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From the Editor
¿ by Barbara Davis

a head of Jewish day school is 3.5 years; 
at any given time, between 10 and 20% of 
headships are vacant. The leadership crisis 
in Jewish organizational and Jewish educa-
tional life—indeed, in the nonpro�t world 
in general—is real, with no solutions 
in sight. There are many causes for this 
situation; a rabbinical colleague of mine 
blamed it on the American Idol-ization of 
society, in which everyone gets to sit back, 
watch, and critique endlessly and merci-
lessly, without thought to the feelings of 
the person involved or to the future. 

But it is a situation which must be con-
fronted. This issue of HaYidion tackles 
this leadership crisis head-on, with diverse 
and hard-hitting articles that offer analy-
sis, insight and pragmatic suggestions for 
attending to this crisis. RAVSAK itself is 
working on initiatives to address the issue. 
It is our hope that you will �nd ideas and 
inspiration in these pages that will enable 
you to tackle with renewed vigor both the 
challenge of doing things right and the joy 
of doing the right things. ¿

Find us on Facebook: www.facebook.com/ravsak | Follow us on Twitter: www.twitter.com/ravsak

eter Drucker wrote, “Management is doing 
things right;  leadership is doing the right 
things.” 

Yeah, right, you might be thinking. Did he ever run a day school? 
We all entered the �eld seeking to do the right things, only to en-

counter the incredible challenges of doing things right. Nobody ever 
aspired to be just a manager.

Recently on eJewish Philanthropy I read, “Just a few years ago, being inno-
vative was key to a new organization’s success. But…recently much of the 

innovation buzz …has been replaced by our new friend, organizational sustain-
ability.” Imagine my shock, as just �ve minutes earlier, I had �nished an 
article in Time magazine that described the drastic fall of the once mighty 
BlackBerry, calling it a classic example “of the huge price tech �rms pay 
for failing to innovate.” 

So here you are, the head of a school or a member of its board—which 
way do you turn? Do you fail to innovate and risk decline, or do you scrap 
innovation in favor of sustainability? Do you deal with fundraising to keep 
your doors open, or do you deal with the educational programs which are 
the very reason for your existence? Do you purchase the latest hi-tech gad-
getry to compete with the private school down the street, or do you employ your 
resources to send the seniors to Israel? Do you advertise the Jewish values on which 
your school is based, or do you feature the high math and science scores? 

Do you turn away the child with special needs or do you expend your limited capital 
on personnel trained to meet those needs? What do you do when the other parents 
complain? When the child in question is the son of a wealthy donor? Or the daugh-
ter of a family on �nancial assistance? What do you do when a potential donor is 
waiting on line one, an irate parent is standing outside your door, and you have a 
child crying in your of�ce? A) do you manage? B) do you lead? or C) do you quit?

Regrettably, option C is becoming increasingly common. The average tenure for 

Dr. Barbara Davis is the 
secretary of RAVSAK, executive 
editor of HaYidion and retired 
head of school at the Syracuse 
Hebrew Day School in Dewitt, 
NY. Barbara can be reached at 
bdavis74@twcyn.rr.com.
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From the Desk of Arnee Winshall,
 RAVSAK Chair

ecently I had the privilege of attending a celebration in 
honor of Dr. Barbara Davis, a member of the RAVSAK 
Board and the editor of this publication, in apprecia-
tion of her 25 years as head of the Syracuse Hebrew 

Day School.  Given the topic of this issue of HaYidion, 
it seems most fitting to reflect on the portrait of 
leadership that emerged that night, both from 

those who spoke on Barbara’s behalf and from 
Barbara’s own reflections on headship.

Speaker after speaker referred to the qualities that distinguished Barbara’s 
leadership—qualities you will recognize as epitomizing so many of our 
school leaders:

•	 possession of a strong character and a clear vision

•	 determination and �exibility

•	 passion and compassion

•	 integrity, humility and respect for others

•	 resiliency and an ability to react thoughtfully to a crisis at a moment’s notice.

In fact, Barbara is but one of the gifted leaders who have emerged from within the 
RAVSAK network of schools. All of the RAVSAK board members were recruited be-
cause of the leadership they demonstrated on behalf of one of our RAVSAK schools. 
With the increasing awareness of how important nurturing Jewish day school leader-
ship is to the success of our schools, we are equally fortunate that many of the found-
ing visionaries of RAVSAK, school professionals who have themselves demonstrated 
these qualities of leadership, have stepped forward, eager to help mentor current and 
emerging leaders.

As RAVSAK moves forward to address this �eld priority, it is already positioned as a 
front-runner in cultivating school leadership. Our annual day school leadership con-
ference, just held in Atlanta, has drawn record attendance each year for more than a 
decade. The high quality of speakers and sessions, the value to our schools in inspira-
tion and ideas, the relationships formed among colleagues and the opportunities for 
professional development for lay leaders render the conference invaluable not only 
to RAVSAK schools but to the entire �eld of day school leadership.

Dr. Marc Kramer has guided RAVSAK for over a decade, with the help of an ex-
traordinary staff and the foresight of visionary funding partners, mindful that all our 
activities and programs be designed with the goal of supporting the development of 
leadership with a Jewish lens. Project SuLaM nurtures the growth of school leaders 
by immersing them in the vibrancy and richness of Judaism’s sacred traditions and 

traditions. HaYidion offers insights on 
issues crucial to day school management 
and innovation. Student programming 
such as the Moot Beit Din and Project 
ROPE cultivate the skills and disposi-
tions of leadership in Jewish study and 

social activism. Projects such as Repre-
senting the Jewish Past raise the �eld of 
Jewish education by developing resourc-
es and investing in teachers, our schools’ 
most precious asset. 

As I think back to the wonderful eve-
ning a few weeks ago in Syracuse, New 
York, the words of one of Dr. Davis’s 
student alumni stay with me: She created 
an environment at SHDS that fostered my 
education at a young age, but more than 
that, she taught me what it means to be a 
credit to my people. …I feel the in�uence 
in the way I approach new situations, in 
my understanding of morals, and in my 
relationships with others. 

According to the Torah, the Jewish peo-
ple have a special mission to be a ממלכת 
 a kingdom of priests and—כהנים וגוי קדוש
a holy nation (Exodus 19:6). It is the 
mission of Jewish day schools to educate 
generations of Jewish leaders toward that 
end; it is a mission our school leaders are 
fulfilling every day, and it is the mission 
of RAVSAK to support and nurture their 
ongoing success.

Wishing you all a zissen Pesach,

Arnee ¿

Arnee Winshall is chair of 
RAVSAK’s Board of Directors 
and founding chair of JCDS, 
Boston's Jewish Commu-
nity Day School. Arnee can be 
reached at arnee@ravsak.org.
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Letters
In the article “Rethinking the School in 

Day School” (Winter 2011), Jonathan 
Woocher laments that day school ads 

tout the colleges where their graduates 
attend, underscoring these acceptances as 
proof of the school’s rigorous academic 
excellence. He point to this as evidence 
that day schools are not addressing their 
real purpose, which should be “sacred 
learning.” 

Woocher, like many educational adminis-
trators and school board chairs, are con-
fused between what is good marketing 
and what is good curriculum content. 
They are not one in the same. After years 
of marketing many day schools and other 
forms of Jewish education, I see this mix-
up all the time. How you market a school, 
and what attracts people to come learn 
about it, are very different from the cur-
riculum in the classroom. The purpose of 
marketing is to drive prospective parents 
and students to the school for a meeting. 
Once there, they can be informed in the 
manner the school sees appropriate.

From my experience, there are �ve pri-
mary marketing messages of Jewish day 
school education that resonate deeply 
with the marketplace:

•	 For high schools, the college accep-
tances and where the graduates go

•	 For lower schools, the high schools 
where students go

•	 Rigorous academic standards

•	 A values system based upon Jewish 
tradition

•	 Community and friendships

After these, schools vary as to how much 
emphasis to place upon Torah, Hebrew, 
Israel, community service, electives, trav-
el experiences, sports and a host of other 
subjects. 

It is essential that administrators and 

board chairs are as educated about mar-
keting, how it works and its purpose as 
they are about the actual curriculum. The 
future of this enterprise belongs to mar-
keting as much as it does to substance. 
While the debate on day school curricu-
lum content is ongoing and textured, it is 
time that the debate on day school mar-
keting be opened up to much the same.   
 
Gary Wexler, Los Angeles

Jonathan Woocher replies:

Iam grateful to Gary Wexler for his 
typically direct and insightful remind-
er that curriculum and marketing are 

two different things, and that day schools 
must market themselves effectively if they 
are to have any impact on students, lest 
there be no (or many fewer) students to 
have an impact upon. I agree that mar-
keting messages must be attuned to the 
values and expectations of the intended 
audiences or they will not be heard. And 
I have no reason to question Gary’s con-
clusion, as the “dean” of Jewish market-
ing, as to which messages are most likely 
to resonate with today’s parents.

My concern, however, is broader than 
just curriculum. I believe that we are at a 
crossroads in American education today. 
It seems evident to me that two very dif-
ferent visions for education are contesting 
in the public arena today—one which pro-
motes standardization and a narrowing of 

focus, with the aim of elevating academic 
achievement for all students as measured 
by mass-produced tests; and the other 
that emphasizes an individualized, con-
structivist and holistic approach to learn-
ing that measures achievement through a 
variety of different types of performance, 
many of which cannot be quanti�ed. My 
personal conclusion is that the former is 
deeply misguided, inappropriate for the 
21st century, and doomed to failure and 
has little to do with an authentic vision of 
Jewish learning.

My “rant” was a call for Jewish day 
schools to clearly choose sides in the cur-
rent debate, and align themselves with 
what I would call today’s educational 
counterculture. I believe that this will 
better serve their students than attempt-
ing to compete in an academic market-
place that is too often using the wrong 
criteria to measure success.

I hope that day schools will also work to 
educate parents about their educational 
philosophies and focus them on what I 
would argue is the true measure of educa-
tional success: helping each child become 
a passionate lifelong learner who uses her 
or his learning, Jewish and general, to live 
a more purposeful, ful�lling and respon-
sible life. ¿

Take part in the conversation! HaYidion 
welcomes letters to the editor; send your 
thoughts to Hayidion@ravsak.org.

New in this issue

We invited artists and art teachers in 
our schools to contribute work illustrat-
ing articles. Check out their contribu-
tions on pages 9, 12 and 29.

Is there an art teacher or artist in your 
school who would like to be published 
in HaYidion? Send them our way at 
hayidion@ravsak.org.

Also, take a moment to read the new 

Olami column, a personal essay in the 
back of the magazine.

For next issue, we’ll be starting a new 
feature, “Good and Welfare,” with 
signi�cant news from throughout the 
�eld. Please send us major news about 
your school that you want to share 
with our readership. We will select a 
few items each issue and share news 
from different schools.
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Leading Through Crises:  
  A Midrash on Two Lives
¿ by Laurence Scheindlin

Two of histories greatest leaders, Abraham Lincoln and 
Rabbi Yochanan ben Zakkai, have much to teach us about 
the limits of policies and the surprising value of crises.

he man who saved the 
Union, set slavery on its 
path to destruction and 
who forged the United 

States into a permanent singular 
rather than a plural (“The Unit-
ed States” rather than “These”) 
famously and repeatedly pro-
claimed, “My policy is to have 
no policy.” On the surface, this 
hyperbolically noncommittal 
statement �ies in the face of all 
good business wisdom, includ-

ing the counsel of organizations that do 
such �ne work in advising independent 
schools. We have all been educated to 
understand the importance of strategic 
planning, objectives-based management 
and evaluation, and multiple layers of 
accountability that rely on explicit and 
commonly agreed upon plans and prin-
ciples. 

Does the contemporary wisdom not ap-
ply to times of crisis? Or is there some-
thing to be learned from the behavior 
of those who have successfully negoti-
ated crises in the interest of something 
greater that we might apply to our lesser, 
everyday lives in school? 

Just about every school head I know, in-
cluding the most astute and most plan-
ful, talks of living from mini-crisis to 
mini-crisis. My cellphone rings while I 
am at a meeting off-campus. I see that 
it is my school’s number and I naturally 
think, “OK, here’s the crisis du jour.” 
But crises, little and great, are inevitable 
and probably should be considered part 
of our own strategic planning. 

Perhaps we are too afraid of crises. 

Heads of school confront the sometimes 
con�icting claims of enrollment, devel-
opment and education, not to speak of 
the diversity of parental demands. They 
are challenged to weigh their convic-
tions against their own legitimate need 
for employment and economic stability. 
Observers conclude that principals often 
underestimate their ability to stretch the 
limits of their own authority in relation 
to their boards or their ability to in�u-
ence change upward.

Stable, “mission-ap-
propriate” lay leader-
ship not given to mi-
cromanagement often 
seems in short supply 
in Jewish day schools 
in particular. Boards’ 
failure to support the 
head of school and 
to establish strategic 

goals combined with the temptation to 
meddle in day-to-day management be-
devil heads and weaken schools. Often 
the only models to which our Jewish 
day school lay leaders have been exposed 
are the dysfunctional, personality-driv-
en non-models of local synagogues. 
But because lay school leaders tend to 
graduate with their children, even long-
established secular schools engage in ag-
gressive measures to identify and educate 
leadership.

Perhaps the perceived crisis in Jewish day 

school lay leadership is as much an op-
portunity to think of how to use crisis. 
Over the years, I have been inspired by 
the dual examples of Lincoln and Yo-
chanan ben Zakkai—leaders who en-
dured crises and who each exempli�ed a 
type of leadership I call pragmatic ide-
alism. Guided by an inner GPS locked 
onto a vastly important goal, each of 
them acted in surprising ways that ap-
peared to lack policy if not principle, and 
that provoke debate even today.

Yochanan’s story is famous and thrill-
ing. The traditions tell us that, with the 
Romans tightening their military grasp 
on Jerusalem in a military campaign 

that would end in the destruction of the 
Temple, the slaughter of many Jews and 
the resettlement of many others, Yo-
chanan escaped the city, perhaps hidden 
in a cof�n, made his way to the Roman 
general Vespasian, accurately predicted 
his ascension to emperor, and asked to 
be allowed to go to the town of Yavneh, 
where he would establish an academy 
and a synagogue and perform the com-
mandments. Vespasian, perhaps charmed 
by the prophesy, or, more likely, pursu-
ing a typically pragmatic Roman colonial 
policy, agreed.

My cellphone rings while I am at a meeting off-
campus. I see that it is my school’s number and I 
naturally think, “OK, here’s the crisis du jour.”

Rabbi Laurence Scheindlin, immediate 
past president of the Schechter Day 
School Network, will retire this year as 
headmaster of Sinai Akiba Academy 
to devote his time to consulting on 
school leadership and to writing 
on school administration, emotion 
and cognition in education, and the 
teaching of prayer. He can be reached 
at lasch@sinaiakiba.org.
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With the Temple destroyed, Jewish 
leadership in disarray and the Sanhe-
drin out of commission, Jewish religious 
life should have foundered. Instead, 
Yochanan made crucial and previously 
unthinkable ritual changes that enabled 
Jewish religious life to �ourish without 
the Temple. Continuing the chain of in-
struction, he also reinforced Judaism’s 
ethical component and established a new 
rabbinical authority.

When Yochanan left Jerusalem, right-
wingers and even many fellow Pharisees 
saw him as a collaborator and appeaser. 
The Jews were factionalized. Some want-
ed to �ght to the �nish, even attacking 

other Jews. Others, outside of Jerusalem, 
were relatively untouched by the turmoil 
of the years leading to the Temple’s de-
struction. Yochanan would not have been 
alone, but many undoubtedly saw him as 
a traitor.

Like Lincoln, Yochanan’s policies must 
have appeared unpredictable. What he did 

have was a uni�ed vision: to sustain Jewish 
settlement and religious life in Israel. His 
varied and colorful decisions all emerged 
from a vision that, to quote Jacob Neusner, 
had “a very practical consequence…: when 
Jerusalem lay in ruins, he and his disciples 
found the faith to continue their study” 
and, with that faith, he developed contro-

For a school head under the spell of an 
overarching goal, nearly every one of the 
hundreds of daily decisions that he or she makes 
each week presents an opportunity to bring the 
school closer to the goal.

[continued on page 10]

Illustration by Jacqlyn West, JCDS, 
Boston’s Jewish Community Day School
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versial but functional mechanisms to sus-
tain Jewish life.

Lincoln in his day was castigated by lib-
erals for his slowness in publishing a 
proclamation of emancipation. Many be-
lieved—and some to this day argue—that 
Lincoln was not originally committed to 
the destruction of slavery. He brought 
that perception on himself by his careful 
attention to the temper of the country. In 
retrospect, historians can see that he had 
two visions which he placed in chrono-
logical priority: �rst to save the Union, 

and then to see slavery dealt a death 
blow. If saving the Union meant—and 
it hurts to hear this—doing nothing for 
the time to mitigate the slavery problem, 
then so it would be, because he needed 
to stretch the country without breaking 
it. If he had gone too quickly, slavery 
might never have come to an end, and 
the experiment of American democracy 
would have been broken apart. When 
we read his early words today, there is 
no question of his revulsion at slavery. 
And later he would declare that both the 
North and South would “pay fairly for 
our complicity” in the wrong of slavery, 
and “every drop of blood drawn with the 
lash shall be paid by another drawn with 
the sword,” and this, he said, would be 
divine justice. When he sensed the needs 
and temper of the country were right, �-
nally, after seeming procrastination that 
brought him virulent criticism from sup-
porters and abolitionists, he signed the 
Emancipation Proclamation.

To some it seemed that he really had 
“no policy.” But Lincoln explained “no 
policy” by reference to his own youth-
ful employment piloting �atboats by oar 
and pole down the Ohio and Mississippi 
Rivers, steering the boat from “point to 
point—setting the course of the boat no 
farther” than he could see—but moving 
inexorably toward his destination. His 

political destinations were too impor-
tant for speci�c political solutions, which 
were only incidental to his real goal, 
which rested, as Allen Guelzo put it, on 
“a coherent intellectual scheme of things 
which transcended mere policies.”

We cannot compare the agendas in our 
individual schools to the vastly impor-
tant goals and decisions Lincoln and ben 
Zakkai faced. But over the years I have 
found inspiration in thinking about the 
pragmatic idealism that guided these two 
leaders who are essential touchstones for 
American Jews. Great moralizers whose 

ideas transcended the realities of the 
moment, each of them nevertheless was 
so attentive to those realities that they 
could con�dently use them as stepping 
stones to a new reality that would em-
body the transcendent.

The pragmatic idealism Lincoln and ben 
Zakkai demonstrated has inspired and 
taught me some lessons that helped me 
through the crises of school leadership.

Define what motivates you

All of us are Jewish educators because of 
a set of beliefs. Each of us needs to de�ne 
what it is speci�cally that motivates us, 
be it a Jewish ideal, an instructional phi-
losophy or a social goal. If you don’t feel 
an idea passionately then either you’ve 
got the wrong goal or you need to im-
merse yourself in understanding it until 
that idea grabs you, takes hold of you, 
inhabits you. Only then do you have a 
destination.

Be conscious of what your 
population can tolerate

Stretch them as far as they can go with-
out the relationship snapping. That re-
quires much communication, teaching 
and shaping of opinion. Openness and 
honesty are the foundation of credibility, 

yet communicating the largest goal too 
soon may be more than some are ready 
for. What steps will prepare you and your 
population for the reality of your larger 
goal?

Steer from point to point toward 
your real destination

Policies carefully thought out and crafted 
in cooperation with lay leadership and 
staff are essential, but they can also be 
limiting. Real leaders always are facing 
crises. But it is not only true, as Rahm 
Emanuel said, that every crisis presents a 
possibility (he was thinking strictly on the 
tactical and political planes). Indeed, for a 
school head operating under the spell of 
an overarching goal, nearly every one of 
the hundreds of daily decisions that he or 
she makes each week presents an opportu-
nity to bring the school closer to the goal.

Leaders sometimes create crises

In fact, passionately feeling an overarch-
ing goal creates its own crises: things sim-
ply cannot remain as they are. Leaders are 
often the ones who see an issue not as a 
problem, not as a �aw, but as a crisis: this 
needs to be changed because it represents 
the wrong value, the wrong ideal. This 
self-created crisis is my opportunity to 
create a new reality. 

Theoretical as these ideas may sound, they 
are the principles that have guided me 
through my own crises as head of school. 
One of the most dramatic and painful 
of my long career happened just three 
years ago. I adopt it as a case study not 
because it represents a perfect recipe for 
success—far from it—but to explore the 
signi�cance of the self-created (though 
unintended) crisis.

Our commitment to activities-based, 
conceptual and cooperative learning led 
us to completely overhaul our middle 
school math program and to adopt an ap-
proach to teaching that, we realized too 
late, seemed to many of our parents to 
have come from Mars. Most of our faculty 
was sold on the idea and they were fully 
trained and prepared through the previ-
ous year and summer.

[continued from page 9]

Lincoln steered the boat from “point to 
point—setting the course of the boat no 
farther” than he could see—but moving 
inexorably toward his destination.

[continued on page 12]
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The September math evening to intro-
duce the parents to our exciting new 
ideas left us surprised and bruised. Part 
of the problem was our school’s previous 
success: What if our already stellar test 
scores dropped? Where are the dozens of 
practice problems? Why are the students 
“teaching themselves”?

We dialogued, explained and interpreted, 
but the pressure became more intense. 
The only thing worse than the sleepless 
nights and worried weekends were the �ve 
days of school in between. By November 
I was seriously thinking of backing off and 
reverting to our old curriculum at the end 
of the �rst semester. We had badly mis-
judged our population. The letters we had 
sent in the spring and summer had failed 
to prepare our parents adequately.

But if we gave in, it would be impossible 
ever to try again. This episode would be 
embedded in the school’s institutional 
memory.

We called and spoke with every parent. 
We met with the faculty. Already in the 
middle of the river, could we �gure out 
how to move from point to point? We 
searched for changes that would not un-
dermine the new approach.

By mid-year we had not extinguished the 
�re, but it was no longer spreading. We 
added practice exercises for homework 
and announced new assessment methods. 
We were moving from point to point, but 
now all eyes were on the following school 
year. A piquant discussion at a board 
meeting made me realize how quickly 
even a strategic board, largely focused on 
the future and fundraising, could itself re-
vert.

I set up an ad-hoc task force of teachers, 
parents and administrators and I decided 
that for year two we would not extend 
the new curriculum (which initially had 
been instituted for only sixth and sev-
enth grades) to eighth grade as planned. 
Some on the staff were unhappy with this 
decision. The task force asked hard ques-
tions as it met in year two. The test scores 
from last year came in: our already high 
standardized test scores had now blown 

through the roof. But, the task force 
wanted to know, how much progress had 
students made from 5th to 6th grade and 
from 6th to 7th in previous years? Did this 
year’s delta really represent anything new? 
We spent hours analyzing scores. They 
did.

With the tone shifting still further toward 
acceptance, I nevertheless, for a variety of 
tactical reasons, decided for year three to 
include 8th grade in the new approach but 
not our lone (and new) 7th grade algebra 
class. When that one course shifts next 
year (year four of implementation), it will 
have taken a full �ve years to bring about 
this change.

We will never know what might have hap-
pened had we handled the rollout differ-
ently. Suppose we had started by creating 
the task force and developed our curricu-
lar plans as part of our explicit strategic 

plans? Suppose we had conducted math 
night in the spring before year one? Sup-
pose we had �ooded our parents with in-
formation about what we would do and 
why in the year prior? Suppose we had 
started only with 6th grade?

Perhaps we would have won over our 
population in advance. Perhaps, given the 
traditional investment our parents had in 
math, we would have exposed our goal 
too openly and jeopardized the possibility 
of ever implementing it.

I’ll never know. But I do know that many 
times in those dif�cult months Lincoln 
and Yohanan ben Zakkai lived in my 
mind. And I look back with gratitude and 
astonishment at the immensity of intel-
lect and spirit that enabled these two men 
to turn far more complex, profound and 
dangerous crises toward transcendent 
purposes. ¿

You need to immerse yourself in 
understanding an idea until it grabs you, 
takes hold of you, inhabits you. Only then 
do you have a destination.

[continued from page 10]

Illustration by Jacqlyn 
West, JCDS, Boston’s Jewish 
Community Day School
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Interview with Joseph Steiner, 
Member of RAVSAK’s Board of Directors

Tell us something about yourself.

I’m a husband, father and lawyer (slowly 
moving toward retirement in the latter 
role). I was born in Toronto and have 
lived here nearly my entire life. I was 
raised in a family which was deeply en-
gaged with the local Jewish community 
and Israel. My father, a stalwart of the La-
bour Zionist Movement in Canada, �rst 
visited Israel in 1952. Two years later, 
when I was not quite eight years old, my 
parents took my then thirteen year-old 
brother and me to Israel. While my recol-
lections of that trip are those of a child, it 
made a deep and lasting impression.

My parents’ home was non-religious, 
but fully identi�ed with all things Jew-
ish. My brother and I attended a Jewish 
day school through grade 8. Though the 
school was nominally Orthodox, it was 
“the only game in town” at the time, and 
the only vehicle through which our par-
ents could ensure that we receive a seri-
ous Jewish education.

My involvement in organized Jewish 
communal life began in the mid-1980s 
when, at my father’s suggestion, I joined 
the board of Bialik Hebrew Day School, a 
RAVSAK school which is af�liated with La-
bour Zionist Movement. After a few years, I 
found myself on the executive committee 
and then was made president. At about 
the same time, I joined Toronto’s Board of 
Jewish Education, where I served a term 
as chair, followed by a stint as president 
of UJA Federation of Greater Toronto. Not 
long after that, I returned to the Bialik 
Board, of which I am still a member.

Since then, almost all of my community 
roles have been in the area of education, 
broadly de�ned. I joined the board of Paul 
Penna Downtown Jewish Day School (also 
a RAVSAK member) about eight years ago 
at a time when it was going through some 
dif�cult transitions. For a number of years, 
I have been an associate member of the 
Board of Governors of the Jewish Agency 

for Israel where I served on the former Ed-
ucation Committee and now serve on the 
Israel Engagement Committee. Several 
years ago, I joined the Board of the Cana-
dian Friends of the Shalom Hartman In-
stitute and, in that role, serve on the Con-
solidated Board of the Shalom Hartman 
Institute in Jerusalem. My wife, Elaine, and 
I have studied at SHI’s Lay Leadership sum-
mer program on �ve occasions and we are 
also graduates of the �rst Toronto class of 
the Florence Melton Adult Mini-School.

