
Session U: First Principles of  Working with Teens

There are amazing professionals who have dedicated their lives to teens like yourself. We wanted
to understand how they got involved, their own leadership trajectories – what they see in the
teens they work with, and what they’d like to see. In the Jewish non-profit space, we often talk
about how lay leaders and non-profit employees work together – but we rarely do so within the
teen leadership arena. Many of the insights we gleaned here can strengthen teen to teen
relationships as well. On the pages ahead, we have distilled 15 nuggets of advice from successful
professionals who work with teens about how other professionals can serve the teen community
better.

For many adults working with teens, their career choice was simply a continuation of their own
teen leadership choices. “When I started working as a youth leader, it brought together all of
what I experienced in Ramah and USY,” shares Rebecca. Rebecca jumped from one volunteer
opportunity to another in her teen years, went to college, and then worked in public relations and
marketing. Then something happened that she never expected:

The youth director of a synagogue left in the middle of the night, and they asked me to
help. It became my full-time job. I was thrust into informal education. I didn’t intend on
any of this; it just happened. I never did this because someone else told me it was an
expression of my Judaism. It wasn’t an add on, it was part of my rhythms because that’s
how I was raised. It was never about a guilt trip. It felt like who I was.

Rebecca didn’t look back. After running Hebrew schools, she went on to run a city-wide teen
initiative, chaired the teen seat for a Jewish education agency, ran admissions for a large
community day school, became the principal of its middle school and worked for a family
foundation. She loves her work and finds purpose in it. Her career took a turn towards greater
meaning, and she has nurtured and grown hundreds of  teens ever since.

Rebecca’s communication skills have helped her in her non-profit work. She believes that some
of these soft skills are important for those who follow her path and work with teens: “You need
a social and emotional learning background. People who work with teens need to know more
about teen development. There’s no cookie-cutter teen.” She’d like to see teens given more
responsibility – which is how her own leadership evolved.

Mark also thinks it’s important to give teens more responsibility and be more aspirational with
them. He heads a philanthropic foundation that supports many North American teen initiatives.
Like Rebecca, Mark’s commitment to Judaism and leadership grew through teen involvement, in
his case, BBYO; that background translated into his current work:

We put an emphasis on teens because we’d done a lot of work with college students and
young adults – that was the majority of our investment. But by the time a kid gets on
campus, there is so much competing for their time. We thought more about interesting
them in Judaism and Israel in high school so we could help develop a cadre of teen
leaders.

Mark’s strategic shift reflects current research conducted on teens and the support they receive
today. For many decades, the organized Jewish community – the web of Jewish nonprofits and
funders – did not give nearly enough attention to the teen space. In their article “Retilting the
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Playing Field: Emerging Assumptions about How to Engage Jewish Teens Today,” Alex Pomson,
Frayda Gonshor Cohen, Pearl Mattenson, and Zohar Rotem write that intensive efforts were
directed to Hebrew school students or college-age students. There was a desire to give Jewish
children a strong start and a push to intensify focus on university students, largely as a response
to the anxiety about intermarriage rates. The space in-between, the teen years, were mostly
neglected, largely because it was assumed that “teens were less ready to make important or firm
life choices.”

Over time, a different community agenda emerged – a “belated appreciation” that the strategic
investment in college students would have a better pay off if students were reached earlier, before
the drop-off that often happens in the teen years. Research has helped us understand how
well-networked teens are, how influential teens are in their own families and how many
important decisions are being made during the teen years. It turns out, they are making important
and firm life choices.

Mark is concerned that being a teen leader today, in contrast to when he was making his way up
the ranks of BBYO, asks less of teens. “Now being a leader kind of means you show up; showing
up is heroic. I think we’ve cheapened it. It’s to our detriment because kids are smart, and they
rise to a challenge. High standards are ennobling, not scary. We’ve devalued the notion of
leadership.” And he’d like to see teens expanding their leadership within the Jewish community
and far beyond it.

