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Dedication

This article is dedicated to Dr. Margaret and Alan Silberman. Their commitment, involvement
and generosity are a model for lay leadership in the Ramah movement.

Alan first came to Camp Ramah in Wisconsin as a camper in the summer of 1952. He went on to
become a staff member and, years later, the first former camper to serve as the camp’s president
and president of the National Ramah Commission. He is now the president of the World Council
of Conservative/Masorti Synagogues.

Margaret also attended Camp Ramah in Wisconsin as a camper and a staff member. She and
Alan met and fell in love at camp. A practicing clinical psychologist, Margaret currently chairs
Camp Ramah in Wisconsin’s Tikvah Program, a unique experience for adolescents with special
needs.

May their tremendous love for Camp Ramah continue to inspire and guide all of us for many
years to come.
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“They shall still bring forth fruit in old age; they shall be full of sap and richness; to declare that
the Lord is upright; my Rock, in whom there is no unrighteousness.” (Psalms 92)
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Introduction
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Ever a shining example
For new generations

The dream expressed in the Ramah anthem has become reality.

Six decades after the first campers came to the Northwoods of Wisconsin to attend Camp Ramah
in the summer of 1947, Ramah has grown into a movement that engages some 6,500 campers
and 1,500 college-age staff each summer and throughout the year. Ramah operates seven
overnight camps and three day camps across the United States and Canada, as well as a variety
of programs in Israel.'

The impact of the Ramah experience lasts long after campers leave their teen years. Indeed,
Camp Ramah makes a lifelong mark on those who are a part of it. The spirit of Ramah manifests
itself in countless ways in the Jewish identity and community involvement of tens of thousands
of Ramahniks.

Ramah graduates have played, and continue to play, key roles in some of the most innovative
and welcome developments in the Conservative Movement over the past several decades.
Among them: havurot, self-directed egalitarian minyanim and congregations, the impressive
growth of Solomon Schechter schools, the increased involvement in Israel study and travel
programs, and more.

Perhaps the most outstanding measure of Ramah’s success” can be found in the significant
number of former campers who have devoted their careers to advancing the welfare of the
Jewish people as rabbis, teachers, professors and Jewish community professionals, as well as
those who have assumed significant voluntary leadership positions in the American Jewish
community. The former Chancellor of The Jewish Theological Seminary, Dr. Ismar Schorsch,
noted this phenomenon in his remarks 20 years ago, at a celebration of Ramah’s 40" anniversary.
“I am firmly convinced that in terms of social import, in terms of lives affected, Ramah is the
most important venture ever undertaken by the Seminary,” he said.’

Those who love Camp Ramah may have known intuitively that Schorsch was right, but the
movement’s life-shaping impact was confirmed in a study undertaken by Ariela Keysar and
Barry A. Kosmin and published in 2004. Keysar and Kosmin tracked hundreds of teenagers from
Conservative synagogues over the course of eight years, from 1995 through 2003, as the
youngsters embarked on their college careers — an important time in which young North
American Jews develop much of their long-term Jewish identity.

The study found significant differences in Jewish identity and practice between those who
attended Camp Ramah and those who did not have a Jewish summer camp experience.



Three key findings convey the study’s message:

e Marriage: 78% of the interviewees who attended Camp Ramah and were trained as
counselors said it was very important to marry a Jew, as opposed to 39% among those
who did not attend a Jewish summer camp.

e Careers in Jewish Education: 40% of the interviewees who attended Camp Ramah and
were trained as counselors said they could see themselves as Jewish educators, as
opposed to 10% among those who did not attend a Jewish summer camp.

e Synagogue Attendance: 40% of the interviewees who attended Camp Ramah and were
trained as counselors said they attend services in a synagogue at least once each week, as
opposed to 5% among those who did not attend a Jewish summer camp.

We presume that a study of older North American Jews who belong to Conservative synagogues
would result in similar findings as far as views on the importance of marrying Jews, being active
in Jewish communal life and sending children to Jewish schools.

While a formal study has not been undertaken, we base this assessment on intensive
conversations each summer over the past 10 years with 41-year-old former Ramahniks who
attend the 25-year reunion marking their completion of the Ramah Wisconsin program
(Nivonim.) Most of the reunion participants are parents of children who are in elementary school
or middle school, and the views they express mirror those found by Keysar and Kosmin.

The results of this educational success story speak for themselves. What began as an effort to
create a Jewish summer camp, spearheaded by Moshe Davis and Sylvia Ettenberg, from the
Teachers Institute of The Jewish Theological Seminary, and carried forward by Rabbi Ralph
Simon in Chicago and lay leaders he brought together, has grown into a full-fledged camping
movement whose impact on the Conservative Movement is worthy of careful study.

What is the secret of Camp Ramah’s educational success? What are the principles and
characteristics that guide the educational approach that has evolved and developed at Camp
Ramah in Wisconsin, and at all of the Ramah camps?* How has this approach succeeded in
engaging thousands of young Jews, strengthening and deepening their Jewish identity, and
ensuring that Jewish values and community remain key pillars throughout their lives?

None of Ramah’s achievements can be attributed to mere luck or happenstance.” Campers and
staff have benefited from a remarkable, carefully planned approach to Jewish education and
identity-building that is based on the principles of social-values education. Our article examines
the characteristics and principles of this approach as it is employed by Camp Ramabh.



From Informal Education to Social-VValues Education

In North America, summer camp activities generally are considered informal education®, but this
term trivializes the important role of camp in shaping identity and creating commitment to
Jewish life.

The terms complementary education’, informal education®, a-formal, and extra-curricular all are
used to describe various educational frameworks that exist outside the school classroom.” The
large number of names underscores the difficulty in defining and characterizing this kind of
education.

So what, exactly, is this many-named educational approach? Its main goal is to create an
enjoyable educational setting in which young people will want to spend their free time and gain
important cultural and emotional benefit.'” The use of the term informal education whenever the
reference is to activities that take place outside of the school classroom is convenient, but it is
problematic for the following reasons:

e This definition tells us what it is not, but does not tell us what it is.!!

e The term “informal education” carries a connotation of something that is not serious, not
planned carefully, temporary and of passing significance,'” while the term “formal
education,” which refers to school, carries connotations of serious study, stability,
consistency, well-defined curriculum, high expectations from students, intellectual
standards and commitment.

Without minimizing the importance of the school, it must be noted that there is a large
gap between the significant role that non-school educational frameworks (including youth
movements in Israel and summer camps in North America) play in building their
graduates’ identity, values and way of life, and the understanding that many parents and
academics have when they consider these institutions and their impact.

e The term “informal” defines something by what it is not and differentiates between this
field and “formal” education. This can create tension between the approaches. “Informal”
education does not minimize the importance of “formal” education; rather, it employs
principles of an educational approach that incorporates approaches, activities and
organizational structures that are designed to achieve goals not achieved by “formal”
education."

Selten stresses the importance of youth movements and informal educational frameworks
in achieving a range of social goals.'* Among them: experiencing adult roles, broadening
social and cultural horizons, and values clarification. Any undertaking that does this
supplements the school framework in important ways.



Hamenahem and Romi see the lack of structural rigidity in informal frameworks as an
advantage that enables them to achieve educational and social goals that schools have
difficulty achieving, due to their more rigid, formal structure."’

Riemer believes that successful Jewish education in the United States must comprise both
the school setting, where basic Jewish knowledge is acquired, and informal frameworks,
where young people can experience Jewish life with their peers.'®

It would be wrong to characterize all educational activities that take place in the school as
“formal” education, given that schools provide opportunities to participate in sports
activities, special-interest clubs, student government, school paper, volunteer activities
and more.

Israel’s education system brought social education into the schools years ago. It reflects
the way of life of the school community, and helps students learn to function in that
community.

e By using the term “informal education” as a catch-all for activities in sports facilities,
playgrounds, amusement parks and chess clubs as well as youth groups, boarding schools
and summer camps, the term loses all meaning and ends up conveying the impression
that it refers to leisure pursuits.

For all of these reasons, we have opted to use a different term. Rather than “informal education,”
we refer to what transpires at Camp Ramah as social-values education. This term encapsulates
the educational process that takes place in a social setting of peers who have opted to join the
framework of their own free will. This process seeks to cause participants to want to live up to a
vision and in accordance with clearly defined values.

Dror uses the term social-values education and maintains that the social-value approach in
education contributes to the furthering of personal and social autonomy through values-oriented
activities that convey to young people that they are an important part of a community, that they
are among equals. This message enhances the awareness and self-confidence of young people
and enables them to face adversity.'”

The social-values approach to education addresses “real life” as it is lived by young people and
empowers them to address the social and moral challenges they encounter.