I see my membership on the RAVSAK 
Board as a logical extension of my focus 
on Jewish education as the primary ele-
ment of my communal involvement.

Why do you believe that Jewish day 
school education is important?
Notwithstanding the fact that I remain 
essentially non-religious, the fact that I 
am Jewish is central to my identity, to my 
understanding of who I am. Being Jewish 
means that one is heir to a vast repository 
of tradition, learning and wisdom. Jewish 
education is the process of assimilating 
and understanding that tradition, learn-
ing and wisdom and using it to inform 
the course of your life. Serious Jewish 
education cannot be accomplished as an 
“add-on” at the end of the school day or 
on weekends. Serious Jewish education 
requires time and intensity which can 
only be achieved in a day school setting.

In some respects, I suppose, my attitude 
is “tribal.” In a world which is simulta-

neously fragmented and relentlessly con-
nected, identi�cation with one’s tribe 
provides a base and a structure for de-
�ning one’s place in that complex world. 
We need to ensure that our children have 
that base and structure, both for their 
own well-being and for the well-being of 
the tribe.

What strengths do you bring to the 
board?
I suppose that the main strength which 
I bring to the board is experience, about 
twenty-�ve years of experience in vol-
unteer leadership roles in Jewish edu-
cation. Over that time, and in a num-
ber of different institutional settings, I 
hope I have gained some insight into 
what works and what doesn’t work in 
the functioning of a board of laypeople 
charged with oversight and support of 
a professional organization. Achieving a 
balance between meaningful participa-
tion and governance by the board and 
latitude for the professional staff to do 
the work for which the board engaged 
them can be a delicate task. I have seen 
it done well and not so well. The RAV-
SAK board adds a further wrinkle in that 
some of its members are professionals in 
the �eld in which RAVSAK operates.

Do you have a favorite Jewish 
teaching?
I have always been attracted to the impli-
cations of the passage from the Babylo-
nian Talmud (Eruvin 13b): אלו ואלו דברי
חיים הן  These and these are the“ אלקים 
words of the living G-d.” To me, this 
teaching demonstrates that debate is at 
the centre of Jewish practice and belief. 
Whatever view one takes of “Torah from 
Sinai,” that which has been transmitted 
comes through the words of inescap-
ably fallible human beings (until quite 
recently, all of them men). That means 
that unquestioning reliance on authority 
is not a route that is open to us. We are 
each charged to enter the debate both 
with oneself and with one’s fellows. We 
must think together for ourselves. ¿
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 It Doesn’t Have To Be “Lonely At the Top”:  
Developing High Functioning    
    Leadership Teams 

¿ by Marc Baker

The vastly expanding demands put upon school leaders 
provides schools with an opportunity to create their own 
form of distributed leadership. Baker explains what lead-
ership teams are, why they offer many benefits, and how 
a team can be most effective.

s we think about the crisis of leader-
ship in schools and what it will take to 
develop and sustain the leaders and 
the quality of leadership that our 
schools need, we must expand our 
thinking from boards and heads 
to our school’s senior leadership 
teams. The implementation of 
a school’s mission, vision and 
values starts from its leaders, 

including their abilities 
to execute a school’s 

strategy, operations and educational 
program, as well as the culture that they 
create through who they are and how 
they lead. 

Since I began as head of school �ve years 
ago, the development of my leadership 
team has been a top priority for me and, 
with each year of experience, I come to 
see the importance as well as the chal-
lenge and complexity of this work more 
clearly. The ideas here have been in�u-
enced by and developed in conversa-
tion with my executive coach and with 
members of my leadership team, who 
are valued colleagues, thinking part-
ners and mentors for me. I have gleaned 
many insights from books and thinkers 
about leadership, management and team 
building, including Ron Heifetz, Peter 
Senge, Michael Fullen, Patrick Lencio-
ni, Marcus Buckingham, Steven Covey, 
John D’Auria and others.

In the face of a changing world and in-

creasingly complex challenges, the most 
important thing schools and heads can 
do is invest in human capital, building 

the capacities of our 
teachers and leaders. 
For our schools to 
become true learn-
ing organizations, 
schools must value 
learning and growth 
throughout our insti-
tutions at every level, 
become obsessed with professional de-
velopment, and distribute leadership 
throughout the school. This begins 
with the board’s support and evalua-
tion of the head, and continues with the 
head’s creation and development of a 
leadership team.

What Is a Leadership 
Team? 

I de�ne a leadership team as the group 
of leaders, managers, administrators—
educational and non-educational—who 
are collectively responsible for the imple-
mentation of a school’s mission, vision and 

strategy, and the management of all day-
to-day operations of the school. This team 
will certainly include administrators who 
report directly to the head but may also 
include others who do not, or who have 
dotted line reports to the head. One of 
the most if not the most important job 
of the head is to hire and develop the 
leaders around him, both as individuals 
and as a well functioning, collaborative, 
interdependent team. 

Below are seven reasons why leadership 
teams are essential and seven ways that 
heads can build effective teams. 

Why Is a Leadership Team 
Essential? 

Head’s Survival and Effectiveness 

A head is only as strong as the leaders 
who surround him. From a practical 
perspective, distributed leadership and 
delegation are necessary for heads to 
manage the various demands on their 
time. The more involved heads are with 
the day-to-day operations, the less time 

Rabbi Marc Baker is head of school 
at Gann Academy in Waltham, 
Massachusetts. He can be reached at 
mbaker@gannacademy.org.

In the face of a changing world and 
increasingly complex challenges, the most 
important thing schools and heads can do is 
invest in human capital.
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they have for the various other roles and 
responsibilities that they need to play for 
the school to thrive. My coach and I often 
talk about the goal of our organization 
becoming “operationally leaderless” so I 
can focus on work that “only I can do.” 

Given the increasing demands on heads 
of school, heads should be working to 
reduce the number of people who report 
directly to them.

More Minds Are Better Than One 

If harnessed properly, the collective wis-
dom and thinking of a team are greater 
than any one person’s. As Ron Heifetz 
articulates in Leadership Without Easy An-
swers, our organizations will only be able 
to solve our most signi�cant problems 
and adapt to our changing world when 

we bring multiple, competing perspec-
tives to the table and when we hold the 
space for new vision, ideas and truths to 
emerge out of these various perspectives. 
No matter how right I think I might be in 
a given situation, I will make wiser deci-
sions if I have a team of trusted colleagues 
thinking together with me. 

Breaking Down Silos 

So many of our schools, like other orga-

nizations, are challenged by the silos that 
exist, most often between the educational 
and non-educational sides of our school 
(�nance and operations, admissions, mar-
keting development), but also within the 
educational program itself (between dif-
ferent grades or departments, formal and 
informal education, special and “regular” 
educators, to name a few). Integration 
and collaboration must start from the 
top. Silos are not neutral; when we are 

[continued on page 16]

The collective wisdom of a team is greater 
than any one person’s. No matter how right I 
think I might be, I will make wiser decisions if 
I have a team of trusted colleagues thinking 
together with me.
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not supporting each other’s work we are 
often getting in each other’s way. When 
our teams function interdependently 
individual leaders can see the whole 
school, which informs the quality of their 
leadership, including their decision mak-
ing and their stakeholder management. 
When leaders understand each other’s 
goals, strategies, rhythms, challenges, 
and priorities, they can have each other’s 
backs, supporting and strengthening all 

of the pillars of their institution through 
how they work, rather than through do-
ing more work. 

Individual Leadership Development 

As Marcus Buckingham teaches us in 
First Break All The Rules, people don’t 
leave organizations, they leave their di-
rect supervisors or managers. If we are 
going to recruit, retain and develop 
strong people at every level of our or-
ganization, we need great leadership and 
management throughout. Being part of 
a strong team also strengthens an indi-
vidual’s leadership. Collaborative deci-
sion making, wrestling with dilemmas 
of practice, collective strategic visioning 
and thinking—all learned behaviors of 
a high functioning team—develop the 
skills and capacities of the leaders on 
that team. A team culture in which col-
leagues are able and willing to give each 
other timely and honest feedback about 
their work contributes to team members’ 
learning and growth. 

Team Building Trickles Down 

Most of the senior leaders in a school 
also lead others and have (or should 
have) teams that they lead as well. The 
head can model the kind of leadership 
that all school leaders should strive for. 

Supervision, coaching, mentoring, team 
building, professional development, a 
growth mindset, and putting learning at 
the center—these values and processes 
should pervade the institution from the 
boardroom through the classroom. 

Leadership Pipeline Development 
and Succession Planning 

One of the most signi�cant challenges 
to schools’ success and sustainability is 

the frequency of leadership transition. A 
strong team and a culture of leadership 
development lead to leadership continu-
ity for several reasons. Leaders who feel 
they are growing and thriving are more 
likely to stay in their schools and their 
roles. When leaders do move on (and 
they will, hopefully to positions of senior 
leadership in other schools, which heads 
should support and of which they should 
be proud), others will be prepared to step 
into their roles. A strong system with 
a strong culture is larger than any one 
person in the system. I have found that 
the stronger my team gets, the more we 
are able to see the loss of a senior leader 
as an opportunity, despite how hard and 
sad it is to lose a beloved colleague and 
valued administrator. 

Leaders Need Each Other

No school leader has it all. We all have 
strengths and weaknesses. A strong team 
can maximize individuals’ potential by 
capitalizing on their strengths and aug-
menting their weaknesses. On a team 
not everyone has to be good at every-
thing. Great teams recognize and cel-
ebrate the different styles and strengths 
of their members because each member 
knows she is part of a collective, whose 
total strengths and capacities are greater 
than any one leader’s. 

How Can Heads Build 
Effective Leadership Teams? 

The Right Players 

Building an effective team begins with, 
in the words of Jim Collins, “getting the 
right people on the bus” and (although 
this is less often quoted) “getting the 
wrong people off the bus.” While heads 
need patience and a growth mindset in 
order to develop the people on our teams 
to their full potential, they should be vo-
racious about assessing what their schools 
need from their leaders and whether or 
not the people in leadership roles are 
the right people at the right time for the 
school. Hiring affects not only the quali-
ty of each leader’s work, but also the pro-
fessional and personal experiences of the 
leaders with whom a leader collaborates 
and of the people a leader leads. 

Making Team Explicit 

Just because people meet together does 
not make them a team. Heads need to 
make the idea of a leadership team ex-
plicit, to discuss with the team’s mem-
bers what it is and why it is important. 
As part of this, teams need to develop 
shared norms and expectations of at-
titudes and behaviors for in and out of 
team meetings. Heads should expect ev-
eryone on the team to practice systems 
thinking and to get “on the balcony” of 
the whole school. I tell the leaders on my 
team that they each have at least three 
roles: leadership and oversight of their 
particular area, learning to lead, and tak-
ing shared responsibility for the collec-
tive vision, strategy and performance of 
the whole school and the whole team. 

Mission, Vision, Values 

Everyone in a strong school should have 
a shared understanding of the school’s 
mission, vision and values, and this is 
particularly important for a strong lead-
ership team. Mission and vision, along 
with priorities, goals and measures of 
success are the parallel to a football 
team’s touchdown; they are the shared 
outcomes toward which team members 
strive, together. Shared work starts with 

[continued from page 15]

Supervision, coaching, mentoring, team 
building, professional development, a growth 
mindset, and putting learning at the center—
these processes should pervade the institution 
from the boardroom through the classroom.
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a shared sense of what a team hopes to 
accomplish, and the ways each leader will 
help to accomplish it. 

Putting Learning at The Center 

As my coach likes to say, in a learning 
organization, “the learning is the work.” 
Heads need to create cultures in their 
schools where learning from failures and 
successes is as important as the failures 
and successes themselves. As the leading 
learners in their schools, heads need to 
model and expect risk taking, reward fail-
ures that lead to learning, and devote time 
to learning and re�ection in one-on-one 
meetings and in leadership team meetings. 
Even during the hiring process it should 
be clear to candidates that re�ective prac-
tice and the willingness to be vulnerable 
are nonnegotiable. Heads need to estab-
lish openness and trust on their teams in 
order to create the space for people to be 
honest with themselves and each other. 

Working to Clarify Roles

On great teams, different members of the 
team serve as experts, coaches, mentors 
for other members of the team, includ-
ing the head. On my team, for example, 
one person is a go-to person for perfor-
mance management issues, and others for 
their particular strengths, such as external 
relationships management, institutional 
memory, collaborative inquiry, knowl-
edge of child development, and con�ict 
resolution. Recognizing different talents 
lets people shine and acknowledges that 
they don’t all share the same strengths 
or weaknesses. This is, in fact, why they 
need a team. Who is on the bus is impor-
tant, but the ride is more comfortable and 
more productive when where people are 
sitting also makes sense to everyone.

Engaging, Growth-Oriented Team 
Meetings 

Heads need to develop their own coach-
ing and facilitation skills in order to make 
leadership team meetings sites for learn-
ing and growth. Modalities such as stra-
tegic thinking and visioning, dilemmas of 
practice, after-action reviews, and person-
al and professional sharing and re�ection 
help develop critical habits of mind and 

heart in the school’s leaders. Meetings 
can help team members get inside each 
other’s worlds, building empathy and 
strengthening interdependencies. Heads 
can minimize reporting and tactical work 
that are not relevant to everyone and that 
do not help bring the team members out 
of their particular perspectives. Find-
ing the authentically shared work of a 
school’s leadership team can be challeng-
ing, so heads should talk with their teams 
about this and seek feedback about the 
quality of their meetings.

Genuinely Empowering the Team 

Hard as it can be, heads must strive to 
truly empower the leaders around them. 
I have learned that one of my blind spots 

can be a lack of awareness of my own 
power and the way power dynamics can 
hinder people from stepping fully into 
the leadership roles I hope they will play. 
Heads need to encourage, even beg their 
teams to disagree with and challenge 
them—to reward and praise dissent, and 
show their teams that they value their 
opinions even when, especially when, 
they disagree with the head. This means 
allowing their teams to make decisions 

that they disagree with, which is where 
the rubber hits the road of delegation and 
empowerment. Decision making is where 
heads can illustrate their trust in the col-
lective wisdom of the team. Taking back 
authority after a deliberative process can 
exact a long-term price, while genuinely 
empowering a team for even one decision 
can be a signi�cant investment in team’s 
leadership effectiveness.

Conclusion 

With the challenges facing schools and 
heads in our rapidly changing world, it is 
more important than ever that heads do 
not go it alone. My own experience has 
taught me that when a head is surround-
ed by great people who not only strive for 

excellence themselves, but who also are 
invested in working collaboratively and 
productively with other members of their 
leadership team, the head can maximize 
his own potential and the potential of 
the people around him. Actualizing the 
full potential of leaders throughout our 
schools will be a key to our school’s sur-
viving and thriving into the future. And, 
it makes the challenging work of school 
leadership rewarding and fun. ¿

RAVSAK Welcomes Our 
Newest Members

•	 Adelson Educational Campus, Las Vegas, Nevada
•	 Chabad Academy, Myrtle Beach, South Carolina
•	 Emanuel School, Randwick, Australia
•	 Peoria Hebrew Day School, Peoria, Illinois
•	 United Talmud Torahs/Herzila High School, Montreal, Canada
•	 Yeshiva High School (in formation), Los Angeles, California
•	 Hillel Academy of Broome County, Vestal, New York

Questions about membership? Please contact Robin Feldman, Director of 
Membership and Events at rfeldman@ravsak.org.

Teams need to develop shared norms and 
expectations. Heads should expect everyone 
on the team to get “on the balcony” of the 
whole school.



TH
E 

HE
AD

¿ by Bruce Powell

Powell urges school heads to avoid making the school 
sound like the prep school down the block. Instead, he 
argues, draw inspiration from Jewish tradition and his-
tory to create a compelling story about the school.

ost heads of school 
are not trained to 

be heads. Most of us 
just fall into it. We are 
trained to be educa-
tors. We are often 
outstanding princi-
pals who understand 
teaching and cur-
riculum. Few of us 

have business 
acumen, a skill 

we must often acquire by default, not 
by kavvanah. And even fewer of us are 
trained in raising money and student 
recruitment, two of the three existential 
skills of headship.

The good news is, almost every head ac-
quires skills in fundraising and budget-
ing and various management structures 
and often executes well in these key ar-
eas. Bottom line: from my 42 years in 
the �eld, I �rmly believe that we have 
dedicated, talented people leading our 
schools.

So, what is the crisis addressed by this 
issue of HaYidion?

In my view, simply stated, it’s boredom.

To explain: it’s not that we, as heads, are 
bored. I have never experienced one sec-
ond of boredom in the job, nor have I 
ever heard a colleague say s/he is bored.

Rather, I believe that our message to key 
constituents is often boring. Our school 
“stories” lack originality. Our school 

mission statements all sound the same: 

We are a co-educational, college prepa-
ratory, Jewish day school that allows each 
child to succeed to his/her highest poten-
tial… etc. etc. 

I have read hundreds of mission state-
ments and vision statements. I do not 
feel “grabbed,” or 
“compelled,” or in-
spired.

And to be clear, the 
challenge is not �nd-
ing the right market-
ing angle. We so often 
try to sound like the 
nearby secular private 
school and thereby lose our unique char-
acter and special vision for education. 
Yes, we all have a special vision for Jew-
ish education; we all, deep down, know 
what it is. 

The crisis, in my view, is our inability to 
articulate this vision in a compelling, ef-
fective way that transforms our listeners 
and readers. Do people walk away from 
the head’s talks or from our printed/
on-line materials saying, “I never saw 

education quite like that before. This is 
really interesting”? Do they walk away 
understanding that real education, that 
Jewish education, is not about measur-
ing; rather, it is about making meaning 
and purpose in life? Do we promote the 
“same old, same old” tune of high test 
scores, small classes, individualized at-
tention, endless extracurricular activities, 
and constant tacit comparisons to other 
�ne “private” schools? 

Or, do we take the big risk and provide a 
story that parents and students have nev-
er heard, and do not know they want or 

need, and can only �nd within the sacred 
contexts of our schools? Do we have the 
guts to “lead” with our core values? Can 
we assume that our parents know that 
our academics are superb but that our 

unique task is very different than that of 
the “typical” school? Can we stop striv-
ing to be the posh prep school down the 
street? Do we dare to lead with Judaism 
and Jewish values? Do we dare not to be 
boring?

Boredom: The Real Crisis 
      in Leadership

Dr. Bruce Powell is head of school at 
New Community Jewish High School 
in West Hills, California. He can be 
reached at BPowell@ncjhs.org.

Do people walk away from the head’s talks 
saying, “I never saw education quite like that 
before. This is really interesting”? Do they walk 
away understanding that Jewish education is 
about making meaning and purpose in life? 
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In 1991, while serving as the �rst head-
master at a prominent LA Jewish high 
school, I was trying to �gure out how to 
distinguish ourselves from the many posh 
prep schools in our city. I came across 
the brochure of one of the best of those 
schools. It gave a detailed retrospective of 
the school’s history. There was a photo 
of boys, circa 1940, playing sports. The 
caption said something like: “We train 
our boys in the highest ideals of Greece 
and Rome!”

In one fell swoop, I got it. 

Our schools “raise up our students in the 
highest ideals of Jerusalem.” 

Our schools see knowledge not only as a 
path to power, but as a way to wisdom. 

Our schools understand the “rights of 
free speech” but teach the “obligations of 
speech.” Our students know what to say 
to a bride on her wedding day; and they 
know the power and dangers of speech. 

Our schools guide students in a path of 
“re�ective eating” rather than “fast food.” 
We use the “speed bumps” of blessings to 
slow things down, to promote apprecia-
tion and health.

Our schools teach that beauty is spiritual, 
not material, and that the “best” is the 
enemy of the “good.” These values pro-
mote emotional health, remove hubris, 
and motivate us to continue our learn-
ing. I would never go to a physician who 
thinks s/he is the “best”; I would, how-
ever, �y with Captain Sullenberger, who 
never thought he was the best, but con-
tinued to learn. And now we all know he 
is the best. 

In our schools, art is for the purpose of 
uplifting the human soul, to follow our 
lead artist, Betzalel, who walked “in the 
shadow of G-d.”

Our schools teach that every human be-
ing is created betzelem Elokim and within 
that particularistic ideal is the source of 
universal courage and motivation for life 
itself. Children who understand this Jew-
ish vision lead lives of greatness and hu-
mility; they understand that “advanced 

placement” kindness is of equal impor-
tance, or more important, than advanced 
placement chemistry. They become 
chemists, and professionals, and leaders, 
who understand their sacred purpose in 
the world. 

And from there the compelling story un-
folded. 

Our Jewish day schools raise up Jewish 
leaders for whom Jewish values guide 
and shape their vision. Our schools edu-

cate great scientists who possess a moral 
imagination and promote ethical action. 
Our schools are the antidote to the “Race 
to Nowhere.” We are the “where”; we 
are the destination, not a pass-through 
for top college admissions. We are not 
about measuring; we are about meaning. 
We understand that having a PhD does 
not create a moral imperative. One can be 
a PhD and an SOB.

Our story gets even better. It is compel-
ling and historic. 

Our story fully resides in the context of 
the American story. The logo at Yale is 
in Hebrew (and our day-school kids can 
actually read it and translate it and tell 
you where to �nd it in the Torah); He-
brew, alongside Latin and Greek, was a 
language of the graduation speeches at 
Harvard for its �rst two-hundred years; 
James Madison partly majored in Hebrew 
at Princeton. Alexander Hamilton went 
to a Jewish day school in the Bahamas 
(the Christian schools denied entrance to 
bastard children). Yes, even before many 
of us came to these shores and wept with 
tears of freedom as our ancestors sailed 
past Lady Liberty in New York Harbor, 
Judaism was shaping the values and philo-
sophical landscape of a new nation.

And it was within the context of America, 

the only major nation and large Jewish 
community left standing after World War 
II, where the mandate to rebuild and re-
place a thousand years of Jewish learning, 
and culture, and teachers, and students, 
and libraries destroyed in the Shoah, 
took root. American Jews rose to meet 
this challenge and our schools are a part 
of this great unfolding Jewish story; our 
students, steeped in Jewish values, be-
come the universal contributors to that 
grand experiment in democracy we call 
America.

And, by the way, your children can choose 
electives in robotics, bio-technology, na-
no-science, three-dimensional printing, 
advanced placement courses, and play on 
our award-winning and character build-
ing athletic teams. But they will under-
stand why they are doing these things.

So welcome to our school; welcome to 
Jewish history; welcome to a world of 
contribution to our nation. And yes, we 
will get your child into a top college (with 
an active Hillel) where s/he will take 
powerful Jewish values into the “real” 
world and transform that “reality” into 
one of meaning and purpose.

Let’s end the crisis of boredom; let our 
heads, with help from boards and teach-
ers, develop their school’s unique meta-
phoric language and vision. Let’s not 
pander to what is popular; let’s have the 
courage to create exciting and compelling 
Jewish stories that “sell” who we really 
are every day. Let’s not back down on the 
core of our being; if we do, what are we? 
And if not now, when? 

And let’s be sure to tell these stories with 
con�dence in their power and integrity. 
And let’s be sure to deliver the story 
through motivated, competent, and lov-
ing teachers who live and teach our story 
every day. ¿

Our schools understand the “rights of free 
speech” but teach the “obligations of speech.” 
Our students know what to say to a bride on 
her wedding day; and they know the power and 
dangers of speech.
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Levy, a retiring long-term day school head, shares the 
lessons that have helped her stay focused, successful 
and sane over her career.

mong my fondest memories as head of 
school is the story told to me by the 
mother of a young student. She re-
ported that, on the previous Friday 
evening, her toddler had blown 
out the Shabbat candles, where-
upon his sister, a kindergartner 
at our school, told him, “G-d is 
going to send you to Cooki’s 
of�ce!” We laughed at that, 

and, of course, I am 
well aware of my place 

in the scheme of things relative to G-d. 
But the anecdote does highlight the 
role of head of school as perceived by a 
young child—having ultimate authority 
and knowledge, responsible for every-
thing, and controlling the many strings 
that keep the day school functioning 
smoothly.

It is often not only the child, but the 
parents and the staff who assume that 
the head of school knows it all. And, 
in fact, to do the job well, to be truly 
successful, to be a long-term head of 
school, one must understand every-
thing or know how to get the informa-
tion needed, and, most importantly, 
must be able to anticipate what must be 
known now, tomorrow, next week or 
next year.

In the world of the day school, much of 
that knowing comes from being there—
not in the of�ce, behind the computer 
or on the phone, but out in the corri-
dors, the bus lanes, the parking lot, the 
classrooms, and the staff room. Know-
ing comes from listening and speaking 
to kids and parents, listening and speak-
ing to teachers and staff, being a part of 
the ebb and �ow of school life. Knowing 
comes from being an active part of the 

community, alert to changes in mood, to 
the arrival of new community members 
and the departure of others. Knowing 
comes from responding to questions and 
concerns and from the insistence on be-
ing included in the large and the small 
events of daily school life.

What else must be true about success-
ful, long-term heads of school? The 
community will know and understand 
them—what they stand for, what they 
value, what decisions and actions they 
will take. There will 
be few surprises, and 
while students, par-
ents or staff may not 
always be happy with 
decisions that are 
made, they will expect 
nothing different, and 
will be reassured by 

the consistency of responses. For just as 
they know their community, the com-
munity knows and understands them. 
Consistency in words and actions, but 
not rigidity or in�exibility—that is a key 
to longevity as a day school head.

The successful head of school navigates 
the delicate balance between complete 
accessibility, ready to soothe, solve and 
resolve, advise and help at a moment’s 
notice, and the need to protect personal 

and family life. While some professions 
do not require the complete support of 
close family, the job of head of school is 
not one of them. Being available to the 
school community is critical, within rea-
son. But maintaining close relationships 
with family and friends, staying connect-
ed to real life and living the day-to-day 
dramas that the school population faces 
is critical as well. This deepens the abil-
ity of heads of school to communicate 
with empathy and understanding, not to 
mention allowing them to maintain their 
sanity, health and good humor. 

Running a school of any size requires 
the ability to see both the institution 
as one cohesive whole, and each of the 

many unique, distinct parts that form that 
whole. It requires understanding of how 
each of the parts relates to and depends 
on the others, and when one of these 
areas needs to take precedence. Some-
times, pedagogical issues will need one’s 
full attention; at other times �nance, or 
building maintenance or community rela-
tions will demand attention. Juggling and 
balancing these interdependent areas and 
knowing how each affects the others are 
critical to success.