Judaism can be ennobling, and I think that we should not give up on the notion that the
Jewish people have a mission because I believe we do, whether your aspiration is to
further the vitality of the Jewish community or whether your aspiration is to further the
vitality of society, a grounding in Jewish wisdom can help you to do both or either, and a
cohort of fellow travellers of other Jewish teen leaders can help you actualize either of
those goals.

Not everyone who works with teens today, however, shares Rebecca and Mark’s background. Bill
runs a year-round experiential Jewish and environmental education centre in California and had a
different path that brought him to teen leadership:

I’m a classic dropout. I was not involved in the Jewish community until I got to college.
It was actually my Israel experience when I really discovered my Judaism. I feel like those
teen years are where I really missed out.

In his work, he believes teens need to be inspired both in heart and in mind. He loves the
eagerness teens have to learn and their willingness to jump in even when they don’t have a lot of
knowledge, “I see those that want to make a difference in the world, that want to take action, but
need knowledge, guidance, support, and education.” He looks for teens who are open-minded,
willing to learn, do critical thinking, and see the world from many perspectives. Bill also stresses
that if you want to engage teens and grow them you have to have the time, energy, perseverance,
and the courage of conviction to stand by unpopular choices: “You have to be a role model. I
would not ask teens to do something that I wouldn’t do.”

Inner Workout:
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Before reading through our recommendations below, write your own list of 5 tips for those
working with teens. Write why you consider each one important.

Along with some of the general observations our interviews yielded, we distilled what we heard
into 15 recommendations for those working with teens, thinking about working with teens as a
profession and for teens to understand how they can be better partners with the adults
supervising them:

1) Guide Teens to Consensus: When you’ve got teens with strong opinions, your role might be
to facilitate a holding space to hear diverse opinions and build solidarity. Rebecca, who we just
met, said she’d like to see more teens become truly active listeners and able to take in what others
are saying. Helping teens reach consensus, she admits, is really hard. It’s also rough for adults:

People think getting a project done is the only goal. Sometimes it’s not the only goal or
the most important goal. It’s bringing other people along. Consensus isn’t coming to an
agreement; it’s about deciding we’re all going to work together.

This has become even harder in a polarised society. With social media serving as the dominant
platform for debate, discussion and even many interactions among teens, waiting for someone to
make their point in real-time face to face sometimes needs to be relearned. The tendency to
prepare the next response and express a preconceived idea or seek out ‘confirmation bias’ has to
be tempered with patience, process and the art of  listening.

2) Help Move Teens From I to We: Aaron, the director of youth programming at his synagogue,
tries to foster in teens a degree of tension between the desire to understand themselves and to
think in a more focused way about community. It’s great when teens identify their passions, do
something worthwhile, and get enough satisfaction to fuel the next thing. But they also have to
shed the self-involvement to go beyond themselves:

I love to guide kids to think about others, not just themselves, not only kids in their own
grade, their own clique, their own circle but to feel a responsibility to a larger circle. They
need to think about building community. Both ideas are opposite but both are true.”

Another leader put it this way, “Practice pulling yourself back out of the space.” Sometimes, the
best advice to a teen leader is not to lean in but to lean back. This is again linked to a more
recent phenomenon of the rise of the individual in our globalised world. While individuality is
critical, connecting to that which is greater than oneself can be transformative for teens and if
enough make this shift, society will change.

3) Give Every Teen a Chance: Sometimes the popular teens get all the roles and responsibilities
again and again. Matt, the CEO of BBYO, warns against this common and risky trend: “We
invite every kid in and give everyone a chance. We’re not trying to rate kids or judge them – it’s
not just the most capable, charismatic kids who rise to the top.” One of the reasons Matt believes
in growing teens is that in a youth movement, you can offer more platforms than teens may
otherwise get to lead: “When you put kids in a really inclusive environment, they get more
opportunities than in the real world. They need to own the environment and the experiences
within it.” With that high level of inclusion, Matt also believes in the power of self-assessments
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so that teens think more carefully about how they show up and how others feel in their presence.
He advises teens to think about how they bring out the best in other teens.