Seven Key Characteristics of Social-Values Education

There are seven key characteristics of successful social-values education. They are listed here,
and discussed in detail in the rest of this paper. All are important, and the order in which they are
presented is not an indication of which takes precedence.

1. Vision and Mission:
e Vision serves as a guiding light that organizations always strive to fulfill.

e Mission defines an organization’s special role and helps determine how to pursue
its vision.

2. Core Values: The fundamental values of an organization determine what sets it apart from
others. Their goal is to preserve the vision and mission.

3. Transformational Leadership: Outstanding moral leadership that is worthy of emulation.
Transformational leaders leave an indelible mark on people, and motivate them to make
fundamental changes in the way they approach situations and challenges.

4. A Community That Educates: The fundamental desire to belong creates outstanding
opportunities for the educational and social process to evolve.

5. Experiential Education: Exposure to a broad variety of experiences, and involvement in
planning and implementing activities, creates opportunities for frank dialogue and
teachable moments.

6. From Free Choice to Personal Mark: The principle of voluntary participation sets the
stage for an educational process in which participants internalize values and vision,
eventually embracing them as their own and seeking ways to leave their mark.

7. Guidance to Fulfillment: Encouraging participants to use the knowledge, skills and
values they have embraced by helping them find subsequent frameworks where they can
further their knowledge and understanding, live by the values they have embraced and
pass them on to others.



1. Vision and Mission

"Where there is no vision, the people perish."”
Qv ¥I9° NI PR
Proverbs 29:18

A nation that lacks a clear, uniting vision will not survive as a nation.

The Jewish people have understood this message throughout their 4,000-year history, and it has
been reinforced by the prophets and leaders over the years.'® This understanding has helped the
Jews survive through trials and tribulations unmatched in human history.

The term “vision” has multiple meanings. It connotes what we see in the here and now, but it
also refers to a vision for the future. The term generally is used in reference to distinguished
individuals and great leaders.

In the past two decades, the importance of vision on a personal and organizational level has
gained credence. Around the world, organizations of all kinds stress the importance of defining
their institutional vision, and using that vision to set goals and benchmarks.

The work of James C. Collins and Jerry I. Porras, two professors of organizational behavior and
business administration at Stanford University, has focused broad attention on this development.
In a comprehensive study of the success of 18 exemplary American companies, they found that a
defined vision and clear, consistent core values are key to the long-term success of companies.
Indeed, these factors are even more important than charismatic leadership, great ideas or detailed
strategic planning.

Collins and Porras published their findings in the 1994 bestseller Built to Last: Successful Habits
of Visionary Companies, a book whose impact extended far beyond the business world.

As far back as the 1980s, educators began to understand that vision is as critical to educational
success as it is to corporate success.'”

Sara Lawrence Lightfoot of the Harvard University Graduate School of Education studied six
acclaimed high schools in an effort to identify the source of their success. She found they all had
a well-defined vision that guided the faculty, administration and students.*

Cohen, Farrar and Powell took the opposite approach, and studied schools that lack a clear
vision.

Their findings, published in The Shopping Mall High School, underscore the importance of a
clear vision for all educational institutions.>!

Vision serves as a beacon of light, a sort of North Star, whose constant presence in the distance
keeps organizations, societies and institutions focused as they strive to achieve their most
ambitious goals. It defines the organizational identity and the values and principles that shape



every aspect of daily activity, enabling every individual in the organization to calibrate his or her
own actions, goals and focus with those of the institution.*

The vision of an institution, society or organization defines long-term, over-arching aspirations
that determine values, spirit, traditions, culture and symbols. The mission is defined and guided
by its leaders.

Mission defines the unique role of an institution as it strives to achieve its vision and sets its
strategy. Mission defines goals, organizational structure, operational plans, manpower and
methodology.

The desire to preserve the vision and the constant need for change prompted by technological,
social and cultural factors lead to a constant conflict

Outstanding institutions find the proper balance between maintaining core values and underlying
strategic and tactical change. They may change their mission, their goals and the strategic
approaches to achieving them, but the vision never changes.

The Vision and Mission of Ramah

In post-World War II America, most Jewish children did not have significant Jewish experiences
in their homes or schools. In the absence of a strong Jewish identity that could serve as a
counter-weight, the pursuit of the American Dream posed a great threat to Jewish continuity in
the United States.”

The tragedy that befell European Jewry led to a severe shortage of rabbis, teachers, cantors and
leaders who had significant knowledge of Jewish tradition and deep commitment to preserving it.
This prompted JTS, under Chancellor Rabbi Louis Finkelstein, to launch a 10-year plan whose
goal was to “reclaim Jewish youth to religious and ethical life.”** The Ramah Camping
Movement was an outgrowth of this effort.

The founders of Ramah hoped to achieve what the families and community could not. Seymour
Fox wrote that, “We wanted to create an educational setting where young people would be able
to discover their Judaism and learn how to live it in their daily lives. We hoped this would
nurture Jews who were both deeply committed to their tradition and actively involved in
American society.”>

How can we differentiate between the vision and mission of Ramah?

The vision focuses on the over-arching essence: to produce alumni who are committed to Jewish
life and American society and will help Jewish life in America thrive.

The mission is to create an educational environment in which young people can explore Judaism
by living it as an integral part of their daily lives.
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The mission ensures that the vision will be expressed and implemented in a realistic, practical
manner, through the establishment of a new educational framework that will meet needs that the
home and schools had been unable to meet.

Camp Ramah was founded to fulfill the vision, or, as it was expressed by the camp’s founders,
Moshe Davis and Sylvia Ettenberg, to create “an educational subculture that was more than a
school (though it would emphasize and develop the cognitive and intellectual life of its campers
and staff), more than a youth movement (though it would concentrate on affective and
interpersonal development), and more than a summer camp, because all who were involved
knew that not enough could be accomplished in eight weeks.””°

We will attempt to demonstrate how the mission can — indeed, must — change while the vision
remains constant.

In the beginning, Camp Ramah was intended for the elite of the American Jewish community:
the children of rabbis, Jewish studies professors and lay leaders. This was in line with the
mission defined by Finkelstein, who wanted the camps to cultivate religious and moral
leadership.

Alan Silberman, who played a central role in shaping Ramah’s mission statement in the 1990s,
pointed out to me the changes that were initiated over the years. “The current mission of Ramah
is to create education communities in which people learn to live committed Jewish lives
embodying the ideals of Conservative Judaism,” states the Mission Statement for the 1990s.
“Out of such communities, Ramah continues to ‘raise up’ committed volunteer and professional
leadership for the Conservative Movement and contemporary Jewry.”

Silberman explained: “We wanted to stress that the camps are for all Jewish children, not only
the elites. It is important that all children have the opportunity to experience an intense, rich
Jewish environment, and the mission statement reflects this.”

Another interesting change: The camps no longer seek to cultivate leadership only for the Ramah
movement; today, Ramah wants to produce leadership for the broader Conservative community
and Klal Yisrael in its broadest sense.

This shift has led to interesting cooperative ventures. In the summer of 2006, Camp Ramah in
Wisconsin hosted a seminar for 35 USY leaders and staff from communities throughout the
Midwest. Ramah staff planned and ran the program. This is a prime example of the changed
mission of Ramah. It is doubtful that such an event would have taken place three decades ago.

Change is apparent in many areas. Nivonim campers (the oldest unit, comprised of young people
about to enter 11" grade in high school) from 1981 who returned to camp in the summer of 2006
for their 25™ reunion were surprised to see how much prayer rituals had changed at camp:
Reflecting the camp’s support of egalitarian values, many of the prayer services were led by
girls; girls are counted in a minyan and have other roles in tefillah.
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The policy has evolved following intensive discussions with rabbinic leadership from the
communities that send campers to Ramah. It reflects the changing reality of the times, but the
vision remains constant.

The vision and mission are apparent in every aspect of camp life. Even when visiting experts
lead staff seminars, the vision and mission shine through.

When Ambassador Dennis Ross visited camp in the summer of 2006 to lead a seminar for staff
and older campers, he spoke about the Arab-Israeli conflict and the latest developments from the
Middle East. When he invited questions, the first one had nothing to do with peace or diplomacy.
Rather, the group wanted to know how his Jewish identity had affected his work as a U.S.
diplomat. Ross was taken aback by the question, but the artists, journalists, doctors, attorneys,
and other professionals who were visiting camp that weekend all understood. They serve as role
models for the campers and staff who are in the process of developing their lifelong Jewish
identities. As far as they were concerned, the question was an altogether natural outgrowth of the
intensely Jewish environment that is Camp Ramah.