In It for the Long Run: Keys to Head 
              of School Longevity

¿ by Cooki Levy

Cooki Levy has been the head 
of school at The Akiva School 
in Montreal for the past 23 years; 
she serves as a mentor in the Day 
School Leadership Training Institute 
and as a consultant in the area of 
educational leadership. She can be 
reached at cooki@akivaschool.com.

The successful head of school navigates 
the delicate balance between complete 
accessibility, ready to soothe, solve and resolve, 
advise and help at a moment’s notice, and the 
need to protect personal and family life. 
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The head of school makes dozens of de-
cisions, large and small, short-term and 
long-term, every day. How and when 
these decisions are made, what kind of 
collaboration should or should not take 
place, how consistent and fair the deci-
sions are, and how they are communi-
cated, determine in large measure the 
school leader’s effectiveness. Staff and 
parents are reassured when decisions are 
measured, clear and timely. And it’s very 
hard sometimes, especially when there are 
con�icting and equally important values 
that come into play, time is short, and 
someone is sure to be disappointed.

So many other statements would make 
wonderful posters in every school leader’s 
of�ce:

Don’t take it all personally! Parents will 
be angry, teachers will complain, students 
will disturb. All the negativity comes to 
heads of school. Remember that they re-
ceive the complaints because others think 
they can �x them all—and many times 
they can. But sometimes they cannot—or 

will not, or should not. Remember that 
the parents of the most vulnerable stu-
dents are themselves the most needy and 
the least able to deal with dif�culty. 

Children are not widgets, and schools 
are not governed by the rules of the cor-
porate world. Solid, unbreakable rules 
will sometimes need to be bent. What 
has worked so well with others may not 
help in a particular child’s case. The al-
most desperate need of one staff member 
may trump �rm guidelines that one holds 
dear. People need to be recognized for 
who they are, what they offer, and what 
challenges they face.

Love your teachers! Ultimately, the most 
powerful moments in the school day take 
place between teachers and students 

in the classroom, and so it is clear that 
among the most important tasks of the 
head of school is keeping teachers profes-
sionally engaged and productive, with a 
sense of purpose and of being valued and 
respected. Talk to them; eat with them; 
stay abreast of their personal ups and 
downs. Give them the gift of professional 
growth and development and help them 
to be successful. Set high standards based 
on reasonable demands and make certain 
that these demands are being met. Cel-
ebrate successes, but do not ignore the 
challenge of the dif�cult teacher.

Seek and accept help and support! 
School leadership used to be among the 
loneliest jobs out there, but it does not 
have to be anymore. There are numerous 

Children are not widgets, and schools are not 
governed by the rules of the corporate world. 
Solid, unbreakable rules will sometimes need 
to be bent.

[continued on page 23]
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Heads are the public voice of their school, the Communi-
cators in Chief. They should study, practice and prepare 
for that role in the same way that they study curricular 
design and financial management. Here are some tips to 
get started.

ost heads of school 
look admiringly 

at those of their col-
leagues who are in-
spirational speakers, 
whether addressing a 
handful of people or a 
large audience. They 
talk without notes. 
When in front of 

a large group, 
they seem to be 

speaking to each person in the room. Is 
their skill an unevenly distributed gift? 
Effective public speaking is critical to 
the work of a head of school and it can 
be a real game changer. 

Heads of school are called upon to speak 
frequently, and those speeches can be 
pivotal to success in admissions, reten-
tion, faculty retention and donor culti-
vation. While most school heads do not 
suffer from stage fright, not all under-
stand certain fundamentals about speak-
ing that can make a dramatic difference 
in their performance. Knowing about 
speech structure, tone, body language, 
audience and effective use of stories can 
make the difference that would compel a 
prospective parent to enroll.

Every time heads speaks publicly, they 
are branding their schools and them-
selves. In making the move from good 
to great, an executive speech coach is a 
valuable resource. These coaches work 
directly with clients either face to face 
or electronically. Another effective ven-
ue for learning and practicing speech-
making is International Toastmasters, 
an organization devoted to effective 
speaking. 

Following are some of the important les-
sons that heads of schools (and board 
presidents) can use to improve their pub-
lic speaking and bene�t their schools: 

Lesson 1: Make public speaking improve-
ment a stated goal, and set target goals. 
Think about the different large public 
speeches that you give each year and de-
cide that at the �rst one (opening day of 
school) you will work on speech struc-
ture, on the second one (back to school 
night) you will make sure that structure 
is clear and you will aim to work on your 
opening “grabber,” and on the next one 
(prospective parent 
open house) you will 
work on awkward 
pauses, “ums” and 
“uhs.” Understand 
that this is a learning 
process that unfolds. 
Standards and bench-
marks and evaluation 
will lead to success.

Lesson 2: Find someone or a group of 
people who can evaluate your progress 
and who will see that you move along 
a skill continuum. One possibility is to 
�nd a speech coach whose job is to assess 
your skills and help you improve. The 
other possibility, not mutually exclu-
sive, is to join a local toastmaster’s club 
in your area. This organization has been 
around for many years and there are 

clubs in virtually every city. Most clubs 
meet weekly and there is a set program 
for speech development that each mem-
ber follows. Meetings are structured 
to give every member opportunities to 
speak, to self-evaluate and to be evaluat-
ed. They are an excellent venue for low-
stakes learning and practicing speaking.

Lesson 3: Learn the simple structure of 
most speeches—a grabber (that draws 
the audience into the speech), three 
takeaway points, memorable close. Often 
we have more than three major points to 
make, but we must face that our listen-
ers can only remember three major take-
aways. We have to make them count.

Lesson 4: Make your speeches accessible 
to everyone; use videotaping and web-
casting to record, post and share your 
speeches. Post them on your school’s 
website, Facebook page and parent por-

tal. Realize that people are busy and may 
not be able to hear you when you deliver 
the speech, but they are still interested. 
And they can replay it if needed.

Lesson 5: Find exemplars of excellence 
and listen to their speeches. It could be a 
local leader or a nationally televised one. 
Make a point to recognize their grabber, 
three points and close. 

Finding a Speaking Voice
¿ by  Barbara Gereboff and Joelle Kaufman

Dr. Barbara Gereboff is head of 
school and Joelle Kaufman is 
president of the Board of Trust-
ees at the Ronald C. Wornick 
Jewish Day School in Foster City, 
California. They can be reached 
at bgereboff@wornickjds.org 
and joellegk@gmail.com.

Knowing about speech structure, tone, body 
language, audience and effective use of stories 
can make the difference that would compel a 
prospective parent to enroll.

H
aY

id
io

n
 •

ון 
יע

יד
ה

[22]



[23]

הידיעון
• H

aY
idion

Lesson 6: Finally, most people have to hear a message multiple 
times to absorb and own it. We know this as educators—but 
as speakers, we seem to expect that once is enough. Heads of 
school need to pick their three messages for the year, and those 
messages need to be repeated and reinforced in every speech 
throughout the year. The advertising industry used to estimate 
that a consumer needed three exposures to a product to remem-
ber it. In this era of information overload, the new estimate is 
11 exposures to the same message to remember it. Repeat your 
major theme in each of your major speeches, share the video of 
these speeches, blog about your three main points—repeatedly, 
and get feedback from your listeners over time to determine if 
they can remember your point. 

Public speaking is a key skill for heads of schools and something 
we all can continuously develop as professionals. ¿

[continued on page 23]
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local, national and international organizations able to bring to-
gether, at least in the virtual world, like-minded individuals with 
similar positions. Stay in touch with new and current thinking, 
read to deepen your own thinking and gain new insights. Ask 
questions, and share what you have discovered.

Have fun! The head of school has to love the job, and if it’s not 
enjoyable, �nd out why. Of course, it’s not always fun, but it’s 
got to feel good most of the time. Seek out the good moments.

Never lose sight of the big picture. There will be good days 
and very annoying ones; minor irritations and major problems, 
inspiring teachers and incorrigible ones, reasonable and unrea-
sonable parents. No one event, no one day or month, not even 
one year, de�nes the job for the long-time head of school. It is 
the collection of moments, the compilation of stories, the bank 
of memories, the myriad successes of student after student that 
are the sum total of a life’s work. 

You’re not in the business to be liked and must not search 
for popularity, but after years in the same of�ce, most likely you 
will be liked, even loved, nonetheless. That’s the bonus.

Statistics indicate that the typical head of school in the Jewish 
day school system remains at one position for a period of less 
than three years, on average. The tragedy of that statistic is that 
it never allows the head of school to get past the birth pangs, 
past the dif�culties that come with all new beginnings, to har-
ness the creativity, the sense of purpose, the satisfaction of ac-
complishment that are such a large part of being a long-term 
head of school. The challenge for our communal and school lay 
leadership is to �nd ways to support the head through that initial 
period to enable him or her to move into the second and more 
satisfying phase of long-term leadership. ¿

[continued from page 23]

In It for the Long Run: Keys 
to Head of School Longevity
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The AVI CHAI Foundation, the largest investor in pro-
grams to develop Jewish day school leadership, draws 
lessons from its experience in this area and offers nine 
functions essential to this work. 

hen The AVI 
CHAI Foun-

dation began to 
turn its attention 

to day schools in 
1994, it did so with 

the research-backed 
conviction that in 

contemporary Amer-
ica, these Jewish insti-

tutions had the unique 
capacity to help create 

generations of young Jews aware of and 
committed to their history, people and 
religious tradition. It did not take long 
for the trustees and staff to understand 
that one of the main pillars upon which 
good schools stood was effective leader-
ship, and so AVI CHAI began to invest 
both in existing leadership programs and 
in helping to develop new ones to meet 
the needs of contemporary day schools.

It was natural, therefore, that as AVI 
CHAI began to plan for its 2020 sunset 
several years ago, the trustees and staff 
chose leadership as one of the areas to 
explore how the Foundation might be 
able to have a lasting impact. To pursue 
this goal, we formed an ad hoc working 
group together with several PEJE staff 
members with deep knowledge in the 
�eld of school leadership and leadership 
development. 

Our �rst task was to research and then 
formulate theories for effective day 
school leadership and for effective pro-
grams that nurture them. Guided by 
these theories, we believed AVI CHAI 
would be in the best position to invest 
its ultimately depleting resources wisely 

and strategically. We appreciate the edi-
tors of HaYidion inviting us to share our 
current summary document on a Theory 
of Day School Leadership with the �eld, 
both in print and on-line, in the hope 
of sparking conversation and generating 
constructive feedback. 

Leadership: more complex 
than ever

Needless to say, leading private schools 
in contemporary North America, and es-
pecially Jewish day schools, has become a 
very complex job. At 
the same time as the 
number of stakehold-
ers and their needs 
(and often demands) 
has grown, resources 
have shrunk consid-
erably, and most day 
schools still aim to of-
fer a Jewish education 
to any student and 
family desiring one. Additionally, in al-
most every respect, the religious, social, 
and communal landscape in which day 
schools must operate has become more 
challenging. Managing these complex 
forces takes multiple and varied skills and 
capacities, re�ecting the many challenges 
American Jewry faces in building a last-
ing and �rm Jewish identity among our 
children and families. The high turnover 
of school leaders is just one symptom of 
the demanding—and increasingly drain-
ing—nature of day school leadership.

Much of the literature on leadership 
focuses on personal qualities (often re-

lated to social intelligence) and effective 
management strategies (time, person-
nel, change). We certainly agreed these 
are core to any successful leader, and 
included those that were especially im-
portant for day schools (see #7-9, and 
their explanations, below). But we found 
many of these qualities and strategies to 
be context-speci�c and not necessarily 
generalizable.

Rather, we started with a two-fold prem-
ise: 1) the contemporary complexity of 
running day schools requires a leadership 
team rather than an individual leader; and 
2) effective teams require an understand-
ing of the various “areas of function” to 
better delegate and organize themselves. 
While we might all wish for the ideal 
leadership structure and team-members, 
we all know that the reality of most day 

schools, particularly smaller ones, is that 
administrators are deployed to their areas 
of strength or effectiveness, often leading 
to gaps (or overlaps) in the running of the 
school. We believe the list of leadership 
functions has signi�cant, practical impli-
cations, which will be enumerated below.

We identi�ed nine distinct areas of day 
school functions that require effective 
leadership:

1. Setting Vision, Priorities

With the many claims being made on 
day schools, it is vital that they be point-

  Developing a Theory of
Jewish Day School Leadership

¿ by  Michael Berger

Rabbi Dr. Michael Berger, associate 
professor of Jewish Law and Ethics at 
Emory University, serves as a program 
officer at The AVI CHAI Foundation, 
specializing in leadership train-
ing programs. He can be reached at 
mberg02@emory.edu. 
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ed in a clear direction to know where to 
head and of what to steer clear. Profes-
sional leaders are needed to help chart 
this path, along with lay leadership, and 
even greater skills are needed to provide 
skillful and savvy navigation towards the 
goal. In a word, no day school can func-
tion effectively without this vision.

2. Jewish Lens

Many stakeholders—parents, board 
members, even communal leaders—often 
want the day school to compete with lo-
cal private and public schools that offer 
excellent education. However, it is the 
Jewish character of a day school that is 
its primary source of distinctiveness; only 
the leadership can ensure that the varied 
yet integrated aspects of the school are 
infused with and express this Jewish mis-
sion. Without this function, the Jewish-
ness of a school can quickly be con�ned 
to an isolated feature of the program 
rather than stand proudly as the school’s 
raison d’etre. 

3. Understanding Context

Like any living organism, to survive and 
thrive a school must not only coordinate 
its internal pieces but also deal appropri-
ately with its environment. Day schools 
necessarily function within larger social, 
cultural and institutional contexts. For 
a school to succeed, leadership must 
use its higher perch—what Harvard’s 
Ron Heifetz calls “going up to the bal-
cony”—to gain awareness of the various 
currents running in the school’s wider 
environment and �gure out how best to 
respond. Additionally, leadership must 
proactively maintain contacts with the 
many elements of its setting—other Jew-
ish and non-Jewish schools, synagogues, 
Federations, etc.—fostering relation-
ships and seeking synergies where pos-
sible.

4. Data Driven Assessment and 
Accountability

In our society, a leader’s charisma and in-
tuition can take a school very far, but both 
eventually run out (or leave). For schools 
to be sustainable long-term, leadership 
must model an approach to problem-

solving that is based on data assessment 
and accountability. These transparent 
processes are characteristic of successful 
enterprises generally, and only leadership 
can ensure that a school’s many systems 
adopt them. 

5. Building Staff Capacities

Good organizations foster growth among 
all their members, generating personal 
satisfaction and high morale. Schools are 
of course focused on the growth of chil-
dren, but good schools are known for cul-
tivating all their members’ growth. Leader-

ship, which lives in the present but always 
keeps an eye on the future, gently pushes 
everyone on staff to stretch beyond his/
her comfort zones, and also constantly 
maintains information channels and keeps 
an eye out for talent should a position 
open.

6. Collaboration

Some leaders prefer to ride in as the Lone 
Ranger and save the day, but you’ll always 
�nd a Tonto—even several Tontos—at 
the side of the best leaders. At the top of 

[continued on page 26]

Statistics on School Heads

From Marvin Schick, “A Survey of Day School Principals in the United States,” 
AVI CHAI Foundation (available on avichai.org). The survey was conducted dur-
ing the 2005-06 school year. Here are some of the more interesting �ndings.

•	 Percentage of heads of non-Orthodox schools who are women: 60

•	 Portion of male heads earning above $120,000/year: 1 in 2

•	 Portion of female heads earning above $120,000/year: 1 in 5

•	 Percentage of heads serving in schools with under 100 students who earn less 
than $90,000: 68

•	 Percentage serving in schools with 500-749 students who earn less than 
$90,000: 16

•	 Percentage of day school heads who taught in a day school: 80

•	 Portion of day school heads who are Israeli-born: 1 in 12

•	 Fraction of day school heads recruited from within the same school: 1/3

•	 Percentage of sitting heads in their �rst position as a head: 55

•	 Average number of years that the head serves in current job: 11.5

•	 Percentage of heads who identify mentoring as crucial to their preparedness 
for the role: 45

•	 Heads involved in “non-educational school administration” (eg, facilities 
management): 83%

•	 Heads involved in fundraising: 90%

•	 Portion of school heads who say the work of headship “has gotten harder”: 
5 in 6

•	 Percentage of heads who report their relations with lay leaders to be “not too 
good” or “terrible”: 2.2

•	 Percentage who report these relations as “excellent”: 66

•	 Percentage who report their relations with parents to be “not too good” or 
“terrible”: .6

•	 Percentage who report these relations as “excellent”: 60

•	 Percentage who report their experience on the job as “rewarding”: 82

•	 Percentage who report their experience as “disappointing” or “a mistake”: 3.8
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successful schools we regularly �nd dis-
tributed leadership, and a willingness to 
work together with other individuals and 
organizations to maximize the positive 
outcome by sharing resources.

7. Communication

Day schools—even small ones—have 
so many people involved in their daily 
functioning in and out of the building 
that there is always the risk that people 
will begin to do their own thing. To 
calibrate all these individuals and ac-
tivities requires skilled communication 
coupled with a high level of emotional 
intelligence. Whether in personal con-

versation, public speeches, or the written 
letter or article, leadership uses commu-
nication skills to advocate for the school 
and keep the many stakeholders “on the 
same page.”

8. Learning and Self-Reflection

There is a tendency among some boards 
to search for ideal leaders, but the reality 
is that effective schools are led by indi-
viduals who themselves are “CLO’s”—
Chief Learning Of�cers. The ability—
and willingness—to look critically at 
one’s own actions and decisions, to seek 
out others’ perspectives and feedback 
and re-think positions are the modeling 
at the top that typi�es all great organiza-
tions.

9. Self-Management Capabilities

This is probably the hardest, but with-
out it, day school leaders are sure to 
burn out. The complexity of day schools 
has a way of generating its own power-
ful gravitational pull that overwhelms 
leaders, stretching to the point of inef-
fectiveness or exhaustion, whichever 
comes �rst. Effective leaders preserve 

their energies and monitor how they use 
their time.

We tried to explain brie�y each of 
these nine areas that we found criti-
cal (and irreducible) in day school 
leadership. To see more detail and 
bullets under each area, please go to 
www.ravsak.org/hayidion/AVICHAI.

How to use this document

While our work is based on the research 
of others, The AVI CHAI Foundation 
has several hopes for this document.

First, we would appreciate practitioners’ 
feedback: does this list resonate with 
your own sense of leadership positions 

in day school? With your own experi-
ence? Are there capacities or functions 
that are missing from our list? We real-
ize all leaders must stretch themselves 
to learn new things; leaders who began 
as great educators may need to learn 
budgeting, or IT, or fundraising de-
pending on their position. But we were 
less interested in naming those systems 
within day schools than in focusing 
on the areas of function and leader-
ship skills. Please respond at this link: 
www.ravsak.org/hayidion/AVICHAI.

Second, as we noted above, we believe 
this document can be put to practical 
use. For instance, leaders can review the 
list and identify which areas they have 
mastered and which they want to devel-
op further and round out their set of ca-
pacities. This could lead to more de�ned 
or focused professional development 
plans for leaders. Head Support and Re-

view Committees can similarly use this 
document as a basis or rubric for evalu-
ating a leader’s performance and identify 
which areas might need more attention 
in the coming years.

Third, we want to underscore once again 
that while it would be simpler and more 
convenient for boards to “expect it all” 
of a single person, it is not realistic to 
�nd all these capacities in a single per-
son—nor ought they be. We endorse the 
current push for distributed leadership; 
just as lay leadership is manifest in multi-
person boards with a chair, so too pro-
fessional leadership is best arrayed in a 
similarly distributed structure. Thus, we 
perceive that within a day school’s leader-
ship team, these nine capacities ought to 
be covered.

Taking the distributed leadership ap-
proach in reading this document could 
help with hiring decisions by locating 
which capacities are covered by exist-
ing administrators, and which capacities 
are missing. The list can help in evalua-
tion of “admin teams” or enable more 
constructive professional development 
plans. Minimally, we believe putting all 
nine capacities in print highlights how 
dif�cult and complex day school leader-
ship has become, and it might push day 
school lay leadership to be more sup-
portive and have more reasonable ex-
pectations of its current and future pro-
fessional leaders. And that in turn will 
bring to the �eld more quali�ed people 
who realize the job is challenging but 
doable.

In sum, we wanted to spark a long over-
due conversation for the �eld of day 
school education. We desperately need 
quality leadership to run an institution 
we believe is vital to American Jewry’s 
future. Talking about “leaders” without 
specifying the capacities the job entails is 
meaningless. We hope this document is a 
constructive �rst step in that direction. ¿

This document might push day school lay 
leadership to be more supportive and have 
more reasonable expectations of its current 
and future professional leaders.

AVI CHAI wants your feedback. Find the 
complete document online at www.ravsak.org/
hayidion/AVICHAI, and share your thoughts on 
ways it can be used and improved.

[continued from page 25]
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The “All Chiefs”  
  Crisis in Education
¿ by Erica Brown

Leadership relies on a culture of trust and respect. Brown 
urges day school leaders to engage parents and other 
stakeholders in creating a school culture where leader-
ship can thrive.

s a people, we have never been great 
followers. We all think we are lead-
ers.  Part of the problem is that we 
often lack the self-awareness to ac-
knowledge that our “followship” 
lacks a service dimension and 
that we criticize leaders to a 
point of paralysis. For a classic 
example of this, we turn to 
the Book of Joshua, where 
this new leader is assured 

that the people will 
follow him with the 
ironic claim, “We 

will obey you just as we obeyed Moses” 
(1:17). Anyone vaguely familiar with 
Moses’ leadership arc in the Bible has 
to scratch a head. Was there ever a time 
that we listened to Moses without con-
tention and complaint? Take back that 
offer, please.

Perhaps nowhere today is this problem 
more acute than in the sphere of Jew-
ish education. Parents have become 
consumers rather than stakeholders in 
their local day schools and are quick to 
send off a nasty e-mail or tell a teacher 
what to do during a parent-teacher con-
ference. Consumers return what they 
don’t like. Stakeholders partner to �x it, 
respecting expertise and following pol-
icy governance boundaries. As a board 
member in my own children’s school, I 
recall a conversation with an irate par-
ent whose child did not get the history 
teacher she wanted: “I’ve decided I am 
not paying this semester’s tuition bill 
unless she gets into that class. Money 
is the only language the school under-
stands.” Yikes!

When I was a kid I distinctly remember 
sitting on the stairs with trepidation, 
awaiting my report from parent-teacher 
conferences. Today, the people who are 
most afraid are the teachers. They often 
feel themselves under siege from par-
ents who claim to know how to teach 
and manage a classroom better than 
they do. This failure to recognize and 
appreciate teacher and administrator 
expertise has brought 
the capacity to part-
ner in the practice of 
education to an all-
time low. It is a failure 
of trust, and it has se-
vere consequences.

Ron Clark, an “Amer-
ican Teacher of the 
Year” and the author 
of The End of Molasses Classes: Getting 
Our Kids Unstuck, recently shared a 
conversation he had with a beloved, 
award-winning principal who is leaving 
the profession. When he begged her to 
stay, this is what she told him: “Look, if 
I get an offer to lead a school system of 
orphans, I will be all over it, but I just 
can’t deal with parents anymore; they 
are killing us.”

Clark writes that most teachers stay in 
the profession only 4.5 years, and many 
of them list that the negativity they expe-
rience from parents is pushing them into 
other professions, even though they love 
teaching. Parent management is just too 
dif�cult and not something they thought 
they had to master when entering the 
�eld. 

Here is one of Clark’s recommendations 
to parents: “If we give you advice, don’t 
�ght it. Take it, and digest it in the same 
way you would consider advice from a 
doctor or lawyer.” He �nds it exhausting 
to tell a parent that a child has an issue 
when all they do is �ght back and defend 
their kid. “Trust us,” he asks with a hint 
of desperation in his words.

There is another framework in which 
to understand what is happening in the 
classroom, care of a new word in leader-
ship lingo: the multiplier. Derived from 
Liz Wiseman’s book Multipliers: How 
the Best Leaders Make Everyone Smarter, 

the term describes a certain type of per-
son who encourages innovative thinking 
and growth by assuming the intelligence 
of other people.  Wiseman describes 
the way that the multiplier sees others: 
“There are smart people everywhere 
who will �gure this out and get smarter 
in the process.” Because multipliers are 
intellectually and emotionally generous, 
they seek to bring people together to 
create more wisdom and generate more 
ideas. The multiplier attracts talent and 
develops it, making sure that people are 
not underutilized. The multiplier also 
gives other people credit and ownership 
over ideas.

Wiseman contrasts this with the dimin-
isher personality who creates a tense 
environment that suppresses people’s 

Dr. Erica Brown is a writer and educa-
tor who serves as the scholar-in-
residence for the Jewish Federation 
of Greater Washington and consults 
for the Jewish Agency. Her forthcom-
ing book is Happy Endings: The Fine 
Art of Dying Well. She can be reached 
at www.leadingwithmeaning.com.
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thinking and ability. He or she hoards 
resources and underutilizes talent. Often 
diminishers are micro-managers with very 
low trust in others. Where the multiplier 
will often say “yes” to a new idea or ini-
tiative, we can predictably expect a “no” 
from a diminisher. 

We want the teachers and administrators 
of our day schools to be multipliers. We 
want them to see the native talents of 
our kids and grow it. We want our chil-
dren to take ownership of ideas and feel 
empowered by partnerships with other 
students. But we cannot grow multi-
pliers in the classroom when we have 
troops of diminishers outside of it. The 
multiplier cannot thrive in an environ-
ment of negativity. The multiplier will 
sooner leave than live with the depress-
ing and limiting environment created by 
diminishers.

We have to push back on the negativity 
and hold up a mirror to the diminishers in 

every educational setting who hold back 
learning because they hold back trust. 
And that is what teacher and administra-
tors �nd so hard to do: push back. This 
is not about one teacher speaking to one 
parent. It is about a total cultural shift 
that will not happen overnight where 
teachers take back their expertise and par-
ents back down. 

