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REPORT SUMMARY

This document is the second in a series of reports generated by a multi-year cross-portfolio study of the Jim 
Joseph Foundation’s investment in leadership development in the Jewish social sector, specifically Jewish 
learning experiences. It is preceded by a literature review, which was summarized and presented in dialogue 
with key Jewish leaders in a series of blog posts. It will be followed, in the Spring of 2020, by a document 
that synthesizes the bigger picture of the future of leadership development for Jewish learning experiences 
in the Jewish social sector by combining the information from the first report, this report, feedback from 
the Foundation and advisory committee, and integration of best practices in leadership development. This 
document focuses extensively on a key method of the cross-portfolio research study: the lessons of experience 
style interviews. Building on a method pioneered by CCL researchers in which leaders were asked life-story 
interview questions to understand their leadership development journeys, the aim of this portion of the study is 
to understand and describe the critical inflection points for Jewish social sector leaders.

The pages that follow present a thematic analysis and in-depth exploration of the themes that emerged from the 
interviews to explore the key phases in the journeys reported by our 83 interview participants. We utilized the 
original Lessons of Experience (LoE) analysis framework to analyze these themes, as well as identified additional 
themes unique to this study. We also surveyed interview participants to provide additional context for their 
journeys.

A key finding was that Jewish leaders’ careers can be supported in specific ways at five key junctures. These five 
career phases do not necessarily represent a linear career path, but are abstract representations of the contexts 
or inflection points at which support was critical and helped leaders to further develop their leadership skills. 
Below, we explore these phases and the role of various types of supportive interventions.

SUMMARY OF KEY FINDINGS ABOUT PREPROFESSIONAL EXPERIENCES

•	 Early leadership learning experiences often set the stage for continued value-driven leadership later in life.

•	 Leadership journeys begin in parallel with Jewish journeys that provide a firm grounding in knowledge 
of Jewish texts and traditions. That foundational knowledge helps leaders to develop confidence to see 
themselves (and be seen by others) as a Jewish leader or educator. 

•	 Influential youth experiences were overwhelmingly traditional experiences provided by established Jewish 
institutions. The primary concerns we heard relate to program accessibility and affordability. Preprofessional 
developmental programs can be supported through sponsorship to increase availability and reduce costs, 
recognition, and opportunities for groups from different communities to meet and work together. 

•	 Young leaders may benefit from formal training in boundary spanning practices and how to mobilize 
effective community responses to crises such as human rights abuses, humanitarian crises, or public 
tragedies. 

•	 The most influential programs provided prolonged immersive experiences with a social cohort element. 
In those contexts, young leaders gain leadership experience through frequent opportunities to take on 
challenging assignments and experiment in a low-risk environment in which failures are accepted and 
remembered as productive learning experiences. Youth groups and camping experiences stood out for 
integrating these features.
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SUMMARY OF KEY FINDINGS FOR FIVE CAREER PHASES

1. Onramps: Beginning a Career

•	 SOMEONE BELIEVED IN ME and encouraged me to accept a challenging leadership assignment

2. Early Career: Professional Development

•	 SUPERVISORS are positioned to be critical to early career development. They should provide 
training, feedback & developmental guidance, offer appropriate stretch assignments, and show 
support while modeling how to learn from failures.

•	 LEARNING FROM FAILURE: Failure provides a valuable learning opportunity for individuals and 
groups. A positive outlook on failure is critical to enabling innovation and preventing derailment.

•	 SEEKING DEVELOPMENT: Early career leaders can be active in their development by managing 
up, asking for opportunities to learn new skills through stretch assignments, seeking mentors and 
feedback, and independent development-tracking practices.

•	 EARLY CAREER TRAINING can teach strategies for maximizing the developmental potential of work 
experiences.

3. Leadership Positions: New Responsibilities

Entering a leadership role entails new responsibilities. 

•	 TRAINING early in this phase should provide necessary managerial, business, or technical skills to allow 
leaders to gain the knowledge or abilities needed to succeed in their role and appropriately support 
others.

•	 Over time, they will face challenges that are complex or do not have textbook solutions. Learning to 
navigate these challenges only comes from experience and often involves failures. 

•	 MENTORSHIP NETWORKS: Leaders in this phase acquire a deeper understanding of their field and its 
nuances through the guidance of senior mentors. Mentors provide personal guidance, encouragement, 
and emotional support. Especially critical is the support of mentors who prioritize the interests of the 
individual over their role or organization. 

•	 Constant struggle with highly demanding work and frequent failures helps leaders to gain self-awareness, 
particularly as they recognize their shortcomings. They can be supported by encouragement and by 
helping them to acknowledge their strengths and gain the confidence to stretch further.
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4. Recognition: Leadership in the Spotlight

The feeling of being in the spotlight (or being seen as larger than life) can trigger imposter syndrome. 

•	 SUPPORT NETWORKS: Leaders in this phase have probably already benefitted from mentor networks to 
learn how to navigate the field; those mentors can continue to provide guidance and support as leaders 
face difficult challenges. Family and friends can also be valuable support networks.

•	 The work load may be extremely large and leaders still experience the pressure to “do it all.” The risk 
of burnout remains high, either due to overcompensation for imposter syndrome or because a work 
objective is ambitious in scope but lacking adequate support. 

•	 WORK-LIFE BALANCE: Even if the leader seems indispensable to the work, they may nevertheless need to 
take time off or set aside time for restorative practices to establish a sustainable work-life balance.

•	 COACHING can focus on development needed for success in this role and on preparing for candidacy and 
advancement to a senior or executive role. 

•	 FORMAL LD PROGRAMS (often not their first) provide fresh insights or a chance to focus (again) on 
leadership development after having had experiences that provided the perspective needed to get more 
out of the training. 

•	 COHORTS that form through leadership programs can create a community of leaders who support each 
other and provide a valuable opportunity for peer mentorship.  

•	 CONFIDENCE & PRESTIGE: The affirmation of receiving a prestigious fellowship, award, or program helps 
leaders develop confidence. Leaders learn how to communicate a bold vision. These skills prepare them to 
take on more ambitious leadership roles. The social capital gained from credentialing or the “stamp” of a 
prestigious program opens doors to promotions, funding, or other needed support. 

•	 COHORT & ALUMNI NETWORK: Programs and fellowships in this phase should include cohort experiences 
because leaders need a supportive community of peers who see each other for who they are while offering 
sincere support and guidance to each other. Leaders mutually uplift one another and stand together in 
solidarity through difficult challenges.
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5. Advancement: Transition to a Senior Executive Role

A great deal of research has already described the challenges of advancing to executive leadership. In our interviews 
a few themes stood out:

•	 CHANGE LEADERSHIP: The transition is difficult from the beginning because it includes the need to 
provide leadership through a change affecting the entire organization

•	 COACH: A new CEO may have often faced impostor syndrome before, but feel new anxieties (sometimes 
reasonable concerns) about their skills relative to the responsibilities of the position. A professional coach 
can provide a personalized program of development to address those concerns. Leaders in this phase 
already know the field, so an “outsider” coach focusing on skill development is often preferable to an 
“insider” mentor

•	 COHORT: “It’s lonely at the top”; CEO’s benefit from discussing the unique challenges of the position 
within a trusted cohort of other executives going through a similar transition because it may not be 
prudent to discuss those issues with staff, funders, or partner orgs. 

•	 DELEGATING: It is a challenge to accept one’s distance from the work. There is far too much to do 
everything on your own (as leaders often have to in startup orgs/projects) so it is necessary to delegate. 
Others will not do what you tell them to do, but you must still accept that the work has to be entrusted to 
them.

•	 DESK FATIGUE: The executive may experience burnout from administrative duties and separation from the 
meaningful work that inspired them throughout their career. Inspiration might be restored by taking time 
to engage directly with beneficiaries 

Summary of Findings From Follow Up Survey

While the aforementioned themes emerged from the group coding work, we also wanted to learn more 
specifically about interviewees’ perspectives on their experiences as understood through the LoE interpretive 
framework. This framework looks at the influence of key developmental experiences across several categories. 
We followed-up with interview participants to ask them to specifically rank experiences within these 
categories in terms of their influence.  Fifty two of the 83 interviewees responded to this additional data 
request, representing a 63% response rate. This complemented their interviews while also providing us with a 
bigger picture of experiences that shaped their leadership journey. Specifically, they rated experiences in the 
following domains: personal experiences, challenging assignments, developmental relationships, and adverse 
situations. The charts below provide a quantitative overview of interviewee rankings, and we explore each in 
depth in the remainder of the report.
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The response mean and total number of individuals responding to each question is provided to the left of the chart. 
The color-coded responses indicate the distribution of responses to each item.

“How influential has the experience been for your development as a leader?”

Please indicate the influence of each item below.

Select 1 for “not influential” and 5 for “very influential.” (Leave items blank if you have not had the experience.)

Of those experiences ranked by more than half of the participants, the most influential personal experiences 
were Jewish youth groups, camping experiences, and day school experiences. For those listing other 
experiences in adult life (N=11) common experiences referenced family, parenting, and spousal relationships.
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The 70-20-10 model of leadership development suggests that leadership development primarily occurs 
through challenging assignments (70%), developmental relationships (20%), and coursework/training 
(10%). For our interview participants, the most influential challenging experiences involved on-the-job 
responsibilities for leading new initiatives or change processes, followed by direct management of others and 
other increases in responsibility. Transitions in work or navigating different cultures were influential, but not as 
much as the other experiences.
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In terms of developmental relationships, having another person express confidence in the leader’s ability was 
the most influential relationship, followed closely by having a constructive boss or supervisor. 
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By comparison, adverse situations were ranked lower in overall influence for the leaders who responded to 
our survey. Confronting an ethical dilemma, navigating an organizational crisis, and experiencing a career 
setback were ranked most influential.

In the remainder of the report we delve deeper into each of these categories of experiences to better 
understand what was influential about each of them and how they helped shape leader development. We 
combine the types of experiences explored above with the 5 career phases to understand the interplay 
between the two. In each phase, different experiences can hold critical developmental relevance. Throughout 
the report, we incorporate direct quotes from the interview participants to provide further context for each 
section.
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LEARNING OBJECTIVES 

The overarching aspiration of the Jim Joseph Foundation is the following: “Inspired by Jewish learning experiences, all 
Jews, their families and their friends lead connected, meaningful, purpose-filled lives and make positive contributions 
to their communities and the world.”  As such, JJF commissioned the Center for Creative Leadership to conduct a 
multi-year cross-portfolio research study to understand the role that leadership development, and their investments 
in developing leaders, plays in achieving this goal.

The research questions guiding the entire cross-portfolio study are as follows: 

1.	 How have Jewish education leaders developed through opportunities and learning experiences?

2.	 How can leadership be developed, and what are the best practices? 

3.	 How can understanding the above inform strategies to achieve greater impact in the field of Jewish 
education? 

This report focuses on the first question. The third and final report will further explore the remaining questions and 
integrate elements of this report and the preceding literature review. Importantly, the third report will be presented 
in draft form in the Spring of 2020. It will then be used by JJF and CCL to engage leaders in the Jewish social sector 
around the critical elements, inviting questions, critique, feedback, and suggestions for the future. The Spring report 
will serve as the basis for interactive engagement in a Summer 2020 convening, with a final deliverable presented to 
the Foundation in the Fall of 2020. 

We interviewed 83 Jewish education and nonprofit leaders to ask about their personal leadership learning journeys, 
their perspectives on leadership development, and about their concerns and hopes for the field of Jewish education 
or for the Jewish nonprofit sector more broadly. This report reveals what we learned about their leadership learning 
journeys and highlights additional trends we observed in their comments about the challenges and opportunities they 
see for their field.section.

OVERVIEW OF RESEARCH METHODS

The Lessons of Experience style interview was originally proposed for this study because of its ability to capture the 
developmental journey of leaders and situate it in the context of their personal, organizational, and societal contexts. 
CCL researchers pioneered the method in the 1980s and critical insights about leadership inflection points, challenges, 
and potential derailers became key learnings from the study. The method was replicated in other populations  and 
continues to be generative. For this study, conducting the entire original LoE protocol was outside of the scope and 
aims. We revised the protocol to retain key elements of the LoE method adapted for this exploration of Jewish leaders. 
The full protocol, delivered in a semi-structured manner, can be found in Appendix 2.

A list of potential interviewees was developed collaboratively in consultation with the Jim Joseph Foundation 
and the research advisory committee supporting this study (with representatives from Leading Edge and the 
Schusterman Foundation). Invitations for a 1-hour virtual interview were sent to potential interviewees. The interviews 
were conducted via WebEx, recorded, and fully transcribed. Interview participants were asked to recommend 
additional leaders who they recommended interviewing. This allowed us to build upon our initial list of potential 
interviewees. Nominations were prioritized for diversity on the following characteristics: gender, race, career-level, 
sector experience, and denomination. In total, we interviewed 83 leaders in the Jewish social sector. The full list of 
interviewees can be found in Appendix 1. All interviews were conducted by the primary authors of this report.



13
©2020 Center for Creative Leadership. All Rights Reserved. 

First-Stage Qualitative Coding 

The first stage of coding focused on clustering and indexing the volume of data generated by the 83 hour-long 
interview transcripts. The codebook for the first stage can be found in Appendix 3. The initial codebook was 
generated and then refined collaboratively by the analysis team. The analysis team expanded to include the 
secondary authors on this report, who represent different lenses on the topic: leadership development experts, 
original Lessons of Experience researchers, developmental psychology experts, and qualitative researchers. In 
order to guarantee the quality of coding and adherence to the codebook, all interview transcripts were double-
coded, meaning two researchers read through each transcript and coded, compared their codes, and resolved 
any disputes. This gives us confidence in our coding process and also allows for immersion in the data for the 
researchers. 

This stage of qualitative coding applied any of 14 codes to over 3000 excerpts. The 14 areas coded covered: 
formative/developmental stories, professional/work stories, relationships, leadership development, Jewish 
sector, advice, gender/EDI, polarities, community and identity, education, pipeline, and network. What 
immediately caught our attention during the qualitative coding process was the fact that topics and themes 
appeared to be tightly interconnected, sometimes in complex and unexpected ways. We observed that even 
in relatively short passages, the Jewish leaders we interviewed often shared information that was relevant 
to several different topics. From the chart below we see that the bulk of our excerpts had between 4 and 8 
overlapping codes. We then utilized machine coding and text analytics, building from these codes, to helps us 
further disentangle key themes.
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Machine Coding

In our next stage of coding, we defined a list of topics and search terms relevant to each topic (Appendix 
4). A machine coding technique was employed to search the text of interview excerpts we had created in 
the previous step and label them with a topic code if one or more of its associated search terms was found. 
This helped us expand our previous coding to include specific relationships (mentors, coaches, etc.), specific 
experiences (camping, school, travel), and other key elements of their experience. With this machine coding, 
we were able to look at the overlap of our hand coding with these aspects. This helped us manage the 
immense amount of coded data and split batches of excerpts up for analysis by the team (e.g. analyzing 
excerpts related to mentoring and networks, or travel and formative experiences).