As part of the camp’s educational programming, a series of “Meet the Expert” sessions give staff
and campers the opportunity to hear professionals discuss the Jewish aspects of their work. In
recent sessions:

e An obstetrician and expert in medical ethics presented older campers and staff a series of
dilemmas related to abortion and used Jewish texts to assess them.

e An IDF officer who was a member of the Mishlachat (Israeli staff) led discussions on the
role of Halachah in the Israeli army.

e An attorney and businessman discussed fundraising for charitable causes.

e After performing at camp, Neshama Carlebach spoke with groups and individuals about
her life as a religious Jewish singer in the U.S.

e Mark Madsen, a devout Mormon who plays professional basketball for the Minnesota
Timberwolves, discussed the challenges of maintaining the modest lifestyle prescribed by
his faith in the face of peer pressure to do otherwise.

All of these sessions reinforce the vision and mission of Camp Ramah: They demonstrate to
campers and staff that it is possible to live a committed Jewish life and at the same time to be an
integral part of American life.

Since its founding, Ramah’s leaders all have worked to infuse the camp’s vision and mission in
every aspect of activity. They have constantly held discussions with, and hosted classes taught
by, prominent authorities from the fields of education, Jewish studies, and the behavioral
sciences. Under the guidance of the leaders of JTS, the camp serves as an educational laboratory
where new ideas are developed and implemented.?’

All of Ramah’s successes rise from this foundation. The ongoing commitment to the vision and
the mission is the key to the camp’s excellence.
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2. Core Values

Nations, societies, organizations or institutions that aspire to preserve their vision and mission in
the long term must anchor them in values to which members must remain committed. In the
absence of such values, all meaning is lost.

We see this illustrated by the Prophet Isaiah in the proverb of the vineyard (Isaiah 5), when he
foresaw the destruction of the nation after it abandoned its basic values. Those values are
represented in this tale by a vineyard surrounded by a fence. “And He looked for justice, but
beheld violence; For righteousness, but behold a cry,” we read (verse 7) as Isaiah warned of the
failing of the justice system and the lack of social justice.

In verse 20, the cry “Woe unto them that call evil good, and good evil, That change darkness into
light, and light into darkness” underscores the severity of the situation when the nation loses its
values, leading to the destruction of the country and the exile of its inhabitants.

Rotenstreich defined values as behavioral norms that cause us to choose one path over another.
Values provide a framework for behavior and guide individuals as they set their goals. They are
the key factor in motivating people, and they provide the basis on which life takes on meaning.*®

Every society has unique values that define it and distinguish it from others. These are core
values. Collins and Porras define core values as key beliefs of an organization that cannot be
compromised in favor of profit or short-term gain.”

Commitment to core values ensures the long-term survival of the entity’s mission or, as Ahad
Ha’am said, “More than the Jewish people has preserved the Shabbat, the Shabbat has preserved
the Jewish people.”

In institutions of social-values education, such as Ramah, values that preserve and enhance the
educational message play a central role. These universal values include honesty, responsibility,
accountability, fair-mindedness, mutual assistance, environmentalism and more. They are shared
by most educational entities, but every institution has its own particular values, or core values.

Organizational excellence is measured by its commitment to its core values in all aspects of
operations. Core values can take on different emphases at different times, in accordance with the
changing times, but their fundamental relevance never wavers.

A review of four sets of goals and values that relate to Ramah, written in different periods by

different people, reveals that — with one key exception that we will discuss here — the underlying
core values did not change.
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In 1947, Rabbi Moshe Davis, who was dean of the JTS Teachers Institute and one of the
founders of Ramah, presented the following list of goals for Jewish education:

Belief in God

Observance of mitzvot related to interpersonal relations

Solidarity with the Jewish people around the world

Involvement in American society, and identification with American democracy

The centrality of the Land of Israel and the importance of settling the land — either in the
form of aliyah or visits

The study of Torah and other religious texts and modern Jewish studies.*

In the 1990s, Rabbi Ismar Schorsch, then the chancellor of JTS, posited seven core values of the
Conservative Movement (not in order of importance):

The centrality of Israel

Hebrew as the language of the Jewish people

Devotion to Klal Yisrael, the wellbeing of the Jewish people, regardless of stream or
origin

Torah as a fundamental text of the Jewish people

Judaic study and text study

The centrality of halakhah (as interpreted by the Conservative Movement)

Belief in God.”

Rabbi Burton Cohen, who was a camper, a counselor and the director of Camp Ramah in
Wisconsin before he became the director of the National Ramah Commission, defined the core
values of Camp Ramabh as follows:

Hebrew is the official language of camp

All campers must engage in Jewish study during the school year
The camp is operated in accordance with halakhah

Every camper must study Hebrew and texts

Jewish educational programs will be an integral part of camp.

Camp Ramah’s vision statement for the 1990s includes the following values:

The study of Torah and halakhah, Jewish sources and Jewish values

Active participation in Jewish life as part of an educational process to develop self-
confidence and a commitment to Jewish observance and Hebrew

Personal religious development and Jewish identity

A religious commitment to tikkun olam, social justice and environmentalism

Openness to educational and religious change in keeping with the values of the
Conservative Movement as expressed in Emet veEmunah. ™

Ramah’s commitment to the State of Israel is expressed through its Israel programs, and by
bringing Israeli staff (mishlachat) to the camps in North America.
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Despite differences in emphasis, each of these four lists, which were developed in four different
eras, expresses shared core values:

The study of Torah and Judaic studies
A commitment to halakhah

The centrality of Israel

The importance of Hebrew.

The commitment to these core values is a guarantee that the institution will remain true to its
values and vision, even as it changes with the times. This commitment must be much more than
a piece of paper or a series of hollow statements; it must manifest itself in word and deed, in
budget allocations and staff assignments. Anything other than consistency in adherence to core
values would cause campers, staff and the entire community to question Ramah’s commitment to
its mission, and that would lead to inevitable change for the worse.

We offer two examples from the Northwoods. One demonstrates how core values can be
maintained despite the need for constant change. The other sheds light on circumstances in
which even a shift in core values can be reversed with the proper educational approach.

The Study of Torah

Ramah Wisconsin is committed to the study of Torah, and this is seen in the establishment, in
2000, of the Northwoods Kollel and Beit Midrash. Two charismatic rabbinic students, both of
whom were graduates of Ramah and both of whom had studied in yeshivot in Israel, dreamt of
enhancing religious study at camp, and exciting campers about the wonders of text study. Camp
director Rabbi David Soloff was open to the idea and he empowered them to launch the new
institutions. Ever since, a group of students has studied in the egalitarian kollel, and the camp has
funded the program.

The Beit Midrash, established alongside the kollel, offers older campers the opportunity to study
Torah and Talmud for two hours each day, in lieu of the standard hour of Hebrew and hour of
text. This alternative program has been a great success, and in the summer of 2006 five young
adults studied full-time in the kollel and approximately 50 students enrolled in the Beit Midrash.

The enthusiasm with which kollel students and Beit Midrash teachers approach text study serves
as a powerful role model for campers. Those campers who sign up for intensive text study do so
of their own free will (a key principle of social-values education which will be discussed later in
this article), further enhancing their commitment and enthusiasm.

The impact of the kollel and Beit Midrash on camp extend far beyond the morning classes. Late
each Thursday evening, about 100 campers and staff gather for a Mishmar, entailing rousing
song and dance, divrei Torah and intense spiritual preparation for Shabbat. This program, based
on a Hasidic tradition, has a powerful impact on all participants. Kollel students and Beit
Midrash teachers advise the edot in their program of tefillah, and their input has led to increased
camper involvement in recent years. Additionally, they have had a significant impact on the
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singing at the Seudah Shlishit each week. More than 150 campers and staff stay on to sing
traditional nigunim and songs of Shabbat. Each week, a camper delivers a dvar Torah, which
adds further to the unique spiritual atmosphere that will accompany everyone through the new
week.

These and other examples point to the deep spiritual needs the kollel and Beit Midrash have
fulfilled at camp. And, making the impact even more powerful, the role is not filled through
traditional study sessions alone. Rather, a new generation of young leaders is rising to the
challenge of shaping the spiritual, religious dimension of the Ramah community in ways that feel
right to them. This brings new meaning to the midrash that says the children rise up and surpass
their parents.

These developments provide a solid example of the ways in which Ramah preserves its core
values while changing with the times, and doing so within the spirit of Conservative Judaism.
The rise of the kollel and the Beit Midrash show campers, staff, parents and supporters that
Ramah truly values the study of Torah and will go to great lengths to make authentic
Conservative Jewish practice a significant part of the camp community. Funding this program
and arranging housing for its participants pose logistical and financial challenges, but the
message is clear: Ramah’s core values must be maintained and nurtured, even if it means
additional financial outlays and organizational challenges.

