 
our curricula, and our classrooms; the quality of our relationships with our students, our faculties, our 
host institutions; and the partnerships we forge with the families in our communities. They improve 
and sharpen our vision, and enable us to see our world more clearly and in a particularly focused way. 

Judaism is not exclusively a matter of the “what” or “when” in the world of ritual and faith, but includes 
the deeper matters of the “how” and “why” of the totality of our lives and our relationships to the world 
as a whole. It welcomes diversity, inclusion, reflection, and innovation.

For each lens there is a Hebrew word that captures the essence of the lens, a literal translation of the 
Hebrew, and a more interpretive word or phrase, which illuminates our understanding of the core value 
within each category.

*Full version of Seven Jewish Lenses in Appendix A.
  The Jewish Lenses were originally crafted by Cantor Ellen Dreskin for the Jewish Early Childhood Education initiative (JECEI).
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  ַמָסּע
Masa   Journey 
(Reflection, Return, and Renewal)

Judaism calls upon us to understand that our 
individual life journeys are both reflected in and 
illuminated by the larger journeys of our people (and 
vice versa), and that our success in life depends as 
much upon the integrity with which we progress as it 
does upon reaching our goals. Our Jewish paths are 
full of paradoxes. Through our forward movement we 
seek tshuvah/return. Our journeys to distant lands 
serve to take us deeper into our own selves. Our 
commitment to the telling and retelling of past stories 
equips us to face the future. The Jewish path, both 
communal and individual, comes with baggage that 
carries us as much as we carry it. It also comes with 
a promise and a vision—our lives are merely a blip on 
the cosmic radar screen, and yet every step we take 
is of the utmost importance to those we know and 
the overall picture. Our people has been motivated 
in its journeys by sacred calling, by seemingly chance 
encounters, by fear, by wonder, by oppression, and by 
the promise of a better life. And the documentation 
of these journeys, our Torah, helps us both to make 
sense of it all and to better gauge our next steps.

  בְִּרית
B’rit   Covenant 
(Belonging and Commitment)

The Hebrew word “b’rit” means “covenant.” A 
covenantal relationship enables us to partner with 
others in pursuit of shared vision, to grow, to risk, and 
to communicate with honesty. Like many relationships 
typical of business and politics, these relationships 
are enacted through mutual understanding of 
specific rights and responsibilities. But covenantal 
relationships are valued in and of themselves, not 
just as a means to realize other ends. Our lives 
revolve around our inescapable relationships to our 
environment, our families, our friends, our colleagues, 
and our world. Both our personal and professional 
lives are enriched by binding relationships in which 
we feel a true sense of security; relationships in which 
our individuality is honored, our opinions are heard, 
our needs are considered.

 צֶלֶם אֱלֹהים
Tzelem Elohim   Divine Image
(Dignity and Potential)

One of the most famous and often quoted passages 
from Torah tells us that humankind was created in 
the image of God, b’tzelem Elohim. As God has no 
physical image, we need to look to other aspects of 
each human being in order to make sense of this 
idea. Being created b’tzelem Elohim unifies all of 
humankind, while at the same time distinguishing 
each human being from all others. Just when our 
awareness of being created in the Divine image might 
fill us with egotistical urges and an overblown sense 
of self, we are reminded that each of us is equal in 
our divine nature, and that our treatment of others 
is a reflection of our faith and our respect for our 
role in our society and our universe. We are powerful, 
unique, dynamic individuals who are, at the same 
time, exactly like everyone else. Looking at a person’s 
origin, power, and responsibility through this lens 
impacts our thoughts, our emotions, and our actions 
each and every day. This is a lens of responsibility, 
compassion, and self-esteem.

ה  ְקדּוָשׁ
K’dushah   Holiness  
(Intentionality and Presence)

Within Judaism, k’dushah is viewed as a separate 
realm—restricted, unique, limited, different, wholly 
other. Holy times are ones in which various mundane 
activities are either suspended or imbued with special 
meaning; holy places are those in which we feel 
ourselves to be fully present enough to appreciate 
the unique, the extraordinary, the divine. Human 
beings have the opportunity to be holy when we bring 
a particular intention and response to the world in 
which we live and the community of which we are a 
part. A time, place, or community becomes sacred to 
an individual when it is treasured, treated differently, 
accorded a sense of powerful significance in one’s 
life. At the same time, certain moments and places 
are considered by Judaism to be inherently sacred. 
Whether its origins are internal or external, our rituals, 
behavior, and full presence in a moment, space, or 
community enhance our capacity to recognize and be 
part of this k’dushah.
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   ִהְתעֹוְררּות
Hit’orerut   Awakening  
(Amazement and Gratitude)

Today’s world is centered on intellect, information, and 
technology. It would appear that the more civilized we 
become, the less “wonder-full” all of our new learning 
seems to be. What we often forget is that there are 
questions that cannot be answered by technology 
or science, and information is not synonymous with 
revelation, insight, and wisdom. 

