
Lauren Gell remembers the  
moment she learned the 
transformative power of Jewish 
camp. Her then-7-year-old 
daughter, Frankie, had just finished 
her first summer camp session at 

Tamarack Camps in Michigan, and she could 
hardly contain her enthusiasm. 

“She bounded off the bus and told us that 
she had the time of her life and she was going 
for the whole summer next year,” Lauren 
recalls. Lauren and her husband, Jared, had 
been a little nervous about sending their 
younger child to camp since she had never 
slept away from home before. “We didn’t  
know which way camp would go,” Lauren 
shares. “But Frankie felt like she was a part  
of something and felt loved. She came back  
a different person.”

Jewish summer camp is a treasured 
experience for many children — one that  
fosters Jewish learning, a strengthened sense 
of identity and cultural pride, and, often, a 
lifetime of joyful memories and friendships.  
But like Lauren, many parents hesitate that  
first year, questioning whether camp will be 
right for their child. That’s where PJ Goes to 
Camp — an initiative that offers an incentive to 
help families choose Jewish overnight camp — 
comes in.

Every October, PJ Library books arrive 
with a special sticker affixed to the envelope, 
encouraging families to sign up for PJ Goes to 
Camp. In partnership with the Foundation for 
Jewish Camp’s One Happy Camper program,  
PJ Goes to Camp provides up to $1,000 to 
defray the cost of overnight camp for  
first-time campers.
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Outdoor activities, 
close friendships, 
Jewish communal 

celebrations —
Jewish overnight 

camps offer 
a range of 

opportunities and 
experiences. 
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PJ Goes to Camp 
Sending a child to overnight camp for the first time can be hard.  
PJ Library helps make the choice easier.
BY LISA TRANK



support through One Happy Camper and 
individual camps, not all families may have a 
local opportunity or fit the criteria. PJ Goes  
to Camp is there for them, ensuring that 
families enrolled in PJ Library have an incentive 
to help them choose Jewish summer camp  
for the first time. 

As PJ Goes to Camp’s popularity grew, 
demand outpaced the number of grants, and 
a waitlist formed. To meet the demand, Harold 
reached out to philanthropic partners with 
a simple question — would they lend their 
support to grow PJ Goes to Camp, to get 
more kids into Jewish camps? Funders such as 
the Goldrich Family Foundation and the Klaff 
Family Foundation replied with a resounding 
“yes.” Together, these funding partners made a 
commitment to help bolster the Jewish future.

Ensuring Camps Are There for Campers
When the pandemic hit in 2020, Jewish 

overnight camps, like much of 
the world, shut down. Families 
wouldn’t be attending, and 
camps were poised to incur a 
financial loss. It was an existential 
crisis. Foundations, federations, 
individual donors, camp families, 
and others committed to Jewish 
summer camp marshaled their 
resources to help the camps 
weather this unprecedented 
time. Sparked by a matching 
grant from the Harold Grinspoon 
Foundation, some 32,000 
donors lent their support  

This summer, more than 1,170 children 
throughout the US and Canada are 
experiencing Jewish overnight camp for the 
first time with the support of a PJ Goes to 
Camp grant. Over the past 13 years, PJ Goes  
to Camp has awarded more than 8,000 grants 
totaling $8.1 million to broaden access to the 
joy of Jewish camp.  

The benefits are quantifiable. According to 
the Foundation for Jewish Camp’s 2022 Census 
Report, some 92 percent of camp families said 
overnight camp made their child feel part of 
the larger Jewish community and peoplehood. 
As adults, campers are 21 percent more likely 
to feel that being Jewish is very important, 
according to Camp Works, a seminal Jewish 
camping industry report that established  
the importance of camp and its long-term 
positive impacts.

“The mission of PJ Goes to Camp is to 
introduce the wonder of Jewish camp to new 
campers who might be considering camp. 
It makes Jewish camp more attainable and 
accessible for families and starts them on a 
lifetime of camping memories,” says Sarah 
Eisinger, director of JCamp 180, a program of 
the Harold Grinspoon Foundation. “We know 
that first-time campers who receive One Happy 
Camper incentives, including PJ Goes to Camp, 
overwhelmingly return to camp for a second 
and third year, so this targeted investment in 
first-time campers is both great for families  
and for our Jewish ecosystem.” 

Helping Campers Find Their Camp
In the 1980s, compelled by his desire to 

help kids build lifelong Jewish connections, 
philanthropist Harold Grinspoon wanted  
to make the Jewish camp experience  
more accessible and started a program  
offering tuition assistance for 
Jewish summer camps in  
Western Massachusetts. 