Graph Analysis 

We developed a process based upon principles of network analysis to explore the complex interrelationships 
among topics in the interviews. This process revealed what we termed “virtual conversations,” or discursive 
patterns weaving through the interviews.

We represented interview excerpts and the codes related to them as connected nodes in a network. After 
excluding extreme cases (excerpts related to too few or too many codes), we applied the Louvain algorithm 
to detect community clusters. This algorithm essentially evaluates the network to identify groups of nodes 
that are more connected to each other than they are to the rest of the network. In social terms, these 
would be like distinguishing all of the recognizably distinct groups of friends from the background noise of 
everyone’s friends and acquaintances.

Through this technique, we were able to take the entire set of over 3000 excerpts and identify patterns of 
textual interrelationships between them. The ‘clusters’ identified from within the network represent textual 
themes detected through the Louvain community detection algorithm.

Using the statistical programming language “R”, we gathered the community groups of excerpts and 
converted their combined texts into document-term matrices. The purpose of this step is to consider the 
excerpts within each cluster and rank how strongly each word contributes toward differentiating each cluster 
from the rest. In this way, we rank the value of each word’s contribution to making each cluster unique. We 
then created word clouds to visualize the most differentiating terms for each cluster. 

Further analysis is needed, but our hypothesis is that these word groups are suggesting threads of deeper 
“virtual conversations,” indicating conversation topics that would prevail if the interview texts could engage 
each other in direct dialogue. This method was experimental in this phase and could produce further insight 
with guidance around what elements are most important to explore in depth. We are also in the process 
of incorporating the 9 coded conversations with our previously coded excerpts (completed on a separate 
software platform) to further explore relationships between the codes. 
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LEADERSHIP LEARNING JOURNEYS: LESSONS OF EXPERIENCE 

The Center for Creative Leadership has been studying the meaningful inflection points in the developmental 
journeys of leaders since the publication in 1988 of the landmark study, The Lessons of Experience: How 
Successful Executives Develop on the Job.  The study found that successful executives had developed their 
leadership primarily by learning from five categories of experiences, namely, challenging assignments, 
developmental relationships, adverse situations, training programs, and personal experiences. In the 30 
years since the original research was published, additional studies have extended the Lessons of Experience 
(LoE) research to understand how leadership learning journeys progress among diverse leader demographics 
and in a wider range of cultural contexts.  

This study draws upon the interpretive framework of the LoE research tradition and extends it to consider 
how leadership is developed among American Jewish leaders. The five categories defined in the LoE literature 
tend to be tightly interwoven. This study and earlier research help us understand each type of experience 
on its own and also identify what elements contribute to making it a more effective means of leadership 
learning, but it is important to remember that these experiences are connected. For example, what makes 
developmental relationships especially significant to leadership learning is often the fact that they provide 
support to leaders while they take on challenging assignments or face adverse situations.

The following sections describe how young Jewish leaders develop, first through preprofessional experiences 
and later through key career passages – the contexts, events, or experiences that are often inflection points 
in the professional and developmental trajectories of Jewish leaders.

Preprofessional Journeys

In our interviews with Jewish leaders, the stories we heard about their leadership learning journeys 
were often interrelated with stories about their Jewish journeys and life journeys more generally. Some 
interviewees explicitly distinguished these categories by saying, for example, “I think that for me there’s two 
different pieces. There’s kind of a Jewish journey and a leader journey, and I think they potentially overlap.” 
This reveals something significant, because Jewish leaders draw upon their Jewish journeys to enliven the 
work and inspire the values of Jewish organizations through their own expressions of Jewish authenticity. 
Therefore any effort to support and encourage leadership journeys for Jewish educators will necessarily 
depend upon similar support for the Jewish journeys of tomorrow’s education leaders.

“And I think that you can grow in that; I’m willing to take someone who’s early on that journey. I do believe that leaders can learn their 

content area. But if I was hiring a manager of a Starbuck’s, [I wouldn’t want] someone who occasionally has a cup of coffee; I want someone 

who loves coffee. I want a caffeine addict – for whom this is part of their identity. Because it’s really hard to authentically sell something that 

you don’t live and breathe.”



Any effort to support and 

encourage leadership 

journeys for Jewish 

educators will necessarily 

depend upon similar 

support for the Jewish 

journeys of tomorrow’s 

education leaders.
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To consider it in the framework of the Lessons of Experience (LoE) literature, Jewish journeys were by far the 
most common types of personal experiences related in the interviews. Of the five categories of experiences 
discussed in previous LoE studies, personal experiences were the least frequently mentioned. In the 
interviews we conducted, however, personal experiences, especially in the form of Jewish journeys, were 
often highlighted as critical inflection points in the interviewee’s life and leadership development journey. In 
another departure from the pattern of earlier LoE studies, in which leadership learning was mostly discussed 
within professional contexts, a large proportion of the personal experiences described in our interviews 
occurred either in the interviewee’s youth or preprofessional years.  

When we asked Jewish leaders what events and circumstances in their lives contributed most to their 
leadership journeys, many responded by describing how important it was for them to develop a strong 
Jewish identity at a young age. Overwhelmingly, what they described were immersive experiences 
characterized by sustained engagement over a long period of time. In many cases, these same experiences 
also provided opportunities for early leadership learning through developmental relationships or challenging 
assignments through roles in which they were given responsibility for leading a group or project. 

Parents and Family

Some interviewees described growing up in a family culture that is deeply invested in Judaism, where Jewish 
holidays and other practices were observed. 

“I’ll give parents credit. I didn’t go to long-term – I never really went to Israel. I was not really involved in a youth group. I did a summer 

camp a couple times, but it wasn’t very instrumental. I didn’t do any of the things that the data says you’re supposed to do in order to 

become Jewishly-involved. I didn’t do any of those things, but my parents, that was very important, right, Judaism was important to 

us as a family. I grew up in a small town where there wasn’t a lot of Jews, but they made Judaism important to us. They created Jewish 

experiences in our home with pride and with joy.”

One interviewee even described her strong sense of Jewish identity as “inherited” from her parents and 
connected it directly with intentional ritual practices at family gatherings:

“Like for me, my expression of my life as a Jew is inseparable from my expression as a woman, as a person, as a mother, like all of it. 

And I’m confident that’s because of how I was raised. My family was—anytime we were together as a family, there was a Jewish ritual 

involved and that was explicit and designed. Like my parents were transparent about how they designed rituals to make it work for our 

family, because the two of them chose things and then I inherited it.”

For some interviewees, their family lives and congregation were the only Jewish experiences they had while 
growing up. “I grew up Jewish and connected Jewishly but not sort of in an institutional way. I grew up in a 
very small town in a very small Jewish community. So, I didn’t grow up with any kind of Judaism beyond like 
the family and the synagogue. I didn’t go to youth group. I didn’t go to camp. I didn’t go to Hillel. I didn’t sort 
of do any of that stuff.” 
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For others, growing up in a family that was actively involved in Jewish traditions and community life naturally 
led to a range of Jewish learning experiences throughout childhood. About Jewish identity development, one 
interviewee remarked that “It’s not the teen program that does it, it’s the family system that goes to JCC or that 
goes to the museum or that goes to the synagogue that does it.” The implication of this for Jewish education 
leaders today is that youth development programs should not always be designed with youth as their target 
audience. Instead, “Jewish education now has to be family [focused] because 72 percent of non-orthodox 
marriages are outside or beyond the faith. So you’re raising families when you’re doing Jewish education. You 
can’t just teach children if it doesn’t happen at home.” To an increasing degree, educators may discover that 
providing Jewish education and experiential programs for parents and families will allow them to impact more 
young people than designing programs that focus exclusively on engaging young Jews.

Attending Jewish Day School

Many of the people we interviewed expressed opinions or concerns about Jewish day schools, but not as many 
described personal experiences with day school, and many of those were only in passing.  Those who did attend 
day school as a child talked about it as one aspect of having grown up in a family and community that prioritized 
Jewish traditions and values and that regularly participated in Jewish community activities. Taken together, those 
childhood experiences generally translated to a strong sense of Jewish identity later in life. In particular, there was 
a trend to associate day school experience with developing confidence in Jewish content knowledge. “I did go to 
day school, but I would say it was not one of the positive [experiences]. I mean, it definitely had its anchors and 
its rooting, and I wouldn’t know as much as I do [but] it was not my favorite thing about childhood.”  

Conversely, it was common for interviewees who said they did not attend day school to mention it in connection 
with feeling a degree of insecurity about their level of Jewish knowledge.

“I went to a day school for elementary school, but then went to a public high school, and [I have] a pretty active, engaged, Jewish family. 

And then getting to college and realizing my Jewish education really stopped in fifth grade and was very stunted. And so, feeling like that was 

something missing for me. So, that was kind of like that initial piece of, “Oh, I better handle this.””

In some cases, we heard that a leader grew up without having much involvement with Jewish institutions, without 
engaging in Jewish learning experiences, or without feeling strongly attached to a personal Jewish identity. 
Instead, they discovered and embraced their Jewish identity later as a reaction to a social environment in which 
Jews were a minority.

“I as a kid did not love Jewish things very much. I didn’t love Jewish social things, didn’t have a great experience at my Jewish school. I tried 

Jewish summer camp, didn’t love it. I had kind of my own group of friends. Most of them weren’t Jewish and I was just never highly connected. 

And I actually started to become more intrigued about my Judaism when I was in a non-Jewish high school, where I was really the only Jew. 

And everyone had a culture, so suddenly I had a culture and that was super interesting.”

Since our interviewees were asked to describe events that were significant to their development as a leader, it is 
noteworthy that youth experiences like day school were mentioned at all. What day school experiences seemed 
to contribute most to leadership development is a feeling of confidence about standing up and being looked to 
as a leader specifically within a Jewish setting. We see the potential to extend this benefit by adopting the practice 
that is common in Jewish youth groups and camping experiences of continually providing opportunities for young 
people to take on leadership responsibilities and organize action in groups. Leadership development education 
might also be systematically incorporated into day school experiences and curricula to transform school culture at 
every level. 
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Jewish Community Participation and Youth Groups

Leadership can be developed by young people through participation in Jewish community settings, such as 
attending Synagogue on a regular basis, and being entrusted with a regular responsibility at services, such 
as reading Torah, leading prayers, or working with children. Through experiences such as these, they learned 
how to play a role in a group setting and became accustomed to being in front of people. In Synagogues and 
other community settings, young people can be supported in developing leadership skills by being entrusted 
with responsibilities such as asking them to hold a ritual object, sing in Hebrew, give a speech, or take 
responsibility for planning an experience or mentoring younger peers. Through experiences such as these, 
a young person might have been given hundreds of opportunities to exercise leadership by the time they 
graduate from high school.

“I would probably have to point to high school youth group in terms of, you know, leadership leadership. Right? I grew up in a 

synagogue that was participatory, lay led in terms of the davening. So, you know, I was reading Torah and all of that kind of stuff from, 

you know, eight, nine years old.”

Youth groups were mentioned as opportunities to interact with others in a space defined by shared values, 
and participation often provided early experiences with taking initiative, teamwork, and group leadership, for 
example to organize events or programs.

“It was all about relationships. I don’t think I had the vocabulary at the time to talk about what it means to take a relational approach 

to leading [but I learned that] you lead by example.  You don’t lead by standing in front, you lead by standing with. [There was a] 

culture of pioneering. There were never adults, so it was always–as kids, anything that you want, you create.  We were responsible for 

ourselves.  Kids were role models for kids and people took their learning and knowledge very seriously, they took their fun very seriously, 

they took the world very seriously, they took each other—the sense of community, the value of community… but all of those leadership 

things, no one ever articulated.  It was just lived.”

Another interviewee recalled a similar experience:

“I grew up in a youth movement when basically the objective or the motto was if you wanted something done, get it done. And you just 

work with your peers and your friends and I think through osmosis or learning of my former leaders or whatever it was, I just learned 

how to do things, right? So, it was a youth movement which was really peer-led and leaders at a very young age, so I knew how to do it. 

So by the time when I was [in my first job], mobilizing to do things became second nature to me.”

Groups like this can help young leaders develop a sense of responsibility for bringing about positive change. 
The organizing and engagement projects they take on are a way to experience individual agency and build 
confidence. 

“The synagogue I grew up at connected me to Jewish day school that I ended up at K through 12, and the Jewish day school is how 

I ended up in Jewish summer camp. And my trajectory through all of that time, pretty much K through, let’s call it, 11th grade, was 

marked by a lot of recognition of my potential, celebration of my contributions, the identification of skill sets that I could offer, and often 

times being sort of tapped to step up and lead in some way. So I grew up knowing and believing that I was a capable, competent, Jewish 

leader. And, in many ways, I had a very clear path ahead.”
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A persistent theme in the stories we hear about participating in youth activities is how active involvement 
tends to snowball towards more and greater involvement that can continue into adulthood and lead to a 
career as a Jewish professional.

“So I grew up going to a day school and my Jewish identity was pretty solid, through my involvement with BBYO, which then led to 

an involvement with the JCC where I saw what it meant to be a Jewish professional. And that’s when I was asked as a teen to [accept 

a leadership role that made me choose this career path]. Like, I love the informal Jewish education piece. I love that people who were 

there wanted to be Jewish and actively sought out Jewish experiences. And the fact that, people I was hanging hang out with, we were 

all very similar in our background, so I really appreciated that. So that’s sort of like, for me, something that defined my trajectory of 

what I knew I wanted to do was through that experience with BBYO. I also think it really changed me personally. I became a much more 

outgoing person, I became much more of a leader, through those experiences that led me to college to get involved with Hillel and all 

that other stuff.”

Another way that youth groups can facilitate leadership development is by being a safe space to try new 
things in a low risk setting. After being involved in these groups for several years, young leaders become 
more comfortable with the possibility of failure. Developing this mindset is what enables leaders to learn and 
grow in response to failures they will inevitably experience rather than derailing.   

Youth groups are often sponsored as offshoots of adult organizations, and are more common in areas 
with large Jewish populations, which points to two important considerations. The first is that youth groups 
depend upon their sponsor organizations for support, whether financially, for infrastructure, or socially as 
an avenue for membership. Maintaining the sustainability of sponsor organizations should be remembered 
as a prerequisite to supporting their contributions to youth development. The second consideration is that 
the leadership pipeline of American Jews draws from a national ecosystem, and further research should be 
conducted on how to make developmental programs and experiences accessible to Jews who do not live in 
cities with large Jewish populations. 

Camping

Many of the leaders we interviewed said that camping experiences were an important part of their Jewish 
journeys. 