4) Hold Back on Some of the Advice: Many teen professionals told us that if you want to keep a
teen’s attention, keep the advice to yourself. “We don’t dispense advice. We focus a lot on
reflection. Teens don’t want advice. Teens want people to listen to them. They want to feel
empowered,” one leader shared. Teens want adults to include them in thinking through problems
and solutions. Because teens can “be high on opinions and low on information,” one teen
advisor recommends facilitating teen experiences to honor their agency and also to try to deepen
their understanding, “It’s a delicate balance. If you’re too dominant and prescriptive, it’s
dangerous.” Sometimes we can relate through our own experiences and sometimes we cannot –
it is important to be humbled by the challenges of  the teen and not just always dispense advice.

5) Create Better Learning Cultures: For the most part, leadership is about the doing rather than
the learning. This concerns Michelle, the director of learning and innovation at URJ and a
veteran educator. She’s also sceptical about leadership learning that takes place in a vacuum
where teens don’t have opportunities to lead in real-time. She believes that “the reflection before
and after the doing makes teen leaders successful.” Like Rebecca and Mark, Michelle believes
that to learn, you need to give teens “real stuff ” to do in order for them to feel meaningfully
involved and then process it in ways that enhance the learning. This invites teen leaders to make
messes and feel comfortable with those messes rather than believing good leaders have it all
worked out. This also leaves room for adults and teens to think about bigger problems and to
co-create solutions. “Leadership ability is the ability to live in the grey space.” Michelle believes
this generation is very connected, “so they see bigger problems and want to lead bigger things.

6) Strengthen Grit and Resilience: Life doesn’t get easier; we just get stronger. The resilience
muscle is built up slowly and often through a lot of mistakes and rejection. It’s all about falling
down and getting up again and again. Leah, the Director of Student Activities at the Yeshiva
University High School for Girls in L.A., understands that it’s hard to transmit this to teens, “I’ve
learned that leadership requires persistence. I think there are a lot of people who don’t want
leadership roles, and I think that extra level of responsibility comes with persistence and drive.
You need to want it, and you need to have the drive to succeed.” Part of that grit is
acknowledging that “not everyone is going to like you, not everything is going to be picture
perfect.” She believes that part of resilience is accepting that whatever you intended to do as a
leader might not turn out to look exactly as you expected. Accept that and move on: “No matter
where you are in your leadership journey there is always something to learn. We are always
learning.”

7) Help Teens Carve Their Own Jewish Identity Path: Michelle, who we met above, believes that
those who work with teens need to show them the enduring gift that is Judaism. Many of the
teens we spoke to, took their leadership journey through youth movements or synagogue
leadership but then shifted direction. Some of them told us they carry guilt for leaving or were
told they betrayed the organization when all they were doing was pursuing their own path using
the tools and channels that were given to them. Counsellors and supervisors may falsely feel that
the investment made in a teen was wasted if that teen took what they learned and went
elsewhere. But everyone working with teens also forged a unique Jewish path that was non-linear.
If a teen shifts direction, denomination or affiliation, it may reflect the courage that was fostered
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in them to make an independent decision. The job of those working with teens is to help them,
not guilt them for charting out their own course. Conversely, some teens felt abandoned when
they “drank the Kool-Aid” of camp or a teen movement and advisors or counsellors, who once
paid them a lot of attention, suddenly turned their focus to other teens who hadn’t. They felt that
the relationship was transactional and not genuine. Leaders must invest time and energy into
areas of the teens’ lives that are not Jewish-specific, ensuring follow up and cultivating real
relationships that reflect Jewish identity in other ways.