By the mid-2000s, word 
had spread. Jerry Silverman, 
the then-director of the 
Foundation for Jewish Camp, 
reached out to expand 
Harold’s efforts nationally, 
eventually creating the 
program that would become 
One Happy Camper. 

Where does PJ Goes to 
Camp come in? Despite the 
array of opportunities for 
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Above: Kids at a 
Jewish overnight 
camp take part  

in Havdalah  
after Shabbat.  

Below: Campers 
often form lasting 

friendships. 
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PJ LIBRARY BOOKS 
THAT FEATURE CAMP

Look Closely
Look at the pictures of Sadie and 
Ori’s camp. What activities do you 
see happening? If you went to this 

camp, which activities would you enjoy?

How does Ori feel about going to camp? What is 
he nervous or worried about?

What does Ori find out about the other boys in his 
bunk, and how does that make him feel?

Your Turn
If you were going to camp, what 
would you want to bring with you?

Why does Ori want to go to camp? Would you want 
to go to camp? Why or why not?

Have you ever had trouble falling asleep? What 
helps you when that happens?

Lift the flap for a  
         Hands On activity!

Talk It Over
D I S C U S S I O N  I D E A S

K’lal Yisrael
Sadie loves camp because it’s full of fun and 
friends, but also because it’s a place where 
everyone is Jewish and “she [doesn’t] have to 
explain.” This gives Sadie a special “at-home” 
feeling even when she’s away from home. K’lal 
Yisrael (Hebrew for “the community of Israel”) is a 
phrase that expresses this feeling of belonging. All 
Jewish people, no matter where they live or how 
they practice, belong to the group designated as 
k’lal Yisrael. It’s a term that encompasses both the 
diversity and unity of the Jewish world. To learn 
more, visit pjlibrary.org/sadieoricamp.

Taking on New Experiences
At overnight camp, Sadie and Ori are surrounded 
by Jewish people, perspectives, and practices, 
all of which are familiar. But a big point of 
overnight camp is to be exposed to new people 
and experiences. Navigating new experiences 
helps kids develop self-confidence, and sharing 
good times with other children can contribute 
to a sense of solidarity, belonging, and shared 
identity. Developing a strong sense of self helps 
kids prepare to adapt to changing circumstances, 
a crucial life skill. Sadie is excited to tell Ori all 

Continued on back of flap...

www.pjlibrary.org

How do you face something new?

Sadie, Ori, and Nuggles Go to Camp
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Sadie, Ori, and Nuggles  
Go to Camp
Age: 4 years 

For the first time ever, Ori is going to 
sleepaway camp — and he’s feeling 
nervous. Can he bring Nuggles? Or 
will the other campers laugh at him? 
Sadie helps him out.

Sam and Charlie  
(and Sam Too) at Camp!
Age: 6 years 

Best friends Sam and Charlie are heading 
to sleepaway camp for the first time. 
Luckily, they’re going to the same camp! 
They’re in for many adventures — and a  
few lessons.

Sami’s Sleepaway Summer
Age: 7 years

Though her family doesn’t seem to see  
it, Sami is absolutely certain she’s not  
a “sleepaway camp kind of kid.” Will a  
four-day, three-night minisession at 
Camp Cedar Lake change her mind?

Shabbat Sabotage
Ages: 9 to 12 years 

It’s Maya’s first time at summer camp, 
and she’s got a secret she’d rather her 
bunkmates didn’t find out about. But she’s 
not the only one hiding something ... 

The Sun Will Come Out
Ages: 9 to 12 years

Eleven-year-olds Bea and Frankie have 
been planning their first summer at Camp 
Shalom forever. But then Frankie gets into 
horse camp! How will Bea replace her 
best friend for a whole summer? 

Maya can’t deny that she’s nervous on the first 
day at camp. She’s never been to sleepaway camp 
before, she doesn’t like cold showers or smelly 
cafeteria food, and worst of all, she’s afraid of 
swimming. So it’s a huge relief when Maya meets 
friendly Dani. 

Just as things start to settle down for Maya, 
someone steals the silver kiddush cup and two 
candlesticks her cabin needs to lead Shabbat! 
Maya and her new friends will have to use their 
brains and work together—with some occasional 
sneaking around—to figure who is sabotaging 
their summer! Meanwhile, she needs to pass the 
camp swimming test to join the big sleepover on 
Snake Island or risk being left behind with the 
little kids. 

Maya has a wild summer ahead of her! But 
with great, new friends by her side—and a dash of 
honesty—she’ll find she can solve any problem. 