“I think that the other is critical in your own Jewish experience, right? But you need to have it anchored and 
rooted before you can engage the other in knowing who you are, and in deepening and enhancing who you 
are. For me, like formative experiences, I would say summer camp was one.” 

In several accounts, what made camping such a moving experience was the feeling of being part of a 
community and gaining some knowledge of Judaism in an informal setting. “Somehow I ended up at age 13 
at Camp Ramah and it changed my life… It’s there that I experienced the beauty and power of Judaism lived 
at a living community. And I’ll never forget when I was first being exposed to it. And it touched my heart and 
soul.” Kids aged ten to fourteen are at a critical stage in their moral development in which they will learn 
values that will likely guide them for the rest of their lives, and learning those values in a community setting 
is significant.  The camp community was special because it allowed young Jews to experience community 
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and shared tradition in a group where they could also find diversity and pluralism.

“What still sticks and resonates [about] summer camp […] 

for me it’s very much about community and about the fact 

that wow, I might meet someone [from] somewhere else in 

the world and they’re also Jewish and like that kind of started 

at summer camp where it was Jews from all over and people 

from Israel and [we all] shared song and dance and tradition.”

Camp offers an immersive experience for an 
extended period of time with the same groups of campers often coming back together year after year. As 
a result, campers establish close relationships. In fact, several people told us they are still in touch with 
their friends from camp, either on an individual basis or as a cohort. This testifies to the effectiveness of the 
camping experience at combining shared experience and personal social connection to generate a lasting 
sense of social identity. Like other cohorts, groups of friends from camp can play an important role for 
professionals later in their career, as a community that extends personal or professional networks, shares 
advice, and provides support for members facing difficulty.  

Camping offers leadership learning opportunities by assigning various responsibilities to campers and by 
opening a path toward a progression of increasingly challenging assignments. Through their shared lodging 
and regular responsibilities campers learn to be a part of a community, and as counselors, they learn how 
to develop and foster community. “[At camp] it’s one thing to sing songs, but it’s another thing to engage 
people in a tradition, and in prayer, and in ritual in a way that serves meaning to them.” 

Especially important, both in youth settings like 

camp and in later career phases, was having one’s 

leadership potential acknowledged through the 

experience of being recruited or recommended for a 

leadership role.



Maintaining the 

sustainability of sponsor 

organizations is a 

prerequisite to supporting 

youth development.
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The camp setting makes it possible to create formalized leadership roles for a large number of participants. 
Many people told us that their first leadership role was being a group leader, counselor in training, or 
counselor at camp. Having held multiple leadership roles from a young age—whether in camp, youth 
group, or other settings—seems to have led to greater comfort accepting leadership roles later in life and 
throughout their careers. Those early experiences often proved to be pivotal roles that influenced their 
future directions.

“I started to become just really interested in what it meant to [be] a role model and having a hand in raising the next generation 

of humans and Jewish humans, in particular. And I was just super intrigued by that and also seeing camp as this like fascinating 

immersive environment where you can really shape people and people can have […] peak experiences.”

One element that was often remembered as especially important, both in youth settings like camp and in 
later career phases, was having one’s leadership potential acknowledged through the experience of being 
recruited or recommended for a leadership role.  “When I was like in middle school I was a color war captain 
in summer camp and that was like a whole thing because a bunch of peers that are looking up to you, 
and also the administration’s nod to your leadership capacity.” Leadership roles such as these allow young 
leaders to take risks and experiment as they develop their personal leadership styles. “There was a spirit 
and freedom at camp that wasn’t offered in more traditional settings. But in my particular case, I was really 
invited to exercise leadership in ways that were untraditional and bold for its day, I think.” 

“When I was a counselor in a summer camp… I was invited, prematurely, to become the group leader of an entire age group […] 

because, the person who was supposed to do the job, at the last minute backed out. And the director called me and said, “Do you 

want to do this job?” I mean, it was like weeks before starting. And I said, “Yeah, I’ll take it, but I got to admit it kind of scares the hell 

out of me.” And he said, “Well, never take a job that doesn’t scare you.” So that was like a really powerful moment, I think, of kind of 

honoring and encouraging and saying like you want to put yourself out of your comfort zone in order to grow professionally.”

We heard from several people that camp provided not only a first experience, but a well-defined path 
through several leadership roles with increasingly greater responsibility. As a result, campers in their early 
teens may have the awareness of already being on a career path in Jewish education in which they anticipate 
returning every year, eventually taking on the roles of counselors or division heads as they grow older. “And 
yes, I ended up going back every summer, getting promoted…And so, all of a sudden, you’re in this like 
crazy management role at age 23 and realizing that camp was this fascinating phenomenal site of kind of 
leadership potential and growth… [it’s an] incubator of so many kind of risks, opportunities, challenges.” It 
was telling that one person explicitly referred to it as a career experience: 

“And, at later points in my camp career, supervising people, helping them get—I look back at the way I supervised 16 years ago and I’m 

like, “I could have used some pointers,” but gaining ways that I could help younger staff and campers kind of do better at what they 

do, realize their potential and dreams, and help them do their work better. Those were all formative and leadership/Jewish educational 

experiences for me.”

Despite the relative safety of the environment, camp leadership roles were often stretch assignments that 
helped leaders learn how to exercise effective teamwork and management.

“My last two summers at the camp were—there was kind of a series of incidents where I was either involved in organizing something, 

usually not easy dealing with the consequences of decisions that our staff members had made. And it was a very high-emotion, 

adolescent time. I was 14 or 15 years old. And those moments really gave me I think an initial sense of possibility and allegiance and of 
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the consequences better and worse of leadership of other people’s exercising of their leadership. And so I think that’s often where my 

origins for these begins in a telling in those moments as a young camper.”

Camp leadership roles and the perception of a clear path to advancement within the camping experience 
complicate the question of when a career in Jewish education begins.  From the perspective of young 
campers, the career pipeline at camp is clearly visible every day as they observe the staff at camp and 
learn their stories. One interviewee remembers thinking as a camper, “first you’re at camp, then you go 
on seminar, then you’re a Mador, which is a first-year staff member, then you’re a Rosh Edah, and then 
eventually you’re executive director at camp,” and intending to follow that trajectory. Future research 
might explore whether a multi-year experience like camp, in which a process of leadership development 
and advancement is normalized to the point of being presumed, allows campers to develop greater self-
confidence and acceptance of their personal leadership potential. It also serves as a reminder that, if the 
current pipeline is presumed to be lacking in terms of diversity, that we can look to camp experiences as an 
early opportunity to expand the pipeline intentionally. Structuring leadership development experiences for 
campers such that a more diverse group of campers have the opportunity to experience the scaffolded and 
supportive environment of developing their leadership skills within the camp setting may help bolster the 
pipeline of emerging leaders.

College

Some of the leaders we interviewed said that their first leadership experiences were in college. The majority 
of college leadership experiences that we heard about were related to involvement in Hillel. Through these 
experiences, leaders developed planning and organizational skills and exercised group leadership. Usually, 
an important aspect of the experience is learning to create a welcoming shared space and working together 
with Jews from a variety of different backgrounds. 

“I think really it was being involved in a Hillel as an undergraduate. That’s where Jewish leadership began for me… Because I was at a 

small liberal arts college and we didn’t have particularly strong organized leadership there, there was a lot of pressure on students to 

make Jewish life and make it work. Sometimes I was like, oh, I wish I at was [at a bigger school] where I could have like 15 paid staff 

serve my every Jewish need, [but] I wouldn’t be the leader that I am today if, at 18, 19, 20, 21, 22 years old, if I didn’t need to be like how 

do I build a Jewish community with Reform, Conservative, and Orthodox students? How do I create a community from anti-Zionist to 

Zionist Jews? How do I keep a kosher kitchen when not everybody in Hillel keeps kosher? How do I invite a speaker? I do I write a thank-

you note? How do I write a budget request? Like how do I lead a protest against an anti-Semitic speaker on campus? How do I access 

the Jewish resources in [my city] to make sure that students are taken care of and supported when anti-Semitic things happen on 

campus? How do we make sure that despite all the challenges of leadership, that things still remain fun and enjoyable so that people 

still want to be involved?”

It makes sense that boundary spanning and working across diversity for shared goals would be particularly 
important in college leadership. While youth groups often bring together Jews of similar backgrounds 
based on denomination or location, groups in college are more diverse. Creating a sense of community in 
which members of diverse groups could find a place to belong was a persistent theme in college leadership 
experiences. 
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At the same time, leaders talked about the 
importance of feeling agency regarding a 
situation and demonstrating initiative to create 
change. For some, this included learning how to 
lead social action activities such as protests, and 
for others it was by engaging with institutions or 
student groups on campus.

“When I was in college is when I started initiating activities that could be described as leadership. You know, I founded an Israel club, 

and I started a Hebrew group, and those were things that, in my mind, in some ways I was taking a risk by trying to start something. 

So in my mind, that’s kind of what leadership is. So in college I started doing that. At the time, I didn’t know that I was going to do this 

kind of work professionally, but I guess it’s where I gravitated.”

One interviewee talked about being disappointed in the Hillel experience at college, and taking on a 
leadership role through efforts to improve the situation:

“When I got to college, I walked into the Hillel and the offering for people like me–strongly identified progressive Jews–was pretty bleak. 

And…there were two options. [Either] “it’s like that, we’re not going in” or “it’s like that, I could make it better.” So that’s what I did and 

I helped create an experience that felt like it would be exciting for me and therefore for other people. So that was an interesting moment 

for me to sort of, I think, with reflection acknowledge “here was something that could be fantastic and what role could I play in making 

it fantastic” as opposed to being like, “Oh forget it.””

College holds the distinction of occurring at the boundary between youth and the time when young adults 
will embark upon their professional lives. College leadership experiences can straddle that boundary in a 
way that allows young leaders to recognize themselves as adults and their activities as real work, while still 
experimenting in a relatively low-risk environment where there are often more experienced people who can 
step in to offer help or guidance if needed.

“When I was in college, I was active at… the Hillel on campus, actually, so I think my first leadership role was becoming [the] student 

leader of the… prayer group that meets on campus and, you know, I was, like, nineteen years old and running a service with other 

nineteen-year-olds, and it was, like, you know, we’re the real deal. It wasn’t a pretend service. It was an actual service with actual ritual 

skills… By the time I graduated college as a twenty-one-year-old, I had a lot of significant Jewish leadership experience on-campus and 

that—In many ways because I didn’t want to be a Jewish professional—I was doing that as my volunteer, you know, good citizen work, 

but it wasn’t really building up my career in my head. But thinking back on it, obviously it played a role in giving me experiences that I 

was able to translate when I did become a Jewish leader professionally.” 

What seems important in these experiences is the transferability of the skills learned through these 
experiences into professional life. These leaders learned to recognize their agency, take risks, create inclusive 
communities, work together in diverse groups, organize events, and mobilize for social action at the same 
time that they were contemplating their future career options. When experiences like this are supported, 
they represent early successes that can embolden young leaders to continue pursuing Jewish community 
building and social leadership work in their careers. 

Experiences like this can embolden young leaders to 

continue pursuing Jewish community building and 

social leadership work in their careers.
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Israel Experience

In our interviews, we heard about three basic categories of experiences with Israel as important to Jewish 
journeys or leadership journeys: living or traveling to Israel (often repeatedly) with family while growing 
up, short trips as a teenager or in college, and gap years or extended time living and often studying in 
Israel after college. With few exceptions, interviewees who mentioned personal experiences in Israel only 
mentioned briefly that they considered those experiences formative or critical, but without providing any 
further explanation. For example, one interviewee said that after growing up in a family with a strong Jewish 
identity but no institutional ties or habits of ritual practice, “weirdly, we lived in Israel for a year and that was 
like a really formative experience when we were young, but really not in any of this like communal stuff.” 

Other leaders mentioned Israel experiences in passing together with other early experiences: “between 
16 and 21, there were tons of those kinds of experiences all within the context of Jewish youth groups and 
summer camps and teen trips to Israel that gave me the tools I needed to sort of see myself as a Jewish 
leader and beginning to contemplate devoting my adult professional life to it.” Sometimes, a trip to Israel 
was linked with the outcomes of additional trips or continued interest in Israel later in life: “I would say that 
[my camping experience with Ramah] led to me going to Israel my junior year which was probably critical… It 
led me to want to go back to Israel many times. And I have and do as a result of that. My jobs always sort of 
had Israel in some sort of tangential way, if not [an] intentional direct way.”

Only one of the leaders we interviewed went into detail about the impact of a trip to Israel as a teenager, 
however, the description makes it clear that what was most valuable about the experience was the 
opportunity to make friends while traveling together: 

“My parents wanted me to have like sort of a Jewish friend group or at least Jewish experience, so they signed me up and sent me on 

a teen trip to Israel. It was six weeks; five weeks in Israel, one week leading up to it. [What made it impactful for me] was not actually 

being in Israel. It was really the people on the trip. And all of a sudden, I had 80 people, other young Jews who were my same age. We 

were 15 and 16 years old, who I had these deep, wonderful connection relationships with, and it made a friend group that was even 

more deep than some of my friends from regular high school. And so that to me was really transformational to have a really strong 

group of other Jews who also had a similar immersive experience together. So that was just a wonderful experience. And I know I didn’t 

go to Jewish summer camp, I didn’t go to day school, I just didn’t do these things. And so that was really—it made me realize that 

having a Jewish community and Jewish friends was something that I wanted to have in my life… I think it was just traveling together, 

being together all of the time. I mean, you were sharing rooms. It was every waking hour. It’s not like a high-end luxury trip where it’s 

like, “Okay, you guys have free time for today. Go shopping,” and everyone has their own room. I mean, we were bunked up, we were 

on the bus, we were going from place to place to place. It was just all of these incredible memories together. And it was a long enough 

period of time that you really got to be together.”

If this experience proves to be common, it raises the possibility of creating meaningful group experiences for 
young Jews without the added cost of overseas travel, for example, by traveling locally while engaged in a 
service-learning program. 

Leaders who talked about longer stays in Israel often had more to say about the experience. Five people 
said they had meaningful experiences studying at Pardes after college. They highlighted the pluralism of the 
institute and attitude of intellectual inquiry that was cultivated among Jews from different denominations as 
they studied texts and reflected on what it means to live a meaningful Jewish life today. 
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“For me, Pardes was influential because—so it is an institute based in North America and in Jerusalem, but the primary activities of Pardes 

happen in beit midrash style in Jerusalem. […] It’s a pretty unique place in that it’s one of the only seminaries for people in Israel post-college 

that studies traditional Jewish text, ancient and contemporary but in a very traditional way but with a very progressive non—it’s not like 

a Orthodox—although many of the teachers are Orthodox, the agenda there is not that people are coming out necessarily more religious. 