We have to help parents identify behav-
iors that diminish and those that multi-
ply. And we need look no further than 
the second chapter of Exodus to meet a 
remarkable multiplier. Moses’ mother, 
Yocheved, gave birth to a male child after 
Pharaoh’s decree; her two words were not 
“oy vey” but “ki tov”—it was good. This 

was not uttered as a statement but as part 
of the narration of the story, and it mim-
ics the language of creation itself. Moses 
may have become the great redeemer he 
was because he was birthed into a world 
where someone believed profoundly in 
the gift of possibility. We, too, must in-
herit that legacy and help parents see be-
yond the negativity and �nd the good. If 
we cannot do it, we cannot expect it of 
them.

Unless we plan on having classrooms full 
of orphans, in the words of one frustrated 
principal who is voting with her feet, we 
have to become followers and trust that 
the education of our children is in good 
hands. ¿

When I was a kid I distinctly remember 
sitting on the stairs with trepidation, 
awaiting my report from parent-teacher 
conferences.

Illustration by Karen Dresser, American Hebrew Academy
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RAVSAK’s Project SuLaM is an example of a leadership 
program that cultivates the “whole leader”: it develops 
leaders’ understanding of and commitment toward Jew-
ish tradition, while providing ongoing mentorship in 
Jewish school leadership. SuLaM serves as a model that 
schools should look to as they groom their own leaders.

ne of the most fascinating reali-
ties of the books of Bereshit 

and Shemot is the constant 
�ow of drama that infects 
the lives of our ancestors. 
There always seems to be 
a crisis looming that places 
the world and the Jewish 
people in imminent peril. 

Jewish day school leadership 
today seems no different: the 

storm clouds of an imminent cri-
sis put all of us on high alert, as we try 
to head off any threat to the long term 
prosperity of the Jewish people. 

To be fair, many of the issues related 
to leadership in Jewish day schools are 
the same as those faced by educational 
leaders in all segments of compulsory 
education. The pressures to be more 
focused on the “service” component of 
helping students and families are rising, 
while simultaneously the imperative to 
pay for rising health care costs, the re-
pair of aging buildings and more expen-
sive technologies and programs con�icts 
with enormous budgetary constraints. 
Despite this reality, I believe that quality 
training and professional development 
opportunities are helping substantially 
to educate, inspire and better equip Jew-
ish educational leaders of today. 

Twelve years ago my current school 
hired me as a math teacher. Despite my 
growth in responsibility over the years, I 

realized that no matter my work ethic or 
motivation, I was viewing Jewish educa-
tion through an undeveloped set of eyes 
because I had not received any formal 
Jewish education nor did I have training 
as a Jewish educator. After eight years in 
the school, I could follow and partici-
pate in daily Shacharit services, help my 
�rst grader with Hebrew reading, and 
trace the main themes through the �ve 
books of Moses—but I could not come 
close to feeling like I could play a role in 
shaping an integrated 
programmatic view of 
how we operate as a 
school. 

Two and a half years 
ago, I had the incred-
ible opportunity to 
travel to New York 
City to join a cohort 
of 16 other Jewish educators from all 
over the United States in RAVSAK’s 
Project SuLaM (Study, Leadership, and 
Mentoring). My participation in Project 
SuLaM has signi�cantly impacted my ca-
pabilities and competencies as an educa-
tional leader, which has translated into a 
signi�cant impact on my school and its 
students. 

SuLaM pairs experienced educators with 
individual mentors and seasoned teachers 
who have signi�cant experience in under-
standing Jewish texts, history, rituals and, 
most importantly, how Jewish day schools 

can maximize student growth and learn-
ing in serving the missions of our schools. 
The two-year fellowship program pro-
vides intensive learning experiences in 
two successive summers followed by 
the ongoing implementation of projects 
within our schools that are to enrich the 
Jewish experience of our communities. 

As an outgrowth of my work in SuLaM, I 
have been able to contribute signi�cantly 
and meaningfully to my school and its 
curriculum. In Year One, I helped to cre-
ate a mini-Hebrew/Yiddish dictionary 
that was placed online to help parents 
and staff to learn and understand the 
myriad expressions that are used by He-
brew and Jewish studies staff to describe 
the richness of Jewish life and rituals. I 
also was able to re-envision the purposes 
and goals of our middle and upper school 

minyanim in collaboration with other 
Jewish studies teachers and our Judaic 
head of school. These changes, of which 
we are quite proud, have led to a positive 
paradigm shift which has both increased 
the knowledge and skills of our students 
while opening up new spiritual pathways. 

In Year Two of SuLaM, I assembled a 
team of administrators and a board mem-
ber who helped guide the entire school 
and community through a process by 
which we created the “Pro�le of a Grad-
uate” for our K-12 school by integrating 
ideas of alumni, parents, students, teach-

Developing Leadership Competence 
and Commitment:
                     Project SuLaM
¿ by Todd Clauer

Todd Clauer is dean of students at Hy-
man Brand Hebrew Academy in Over-
land Park, Kansas, where he runs the 
college guidance office, teaches upper 
school mathematics and physics, and 
oversees an egalitarian minyan. He can 
be reached at tclauer@hbha.edu.
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ers, administrators, board members and 
community clergy. All of this work was 
an outgrowth of my time with SuLaM; it 
was directly connected to my own learn-
ing and increasing knowledge of Jewish 
text, ritual and history.

SuLaM and similar Jewish day school 
leadership training opportunities under-
score the importance of developing more 
knowledgeable and relevant educational 
leaders in Jewish day schools, training 
that could easily be carried through in-
dividual schools and communities. In my 
�rst job at a secular boarding school, I 
had the good fortune to have many tre-
mendous mentors and role models. A 
head of school once talked about leader-
ship as the intersection between commit-
ment and competence. Commitment, he 
surmised, was based on a passion and a 
drive to understand the mission and val-
ues of a school as well as to connect with 
parents, students and teachers in mean-
ingful and ongoing ways. Competence 
was the ability to successfully handle the 
individual tasks in a teacher’s or an ad-
ministrator’s daily life. 

I believe that this model of leadership 
still holds today and that both elements 
are fundamentally and equally important 

for Jewish school leadership. Therefore, 
schools and boards should focus signi�-
cant energy in developing leaders who 
continue to grow in their commitment 
and competence. 

We live in a time when some still are in 
search of “perfect” educational leaders. 
These men and women are often ex-
pected to display excellence in an unre-
alistic number of domains, including as 
(a) scholars who possesses the knowledge 
to understand the complexities and chal-
lenges of a dual-curriculum community 
day school; (b) instructional experts; (c) 
staff mentors and evaluators; (d) people 
who connect everyone in the community 
to a common vision of the school; (e) 
kind, caring individuals who relate well to 
children; (f) fundraisers; and (g) �nancial 
gurus who understand how to maximize 
tight budgets and limited resources. 

Rather than de�ning competence and ex-
cellence by unrealistic expectations, why 
not de�ne competence as having a clear 
command on several fronts, but a com-
mitment to develop and grow and to �nd 
allies to round out everything that has to 
be accomplished to serve the school’s mis-
sion? This kind of commitment requires 
a shared leadership model within schools 

where teachers and administrators contin-
ually engage in discourse to re-focus their 
energies on the most important tasks of 
meeting a school’s mission. 

The experiences I had with Project 
SuLaM, my colleagues, and the excellent 
guidance of my teachers and mentors dra-
matically and in�uentially increased my 
level of commitment while building up 
my competence as an educator in a Jewish 
day school. Thanks to these experiences, I 
am able to envision a more complete pic-
ture of the richness that can be created in 
our schools through strengthening Jewish 
life and facilitating a positive Jewish self-
identity for our students. 

When G-d chose Abraham for a mission 
to be a light unto the world, the choice 
was made, in part, because Abraham was 
committed to the ideal of being a righ-
teous, compassionate and visionary father 
of a people. Moses was no different: once 
he took upon himself the mantle of lead-
ing the Jews from Egypt, he put every-
thing into his role as leader. His evolving 
commitment allowed him to develop the 
competencies needed to help the Israel-
ites make their way to the Promised Land 
and to become the people G-d hoped we 
would become. ¿



Current Landscapes - Changing Horizons
With 700 day school leaders from across 
the range of Jewish life convening on At-
lanta this year, the conference yet again 
shattered records and exceeded all ex-
pectations! For the third year running, 
the conference embodied a Big Tent ap-
proach, serving as a model for the entire 
Jewish community. This year, RAVSAK, The 
Schechter Network, PARDeS and Yeshiva 
University were pleased to welcome PEJE 
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Current Landscapes - Changing Horizons
With 700 day school leaders from across 
the range of Jewish life convening on At-
lanta this year, the conference yet again 
shattered records and exceeded all ex-
pectations! For the third year running, 
the conference embodied a Big Tent ap-
proach, serving as a model for the entire 
Jewish community. This year, RAVSAK, The 
Schechter Network, PARDeS and Yeshiva 
University were pleased to welcome PEJE 

as a partner and conference co-sponsor. 
Conference organizers innovated with 
the schedule and format, including spe-
cial agency-run programs on Monday 
and repeating mini-keynote speeches fol-
lowed by intensive sessions on Tuesday. 
Highlights included the opening keynote 
by artist Tobi Kahn and writer Nessa Rapo-
port, urging day schools to be laboratories 
of Jewish art and cultural imagination; 

Rabbi David A. Baylinson’s rousing mem-
oir of his battles during the civil rights 
movement; and online teacher extraordi-
naire Kristin Kipp’s discussion of the op-
portunities made possible by teaching in 
cyberspace.  Participants gained exposure 
to innovative developments in subjects 
ranging from ethical growth, differenti-
ated instruction and project-based learn-
ing to �nancial sustainability and promot-

ing the day school advantage. As always, 
the time to learn from and be inspired by 
colleagues old and new was as valuable 
as the time inside the sessions, offering 
participants myriad opportunities for per-
sonal as well as professional growth. In all, 
the conference demonstrated the remark-
able and continued vitality and relevance 
of Jewish day schools in the twenty-�rst 
century. ¿
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Where Consciousness Meets Community: 
      Clues from Camp  
  about Jewish Leadership

¿ by Alex Pomson

Building upon the articles in the winter HaYidion, Pom-
son looks at Camp Stone, which has a remarkable track 
record in cultivating Jewish leaders, to explore the prin-
ciples of Jewish leadership as applied there.

here might 
Jewish day 

school heads 
look for models 

to enrich and in-
form their under-

standing of the tasks 
of leadership? From 

what I’ve seen of their 
of�ce bookshelves, it 

seems that Jim Col-
lins’s Good to Great and 

Boleman and Deal’s Reframing Orga-
nizations have become primary refer-
ences. Those books are on my book-
shelf too; but because they address the 
challenges of leadership in multimillion 
dollar businesses and organizations, 
heavy intellectual work is needed to ap-
ply their conclusions to the day school 
sector.

In Erica Brown’s important book In-
spired Jewish Leadership, she takes a 
different tack. She turns to traditional 
Jewish texts so as to suggest some core 
principles for Jewish leadership. Her 
starting point is closer to home, but an 
imaginative leap is still required to derive 
lessons from the Babylonian Talmud or 
from the lives of Moses and King David 
to leadership of a Jewish day school in 
the twenty �rst century.

I would like to suggest another possibil-
ity. I turn to Jewish summer camp for 
models of leadership. I know that camp 
is not school, but given that Jewish 

camps serve many of the children who 
populate Jewish schools, it’s worth ask-
ing what the educational universes of 
camp and school might learn from one 
another in pursuit of a 
shared mission.

Recently, I was in-
vited to spend time at 
Camp Stone, a Jew-
ish summer camp that 
under the guidance 
of Yehuda Rothner, a 

remarkable Jewish educator, has gained 
a national reputation as an incubator of 
Jewish leadership. Over the last few years, 
former staff-members – “Stoners” they 
call themselves—have surfaced in all kinds 
of community settings (in day schools, 
welfare agencies, NGOs and synagogues) 
as emergent leaders exhibiting all manner 
of impressive qualities. 

Returning to camp for the �rst time in 
many summers, I was tasked by the AVI 
CHAI Foundation with uncovering how 
young camp staff were learning to lead. 
To clarify: I was not asked to conduct a 
study of summer camp, but to look be-
yond the campers, as it were, so as to 
bring in to view the processes and expe-

riences that enable leadership to blossom 
in this special setting.

Here, then, are �ve things I learned at 
camp about leadership in general and 
about Jewish leadership in particular. My 
focus here is not on how certain lead-
ership qualities come to be learned  but 
rather on what these qualities are. These 
conclusions are framed with the special 

intent of challenging some convention-
al assumptions about what leadership 
might and perhaps should look like in 
Jewish day schools.

Leadership as a verb; Jewish 
leadership as a subjective stance

As a number of writers on leadership 
have put it, leadership is a verb not a 
noun. It is how people act and what they 
do; it is not the position they occupy. 
Understood in this way, people at every 
level of an organization can be leaders. 
At Camp Stone I found a subjective di-
mension to the expectation that leader-
ship can occur throughout an organiza-
tion. In these terms, Jewish leadership 

Leadership is how people act and what they do, 
not the position they occupy. People at every 
level of an organization can be leaders. 

Dr. Alex Pomson is a senior lecturer 
at the Melton Centre for Jewish 
Education at the Hebrew University 
in Jerusalem. He can be reached at 
apomson@mscc.huji.ac.il. 
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involves not only acting in certain ways but also acting 
with certain kinds of self-awareness, whatever one’s formal 
position. As will be seen below, this subjective stance—this 
consciousness—is derived in turn from particular assump-
tions about the nature of Jewish life and the sources of its 
vitality, assumptions that are rarely made explicit in Jewish 
institutions.

IMPLICATIONS: Conceiving of Jewish leadership as act-
ing with a certain kind of consciousness has profound reper-
cussions for how future leaders are prepared. This is radi-
cally different from a conception of leadership focused on 
skills and capacities.

Being a rosh-gadol—conscious of what needs 
to get done

Leadership at Camp Stone involves being a “rosh gadol.” 
Not to be confused with the “big headedness” of colloqui-
al English, this Hebrew term captures a number of quali-
ties. It means taking responsibility if something needs do-
ing; acting with initiative; and, most fundamentally, being 
conscious of a bigger picture at camp beyond oneself and 
one’s speci�c role. By contrast, the “rosh katan” prefers 
to take a back seat, and claims inexperience, insuf�cient 
knowledge or a lack of familiarity with the broader context 
of camp.

IMPLICATIONS: The attributes of the rosh gadol privi-
lege the skills of the generalist over the specialist. The 
person who feels “I can do this” without special training 
takes responsibility for the situation, but in getting the 
job done may not do the best possible job. This attribute 
is profoundly at odds with the culture of schools, where 
people’s responsibilities are precisely delineated and where 
intruding in to someone else’s professional space is often 
disapproved.

Creativity/Yetziratiyut

Thinking and acting creatively are, in general terms, valu-
able leadership traits, but what if radical, genuinely diver-
gent creativity is a necessary component of Jewish leader-
ship? At Camp Stone, campers regularly re-enact historical 
events on an unimaginably epic scale. In a west Pennsylvania 
�eld, the staff has recreated, for example, the invasion of an-
cient Tyre by Alexander the Great, the dedication of the �rst 
Temple in Jerusalem, and the illegal entry of immigrants 
in to Mandate Palestine. The planning phases of programs 
often involve nailing an idea and then saying “that’s good, 
but what if we…”. Interrupting the �ow of program design, 
people are thus invited to think differently and to dream up 
new and creative ways to do things. As the camp’s promo-
tional literature indicates, there is an operating assumption 
at Camp Stone that “nothing is impossible.” 

[continued on page 47]
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In this, the first of three articles describing the under-
standings, aims and methods of prominent national pro-
grams in Jewish leadership development, Ain describes 
the three tiers of leadership programming at the Jewish 
Federations of North America.

ewish institutions throughout 
North America are appropriately 

concerned with how to cultivate the 
next generation of leaders, but this 
concern should not be confused with 
panic. Rather, it should be seen as an 
opportunity to work with a group 
of young people who have the skills, 
abilities and desire to make a differ-
ence in the world. The exciting chal-
lenge for the organized Jewish com-

munity is to effectively fuel the �ames 
of this passionate group of individuals in 
order to add their voices and their expe-
riences to an ever-changing global Jew-
ish context. 

At The Jewish Federations of North 
America, the National Young Lead-
ership Department has realized that 
what has gotten us here, through the 
20th century, will not necessarily get us 
through the 21st century. We must cre-
ate programs, touchpoints and most im-
portantly relationships that will expose 
these individuals to the Jewish world, 
Jewish traditions and Jewish values, if 
we want them to be superb Jewish lead-
ers. And once these relationships are 
created, we then must build sustained 
networks where individuals will under-
stand the power that they have by being 
in relationship with others. Just as they 
are the center of spokes on one wheel, 
there are others who have their own 
outward spokes. And when those wheels 
turn together, anything is possible. 
Therefore, our charge as a community 
is to create a pipeline of leaders, so that 
at the beginning of the 22nd century, 

people will not be concerned about the 
“leadership crisis.”

We take a three-pronged approach to 
the task. First, we recognize that not ev-
eryone is ready to be, or wants to be, 
a leader in the Jewish community. To 
that end, JFNA partners with over 50 
organizations on an annual gathering, 
TribeFest (www.tribefest.org), which 
provides ample op-
portunities for young 
people to understand 
the landscape of the 
Jewish community, 
its institutions, its tra-
ditions, and its lead-
ership, and make per-
sonal connections, in 
order to advance on 

their path once they are back at home. 
Follow-up programming aims to keep 
participants engaged afterwards.

The second step is to recognize that 
there are those who are, and want to be, 
emerging leaders—people committed to 
the Jewish world but need further devel-
opment of skills and knowledge to make 
an educated difference for their commu-
nity. JFNA therefore serves as a consult-
ing �rm to its local federations, working 
on a daily basis with local professionals 
who are providing programming, content 

and conversations to this next generation 
of leaders. Additionally, through national 
conferences such as the Leadership De-
velopment Institute, JFNA has created a 
series of programs that individual agen-
cies might not be able to do on their 
own. And of course, there is a power in 
the collective. When Jewish people come 
together to learn, they create memories 
and feelings of connectedness.

The third step is working very closely 
with the committed core. In that vein, 
JFNA is extremely dedicated to those 
young leaders who take part in the Na-
tional Young Leadership Cabinet (www.
jewishfederations.org/cabinet). For the 
past 50 years, this experience has fos-

tered and promoted Jewish leaders by 
designing a program that advances the 
qualities, knowledge base, and habits of 
Jewish leadership. 

What are the qualities of an engaged Jew-
ish leader? At JFNA a Jewish leader is one 
who understands the importance of how 
Jewish values and learning underscore 
what we do; one who has a commitment 
to philanthropy; one who can articulate 
the mission and needs of the Jewish (lo-
cal and global) community; and �nally, a 
person who wants to be a participant in 

Relationship-Based Leadership:  
       The JFNA Approach
¿ by Rachel Ain

Jewish leaders should be able understand 
the history of the Jewish people and how this 
history impacts the present and the future.

Rabbi Rachel Ain is senior director 
for the National Young Leadership 
Department at the Jewish Federations 
of North America. She can be reached 
at Rachel.Ain@jewishfederations.
org and followed on twitter 
@RabbiRachelAin.
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and a builder of a network of like-minded 
yet diverse people. The Cabinet experi-
ence begins and ends with relationships. 
Each local and national professional un-
derstands where a leader is coming from, 
what they are passionate about and how 
they can act on that passion. 

Over the course of several years these lead-
ers are exposed to skills training, the past 
and current global Jewish context, and 
the realization that asking for money isn’t 
something to fear, but to embrace. The 
joy of philanthropy is crucial when think-
ing about leadership development. The 
ability to give a capacity gift needs to be 
recognized and celebrated; one shouldn’t 
apologize for asking for money, but rath-
er, see themselves as the conduit through 
which the Jewish community is sustained 
and strengthened today and in the fu-
ture. We offer leadership experiences and 
platforms each year, including speakers’ 
training, caucus leading, study missions to 
understand the needs overseas, and advo-
cacy days in Washington, DC, to provide 
hands-on training for leading at home. 
We hope that by the end of their experi-
ence on Cabinet, they are positioned to 
be leaders in their local federations, day 
schools, Hillels, JCCs, synagogues, and 
other agencies in the Jewish world.

What is the knowledge base for Jewish 
leaders? Jewish leaders should be able un-
derstand the history of the Jewish people 
and how this history impacts the present 
and the future. Jewish leaders should feel 
comfortable with how the values of Ju-
daism inform the work at hand. Jewish 
leaders should be proud practitioners of 
Judaism, in that they proudly display their 
commitment to a Jewish life that re�ects 
the history, traditions and values in what-
ever way that �nds meaning in their lives. 
Equally important, they should under-
stand the issues facing the Jewish world 
today. They should have a sense of the de-
mographics with which they are working, 
the challenges that they are facing, and 
the opportunities that lie ahead. While 
knowledge is power, having these tools 
and a deep understanding of their origins 
is essential for the effective Jewish leader.

What are the habits of transformative 
Jewish leaders? We recognize that not all 

Jewish leaders look and sound the same, 
but there are some characteristics that are 
common to those who are most excellent. 
Do Jewish leaders need charisma? Do 
they need to have in�uence? Of the many 
habits and attributes of Jewish leaders, I 
would emphasize the following: the ca-
pacity to be self-re�ective about their own 
strengths and weakness and compassion-
ate in their interactions with others; excite-
ment to learn new skills, recognizing that 
each of us are on a perpetual journey to do 
better; and �nally, placing these skills and 
ideas into practice in partnership with oth-
ers. Hillel’s popular teaching from Pirkei 
Avot nicely sums up these behaviors: “If I 
am not for myself who will be for me, but 
if I am only for myself, what am I?” People 
who seek leadership only for gratitude and 
recognition without making a difference 
in the community in which they are a part 
would not, in my opinion, have the habits 
we are trying to cultivate.

The day school world, which is a micro-

cosm of the larger Jewish community, has 
at its �ngertips parents, alumni, support-
ers, and funders who have the necessary 
pride and passion to change and advance 
the mission of a particular school. By rec-
ognizing where people are on their own 
personal trajectory, senior professionals 
and lay leaders must work with these in-
dividuals, ask them about their passions 
and put them to work. But they must do 
this by being given the tools to succeed 
and the freedom to add their voice to the 
crucial conversations of the day. 

I started with the premise that by doing 
the above we won’t have a leadership cri-
sis in the 22nd century. But the fact is that 
in 100 years, our context will be different 
than it is today. Just as today we need to 
thoughtfully re-evaluate our behavior, a 
dynamic system and dynamic leaders will 
always re�ect upon themselves. If we cre-
ate and clear the path now for those on 
a leadership journey, there will always be 
people to walk it.  ¿
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In this second article about national Jewish leadership 
programs, the leader of Ramah camps reviews some of 
the elements of their success, and presents recent initia-
tives to expand their impact well beyond the summer.

rom its very inception, the 
Ramah camping movement 
was con�gured as an incuba-
tor for leadership. Designed 

as an immersive experience with 
what Jonathan Sarna of Brandeis 
University notes was the openly 
subversive goal of cultivating a 
Jewish elite, Ramah focused its 
efforts on teens and young adults, 

“the age group most susceptible to role 
modeling and to rebelling against paren-
tal authority, to create a distinctive iden-
tity that would be reinforced by peers 
and role models. In this way,” writes 
Dr. Shuly Rubin Schwartz, Dean of 
Graduate and Undergraduate Studies at 
The Jewish Theological Seminary, “the 
leadership of Ramah hoped to invigo-
rate Conservative Judaism by cultivating 
an elite that would be more dedicated, 
knowledgeable, and more observant 
than their parents.”

In the aftermath of the Shoah, with the 
founding of the �rst Ramah camp in 
1947, Conservative Jewish leaders fo-
cused on the urgency of Jewish survival. 
Their belief in the long-term value of 
the Conservative Movement’s approach 
to Jewish life fueled an intensive focus 
on the development of leadership at Ra-
mah camps. The three key pillars of the 
Ramah experience, in place to this day—
Hebrew language, Jewish living, and 
Judaic study—created the framework 
for an immersive camp experience where 
children and teens would be motivated 
to embrace a lifestyle grounded in Jew-
ish values, ritual, and learning. 

As Rubin Schwartz notes in a recent 

article (“The Three Pillars of Ramah,” 
published in Ramah at 60: Impact and 
Innovation), the North American Jewish 
community has been transformed since 
those early years into one that has a much 
deeper Jewish life, characterized in part 
by the rise of the day school movement.  
In response, the elitist agenda of the Ra-
mah movement’s founders has given way 
to much more inclusive goals, seeking to 
reach and engage as many young Jews as 
possible. Yet Ramah’s 
outsized impact on 
the community—sig-
ni�cant numbers of 
North American Jew-
ish communal leaders 
are Ramah alumni—
reinforces the belief 
that a core mission 
of the Ramah camp 
experience must remain leadership de-
velopment in its broadest sense, to serve 
both the Conservative Movement and 
the greater Jewish community.

A recent study of Jewish camping by Amy 
P. Sales of Brandeis University, Limmud 
by the Lake II, notes that retention of staff 
after one year at Ramah exceeded the 
North American average by fully ten per-
centage points, with 67% of staff choosing 
to return. And by almost ten percentage 
points again, Ramah staff are well ahead 
of staff at other camps when they point 
to the Jewish life at camp as being a key 
reason for their return. With the exciting 
launch of the Ramah Service Corps last 
year, dozens of staff alumni are now able 
to leverage their leadership skills and tal-
ents in year-round communities to help 
invigorate synagogues and days schools 

and encourage recruitment to Jewish 
camp. The Service Corps was the next 
logical step in the progression of Ramah 
leadership development, and its members 
are performing beyond expectations.

What is the Ramah training formula? 
In the context of a 24/7 environment, 
these young people are growing, living 
and learning among peers who share 
their passion for Jewish life. They are 
given multiple opportunities to excel 
and shine with peer encouragement, 
learning hands-on skills to help them 
serve as Jewish leaders, including re-
ligious inspiration, Hebrew language, 
and deep familiarity with Israel. I have 

been amazed at the high level of a 
17-year-old’s dvar Torah; the maturity 
of a 19-year-old inspiring her campers to 
bond while davening with peers in the 
Tikvah special needs bunks; the lessons 
in environmental awareness taught at 
our new adventure camp in the Rockies; 
and the excitement of 10-year-old camp-
ers using complete Hebrew sentences 
with raucous encouragement from the 
camps’ college-age staff. 