The Role of Hebrew

Seymour Fox wrote that Ramah had failed at its goal of creating Hebrew-speaking camps.”” In
the past two decades, the core value of the Hebrew language has been downgraded in some parts
of the Ramah world. In some camps, Hebrew classes have become optional. Even where they
remain mandatory, however, the use of Hebrew is not universal.

Fox said that the difficulty in finding fluent Hebrew-speaking staff members cannot be used as
an excuse for this shortcoming. If the movement had been more committed to this core value, he
said, it could have found ways to make it succeed.

Louis Newman, a leading American Jewish educator who directed Camp Ramah in Wisconsin in
its early years and played a key role in building the camp around Dewey’s educational principles,
had this to say on the subject: “When there was a question of whether it was more important to
ensure that the message was understood or to use Hebrew, I told the counselors that
understanding the educational message should take precedence.... That does not mean that use of
the Hebrew language was not important.”** Fox acknowledged that he did the same.”

In the summer of 2006, the head of the sports department made a similar choice. In the opening
ceremony on Yom Sport, he read an English translation of a letter written by Yoni Netanyahu to
mark the 30" anniversary of the Entebbe mission. “I wanted every camper to understand,” he
explained to the mishlachat. (He is a Ramah graduate who volunteered for service in the IDF and
speaks fluent Hebrew.)
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Despite the objective explanations for the lessened emphasis on Hebrew as the language of camp
(and there certainly are more factors), this isn’t a question of technical difficulties. Rather, it is a
matter of how committed the camp is to this part of its vision. The leaders of Ramah understand
and appreciate the importance of Hebrew, both as a tool for studying Jewish texts and as a
language that connects all Jews. Hence they continue to invest tremendous resources in
innovative curriculum approaches and materials. But in the final analysis, the vision of Ramah is
focused on preparing new generations for Jewish life in North America. Despite the importance
of Hebrew, it is not as high a priority as kashrut, Shabbat or prayer.

Most members of the Conservative Movement do not speak fluent Hebrew, but basic reading
skills enable them to participate in prayer services.

Over the years, Hebrew has evolved from a core value to a desirable value of less importance
than other core values. We see this in the way the core values are described in the four excerpts
cited above. Davis said Hebrew was important for text study and understanding Jewish, or
Hebrew, culture. Schorsch related to Hebrew as the language of Jewish expression, and Burton
Cohen called Hebrew the official language of camp.

In the vision statement for the 1990s, the approach to the Hebrew language sounds less ambitious
and all-encompassing, more focused on Ramah’s broader vision of “...a participatory Judaism
which fosters and nourishes ever-increasing Jewish confidence, skills, observance, Hebrew
ability and a sense of joyous Jewish living.”

Hebrew has evolved from “the official language of the camp” to a component of the education
that fosters an involved, committed Jewish community. Perhaps “Hebrew ability” is more in
keeping with the broad vision of Ramah, and a more realistic goal. It may be that efforts are
needed at a national level to formulate a new conceptual basis for the centrality of the Hebrew
language that resonates with North American teenagers and young adults.

Nonetheless, local initiatives to strengthen the value of Hebrew can flourish. Recently, the
director of Hebrew study at Ramah Wisconsin oversaw the establishment of a Hebrew Ulpan that
is open to campers who choose to join. With the support and backing of the camp director, the
Ulpan quickly gained popularity. If it follows the model of the Beit Midrash, and wins the
enthusiastic support of campers and young staff members, the Ulpan may be the harbinger of a
rededicated commitment to Hebrew at Ramah.
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3. Transformational Leadership

You are invited to participate in a guided exercise in imagination. It is identical to an exercise we
use when we train counselors in leadership workshops at Camp Ramah in Wisconsin.

Close your eyes for a minute. Picture a person who influenced you in the course of your life,
someone who left their mark on you.

We presume that the figure who will appear in your mind will be similar to those who appear in
the minds of most of the people who participate in our workshops. If the figure is a parent, a
counselor, a teacher, a boss or an army commander, you will recognize many, if not all, of the
following traits:

e Personal attention: This person paid attention to you as an individual and made you feel
important. He or she understood your needs and paid attention to your feelings.

e Intellectual challenge: This person encouraged you to think independently, challenged
your understanding, suggested alternatives and helped you develop the ability to ask
questions and think critically.

e Inspirational motivation: This person excited you and prompted you to push yourself,
because he believed in your ability to achieve your goals and in your ability to shape the
future.

e Role model: This person was a role model and a moral example for you to follow. He or
she behaved consistently, honestly and with commitment to whatever challenge was at
hand, all the while serving as a personal example for fulfilling the values, mission and
vision that he or she espoused.

These characteristics are the hallmarks of transformational leadership, a term first used by
Barnes® and further refined by Bass and his colleagues at Binghamton University.>’

Studies have found a high degree of correlation between the level of transformational leadership
and the performance of leaders in an organization or group.® Transformational leadership
prompts people to go above and beyond what is expected. It brings about changes in belief,
worldview and the values of the participant.

Transactional leadership, which relies on external motivators — such as prizes, pay, grades and
the like — also results in achievements. It sets clear goals, methodologies and rewards for those
who complete their tasks successfully, but it does not prompt people to do more than what is
expected of them.”

A transactional teacher leads his students to respectable accomplishments and to meet

expectations. A transformational teacher leads his students to develop a love of the subject and to
continue to study and learn even after the test.
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Bass and Stidlemeyer point to three fundamental components that characterize transformational
leadership:

e The moral character of the leader
e The values embedded in the vision, mission and program of the leader

e The morals and values embodied in the decision-making process employed by the leader
and his followers.*

Transformational leadership is critical to the success of social-values education, where success is
measured by the long-term impact on the lifestyle of participants.

Since Ramah’s founding, its leaders have shared a commitment to the vision, dedication,
enthusiasm and sense of mission. Most of the directors were ordained as Conservative rabbis or
had advanced degrees in Jewish education. Identifying with the values of Ramah and the
Conservative Movement — ideologically and in their own daily lives — is a basic condition of
their employment.

Camp directors build personal relationships with campers and staff. (Rabbi David Soloff knows
the name of every camper and staff member, speaks with most of their parents during the year,
and knows significant personal details about each family. In this, he is no different than his
predecessor, Rabbi Burton Cohen.)

The camp director leads through inspirational motivation, and by constantly challenging campers
and staff on spiritual and intellectual levels.

The camp director’s leadership style impacts all levels of leadership in the camp community. He
is a role model and a source of guidance for Rashei Edah (division heads), senior staff, section
heads, leadership development staff and others. Staff members understand the significance of
their impact on campers, and this prompts them to behave as role models and fosters a desire to
build personal, open and friendly ties with campers.

This requires real leadership training, and it begins from the first day the youngest campers come
to the Northwoods. In addition to this training by example, the camp has a carefully planned
program of leadership development which spans four years in three distinct stages:

Stage 1: The training begins with a Counselor in Training (CIT) program for campers in
Nivonim, the oldest edah in camp (the summer before 11"™ grade). The program includes a class
in hadrachah (leadership skills) and personal mentoring for Nivonim campers who work
alongside counselors in every branch of camp, including cabins, art, sports, dance, drama,
swimming and more.

Nivonim campers learn how to handle a wide variety of situations, and when counselors have a
day off, they step in as substitutes. The CITs develop strong bonds with campers and counselors.
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Stage 2: The training continues in Ramah Seminar, a six-week program in Israel for young
people who are entering 12" grade. There is an optional extension of nine days in Poland. The
program serves as a bridge between the years as a camper and future roles as counselors.

The intense and stimulating experience in Israel and Poland, which puts participants face-to-face
with their identities as Jews and human beings, is the culmination of Ramah’s educational
objectives, and it serves as a key element in preparing campers to become leaders.*!

In addition to the plentiful information and the varied content participants gain from the tours,
sightseeing and seminars that are part of the Ramah Seminar experience, daily life is lived
according to the values of Ramah. Prayers, Shabbat, blessing and song all take on new meaning
outside the camp setting, far from home, in Israel, as mature teenagers on the cusp of adulthood
who chose to experience a full Jewish life together.

The Seminar experience deepens the participants’ identification with Ramah’s values and
strengthens the sense of belonging and the commitment to return to camp as counselors.
Participants feel a desire to “give back” to the camp, as well as to enjoy more time with their
peers and to relive the experiences they shared in Israel.

In addition to training in content and counselor skills, this experience deepens the identity, forges
a stronger sense of belonging and builds inspiration to serve the camp and its mission.