Welcome to Camp Shalom! B
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This is Charlie. 

This is Sam. He and Charlie 
are best friends and first-time 
sleepaway campers. 

This is Charlie’s 
sister, Sam Too. 
She is too little 
for camp but has 
fun adventures 
at home.

A Note from PJ Library®

Jewish Concepts
Summer camp is a long-standing tradition  

are many: kids spend active days outdoors,  
unplug from technology, gain resiliency  
and independence in a safe, nurturing  
environment, and, of course, begin new  
friendships that can last a lifetime—all this 
without their parents standing next to them. 
Child psychologists point out that camps  
provide a safe, well-managed place for  
children to take small risks, enjoy adventures, 
and come home feeling stronger and more 
capable than ever, ready to take on new  
challenges and a new school year.

plus something more—something very  
meaningful. Jewish camps infuse the overnight 
camp experience with Jewish values, role  
models, and culture. Just as reading about  
kayaking and rock-climbing can never be  
as satisfying as actually doing those things,  
reading about the values and rituals of Jewish 
life is not the same as living them 24/7. No 
matter how observant or engaged their homes 
are, children gain deeper understanding of  
Jewish life when it’s immersed in a new  
environment, especially one as fun- and 

Jewish songs, games, and Shabbat observance. 
For many campers, once camp ends, Jewish 
community life continues in new and  
wonderful ways—as it will for Sam and  
Charlie after their eight days of camp. 

SA
M

 A
N

D
 CH

A
RLIE (A

N
D

 SA
M

 TO
O

) 
AT

 CA
M

P!
KIM

M
ELM

AN • OW
L   

A Note from PJ Library®

Using This Book at Home
In this story, Sam learns about the value of 
shmirat ha’adamah—guardianship of the earth. 

God gives Adam the responsibility of caring  
for the Garden of Eden [Genesis 2:15]. By  
extension, we are all responsible for keeping 
our planet healthy for generations to follow. 

Sam and his bunkmates act as “guardians of the 
earth” by helping return an earthworm back 
outside their cabin. There are countless ways 
to help children care for the environment:

 • Pick up and dispose of trash you see  
  along your walk.
 • Start a compost pile and use it to  
  fertilize a garden.
 • Plant a tree.
 • Cut back on electricity when possible.
 • Consider walking or biking instead of  
  taking the car for short trips.

By searching out and taking part in these small 
acts, we help our children develop a sense of 
responsibility for the planet. Once you start 

And just as Sam and Charlie discover at camp, 
you can also have a good time doing it. 

About PJ Library
The gift of PJ Library is made possible by  
many generous supporters, your local  
Jewish community, and the Harold Grinspoon 
Foundation. PJ Library shares Jewish culture 
and values through quality children’s books 

 
and practice. To learn more about the program 
and ways to connect to activities in your area, 
visit www.pjlibrary.org.
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over the course of three years to ensure 
summer camps would long outlast the strain  
of the pandemic. 

The good news? Jewish camps have not only 
survived but rebounded stronger than ever.  
To ensure that strength into the future, 
the Harold Grinspoon Foundation last fall 
announced a new $25 million matching grant 
that will provide support for more than 100 
nonprofit Jewish overnight camps over the next 
five years. The Forward Together grant initiative 
will help fund the staffing and infrastructure 
camps will need for generations to come. 

For PJ Library families whose children are 
growing up — and who are on the cusp of 
making their next Jewish decision — One Happy 
Camper and PJ Goes to Camp offer a doorway 
into a vibrant Jewish experience. 

And for the Gell family, whose 11-year-old 
son, Teddy, also attends Tamarack Camps, 
Jewish summer camp continues to play an 
important role. “[It] reinforces Jewish values 
and strengthens our family’s sense of our 
Jewishness,” says Lauren. “Frankie is so happy 
there. She feels safe. She feels at home.” 

Lisa Trank is a Colorado-based writer  
and an alum of the Wilshire Boulevard 
Temple Hess Kramer/Gindling Hilltop Camps 
located in Malibu, California. She attributes 
her strong and positive Jewish identity  
and many lifelong friendships to this 
formative experience.

WANT TO LEARN MORE?
Visit pjlibrary.org/camp. 

 
Want to support Jewish camps?  

Find out if the camp you love is part  
of the Forward Together grant and 

 join us in helping camps thrive!  

Over the past 13 years,  
PJ Goes to Camp has 
awarded more than 
8,000 grants totaling 
$8.1 million to broaden 
access to the joy of 
Jewish camp.