It’s really a place of like intellectual inquiry and yet it’s deeply-rooted in religiosity, like it’s deeply-rooted in our ancient text. It’s not just 

a contemporary conversation and that’s just very unique. And the reason why I guess I put that as being formative was [because of] my 

upbringing, as someone who grew up in the Reform Movement—and not really even in the Movement, really on the peripheral of Jewish 

life… When I decided to go to Pardes, because I didn’t have a lot of Jewish formal learning and I was getting interested, it was this ah-hah 

moment of understanding that there was like a middle space to deeply engage in Judaism, to live through a lens of Jewish life and like Jewish 

values and be rooted in text, and yet be like a contemporary, modern person who didn’t necessarily have to buy into everything in order to 

engage with it. So it was kind of the first time I understood like I think religious nuance and that there were people who are highly educated 

in Judaism to some extent, if maybe not even more so, than a lot of people who looked very religious but who the study of Jewish text and 

engaging in Jewish education had a very different impact on them. And so I think that just opened me up to actually considering like, oh, this 

is worthwhile, like I could see myself in this community and in this space. And it was the other first example of where I saw pluralism play out 

[in] a real way.”

These leaders recounted that studying at Pardes gave them greater confidence in their personal understanding of 
Jewish texts and traditions, an appreciation for pluralism, and the ability to work in a diverse setting.

“When I graduated, I went to study at Pardes … And I already was interested in education but now I was like, “Oh, this is – “ you know. So, I 

think for me, the experience of having the opportunity to go and be immersed in Jewish learning was significant. At the time, it was sort of 

for me filling a gap, but as a current leader reflecting back, I think having such a rich background in text [and my experiences later engaging 

with families] from many different backgrounds and being able to both understand and also be in dialogue and negotiate and navigate the 

challenges and intricacies of Jewish life and halakha and all those things I think were substantial for me, and I think really set me up for 

success.”

Designing Jewish Journeys

Beyond sharing their own journeys, many of the people we interviewed offered advice about how to facilitate 
Jewish journeys for the next generation. Many of them distinguished between content and commitment as 
two aspects of Jewish education, with commitment being the more critical element of the two. One reason 
commitment was prioritized was as a prerequisite to further learning “because for so many people not raised 
in this, not committed to this, there’s no motivation to learn.” Another reason commitment was prioritized was 
because Jewish texts and traditions, like leadership skills, can be learned, but commitment is the integral element 
of Jewish authenticity:

“We have a dichotomy. We have people who are deeply, deeply Jewish in terms of their Jewish identities and their passion and for the Jewish 

mission but don’t have the leadership stuff. And then we have leadership people who may not have the passion, the depth, the… thick Jewish 

identities. And that’s hard to me. People can be anywhere on their Jewish journey and anywhere on a continuum of Jewish identification. 

But I think we need people who love and want to be deeply engaged with the Jewish [part of their identities if they’re] leading Jewish 

organizations.” 

A personal account supported the view of content knowledge as secondary to commitment, because some 
people choose to learn more later, learn independently, or seek out ways to contribute to Jewish education that 
do not require an in-depth knowledge of Jewish texts.
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“[Other people] had master’s degrees in Jewish education, rabbis, PhDs in Jewish education, or just serious Jewish day school. And I had 

none of that… I feel a little sad for myself that I never got to have someone write a course of learning for me that I could then study… 

And instead I kind of learned it on my own. Now, partly, that might have freed me up to just think differently about it.” 

In a comment about the value and purpose of a Jewish day school experience, content and commitment 
were reflected as the need for a holistic approach that succeeds in conveying both content knowledge and 
values:

“We probably have done a disservice by creating a Jewish education space that’s separate from Jewish living, and being able to 

integrate the two is sort of good for everybody. You know, I send my kids to a Jewish day school. Do I want them to just learn facts or do 

I also want them to experience being part of community and be surrounded by a certain set of values. No, that’s why we do it, it’s for 

all of it, not just for the educational components of it.” 

Many people talked about experiences that were particularly effective because they were regular (like day 
schools), cyclical (like seasonal camping), recurrent (like programs that bring cohorts together for multiple 
gatherings), or long in duration (like sustained text study). One leader discussed the importance of building 
rhythm and repetition into immersive experiences so that learning can be carried over into everyday life:

“My sense is that it can’t be only through immersive experiences, that we invest a tremendous amount of money in immersive 

experiences in the Jewish community, whether those are camping or Birthright or, you know, even Encounter—Like these experiences 

that are meant to kind of shake you up a little bit, shake you out of what you’re, out of the norm and awaken you to a different 

way. But it had, we have to match immersive experiences with rhythm, with rhythmic experiences where there’s a kind of ongoing 

engagement afterwards. Because people come home from camp. And if they can’t match the feeling that they have on Friday night 

services at camp with anything at home, then they just feel like camp is really special, not Jewish life informs the way I live every day. 

If they go to Birthright and they feel connected to their Jewish identity and then they come home and they walk into a synagogue and 
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feel completely alienated, then they think, oh, the Birthright experience was really powerful. But that’s not ultimately what we want, 

right? We don’t want to attach people to one particular program or organization. We want to attach them to the ideas and the impulses 

that are behind them. So I think it’s some combination of immersive and rhythmic engagement that helps people understand that you 

have to translate these ideas. And you have to start again and again and again.”

The idea of a rhythm of experiences invites an interesting perspective on field-wide collaboration: the impact 
of organizations and programs can be amplified by thoughtfully coordinating between different organizations 
and institutions to assure that Jewish individuals and families of all demographics can engage in compelling 
Jewish learning experiences at a regular rhythm that stays in step with the pace of everyday life.  

Summary: Preprofessional Immersive Experiences

A leading trend throughout all kinds of personal experiences described above is the benefit derived from an 
experience that helped a leader to develop a firm grounding in knowledge of Jewish texts and traditions that 
gave them the confidence to see themselves (and be seen by others) as a Jewish leader or educator. 

Since many of the leaders we interviewed are engaged in developing novel ways to provide Jewish learning 
and community experiences, we found it significant that their own early personal experiences were 
overwhelmingly the kinds of traditional experiences that are provided by established Jewish institutions, 
especially youth groups and camping. 

Prolonged immersive experiences with a social cohort element with opportunities to practice leadership 
by taking on challenging assignments in a low-risk environment stand out as particularly effective. The 
emphasis we observed on prolonged experiences makes us wonder how long an immersive experience 
needs to be for its developmental benefits to be realized. For example, how much text study does a Jewish 
education or nonprofit leader need to feel sufficiently confident in their level of Jewish learning? What trip 
durations, venues, and activities provide the best opportunity for group bonding among different age groups 
around shared values, experiences, or purposes? What is the ideal balance between imparting a sense of 
responsibility to young leaders taking on challenging assignments and creating a low-risk environment 
for experimentation in which failures, instead of leading to derailment, will be remembered as productive 
learning experiences? 

Youth groups and camping stood out from other youth experiences for several reasons. They each offer 
a long-term immersive social environment in which young leaders create a sense of community, take on 
responsibilities and challenging assignments, and work together with peers to accomplish their goals. Several 
of the accounts we heard suggest that these early leadership learning experiences set the stage for continued 
value-driven leadership later in life.

“Yeah, I mean, my first leadership role was in youth group. Youth groups and summer camps in the Jewish community are the places 

where a lot of people have their first leadership experience, and yeah, I learned a lot from those experiences about how to—the sense of 

responsibility, how to be inclusive and try to make the communities I was leading in spaces that were open and comfortable for everyone. 

You know, the awareness of—again, on sort of a teenage/juvenile level, but the awareness of the power that comes with and not to abuse 

the power that comes with certain leadership roles. But it also gave me a taste for, you know, it’s the place where I realized I have some 

talent for this and it fuels me and interests me and that was a big reason I ended up devoting my career to it, because it was meaningful, 

satisfying, you know, and gave me at that young age a sense of commitment to something and purpose.” 
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We see in these activities several strategic opportunities to simultaneously increase the number of young 
Jews who have the opportunity to practice leadership while also enhancing the developmental quality 
of their early leadership learning experiences. Youth groups can be supported through sponsorship, 
recognition, and opportunities for groups from different communities to meet and work together. At the 
same time, they can be strengthened by encouraging information sharing among groups about the practices 
and frameworks that have proven to be most effective at engaging young people and providing positive 
leadership learning experiences. We expect that youth groups can benefit from experiences and training 
designed to help young leaders learn particular leadership skills. The first is boundary spanning practices for 
working across differences and in pluralistic contexts. The second is how to mobilize effective community 
responses to crises such as human rights abuses, humanitarian crises, or public tragedies. The primary 
concern we heard about camping experiences is their accessibility. If it is true, as one interviewee reasoned, 
that camping has the potential to create an impact comparable to eighty Birthright trips, and yet “90% of 
Jewish children aren’t going to Jewish overnight camp,”  then additional research should be conducted into 
how Jewish camping experiences can be made more accessible. 

The sections above described how young Jewish leaders develop through preprofessional experiences 
that we can interpret in terms of the five categories defined in the Lessons of Experience (LoE) literature: 
developmental relationships, challenging assignments, formal training programs, adverse situations, and 
personal experiences. These experiences were tightly interwoven. We can talk about each type of experience 
on its own and identify what elements contribute to making it a more effective means of leadership 
learning, but it is important to remember that these experiences are connected. For example, what makes 
developmental relationships especially significant is often the fact that they provide support to leaders while 
they take on challenging assignments or face adverse situations.
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The following sections address how leadership skills are learned and further developed in the careers of Jewish 
leaders. 

Career Journeys

In the stories our interviewees recounted about key moments in their careers, we can generalize five career 
passages (summarized in the table below) that represent key inflection points for leadership learning. These 
passages can manifest in varying ways, they do not always occur in the same order, and an individual might 
experience a passage more than once.  

In the terminology of the LoE framework, each of these passages is naturally embedded within the context 
of a leader engaging various challenging assignments, from the initial challenge of stepping into a career 
in the Jewish nonprofit sector to accepting the responsibility of holding the top leadership position in an 
organization. Each of these passages is a key moment for change that can be leveraged to support growth and 
development. As one of the leaders we interviewed said, “to have the greatest impact, catch people at their 
liminal moments.”

The idea of a leadership journey implies continual growth and development. At its essence, development is 
not reducible to changes in one’s internal state; it is an ongoing practice that entails learning from experience 
and stretching oneself to take on ever greater or less familiar challenges. Joseph Campbell made a similar 
observation about developmental journeys when he outlined what he called a hero’s journey in which “each 
challenge is a call to venture into an unfamiliar zone of experience, endure trials, overcome obstacles, and 
accept aid from helpers.”  The experience gained by continuing on a journey is what enables one to learn, 
grow, and bring positive change to the world. 

At this point, we are obliged to call attention to the fact that research on successful leaders inherently leaves 
certain questions unanswered. The qualitative portion of our study was designed to discover what we can 
learn from the experiences of people who are recognized as Jewish leaders, and although our interviewees 
shared numerous accounts about facing difficulties, we did not interview anyone whose career had actually 
derailed or who had chosen to leave the sector for a different career path. As a result, we do not yet have 
sufficient information to identify which pitfalls pose the greatest threats to a path or pipeline of Jewish 
leadership.  Other studies, however, have explored career derailment factors, and reports such as those by 
Leading Edge have raised awareness that some Jewish professionals report expecting to leave the field within 
five years.  A future study could seek to learn from the experiences and perspectives of people who have left 
the Jewish nonprofit sector to pursue other careers or—with due sensitivity—whose projects or organizations 
were ultimately unsuccessful. 

Fortunately, a great deal of research has explored what leaders can do to learn more from their experiences 
with challenging assignments. Developmental relationships and formal training programs are also powerful 
means to support and encourage leaders through critical career passages and the kinds of challenging 
assignments experienced in each passage.

Developmental relationships were critical to supporting Jewish leaders at all five key career passages, and 
different types of relationships were significant at each of the passages. These relationships include personal 
networks such as family and friends, supervisors, formal and informal mentors, leadership development 
coaches, and also groups that provide emotional support or technical guidance such as communities of 
practice and cohorts. 



Leadership development is 
not reducible to changes 
in one’s internal state; 

it is an ongoing practice 
that entails learning from 
experience and stretching 

oneself to take on ever 
greater or less familiar 

challenges.
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Onramps: Beginning a Career 

Someone Believed In Me 

We heard a remarkably similar story from many of our interviewees about what event first set them on the path 
of Jewish education or nonprofit leadership. The common element in those stories was that someone believed in 
them. In many cases, leaders described mentors recognizing their talent and encouraging them to step up to a 
leadership challenge. This seems to have been especially salient at moments when young leaders were not aware 
of their own potential. 

“That was the first time that someone actually told me, in a matter of speaking, that you belong as a Jewish professional, we value that 

choice, and we want your talents to be invested in. That was massive. No one pushed me, even in all my years at camp and in USY, no one 

ever pulled me aside that I can recall saying, “You should do this for life and this is what it could look like.” I kind of just did it, and then I 

thought I’d have to get a real job. And then I realized that real job could be in the Jewish professional lifeworks.” 

Sometimes the moment of feeling believed happened in the context of a passing interaction with someone. “I 
remember this like very empowering experience where… the professional staff member [of the youth group] 
said to us [that we had complete autonomy to design the program]. To say to a kid in high school, ‘I trust you 
to develop this vision…,’ was really empowering.” At other times, the relationship provided a sustained sense of 
support through a critical period of development. “For me the most pivotal moment is I met a professional in 
college… and it created really the most important mentoring relationship that I’ve had and someone who really 
believes in me and believed in what I was doing at the time, which was not something that I found at more 
formal channels, I’d say. And that was really a huge turning point.”

This kind of transformative relationship experience is often a brief interaction. Even if the relationship is long-
term, that moment of feeling believed in may happen during a specific meeting and yet change the course of 
a leader’s life. In these relationships, what makes the interaction significant is being seen and recognized as a 
future leader by a role model or respected person. The feeling of being supported and encouraged to accept a 
challenging assignment or role helps leaders to take a step forward with confidence into a role where they can 
continue to grow as a leader.

In several accounts, onramps were supported more explicitly, even to the point of direct recruitment that one 
interviewee described as “being tapped” for a leadership role.

“And probably about two weeks [in, the director] said, “I don’t know where you came from, what your background is, what your story is, but 

you are a natural born Jewish educator. You should do this for a living.” He totally just picked me – tapped me, as they say in the literature, 

you know, I was definitely tapped. And I would say that was sort of the start of my journey.”

What makes the experience of being “tapped” for leadership stand out as a turning point in the careers of so 
many leaders is the fact that it combines the encouragement leaders feel when someone believes in them with 
a prompt to immediately embrace a change of behavior, accept a new career path, or take on a challenging 
assignment through which a leader might gain new experience.