Stage 3: On-the-job training begins one week before campers arrive at camp, and it continues
throughout the summer after high school graduation. This stage has six components:

1. Group training of all junior cabin counselors from all edot: This takes place in weekly
two-hour sessions and consists of workshops and lectures by experts in all areas of
guidance and training.

2. Weekly meetings, led by psychologists, for counselors of each edah. These sessions
include analysis and advice on educational and psycho-social topics, and workshops
designed to enhance counselors’ skills in working with groups and individuals.

3. Jewish studies for counselors under the guidance of a Jewish studies professor. These
classes meet two hours per week.

4. Training in program development is conducted using a unique method that was
developed at Camp Ramah in Wisconsin. Cabin counselors join working committees
that take responsibility for developing and planning programs for evening activities,
Shabbat programs, programs for Yom Meyuchad (special days, or Wednesdays, when
non-cabin staff is not in camp and cabin counselors are responsible for all aspects of
programming for campers), prayers and cabin activities.

Program development is done in the Merkaz Hadrachah, or Educational Program

Development Center, that is equipped with computer databases of programs, a library
and advisors who guide the counselors as they develop programs. The counselors
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receive guidance in developing programs through a process that helps them gain and
improve program development skills, including identifying needs, setting goals,
educational and pedagogical considerations, matching methods with goals, using
reference materials and databases, exploring and employing new educational
methodologies, discussion and activity models, evaluating programs and soliciting
feedback, documentation and more. Years of carefully documented work have yielded
a computerized Ramah Program Bank that is available to all camps in the Ramah
system.

5. Training for specialist counselors who work in various branches of camp and live in
cabins. In addition to their specialist roles, these counselors work alongside cabin
counselors and are involved in all activities of the edah.

6. In addition to the formal training program, the staff is exposed each summer to a
variety of weekend seminars on a variety of current and relevant Jewish topics,
meetings with experts in a wide range of fields and ongoing interaction with other
young people from across North America and Israel.

Most of the staff is between 18 and 25 years old. This is a crucial time for forming personal,
professional and religious identity.* Young people in this age range constantly assess their

beliefs and ideas, and they make decisions that will influence the course of their lives as adults.**

The staff at Camp Ramah is at the most important juncture for fulfilling the mission and vision
of Ramah; hence the tremendous investment — in terms of quantity and quality — in training.
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4. A Community that Educates

Teenagers have a fundamental need to assert their own identity in social settings outside of their
family. Social-values education meets this need by working through social peer groups.

Camp Ramah’s educational work is based on three key social peer groups: the cabin, the edah
and the entire camp community.

In each of these groups, activities are designed both to appeal to teenagers’ desires and to meet
the camp’s goals. The result is an educational environment that embraces values and behavioral
norms that embody the vision, mission and core values of the community. We call this approach
the Educating Community.

Before we delve into the characteristics of activities in each of the three peer groups, we will
identify key terms and characteristics of social behavior among teenagers.

Loyalty to Friends and the Group

When asked what prompts them to return to camp year after year, most teenagers will respond,
“My friends.” Indeed, a group of young people who live together in close quarters and share so
much for eight weeks — far from the influence of parents, school, neighborhood and media —
develops tight bonds of friendship and builds deep emotional ties that can last for their entire
lives.

In most cases, it only takes one summer to develop a strong sense of belonging, commitment and
loyalty to the group, and these feelings create a significant motivation to return the following
summer.”> The bonds that are forged in the Northwoods remain strong throughout the year,
through Internet, telephone and visits, even when they entail airplane trips or long car journeys.
Parents report that many youngsters travel between Chicago and Minnesota — or to points further
afield — to celebrate their friends’ bar and bat mitzvahs.

The power of these relationships prompted the camp to launch a new four-week program for
entering 5t graders (called Garinim) in the summer of 2006. Other resident camps offer a 5t
grade program, and many families had been sending their young children to these other programs
“just for one summer, until they’re old enough to go to Ramah.” Ramah’s leaders learned,
however, that many of these families encountered resistance from their children, who did not
want to leave the peer groups they had built in the other camps.

Understanding the potential for new enrollment, Ramah opened the Garinim program in the

summer of 2006. It attracted 60 campers in its maiden year, and immediately became an integral
part of the Ramah experience.
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Peer Group

As children approach middle school and adolescence, the parents and schools that had been
primary influences in their lives gradually are replaced by peer groups as the most significant
social agents in their lives. Three social circles of peers become the focus of most adolescents’
lives:

Broad social circle: This group encompasses all of a youngster’s age-group peers in the
world. It sets social norms, values, behavior patterns, styles, music, cultural icons and other
figures that become role models. The all-encompassing role of the media — film, television,
Internet, radio, newspapers and magazines and more — make this circle a strong, unifying
influence in the lives of all young people.

Circle of friends: This group includes all of the adolescents who are part of a youngster’s
life — school, neighbors, members of the same youth group or club, relatives and friends of
the same age from all circles. This group has strong influence on a young person, but its
emotional impact is limited since in most cases (with the exception of youth movements and
some other sub-groups) the adolescent had no choice about joining these circles.

Gang: This is a small, intimate group that generally numbers 4-12 members who are close
friends. The gang, or clique, provides adolescents with a strong sense of belonging. They
know their friends are loyal to each other and will be there in times of need. The gang gives
its members security, support and empathy.

The clique defines an adolescent’s self-image, provides him with feedback and offers a safe
place to explore and develop his personality without risking social ostracism. It provides a
safe environment for experimenting with views and attitudes, without risking punishment.

The strong need to be a part of such a group prompts most young people to conform — in
terms of dress, speech, mannerisms, values and views. This conformism accounts for the
great strength of adolescent cliques.

Within cliques, pairs or groups of three tend to develop particularly strong bonds of
friendship. These chums share secrets and spend a lot of time together. They offer a
sympathetic ear to each other, serving as young personal advisors to one another.

The Three Peer Groups at Ramah

1.

The Cabin: Camp Ramah’s educational approach is anchored in an understanding of the
peer group’s role in shaping values, behavior, views and self-image among adolescents. The
cabin, like a gang, is an intimate nest that provides campers with their first sense of
belonging at camp, and serves as an alternate home and family. Each morning, campers leave
the nest for a day of activities, and each evening they return.*

The cabin provides its members with emotional support, feedback, and personal and social
backing. This is where campers learn to live together, to share, to accept responsibility, to
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meet social standards and to accept a role in maintaining shared living space. The cabin is the
forum for assigning cleanup and waiter duties, and every camper knows that if he does not
fulfill these duties he risks rejection by the clique (and nobody wants that to happen).

The characteristics of a gang are emulated in the cabin, except that the leaders are counselors
who are just a few years older. These leaders have internalized the camp’s values and they
have been trained to lead their campers in accordance with those values. Cabin counselors
serve as a sort of “big brother” or replacement parents during camp. The small age difference
between campers and counselors leads to close relationships. The fact that counselors often
become role models that campers want to emulate enhances their educational impact.

The counselor wakes up with his campers in the morning, prays with them, eats with them,
cleans the cabin with them, plays with them and goes on overnight camping trips with them.
He facilitates a wide variety of activities, and he shares in the victories and the losses of the
cabin. The counselor offers his campers security, support, inspiration and attention.

Counselors play a key role in building the cabin’s social order, including its social, cultural
and moral values. They receive training and constant guidance to help them lead the cabin
through natural stages of development: At first, campers are overly dependent on counselors;
later they experience conflicts among themselves and they grow closer as a group; in time,
natural leaders emerge from within the group.

In addition to two cabin counselors, one or two specialist counselors also live with the
campers. When they are not working at their main camp jobs, these specialists fill
educational roles in the cabin. Like the cabin counselors, they are former Ramah campers
who have been trained for their counselor jobs. Their presence in the cabin offers campers
opportunities to interact with still more role models. In some cases, campers who do not
“click” with their cabin counselors develop special ties with one or more of the live-in
specialists.

2. The Edah: The next level of peer group is the edah, or age-group unit. This is camp’s parallel
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to the circle of friends at home. Alongside the process of building a close-knit cabin, campers
broaden their social circles to encompass their entire age group in the edah. The unofficial
moment signaling the coalescing of the edah takes place at the annual Zimriya, or Hebrew
song festival, about two weeks after the camp season begins. Campers from each edah, all
dressed in the same color, perform a song that they learned especially for the Zimriya,
followed immediately by a rousing rendition of their edah hymn. This rite of passage signals
the formation of a close-knit age-based peer group.