8) Cultivate Safe Mistake Making and Patience: Not everything is urgent. Not everything is an
emergency. Things that get done quickly and without sufficient thought can backfire as teen
leaders plan one event after another. Ian, a senior leader at BBYO advises teen facilitators to help
teens work through what they’re doing on the road to doing it better: “Help kids not to be afraid
of mistakes and errors. So many things inhibit us from being great leaders, like the fear of failure
or recrimination.” This isn’t helped by the constant culture of praise. “We become addicted to
praise and awards,” Ian says, “so we can’t manage shame or disappointment well. How do I get
people to have a sense that it’s OK for them to fail? We’re making failure intolerable.” If those
who work with teens help make failure more tolerable, more might feel comfortable with the
discomfort. Another professional quipped, “Teenagers are notoriously impatient. Effective
leaders understand that most change comes incrementally and that most change is hard-earned.
You have to be willing to celebrate the small wins and hang around long enough in order to see
results.”

Young people often need their achievements to be on a grand scale and well-publicised. Some
find it incredibly hard to resist the temptation to post every contribution they make on social
media and feel validated through the number of ‘likes’ they receive. This makes the stakes higher
for when they then suffer failures in the way Ian describes and so those that work with them
need to be extra aware.

9) Inspire Better Communication Skills: Virtually every professional who works with teens told
us that one of the most important skills teens need has to do with communication: writing better
emails and thank you notes or texts, introducing speakers succinctly and confidently, running
meetings efficiently and speaking in front of groups and more. Those who supervise teens
should give focused recommendations, constructive feedback, and affirmations when teens
communicate well to help fast track teens on their leadership journey.

10) Build Teen Esteem: “Self-esteem issues plague everyone. Some people do a better job of
putting on a happy face, but no one is immune. It’s up to us as professionals to do more to put
ourselves into the shoes of the most awkward, vulnerable kid.” Samantha, the Associate Director
of Teen Initiatives at the Jewish Education Center in Cleveland, believes that those who work
with teens need to be extra-sensitive to self-esteem issues:

Unless you’ve been the awkward kid, you’re not sensitive to the low self-esteem we
inadvertently create at events. Just imagine: T-shirts are given out and someone is yelling
“Who is a small?” I’d rather crawl into a hole than be the 15-year-old who asks for an
extra-large. Just leave them in a box, and let the kids take them. These are just little acts
of sensitivity. Body image is such a trigger point, especially for teen girls. One of those
experiences that makes someone say, “I’ll never go back.” It’s like mandatory
embarrassment.
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The adolescent years for many teens are an extended stumbling in uncharted territory with
friends, parents, academic commitments, extracurriculars and more. It’s no wonder a lot of teens
under the veneer of competency feel very unsure and insecure. Professionals who are sensitive
can spot potential humiliation traps and offer honest and warm encouragement that can build
confidence. We also build teen confidence by giving them responsible and meaningful work, as
one professional said of teens, “They don’t want to be your worker bee. They have school for
that.” Don’t just give teens jobs. Give them real responsibilities, otherwise, “It just feeds into
them not making decisions.” Build their self-esteem so they can build around them.

11) Trust and Be Trusted: In The Speed of Trust, Stephen M. R. Covey writes, “Over time, I have
come to this simple definition of leadership: Leadership is getting results in a way that inspires
trust.” Teens need trust and so do the adults who work with them in leadership programming
and event planning. It’s hard to build trust but surprisingly easy to lose it. Sara runs the Jewish
Teen Education and Engagement Funder Collaborative that brings together 15 funders to learn
and share best practices for teen involvement. As her own leadership evolved, she had to
“understand what people needed and how to be in charge not in a top-down way, allowing for a
two-way flow between teens and adults.” She praises the amount you can get done if you don’t
need the credit. Sara grew up in Beverly Hills and was not very engaged with the Jewish life that
was all around her until she went to the University of West Virginia. There she had to be more
intentional about her relationship with Judaism and recognize that not everyone grows up
involved. That sense of being an outsider can create skepticism or suspicion. “I learned a lot,”
Sara says, “about building credibility and trust with people.” Trust is a two-way street. For Sara,
trust centers around those with more power, namely adults, flattening the playing field with
teens.

