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introduction

The Digital Citizenship Project was founded in 2014 with a mission to teach digital 
responsibility in the age of technology. Drawing on current research, including our own 
data set on Jewish day schools, the team at The Digital Citizenship Project has developed 
resources for educators and parents that include parent lectures and workshops, professional 
development for educators, and a student curriculum that focuses on technology ‘s underlying 
impact on functioning. 

Working almost exclusively with Jewish Day Schools and with the understanding that each 
school possesses a unique technology profile, The Digital Citizenship Project team developed 
the Tech Smart Digital Life: Student Survey to serve as a formative assessment of technology 
ownership rates, attitudes, behaviors and individual self-concept of the student populations.

After two years of data collection (2015 – 2017) from school communities across North 
America, we are pleased to share a robust collection of descriptive statistics that informs our 
work and serves as the only data set of its kind for Jewish Day Schools.  A total of 2027 student 
respondents are included in this report. There were 1004 male respondents and 1023 female 
respondents between grades 5 -12 who self-identified as either Orthodox, Modern Orthodox, 
Chabad or Conservative.  This report offers insights into the Jewish Day School’s student 
experience in the digital world and can serve as a useful tool for educators and parents to help 
today’s children navigate the digital realm, enhance their well-being and productivity, and 
minimize technology’s inherent risks.  
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Student data was collected from 17 Jewish Day 
Schools and Yeshivot to inform the programming of 
the Digital Citizenship Project. The student surveys 
were administered in a digital format on the school 
computers during the school day under the supervi-
sion of school faculty. Students were given the option 
to sit in front of any computer terminal, read instruc-
tions for survey completion and encouraged to answer 
honestly. The confidential nature of the survey was re-
inforced multiple times.

Students were asked about personal device own-
ership and reported that smartphones were the most 
commonly owned devices at a rate of 46%, followed 
by tablet devices (43%), laptops (34%), iPod touch 
(33%) and desktop computers (2%). Nearly 20% of 
students reported owning “none of the above”. Device 
ownership was relatively consistent between genders 
with 80% of boys and 81% of girls owning an Internet 
capable device and 47% of boys and 44% of girls own-
ing a smartphone. 

The average age that students got their first smart-
phone was at 11 years 7 months old.1 Girls received 
their first smartphones nearly a full year earlier than 
boys at 11 years 2 months, compared to 12 years 1 
month.

The average age that students received a personal 
Internet capable device was 9 years 8 months old and 
there was no significant difference between boys and 
girls.

When asked about the presence of activated paren-
tal control settings on their personal devices only 24% 
reported having such settings activated. Just over 14% 

reported that only some of their devices had activated 
parental control settings and 25% reporting that they 
did not know. Gender did not appear to have an im-
pact on whether students reported having filters or pa-
rental control settings activated on their devices. 

Students responded that the most common way in 
which they accessed the Internet for personal use was 
a computer at home (77%) followed by a smartphone 
(49%), tablet or other handheld device (33%). Ap-
proximately 13% accessed the Internet through public 
Wi-Fi. Gender did not appear to play a role in how 
students accessed the Internet. 

More than 77% of students reported that they be-
long to a social networking site. The most popular 
social networking apps were Instagram and Snapchat 
(57%) closely followed by WhatsApp (56%). Snapchat 
and Instagram were slightly more popular amongst 
girls than boys (approximately 59% compared to 
52%). Only 25% of students reported belonging to 
Facebook and only 43 students (23 boys, 20 girls) re-
ported belonging to anonymous networks like YikYak, 
Secret or Whisper. 

Nearly 79% of students reported having a personal 
email account but nearly 37% reported that they did 
not use it. Only 15% reporting using email daily, in-
dicating that email is not a preferred choice of digital 
communication amongst this student population. 

Students reported using the Internet for school re-
lated activities daily or multiple times a day at rate of 
approximately 56%. Students using the Internet for 
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non-school related activities daily or multiple times 
daily at a rate of 80%. There was no significant differ-
ence between boys and girls using the Internet for both 
school related and non-school related activities. 

The most popular non-school related Internet ac-
tivity was watching videos with 89% of students re-
porting doing so at least sometimes and 42% reporting 
doing so “frequently”. Other activities appeared at the 
following rates; playing games (74%), listening to and 
sharing music (70%), chatting with friends (68%) and 
sharing photos (55%). 

About 82% of students reported using the Internet 
for homework at least sometimes with 34% of students 
reported doing so “frequently”. Boys were more likely 
to “play games” and “read the news” and watch videos 
online, while girls were more likely to “share photos”, 
“shop” and “chat with friends”.  Boys were more likely 
to utilize technology for entertainment purposes and 
watching videos, while girls were more likely to use it 
for social purposes.  