In recent years, Ramah has invested heav-
ily in new movement-wide programs for 
staff training, supported by over $4 mil-
lion of grants from national foundations. 
New programs now exist in te�llah, 
Hebrew language, youth philanthropy, 
Israel engagement, service learning, so-
cial networking, campus leadership and 
special education. Most remarkable has 

  Ramah Provides Fertile Soil for Lifelong 
Leadership Development

¿ by Mitchell Cohen and Debbie Nahshon

Rabbi Mitchell Cohen is the director of 
the National Ramah Commission of 
the Jewish Theological Seminary, and 
Debbie Nahshon is a National Ramah 
development consultant. They can 
be reached at Mcohen@jtsa.edu and 
Debbie@campramah.org.
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been the transference of these leadership 
skills from camp contexts to overall career 
and life choices.

The more we invest in the training of 
young adults, the higher percentage of 
these camp leaders we �nd seeking careers 
in Jewish education and serving as Jew-
ish leaders on campus, in schools, and in 
other synagogue settings.

At Ramah’s national training programs, 
young staff members learn to apply what 
they experienced as campers to a broader 
understanding of leadership development. 
The energy generated by dozens of young 
leaders coming together plays an impor-
tant role in propelling each participant 

forward on their leadership path. Partici-
pants learn to set the right environment 
for learning; to facilitate positive interper-
sonal dynamics; to weave together multi-
ple narratives and voices in order to create 
one communal story; and to invest heav-
ily in achieving optimal group dynamics, 
which are at the heart of a successful ef-
fort in both experiential education and in 
community building. Importantly, Ra-
mah also teaches staff members to aspire 

to the highest professional standards by 
creating and collaborating on best prac-
tices, and by embracing the ongoing pur-
suit of knowledge. By the conclusion of 
their Ramah careers, many of these young 
leaders are more than ready to become 
teachers, motivators, and in�uencers in 
their Jewish communities.

As Ramah continues to grow and 
strengthen our existing camps, our mis-
sion is expanding to provide more year-
round and lifelong leadership experiences, 
often in partnership with other institu-
tions, including day schools. A recent $2 
million grant from the AVI CHAI Foun-
dation and the Maimonides Fund will 
help us create a new alumni division to 
propel this mission, and we look forward 
to working closely with school and syna-
gogue leaders who understand that work-
ing together, and using all twelve months 
of the year for intensive Jewish education, 
will be essential to building stronger com-
munities and effective leaders. ¿

Participants learn to weave together multiple 
narratives and voices in order to create one 
communal story; and to invest heavily in 
achieving optimal group dynamics.
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¿ by David Cygielman

Developing Leaders, 
Not Replacements

This third article in the series, by the founder of Moishe 
House, argues that the crisis lies not in the number of 
qualified leaders but in the lack of leeway that estab-
lished organizations provide for young leaders to lead.

o say that there is a crisis of 
leadership in the Jewish com-
munity would be taking a 
band-aid approach to a much 

larger issue facing our community. 
The problem lies not in a lack of 
future leadership; it lies instead in 
how we, as a Jewish community, do 
leadership development. In my work 
at Moishe House, I am constantly 
amazed at the quality and depth of 
leadership among Jewish youth. I 
actually think leadership is one of the 

huge strengths of the Jewish commu-
nity. The crisis that I see is in the con-
fusion between giving opportunities for 
real leadership versus trying to convince 
someone to do exactly what is currently 
being done but calling it leadership de-
velopment.

Almost every long-standing Jewish or-
ganization has a leadership development 
track. In theory, its goal is to develop 
leaders, take an organization to a new 
place, provide fresh vision and perspec-
tive and ultimately have people follow 
this leadership. Unfortunately, leader-
ship development is often built only as 
a pathway for following, not leading. 
Particularly in the Jewish community, 
leadership development is often a nar-
row track built because those in current 
leadership positions are ready to move 
on; before they can do so, they feel they 
need someone to take over their exact 
roles. 

The trouble with this model is that none 
of the young leaders I know are particu-
larly interested in those roles. It is not 

that they do not believe in the organi-
zation or want to develop themselves as 
leaders; it is that time and time again, 
their fresh ideas and new directions are 
blocked by the existing infrastructure. 
All too often, they learn that the organi-
zation is not actually looking for leaders, 
they are looking for replacements.

There is not a crisis in 
leading, there is a cri-
sis in following. Not 
everything needs to be 
new, fresh or innova-
tive, and a lot of what 
we are doing as a com-
munity is working. We 
have to be willing to 
give people the oppor-

tunity to lead, try new things and base 
decisions not on the past, but rather on 
the future.

Moishe House (http://moishehouse.
org/) is a young organization with young 
leaders working both in the �eld and 
behind the scenes to promote a type of 
community building for people in their 
20s that rarely exists in institutional set-
tings. Our staff provides support to peo-
ple around the globe who are dedicating 
their spare time to turning their homes 
into centers of Jewish life for themselves 
and their peers. With the support of both 

David Cygielman is founder and CEO 
of Moishe House. He can be reached at 
david@moishehouse.org.

Particularly in the Jewish community, leadership 
development is often a narrow track built 
because those in current leadership positions are 
ready to move on; before they can do so, they feel 
they need someone to take over their exact roles. 
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national and localized funders, Moishe 
House’s model has been overwhelmingly 
successful mainly because we get out of 
the way. We believe that residents living in 
Moishe House actually do know what will 
build the strongest community. 

Of course, we provide a great deal of sup-

port and training, but ultimately we are 
letting the residents lead the way and 
doing our best to follow. This model of 
effectively following our residents is cre-
ating many opportunities for new leaders 
to emerge in a setting they feel comfort-
able in as well as launching them into the 
more  institutional  Jewish community of 

their city. It is our hope that these young 
adults who come into their own through 
Moishe House will be the leaders who 
will want to take on the next generation 
of leadership throughout the Jewish com-
munity. Although the question still re-
mains, will the organizations be ready and 
willing to follow? ¿

RAVSAK and ERB Partner to 
Establish “Network Norms”

RAVSAK is pleased to announce 
the launch of a new partner-
ship with ERB, the Educational 

Records Bureau, to craft a “network 
norm” for RAVSAK schools participat-
ing in the CTP reasoning and achieve-
ment assessment (Comprehensive Test-
ing Program).

The establishment of a RAVSAK Norm 
will allow for comparisons of participat-
ing school results with other schools in 
RAVSAK (in the aggregate), as well as 
having the comparisons to other inde-
pendent and suburban schools across 
the country. Day school leaders are fre-
quently (and increasingly) confronted 
with requests from parents who want to 
know how their children are perform-
ing relative to children in other inde-
pendent schools. The ability to make 
meaningful comparisons that demon-
strate student and school success is for 

many schools a key element in “making 
the case” for enrollment and philan-
thropic support.

ERB currently offers norm rating 
groups for a number of other indepen-
dent school networks, including NAIS 
(National Association of Independent 
Schools), ISACS (Independent School 
Association of Central States), CAIS 
(California Association of Independent 
Schools), the Montessori School Asso-
ciation, and CGS (National Coalition 
of Girls’ Schools). Additionally, ERB 
provides national independent school 
norms and suburban school norms, pro-
viding participating RAVSAK schools 
with a broader context for re�ecting on 
their own data.

Founded in 1927 with the mission 
of creating “testing and learning 
solutions that would help schools 

develop improved curriculum based 
on results, thus helping students gain a 
better education,” ERB today provides 
testing programs and services in more 
than 2,000 independent and public 
schools.

Standardized tests are not a part of every 
school’s program, nor does RAVSAK 
advocate for or against standardized 
testing as a means of measuring student 
performance. Schools that utilize norm 
rated tests and those with an interest 
in this process will bene�t greatly from 
RAVSAK’s new partnership with ERB.

Schools that are currently members 
of ERB and those interested in learn-
ing more should contact Pamela 
Appleton, regional director, at pap-
pleton@erblearn.org. Additional in-
formation about ERB can be found at 
www.erb.org. ¿



Case Study in Day School Leadership

Mr. Linda and Jack Stein have enrolled their son, Daniel, in kindergarten at the Goldberg Jewish Day School, where you 
are head of school. They had initially heard about GJDS from a neighbor, and after reading in the admissions materials 
that the school “respects all levels of Jewish observance and is designed to re�ect the range of practices and beliefs of 

our families,” they were certain that GJDS was perfect for their eclectic Jewish family. Linda was raised in a Conservative home, 
Jack in a Reform household, and both have gravitated toward Orthodoxy as adults (in fact, they met at a Chabad Purim party in 
college). Linda and Jack eagerly applied to the school, which was delighted to accept Daniel—a bright, creative �ve-year-old from 
a supportive, af�uent family. The Steins, a font of social activity, successfully encouraged a number of their friends to apply to the 
school as well. 

Several weeks have gone by since the start of the school year, and your board chair happens to bump into Jack in the supermarket. 
Jack states that he is very unhappy at GJDS and is considering pulling his son out. He tells the chair that the school’s pluralistic 
claims are a “sham.” As a modern Orthodox family, their beliefs, traditions and practices are simply not re�ected in the life of the 
school. Jack says that he has raised concerns about what happens in the classroom with the teacher, “but she did not even under-
stand my perspective.” When asked to be more speci�c, he tells the board chair that he �nds the kashrut policy to be vague and 
unenforceable, the messages about mitzvot being optional problematic, and the overall tone of the school negatively impacted by 
the classical liberal’s dilemma: we respect all points of view except the traditional one. They are also the only shomer Shabbat family 
in kindergarten, where Daniel has already missed out on three Saturday play dates with classmates. 

The more Jack talks, the angrier he gets. “The more I think about it, I really feel deceived. The school sold me and my friends a 
bill of goods.” According to the board chair, the conversation ends on two positive notes: Jack says that Daniel loves school and 
he agrees to make a meeting with you. 

So…

1. What do you say to Jack (be speci�c)?

2. What don’t you say to Jack?

3. What is the role of the board in this instance? What is the role of the administration?

4. What do you learn from this incident?

5. What Jewish values, texts, customs, etc. inform your thinking about this dilemma?

e must accept finite disappointment, but never lose infinite hope.” 
Martin Luther King Jr.

As several articles in this issue note, leadership is a condition of always 
confronting crises great and small. Crises are issues that leaders need 

to confront head-on, right away; they hope to confront them “well 
enough,” and to do better the next time. But like the Greek philosopher 

in the river, a leader never confronts the same crisis twice. The key for 
handling most crises well is to keep hold of “infinite hope,” for leaders 

to retain a sense of perspective based on the lofty vision and mission of 
the organization. In Jewish day schools, our “infinite hope” is rooted in 

and nourished by the values and teachings of our tradition. Our crises, too, sometimes arise from the 
dynamics of Jewish identity today. Here we present a case study of a day school crisis that emerges 
from conflicting visions of Jewish practice and values. The respondents, in different ways, all seek to 
anchor their responses in a vision of Judaism’s “infinite hope.”
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Case Study in Day School Leadership

Response by Sam Chestnut

When processing the strong 
concerns of parents about 
the alignment of school phi-

losophy with their own experience, one 
should make sure that the parent is shar-
ing their concerns with the appropriate 
person (e.g., with the head of school). 
The parent should be informed that the 
conversation/meeting will lead to some 
“discovery” to determine the facts and 
to begin to gather data in order to come 
to an appropriate solution. In the �rst 
conversation, the head of school should 
avoid making broad and aggressive state-
ments about other families or faculty un-
til he or she has time to talk with named 
parties. 

At the same time, it is also important to 
af�rm the parent’s philosophy and be-
liefs and assure him that if faculty and/
or parent communities are not acting in 
a way consistent with the values of the 
school, then corrective action will be 
taken. Finally, after speaking with all ap-
propriate parties involved, a course of ac-
tion, if necessary, will be developed. Any 
resolution must consider the integrity of 
all involved, respond to the parent, and 
provide a clear plan for all. The head of 
school must work with staff to be sure 
that they understand and support any 
actions and to help facilitate productive 
conversations with all parents to ensure 
that such challenges can be avoided in 
the future. 

This scenario raises some important is-
sues with respect to proper board-head 
of school relationship and protocol. The 
board chair did the right thing by refer-
ring the disgruntled parent to the head 
of school. The board chair should fol-
low up with the school leader to ensure 
that the matter was processed and that 
the resolution was consistent with the 
mission of the school. If there is a real 

disconnect between the stated mission 
and philosophy of the school and how 
the school truly operates, it would be ap-
propriate for the head of school to raise 
these concerns with the board chair for 
clarity, evaluation, collaboration and sup-
port in moving toward proper alignment 
of school mission and practice. 

As a product of Jewish day school myself, 
I often use the values that were instilled 
in me through the great teachers I ex-
perienced. In particular, I think often of 
the Jewish concept that when assessing a 
situation, one must reserve judgment un-
til all facts are made available and all par-
ties’ perspectives are considered. In our 
school setting, we believe that mistakes, 
misunderstandings and challenges are 
opportunities for learning and can lead 

to higher levels of consciousness and em-
pathy. If we do not use Jewish wisdom, 
applied in this fashion, we run the risk 
of missing out on a remarkable learning 
opportunity.

As we all know, it is not suf�cient sim-
ply to be able to list as members of your 
school Jewish families who represent the 
spectrum of the movements. All of our 
families must feel well served by a com-
munity day school. In addition, we must 
take advantage of our unique school set-
ting to foster meaningful learning that 
helps a diverse Jewish community under-
stand the strength of learning with, from 
and across the spectrum of Jewish prac-
tice. Con�ict can offer opportunity to 
create  understanding, growth and con-
nection for the entire Jewish community. 

Sam Chestnut is the head of the Lippman 
School in Akron, Ohio. He can be reached 
at schestnut@thelippmanschool.org.  ¿

Response by Ronen Glimer

In communicating to Jack that I ap-
preciate his bringing this matter to 
my attention, I would work to under-

stand how he de�nes his perspective, in 
order to gain insight into the thoughts 
and expectations he may have regarding 
practice. I’d also attempt to de�ate some 
of the cynicism and antagonism that led 
to the comment “we respect all points 
of view except the traditional one,” by 
establishing a working context through 
which to guide him—ideally—towards 
an understanding that what we teach in 
the school is not a prescriptive approach 
towards Judaism and Halakhah but rath-
er an invitation to examine how many 
different points of view can be brought 
forward.

The board and the head of school need 
to have thoughtful agreement about how 
to respond to situations such as this, so 

that even in an informal setting such as a 
grocery store, a board member can con-
�dently assuage a parent’s concerns while 
knowingly having the head’s back. 

Communicating clearly what a pluralistic 
school is all about is critical for a diverse 
parent body that may be both attracted by 
and also slightly circumspect of the claims. 
Formally outlining—by way of examples 
and scenarios—the school’s approach and 
philosophy through practical examples is 
important. Whether that happens dur-
ing parent orientation or as part of the 
recruiting process or simply lives online, 
the opportunity to educate and explain is 
one that should not be missed. I believe 
that the absence of people having a con-
crete and formal understanding of what a 
school’s pluralistic claims are is a liability 
and a teaching opportunity for the school 
and the community it appeals to.
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Case Study in Day School Leadership
 It also goes without saying that the chal-
lenge of integrating diverse religious 
perspectives and practices is not an easy 
one. But at the same time, the notion of a 
community school that is open, progres-
sive-minded and pluralistic almost im-
plicitly assumes a social contract among 
its families of shared responsibility for the 
welfare of the school community beyond 
just the traditional function areas of en-
dowment and parent involvement. 

There are countless examples from the 
Torah in which communal responsibility 
and willingness to own an idea or issue 
have the power to resonate and spur ac-

tion. When Joseph, for example, reveals 
himself by saying “I am your brother,” 
he renews and reaf�rms the relationship 
he has to his brothers and rekindles their 
own sense of kinship toward him. And 
while community and brotherhood/sis-
terhood are potentially abstract and over-
used concepts, I think that many of the 
newer models of day schools are not only 
established with these notions in mind 
but are created as institutions to live them 
out through what they practice and teach.

Ronen Glimer is a board member of the Lu-
ria School of Brooklyn in New York. He can 
be reached at ronen.glimer@gmail.com. ¿

Response by Pinchos Hecht
I am reminded of the phrase attributed to 
Bernard Shaw, that with a slight adjust-
ment may best describe the central issue 
in this case study: “Jews are divided by a 
common language.” In his book The Am-
bivalent American Jew, Charles Liebman 
de�ned the challenge for us. He writes, 
“The major categories for the expression 
of and determination of Jewish authen-
ticity have always been legalistic, but the 
primary modes of Jewish expression to-
day simply do not �t these categories.” 
Again, we see how a shared language can 
actually divide us. Communication be-
tween Jews of different backgrounds and 
beliefs depend on a high degree of ambi-
guity and the acceptance that key words, 
phrases, and sentences will convey differ-
ent and incompatible meaning to differ-
ent listeners. 

Responding to the case study requires 
that we de�ne our terms. While this may 
not be pragmatic or even desirable in 
other situations or settings, it is necessary 
here for an honest and re�ective response 
and for meaningful conversation to fol-
low. Only after a careful analysis of plural-
ism and traditional Orthodoxy will we be 
able to frame the con�ict and reply to it. I 
borrowed from the writings of Jonathan 
Sacks in helping with these de�nitions. 

Tradition sees Jews as constituting a cov-
enantal community de�ned by bound-
aries. These boundaries may be sharply 
or loosely de�ned. Religious pluralism 
as model for Judaism calls for de�nition 
and exploration. This de�nition will al-
most always differ from one pluralistic in-
stitution to another. Traditional religion 
claims absolute authority over reality, 
authority and truth, whereas pluralism 
argues that even ultimate truths are not 
incompatible, merely alternative expres-
sions of reality. This perspective of plu-
ralism is revolutionary and at sharp odds 
with religious history. Religious belief is 
understood in terms of an objective truth 
that excludes alternatives.

Denominational pluralism is neither a 
feature of historic tradition nor a re-
sponse to modernity. Peter Berger argues 
that such pluralism occurs when religious 
authority is demonopolized and differ-
ent groups have to compete for com-
mitment in an open market. In a crisis of 
secularization such interdenominational 
cooperation is not a revival of religion, 
according to Berger. It comes about only 
when religion has been so marginalized 
that past internal discords are less promi-
nent, when absolute truth is replaced 
with choice and when objective authority 

ceases to be the primary value.

Orthodoxy necessarily cannot subscribe 
to religious pluralism in the contempo-
rary sense. Orthodoxy is the decision to 
continue to understand tradition in “the 
traditional way,” as objective truth and 
external authority. Pluralism involves a 
revisionary translation of the tradition 
Orthodoxy clings �rmly to. 

Goldberg Jewish Day School no doubt is 
committed to “respect all levels of Jew-
ish observance and is designed to re�ect 
the range of practices and beliefs of all 
of its families.” The issue at hand is that 
the perspective for this honoring and 
respecting all of its families is based on 
a non-Orthodox pluralistic world view. 
Such a view is untenable and unaccept-
able to any family that sees itself exclu-
sively in the Orthodox tradition.

Classical Orthodoxy argues that Hal-
akhah is absolute and not contingent 
upon the ethic of the age. Halakhah is 
seen as binding on all Jews at all times. 
Today this position is obviously volun-
tarily entered into as there is no coercion 
to enforce it.

Inclusion, as Pluralism

What the Goldberg Jewish Day School 
needs to promote to the Orthodox com-
munity is not inclusion through a phi-
losophy of pluralism, but rather what I 
would call “inclusivism,” a plan for suc-
cess or inclusion without a philosophy. 
This because pluralism succeeds only if 
the historic de�nition of Orthodoxy is 
false; Orthodoxy will always de�ne itself 
in terms of truth and authority, never as 
interpretation and option. Pluralism de-
nies the self-de�nition of Orthodoxy. In 
other words, inclusion through pluralist 
conceptions of unity is incompatible with 
Orthodoxy. No wonder then that “The 
more Jack talks the angrier he gets.” 

The only possible approach lies in what 
the case study ends with. Goldberg Jew-
ish Day School will be desirable to some 
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Case Study in Day School Leadership

[continued on page 46]

Modern Orthodox families if its educa-
tional program is superior to all other 
schools in its area. Goldberg Jewish Day 
School’s educational product must be so 
compelling that families such as Dr. Lin-
da and Jack Stein decide that despite the 
irreconcilable issues they have with the 
perspective from which the school oper-
ates they still see the value in staying. 

To many Modern Orthodox families, 
quality education is more important 
than the lack of a truly authentic Ortho-
dox atmosphere, something they know 
they will need to create and nurture in 

their own home and synagogue. With 
enough such families choosing to regis-
ter at Goldberg Jewish Day School a peer 
group of such like-minded parents and 
children will lead to Orthodox families 
�nding their place at Goldberg Jewish 
Day School and able to advocate for their 
religious needs in the broader context of 
the school’s culture. In other words, in-
clusion without pluralism.

Rabbi Pinchos Hecht is the head of school at 
The Samuel Scheck Hillel Community Day 
School in North Miami Beach. He can be 
reached at hecht@ehillel.org. ¿

Response by Orry Jacobs
I believe this case illustrates very well 
the need for day schools, particularly 
community day schools, to make sure 
that prospective parents have appropri-
ate expectations about the school. The 
last thing we want is for a parent to have 
“buyer’s remorse.”

What does a statement like “respects all 
levels of Jewish observance and is de-
signed to re�ect the range of practice and 
beliefs of our families” mean in practice? 
Such statements are open to interpreta-
tion, with each individual potentially 
picturing a different scenario as to how 
the statement gets re�ected in day-to-day 
school operations. So it is important to 
discuss with prospective parents school 
practices which may be important to 
them such as the school’s kashruth poli-
cy, which prayerbooks are used, and what 
is the school’s philosophy on discussing 
differences in observance.

What is particularly challenging for com-
munity day schools is that they tend to 
serve a fairly diverse parent body. With 
Orthodox, Conservative, Reform, Re-
constructionist, and unaf�liated fami-
lies all present in many of our schools 
in varying proportions, it is important 
to try to deduce what is important to 
each prospective family. Then the school 

needs to address those speci�c areas that 
would appear to be important, even if the 
parents don’t ask the “right” questions. 
This diversity is what makes it so dif�cult 
to develop a single “elevator speech” for 
each community day school!

The board should work with the head of 
school to set the school’s broad education-
al philosophy and associated policies. The 
head of school is responsible for interpret-
ing and implementing the philosophy and 
associated policies. The head of school and 
the admissions staff should be responsible 
for explaining the philosophy and associ-
ated policies to prospective parents based 
upon their assessment of what is important 

to each parent. In the �nal analysis, the 
ideal is for the entire school community—
administration, faculty, lay leadership and 
parents—to develop a common language 
and to be on the same page about what 
Jewish pluralism means for their school.

In this case, it is appropriate for Jack 
to be referred to the head of school. 
The head of school should apologize 
to Jack for not having better explained 
the school’s philosophy and how that 
philosophy is translated into action in 
such areas as the kashruth policy, mes-
sages about practicing mitzvot, etc. (The 
apology is appropriate even if the head 
of school believes that the explanation 
had been suf�cient—the customer is al-
ways right!) It would be appropriate for 
the head of school to engage Jack in a 
discussion about how the school could 
do a better job of teaching and showing 
respect for traditional points of view.

The major lesson, however, is to make 
sure that prospective parents have realis-
tic expectations about the school, so that 
this situation does not arise. This may 
mean that some parents will decide that 
the school is not appropriate for their 
child(ren), but that is preferable to hav-
ing unhappy parents who may ultimately 
remove their children anyway.

Orry Jacobs is the president of The Agnon 
School in Beachwood, Ohio. He can be 
reached at orryjacobs@aol.com. ¿

Response by Ben Karmel
School heads frequently are placed in the 
position of learning information from 
second-, third- and fourth-hand sources. 
According to the lessons associated with 
lashon hara, we need to be cautious. 
School administrators need to be time-
sensitive when learning about secondhand 
comments aired in public about the school, 
as one of our many key roles relates to en-
suring retention by providing perceived 
valued service to current families. 

In this case, as quickly as possible, I would 
invite both parents to a private face-to-
face meeting with administration. Prior 
to the parent meeting, I would conduct 
some basic research through contact-
ing Daniel’s teacher(s) in order to learn 
background knowledge relating to Dan-
iel, the teacher’s awareness of any paren-
tal concerns and which classmates Daniel 
seems to spend the most time with in 
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Case Study in Day School Leadership
[continued from page 45]

class and during recess. I would consult 
with the guidance counselor or relevant 
staff person about other families in the 
grade who are potentially approachable 
for trying to assist in creating play dates 
(without speaking with any families).

On the phone with Jack, I would state 
that I received a heads-up from the 
board chair that the family shared their 
concerns with him about the school, that 
I have much time for them and would 
appreciate the opportunity to meet with 
both parents at the same time in my of-
�ce to hear directly from them. 

In the meeting I would thank Jack and 
Linda for their assistance in attracting 
other families to the school. I would ask 
them if it was true that indeed Daniel 
loves school, what is it precisely that Dan-
iel loves about school and whom among 
the students does he spend his time with. 
Then I would ask them to share with me 
their speci�c concerns of what happened 
and why they are disturbed about the 
school. I would listen very carefully with-
out interruption, taking notes and para-
phrasing their concerns back to them. To 
clarify, I would ask them what is it in their 
minds that would resolve these issues, 
what would make them happy or change 
their minds positively about the school 
for each of their concerns.

I would be careful not to mention our 

admissions material or policies, or any 
promises about implementing theoretical 
solutions to satisfy the parents, or any-
thing about individual staff members or 
the board’s role.

At this point I would tell the parents that 
I really appreciated their taking time out 
of their complex schedules to meet with 
me and for being candid about their con-
cerns. I would tell them that I will take 
some time to review their case and to con-
sult on the matters raised today, but that I 
would get back to them by a speci�c date.

The administration plays several roles in 
this instance. First, the administration 
must act quickly so that the parents be-
lieve that their voices were heard, that 
they matter as a family to the school and 
that the school will get back to them in 
a reasonable time frame to address their 
concerns. Second, it is the administra-
tion’s job to enforce the school’s mis-
sion, vision and values (probably written 
in admission materials) and to enforce 
school policies.