For another teen facilitator, who asked not to be named, that same trust is not always invested in
those who work with teens. Parents are sometimes distrustful of those who work with teens,
creating a shadow of  suspicion:

My biggest challenge, speaking candidly, is that the current climate we live in is such that
when you invest a lot in a teenager’s life, you’re suspect. I’m always terrified of that. It’s
my number one problem. Do people trust me? There’s a fear that cripples a lot of what I
do. Parents want you to grow their teen but not too much.

While every organization has to have a system and protocols in place to prevent inappropriate
behaviour, people who work with teens need to feel trusted, not suspect, to do the work with
love and energy.

12) Enhance Teen Accountability: “Western society,” David thinks, “makes a great noise about
how important teens are, yet rarely vests them with any actual responsibility.” Hand in hand with
trust is responsibility: “The challenge is whether adults working with teens really trust the teens
and let them act on the authority they are given. They generally don’t.” David directs the Mandel
Center for Jewish Education and has established many programs for children with disabilities.
He also happens to play guitar, mandolin, and baroque recorder (What’s a baroque recorder, you
may be asking yourself ? It’s a recorder with a small 4th hole and a large 5th hole). David
challenges those creating leadership programs to ask themselves if they want to be like a
modelling agency, where you stand passively being observed, or like the US Marines, where you
have to work hard and earn trust:
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The military takes people and transforms them. Every art is based on an applied
discipline of the technique (craft), the creativity and the vision (art). There are tons of
artists who become adept at the craft, and yet they never produce a masterpiece. I think
that’s a fundamental filter for leadership programs: are you looking for the best and the
brightest so you can help them leverage what they have? Or are you looking for people
who may have the talent but need the transformative experience?

Without genuine responsibility, the potential for transformation shrinks. Give teens real
authority, and they soar as long as they are encouraged to finish what they start and care about
following through on their commitments.

Another David who we quoted in the book and serves as the educational director for national
NCSY, points to accountability as a leadership trait that needs to be nurtured. “Teen boards are
for everyone today. Everyone wants responsibility, but no one wants accountability.” Teens often
don’t think about the consequences of not being accountable:

We don’t tell kids that if you don’t follow through, something is going to fall apart, and
there will be a price to pay. We don’t spell out the consequences well enough. If you
smoke pot on a Shabbaton, you get kicked off. The consequences are clear, but what if
you don’t make all the calls you said you were going to make?

In teen leadership, there may be some very clear boundaries and consequences about certain
offenses while teens may not be accountable for other mistakes. This is inconsistent and can
work against whatever leadership development a school or organization is providing.

13) Shrink Teen Drama and Address Personal Issues Elsewhere: Teen gatherings can be a hotbed
of gossip and drama. “Did you hear what she said?” is followed by “Do you know when he did?”
While many leaders don’t feel the need too, others see informal environments as an opportunity
to relive their own teenage years, or to have a teenage hood they never experienced. It is critical
to be conscious of  the unique role, boundaries and appropriate distance when leading teens.

David, who we just cited, is concerned that we inadvertently make teen leadership more dramatic
than it needs to be. “We associate so much of leadership with the center of the room, the wow.
Who has the golf cart, the keys, the walkie-talkies.” On the one hand, David loves that teens are
able to imagine a world “unencumbered by the cynicism that piles up” in the adult years. “The
world does not have to look this way.” But part of that beautiful naivete is not being realistic
about their current world which can lead to drama between what the world is versus what they
want it to be. “We need to make sure that teens aren’t using leadership roles to address personal
issues.” David is inspired that youth movements, teams, and clubs can provide a framework for
teens to create a more ideal world when there are challenges at school or in their home life:

It’s beautiful that we can provide a space for a stronger network. But whatever is
happening in school and home are real issues that need to be addressed before you lead.
Don’t compensate for your overwhelming emptiness and insecurity through the security
you get in your youth movement. If you don’t do the hard work of addressing your
problems because you have a fancy title in a leadership role, the issues will trickle down
to your leadership. It produces drama, and the drama snowballs. You’re not going to be a
teen leader for the rest of  your life. Your problems will still be there when you’re done.
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Sometimes professionals working with teens want to help solve problems that are too
psychologically complex for their training. Many teens are so vulnerable that they can be easily
exploited by supervisors or counsellors who don’t know their limits. Renana founded the Keshev
Center for exactly this purpose, “we train educators to recognize, evaluate and react to symptoms
of depression, eating disorders, anxiety, other mental health illnesses, and issues relating to group
dynamics. One of the first steps beyond awareness is to know what you don’t know.” Know your
limits. If you want to help a struggling teen, then encourage them to get the professional help
they need.