“I hadn’t yet determined what my career path would be. At a certain point in the program, the program director basically said, “stop partying 

and start taking this a bit more seriously and you have the potential to be a Jewish educator as a profession,” which is the first time when I 

actually seriously considered that I could make a living out of this thing called Jewish education. I don’t think if he had not—I mean, I loved 
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it but I don’t think I would have ever considered it to be a career path had he not put it so bluntly to me at that stage.” 

Several people described these encounters as serendipitous; they just happened to be recommended for a 
role after a chance encounter or conversation.  One of the leaders we interviewed suggested an intentional 
practice of recruiting leaders: 

“I think what stands out to me on that was—First of all, the reason I got involved was because someone asked me, so I sort of learned 

that the way to get people, other people involved is to ask them for something, you know, one-on-one, and to say, you know, “This is 

something we need you to do.” To make them feel important and needed without sounding desperate.”

This reveals a powerful opportunity to grow the pipeline of Jewish leadership: if you believe in someone’s 
leadership potential, it takes only a moment to tell them and to encourage them to step up in support of a 
meaningful endeavor or mission. If the transformational potential of interactions like these were understood 
by everyone who interacts with developing leaders, it could create a culture in which everyone in Jewish 
community settings feels capable of intentionally supporting the leadership development of others.  

Early Career: Professional Development

Retention

Once a leader has stepped into their first professional role to work in the Jewish community, the immediate 
prerequisite to their continued journey in the sector is that the work environment they step into is conducive 
to employee retention. Leading Edge has highlighted the most pressing needs for employee retention in 
Jewish organizations in annual research reports.  An important takeaway from this research is that if Jewish 
professionals are not shown an inviting career path ahead from their first experiences working in a Jewish 
organization, it may cause them to be driven away from working in the sector entirely. Ideally, a career 
onramp to the Jewish sector can be inspiring and instill a positive mindset. “There’s no way I would have 
been able to have the mindset that anything is possible and we can really build and create if I had… gotten 
what I see as a lot of the entry level positions where you might not have a great boss, or sort of there’s 
nowhere to go, or this and that, and they don’t believe in you.” 

Developmental Supervision

Many interviewees shared the concern that supervisors in Jewish organizations are not always providing the 
kind of developmental support that early career professionals need to thrive: “I don’t think—certainly not in 
the Jewish community, in my experience I’m not trying to—I don’t think that there’s been a lot of training for 
people to give good supervision.”

The reality is that the people in the most significant positions to impact the experiences of early career 
Jewish professionals–whether positive or negative–will be their direct supervisors. As Gallup reported, 
“people leave managers, not companies.”  Often, poor management is the result of a lack of training in 
the new skills that first-time managers need to learn to be successful in a supervisory capacity rather than 
as a direct contributor. Therefore, a critical lever that can support talent retention would be a sustained 
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focus on leadership training for first time managers and anyone who directly supervises early career 
professionals. Programs should focus on team leadership skills such as inspiring and encouraging a team, 
cultivating mutual accountability, recognizing and rewarding employee accomplishments, delivering timely 
developmental feedback, and pairing appropriate stretch assignments with supportive coaching.  Training 
managers can also be expected to extend leadership learning beyond the participating managers through 
a ripple effect caused by their positive example, which may contribute to a positive work culture and 
organizational success. 

Several leaders told us that they felt fortunate to have had supportive supervisors early in their careers 
who helped them to acquire core professional skills, offered challenging opportunities, and provided 
developmental feedback. Many traced their leadership development journeys to early supervisors “who 
believed in me without question… it’s the combination of giving you autonomy, giving you support, praising 
your work, making time for you. That’s not a small thing to say, ‘I’m a busy person, but sure, let’s talk for a 
few minutes.’” Developmental supervisors provided encouragement, on-the-job training, and mentorship, 
while modeling the possibility of an inspiring, mission-driven career.

“I’ve actually been blessed by having several different mentors at different times. [In my early career] I had no background in non-profit 

management at all. And when they hired me they made it really clear that I didn’t have the experience, but they expected me to be 

able to grow with the job, which was beautiful. And I learned so much from [those mentors], who really worked with me, and helped 

me, and taught me, and learned from me, and it was really pretty amazing. And then there was a woman [in senior leadership of an 

organization], who was someone that I could talk to. She was really—just had like big perspective and would give me little tips in ways 

that were just really—she had a lot of confidence in me and that really helped tremendously.” 

Learning from Failure	

Stretch assignments in which employees must take risks and try new approaches are powerful learning 
opportunities, even when things go wrong. After providing reasonable guidance, managers can maximize 
the learning potential of these experiences by allowing room for autonomy and by expressing their support. 
This will help create an environment in which leaders can learn and grow through their failures rather than 
derailing. 

“I went to Israel [and worked] for a year… I will say that I again, went through the moment of like the imposter syndrome of, “I’m 

totally not qualified to be doing this. But… I’m in.” Everything I did… was done for the first time and I just—I felt comfortable with risk, 

felt comfortable with failure. And also the appreciation that was there for anything new I did was awesome and it could be—you know 

there was a comfort there.”

Leaders gain valuable experience through failures. A quality we observed almost universally among the 
leaders we interviewed was their ability to learn from failures. When we asked if they had ever experienced 
a significant failure, the most typical response was, “Yeah, [laughing] all kinds of failures. If you never failed 
you haven’t tried,” or “I’m sure my day and week are littered with failures. [chuckles] I don’t know if they’re 
epic or they’re small or they’re a combination of the two. Yeah… some things don’t pan out.” These leaders 
recognize failure as a normal part of life, and that mindset gives them the confidence to be innovative and 
take risks. 

Taking risks is critical to growth, so when failures do occur, they should be leveraged as opportunities 
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to learn and grow. Remaining curious and asking questions to explore what happened, seeking feedback 
and perspectives from others to extract valuable lessons, and consciously applying those lessons in future 
situations provide a foundation for learning from mistakes.  In an apocryphal story, an IBM sales agent makes 
a mistake that would cost the company a million dollars. He reports to Tom Watson, the CEO, to personally 
explain what went wrong and tender his resignation, but Watson replies that he will not accept it on the 
grounds that he has just invested a million dollars in his education. 

Developmental guidance should emphasize what can be learned from failures. An individual’s experience 
of failure can also be leveraged to afford teams and cohorts the opportunity to learn vicariously through 
one another’s’ mistakes. For example, Google and other innovative businesses encourage risk and conduct 
“postmortem” analyses of failures as a collaborative learning activity when things fall through.  In a cohort-
oriented leadership development program, for example, participants could share experiences from their life 
journeys and what they learned through those experiences. Afterward, the group can reflect collaboratively 
to seek out additional lessons and discuss how those lessons can inform better practices and support their 
growth going forward.  

Self-Directed Development

The leaders surveyed in earlier LoE studies highlighted challenging assignments as the type of experience 
that contributed the most to their leadership development, and Jewish leaders can actively support their own 
early career development by pursuing experiences that will enable them to gain or improve the skills they 
will need to be successful. Leaders who feel they are not receiving sufficient developmental support from 
their supervisor might be able to support their own development as well as their manager’s development by 
managing up to advocate for what they need.  

Alongside the guidance of supervisors, individual leaders can enhance their early career learning by means 
of a personal development plan. Experts in leadership development have highlighted several practices that 
individuals can adopt as foundations for self-directed development. For example, one may first seek feedback 
from colleagues or experienced mentors about which skills to prioritize, request work assignments that will 
support new learning or practicing new skills, and maintain a journal to track developmental progress over 
time.  Role rotations are also an opportunity to learn different aspects of an organization’s work and can be 
a means to gaining “new experiences related to additional supervision, institutional budgeting, strategic 
planning, board work and the like.”

One of the leaders we interviewed also suggested maintaining a journal to reflect on one’s learning and 
developmental progress, but added that the journal should be reviewed periodically with a mentor to benefit 
from a second perspective.

People often have blind spots or misconceptions about their own strengths and weaknesses. Mentorship 
provides the benefit of an external perspective that can help a leader develop self-awareness and recognize 
areas where development would be most beneficial. “I wish that I had a good mentor or coach [who] could 
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have helped me. They could have coached me in a way that would have helped me be more mature [early in 
my career]… I would say either go out and find somebody or talk to your supervisor and ask for it.” Several 
of the leaders shared similar advice about the value of mentorship and how to develop relationships with 
mentors. “Seek out mentors on your own. Doesn’t need to be formal, just connect with people, surround 
yourself with people who have different skills. Ask for it.” The most accessible approach to mentorship may 
be to ask for feedback from supervisors, colleagues, and others on a regular basis.  Jewish leaders can be 
further supported in their development through early career training in how to be intentional and strategic 
regarding their own development and how to maximize learning from experience by means of practices like 
those mentioned above.

Summary: Early Career 

SUPERVISORS are positioned to be critical to early career development. They should provide training, 
feedback & developmental guidance, offer appropriate stretch assignments, and show support while 
modeling how to learn from failures.

•	 LEARNING FROM FAILURE: Failure provides a valuable learning opportunity for individuals and groups. A 
positive outlook on failure is critical to enabling innovation and preventing derailment.

•	 SEEKING DEVELOPMENT: Early career leaders can be active in their development by managing up, asking 
for opportunities to learn new skills through stretch assignments, seeking mentors and feedback, and 
independent development-tracking practices.

•	 EARLY CAREER TRAINING can teach strategies for maximizing the developmental potential of work 
experiences.

Leadership Positions: New Responsibilities

It was common for the leaders we interviewed to describe experiences in which they were stepping out 
of their comfort zones. After the early career phase, these experiences often involved taking on a new 
leadership role. Transitions in this career passage can take several distinct forms. In many cases, it involves an 
increase in the scope of a leader’s responsibility. For example, leaders may be entering a managerial role for 
the first time or accepting a position that offers broad autonomy and responsibility. In other cases it may be 
launching a small start-up. In community settings, it might be accepting a congregational leadership role or 
leading a movement or change initiative. 

Needing Technical Skills

One of the first challenges leaders face in this phase is feeling hesitant about whether or not they have the 
necessary qualifications for the role they will be stepping into. We often heard about situations that required 
leaders to learn how to blend their mission-oriented work with business skills or other technical capabilities. 
In their new role, these leaders often learned the skills they needed through a combination of engaging with 
the work and seeking to learn the skill from a board member or employee who had relevant experience. 
Others talked about needing to learn performance management, strategy development, or how to create an 
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organizational infrastructure. A takeaway from these accounts is that leaders should not rule out accepting 
a position on the grounds that they have not mastered all of the skills the job will require, and that it may 
actually be easier to develop the skills once they become necessary for one’s day to day work.

“When I [started that role I] didn’t think that financial skills were my strongest skills [so learned what I needed to know] and if I needed 

an accountant to explain something to me, I would get an accountant to explain something to me. So people who think they might not 

have these skills, you can—first of all, if you can balance a checkbook, you can work on your organization’s budget. But you don’t have 

to have the skills. You just have to have some common sense and a willingness to work hard.”

The importance of business acumen and other technical skills was emphasized repeatedly. Interestingly, 
however, although a number of the leaders we interviewed have had formal education in business or 
nonprofit management, only a small number mentioned those experiences explicitly. Similarly, few 
people talked about participating in programs to develop technical skills for education. On the other hand, 
participants often spoke of cohort-based programs they participated in as relevant to their leadership 
development even when those programs were not explicitly designed for leadership development.

Many people talked about the need for technical training and skill development that would empower 
Jewish educators to transition successfully into more advanced leadership roles so that the strategy of 
an organization with an educational mission will be guided by someone who deeply understands the 
educational aspects of the work.

“I hope that we’re able to get back to a place where Jewish educators actually have the skillsets that are seen by others to be the right people 

to actually run Jewish educational organizations. There’s this trend that I think is really painful of the lawyer or the MBA to kind of come 

back in and run the organization because it really needs a CEO and that’s pretty regularly not educators. And I think that’s a sad state of 

affairs [and] not in the best interest [of the field]. For example, I’m not aware of any synagogue where the rabbi is not the chief executive. I 

am aware of many day schools where the educator is not the chief executive. And that’s probably because A) there’s a parallel to the private-

school world and that job is a job about fundraising and supervision and compliance and marketing. [… there should be] a doctoral-type 

program… that’s basically giving you MBA coursework, educational coursework, [and] nonprofit management coursework.”

Another leader made the point that the relevant technical training programs differ from one role to another, 
so they are not always recognized for the advanced education that they are: “I did a lot of training. I’m a 
rabbi. And at the end of the day, rabbi is a trade school. I could have gone on for an MBA, happy to have 
gone on for a MBA in Judaism where you learn a lot. It’s a five or six year program. And I’m very grateful that I 
invested the time into doing that.”

Navigating the Field

However, in any field, innovative leadership will involve encountering challenges that cannot be solved using 
textbook solutions. There will be situations or nuances of working in a sector that are difficult to navigate, 
and one must learn through experience how to navigate them successfully. For challenges like this, leaders 
benefit most from the support and guidance of senior mentors. Especially helpful are mentors who are 
insiders to the field, because they can draw upon the lessons learned through their own experiences to offer 
wise advice to leaders facing similar challenges for the first time.

Operational Support
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Some leaders outlined a practical need for administrative support. “I’m fighting to have a PA. And it’s not 
in the budget and everyone’s like, ‘Oh, it’s not a priority.’ And I’m like, ‘I understand it’s not a priority, but 
[consider what is lost if I’m] doing my own scheduling and [handling] IT [instead of] developing what this 
community needs on the larger scale.’” This seems to be a common challenge for many leaders. One possible 
option to help address this need would be establish a system for leaders who do not have the means to 
hire staff independently to share the salary expense among several organizations. This would not only allow 
leaders to dedicate more time to their missions; it would also create appealing opportunities for early career 
Jewish professionals to gain professional experience while working closely with senior leaders and benefiting 
from their mentorship.

Burnout

The everyday challenges leaders face when accepting leadership positions can be intense and the pace may 
not seem to ever slow down. Furthermore, leaders who are seen as singly responsible for a program or a 
community may feel countless demands upon their time and attention. “And I know that for many of my 
friends who are in the rabbinate, it’s the same story, like sort of the expectation that you’ve got to do it all. 
And it’s not a very wise expectation. It’s very challenging to do it all.” The pressure to rise to the occasion and 
meet every expectation placed upon them in their role can cause leaders to feel that they have no choice but 
to exert themselves: “it was sink or swim and do it all, because no one’s going to do it for you.” 