When asked if their parents were well informed 
about what they are doing online, 86% (83% of boys, 
89% of girls) of students responded “yes”. This is well 
above a 2011 study published by the PEW research 
foundation that found that only 60% of teens say their 
parents are well informed about what they are doing 
online. 

Approximately 25% of student respondents report 
looking up a website that their parents would disap-
prove of with about 13% doing so at least weekly. 
Nearly 47% of respondents report having accidentally 
ended up on a web site that their parents would disap-
prove of with approximately 10% reporting this as at 
least weekly occurrence. Boys were more likely than 
girls (33%, 18%) to report looking up a web site their 
parents would disapprove of as well as accidentally 
ending up on sites their parents would disapprove of 
(50%, 44%).

When asked, “Have you ever seen an image or video 
clip that disturbed you?”, more than 54% replied “yes”. 
Boys were slightly more likely than girls to have seen an 
image or video clip that disturbed them (56% to 52%). 

Only 14% of students report having posted something 
online that they later regretted, but nearly 34% report 
having emailed or texted something they later regretted. 
There was no significant difference between genders.

Nearly 18% of respondents report having online 
friends that they have never met in real life; there was 
no significant difference between boys and girls.  

Nearly 67% of students owning Internet capable 
devices also reported sleeping with their phones or de-
vices within reach. This presents the potential for late 
night use and sleep deprivation. Nearly 65% of stu-
dents report going to bed late as a result of their tech-
nology. 

Students were asked about their experiences with cy-
berbullying in the previous 12 months. The majority of 
students (64%) have witnessed at least once in a while, 
other people being mean or cruel online or through 
email, texting or social media and 13% of students re-
port having experienced being the victim of mean or 
cruel behavior online. Nearly 7% report having acted 
mean or cruel toward someone else. 

Of the 2027 respondents 118 (72 boys and 46 girls) 
reported sending a personal image that their parents 
would disapprove of and 311 (173 boys and 138 girls) 
reported having received an image that their parents 
would disapprove of. 

Approximately 50% of students report that their 
parents have talked with them about ways to use the 

when asked, “have you ever seen 
an image or video clip that disturbed 
you?” more than 54% replied “yes.” 
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Internet safely and 44% report having set rules in their 
house about technology like time limits, location lim-
its, content limits and end of day shut off. 

Approximately 47% of students have said they 
were older than they actually were in order to gain 
access to a web site or sign up for an online account. 
Boys were slightly more likely to do so than girls 
(49%, 45%).

Students appeared to be somewhat dependent on 
their online activity with 53% reporting that they 
think about getting back online and 43% reporting 
feeling restless or irritable when they were not online. 
Boys report thinking about getting back online at a 
higher rate than girls (57% to 49%) and a slightly 
higher (44%, 42%) rate of feeling restless or irritable 
when they cant go online, suggesting that boys have 
a slightly higher degree of dependence on their tech-
nology. Nearly 54% of students have tried to reduce 
their online activity and over 65% of students reported 
playing games or staying online longer than they in-
tended. More than 25% of students report concealing 
their Internet use from others, such as friends, parents 
and teachers. Boys were more likely than girls to report 
doing so (30%, 20%).

Students report some significant positive outcomes 
as a result of the Internet including, improving the 
quality of their homework (53%), spending more time 
connecting with family and friends (50%) and learn-
ing interesting facts that they would otherwise not 
have known (73%). 

Students also report having moderate negative con-

sequences as a result of their Internet use such as not 
completing their homework (23%), not eating or skip-
ping a meal (14%), or spending less time with family 
and friends (29%). Of concern is the high rate (65%) 
of students reporting going to bed late as a result of 
their online activity. 

Nearly 15% of students report directly copying in-
formation from the Internet and presenting it as their 
own. Boys were significantly more likely to report do-
ing so (20%, compared to 10%). Nearly 31% of stu-
dents report that their friends act differently online 
than they do in school suggesting that online disinhi-
bition may be an issue for some students. There was no 
significant difference between boys and girls.

About 48% of students state that their parents have 
been the biggest influence on what they think is ap-
propriate or inappropriate behavior when using a cell 
phone or going online and 24% report that “no one” 
has influenced them. Girls were more likely than boys 
to report that their parents were the biggest influ-
ence (51%, 44%) and boys were slightly more likely 
than girls to report that “no one” has influenced them 
(26%, 22%).

Survey results suggest that students are cautious 
about the relative safety of the Internet with 54% 
(57% boys, 50% girls) disagreeing or strongly disagree-
ing with the statement “the Internet is a safe place” 
and 43% disagreeing or strongly disagreeing with the 
statement “people are mostly kind online”. There was 
no difference between boys and girls.