14) Honor the Uniqueness of Every Teen: “There wasn’t a box I fit in,” says Tzvi, who runs a
regional branch of Chai Lifeline. Tzvi and friends who were like him felt alienated in what they
were doing: “There was nothing for me.” As he got beyond his teen years, he saw how much this
was true for many teens and became a youth minyan leader, primarily because he got paid as an
adult not to be in synagogue services. He started a football league, and it grew rapidly, filled with
many teens who, like him, charted their own path.

Tzvi likes to quote Steve Jobs when thinking about the teen he was and teens he now helps:

Here’s to the crazy ones, the misfits, the rebels, the troublemakers, the round pegs in the
square holes... the ones who see things differently – they’re not fond of rules, and they
have no respect for the status quo... You can quote them, disagree with them, glorify or
vilify them, but the only thing you can’t do is ignore them because they change things...
They push the human race forward, and while some may see them as the crazy ones, we
see genius, because the people who are crazy enough to think that they can change the
world, are the ones who do.

“I have no greater joy,” says Tzvi, “than seeing a teen struggling in his school or home system
then finding a modality where that teen feels there is room for him or her in this world. The day
you were born is God’s way of saying you still matter. At the heart of leadership is the message
that the world needs you.” With a healthy dose of humility, each teen needs to feel the Talmud’s
beautiful words, “The world was created for me” and this sense of unique purpose can drive
them wherever they are.

15) Challenge: Teen leaders need to be stretched, but sometimes teen advisors are too soft to
really grow them: “Most work in the sphere of teen leadership tends ‘to go a little bit on the light
side,’” says Amy, who was the director of Ramah Nyack for 20 years and now is the associate
director of the National Ramah Commission. “We can’t be afraid to do more in-depth work and
take on more challenging issues. These topics should include racism, violence in schools, politics,
our relationship to Israel, intermarriage, Jewish identity, and God.” Amy’s concerned that Jewish
teens don’t feel that there are a lot of worthwhile causes out there. They may feel more angry
than passionate and because of the competing demands on their time, their energies don’t get
tapped and challenged enough.

Inner Workout:

● Which piece of  advice of  the 15 do you relate to most and why?
● What advice do you add to the list to enhance work with teens?
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● Choose one point and contemplate steps to practically integrate it into your
leadership.

Moshe, the Managing Director of NCSY and a teacher in a yeshiva in Israel wants the teen
leadership impulse to be challenged in ways that inspire. “Kids need to feel that they have a
purpose to play in the incredible saga of Jewish history and Jewish peoplehood.” Many teens
who don’t excel academically don’t feel powerful in school settings but may find their joy and
fulfillment elsewhere, where leadership does matter to them:

When you get out of the limits of school, you can really reinvent and tap into different
parts of yourself and embrace them in a way that might not exist elsewhere. When we
help kids understand that we are listening to them and are taking them seriously then
they want to be involved. They see a path and a space. Let’s create the conversations they
want to have.

We conclude with an image that Bill, who we met earlier, shared with us that speaks powerfully
to the way those who work with teens can mentor, grow, watch over, supervise and challenge
teen leaders. Bill has seen teens, year after year, on a service day get off a bus, see the work ahead,
and complain that they don’t want to get their hands dirty. Sometimes within minutes or hours,
the same teens get totally into the task at hand. “You see this magical transformation. You see
natural teen leaders emerge, their whole attitude changes. They don’t want to leave at the end.”
That magical transformation is about being part of something larger and contributing to it,
taking responsibility and following through. It’s about leaders growing other leaders. And it’s a
beautiful thing to watch.
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