Third, administration needs to ensure 
that families perceive that they are receiv-
ing a valued service. To this, administra-
tion supervises staff in demonstrating 
their familiarity with policy areas such as 
kashrut and ensures that staff members 
(Jewish and non-Jewish) are educated 
about the sensitivities involved. Fourth, 
administration needs to verify that the 

admission materials section that states 
that the school “is designed to re�ect the 
range of practices and beliefs of our fami-
lies” is in fact a true statement that does 
not contradict the school’s mission or vi-
sion and/or values.

If it is a true written statement, adminis-
tration needs to sit down with the chair 
of the board to determine how does the 
school in practice “re�ect the range of 
practices and beliefs of our families” (es-
pecially in a heterogeneous family setting 
as the school in this case appears to be), 
and can this in fact actually be done. The 
board would then re-examine their mis-
sion, vision and values to verify that its 
mission cannot be open to misinterpre-
tation, exposing the school to criticism 
that the school is misrepresenting itself 
on paper as something that it does not 
do in practice—for example, by fostering 
a �exible kashrut policy that only gives lip 
service to mitzvot.

A major lesson from this case is that a 
school’s core beliefs of mission, vision 
and values are not static. These guiding 
principles for the school have a shelf life 
and need to be re-examined. When re-
porting about or hearing concerns sec-
ondhand, one needs to be cautious of the 
lessons surrounding lashon hara.

Ben Karmel is the principal of the Calgary 
Jewish Academy. He can be reached at 
KarmelB@cja.ab.ca. ¿
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We at RAVSAK wish you a Happy Passover!

חג פסח שמחחג פסח שמחחג פסח שמח
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IMPLICATIONS: At Camp Stone, there 
is an implicit message that Jewish leader-
ship and life is compromised by a lack of 
imagination. That’s a message profound-
ly at odds with the world of schools (and 
not just Jewish ones) where �xed systems 
constrain conceptions of what is possible 
and ultimately of what is desirable. What 
if Jewish leaders were required to think 
and act outside the box, so that Jews and 
Judaism might thrive and not just sur-
vive?

Beyond interpersonal intelligence 
to areyvut (collective responsibility)

The rhythms and texture of camp life 
create an emotionally intense environ-
ment at the heart of which is the rela-
tionship between camper and counselor. 
Leadership in this environment is pro-
foundly interpersonal. But the interper-
sonal relationships between counselors 
and campers are important not only be-
cause the staff must act in loco parentis, 
taking care of other people’s children. 
These relationships are also rooted in a 
subjective sense that campers and coun-
selors, the whole camp, is connected as 
Am Yisrael. The campers are not other 
people’s children. Literally, they and 
their counselors share an identity as “the 
children of Israel”—a sense nurtured 
within the incubator-like environment 
inside the camp gate.

Nobody at the camp is moved more 
powerfully by this sense of shared identi-
ty than Rothner, the camp director, who 
regularly talks about the camp communi-
ty as our “am” and of the “sacred” rela-

tionship between camper and counselor. 
This feeling of deep emotional connec-
tion to others comes from a powerful 
awareness of the ties that connect Jews 
with one another and it seems founda-
tional to the ful�llment of the tasks of 
Jewish leadership.

IMPLICATIONS: One wonders why 
(this) camp demands a more expansive 
sense of self than that called upon in other 
Jewish educational institutions. Ought 
not all Jewish leaders feel a sense of shared 
identity with the wider Jewish community 
and not just a sense of professional obliga-
tion to their clients or congregants?

Jewish purposefulness/yi’ud

One last characteristic of Camp Stone 
leaders is their sense of making a differ-
ence to the Jewish future. The senior 
staff (almost all of whom are only in their 
early twenties) explain that they come to 
camp because they’ve been encouraged 
to think about the contribution they’re 

making to klal Yisrael. They see the po-
tential in their jobs to “change people’s 
lives.”

Being aware of making a contribution 
to the Jewish people seems a minimum 
requirement for all Jewish leaders wher-
ever located. But this same sense can 
become radically altered when one sees 
one’s contribution not only in relation 
to the present Jewish moment but also 
in relation to the ancient Jewish past or 
at least to multiple generations of Jew-
ish experience. In these terms the Jewish 

leader carries the burden of Jewish histo-
ry even when occupied by the seemingly 
mundane task of taking care of young 
American Jews for four weeks of their 
summer vacation, even if that only in-
volves cutting salad in the kitchen. Thus, 
the camp director startles the staff, in his 

last talk before camp starts, by suggest-
ing that the �rst century rabbi Yohanan 
Ben Zakkai would be looking down on 
their work smiling, surprised that the 
Jewish people have survived so well. 
With an expanded sense of the context 
for one’s acts, Jewish purposefulness has 
an almost cosmic scope.

IMPLICATIONS: It is worth asking how 
leadership is changed by an expanded 
sense of mission. Does this expanded sense 
change the quality and intensity of lead-
ers’ practice? 

I submit that these �ve qualities are not 
peculiar features of the special circum-
stances at camp. They are readily seen in 

the immersive environment of camp—
and particularly at a special camp like 
Stone—but they can just as well com-
pose what to look for in Jewish leaders in 
any number of institutions, not least in 
contemporary Jewish day schools. 

Some of these characteristics are not 
peculiarly Jewish. Their Jewish force, 
I think, comes from the way that, to-
gether, they inform a way of being in the 
world. Jewish leadership in these terms 
means having a special sense of one’s 
person, and also of one’s place in Jew-
ish history and among the Jewish people 
today. Jewish leadership means to be 
always in a self-aware and dynamic re-
lationship with the Jewish past, present 
and future. It occurs where one’s Jew-
ish inner world meets the Jewish world 
outside. It is where consciousness meets 
community. ¿

To learn more

Pomson, Alex. Summer Camp as an 
Incubator of Jewish Leadership: The Case 
of Camp Stone. New York: AVI CHAI 
Foundation.

[continued from page 35]

Jewish leadership means to be always in 
a self-aware and dynamic relationship with 
the Jewish past, present and future. It occurs 
where one’s Jewish inner world meets the 
Jewish world outside.

Being aware of making a contribution 
to the Jewish people seems a minimum 
requirement for all Jewish leaders 
wherever located. 
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Leadership from Within
Where should schools look for its leaders and how should 
they be cultivated? The current and future heads of Cali-
fornia’s Heschel Day School describe a successful process 
of transition within the school.

ut Moses said to G-d, “Who am 
I that I should go to Pharaoh 
and bring the Israelites out of 
Egypt?” And G-d said, “I will 
be with you.

“The majority of recruiting 
is reactive,” writes David 
Hakala in HRWorld. “An 
opening occurs and the re-
cruitment process kicks in 

to �ll an immediate need for 
talent.” Instead, he notes, “re-

cruiting should be proactive, look-
ing ahead to the future to see what talent 
will be needed in key areas… and taking 
steps now to �ll those needs.”

The Jewish community day school world 
needs to apply this principle of proactiv-
ity. Unanticipated head of school turn-
over is all too frequent, and even in the 
best of situations, transitions occur all 
the time. If a school is thoughtful and 
planful about meeting its present and 
future needs for leadership, it will have 
greater success than if it merely reacts to 
events that occur.

Although change is a given within any 
school, it is not always embraced in 
the most productive ways, especially by 
faculty and parents. We all know that a 
major change in senior leadership can 
be a time of re�ection, growth, and new 
vision. Yet when the change originates 
from someone new to the school, it of-
ten creates anxiety, speculation, and un-
certainty. Students are resilient, yet their 
parents and our faculties and staff may 
have a more dif�cult time when there is 
a complete shift at the helm. This can 
result in poor morale along with higher 
than normal student and faculty attri-
tion.

However, when a school looks “inside” 
and develops leadership from within it 
can often result in a “win-win” situa-
tion. Now the school can retain and 
promote a valued leader and in doing so 
ensure a continuity of vision, a familiar-
ity of culture, and a comfort level for 
many constituents, which is especially 
important for fundraising and enroll-
ment.

In this article, we propose that the best 
place to look for future leadership is 
within the school it-
self. Succession plan-
ning involving culti-
vation and promotion 
from within can not 
only help solve the 
leadership crisis, but 
has the ancillary ben-
e�t of enhancing mo-
rale and productivity 
within the school, as 
talented teachers and administrators po-
sition themselves to move up a career 
ladder.

Succession planning requires a series of 
steps that must be implemented carefully 
in order for the process to be successful. 
Based upon lessons learned from a pre-
vious less-than-easy transition, we offer 
the following guidance from procedures 
we implemented to assure that the next 
transition would be smooth and posi-
tive. What we are trying to build in this 
model is the support necessary for when 
the big challenges come.

•	 Identify someone in your school 
who has innate leadership skills that 
can be nurtured. Perhaps there’s an 
administrator on the team who has a 
real talent for leadership.

•	 Start a conversation with that person 
about what leadership would mean. 
Would s/he want to be a school 
head? What would it take to get 
there?

•	 Invest in this person through lead-
ership training utilizing local and 
national organizations in the �eld. 
AVI CHAI funded programs such as 
DSLTI, Project SuLaM, leadership 
programs through Harvard’s Prin-
cipal’s Center, and NAIS’s Aspiring 
Heads Fellowship are examples of 
outstanding resources.

•	 Provide opportunities for the future 
leader to engage in the many gover-
nance, development, and strategic ac-

tivities that are involved in headship: 
budgeting, performance reviews and 
contracting with faculty, participa-
tion on board committees and atten-
dance at meetings, interactions with 
all constituents including donors, 
grandparents, and alumni, assum-
ing responsibility for larger projects 
within the community, involvement 
with administrative groups in the in-
dependent school world and within 
the Jewish community.

•	 Communicate with your board chair 
and your head support committee. 
Make nurturing leadership within 
the school one of your goals as a 
head of school.

•	 When it becomes clear that this per-
son is a right choice, ready to take on 

Betty Winn is the head of school, 
and Larry Kligman is the assistant 
head of school, at the Abraham 
Joshua Heschel Day School in 
Northridge, California. They can be 
reached at betty_winn@ajhds.com 
and Larry_Kligman@ajhds.com.
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the challenges of leadership, present 
his or her candidacy to the head sup-
port committee, letting them know 
your intentions and timeline and sug-
gesting that this person would be a 
worthy successor.

•	 Provide opportunities for the inter-
nal leader to meet one-on-one with 
the board chair and select members 
of the board to allow them to look at 
the candidate with this speci�c goal in 
mind.

•	 Put together a transition team with 
members consisting of various con-
stituencies of the school to evaluate 
whether to do a search or to appoint 
the nominee of the current leader. 
Our committee consisted of several 
members of the executive committee 
along with past board leaders. This is 
a vitally important and dif�cult task, 
since it is potentially undermining to 
both sides. The board needs to get to 
know the candidate and to vet him or 
her before determining if s/he would 
be the best person for the position or 
whether to do a search. Allow enough 
time for the transition team to do its 

work. (In our case, it took about two 
months.)

•	 Once the executive committee makes 
a recommendation, the person should 
be presented to the entire board for 
their review and vote.

•	 Should the board approve the candi-
date, determine a timeline and stra-
tegic plan for the transition. Allow 
the appropriate amount of time and 
provide for support for both the cur-
rent head and the head-elect. In our 
case, we have changed the structure 
of the administration to add an asso-

ciate head position which will allow 
the head-elect to work with the cur-
rent head for a full school year to see 
the school through the “head’s eyes.” 
Make the head-elect part of the con-
versations and decision-making on 
big issues involving students, faculty, 

strategic issues, etc.

•	 Before any decisions are made, con-
�dentiality is critical. Once there is a 
determination for moving forward, 
communication is essential. Commu-
nication must be clear, ongoing and as 
transparent as possible.

•	 Create a transition team. Assure that 
board leadership is not new at the 
same time the head is new. Work to as-
sure a seamless transition. Remember 
that the new leader will have his or her 
own leadership style.

•	 Provide ongoing mentoring support 
for the new head through RAVSAK or 
other avenues.

Finally, remember: leadership is both in-
nate and learned. Even Moses needed 
help. ¿
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When a school develops leadership from within, 
it can ensure a continuity of vision, a familiarity 
of culture, and a comfort level important for 
fundraising and enrollment.
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The Leadership Recruitment Challenge:
 Expanding the Pipeline

In contrast to the previous article, Alter argues that the 
qualities of leadership required by day school heads dif-
fer substantially from the qualities required for excel-
lence within the classroom.

n the Jewish day school world we 
often hear complaints about the 

lack of strong heads of school and few 
candidates capable of visionary leader-
ship of our most precious educational 
institutions. Even more distressing, 
the average tenure of a head of school 
in the United States is shockingly 
short—which further strains the suc-
cessful and stable navigation of our 

day schools. How can we change 
this reality?

This question is by no means a new one 
and has been the focus of discussion 
for many years. A number of charitable 
foundations and donors have invested 
heavily in well run, professionally ex-
ecuted programs that develop leader-
ship skills among present and aspiring 
day school leaders. While many of these 
programs have impacted positively on 
the landscape of educational leadership, 
we continue to ignore a basic and sys-
temic �aw in our process of leadership 
development. Questioning some of our 
basic assumptions may help alleviate our 
leadership de�ciency. 

Under the present system, our best 
teachers “rise” to upper level administra-
tive positions through the day school’s 
organizational structure. Peter Prin-
ciple aside, this accepted pathway for 
advancement is inherently destructive 
to the quality institutions we are try-

ing to build. We are removing our su-
perstars from the most important role 
in our schools—the actual educators of 
our children. In addition, the implicit 
assumption of this promotion pathway 
is that teachers are uniquely quali�ed to 
manage the organization in which they 
work, and are therefore best suited to 
take on administrative leadership roles in 
the Jewish day school world. 

I would challenge this assumption.

While teachers gener-
ally do possess a solid 
understanding of the 
world of education, 
this is not enough. 
The skill set that we 
seek in our teachers is 
fundamentally differ-
ent than that required 
for heads of school. Teachers need to be 
skilled in content areas such as classroom 
management, content knowledge, and 
pedagogical expertise. The skill set for 
administrators is quite different. Admin-
istrators are responsible for matters such 

as managing and leading employees, 
working with a board of trustees on long 
term strategic planning, developing and 
overseeing multimillion dollar budgets, 
fundraising, oversight of operations, as 
well as oversight of development, busi-
ness and admissions of�ces. 

Consider a typical day of a teacher and 
then contrast it with a typical day of a 
head of school. The roles differ in radi-
cal ways. Making a tough call concern-
ing an adult subordinate will likely test 
the leader much differently than class-
room challenges. Asking teachers to use 
their skill set to become a head of school 
is not that different from asking engi-
neers to become the CFO of the large 
company in which they works. While se-
lect teachers may well possess the right 
leadership and administrative skills to 
become a strong head of school, it is 
often not an obvious and logical next 
career step.

If the issue were merely one of develop-

ment of a desired skill set, the challenge 
would not be dif�cult to overcome. 
Programs could be created, both within 
schools and on a national level, that ad-
dress the de�ciencies in the skill set of 
teachers and train them in the leadership 
fundamentals required to be a head of 
school. 

However, the issue is far more profound 
and goes to the core of the type of per-
son we seek to lead our schools. The per-
sonality type of a teacher tends to be very 
different than that of a CEO. If you were 
about to hire a new teacher and a new 
administrator and as part of your job in-
terview you administered a personality 
test to each of the applicants, you would 
be looking for very different results for 
each of the new hires. The personality 

Rabbi Daniel Alter is head of school at 
Denver Academy of Torah, where he 
recently founded Yeshivat Shaarei DAT 
High School, and the founding rabbi 
of the DAT Minyan. He can be reached 
at dalter@datcampus.org.

We are removing our superstars from the 
most important role in our schools—the 
actual educators of our children.
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type that can become an extraordinary 
teacher will often not make for a good ad-
ministrator.

What needs to change?

If we are to be serious about changing the 
model, we will need to make a number of 
cultural and programmatic shifts.

First, we need to reevaluate our priori-
ties. Our star teachers should be encour-
aged to remain in the positions in which 
they excel. We need to support a culture 
where star teachers are valued and ranked 
on the top of the Jewish day school hi-
erarchy. This means that we need to cre-
ate tracks for continuous job and skill 
growth opportunities. Creation of titles 
such as master teacher, mentor teacher, 
or other titles that carry certain pedagog-
ical responsibilities with them may be a 
good place to start. In such roles, these 
teachers can serve as mentors and guides 
for new teachers, play a role in working 
with parents on parenting skills, or devel-
op curriculum or other teaching related 
activities. 

Nonetheless, teachers’ primary focus is in 
the classroom, continuing to work their 
magic with their students. Of course, we 
will need to rethink our remuneration 
priorities under this model. Star teachers 
will need to be remunerated in similar 
fashion to our administrators. This 
may mean giving these star teachers 
roles that they can play over summers, 
or it may simply mean making their 
salary equivalent to administrators in 
proportion to the amount of time they 

work per year if they prefer to have two 
months off in the summer—a perk that 
teachers receive and administrators do 
not. A number of years ago, Dr. Bruce 
Powell shared with me that he follows 
this practice and is willing to pay teachers 
more than administrators if they are 
expert teachers.

We also need to consider new pipelines 
for developing heads of school. As I look 
back at my own experience, my best train-
ing for the job of head of school was not 
from the teaching that I did prior to my 
present role. Rather, it was from my ex-

perience as a shul rabbi, involved daily in 
community building, working with vol-
unteers, navigating politics and creating a 
vision for the institution for which I was a 
spiritual leader.

Additionally, if I were given the ability to 
return to school to acquire a degree that 
would bene�t my school today, I would 
study for an MBA, not a degree in educa-
tion. By opening ourselves up to a broader 
view of potential school leaders, our pool 
will increase dramatically. Successful Jew-
ish executives in the for-pro�t or not-for-
pro�t world, who are looking to move 
into a career where they can make a dif-
ference in the lives of our students and 
impact on our communities, may be open 
to considering a role as a head of school. 
These individuals can bring incredible tal-
ent and important skill sets to the table. 

The �rst step in moving in this direction is 
for Jewish day schools to achieve clarity on 
what is expected of each position, how to 
measure success in that position, and how 
to hold individuals accountable. With 

clarity, we can de�ne the skills and behav-
iors required to meet these expectations 
and can then assess candidates, teachers or 
otherwise, against the appropriate criteria 
on an absolute basis. This process will lead 
us to a willingness to explore a variety of 
resumes when embarking on a search for a 
new head of school. 

Many will �nd this idea threatening and 
protest vigorously. They will argue that 
my approach is far too corporate and 
schools don’t run like businesses. They 
will claim that bringing someone in from 
the outside who does not understand 

school culture is an experiment doomed 
to fail. While I agree that there are differ-
ences between schools and businesses, we 
are not as different as one would think. It 
is ironic that many in the business world, 
when faced with the question of hiring 
a CEO internally or externally, make the 
same argument. They argue that the cul-
ture of their industry is fundamentally and 
radically different than other industries, 
and bringing in an outsider is destined to 
result in catastrophe. 

We don’t need to reinvent the wheel in 
this area; there is much literature about 
the process of hiring a CEO externally. Of 
course, one must be sensitive to the fact 
that each industry has its own character 
and unique attributes. For some, pro�t 
may be the bottom line, while others are 
far more invested in developing positive 
values as part of their culture. At times a 
CEO may have the personality to thrive 
in one industry, but will fail miserably in 
another. Schools are no different. Hiring a 
successful CEO from a different industry 
to take over a school without thoughtful 
examination of the strengths and weak-
nesses of the candidate is imprudent. If 
the process is managed correctly, however, 
our schools can broaden their search for 
quali�ed candidates to lead our schools 
and we will be the better for it. 

The future of the Jewish community is 
dependent, to a large extent, on strong, 
talented and capable leadership. As such, 
it is critical that we �nd the best and most 
capable leaders to guide our Jewish day 
schools, the most important of Jewish in-
stitutions, into the future. The ultimate 
bene�ciary of these changes will be our 
children, the future of our community. ¿

While there are differences between schools and 
businesses, we are not as different as one would 
think. It is ironic that many in the business world 
make the same argument. 

Master teachers can serve as mentors and 
guides for new teachers, play a role in working 
with parents on parenting skills, or develop 
curriculum or other teaching related activities. 
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Preparing Our Next Professional Leaders: 
It Takes a Community

Representatives of a prominent search firm for nonprofit 
leaders encourage organizations throughout the Jewish 
community to take responsibility for leadership develop-
ment.

s nonpro�t recruitment consultants, 
we spend our days working with cli-
ents who are in the midst of leader-
ship transitions. While recruiting a 
new CEO or executive director or 
head of school is never an easy 
task, we �nd that most search 
committees begin their work 
skeptical that they will �nd a 
pool of talented profession-

als who have the com-
plex skill set required 

to lead, and who also have the desire to 
do so. They also ask if they need to con-
sider candidates from other �elds or the 
private sector in order to �nd the caliber 
of professional leadership their organiza-
tion or school requires. 

What is driving our clients to ask these 
questions? Most lay leaders and senior 
executives tell us that the challenges of 
leading a nonpro�t organization have 
changed signi�cantly in the last decade. 
As these challenges become more com-
plex, the need for the professional to 
have expertise in a number of areas is 
more critical than in years past. Chal-
lenges of funding, government rela-
tions, serving diverse constituencies, 
�scal management and organizational 
strategy, vision and governance all re-
quire an arsenal of skills and knowledge. 
In a majority of senior leadership posi-
tions, professionals are forced to develop 
new skills in real time or “on the job.” 
In addition, there is evidence that many 
talented professionals shy away from the 
top slot because of the enormous pres-
sures and endless demands of senior 
level positions.

In order for the nonpro�t community 

to address this challenge in a signi�cant 
way, agencies, professional organizations 
and movements need both to strengthen 
their capacity for de-
veloping future ex-
ecutives and attend 
to their ability to plan 
and act strategically in 
anticipation of inevi-
table leadership transi-
tions. 

The leadership “cri-
sis” has come to the 
forefront at this mo-
ment in time largely 
because of the signi�-
cant demand for new 
executives. A 2011 
survey of nonpro�t 
executives conducted 
by Compasspoint and 
the Meyer Founda-
tion found that more 
than 40% of current 
CEOs plan to leave 
their positions during 
the coming �ve years. 
Nonpro�t manage-
ment graduate pro-
grams in schools of 
business, public ad-
ministration, education, and social work 
are trying to address the burst of inter-
est amongst the millenial generation, but 
they do not address the immediate need.

In the Jewish community, the crisis of 
leadership is even more acute. Hun-
dreds of Jewish organizations will, in the 
very near future, experience a signi�cant 
turnover in their leadership. A recent 
survey commissioned by the Andrea and 

Charles Bronfman Philanthropies found 
that the expectation for executive turn-
over is also above 40% in the coming 
�ve years. However, only 25% of execu-
tives at Jewish nonpro�ts surveyed could 
identify an “up and coming star” who 
could run their organization after them. 
In addition, the majority of executives 
could not think of where their succes-

sors might be found. This leaves the �eld 
confronted with a sense of uncertainty, 
frustration, and concern about the ca-
pacity of a next generation of profession-
als who have the skills and experiences 
to serve in senior leadership roles in the 
coming years. 

Perhaps what is most disconcerting is 
that the Jewish community’s concern 
about future Jewish community profes-

David Edell, president of the na-
tional firm DRG Executive Search, has 
consulted with hundreds of organiza-
tions in the Jewish community and 
throughout the nonprofit sector on 
executive transitions. He can be reached 
at dedell@drgnyc.com.

Dara Z. Klarfeld, a consultant at DRG, 
works with organizations, camps 
and schools during periods of ex-
ecutive transition. She can be reached 
at dklarfeld@drgnyc.com.

Rabbi Josh Elkin is an executive and 
leadership coach, former day school 
head, founding director of PEJE, and 
consultant to DRG. He can be reached 
at elkin.joshua@gmail.com.
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sional leaders is not new. The Council 
of Jewish Federation’s Commission on 
Professional Personnel issued a report in 
1987 entitled “The Developing Crisis.” 
The chairman, Morton Mandel, wrote, 
“We confront a crisis in personnel that 
poses a threat to the effectiveness of the 
Federation. Even more basic, it puts the 
quality of Jewish community life at risk.”

In order to change the future landscape 
of successful executive transitions In the 
Jewish community, the development of a 
strong pipeline of professionals needs to 
be grounded in the notion of collective re-
sponsibility. It is the responsibility of com-
munal organizations to mentor and train 
young professionals, with the understand-
ing that they will likely take those learned 
skills and apply them down the road to 
their work in a different organization, but 
with the hopes that the cycle of leadership 
will land them senior professionals who 
have been trained elsewhere, and are now 
applying learned skills at their organization.

Likewise, it is the responsibility of current 
senior executives to prioritize and enable 
an organizational infrastructure which in-
cubates young talent. Executive develop-
ment is not just about coursework, semi-
nars and conferences but in having the 
opportunity to handle executive respon-
sibilities. This is a widely appreciated no-
tion, but as many senior executives tell us, 
the work at hand is often overwhelming 
in scope, and to allow for a professional 
structure which provides successful out-
comes for the organization will at mini-
mum require additional funding, and will 
most certainly remove professionals from 
their day-to-day responsibilities.

Lastly, it is the responsibility of the lay 
leadership to recognize the limits of hu-
man capacity and to make sure that ex-
ecutive leaders have the appropriate pro-
fessional support and access to their own 
professional development opportunities, 
which are a prerequisite for a successful 
and appropriate tenure in a position. This 
is most critical, since the professional de-
mands placed on senior executives make 
them vulnerable for early burnout.

Working with Jewish day schools during 
periods of senior level transition presents 

additional challenges. In addition to being 
the chief executive, heads of school also 
work with a complicated and diverse com-
bination of constituents including parents, 
teachers and students. Often times, heads 
of school are public leaders in their Jewish 
community, in many cases setting the tone 
for making the case for the value of formal 
Jewish education, in a day where concerns 
about cost, competitive marketplace and 
the goal of high academic achievement 
reign supreme. 

In addition, successful professional leader-
ship in Jewish day school demands mas-
tery of a complex set of management and 
business administration skills which are of-
ten not acquired in the traditional higher 

education programs, from which many 
heads of school graduate. The community 
of stakeholders in the Jewish community 
must continually be thinking about strate-
gies like distributed leadership, which can 
help to train and mentor young profes-
sionals to strengthen their acumen in all 
areas of leadership required running a suc-
cessful and thriving school. 