The peak of the edah’s identity building comes on the night of each age group’s play
performance. In the course of the summer, each edah performs a Hebrew musical based on a
popular Broadway show. The plays, translated into Hebrew and retooled specifically for
camp, are accompanied by impressive scenery, costumes and props, an orchestra comprised
of campers, dances, and songs that would make any amateur theater troupe proud. Beyond
the significant artistic achievements of the plays, however, the social-values educational
process entails working as a team, and this process warrants closer examination.



Every camper in the edah has a role in the play. Some sing, some act, some dance, some play
musical instruments, some build sets, some control the sound and lights. Efforts are made to
ensure that every camper has at least one role that matches his interests, skills and abilities,
thereby ensuring that every member of the edah feels like a part of this major undertaking.
All staff members — the Rosh Edah, the cabin counselors and live-ins, and Hebrew teachers —
work to ensure the play’s success.

Each play is directed by a theatrical director, himself a former Ramah camper, who has been
working on the play since the previous winter. Campers spend countless hours practicing and
preparing. Everybody understands the importance of the play for the edah’s shared identity.

The process of turning groups of individuals into united cabin cliques, and turning those
cabin cliques into an age-group community in the framework of the edah, reaches its peak on
the night of the play performance. The entire camp community gathers in the Beit Am, or
auditorium, to watch the performance and to celebrate the edah’s success.

3. The Camp Community: After each play performance, all campers and staff from the group
sing their edah hymn and the camp director makes brief remarks before the entire audience
stands and sings the Ramah hymn. The room is filled with hundreds of people — campers,
staff of all ages, parents who came to see the play — and they all stand with their arms
interlocked as they sing the words of the song that has so many powerful associations for the
entire community. That moment sums up the power of the Ramah experience over the
generations.

The plays, the Zimriya, the Rikudiya (an evening in which each edah performs an Israeli
dance for the camp community), Yom Sport (a giant campwide sporting extravaganza held
each year on July 4™), the march for Israel, talent shows and other campwide programs all
create and strengthen bonds between campers and staff members of all ages and create a
strong sense of belonging to the camp community.

Another powerful campwide experience is the weekly tefillat Erev Shabbat (Friday evening
prayers) held at the edge of Lake Buckatabon against the backdrop of the setting sun. Dozens
of benches are arranged in a giant “U” shape around the amud and aron kodesh, which are
nestled against the trees and under the blue sky. Campers sit wherever they please: Some join
their siblings from other edot; some seek out friends from home; others sit with a staff
member who serves as an important role model; and still others take seats alongside their
cabin peers.

Friday evening prayers, held in a style that meshes Carlebach with Ramah, enhance the
strong sense of community, of belonging to something much bigger than a cabin or an edah.

At the end of tefillot, as the sun sets across the lake, hundreds of campers, staff and visitors

exchange hugs, kisses and Shabbat greetings. It’s a truly magical moment, as the Kikar is
filled with a spirit that is unique to Camp Ramabh.
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Socialization is a process in which a culture transfers its values, beliefs and experiences from
generation to generation, and Camp Ramah seeks to fill this role in the Conservative Movement.
Most of the activities that take place in camp are designed as group undertakings: classes, sports
activities, art, prayer, meals, hikes, dancing, singing, music and more. All of these activities are
designed to help campers find their place in the broad camp community. In these frameworks,
campers gain knowledge, skills and values that will serve them as they go on to find their place
in society and in the North American Jewish community.

As a model Jewish community, camp stresses the values of study, prayer, tzedakah, gemilut
hasadim, mutual support, service to the community, the centrality of Israel, kashrut, Shabbat,
Hebrew and more. The experiences campers gain at camp, and the relationships they create help
adolescents build character, develop their own sense of identity, and adopt a code of values."’

Campers and staff members broaden their circles of belonging from the cabin to the edah, and
from the edah to the general camp community. This experience parallels similar growth in the
circles of life: The cabin is like the family; the edah is like the local Jewish community; and the
camp community is like the entire Jewish world, Klal Yisrael.
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5. Experiential Education
Immersion and experiential education are central principles of social-values education.*®

Education entails much more than merely imparting knowledge. The social-values approach
aims to instill values in participants and to motivate them to behave in accordance with a
particular vision and set of values.

The Jewish tradition has a long history of using experiential education as a means of acquiring
understanding, identification, and behavioral change. At Mt. Sinai, Bnei Israel told Moses,
“Na’aseh ve nishma,” which we understand to mean, “First we will experience, and then we will
understand.” The people had been presented with a long list of commandments; rather than
demand time to understand each of the new rules before deciding how to react, they accepted the
commandments and vowed to develop an understanding by living in accordance with God’s
word.

This approach has resonated in the work of Jewish educators ever since Bnei Israel received the
Torah.

The author of Sefer Hahinuch (The Book of Education), published in Barcelona in the 13™
century, related to this in detail. The book discusses the 613 mitzvot as they appear in each
week’s Torah reading, and it stresses the importance of fulfilling each commandment as an
educational process, even if you do not understand its significance. “The heart,” the author
wrote, “follows the deed.”

The experience of living in accordance with the mitzvot helps young people understand the ideas
and values embedded in the commandments. People may give tzedakah in order to obey the
commandment, but — over time — it becomes the norm, and they continue to give because they
understand it is the right thing to do.

The Jewish holidays make ample use of experiential education. Consider the Passover Seder: For
more than 3,200 years, Jews have gathered around the Seder table and participated in conveying
the same powerful message that is being conveyed in the majority of Jewish households around
the world. Children are the center of attention, and most of the Haggadah is designed to pique
their interest and encourage them to ask questions. Indeed, the youngest child asks, “Ma
nishtanah?” — “Why is this night different than all other nights?”’

The Seder offers an amazing model for experiential education: The tale of the Four Sons stresses
the need to relate to every child at his or her own level, and the Seder makes use of all of the
senses to pass on the story of redemption. Haroset, maror and four cups of wine stimulate
participants’ taste buds; rousing song keeps everyone attentive; and the excitement of hiding the
Afikoman ensures that children pay attention until the end. The model becomes all the more
impressive when we realize that it has remained largely unchanged for thousands of years!

Of course, Passover is not unique. Every Jewish holiday has its own associated experiences that
Jews undergo in the process of absorbing the special lessons of that holiday.
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The Talmud teaches us, in Psachim 50, another important educational principle that serves our
goals:

[Nyt X2 nnw? X7w qimn”

The act of doing something — even without understanding its significance or meaning — can lead
to understanding and bring a person to embrace new values.

In the study of Torah, we may not understand exactly what we are doing when we begin.
Learning Torah for its own sake may not seem like an admirable goal when we set out; hence, a
plethora of external motivators come into play: We may study Torah because it is the accepted
practice among our peers, because it will satisfy our parents, or even in return for various
material rewards. These extraneous factors may encourage people to continue studying Torah
until, one day, they will realize that it has intrinsic value. In time, the value of “Torah lishma” —
studying Torah for its own sake — becomes the reason for study.

These principles shaped, and continue to shape, the educational philosophy of Camp Ramah.

The experts who helped develop the educational approach at Ramah were captivated by the idea
of the mitzvah as a foundation for Jewish education.*” Campers participate in Hebrew prayers
even if they do not understand the words and resent how much time it takes to pray each day.
They know that in order to be a part of the camp experience, and to enjoy all that it offers, they
must meet certain basic expectations. In the beginning, many may pray, keep kosher and attend
Hebrew and text classes not “lishma.” In time, the experience leads them to internalize the value
of these activities, and to embrace them.

The founders of Ramah knew that values education must occur on three planes.”® While all three
planes are addressed in multiple settings and through multiple means, each is stressed through
different activities.

1. The cognitive plane is addressed primarily in classes

2. The emotional plane is addressed primarily in planned and spontaneous experiential
immersion and in interactions with friends

3. The behavioral plane is addressed primarily in day-to-day camp routine and in special
initiatives undertaken by the cabin or the edah, such as tzedakah projects involving
fundraising or providing food and other assistance to elderly or needy residents of a
nearby community.

These are not hard-and-fast divisions. A camper may have a moving emotional experience when
he reads a story or learns a song in Hebrew class, or he may learn a new Hebrew word while
participating in Erev Shabbat prayers near the lake. We can never plan or predict precisely when
or how an individual will acquire new knowledge, understanding or identity, so Ramah’s
educators stress all three planes in all planned and spontaneous activities.
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Kelman’s ideas about social influence as an agent of change and its impact on the internalizing
of values are a key to the educational discussions that take place in summer camps and in social-
values education in general. Kelman identified three kinds of influence:

1. Obedience, motivated by fear of punishment or hope of receiving a reward. This style of
influence can work as long as there is power or authority to punish or reward. When that
power is gone, so too is the influence.

