
INGREDIENTS FOR SUCCESS,

LESSONS FOR THE FUTURE:

February 2022

Conclusions and Takeaways 
from Seven Years of Evaluating 
the New York Teen Initiative



IN THIS REPORT

The New York Teen Initiative: An Overview PAGE 3

Lessons Learned: From Seeding to SustainabilityPAGE 8

Concluding ThoughtsPAGE 15

Appendix A: Methodology

Appendix B: NYTI Programs SeededPAGE 18

PAGE 17



The New York Teen Initiative (NYTI) has been a 
seven-year collaborative effort of UJA-Federation 
of New York, the Jim Joseph Foundation (as 
funding partner), and The Jewish Education 
Project (as lead operator) to seed, incubate, and 
support new and innovative programmatic 
models for engaging NYC-area Jewish teens over 
the summer months. NYTI has been one of 10 
such teen engagement initiatives supported by 
the Jewish Teen Education and Engagement 
Funder Collaborative, a collaborative of 
14 national and local funders across 10 
communities.  

NYTI has been active since 2014, and the first 
cohort of programs was operational in summer 
2015. Over its first four summers (Phase I), the 
Initiative’s core activities involved incubating 
innovative models for Jewish teen summer 
programming, activating a robust online 

marketing platform (FindYourSummer.org), and 
providing scholarships to participating teens 
and their families. In Phase I, NYTI seeded 
and incubated a diverse array of programmatic 
approaches, concepts, and models. Over the 
following three years, Phase II of NYTI focused 
on supporting and ushering several of the seeded 
programs toward expansion and sustainability, 
including the support of new programmatic sites 
and experimentation with new programmatic 
formats as a means to expand the programs’ 
footprints. 

Over the seven years of its existence, the 
New York Teen Initiative included several 
components:

Ideation. In early 2014, a wide array of 
organizations and individuals were first invited 
to submit letters of intent (LOI) and present 
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their programmatic ideas to UJA-Federation; in 
all, 77 LOIs were submitted. The most promising 
of these (54 LOIs) were then invited to participate 
in a facilitated ideation process where their 
programmatic ideas were more fully fleshed out. 
Following the ideation session, the programs were 
invited to submit a full proposal for funding; 44 
proposals were submitted.

Incubation. In December 2014, nine of these 
proposed programs were selected for inclusion in 
the first cohort of the Incubator, with the goal of 
launching in summer 2015.1  These programs were 
then offered a one-year (potentially renewable) 
grant to help turn their programmatic ideas into 
a reality, including recruiting participants and 
implementing the program. Of the nine programs, 
two did not get off the ground at all (due to their 
inability to recruit enough participants as well as 
other logistical challenges), five programs ran in 
summer 2015, and two more were only able to 
launch the following summer. In 2016, five more 
programs joined NYTI as Cohort II and ran for the 
first time in summer 2017.

As part of their participation in the NYTI 
Incubator, these programs benefited from several 
professional development workshops on topics 
ranging from program design to social media 
marketing and more. Programs were also matched 
with coaches who supported program leaders on a 
one-on-one basis. 

As can be expected from an experimental 
incubator, not all these programs took root. As 
seen in Figure 1 below, three programs were unable 
to get off the ground, and four programs ceased 
to exist after the first few summers; two more 
programs “graduated” from the NYTI Incubator 
and formed new partnerships for their support. 

The remaining six programs continued to 
participate in Phase II of NYTI, which was 
focused on expansion of these successful 
models. Indeed, in summer 2019, several of 
these programs were able to grow and expand, 
either through the addition of programmatic 
sessions or busses or through experimenting with 
new programmatic formats. For example, Eden 
Village Camp experimented with a pop-up food 
truck model (Project Pizza) to supplement the 
already successful road trip program (which itself 
had grown to add a new session). The DOROT 
Jewish Summer Teen Internship had solidified its 
partnership with its new location at the Riverdale 
Y, which was initiated a couple of summers earlier. 
At the same time, even though the main thrust of 
Phase II was not the incubation of new programs, 
it nevertheless included the incubation of a new 
internship program by the NYU Bronfman Center: 
Summer Excelerator. 

The eruption of the COVID-19 pandemic in spring 
2020 forced these programs to face unprecedented 
challenges and make difficult decisions. Four 
programs were unable to run as planned and 
paused their activities. However, several of the 
NYTI programs successfully transitioned to 
offering programmatic content virtually, utilizing 
the now familiar Zoom videoconferencing 
platform, as well as multiple other tools for 
engaging teens online. Thus, Eden Village Camp 
developed a virtual program called EV B’Emet that 
allowed teens to connect in virtual space while 
completing food justice–related activities away 
from the screen. The following summer, Eden 
Village launched a third programmatic model with 
Adirondack Adventure—a weeklong wilderness 
canoeing trip for small groups. The Bronfman 
Center introduced Rewired—a virtual program 
based on asynchronous learning modules (a 
program that was offered also in summer 2021). 

1 This included two programs selected for the New Ideas Reserve in January 2015, which provided a framework for supporting 
initiatives and pilots that did not require full incubation for a range of reasons.
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DOROT was able to successfully run its program 
virtually in its two prior locations (the legacy 
location on the Upper West Side and the new 
location at the Riverdale Y) as well as initiate and 
successfully implement a third location at the 
Shorefront Y. 

Figure 1 summarizes the diversification of NYTI 
programs over the Initiative’s seven years (see 
Appendix B for brief descriptions of each program).