These issues and realities inform so much 
of the work that we do. In the short term, 
we are working to address the crisis in 
leadership by probing our clients to think 
broadly and strategically about where new 
models for leadership may be coming 
from. We are aggressive in counseling our 
clients to strongly consider professionals 
both from other nonpro�t disciplines and 
from the private sector and women for ex-
ecutive positions In each case, when work-
ing with our clients, we work to identify, 
recruit and vet candidates by looking at 
their overall leadership capacity, their ar-
eas of experience and expertise, and their 
motivation and preparedness.

In the longer term, professionals, founda-
tions and community stakeholders need to 

think strategically about the need for de-
veloping a sustainable, broad based model 
which will lead a next generation of senior 
leadership to be both sophisticated and 
skilled in the areas that they will require in 
order to lead the Jewish community over 
the next 30 years.

A successful search is at its core a direct 
outgrowth of the notion of collective re-
sponsibility in both the Jewish and non-
pro�t world. By gaining a complete un-
derstanding of the all the stakeholders 
involved in a particular search, they all 
feel invested in the success of the transi-
tion in each of their particular roles. This 
“discovery” phase is critical in informa-
tion gathering, and it also sets the stage 

for the last part of the transition—the 
“successful conclusions” phase, when new 
professionals begin their work. Successful 
conclusions begin with the placement of 
a candidate in a job, who can thrive when 
stakeholders from the “discovery” phase 
provide coaching, mentoring and sup-
porting of their new hire during the �rst 
years of their tenure. A culture of invest-
ing in a new executive with the expecta-
tion they will learn and grow in their posi-
tion is encouraged.

It is the responsibility of the community 
to pay attention to developing the pipe-
line of executives who are prepared and 
motivated to assume executive leadership 
roles. We encourage the various stake-
holders in the Jewish community and in 
the nonpro�t world to think strategically 
about how we can collectively be success-
ful in cultivating the leaders our organiza-
tions need in the coming years.  ¿

To learn more

Austin, Michael, and Salkowitz, Tracy. Ex-
ecutive Development and Succession Plan-
ning.

It is the responsibility of communal 
organizations to mentor young professionals, 
with the understanding that they will likely take 
those learned skills take those to their work in a 
different organization.
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¿ by B. Elka Abrahamson

The Classroom Boardroom: 
  Lessons from Wexner
The president of the Wexner Foundation, which has edu-
cated hundreds of Jewish lay leaders, offers guidance for 
creating boards with the excitement, growth and collab-
oration designed into their programs. 

eslie H. Wexner, founder and CEO 
of Limited Brands, was asked in the 

early 1980s if he would get in line to be-
come campaign chair of a major national 
Jewish organization. “I don’t think so,” 
he responded. 

“Why not?” he was asked.

“Because growing up, my 
folks moved around a lot, 
and I never had much of a 
serious Jewish education. I 

am really not prepared to be that leader. 
It would be like my asking you to become 
chairman of The Limited. What do you 
know about women’s clothing?”

Later, Les realized that others probably 
felt similarly when they were approached 
to assume Jewish leadership positions. Ei-
ther they accepted such positions despite 
feeling unprepared, or they declined those 
positions, depriving the Jewish communi-
ty of their considerable talents. In either 
case, the Jewish community lost out.

In response to this experience, Les, to-
gether with Rabbi Herbert A. Fried-
man (z”l) conceived and established the 
Wexner Heritage Program in 1985. The 
purpose of the program is to educate 
Jewish communal leaders in the history, 
thought, tradition and contemporary 
challenges of the Jewish people. The 
program seeks to expand the leadership 
vision of its members, deepen their Jew-
ish values, and bring a Jewish language 
of discourse to their policy and decision-
making in the community. By upgrading 
their skills in these ways, the Heritage 
Program enables its members to serve 
their communities with an enhanced 

sense of Jewish authenticity, con�dence, 
and effectiveness. 

From the very beginning, Leslie Wexner 
viewed leadership as the decisive factor in 
human affairs, the element that makes a 
difference in business, government and 
community life. Les knew nearly three de-
cades ago what many have come to realize 
over time, that the Jewish community will 
stagnate or �ourish based upon the qual-
ity of its leadership. Today, this is the “ge-
valt” heard round the 
Jewish world. “Where 
have all the leaders 
gone?” More speci�-
cally, “Where will we 
�nd our next effective 
board member or daz-
zling day school board 
chairperson?” It is a 
good question. But 
is it a new one? Was 
there a time when �nding chair people 
and quali�ed board members was easier?

Some, as evidenced by the theme of 
this publication, have named this al-
leged dearth of leadership a crisis. I will 
refrain from either agreeing or claiming 
otherwise. But from my particular perch 
in the Jewish world I am convinced that 
talented leaders do, in fact, abound in 
our Jewish orbit though we have not, as 
a collective, done our best to capture the 
imagination or attention of our own tal-
ent. At the same time we have, as a com-
munity, developed a set of increasingly 
higher demands for those we call upon to 
“lead.” And, to be honest, we propel will-
ing, energetic, individuals from the ranks 
of room parent to board chair with warp 
speed. Anyone who puts a toe in the wa-

ters of school involvement is pulled swiftly 
into the moving currents of institutional 
leadership sometimes knowing only how 
to tread water. 

We make the assumption that those who 
offer any kind of organizational support 
are interested in and prepared for all kinds 
of responsibilities. If we care about our in-
stitutions, and especially about the success, 
soul and well-being of the individuals with-
in those institutions, current board mem-
bers and chairpersons must think carefully 
about the trajectory, expectations, and 
preparations of those we recruit to lead. 
Sink or swim is not an effective leadership 
philosophy. How do we draw and retain 
appropriate leaders to our boards?

The Wexner Heritage Program has con-
sistently drawn talented individuals to its 
cohorts despite the serious time commit-
ment required for participation. It is a 
remarkable experiment that has enjoyed 
unwavering success for nearly three de-
cades. Why? 

One Heritage faculty member of long 
standing, Rabbi Yitz Greenberg answers 
with this, “[Heritage participants are] 
seeking Jewish growth. They are not 
bound by the boxes and barriers in Ameri-
can Jewry. They are pluralists and idealists 
who turn ideas into action and leadership 
responsibilities.”

I think he is correct, but I don’t know 
that all of the candidates we select for our 
program begin the experience as Rabbi 

Rabbi B. Elka Abrahamson is presi-
dent of The Wexner Foundation, 
wexnerfoundation.org. She can be 
reached at eabrahamson@wexner.net.
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Greenberg so describes. We provide a care-
fully crafted classroom in which individuals 
can explore alternate perspectives to tightly 
held assumptions about Judaism, about Jew-
ish institutions, and about change within the 
Jewish world. With the right mix of people 
around the table in tandem with outstand-
ing facilitators and faculty, we witness time 
and again the transformative potential that is 
tapped among these cohorts. We have taken 
the time to articulate a set of values that in-
fuses the way in which we strive to exercise 
leadership and informs the particular charac-
teristics we seek in volunteer leaders. 

The Heritage Program is a precious space 
in which Jews of vastly diverse backgrounds 
and approaches to Jewish life come togeth-
er. We embrace, indeed celebrate this di-
versity and labor to conduct conversations 
across difference. Giving others the bene�t 
of the doubt as to their sincerity, and in-
tegrity forms the baseline of our respectful 
engagement with each other.

Imagination and curiosity are encouraged. 
These intellectual exercises require the use 
of special mind muscles. Plenty of smart 
people fail to knock on the door of their 
own imagination, fail to color outside of 
the lines of current organizational perim-
eters, and cling to what is instead of asking 
“what might be?” 

We place a high premium on developing 
and shaping emotional intelligence, the abil-
ity to be self -re�ective, self -aware, to self-

coach in group settings, and to manage our 
desires, our fears, and our vulnerabilities. 

The pace of change in Jewish life, especial-
ly within organizational life, is measured. 
Adaptive change requires a steadfast com-
mitment to what can be a lengthy process. 
We need to move forward on many orga-
nizational fronts. We must be attentive to 
ideas that emerge from the margins and 
those in the mainstream with a delicate 
combination of urgency, optimism and 
patience. 

Laughter fuels our energy...leadership, 
though a serious undertaking, should be 
fun.

Finally, we celebrate the quality of humil-
ity which allows us to truly listen. Humility 
enables us to embrace our own shortcom-
ings, blind spots, and to constantly evolve. 
Humility paves the path to effective collabo-
ration which we believe is at the heart of 
effective Jewish leadership.

These are the middot we seek in emerging 
leaders and are qualities we employ in as-
sessing our work as professionals. Of course, 
these italicized items are mere words, plati-
tudes on the page unless we actively strive 
to live by them and check our work against 
this demanding list. These (and other) 
qualities shape a rich text to be studied, in-
terpreted, and expressed through behavior.

What if our day school boards took on the 
challenge of identifying leadership charac-
teristics to which its members aim to ad-
here to in conducting school business? To 
ask the question differently, what if we ex-
pected from the day school board room ex-
actly what we demand from the day school 
classroom: articulated objectives, dynamic 
facilitation, ongoing learning, engaging 
conversations, an enthusiastic exchange of 
ideas, good listening, playfulness, a space of 
curiosity and imagination, nutritious snacks 
(and an occasional cupcake), stimulating 
homework, fair evaluation of progress, 
laughter, creativity, and effective collabora-

tion among a diverse group of participants 
who respect one other? Who wouldn’t want 
to be invited to join a “board community” 
that could be so described? 

To be fair, we bene�t from the opportunity 
to select Heritage members through a rig-
orous process. Distinct from our day school 
or organizational boards, candidates inter-
ested in the program complete applications 
and interviews for consideration. Because 
we believe that leadership is fundamentally 
about orchestrating meaningful change, 

these candidates provide written answers 
to questions seeking a personal vision for 
the Jewish community. They have in mind 
grand and sweeping changes as well as or-
ganization-speci�c transformations. We put 
together what we believe are representative 
community cohorts designed to surface 
complicated conversations wherein leaders 
will, over time, develop a community per-
spective rather than an insular one. 

The day school board should likewise re-
�ect the entire community it serves, and 
its members should consider exactly how 
the institution �ts into the constellation 
of the wider Jewish and civic community. 
The members of that board should be part 
of a circle of learning, a spirited classroom 
holding the interest of the institution and 
its lived values in high esteem. The board-
room should mirror best practice, not rel-
egate it to �at discussion. And board mem-
bers would do well to identify and then 
bridge the gap between the school’s stated 
and demonstrated values.

Day school boards have serious agendas to 
tackle. And yes, Rabbi Tarfon is wildly wav-
ing his raised arm in the back of the room 
and declaring, “Hayom katzar vehamlachah 
merubah… the day is short and the task is 
great” (Avot 2:20). Indeed. Having served 
many years on the board of our (gem of 
a) community day school, I know well the 
constant pressure of fundraising, enroll-
ment, facilities, soaring tuition, retention 
and securing outstanding professional lead-
ership. A board is bound to ful�ll a set of 
primary responsibilities essential to healthy 
institutional governance.

Nonetheless, serving on a board should be 
viewed as a privilege and as an opportunity 
for personal Jewish growth. Time spent in 
the board room can be ful�lling and stim-
ulating when it is not only a place to talk 
about shaping the Jewish identity of chil-
dren, but also a place for adults to re�ect on 
their own Jewish stories, their own Jewish 
growth. Divrei Torah, fairly commonplace 
(I dare hope) at the organizational board-
room table, can take the form of such sto-
ries either through the lens of traditional 
texts or as texts unto themselves. A collec-
tion of board members interested in the 
educational excellence and Jewish character 

The Jewish community will stagnate or flourish 
based upon the quality of its leadership. Today, 
this is the “gevalt” heard round the Jewish world. 
“Where have all the leaders gone?”

[continued on page 59]
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This article presents an expert map for the successful 
functioning of a professional, invigorated, well managed 
board. 

ore than ever be-
fore, boards of 

trustees are expected 
to function at a level 
of excellence that is 
equal to that which we 
expect from our non-
pro�t leadership and 
education programs. 
Today’s market de-

mands greater 
accountabi l i ty 

and professionalism from 501(c)(3)s. At 
the same time, there is signi�cant com-
petition among nonpro�ts to access the 
limited, known donor and volunteer re-
sources in their communities. Even more 
challenging, especially during recession-
ary environments, independent schools 
face increased competition from public 
schools and charter schools for students.

Addressing these formidable challenges 
requires hard work and creativity, espe-
cially as they relate to effectively engag-
ing our trustees when they are already 
overextended with their own personal, 
work and volunteer responsibilities. In 
order to successfully tackle these chal-
lenges, three basic conditions must ex-
ist or be created within the framework 
of our schools: a strong partnership 
between the president and the head; a 
thoughtful, documented governance 
infrastructure that will support a system 
for trustee training, engagement, and 
committee participation; and a pervasive 
“culture of philanthropy.” 

In these uncertain times, trustees are 
searching for real meaning in their lives 
and are driven to organizations that oper-
ate professionally, demonstrate a proven 
positive impact on their constituencies, 

and share a common purpose and com-
mon values with fellow trustees. Operat-
ing in an environment through which, 
collectively and collaboratively, they can 
truly make a difference in helping the in-
stitution reach new heights, trustees tend 
to naturally become proud ambassadors 
and more generous supporters.

President-Head 
Partnership

Active communication and mutual trust 
are two key components to a healthy 
partnership between the board president 
and the head. Establishing shared com-
mon goals and working collaboratively 
creates a welcome, united, productive 
environment devoid of posturing and 
competition. It also 
makes tackling the 
myriad challenges that 
we all face as trustees 
more enjoyable. The 
president and head 
have very different job 
descriptions, yet they 
share the same ob-
jective: to focus stra-
tegically on achieving the school’s mis-
sion. The president takes the “macro” 
approach and focuses on governance, 
succession, long term sustainability and 
overseeing the head’s performance, while 
the head focuses strategically on tactical 
educational programming, professional 
development, operations and �nance. 
Nevertheless, they are interdependent—
in order for one to be successful, the 
other must be successful, as well. 

Equally important is the rapport between 
the president and head, including their 

willingness to be constructively criti-
cal of one another. Respectful disagree-
ments and challenging inquiries between 
the president and the head will lead to a 
healthier institution. As advised through 
the sage words of my late grandfather, 
Rabbi Leo Jung, we can “agree to dis-
agree agreeably.” Given the frequency 
of contact and communication between 
the president and head, it helps if the two 
enjoy working together. We should not 
understate the often implicit dimensions 
of a healthy, positive working partner-
ship, including interpersonal dynamics 
between partners.

Governance Systems and 
Structures: Strengthening 
How We Govern

While the president-head relationship is 
critical for a school’s success, this part-
nership alone does not guarantee a thriv-
ing, high functioning board. Properly 

established governance infrastructures 
with concomitant high quality trustee 
experiences are equally important com-
ponents necessary for establishing a high 
functioning board.

Effective Board Meetings

Our boards should be places where lay 
leaders in our community want to be, and 
where trustees need not question their 
decision to serve. Several ways we can en-
sure this are structural and systemic, and 
others involve hands-on human resource 

  Building a Diverse, Philanthropic and 
High Functioning Governing Board

¿ by Elizabeth Jick

Elizabeth Jick is board president at 
Gann Academy and past president at 
Beaver Country Day School. She can be 
reached at ejick@zionsboston.com.
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work with our trustees. Many of us have 
had experiences attending board meetings 
at which a particular trustee brought up 
issues that were either irrelevant to the 
topic being discussed or too personal to 
their individual circumstances. We may 
have questioned whether we were really 
contributing in a meaningful way to the 
organization, or asked ourselves whether 
we were experiencing personal growth 
from a particular board experience. 

A meaningful trustee board meeting ex-
perience can be achieved by instituting 
simple basic measures. For example, start-
ing and ending meetings on time, send-
ing out agendas and committee reports 
in advance, and planning diverse agendas 
that incorporate a combination of infor-
mation, education and strategic discussion 
components. Trustee attendance at board 
meetings should be mandatory, whenever 
possible. Assuming that a communicative 
and trusting relationship exists between 
the board and head, executive sessions 
following board meetings can be another 
effective tool for fostering trustee conver-
sations and collegiality, in what could be 
considered a less intimidating environ-
ment after the school’s professional lead-
ership have been dismissed.

By-Laws

Proper board governance begins with re-
viewing, and if appropriate, changing, the 
institution’s mission statement or by-laws. 
This should be more than a legal-techni-
cal process; it should generate strategic, 
adaptive questions that engage the entire 
board in conversations about the nature 
and quality of how the board functions. 

High-Functioning Committees

Often, the most engaging work for board 
members happens in committees, which 
makes the effectiveness of committee 
work essential. Creating meaningful board 
committees spearheaded by dedicated 
leaders, establishing term limits and a well 
planned system for trustee selection, stew-
ardship, evaluation and succession plan-
ning are critically important measures to 
implement. Active participation by trust-
ees on board committees that have stra-
tegic goals aligned with the institution’s 

mission is another effective way to engage 
trustees so that they can become mean-
ingful contributors to the school. Other 
methods for enhancing the trustees’ expe-
rience include instituting a formal orienta-
tion program, paying attention to board 
diversity, reengineering board meetings, 
orchestrating a strategic planning process 
approximately every three years, and insti-
tuting a system of evaluation, accountabil-
ity, and feedback for all.

Trustee Development/
Stewardship: Nurturing the 
People Who Govern

Board Profile and Recruitment

In order to provide a truly rewarding 
board experience for trustees, being 
mindful of trustee diversity is very impor-
tant. This could mean not only religious 
diversity, but also regional, age, gender, 
professional and “feeder school” diversity. 
Receiving trustee insights and contribu-
tions from a multitude of perspectives 
provides a richer experience and offers 
greater comfort that the institution’s vari-
ous constituents are well represented.

This kind of outreach and trustee diver-
si�cation is critical if our schools hope to 
reach beyond their often narrow circles of 
in�uence and become more relevant to 
our broader communities, which is criti-
cal for expanding our funnel of prospec-
tive students and donors. In addition, the 
quality and diversity of trustees can also be 
a signi�cant contributing factor to trustee 
satisfaction. One of the reasons trustees 
are motivated to attend board meetings 
and participate actively in committee work 
is because of the quality of people with 
whom they are working.

New Trustee Orientation

Implementing an informative trustee 
orientation program is an effective and 
ef�cient vehicle through which to wel-
come incoming trustees and one that is 
not dif�cult to orchestrate. Providing 
an information packet—complete with a 
trustee responsibility description, listing 
and backgrounds of fellow trustees, board 
minutes from the previous year, copies of 
the by-laws and mission statement, audit-
ed �nancial statements and the �scal year 
budget, listing of committees and com-

Proper board governance begins with reviewing, 
and if appropriate, changing, the institution’s 
mission statement or by-laws. This should 
generate strategic, adaptive questions about the 
nature and quality of how the board functions.

[continued on page 58]
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mittee goals, annual board objectives, 
strategic plan, demand statistics, develop-
ment statistics and board meeting dates 
for the year—enables new trustees to be 
adequately informed in advance of the 
�rst board meeting. On the orientation 
day, new trustees can receive brief 10-
15 minute overviews from the directors 
of �nance, institutional advancement, 
admissions, educational programming, 
and college counseling so that they can 
better appreciate the student experience 
and the operations of the school. It is also 
worthwhile to assign to each new trustee 
a veteran trustee “mentor.”

Strategic Planning

Just as having a sound strategic plan is vi-
tal to school sustainability, it is also a way 
to inspire board members, to shift them 
from managers to leaders and visionaries. 

Implementing a strategic planning pro-
cess, in which both trustees and school 
management participate, that links the 
school’s annual work with its mission and 
vision, often in conjunction with a board 
retreat, is a wonderful way to foster in-
tensive strategic collaboration among 
trustees outside of their committee work 
and board meetings. By focusing on the 
long term educational, programming and 
development needs required to achieve 
long-term �nancial sustainability, trust-
ees are carrying out their �duciary re-
sponsibilities to the organization. When 
a consensus on these needs is reached, 
the longer-term vision will then clarify 
the school’s short-term annual priorities, 
which will have direct budgetary implica-
tions for the next �scal year(s). 

Board Self-Evaluation

In the same way that we expect the head, 
faculty and staff to be evaluated annually, 
that same standard should apply to trust-
ees and committees. Annual trustee and 
committee surveys are an ideal tool for 
this and serve a dual purpose: the board 
president receives feedback on the trust-
ees’ personal experiences and perceptions 
of their own productivity through com-
mittee work, and trustees feel that their 
opinions are being heard as the board 

president and head establish objectives, 
committees and board meeting agendas 
for the coming year. In addition, one 
of the ways to gain feedback about the 
board and also to ensure that every board 
member feels seen and valued is for the 
president and/or head to meet annually 
with every board member. This is an op-
portunity for informal conversation as 
well as feedback about the school, the 
board, and the trustee’s experience and 
perspectives. 

A Culture of Philanthropy

With a strong partnership in place be-
tween the president and the head, and 
a professional, transparent, inclusive 
governance infrastructure established, 
through which trustees can actively par-
ticipate collaboratively and contribute to 
the institution’s growth, a philanthropic 
environment should naturally follow. It 
takes time and patience to implement a 
culture of philanthropy throughout an 
institution, and it is never too late to 
start. It begins with establishing clear ex-
pectations of 100% trustee participation 
in the annual fund effort. A dynamic and 
diverse development committee admin-
istered by experienced professionals and 
equipped with state-of-the-art develop-
ment software is critical, since so often 
lack of proper and immediate follow-up 
obliterates any bene�ts of productive cul-
tivation meetings and events. 

The development committee member-
ship should be diverse, and comprised 
of parents, grandparents, alumni, alumni 
parents, and community members. Com-
mittee outreach should involve a combi-
nation of minimum donor size events, 
parlor meetings and open community 
events. Educating trustees on the im-
portance of supporting the institution 
�nancially and setting the example for 
others help establish the philanthropic 
culture. For those trustees not in the po-

sition to donate �nancially in a signi�cant 
way, they can still be effective partners 
in other ways— by serving as active am-
bassadors of the school, hosting parlor 
meetings, and making strategic introduc-
tions to other donors and/or prospective 
students. 

It essentially can be summed up as fol-
lows: offering a compelling product will 
result in successful fundraising. Those 
that are the most invested in the school’s 
success (i.e., trustees), and are in the po-
sition to make a signi�cant positive im-
pact on the school, tend to give gener-
ously once they believe in the product, 
understand what makes it unique, and 
see its effectiveness. When trustees feel as 
though they have played a major role in 
contributing to the school’s success the 
institution soon becomes one of their 
top philanthropic priorities. The addi-
tional philanthropic dollars generated by 
trustee giving for scholarship, programs, 
professional development, technology, 
facilities and endowment to secure the 
institution’s future will further highlight 
the direct impact of trustee support and 
make the trustees’ experience even more 
personally rewarding, hopefully enticing 
them to remain committed to the institu-
tion for the foreseeable future.

In conclusion, with a strong president-
head partnership, solid systems and op-
erations, and a trustee-centered culture 

that values the experience and contribu-
tion of every board member, schools will 
establish professional, transparent and 
accountable environments where trust-
ees are meaningfully engaged, well edu-
cated and enthusiastic about the school 
and its impact on the community. This 
will foster effective governance and a 
thriving culture of philanthropy that will 
ultimately enable schools and other non-
pro�ts to grow exponentially and operate 
more ef�ciently and strategically. ¿

One of the ways to gain feedback about the 
board and also to ensure that every board 
member feels seen and valued is for the 
president and/or head to meet annually with 
every board member. 

[continued from page 57]
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of a school will develop a profound interest in the Jewish character of 
one another. 

Allowing board members to be moved and motivated to connect to 
one another within the context of a meeting can lead board members 
back to the essential meaning of that word. Meet: to come into the 
presence of another. Pressing business pushes aside the important work 
of knowing who is at the table, of playing with new ways of conduct-
ing conversation, for small group/breakout brainstorming to confront 
challenges, or for a short few minutes of hevrutah to expand thinking. 
How many boards allow re�ection time to ask and answer, “How are we 
doing? Are we listening to each other? Are multiple voices being heard 
around this table? Are we conducting our business according to our 
values? Do you feel your talents are being utilized? What are you taking 
away from this meeting? What frustrated you? What excited you?” I am 
describing real-time assessment of the board’s work, an open progress 
report achieved in a few minutes. While a brief re�ection won’t take 
the place of the “parking lot post-meeting debrief,” it will minimize it, 
it will keep more of the meeting in the room and not outside of it, and 
it will build trust among colleagues in a refreshing climate of increased 
transparency and openness.

Finally, place a high premium on strong, focused facilitation. Day school 
and other organizational boards must recognize that how a meeting is 
conducted directly affects outcomes as well as “buzz.” Board members 
deserve a thoughtful encounter with co-leaders. It is unlikely and even 
unnecessary for a board chair or president to be a highly skilled facilitator. 

I propose a new role be considered for our boards; an experienced meet-
ing facilitator, a volunteer leader who understands both the art and skill 
of conducting important conversations in an open, thoughtful, and mea-
sured fashion. Seek out a facilitator who can bring out the best in board 
participants, manage a multiplicity of voices, trigger creative proposi-
tions, and generate inclusive, deep, and open conversations. The meeting 
facilitator, seated next to the president or chair at each meeting, would 
conduct meetings in much the same way a quality teacher navigates a 
thoughtful lesson. I suggest a facilitator participate only in that role, not 
as a voting member of a board, and without a particular point of view. 
The role of the facilitator is to structure board time so as to maximize 
engagement, creativity, problem-solving, Jewish identity growth, and 
learning around the table. The business agenda of the institution would 
be enhanced and not hindered within such a boardroom environment. 

Wouldn’t you (even) apply to sit on such a board? ¿

To learn more

Heifetz, Ronald, Grashow, Alexander, and Linsky, Marty. The Practice 
of Adaptive Leadership.

Gardner, John W.  On Leadership.

Block, Peter. Community, The Structure of Belonging.

Kegan, Bob and Lehey, Lisa. How the Way We Talk Can Change the 
Way We Work.

[continued from page 55] teacher

training
        BOSTON

JULY
16-19
2012

With registration, you will receive:  
accommodations, most meals, materials and seminar.

The David Project positively shapes campus opinion on Israel 
by educating, training, and empowering student leaders to be 
thoughtful, strategic and persuasive advocates. Our ground-
breaking Israel education curricula are taught in more than 130 
Jewish high schools and middle schools, laying a foundation 
for pro-Israel attitudes and advocacy in college and beyond. 
Learn more at www.thedavidproject.org.