Consultation with senior mentors can help leaders realize that even if the leader’s assessment of the volume 
of their work is accurate, it is nevertheless imperative to find a healthy balance of work and personal life to 
avoid burnout. As one leader reflected, “I think the first couple of years [in my role]… were so trying that if 
I had not had that network and those coaches and mentors, I’m not sure – you know, I’m not sure where 
I – like that I would have been able to stick it.” At this career phase, personal networks are also vital because 
they can provide support and emotional connections that help leaders maintain a connection to life beyond 
their work.   

Collegial Relationships and Role Clarity

Healthy work relationships are also critical. A factor to reduce burnout and turnover is for school heads to 
feel that they will be supported by their board and given appropriate autonomy to carry out their role.

“I think specifically if someone was looking at a headship, I would say looking very carefully at the lay leadership, at the board, at the 

board chair, sort of what stage the board is in, in terms of understanding their role, as opposed to other people’s role. Like as opposed to 

what’s not their role, how they see themselves… I think that that is a really important piece.”

However, day school boards may be challenged to carry out their duties while simultaneously providing 
leadership development for new members. “[Among parents,] Jewish day schools are often people’s first 
lay leadership role. [In my experience,] the board itself had a little bit of an onboarding program, but not 
very much, and certainly their interest was not in helping me acquire lay leadership skills broadly.” Another 
interviewee had a much more impactful experience of lay leadership development: 

“I learned how to be prepared for running meetings on subjects that I really wasn’t deeply knowledgeable about, how to get prepared, 

and how to build good teams, both with executive committee members and then with the general board, and how to figure out how 
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to delegate work effectively and how to decide what’s important, how to decide what was the layperson’s job and what was the staff 

member’s job. All those are important skills when learning to run a board, particularly in the Jewish community. I mean, in any board, 

but particularly learning that separation of powers in the Jewish world is really important if you’re going to be successful.” 

Leadership development for first-time lay leaders should be noted as a potential inflection point. The 
downstream benefits of integrating leadership development into onboarding for new board members could 
include reduced burnout for school leadership, and, consequently, more excellent schools. At the same time, 
there could be upstream benefits as well. While the experience of serving as a board member may be a 
person’s first leadership role, it may not be their last. A positive first experience as a board member can be an 
onramp to supporting the community through future leadership roles:

“When someone is taking on a leadership role, that’s very clearly an identifiable moment and the person is clearly identified, whereas 

[a focus on supporting early career professionals requires you] to make bets on who are the talented people that we could attract into 

this career. Or if we don’t attract them into a career, the payback may well be they’ll take on lay leadership responsibilities in an effective 

way, so it’ll be a career in a different sense. We need more people to take on professional leadership roles in the Jewish community, but it 

isn’t failure if they choose another career and then contribute as a volunteer.”

There is a cascading effect at play that points to lay leadership development as a strategic lever with the 
potential to create positive system change for Jewish education. The benefits of board development can 
also ripple outward as board members apply their leadership learning in other Jewish organizations and 
community settings. 

Imposter Syndrome

The discrepancy between the leader’s work goals and their accomplishments can create inner tension. 
Unrealistic expectations can exacerbate burnout: “[rabbi salaries are] too high [and] the rabbis internalize 
guilt around that, and the lay leadership as donors expect the performance and the commitment and the 
time on task of a CEO, you know, of a large multinational company.” Situations like this are difficult to manage 
because they not only exhaust the leader, but they can also be demoralizing experiences that cause self-
doubt.

Until leaders learn to become comfortable in leadership positions, it can be a challenge to work through 
imposter syndrome and develop realistic self-awareness of their strengths and developmental needs.  In 
the face of challenges, abundant opportunities to learn from failures, and the scope of ambitious missions, 
leaders may feel intimidated and humble: “who am I to lead this thing? I don’t have enough—I don’t know 
organizational development, I don’t know executive education, I don’t know leadership, I’m not a leader.” 
Many leaders described the feeling of self-doubt as a significant challenge for leaders to overcome. “I have 
challenges every day. The biggest challenge in my career—well, I mean, to be perfectly honest I think the 
biggest challenge I’ve overcome, and it took a while… was the impostor syndrome… I think lots of people 
have that, frankly, and they never talk about it.” 

What we heard about how Jewish leaders can overcome imposter syndrome is that support can be found in 
several types of relationships. Personal networks are important, but so are respected mentors, particularly 
when leaders are distressed by a significant failure. 

“In that instance, I would say the despair was very, very long lasting, to the degree that I actually thought I would go [into another 

profession, but] it was someone else’s belief in me, someone specific, who basically said, “You don’t have to do it this way. What about 

this idea?” And I think when someone else believes in you, then that does change things. That does help you.”
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Just as at career onramps, leaders challenged by imposter syndrome can receive powerful support from 
someone who expresses sincere concern, wise guidance, and a word of encouragement.

Prestige

Leaders may struggle to overcome imposter syndrome several times over the course of their careers. However, 
the first time may be the most difficult, and external validation can provide support while also giving leaders 
the courage to continue taking risks and challenging themselves. What we often heard was that leaders in this 
phase were beneficiaries of an honor, exclusive fellowship, or received funding that allowed them to pursue 
additional learning opportunities or launch an experimental new program. 

Prestige is a valuable asset that can convey significant real-world benefits and smooth the way for a leader’s 
developmental progress. We often heard that gaining prestige opened doors for leaders to gain recognition in 
their field and advance in their careers. 

“When did I actually become considered a leader in this field? I don’t know. I do know having the letters after my name, Ph.D. does help. I 

was not any smarter the day that I graduated. I mean, the first four years of accumulating knowledge, yes… But as soon as I got the Ph.D. 

people started calling me. And I think that’s a good thing and a problematic part of the equation, but it is a reality. Early in my trajectory if 

I wanted to go as far as I wanted to go… the credentialing was important.” 

Other leaders spoke about the social capital they gained from the “stamp” of being a Wexner or Schusterman 
Fellow as a benefit distinct from their personal development and learning while in the program. The “stamp” 
effect is similar to formal credentialing in the way that it marks a measurable moment of transition after which a 
leader is perceived as substantially more qualified for leadership positions than they were the moment before.  

Confidence

In sociological terms, prestigious programs and awards can function as rites of passage, or rituals that mark 
a fundamental change in an individual’s social role and status.  They have the potential to be used as image-
making techniques to create change in a person’s social reality. At the same time, events like these allow a 
leader to internally “reimagine (and redirect or reorient) themselves,” which can be a significant turning point in 
a leader’s life.   The combined effect of formal leadership development assessments and training, an increase in 
social prestige helps leaders to build confidence and leadership capability at the same time, and can provide the 
boost needed to advance to the next phase of their career.   

Summary: Leadership Positions

Entering a leadership role entails new responsibilities. Leaders may need to manage a team for the first time, 
create a budget, raise funds, etc.

•	 TRAINING early in this phase should provide necessary managerial, business, or technical skills to allow 
leaders to gain the knowledge or abilities needed to succeed in their role and appropriately support others.

•	 Over time, they will face challenges that are complex or do not have textbook solutions. Learning to 
navigate these challenges only comes from experience and often involves failures. 

•	 MENTORSHIP NETWORKS: Leaders in this phase acquire a deeper understanding of their field and its 
nuances through the guidance of senior mentors. Mentors provide personal guidance, encouragement, and 
emotional support. Especially critical is the support of mentors who prioritize the interests of the individual 
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over their role or organization. 

•	 Constant struggle with highly demanding work and frequent failures helps leaders to gain self-awareness, 
particularly as they recognize their shortcomings. They can be supported by encouragement and by 
helping them to acknowledge their strengths and gain the confidence to stretch further.

•	 CONFIDENCE & PRESTIGE: The affirmation of receiving a prestigious fellowship, award, or program helps 
leaders develop confidence. Leaders learn how to communicate a bold vision. These skills prepare them 
to take on more ambitious leadership roles. The social capital gained from credentialing or the “stamp” of 
a prestigious program opens doors to promotions, funding, or other needed support. 

•	 COHORT & ALUMNI NETWORK: Programs and fellowships for leaders in this phase should include cohort 
experiences because leaders need a supportive community of peers who see each other for who they are 
while offering sincere support and guidance to each other. Leaders mutually uplift one another and stand 
together in solidarity through difficult challenges.

Recognition: Leadership in the Spotlight 

At this phase, leaders have gained broader recognition in their community or field because of prior 
accomplishments, fellowships, or visionary leadership activities. Leaders continue to exert themselves for the 
sake of their work and may face even greater challenges than before. They continue to experience tension 
between a sense of imperative to continuously meet the needs of an inspiring mission and their personal 
limits. Just as in the previous career phase, burnout is a danger—or a persistent reality to be managed as 
much as possible—and achieving a healthy work-life balance remains a challenge. 

The challenges and avenues for support in this phase are outwardly similar to those of the previous career 
phase, but what makes this phase more challenging is that leaders must learn to work and grow through their 
mistakes while feeling as though they are in the spotlight. The increased attention may be helpful in their 
work, but being seen as larger than life can trigger a return of imposter syndrome. 

Self-Recognition

Even more significant than the challenge of public recognition is that leaders in this phase gain greater 
awareness of the social context of their leadership as well as the self-awareness needed to recognize 
themselves as leaders. Leaders may be surprised to discover that their role as a leader has fully integrated 
with their personal identity. This discovery comes to light in the relational contexts of professional networks.

“And that case became even more powerful for me, because I reached out to [potential partners who] then turned back to me and said, 

“We trust you. We rely on you. We can’t do it. Can you help us out?” So that was more like, okay, when other people are actually asking 

you to do it, then you realize it really is you to be in that role.” 

Achieving this level of self-recognition can be complicated; leaders have to come to terms with a polarity 
of humility and appropriate appraisal of themselves to acknowledge the reality of their social position as a 
leader.  

“There’s always this tension, I think, with leadership in general about humility versus ego and I think it’s a clear tension but the humility 

of being able to say, “It’s not about me and it wasn’t all because of me,” needs to be juxtaposed, “Well, if it wasn’t for me, then it might 

not have got done.” Now I didn’t need to tell the whole world that—I didn’t need recognition for that, but surely it doesn’t go unnoticed. 
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That’s not why you do things but there’s a certain amount of healthy ego involved in saying you are the one and recognizing you’ve got 

that responsibility, as well, otherwise you’d leave it for somebody else to do.”

As leaders recognize their own developmental progress and potential they may also be aware that they might 
soon be seen as candidates for senior or executive leadership roles. 

Coaching

Just as it is true that technical skills can be easier to learn once a leader accepts a leadership position and 
faces an immediate need to learn them, the spotlight of being in a public leadership role can make a leader’s 
developmental needs more visible—sometimes by way of abundant feedback. Leaders who have learned to 
extract as much value as possible from failures will find that remaining open to the potential merit of criticism 
can provide worthwhile insights into which leadership skills are most in need of further development. We 
heard from many leaders that working with a professional coach offered the unique benefit of allowing 
leaders to develop a personalized development plan and receive continuous feedback from an expert over 
time as they put it into practice.

“There are a certain number of core things [for a leadership program to teach] that’s standard stuff that you can and should deliver and 

it’s good to have acquired, as well as simply sort of learning adaptive leadership type skills as well. But beyond that, I think people are 

sort of wanting to meet their own needs and therefore coaching is a more customized version of that.” 

Additional Leadership Development Programs

Being in a position of leadership and needing to address developmental challenges is no longer a novel 
situation for leaders in this phase. The ability to reflect upon the lessons of their own lived leadership 
experiences puts leaders in this phase in a better position to leverage formal leadership development training 
programs as opportunities to practice and refine their skills. “I feel like I have probably implemented 15% of 
the things that I have learned over the course of [several prior leadership development program experiences], 
mostly because you know, you get back and you start doing your work.”

Leadership development programs designed for leaders in this phase offer training in skills that are likely 
to be shared needs within the group. For example, exercising leadership in a more public role can present 
unfamiliar challenges, such as the need to learn how to develop and communicate a compelling vision.  
When a leader becomes the public face for their organization’s mission, they may find that their public 
persona has become entangled with their role as a fundraiser supporting the organization’s mission.  

“[I think the most rewarding thing is] when we get to support people who have vision, who are doing the work and putting their heart 

and soul into it and being able to look at them say, “I believe in you. I believe in you so much that I’m going to fund what you’re 

doing to make it that much easier on you,” even though it’s not much; they still have to go out and do it. I think that that’s the most 

rewarding part of the work.”

The importance of learning how to navigate difficult or complicated relationships with funders and other 
stakeholders was also a common theme in the interviews, and could be a worthwhile focus for leadership 
development programs. Relationships with funders can be especially challenging because of the unavoidable 
power imbalance in the relationship. Because of the power imbalance, feedback and recommendations 
that come from a funder might be received with mixed feelings. Even if a recommendation is insightful and 
entirely appropriate, acting upon it could be misinterpreted as a signal inviting more input or involvement 
and erode the organization’s autonomy. This remains the case even if the funder does not actively fund a 
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leader’s organization because it is impossible to ignore the subtext of funding as a future possibility. 

Operational partnerships with a funder can also be challenging. A funder may not have to be attendant to the 
same concerns as the nonprofit partner, or they may not be subject to the same constraints. In the event that 
the partners differ on a matter, the power imbalance can make the nonprofit partner anxious that their view 
does not have an equal chance of prevailing. Some leaders expressed concern that if a funder were to continue 
a project independently after a partnership fell apart, it could lead to a competitive situation that causes 
detriment to the nonprofit. Learning how to be politically savvy and navigate complicated relationships skillfully 
is a universal need, but it is especially critical for leaders in this phase. 

Supportive Peer Cohort

A practical program to gain skills is beneficial, but what helps leaders with a public profile to overcome imposter 
syndrome is being seen and related to on personal level by other leaders. When asked about what was most 
beneficial about the programs that our interviewees had participated in, the overwhelming majority responded 
that that it was the opportunity a cohort-based program creates for leaders to connect with a network of leaders 
who remain in contact after the program and offer each other high quality guidance through peer mentorship, 
and support. As one of our interviewees said, “if you really want to learn and grow, you’ve got to do it with 
others.” As a professional network, the cohort can also exchange information, share career opportunities, and 
provide a personal foundation for organizational partnerships.    

Summary: Recognition 

The feeling of being in the spotlight (or being seen as larger than life) can trigger imposter syndrome. 
Previously developed relationships often go deeper as leaders navigate more complex leadership challenges.

•	 SUPPORT NETWORKS: Leaders in this phase have probably already benefitted from mentor networks to 
learn how to navigate the field; those mentors can continue to provide guidance and support as leaders 
face difficult challenges. Family and friends can also be valuable support networks.

•	 The work load may be extremely large and leaders still experience the pressure to “do it all.” The risk of 
burnout remains high, either due to overcompensation for imposter syndrome or because a work objective 
is ambitious in scope but lacking adequate support. 

•	 WORK-LIFE BALANCE: Even if the leader seems indispensable to the work, they may nevertheless need to 
take time off or set aside time for restorative practices to establish a sustainable work-life balance.