2. Identification with the leader or teacher and a desire to maintain good ties and emulate
him. This style of influence relies on how deeply a person identifies with the leader. If
someone grows disillusioned with the figure, or loses contact with him, the influence will
dissipate.

3. A deep appreciation of values, views, beliefs and worldview leads to the deepest, most
consistent response. This kind of response is based on a need to live up to the standards
and values embraced by influential figures. Values and beliefs that are acquired in this
way are most likely to be maintained in the long term.

Ramah’s educational approach combines all three approaches. In the beginning, campers accept
the camp’s values and policies because they have no choice. Soon, they develop strong ties with
counselors and other staff at camp, and want to emulate these role models. Gradually, over time,
they internalize the values and behaviors they see around them and accept them as their own.

Experiential Education in Spontaneous and Planned Settings

Two kinds of experiences form the basis for experiential education at Camp Ramah (and in every
social-values education setting): those that occur spontaneously, and those that are the result of
planning by staff.

Spontaneous Experiences

The rhythm of camp life creates countless spontaneous opportunities for teachable moments in
the course of the summer. A beautiful sunrise or sunset, a rainbow, a hike in the forest, an
animal, a breathtaking vista... all of these can trigger a spontaneous conversation about God,
man’s role in the world, man’s relationship with nature, the environment and so much more.

These discussions often lead to deeper ties between campers, and between campers and staff.”’
This closeness sets the scene for meaningful dialogues. Exciting or important social milestones,
such as winning (or losing) a basketball game, a fight between cabin members, a camper who
receives important news from home, a camper whose expectations were not met, acts of
friendship, and more can lead to discussions on dozens of topics related to social values and
interaction.

These spontaneous opportunities arise countless times during the day. A counselor who is

sensitive to them, has forged strong ties with his campers and has received adequate training can
make the most of them.
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Planned Experiences

If you visit Camp Ramah in Wisconsin on a Shabbat afternoon, you’ll see dozens of circles of
young people sitting on the grass. Approach these circles and you’ll hear deep, thoughtful
discussions about a wide range of subjects. These topics were chosen by counselors or campers
who prepared the day’s activities. These planned, structured activities encourage participants to
engage in an educational dialogue on a subject that the camp considers important.

The Hafalopedia defines a social education activity as a group program that has a topic,
information and values and seeks to engage participants on emotional and intellectual levels.”
Such programs employ a range of methods, experiences and instruction that enable participants
to reach new conclusions and delve into relevant ideas on their own and as a group. This
approach validates a wide range of ideas and views that campers have developed or may have
brought from home.

This approach is based on John Dewey’s principles of experiential learning™ and has been used
in Israel as a key component in social-values education in youth movements, boarding schools,
schools and the IDF.**

This approach employs four characteristics of humanistic education:™

1. A Holistic Approach: Cognitive, emotional and behavioral elements influence the
development of each camper. The methodology — which can include a game, a hike, a
story, a role-playing exercise or text study — serves to draw in the participants, and the
ensuing discussion provides opportunities for them to explore the issue at hand and the
bigger picture, which can include views, feelings and positions, all of which may change
following a successful activity.

2. A Student-Centered Approach: Every camper is entitled to participate in the activity and
to express himself in the ensuing discussion, in the way and to the degree that he sees fit.
Ideas and opinions are treated respectfully. The facilitator ensures that all participants have
ample opportunities to speak. The activity offers campers the chance to use and share their
multiple intelligences® and to enjoy the respect and encouragement of the group. Kahane
notes that this principle of symmetry is a key dimension in informal education.”’

3. A Relevant Approach: Counselors and campers choose relevant topics for planned
activities. If they are relevant, interesting and challenging to the campers, they participate
enthusiastically.

4. An Experiential Approach: These activities offer extensive opportunities for campers to
learn through doing and thinking. Learning by doing combines the cognitive, emotional
and behavioral levels, and fosters a desire to be involved on the part of the widest possible
range of participants. Each camper can connect to the topic in the way or ways that are
most appropriate for him or her. Generally, the process is more important than the results.
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In order to get a sense of the exciting experiential learning at camp, one need look no further
than the wide range of Wednesday programs that have been developed and implemented over the
years. On Wednesdays, all specialist staff (Hebrew, text, art, music, sports, swimming, etc.) have
a day off, and the cabin counselors lead campers in special programming all day long.

As an example, let’s look at a seven-hour simulation program developed by counselors and a
Rosh Edah after the staff learned that many of their campers had never been to a Jewish
wedding. In “A Wedding Is Not Just a Party,” counselors led campers through a day of creative
experiences that encouraged them to think about many aspects of Jewish life.

They learned, discussed, created and developed every aspect of a Jewish wedding: They planned
the ceremony, made a huppah, wrote a ketubah, chose appropriate clothing, learned about
concepts related to engagement and matrimony, prepared food, music and photography. After a
busy day of preparations, they all participated in the wedding ceremony.

Developing these all-encompassing programs is time-consuming, hard work. After years of
developing unique ideas each summer, the leaders of Camp Ramah came to realize that future
staff could benefit from this work. They established the Ramah Program Bank, which makes all
programs available to staff in all of the Ramah camps. Today, the Program Bank holds details of
hundreds of programs that have been developed by counselors and educators at all of the Ramah
camps.

The Program Bank was developed at the Jonathan Shapiro Program Development Center at
Camp Ramah in Wisconsin, with the support of Alan Silberman, when he was National Ramah
President; his wife, Margaret; and Dr. Sheldon Dorph, when he was National Director.

The Program Bank provides all of the steps and details necessary to plan, create and lead a
successful program. It was developed based on the experience we gained compiling the
Hafalopedia, an Israeli encyclopedia of experiential learning activities. Staff members use it —
and add to it — all summer long. Visitors can enter the Program Development Center at any hour
of day or night, and they always will find young counselors and educators gathered around
computer screens, books and tables, creating innovative activities designed to fulfill the
educational vision of Camp Ramabh.

The Program Bank has been such a resounding success that other databases have been developed

to organize and catalog programs for the teaching of Hebrew and Jewish studies. All of the
programs and activities in the databases are built on the principles of experiential education.

31



6. From Free Choice to Personal Mark

The gifted artist Paul Palnik creates giant collages comprised of hundreds of photographs taken
at camp, and hangs them on the outer walls of buildings around camp. Campers and staff love to
scrutinize the collages, searching for familiar faces. Those who don’t find themselves walk away
with a slight frown, while those who identify their own image invariably smile.

A similar phenomenon is witnessed each summer in the cabins. Campers, staff and visitors enter
the cabins in which they “lived” in a past summer, looking for signs of their presence. It might be
a name etched on a ceiling beam or a plaque created by a previous group of inhabitants. When
they find what they’re looking for, they invariably smile.

Human beings quite naturally want to leave their mark in any place that plays a significant part
in a period of their lives. We want to be remembered.

This need to leave a lasting mark is common to all humanity. Some people do it through
artworks, books or music. Others build buildings or monuments. Still others seek to leave their
mark through education, by passing on values and messages to future generations. Each
individual finds his or her own way, based on his or her skills, passions, vision and mission.

Some people call this self-fulfillment or self-actualization.”® Others call it man’s search for
meaning.””’

We have chosen to use the term “personal mark™ as we explore a key factor that motivates
people’s actions and efforts to impact others.

Camp Ramah strives to enable each and every camper and staff member to leave a positive
personal mark on camp in a wide variety of meaningful ways, each according to his interests and
abilities. This is a fundamental principle of social-values education, and we see it continually at
camp: It begins with each child’s free choice to attend Ramah, continues as campers choose from
a wide array of activities that encourage them to experiment in many spheres, and it culminates
as they find their way to leave a personal mark on camp and the community.

In order for this process to succeed, it must be based on free choice, or voluntarism. This means
a camper can join an educational framework, or drop out, at any time without penalty. Campers
must make the personal decision to join, and they do so knowing that they can decide to drop out
if they so choose.

Kahane put this principle at the top of the list of 10 key dimensions of informal education. The
greater the freedom of choice in joining, he said, the more the informal framework is challenged

to offer more exciting and interesting activities to retain them.*

Staff members understand that campers essentially are clients, and they must strive constantly to
improve their offerings and to tailor them to campers’ interests.
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Freedom of choice increases the participants’ identification with, and commitment to, the goals
and values embraced by camp. When someone chooses to associate with a community and its
values, the process of embracing those values, goals and behavior can occur naturally.

Graduates of Ramah who encourage their own children to attend the camp know that after the
first summer, the decision as to whether or not to continue lies in their youngsters’ hands.