Understanding the Arab Israeli Conflict: 
Educating Ourselves, Educating Others
This interactive curriculum for high schools, supported 
by the AVI CHAI Foundation, provides a platform for 
examining the complex issues associated with the 
modern Middle East and Arab-Israeli Conflict, while 
offering students and educators opportunities to engage 
in meaningful analysis and thoughtful discussion. The 
Teacher Training Institute includes a deeper exploration 
of key historical issues, as well as sessions focused on 
class activities and pedagogical techniques. Participating 
educators will receive all of the tools and resources 
necessary to effectively utilize the materials while 
entering a lasting partnership with The David Project.

WHEN: Mon. July 16 to Wed. July 18, 2012
WHERE: Boston, MA
COST: $200 by June 1; $250 after
MORE INFO OR TO REGISTER, CONTACT: 
Aaron Bregman at 617-428-0012 x1154  
or ab@davidproject.org

People, Place & Self:  
The Jewish Connection to Israel 
This currriculum serves as a platform for in-depth 
learning about the Jewish People’s historical connection 
to the Land and State of Israel, providing the framework 
for 8th through 12th grade students to develop and 
articulate their personal connections to Israel. Through 
student-centered, inquiry-based experiential learning, 
the students will explore and come to understand this 
multi-faceted history. Participating educators will learn 
approaches and skills to use these curricular materials 
effectively in their classrooms while entering a lasting 
partnership with The David Project.

WHEN: Wed. July 18 to Thurs. July 19, 2012
WHERE:  Boston, MA
COST: $100 by June 1; $150 after
MORE INFO OR TO REGISTER, CONTACT: 
Stephanie Hoffman at 617-428-0012 x1133 
or sh@davidproject.org
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Leadership Giving: 
The Board’s Role in Your 

School’s Financial Future
There’s no way around it: giving needs to start from 
the board. Remin describes how to conceptualize and 
incentivize a board that holds its financial weight. 

he single greatest in-
dicator of an organi-
zation’s fundraising 
success is the amount 

of board giving. June Brad-
ham

Board giving sets the 
tone 

The board is the most de-
voted group of volunteer 
leaders. If this group is not 

“at the head of the class” when it comes 
to giving, what are other prospective 
donors to think? One hundred percent 
annual board giving is just a start. The 
board needs to combine passion, vision, 
skills and ability to donate a meaning-
ful percent of contributed revenue each 
year. (“Contributed revenue” refers to 
donations, grants and other operating 
gifts, as opposed to “earned revenue” 
such as tuition.) In addition to their op-
erational impact, board donations send 
a message that reverberates through the 
community. 

Additionally, donors making signi�cant 
annual fund gifts are the very same peo-
ple most likely to make lead gifts when 
it’s time for a capital or endowment 
campaign. 

Even if you are not contemplating a big 
campaign right now, having a board in 
place that can donate a signi�cant per-
centage of contributed revenue bodes 
well for your school’s current and future 
needs.

What percent of your school’s 
contributed revenue is donated by 
the board?

June Bradham, quoted at the begin-
ning of this article, recommends that the 
board account for twenty-�ve percent of 
contributed revenue. 
That’s an eye-popping 
percentage for many 
boards. I routinely en-
counter board giving 
that accounts for less 
than �ve percent of 
contributed revenue. 
A leap to ten percent 

may feel insurmountable. One solution is 
to set a goal of increasing the board’s per-
cent of contributed revenue by a targeted 
increment, e.g. two percent, each year. 

Here’s an example of how the percentages 
translate into dollars: If your school is cur-
rently raising $1M per year, then the gold 
standard is a board contributing $250,000. 
Let’s assume the board is currently con-
tributing $100,000 per year or ten percent 
of $1M. A two percent increase would be 
$120,000 per year or a $20,000 dollar in-
crease. The �nal section of this article will 
outline one approach to building a board 
that can close the $20,000 gap.

The percent of contributed revenue 
metric is a great benchmark. It tells you 
where your board stands right now. If 
the percent is low, the metric is an effec-
tive motivational tool. 

However, percent of contributed 
revenue is not the whole story. It is, 
in fact, a moving target. As you build 
your board with stronger donors, total 
contributed revenue will increase—the 
desired outcome. You’ll want to track 

the dollar amount of board giving 
as well as the percent of contributed 
revenue.

It’s easy enough to imagine periods 
where contributed revenue is increasing 
faster than board giving, even though 
the board is, in absolute dollars, giving 
more. You elect board members with 
more giving capacity. They invite some 
of their friends into the fold. You have 
a new set of donors giving at higher lev-
els. Contributed revenue is now $1.5M. 
Your board that used to give $100,000 
is now donating a record-breaking 
$250,000. Celebrate!

Diane Remin is the founder and 
president of MajorDonors.com and a 
nonprofit board member. She can be 
reached at diane@majordonors.com.

¿ by Diane Remin

One hundred percent annual board giving is 
just a start. The board needs to combine passion, 
vision, skills and ability to donate a meaningful 
percent of contributed revenue each year. 
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Board-building goal: Fifty percent of 
board members who can make an 
impact gift

How do you maintain board diversity 
while you increase board giving capac-
ity? Aim for �fty percent of board mem-
bers who can make a leadership or “im-
pact” gift. Depending on the size of your 
school and its budget, leadership giving 
may be $10,000 per year, $25,000 or 
more. The �fty percent rule allows for a 
mix of parents, alumni, and other com-
munity members with a variety of skills, 
ages and points-of-view. Parents often 
constitute a hefty percent of board mem-
bership of Jewish day schools and cer-
tainly have much to offer. Other articles 
in this publication have pointed-out that 
parents constitute one board constitu-
ency, not the only constituency. 

Let’s return to the school that raises 
$1M each year. Your board hasn’t been 
contributing much and your �rst major 
benchmark is a board that donates ten 
percent of contributed revenue. If you 
have eighteen board members, �fty per-
cent is nine people who, as a group, do-
nate $90,000 annually. (That leaves 10% 
or $10,000 to divide among the other 
nine members, who are assumed to be 
giving in the $500 to $2,000 range.) To 
reach the goal of $90,000 per year, it is 
ideal to have at least one board member 
donating $20,000 or roughly twenty per-
cent of the total. Three or four people 
donate $10,000 or $15,000; and the re-
mainder $5,000. The tiered scenario is 
the pathway to success. It is more likely 
than �nding nine donors each of whom 
donates $10,000.

Concentration of wealth

Why all the emphasis on board members 
and donors who can make larger gifts? 
Wealth is concentrating. Organizations 
are discovering that a smaller and smaller 
percentage of their donors account for an 
increasingly large slice of total contribu-
tions, e.g., ten percent of donors account-
ing for ninety percent of contributed rev-
enue. Furthermore, according to Giving 
USA, eighty-one percent of the $290B of 
giving in the United States in 2010 came 
from individuals. 

In terms of types of �nancial wealth [net 
worth minus value of home], the top one 
percent of households have 38.3% of all pri-
vately held stock, 60.6% of �nancial securi-
ties, and 62.4% of business equity. The top 
10% have 80% to 90% of stocks, bonds, trust 
funds, and business equity, and over 75% 
of non-home real estate. Since �nancial 
wealth is what counts as far as the control 
of income-producing assets, we can say that 
just 10% of the people own the United States 
of America. G. William Donhoff

Board-building: Strong committees

Skills and diversity considerations often 
over-shadow straightforward talk about 
money. That’s why the �fty percent rule 
is so effective.

That said, the board’s expertise certainly 
does matter. Most effective boards do 
their work through a committee struc-
ture. Look through the committee lens to 
de�ne the skills that will be most helpful 
to your board at this time. Is it �nance, 

nominating or marketing, as examples? 
Are you about to develop a new strategic 
plan? The committee lens is so effective 
because it not only directs you toward 
whom you need, but also insures the 
board member will be immediately put to 
good use.

 One of the key reasons board members 
become disenchanted is that they don’t 
feel helpful. It is recommended that every 

board member agree to serve on a stand-
ing committee. Committee service is of-
ten the most engaging aspect of board 
service. Put board members in a position 
to be valuable—and they will feel valu-
able. 

How do you build a leadership-
giving board?

Jan Masaoka at blueavocado.org has de-
veloped a creative yet straightforward so-
lution: a Blue Ribbon Nominating Com-
mittee that meets once for 90 minutes. 
That’s right, once. Once is the brilliance, 
as a busy, successful person may be willing 
to carve out time for a single meeting. 

Prior to making the list of potential Blue 
Ribbon Nominating Committee mem-
bers, de�ne your board’s most critical 
need in addition to the ability to make 
an impact gift. This might be a marketing 
committee, a strategic planning group or 
buildings & grounds. Identifying this need 
is a critical step for two reasons: 1) you are 

focusing on the one or two places you real-
ly need help and 2) the prospective board 
member will be well-utilized and have a 
satisfying experience. Then identify people 
you wish were on your board and people 
you think know people you wish were on 
your board. Think big. Invite them to 
serve on your Blue Ribbon Nominating 
Committee—which meets once and then 
disbands. Your goal is eight to twelve peo-

[continued on page 62]
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ple in the room. You may have to contact 
two dozen to get this number.

At the Blue Ribbon Nominating Com-
mittee meeting, welcome participants 
and then have the Board Chair & Ex-
ecutive Director make a ten to �fteen 
minute presentation that focuses on one 
or two key strategic initiatives that the 
board will be addressing in the short-
term (not a dog & pony show about 
your programs and statistics). Make 
clear what the new board members can 
and will be doing. Then give attendees 
a form on which they can submit nomi-
nations. Include space where the com-
mittee member can indicate why s/he 
thinks this nominee might be interested 

in your school and the task at hand. Be 
clear you will be saying, “Joe Smith sug-
gested I give you a call…” 

The Blue Ribbon Nominating Com-
mittee does one thing: provide a list of 
promising names that combine expertise 
you are seeking and financial ability. It 
will be up to the board’s standing nomi-
nating committee along with senior staff 
to follow through with the actual board 
recruitment process. 

A document called a Board Prospectus 
is recommended to support the recruit-
ment effort. This combination market-
ing and “reality” piece describes your 
school’s philosophy and strengths; key 
data points, e.g., budget, number of stu-

dents, faculty, etc.; and board expecta-
tions, including giving and attendance. 

Most importantly, pick up the phone 
and see if the prospective nominee will 
get together with you for coffee. Ma-
jor gift fundraising is all about personal 
relationships. Board development is no 
different. 

Build that board! ¿

To learn more

Bradham, June. The Truth About What 
Nonprofit Boards Want.

Donhoff, G. William. Wealth, Income & 
Power.

[continued from page 61]

JCAT Continues to Grow and Improve

RAVSAK’s premiere middle-
school program in Jewish history, 
the Jewish Court of All Time 

(JCAT), has �nished its second year of 
operation with growth and success in 
myriad ways. This year, over 250 stu-
dents from twelve schools engaged in 
this online, highly interactive learning 
platform. Thirty-nine mentors, gradu-
ate students from the schools of educa-
tion at the University of Michigan and 
University of Cincinnati, offered guid-
ance and support as the students exer-
cised their creative muscles to think and 
talk as historical characters confronting 
weighty ethical and political challenges.

This year, the team of professors from 
Michigan and Cincinnati created a new 
scenario designed to provoke discus-
sion and re�ection around issues of the 
Holocaust’s legacy. The students—the 
members of the “court”—were pre-
sented with the case of a descendant of 
a survivor of the ship the MS St. Lou-
is. This was the famous ship to whose 
passengers the US government denied 
embarkation; the passengers ultimately 
were forced to return to Germany, 

where many of them perished in the 
Holocaust. The plaintiff requested an 
of�cial government apology and repa-
rations to go into a humanitarian fund.

Students performed their own research 
into the historical evidence around the MS 
St. Louis, examined the political climate 
in the United States on the eve of WWII, 
and considered how their particular his-
torical characters—most of them from 
times and locations far removed from the 
circumstances of the case—would have 
construed the issues and motives of this 
case. The program provides opportuni-
ties for student growth on so many levels, 
including the researching and interpreta-
tion of historical documents, creative role 
playing leading to empathy for characters 
from history, adopting stances on sig-
ni�cant social and political issues and de-
fending those stances through argument 
and discussion with characters holding a 
range of opposing positions.

JCAT continues to develop the fruitful 
synergy between RAVSAK schools and 
academia. A team from the University of 
Cincinnati led by Professor Miriam Raid-

er-Roth supported participating JCAT 
teachers with an online action research 
project on topics including Getting Into 
Character and Thinking About Evidence, 
in addition to conducting monthly con-
ference calls. They also taught on online 
mentor seminar focused on supporting 
participants in learning to observe, re�ect, 
and act based on their role as mentors in 
JCAT. Miriam recently Meanwhile, the 
team at the University of Michigan

At the day school leadership confer-
ence this year, Professor Raider-Roth 
was joined by Michigan’s Professor Jef-
frey Stanzler and Amy Wasser, head of 
school at the Hillel Academy of Tampa, 
where they presented JCAT as a model 
for online student learning. A packed 
room discovered the program’s many 
moving parts and the remarkable stu-
dent work in JCAT. Miriam recently 
presented the program in Israel, and 
received numerous queries asking how 
Israeli schools could join.

JCAT is now recruiting for next year’s 
program! To learn more, contact Dr.        
Elliott Rabin at erabin@ravsak.org.
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Join thousands of independent 
schools and make SSS your trusted 
partner for financial aid. Together, 
we can give talented students from 

every economic background an 
exceptional education.
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A Beit Midrash Model of  
 Lay-Professional Leadership
The authors contest that the prevailing model of head-
board chair relations is too confining and unrealistic. They 
advocate a model of collaboration and mutual growth, with 
some overlapping areas of consultation and responsibility. 

t is commonplace to read articles 
and hear advice that boards and 

heads of school should have distinct 
roles. According to PEJE, the �rst two 
of three keys to a successful board-head 
relationship deal with clarifying roles and 
boundaries between them. For example, 
boards govern while heads manage. Or, 
boards create the mission and heads 
implement the mission. Or, boards cre-

ate policy while heads execute pol-
icy. Or, boards should not involve 

themselves in the daily administration of 
the school, while heads should be wary 
of stepping on board members’ toes. In 
this traditional model, highly differenti-
ated roles exist between the board and the 
head of school. 

Despite widespread agreement on these 
principles, the average tenure of a Jewish 
day school head of school is still between 
two and �ve years, according to articles by 
Larry Scheindlin and Barry Dym. While 
there are of course many different reasons 
why this may be true, we posit that one 
explanation is that the traditional model 
of board-head of school relationships 
contains signi�cant problems.

In our experience and judgment, there are 
several problems with the old model. First, 
the reality is that many of the traditional 
board functions are done by the head of 
school, and many of the head of school 
functions are completed by the board. In 
our school, we are both co-leading the 
board retreat; we both are full partners 
in creating our strategic plan; the board 
solicits the head’s feedback in �nding new 
board members, and in the selection of 

the new board chair; the head suggests 
policy discussions for board meetings; 
the head’s advice and counsel is solicited 
during all aspects of board discussions, 
and the head calls on 
board members all the 
time in aspects of daily 
operations—how to 
deal with a particular 
parent, for thoughts 
on whether and how 
an employee should 
be dismissed, all the 
way down to whether 
or not to cancel school 
on a snow day. 

It may be nice and 
neat to think in more 
black and white delin-
eations between board 
and heads, but the re-
ality is that there are 
very few decisions that the head or board 
make in isolation from each other. Prob-
ably the only decision the board makes 
alone is whether to hire or rehire the 
head. And a wise head, who technically 
has power to make many decisions alone 
such as hiring faculty, will frequently want 
to get the quiet advice of board members 
before making key hires or decisions.

The second fallacy with the old model is 
that it supports the notion that boards 
should not meddle in day-to-day opera-
tions. However, as Peter Drucker, often 
called the creator of modern manage-
ment theory, has written, “Boards should 
meddle. To begin with, there is no way to 
stop them, and if you can’t lick them, join 

them! ... They had better be organized to 
meddle constructively.” Besides, boards 
are usually organized to work directly 
with the school administration anyway, 
and in many cases without going through 
the head of school. For example, budget 
committees may work directly with a di-
rector of �nance, development commit-
tees may work directly with a director of 
development, and education committees 

of various sorts may work directly with 
deans, principals, or department chairs. 
Board committees need to be given seri-
ous, strategic work to do in concert with 
key administrators.

Third, by pretending that there are neat 
divisions between the board and head, the 
potential for a dynamic, shared leadership 
may be missed. Some heads of school may 
have tremendous talents in strategic plan-
ning, policy development, board evalua-
tion, or legal and �duciary responsibility, 
and can guide boards. And some boards 
may have former heads of school, amazing 
educators, and talented admissions pro-
fessionals, marketers, and development 
experts who can be of tremendous ben-

Yonatan Yussman, EdD, is the head 
of school at the Jewish High School 
of Connecticut. He can be reached at 
yyussman@jhsct.org.

Maureen Dewan is the chair of the 
Board of Trustees at the Jewish High 
School of Connecticut. She can be 
reached at mdewan@jhsct.org.

¿ by Yonatan Yussman and Maureen Dewan
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e�t to the day-to-day running of a school. 
Creating arti�cial boundaries between what 
a board or head can do may weaken shared 
leadership potential.

Fourth, schools aren’t linear. The old model 
assumes that schools are predictable, and 
that roles can easily be de�ned and demar-
cated. But schools are much more adaptive 
and dynamic. As noted by Ronald Hei�tz, 
co-founder of the Center for Public Lead-
ership at Harvard’s JFK School of Govern-
ment, many times we apply technical solu-
tions to adaptive problems. Unlike a car that 
won’t start (which requires a technical ex-
pert), schools are dynamic institutions that 
require a new paradigm of leadership—a 
community of adaptive learners and prob-
lem solvers, made up of professional and lay 
leaders, working together for the success of 
the school.

At the Jewish High School of Connecti-
cut, where we are putting this community 
of leaders model into practice, our common 
denominator for decision-making centers on 
one question: “Are we advancing the mis-
sion?” To that end, it often does not mat-
ter whether our weekly meetings are about 
“board matters” or “head matters”—the 
discussions are always about whether some-
thing is good for the mission or not. Every 
single decision we make re�ects the mission.

Clearly, boards should not micromanage the 
head of school, and it is worthwhile de�n-
ing boundaries. For example, a board should 
not become involved in student discipline is-
sues, how teachers plan lessons, what book 
the English teacher should be teaching, or 
how the school secretary prioritizes her re-
sponsibilities. And a head of school must re-
alize that the board is his or her employer. A 
good head of school needs to know when to 
“lay low” and let the board work things out 
themselves and make their own decisions.

Of course the basis of this new paradigm 
of board-head partnership requires plenty 
of communication and relationship-build-
ing. We of�cially meet on a weekly basis, 
but we email or talk by phone most days 
of the week. We are open and honest with 
each other about everything, and feel free 
to give each other feedback. We know that 
our opinions and decisions are not based 
upon private agendas—our only agenda is to 

advance the mission of the school. We are 
currently developing a comprehensive multi-
year strategic plan with the entire communi-
ty, and agree that decisions need to be made 
according to the strategic plan.

We also learn Judaic texts with each oth-
er once a month (which needs to be in-
creased!). On the �rst Friday of each month, 
we have set aside time to learn. We invite 
others in the community to come learn with 
us, and the topic of learning often has to 
do with a current event, or something hav-
ing to do with the development of the high 
school. For example, we studied talmudic 
texts that shed light on what institutions can 
learn from how the scandal at Penn State 
unfolded, and other sources that inform the 
economic crisis and how we can be better 
leaders in these trying times. These discus-
sions focus us on Judaism, learning, ethics, 
strategic leadership, and our mission. It has 
been a pleasure when others join us, such as 
the founding board chair, parents and other 
community leaders.

Ultimately, this paradigm is the same one 
used in any good beit midrash. These are 
usually loud places of learning with many 
pairs of chevrutas. A chevruta describes 
two or more people who are bound to each 

other, and who strive to come to a deeper 
understanding of something holy—often 
a Jewish text, but in this paradigm it is the 
school. Chevrutas work hard at coming up 
with a common translation and understand-
ing, look at things in a great variety of ways, 
and try to make logical arguments that ad-
vance a line of thinking. Chevrutas spar, 
laugh, learn, manage con�ict, and successful 
ones know when it is time to be bold in of-
fering ideas and when it is time to be humble 
in listening to others. The chevruta’s desire 
for truth, whether it is understanding Torah 
or advancing the school’s mission, is the ba-
sis for this new board-head paradigm. ¿

To learn more

Scheindlin, Larry, “Success of Jewish Day 
Schools Breeds Crisis,” Jewish Journal, May 
3, 2007.

Dym, Barry. Leadership Transition in Jewish 
Day Schools. PEJE.

Drucker, Peter, “Lessons for Successful 
Nonpro�t Governance,” Nonpro�t Manage-
ment and Leadership, 1:12.

Hei�tz, Ronald. Leadership Without Easy 
Answers. Harvard University Press.

Unlike a car that won’t start (which requires a 
technical expert), schools are dynamic institutions 
that require a community of adaptive learners and 
problem solvers.
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How to Survive Cancer at 
a Jewish Day School

HE Paul Penna Downtown 
Jewish Day School sprang up 
in the historic downtown core 

of Toronto in 1998. Opened with ten 
students, it served Jews who, by virtue 
of living downtown in the former shtetl, 
lived outside the current shtetl; urbane, 
socially conscious Jews who celebrated 
diversity and the arts and built them 
into their school. These Jewish and non-

Jewish, religious and secular, gay and 
straight, single and married parents 

of Jewish children viewed community 
more through a lens of inclusion than 
exclusion. The school’s adults formed 
what researchers Alex Pomson and Ran-
dall Shnoor termed “a community of 
difference,” meaning that one of the 
traits members shared in common was 
gratitude for the many things that dis-
tinguished one from the other. 

When I became principal a year ago Sep-
tember, I rented right downtown and 
began socializing with school families. 
Common wisdom is that there are risks 
to immersing oneself personally where 
one serves professionally. Nonetheless, I 
chose to dive into this community head 
�rst. 

Ten months into my tenure, one day 
after school closed in June, I was diag-
nosed with cancer. Post-surgery radia-
tion treatment began on the �rst day of 
school in September and recovery was 
slow. My board president suggested tak-

ing a medical leave and I accepted, el-
evating the director of curriculum and 
instruction to interim principal until my 
return.

Here’s what the school community did 
for me. One mom knit me a sleeve for 
the one arm that was cold during treat-
ments because it had to be held away 
from my body. Several families chipped 
in on a Kindle, so I would always have 
something to read without carrying 
heavy books around. The staff bought 
me a spa treatment to use during my 
leave. Butternut squash soup, cookies, 
and videos arrived on my stoop. A dad 
checked in with me right before Rosh 
Hashanah: did I need any last minute 
food or supplies for the holiday? A mom 
and her daughters brought food to my 
door erev Yom Kippur after I declined an 
invitation to join them at home. 

A staff member and her husband or-
dered a Shabbat meal delivered to my 
house. A parent showed up with several 
meals worth of food and sat me down 
to eat while she cleaned my kitchen on 
an evening when I couldn’t get up to 
feed myself. Parents and grandparents 
drove me to and from the hospital. The 
board proactively offered me a fully paid 
medical leave. The co-presidents played 
an unusually operational role to support 
my staff. And many others emailed and 
wrote to send me their best wishes for 
recovery. 

Here’s what happened professionally. The 
board and I negotiated a delay of contract 
negotiations; they extended my initial 
contract by one year, at which point, if 
they offer me a new contract, it will be 
for three years. As interim principal, the 
director of curriculum and instruction, 
new to the school, made two mid-year 
hires and did both her job and mine in my 
absence. The business manager, also new 
to the school, worked under close board 
supervision. Important operational and 
educational initiatives advanced accord-
ing to plan, and most importantly, good 
teaching and learning happened every day. 

I am healthy, humbled, grateful, and 
a bit proud in the wake of this experi-
ence. I am cancer-free and, thanks to the 
rest and support I got, well into recov-
ery from treatment. I am humbled by 
a body that went on strike, grateful for 
a community that, notwithstanding its 
non-insular composition, smoothly came 
together to help, and proud of staff and 
lay leaders who balanced generosity, re-
alism, and their �duciary or professional 
responsibilities, supporting with their 
wisdom and efforts each other, the stu-
dents, me, and this precious school dur-
ing a dif�cult time. ¿

Do you have a special story to tell about 
your experience in day schools? Share it 
with the �eld! Send an essay of 600 words 
to Haydion@ravsak.org. Submissions from 
all stakeholders welcome.

Olami / Personal Essay

¿ by Rhonda Rosenheck
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RAVSAK Conducts Simultaneous 
Shabbatonim for Project SuLaM in Atlanta

In advance of this 
year’s conference, 
thanks as always to 

the generosity of the 
AVI CHAI Foundation, 
RAVSAK ran two shab-
batonim, one for the 
current cohort and a second for alumni 
of the program. The current Sulamites 
studied Jewish texts about kedushah, 
holiness. They truly refreshed them-
selves at the wells of Torah, immersing 
right away into profound conversa-
tions around this notion so central to 
Judaism and Jewish day schools. They 
challenged each other, their teachers 
and themselves to go deeper in under-
standing the sources and wringing les-

sons for our personal and professional 
lives. In sessions with their mentors 
and colleagues, participants were able 
to focus on the challenges and success-
es of translating their Jewish learning 
into their administrative work in their 
schools.

The SuLaM alumni were treated to a 
shabbaton entitled “Literatoyre,” ex-
ploring the relationship between mod-

ern Yiddish literature 
and Jewish sacred sourc-
es. Dr. Miriam Udel of 
Emory University shared 
her passion for Yiddish 
writings and her broad-
ranging knowledge and 

intellect with an audience of school 
professional and lay leaders. The effect 
clearly wore off, as many of the par-
ticipants have already shared some of 
the treasures of Yiddish literature with 
their faculty and students. The alumni 
renewed their connections of fellow-
ship and shared purpose that help 
sustain them through the sometimes 
lonely responsibilities of school leader-
ship. ¿



Do you know people who
should be reading HaYidion?

The foremost journal of Jewish education is now available for subscription!
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