•	 COACHING can focus on development needed for success in this role and on preparing for candidacy and 
advancement to a senior or executive role. 

•	 FORMAL LD PROGRAMS (often not their first) provide fresh insights or a chance to focus again on 
leadership development after having had experiences that provided the perspective needed to get more 
out of the training. 

•	 COHORTS that form through leadership programs can create a community of leaders who support each 
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Program Benefit Freq.

Network 20

Leadership Development 11

Prestige 6

Mentorship 6

Confidence 4

Jewish Learning 4

Career  onramp 4

Space to reflect 4

Learning ways of thinking 4

Cohort 3

Scholarship Funding 3

Business skills 2

Coaching 2

New Ideas 2

Professional Development 2

Pluralism 2

Self Awarness 2

Work life balance 2

Adaptive Leadership 1

Design Thinking 1

Equity, Diversity and Inclusion 1

Feeling Supported 1

The Benefits of Formal Programs

(Thematic summary of open-ended survey responses)
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other and provide a valuable opportunity for peer mentorship.  

Advancement: Transition to a Senior Executive Role

When leaders advance to senior and executive positions, they immediately face two challenges. The 
transition itself is a change that can profoundly affect the culture of an organization. By merely accepting the 
position, an incoming CEO immediately creates a leadership challenge that will need to be resolved through 
a skillfully orchestrated demonstration of change management. Leaders can be supported before and during 
their transition into an executive role through training that focuses on how to adapt to change and how to 
guide a community through change. 

Coaching

The incoming executive leader will also face unanticipated challenges that may be impossible to fully grasp 
before actually stepping into the role. “[Working closely with a CEO] doesn’t really train you to be in this 
position. Because you don’t go to sleep with those responsibilities and you’re not looking at the broad 
complexity. You’re looking at the narrow piece that you see and that’s being shared with you.” Feeling total 
responsibility for the success of a school, congregation, or organization may be so profoundly significant that 
leaders will need time to reflect on what the responsibility means to them personally. Working with a coach 
can help leaders as they consider their leadership priorities, vision, and needs in the course of an executive 
transition. 

“Working with someone was really, really helpful because I don’t think—it’s not short-term work and I think the level of issues when you 

get to a certain amount of experience or seniority become very different and particularly when you have a larger team on your hands. 

Working individually with someone that was private, between us and, to some level [help to understand] your personal vision… [My 

coach] helped me clarify why am I here personally? What is it I want to do? What’s the kind of person I want to be? What’s the kind of 

leader I want to be in this space? How do I want to manage my team? All of those things.”

Leaders in this phase will face challenges that are unique to their individual role and circumstance. The 
coaching relationship is beneficial because the developmental agenda can be personalized. Leaders saw 
this as essential; as an experienced leader, you will have “your own personal leadership questions, issues, 
journey.”

We observed a trend in our interviews that suggests that Jewish leaders entering executive roles can benefit 
more by working with a coach who is not a community insider “because everyone knows each other and we 
all—it’s a small, little world… it was good to kind of be outside this world. And it was totally anonymous in 
that way.”

Privacy was often mentioned as an essential element in leadership development for executive leaders. It is 
reasonable to assume that this would be especially true for an incoming CEO, whose personal insecurities, if 
expressed outwardly, might negatively affect perceptions of the organization or shake the confidence of staff. 
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New CEO Cohort

In our interviews, we heard leaders describe in varying terms the loneliness inherent to the executive 
position, the categorical distinction between the leadership as the chief executive and other leadership roles, 
or the necessary separation between the executive and other organizational staff. 

 “Coming into this role is like also just a huge transition, right? A huge inflection point of thinking you know 
how to lead and then being in the leader seat and realizing you really don’t know what it means until you’re 
in that seat.” Since executives face pressures and challenges that can only another executive can fully relate 
to, a cohort of other CEOs is a unique strategy that allows CEOs to learn together and ask for or offer advice 
confidentially among a small community of peers.

“The CEO Leading Edge Program is different because part of the magic of that program is that we’ve developed this incredibly tight 

cohort of—you know, there are things that we discuss there that you’d never discuss with the rest of the people that work in your 

organization. So I feel like the way that works makes sense, you know, for CEO leadership.”

Delegating

The increased scope of the executive role carries with it final responsibility for every aspect of an 
organization’s operation, including a variety of needs with which the CEO has no prior experience. 

“It’s a challenge on so many levels. It’s a challenge being at the top and having my name on the door, and ultimately I’m responsible 

for and accountable to everyone and everything. You know, clients are challenging, staff, employees, you know, finding the right people, 

keeping the right people. Just really running the business on a day-to-day basis.”

The experience of many CEOs is that “within the first six months on the job, you’ll discover that your 
knowledge and skills, no matter how great, are inadequate for the requirements of the job.”  Attempting to 
navigate the unfamiliar while keeping on top of everything else can quickly lead to burnout. “Typically, most 
GMs reach a point of being overwhelmed and paralyzed, usually in the third, fourth, or fifth month on the 
job”  

Leaders we interviewed talked about arriving at the conclusion that “doing it all” in such a role would be 
impossible. “That was a big moment. So, it was kind of like a you could step back and just call that, like, 
an asking for help or something; of realizing that you can’t do it all alone.” What they learned is that that 
the only way to succeed as an executive is to become skilled at delegating responsibility.  It is therefore 
critically “important to recruit and rely upon an exceptional team whose skills can support where you need 
help.” Executive leaders must first be highly effective team leaders, and can augment their own capacity by 
cultivating teams of leaders with diverse and complementary abilities. 

In one interview, we received a word of advice that leaders should keep in mind while adjusting to the 
realities of the executive role: “Understand the people you delegate to will not do as you tell them. But as 
long as what they do is good, and it gets the organization to where you need, give them leeway. It’s hard, but 
you have to do it to be a leader.” 
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Desk Fatigue

Several of the leaders we interviewed described experiencing a type of burnout as a result of advancing to a 
leadership position that shifted them away from the front lines of carrying out an organization’s mission and 
into an administrative role. New CEOs and other leaders who enter administrative roles may benefit from the 
simple advice we heard about how to combat desk fatigue: make time for yourself to occasionally get out 
from behind the desk and immerse yourself in the direct engagement work that first inspired your decision 
to embark upon a career in the Jewish education or nonprofit sector.

Summary: Advancement

A great deal of research has already described the challenges of advancing to executive leadership. In our 
interviews a few themes stood out:

CHANGE LEADERSHIP: The transition is difficult from the beginning because it includes the need to provide 
leadership through a change affecting the entire organization

•	 COACH: A new CEO may have often faced impostor syndrome before, but feel new anxieties (sometimes 
reasonable concerns) about their skills relative to the responsibilities of the position. A professional 
coach can provide a personalized program of development to address those concerns. Leaders in this 
phase already know the field, so an “outsider” coach focusing on skill development is often preferable to 
an “insider” mentor

•	 COHORT: “It’s lonely at the top”; CEO’s benefit from discussing the unique challenges of the position 
within a trusted cohort of other executives going through a similar transition because it may not be 
prudent to discuss those issues with staff, funders, or partner orgs. 

•	 DELEGATING: It is a challenge to accept one’s distance from the work. There is far too much to do 
everything on your own (as leaders often have to in startup orgs/projects) so it is necessary to delegate. 
Others will not do what you tell them to do, but you must still accept that the work has to be entrusted 
to them.

•	 DESK FATIGUE: The executive may experience burnout from administrative duties and separation from 
the meaningful work that inspired them throughout their career. Inspiration might be restored by taking 
time to engage directly with beneficiaries 

Conclusion and Next Steps

The aim of this report was to synthesize key elements of Jewish leaders of Jewish learning experiences 
(broadly defined). Through the in-depth stories we heard from 83 leaders, we identified both key phases 
of the leadership journey and interpreted experiences for Jewish leaders in the framework of the original 
Lessons of Experience study. This information provides value opportunity for reflection on overall leadership 
journeys and examination of inflection points where strategic investment could make a measurable 
difference in the Jewish leadership pipeline and overall Jewish leadership culture.

The next phase of the study is to leverage this data, the previous literature review and dialogue, and 
feedback from the foundation and research advisory council into a capstone report that aligns with the 
foundation’s strategic roadmap and brings in leadership development best practices to inform future 
investment in catalytic leadership development to drive the future of the Jewish social sector.
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APPENDIX 1: The 83 Jewish Leaders Interviewed
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APPENDIX 2: Interview Protocol

These questions are adapted from the original Lessons of Experience protocol (see McCall, Lombardo & 
Morrisson 1988) and will be used to inform the interview guide. Feedback and revisions from the RAC will be 
utilized for the final draft. 

Section 1: Preparation (send ahead)

When you think about your career thus far as a leader in a Jewish educational organization, certain events or 
episodes probably stand out in your mind – things that led to a lasting change in your approach as a leader. 
We will ask you to identify ahead of time three “key events” in your Jewish leadership journey. We will provide 
a link for you to enter this information. When we meet with you, we’ll ask you about each event: 

•	 What happened?

•	 What did you learn from it (for better or worse)? 

•	 Interview Preparation Form/Survey

	0 Collect the three ‘key events’ (explained above)

	0 Self-identify career level (other demographics?)

Interview

Section 1: Clarifying

Any specific questions that come up as a result of their pre-interview form response that aren’t covered by the 
questions below.

Section 2: Key events 

Rites of Passage

•	 What was your first leadership role within the field of Jewish education? Was there anything special 	
about it? 

•	 (Senior/Mid) What was your first “quantum leap/big break” – movement to a job with significantly 
more responsibility/challenge/pressure than prior jobs? (Describe experience/implications)

•	 What is the biggest challenge you have faced in your career? 

•	 What was your most frightening first – something you did for the first time that really had you 
worried? 

•	 Learning from Challenges

	0 What was a significant near miss – a time when you tried something and failed?

	0 (Senior/Mid) Describe a time when you pushed things to the brink – that is, a time when you  
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stretched the system by coming perilously close to violating rules, norms, or authority.

	0 (Emerging) Thinking ahead into the future, can you see an impending challenge or a time that 
you might need to stretch the system or push it to the brink (come close to violating rules, 
norms, or authority) to advance work you see as important?

	0 Were you ever worn out or fed up, but managed to restart? What enabled you to restart?  

	0 Please describe the person who has taught you the most during your journey. What did that 
person do that made him or her so special?

	0 What was your most significant interpersonal conflict – a situation in which dealing with another 
person (or persons) was very difficult for you? 

Section 3: General Questions

•	 What part have events in your personal life played in your growth as a leader? 

•	 What are your strengths as a leader?

•	 Where would you like to grow?

•	 (Senior) What advice would you give to a younger leader in Jewish education about managing his or her 
career? 

•	 What’s next? Are you facing a situation now from which you expect to learn something new?

•	 (Emerging) What is your biggest hope for the field of Jewish education? How would you like to see it 
transformed?

•	 What are the areas where you feel more leadership development could have the most impact on 
improving the quality of Jewish education? 

Section 4: Leading in Jewish education 

•	 What do you consider some of the most significant trends, events, and developments shaping the future 
of this community?

•	 What do you see as the most pressing challenges for Jewish education organizations? (ask about 
challenges if they don’t bring this up in the context of the first response)

•	 What type of leadership skills are needed to navigate this challenge (these challenges)? 

•	 What shared values, commitments, or collective practices are needed in order to advance the field of 
Jewish education?

APPENDIX 3: Qualitative Coding Manual

Examples:
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•	 What people or projects have you seen that you felt were really promising (whether or not they 
succeeded)?

•	 Have you participated in a formal leadership program related to your role in the field? What components 
were most meaningful?

•	 Who else should we interview?
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STORIES: FORMATIVE/DEVELOPMENTAL

Use this for stories of life before entering the work force that relate meaningful experiences, with a focus on 
capturing three narrative elements: (1) what happened, situation, context, (2) the critical determining factor, 
why it was significant, and (3)  a lesson learned, insights or other significant outcome. 

The interviewee had some experience which may have been similar in situation to many other people’s 
experiences, (eg. camping, day school, Israel travel) but for some critical reason, the experience was especially 
meaningful or formative for THIS person, and produced some outcome, for example, a lesson learned, a 
realization, or a sense of purpose. 

STORIES: PROFESSIONAL/WORK 

Use this for stories after entering the work force that relate meaningful experiences, with a focus on capturing 
three narrative elements: (1) what happened, situation, context, (2) the critical determining factor, why it was 
significant, and (3) a lesson learned, insights or other significant outcome. 

These include professional experiences and challenges, promotions, discussion of career trajectory, job 
changes, work place challenges including trauma, burnout (and recovery), failures. 

This category has to do with work more than the people one works with. For that, tag RELATIONSHIPS.

RELATIONSHIPS

This category is about relationships and especially learning from others. Spouses, kids, mentors (but not 
professional coaches), work relationships (including hiring/firing, working with a board), personal relationships, 
positive and negative role models, supportive people, etc. 

LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT

Mark participation in formal LD programs, experiences, or professional development training, 360s or other 
assessments, professional coaching, etc. Also mark personal leadership challenges (eg. “I’m not a risk-taker 
by nature”) and opinions about leadership development. For leadership skills needed to face challenges mark 
ADVICE. 

JEWISH SECTOR

This code is for perspectives on the Jewish nonprofit/educational sector(s), especially discussions about 
pertinent realities of the sector, challenges (if not one of the FIVE CHALLENGES below), interesting 
developments, issues, and hopes for the future. Examples of sector-level issues are: 

•	 Polarization (ie. divisiveness; not the same as POLARITIES)

•	 Funding /financial struggles/resources (for coordinating/allocating funding use NETWORKS)

•	 Thoughts on what funders should do to support the sector.

•	 “The business side of things” AKA the organized Jewish community. 
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ADVICE

If a comment strikes you as valuable advice, a clever technique or approach to a common challenge, etc., please apply 
this code. 

•	 Eg. Journaling as a learning technique, how to develop mentoring relationships, etc.  

•	 Include skills leaders will need to meet challenges in the sector or retrospective lessons-learned because they 
can be read as indirect advice to future leaders -- and also tag LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT

GENDER & EDI

•	 Equity, diversity, inclusion (within a context or environment, such as a workplace, synagogue, etc. For general 
diversity of the Jewish community, tag COMMUNITY unless there’s indicated potential for exclusion). 

•	 Issues where gender plays a significant role, whether equal pay & promotion, family leave, harassment, etc.

____________________________________________________________

FIVE CHALLENGES 

•	 You don’t need to mark FIVE CHALLENGES when you mark any items below. We have the option to 
automatically “up-code” to include this tag later if needed.

1. Polarity

Tension between opposing forces, approaches, needs. 