Spiritual awakening and the ability to sustain a sense 
of awe in today’s world requires a different type of 
preparation and orientation than we usually encounter 
in our daily lives. This perspective is experienced 
and then reflected upon; what we glean from our 
most profound experiences is often difficult, or even 
impossible to articulate. While it may be possible to 
increase the potential for these moments in our lives, 
they often take us by surprise. But to what we cannot 
articulate, we are compelled to respond, through a 
deep sense of awe, gratitude, and humility. Although 
the potential for these “awakenings” exists every 
day, our lives are filled with emotional and material 
obstacles and blinders, which we need to remove if 
we are to live in a state of awe and readiness. Judaism 
provides the tools that we need to sharpen our skills 
and maintain this kind of focus. Ultimately, it is a rich 
life that is able to, in the words of Abraham Joshua 
Heschel, “take notice of the wonder, to regain a sense 
of the mystery that animates all beings, the divine 
margin in all attainments.”

ְדָּרׁש
D’rash   Interpretation 
(Inquiry, Dialogue, and Transmission)

The spirit of inquiry within human nature is the impetus for 
growth and reflection. It leads to discovery, broadens one’s 
horizons, and uncovers information from which others will 
grow and learn. The Jewish understanding goes beyond 
inquiry to interpretation, interaction, and transmission. 
It engages the knowledge and experience of the past in 
conversation with the present, and documents the new 
learning for the benefit of future generations. The art of 
inquiry within Judaism is a time-honored tradition. Our 
written Torah lays the foundation for inquiry and instruction 
as our eternal partners, teachers and companions. We keep 
Torah alive, we engage it in challenging conversation, we 
listen to it, we add to its lessons with the context of our 
own generations, and we pass it along to those who will 
come after. To ask, to argue, to interpret, and to transmit 
are all essential elements of our growth and maturity 
as human beings. To constantly be both the teacher and 
the student, reflecting on the answers we have already 
received, and allowing them to give birth to new questions 
and challenges within our own lives is to take advantage of 
the spirit of d’rash and its important place in the life of the 
Jewish people.

ִתּקּון עֹולָם
Tikkun Olam   Repair of the World  
(Responsibility)

The Jewish imperative for involvement in the healing and 
unification of a broken world is an ancient one. It is only in 
modern times, however, that we have begun to associate 
this responsibility with an older Hebrew phrase, tikkun 
olam (literally, reparation of the universe). We live in a 
fragmented world, and it is our nature to be somewhat 
dissatisfied with the acceptance of the way things are. We 
speak and yearn for a time of increased harmony, unity, 
synthesis, and partnership with others. Judaism places an 
enormous and unique emphasis on our role in bringing 
about this redemption of the world. We are reminded 
in myriad ways of what it means to be alien, homeless, 
orphaned, oppressed, and how that gives rise to our 
commandment to see that others do not suffer the same 
fate as we once did, when we were strangers in a strange 
land, enslaved in Egypt. Our responsibility extends from 
the environment to interpersonal ethics, from political 
action to small, everyday kindnesses. What we do matters 
not only in our lives today, but in the lives of all the 
generations to follow. 
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In Conclusion   סֹוף סֹוף
The Jewish lenses speak to a way of seeing, thinking, and acting. Their integration informs and impacts one’s 
experience as a member of the Jewish community and the world. As much as they have been articulated here 
as separate entities listed in a particular order, they function more as a web. There are numerous areas in 
which they intersect with, support, and strengthen one another. Together they provide the transformative 
building blocks for the culture within which we relate to one another, communicate our curriculum, reflect on 
Judaism’s role in our lives, and understand our place in the world at large.

When we first stood at Mount Sinai and prepared to enter into covenant with God and with each other, we 
proclaimed, according to Torah, “na-aseh v’nishma!” We will do and we will understand. The passage has 
sparked much discussion within the tradition. Are we first to do and then reflect on the reasons? Or do we first 
need to understand, and allow our behavior to follow from the integration of these values or this newly acquired 
knowledge? The answer to both questions is Yes. We strive to simultaneously learn and do: To allow one lens 
to inform our knowledge of others; to be moved to act in a particular way even as we continue to delve more 
deeply into the reasons for doing so; and to allow our vision to inform our reflection and vice versa.

It is difficult to define strict boundaries between one lens and another. The parts have meaning within the 
whole, and the whole becomes much more than the sum of its parts. The realization of divine potential within 
others is bound to affect our relationships, as well as our sense of responsibility to the larger world. Our natural 
curiosity will lead to a sense of wonder and gratitude. Our reflection on space, time, and community as sacred 
aspects of our lives will bring us back to covenantal relationship. Together with other basic Jewish ideas, the 
lenses contextualize, and allow us to co-create meaning in our world. Torah acts as the documentation of 
our relationships to our community, our world and to God; Mitzvot provide the chance to ritualize and call 
attention to the positive intrusion of the sacred into our everyday lives; and Halacha (literally “the way,” our 
evolving body of Jewish law) records the reflection on and evolution of the ways in which Judaism becomes 
part of the fabric of our existence. This integrated view is worthy of transmission, not only from generation to 
generation, but from our personal to our professional lives, from our families to our friends and associates.

The lenses give us a shared language and perspective for enhancing our communities, piquing our curiosity, 
enhancing our relationships, and improving our world. They are visionary even as they are rooted in our 
tradition. They provide the context and shape the culture in which we raise and educate ourselves and our 
children. Articulation of these lenses is in itself an ongoing conversation, which welcomes all voices and 
invites all levels of engagement.
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