The routine at Camp Ramah includes quite a few mandatory activities including prayer, Hebrew
and text study, swimming and a wide variety of group activities. Campers must participate in
activities during much of the day, but at many times they are free to select activities that match
their interests, skills and abilities. When assigning campers to interest groups and activities,
counselors try to match each camper with at least one of his first choices.

Hebrew lessons are designed as experiential learning activities that emphasize games and
interactive lessons. The people who lead the classes are called counselors, rather than teachers, in
order to encourage a feeling of closeness between campers and educators. Most Judaic studies
are conducted in fun, creative ways that include activities such as baking challah, making
candles and organizing tzedakah projects. Program planners at Ramah understand the importance
of letting campers choose which activities to join, so they strive to offer as many options as
possible.

Free choice does not apply in all situations. Campers understand that from the moment they
make the voluntary choice to attend Ramabh, they agree to abide by camp’s key values.

The second stage is experimentation and the search for each individual’s own special niche.

Kahane®' termed this principle “multi-dimensionalism” and identified it as part of the code of
successful informal education. A wide range of activity choices — all of them equally important
and valued — enables a wide range of campers with different abilities and interests to navigate the
options and find rewarding, satisfying ways to spend their time.

In his theory of multiple intelligences, Gardner® contends that school develops primarily logic
and language skills, and does not focus enough on other intelligences. Camp is different: The
expert basketball player, outstanding swimmer, good cook, talented cantor and devoted friend all
receive positive social reinforcement for their skills and interests.

The slogan “Everyone is a winner at Camp Ramah” belies an educational approach that aims to
satisfy the needs of every camper. Staff always keep an eye out for campers who do not seem to
find their place in areas of free choice. They may look sad or dissatisfied, and they may display
anti-social behavior. More often than not, a bit of extra attention from a counselor or educator
helps these campers find a way to leave their personal mark on camp.
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7. Guidance to Fulfillment

Each summer, representatives of a variety of Jewish organizations and educational programs in
the U.S. and Israel visit Camp Ramah in Wisconsin. The timing and length of these visits, as
well as the kinds of meetings they have with staff and campers, are not coincidental. They are
planned with great care by the camp’s senior staff during the winter months.

Exposing campers and staff to educational opportunities, and encouraging them to take active
roles in the Jewish community, are fundamental guiding principles of Camp Ramah. We call this
Guidance to Fulfillment.

Ramah’s leaders take seriously their responsibility to encourage campers and staff to continue
their journeys on paths that are in keeping with the Ramah vision and mission. Appropriate next
steps enable Ramah graduates to continue to live the values, behavioral norms, leadership skills
and passion they gained in their years at camp.

The social-values education process must be holistic, so the camp’s leaders invest significant
resources in maintaining meaningful contacts with educational institutions and programs that can
contribute to the continued development of Ramah graduates.

Staff and Alumni

The Ramah vision calls for giving top priority to educational institutions and programs that
operate in the spirit of Conservative Judaism.” Encouraging alumni to continue to pursue
opportunities in the Conservative Movement helps foster a sense of continuity that links camp to
the future.

Camp is more than a wonderful way to spend the summer. The experience does not end when the
buses leave the Northwoods in August, or when a camper completes Nivonim. The Ramah
experience, or the Ramah spirit, can accompany alumni through their entire lives if they join
appropriate institutions and continue to live in accordance with the values that camp teaches.

Social-values education must offer participants a clear path to fulfillment. If this is absent, the
path loses its luster. Israeli youth movements that encouraged their members to fulfill their ideals
by settling in kibbutzim suffered greatly as the fortunes of the kibbutz movement waned. These
movements could not offer their members an alternative “next step” when kibbutzim ceased to
be attractive, so their membership ranks dwindled. The Bnei Akiva movement weathered this
change better than other movements, because it offered new challenges to its members: joining
settlements, volunteering for a year of social service and more.

Bnei Akiva alumni, like Ramah alumni, have viable options that let them continue to live the

values they learned in the movement. Their parents often serve as role models by settling the
land, engaging in social service activities and more.
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Campers

Synagogues and Schools: The senior staff of Ramah maintains constant contact with synagogues
that send campers to Ramah. Their rabbis — most of them Ramah alumni themselves — encourage
youngsters to attend Ramah, and often provide financial aid when necessary.

Synagogue schools, which supplement the education provided by public schools, receive reports
on the progress made by their students who go to Ramah. The fact that the camp requires all
campers to continue their Judaic studies during the school year helps build a shared mission for
camp and school.

Many rabbis and school principals visit camp during the summer. They host their students for a
special Kiddush and inquire about each child’s wellbeing. In coordination with the schools and
synagogues, Ramah often hosts seminars for school and synagogue staff.

USY: Despite some distinctions in focus and program between Camp Ramah and United
Synagogue Youth (the Conservative Movement’s youth movement), the two entities cooperate
extensively. Ramah encourages its campers to take active roles in USY at their synagogues, and
USY is supportive of members who chose to spend summers at Ramah. At a professional and lay
level there is a commitment to presenting a wide range of choices within a single Conservative
Jewish framework.

The two organizations understand the mutual benefits inherent in cooperation, so Ramah has
hosted training seminars for USY staff each summer for the past several years, and the
cooperation extends across the ocean. The semester-in-Israel programs of Ramah and USY work
together to ensure that participants get the best possible experience.

Staff

Higher Education and Campus Activism: Each summer, representatives of The Jewish
Theological Seminary, the parent organization of Camp Ramabh, visit the camp to tell staff
members about the educational opportunities at JTS. These include undergraduate studies, as
well as advanced training in the rabbinate, Jewish education or hazzanut.

The camp encourages its high school graduates who want to spend time in Israel to enroll in
USY’s Nativ program, or to study at the Conservative Yeshiva in Jerusalem. Close ties have
been forged with the Pardes Institute, which offers a unique Master’s program in Jewish
education for those who commit to work in Jewish education in North America.

In an effort to encourage Ramah staff to take an active role in Jewish campus life, representatives
of Koach (the Conservative Movement’s campus arm), Hillel and Jewish Federations are invited

to camp each summer.

All of these visitors organize workshops and seminars for staff members to learn about
involvement opportunities on campus.
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Lay Leadership

The commitment of lay leaders is without a doubt one of the open secrets to Camp Ramah’s
success. These very special alumni invest their time, money and energy in the camp’s interest,
and they are always ready to help in matters large and small. The camp director strives to involve
lay leaders in every facet of the camp’s operations.

The founders of Camp Ramah in Wisconsin — people such as Reuben Kaufman, Maxwell Abbell,
Rabbi Ralph Simon, Louis Winer, Joseph Levine and Bert B. Weinstein, all of blessed memory —
set the bar very high for future generations of supporters of Ramah. Their successors at all of the
camps in the Ramah system continue to live up to their example.

Lay leaders are not born into the role. Just like campers, they need role models and
transformational leaders to inspire and mentor them. Mort Steinberg, who first came to Ramah
Wisconsin in 1955 as a young camper, has been involved with the camp ever since. He was
inspired by camp president Irv Robbin to join the committee of lay leaders and went on to
become camp president and then president of the National Ramah Commission. Dr. Jeff Kopin,
himself a former camper, counselor and Rosh Edah who is currently the president of Camp
Ramah in Wisconsin, notes that he knew at a very young age that he wanted to be a lay leader of
Camp Ramah. He followed in the very able footsteps of his late father, Al Kopin, a longtime lay
leader of the camp, who, like many others, came to be involved in Ramah because of his
children's positive experiences.

Looking to the Future

Each summer, the youngest campers at Ramah write letters that are sealed in a carton that is only
to be opened when the campers reach their last year as campers. Just days after joining the camp
community, these youngsters already set their sights on a future based on continued involvement
in Camp Ramabh. In the summer of 2006, several of the youngest campers announced, in a very
earnest tone, that they would be counselors in the summer of 2014.

The staff encourages campers to see their future in camp, and the director encourages the staff to
see their future in the natural paths that carry on from the Ramah experience.

During the winter months, the camp director and assistant director travel throughout the
Midwest, visiting synagogues and schools that send campers and staff to Ramah. They also visit
campuses in Israel and the United States where staff and alumni are enrolled. They place a high
priority on guiding staff and alumni as they chart their life’s course. After all that Ramah has
invested in each camper, this is the logical next step.

If the Ramah Camping Movement continues to embrace the principles, vision, mission and
values that have guided it since its founding, the Ramah hymn will continue to be sung with
great excitement and emotion by thousands of campers and staff across North America and in
Israel for many years to come. The Conservative Movement — indeed the entire Jewish
community in North America and beyond — will continue to reap the benefits of this magnificent
educational enterprise.
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