Student respondents appear to have moderate to 
high levels of subjective well-being and social satisfac-
tion with 84% of students reporting being “happy” 
or “very happy” and 88% agreeing or strongly agree-
ing that they have good friends and 82% agreeing or 
strongly agreeing that on the whole they are satisfied 
with themselves. There was no significant difference 
between boys and girls.

nearly 31% of students report that  
their friends act differently online  

than they do in school.



conclusion

The survey results paint a picture of a Jewish Day School 
student population that is engaged with technology and 
benefitting from the many personal and educational op-
portunities it has to offer. Students were overall happy with 
good friends, reported that their parents were overall well 
informed about their technology habits and served as a 
positive influence on what they think is appropriate and 
responsible when engaging with technology. However, the 
results also identify a variety of social, psychological and 
behavioral challenges that are not uncommon for children 
growing up in the iGeneration. Device dependence, expo-
sure to unwanted graphic content, cyberbullying, online 
disinhibition and impulsivity appear to be issues that chil-
dren are struggling with and require intervention.

The Digital Citizenship Project also surveyed 704 
parents of the student respondents. While parents and 
students reported similar rates of device ownership and 
overall being well informed about what their children are 
doing online, there were a number of discrepancies. For 
example, students reported having parental control set-
tings activated on their devices at a rate of 24%, while 
parents reported having activated parental controls on 
their children’s devices at a rate of 55%. More than 77% 
of students reported that they belonged to a social net-
working site, but only 37% of parents reported that their 
children belonged to a social networking site, and while 
parents reported that their children accessed the Internet 
through public Wi-Fi at a rate of only 3%, students re-
ported doing so at a rate of 13%. Also of concern is the 
discrepancy between the rate that parents report speak-
ing with their children about ways to use the Internet 
responsibly (91%) and having set rules about technology 
in their house (76%), and what students report about 
those items (50% and 44% respectively). This inconsis-
tency in the area of communication of parental expecta-
tions is further underscored by the finding that 18% of 
students state that they have online friends that they have 
never met, while only 4% of parents believe that to be the 
case. Additionally, more than 54% of students have been 

“disturbed” by images and video clips they have seen, but 
only 21% of parents reported that about their children.

Although not within the scope of this publication, early 
analysis of the data suggests a strong relationship between 
parent engagement and communication, and healthy stu-
dent technology habits and behaviors. Students who re-
ported that their parents had spoken with them about ap-
propriate and safe ways to use technology and who have 
clear rules and guidelines on technology use in their homes, 
also reported finding more positive value from technology 
and demonstrated significantly less maladaptive behaviors 
and consequences. For example, in looking at the 5th – 
8th grade data, we saw a 17% decrease in students looking 
up a website their parents would disapprove of when the 
students also reported that their parents had spoken with 
them about safe ways of using the Internet, and a 23% de-
crease when the students reported that there were set rules 
and guidelines about technology use in the home.

  For many parents, when it comes to technology, they 
feel ineffective in communicating their expectations and 
establishing realistic guidelines. A pre-lecture parent survey 
(n= 428) found that only 38% of parents felt confident in 
managing their children’s technology and through numer-
ous professional development workshops in Jewish Day 
Schools there emerged the sense that most teachers felt ill 
equipped to guide their student in digital responsibility.

The findings in this study reinforce the importance of 
educating our children, parents and teachers in digital re-
sponsibility. As technology becomes more ubiquitous and 
a critical component of education today, our commitment 
to Jewish day school communities must include strategies 
to develop healthy technology habits.  By preparing educa-
tors to teach digital citizenship to our students, and em-
powering parents to better manage technology at home we 
can create a community culture where technology serves as 
an enhancement as opposed to an intrusion. The Digital 
Citizenship Project is committed to the growth and de-
velopment of our children, and helping to guide them to 
become the future ready adults we hope for them to be.
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Have set rules in their 
house about technology 

like time, location and 
content limits.

Parents have been the biggest influence on what 
they think is appropriate behavior when using a 

cell phone or going online. 

50% 44%
Students’ parents 

have talked with them 
about ways to use the 

Internet safely.
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age of receiving first smartphone parental engagement sleep habits

negative internet outcomes positive internet outcomes

67% sleep with their 
devices within 
reach

65% stay up late as a 
result of their 
technology

Have seen an image or video clip 
that disturbed them

54%

Directly copy information from the 
Internet and presenting it as their own 
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Learned interesting facts that they would 
otherwise not have known 
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Spent more time connecting 

with family and friends 
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students 
HAve uSeD tHe tecH SmARt 

cuRRIcuLum
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PARents
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eduCAtORs
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students
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2,200

PARents
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