•	 Eg. Dynamics of legacy Institutions vs. Startups/innovation

•	 Eg. Pay-to-play programs vs. Serving as many people as possible with free programs. 

•	 Eg. Focus on higher number of attendees vs. depth/quality of interaction with fewer people.

2. Community/Identity

This code is for perspectives on the overall Jewish Community. 

•	 Jewish identity, sense of being Jewish and/or sense of being part of the Jewish community.

•	 Talking about demographics and/or diversity within the Jewish community (among the people).

•	 Inter-generational differences and/or bridges

3. Education

•	 What is needed to deliver Jewish learning experiences? Anything about the needs of the learner, 
understanding and meeting them where they are to ensure a great experience. Accommodating learners/participants 
through diverse programming and range of offerings.

•	 Approaches to pedagogy. Need, method, or practice to incorporate Jewish learning/values/content into 
anything (LD, events, programs, etc)



56
©2020 Center for Creative Leadership. All Rights Reserved. 

•	 Amorphous definition of “Jewish education” and/or educator

4. Pipeline

•	 About the application of (or need for) processes, practices, and strategies that aim to prepare people for 
jobs and/or leadership within the sector through recruitment, retention, succession planning, and supporting 
development. 

•	 Moving through the pipeline: How someone got into working in the Jewish sector, got their job or promotion. 
Pathways to and among Jewish jobs.

•	 Reasons people may leave the sector, not advance, etc.

5. Network

Use this code for networks, networking, connecting. Opportunities for connection.

•	 collaboration, coordination, communities, communities of practice, cohorts (formal or informal) 

•	 Feeling of group belonging (in discreet groups; not in Jewish community generally; for that, tag 
COMMUNITY). 

•	 Need or potential benefit of connecting through networks. Eg. bridge-building, linking silos (if relevant, also 
tag JEWISH SECTOR), including diverse perspectives (if relevant, also tag GENDER & EDI), coordinating funding or 
other resources, etc.

•	 inter-organizational or community relationships (not relationships with particular individuals = 
RELATIONSHIPS)
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APPENDIX 4: Machine Coding Labels and Search Terms

We applied a machine coding technique to recognize the presence of words or phrases in the interviews that 
relate to a number of topics. The list below gives the code in bold followed by its associated search terms or 
phrases. 

An asterisk is a wildcard character that can match any letter(s).  The vertical bar separating search terms 
instructs our program to  record a match if any of the terms is found in a text. 
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APPENDIX 4: Machine Coding Labels and Search Terms 
We applied a machine coding technique to recognize the presence of words or phrases in the interviews that 
relate to a number of topics. The list below gives the code in bold followed by its associated search terms or 
phrases.  

An asterisk is a wildcard character that can match any letter(s).  The vertical bar separating search terms 
instructs our program to  record a match if any of the terms is found in a text.

Mentor:  

mentor*|adviser|advisor 

Coach:  

coach|coaches|coaching  

Parents:  

mother|mom|father|dad|parent|parents|maternit*|pate
rnit*  

Families:  

mother|mom|father|dad|parent|parents|brother|brothe
rs|sister|sisters|son|sons|daughter|daugheters|husband|
wife|spouse|our kid*|my kid*|their kid*|his kid*|her 
kid*|childr*|grandfather|grandmother*|aunt*|uncle*|ne
phew*|neice*|family|families|baby|babies|infant|infants
|toddler*|maternit*|paternit* 

Money:  

money|salary|pay*|fee|free|dues|cost*|expens*|wage*
|fund*|donor*|philanthro*|grant|grants|grantee*|afford
*|budget* 

Cohort:cohort* 

Collaboration:  

collab*|partn*|coordi*|allocat* 

Work Relationships:  

boss|supervisor|employee*|staff|assistant*|director*|int
ern*|board member*|to hire|hired|to 
fire|fired|firing|hiring|ceo 

Clergy:  

rabbi|rabba|clergy*|seminary*|ordinati*|rabbin*|imam|
priest|pastor 

Fatigue:  

how much longer|burnou*|burn* 
out|frustra*|exhaust*|tired|tiring|depress* 

Denom. & Pluralism:  

conservative|orthodox*|reform|progressive*|reconstructi
on*|HUC|JTS|Hebrew College|Yeshiva|chabbad|pluralis* 

Federation:  

federation*|JFNA|UJA 

Camping:  

ramah|camp* 

NextGen & Youth:  

teen*|youth*|next gen*|ECE|early 
child*|young*|childr*|millenia*|gen x|gen y|gen 
z|continuity|high scho*|BBYO|kid|kids 

Gender & Sexuality:  

woman|women|female|glass 
ceil*|gender|men|man|male|girl*|boy*|proper 
pronou*|correct pronou*|trans pers*|trans 
peop*|transgen*|trans woma*|trans 
man|gender*|lgb*|queer|lesbian|gay|bisexual|sex|sexua
* 

Race:  

of 
color|black|white|joc|race|racial|racis*|sephard*|mizrah
*|ashken*|europea* 

School:  

*schoo*|universi*|college|elementary|yeshiva|midras*|s
eminar*|rabbini* 

Israel:  

israe*|jerusa*|tel aviv*|temple|western wall*|aliyah  
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APPENDIX 5: Nine Virtual “Conversations” in the Interviews

Our experimental graph analysis process distinguished interview excerpts into nine categories. The wordcloud 
below represents the words that were most significant in distinguishing each group.

The following labels represent a tentative attempt to name these clusters based on what we hypothesize as 
the theme of each group in light of our familiarity with themes appearing in the interviews. 

1.	 Institutions & Jewish Learning

2.	 Jewish Values & Education

3.	 Gender, Race, and Inclusion

4.	 Mentorship & Teams

5.	 Family & Work

6.	 Early Career & Recruitment

7.	 Work Fatigue 

8.	 Work Relationships 

9.	 Network Ecosystem 

We look forward to further analysis to explore what can be learned from the uncovered patterns.
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APPENDIX 6: Interview Follow-Up Survey
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__________________________________ [Start of Survey] __________________________________ 
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__________________________________ [End of Survey] __________________________________ 
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APPENDIX 7: Notes on Challenging Terminology

Soon after beginning our research, we found that our fundamental terminology was causing confusion: 
What exactly is the field of Jewish education, and who is a Jewish educator? It was especially striking to hear 
people who provide thought leadership or serve in senior positions of organizations that support Jewish 
communities or that facilitate Jewish learning experiences objecting that they had never worked in the field 
of Jewish education, and were therefore not suitable to be interviewed. Some of the leaders we invited to be 
interviewed declined outright on those grounds, while others agreed to participate after their objections to 
the terminology had been explained and noted.

In some cases, objections to the term centered on the speaker being uncertain about where to draw the 
boundaries of Jewish education as a field: “on some level, I’m a Jewish educator, but I’m not like working 
in the Jewish education field exactly.” In other cases, there was hesitation to see oneself in the role of an 
educator, narrowly defined:

“I’m still struggling a little bit with where leadership and Jewish education come together and feeling like they’re—there’s leadership in 

general, which spans different fields. And then there’s—when I think of Jewish education, I’m typically thinking about educators and 

wondering contextually if you’re thinking about Jewish educators as leaders, or are we talking about two different things here? 

[Interviewer]: Where would you put yourself in that? 

Probably a leader of a Jewish organization that’s involved in Jewish learning.” 

Hesitation to be labeled as a Jewish educator was often also characterized by humility regarding one’s level 
of Jewish learning or practice, or by conceptualizing the role of a Jewish educator as being exclusive of other 
roles or identities. One interviewee, surprised by the characterization, replied, “I feel like I, by definition, 
am not a Jewish educator. You know, I have a degree in [a secular field]!” Another offered a more structured 
rationalization for exemption:

“I don’t have any firsthand knowledge or experience of Jewish education as it’s traditionally understood. There seems to be a field of 

Jewish education which is about day schools, summer camps, yeshivas, etc., so there’s a field. I’m not part of that field. That would 

be one response.  The second is, I’m almost always the most secular person in the room, so I don’t think of what I do […] as Jewish. It 

certainly isn’t Jewish if you would define that by referencing or acknowledging Jewish text, or Jewish law, or Jewish tradition of culture in 

any particular way. So those are the two ways in which it doesn’t seem to me what I have done is about Jewish education. One, it’s not 

education in a traditional sense, and two, it’s not Jewish in the traditional sense.”

Conversely, interviewees who accepted being characterized as Jewish educators tended to connect it with 
personal experiences involving increased Jewish learning or practice. When about to take a position in a 
Jewish organization, an interviewee initially disputed the label to her supervisor, saying, “‘I haven’t done 
anything formal in Jewish education; I’m not a Jewish educator, but I would love to come back and work [in a 
Jewish setting].’ So I immediately got re-immersed in the whole Jewish side of the culture.” Some linked the 
role with prerequisite knowledge: “[Intensive study in Israel] was very, very foundational, really, for me. And, 
also, just the fact that I now know Hebrew. It’s just that I can’t imagine how you can call yourself a Jewish 
educator and not know Hebrew. It’s so foundational. I learned so much. I learned how to study text. I learned 
about politics and philosophy, and history.” One interviewee prescribed taking on the role as though it is, in 
itself, a spiritual practice or path leading to holistic self-realization, proposing that “a reason to be a Jewish 
educator is [that] you integrate all the parts of yourself. You become a better person and you will find Judaism 
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in all new ways for yourself, in ways that are appropriate for you and who you are more deeply.”

This issue should be understood as much more than a semantic dispute. Leaders grow through the consolidation 
of their personal, social, and professional identities.  We learned from these interviews that going through the 
experience of pursuing Jewish learning in a structured learning environment helped Jewish leaders think of 
themselves as Jewish educators. That shift in identity self-perception is part of what opens the door for leaders 
to feel responsibility for and commitment to an educational endeavor. It is a shift in self-perception that can be 
transformative for how leaders choose to direct their efforts. Without this opportunity to engage in structured 
learning, someone may develop into an effective and inspiring Jewish leader, yet may not accept that they are a 
Jewish education leader. It will be more difficult to coordinate the efforts of Jewish leaders if they do not believe 
they are contributing to a shared field, whether that field is called Jewish education or something else. This 
suggests that providing Jewish leaders with a diverse range of accessible options for structured Jewish learning 
may be critical to the goal of developing leaders for the field of Jewish education.  

We also heard many people deliberately challenging the notion that Jewish education or the role of a Jewish 
educator can be rigidly defined. For example, one person emphasized the essentially educational role of a 
fundraising professional, because their work is centered on informing people about community values and 
needs and how organizations are responding to meet them. Others were adamant that leaders of Jewish 
organizations should understand themselves as educators because they play a vital role in what is ultimately an 
educational enterprise. “I consider the head of a Federation a Jewish educator.” In a sense, this doesn’t apply 
only to people in leadership roles. “They’re all Jewish educators. Even if they’re the financial people or they’re 
running the kitchen or whatever, they’re all Jewish educators.” We also heard people talk about a shift in how the 
field of Jewish education is being understood, for example, observing that “the blurriness between education 
and engagement in the last five to ten years is becoming more and more dominant. If you were doing this 
study 10 years ago, [many of these people] would not even have been classified as Jewish educators. But now, 
for whatever reason, they are in this Jewish education space.” Some wanted people to allow more flexibility 
in the categories. “You’re not just someone that actually belongs back in the Jewish professional world, but 
you’re actually an educator. You’re a Jewish educator and you don’t really know it. I mean, you’ve done Jewish 
education, but you never called it that.” The Jim Joseph Foundation considers Jewish education to be a flexible 
category that can be carried out in a variety of ways and settings.  

“Successful educators and successful leaders have much in common: they ask good questions, they are good managers, they have vision and they 

are constantly learning themselves. It is not surprising that a founding principle of the Jim Joseph Foundation is that Jewish education should be 

loosely defined as that which imbues leadership skills in youth.”  

Nevertheless, many of the leaders we interviewed were still grappling with the issue of whether or not Jewish 
education is a specific, separate species of activity, or whether it includes demonstrating, expressing, and

conveying Jewish values through the medium of one’s everyday life and work. “I think we have erred way too 
often on the extreme of putting Jewish education in a box: ‘I will now have my Jewish learning moments,’ as 
opposed to it being just part and parcel of what we do.” In the interviews, even when there was confusion 
around the terms and assumption that Jewish education is a more limited category, people observed benefits of 
adopting a more expansive view:
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“I like the idea of thinking about education more broadly, and education as like learning in lots of different ways, and learning through different 

kinds of experiences, whether it be entirely intellectually or some of these other ways that I’ve been talking about. In what ways can we broaden 

the scope of what learning looks like? And, like I said before, how might we focus on what the—like really get right the end goals of our Jewish 

learning work: why are we investing in this?”

Clarity and agreement on key terminology is a prerequisite to leadership in the sense of generating shared direction, 
alignment, and commitment among a group. Given that supporting Jewish education is central to the Jim Joseph 
Foundation’s grantmaking strategy, generating agreement about the nature of the field of Jewish education and who 
should be called Jewish educators will be a prerequisite to enabling professionals working in Jewish education to 
recognize that they have an educational role and that their work is integral to supporting an educational ecosystem. 

It is also worth noting that not all Jewish education leaders identify as Jewish. For example, if a program director, camp 
counselor, social worker, nursing home manager, or even a math teacher in a Jewish day school does not have any 
Jewish heritage or personal connection to Judaism, it may seem awkward to label them a Jewish educator even when 
their work is unambiguously centered in the field of Jewish education. Language is a critical enabler (or interruptor) of 
inclusion. To the extent that the language limits who identifies as being involved in the practice of Jewish education, 
it limits the ability of leaders to feel included and identified as a leader in the Jewish education space. Once a sense of 
shared direction is established in the Jewish professional community’s collective understanding, it will be possible to 
more strategically align the efforts of individuals and organizations advancing diverse efforts throughout the field.
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EDITORIAL NOTES

Note that some quotations and other information have been drawn from sources other than the interviews, in which 
case, the source will be identified in the text or in a citation.

We have practiced silent editing, for example removing “like” or “sort of” when they appear to be artifacts of spoken 
language that a speaker would probably not use to express the same meaning in a written form. However, we don’t 
remove every occurrence; sometimes these words seemed to contribute to the expressiveness of a statement.

We have allowed a few instances of silent revision where a speaker immediately self-corrected to revise their own 
phrasing, the wording a speaker chose to abandon might be edited out of quotes to make reading easier and to 
reflect what the speaker decided to communicate.

We’ve used brackets or ellipses to provide context, facilitate the flow of language, or replace details that might 
identify a speaker with a generalization that conveys the same meaning, without altering their intended message. 
Silent elipses are used where a quote has been condensed without significantly changing its meaning, or where the 
only change is to de-identify the speaker by removing specific details. Repeated instances of bracketed or standard 
ellipses may be omitted. 
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