Figure 1: Summary of NYTI Programs

Phase I Phase 2

Program 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021

Cohort I

Brushstrokes ❌

Interfaith Israel ❌

Jewish Teen Institute for Innovation ❌

AJSS JAM ⛔

InternNYC ⛔

JustAct ⛔

PopUp for Change ⛔

Sababa Surf Camp ▶ ▶ ▶

ARTEL Teen Fellowship ▶ ⏸ ⛔

DOROT Manhattan 🖥

DOROT Riverdale 🖥

DOROT Shorefront 🖥

Cohort II

Zeke Teen Travel ⛔

URJ 6 Points Sci-Tech Israel ⏸ ▶

Next Step Israel ⏸ ▶

Roots Israel ⏸

EVC: Food & Farm Road Trip ⏸ ⏸

EVC: Project Pizza ⛔

EVC: EV B’Emet (virtual program) 🖥 ⛔

EVC: Food & Forest Adirondack Adventure

Bronfman
Bronfman Center: Summer Excelerator* 🏢

Bronfman Center: Rewired 🖥 🖥

*In summer 2020, the Summer Excelerator educational component was fully virtual; some of the internships were in-person.
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In addition to the seeding and incubation of new 
programmatic models, NYTI also included:

Marketing. The Initiative launched an online 
portal for local Jewish summer programs called 
FindYourSummer.org. The site was first launched 
in fall 2015, and a dedicated Marketing and 
Communications Manager was hired the following 
year, whose sole responsibility was the maintenance 
and promotion of the website. Thanks to this 
professional’s contribution, the site’s reach grew 
exponentially, from about 20,000 users per year 
over the first two years to about six times as many 
users over the 2020 and 2021 program years (about 
120,000 users per year in each year; see Figure 2). 
Moreover, over recent years (and likely due in part 
to the COVID-19 pandemic that sent many NYC 
families to shelter in other places) the site’s reach 
expanded outside of the NYC area, with fully 50% 
of the users connecting from beyond New York and 
New Jersey in 2021. 

While the website’s success depended to a 
considerable degree on the work of a single 
professional, the broader operational support of the 
Initiative was essential:

At the same time, it became clear that while the 
website was remarkably effective in increasing 
awareness of Jewish summer programs in the 
New York City area, more was needed to drive 
participants to the programs. The website was a tool 
for “spreading the word,” not for “closing the deal,” 
as this Jewish Education Project leader explains:

Because of NYTI, we had the resources that 
a lot of other websites don’t. [Find Your 
Summer] was the first place [in the Jewish 
education world] that designated a marketing 
professional to a single website. So of course, 
when you have the manpower behind it, you 
can do a lot with it. All the ads are pay-to-
play; we were able to do trial-and-error 
because we had the money and manpower to 
do it. … There was also swag that went with it, 
like FYS bookmarks to congregations. That 
was all part of one person’s job.

—Jewish Ed. Project professional leader

[The Jewish Ed. Project] made a decision 
to focus marketing resources through a 
centralized campaign. Only in the beginning 
[did we] explicitly invest in marketing for 
the programs. Find Your Summer alone will 
not get people into the programs [even as 
it] could help grow the marketplace. The 
idea that Find Your Summer is a recruitment 
tool [proved incorrect]. [If we were to do it 
over again, we would] invest in a marketing 
firm that would be hired to develop effective 
marketing campaigns for each program 
as part of the incubation, as a gift. [We 
should] not expect [each program] to 
figure [marketing and recruitment] out 
themselves.

—Jewish Ed. Project professional leader

Figure 2: Annual Reach of 
FindYourSummer.org 2015–2021 (Users)

2015-16 2016-17 2017-18 2018-19 2019-20 2020-21

20,600 18,000

49,000

99,000

128,000 119,000

COVID-19 
pandemic 
Reach 
flattens but 
remains high
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Sales. In addition to the Find Your Summer 
website, NYTI has also trained three cohorts of Find 
Your Summer Ambassadors. These youth-serving 
professionals (in most cases, youth directors serving 
a synagogue) were trained to interact directly with 
teens and (in some cases) their parents to learn 
about their individual needs and hopes for summer 
programming and to connect them with programs 
featured on the Find Your Summer website. In 2021, 
for example, 29 Ambassadors interacted with a total 
of 302 teens and offered 155 individual program 
recommendations. This resulted in 39 teens 
participating in a summer program.

Scholarships. Another important goal of the 
Initiative from its inception has been to promote 
the affordability of Jewish teen summer programs. 
This commitment, in turn, was intended to 
support NYTI programs in reaching a more diverse 
audience of teens, both in terms of their prior level 
of participation in Jewish life and in terms of their 
household’s demographics. Data suggest that in 
the early years of the Initiative, these scholarships 
primarily served as an incentive, encouraging teens 
who did not face a cost barrier to participate. More 
recently, however, scholarships were mainly received 
by families who could not have otherwise afforded 
to participate.
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Much has been learned over this seven-year period, 
and these learnings could be beneficial for others 
seeking to undertake the incubation of innovative 
programmatic models in a similar way. This begins 
with setting realistic expectations. The overall 
impetus, or theory of change for the Initiative, has 
been that seeding new programmatic models and 
supporting them through an incubation period 
will ultimately result in at least some programs 
managing to stand on “their own two feet,” both 
financially and operationally. Programmatic 
innovation of this kind was expected to result, 
in turn, in more attractive Jewish engagement 
opportunities for New York City–area teens—an 
outcome that would ultimately lead to a greater 
number of Jewish teens, who have not done so 
before, actively participating in organized Jewish 
life. If the original vision expressed by NYTI at its 
inception was to “greatly increase” the number of 
Jewish teens participating in summer programs, 

that vision had to be adjusted as the challenges 
involved in seeding new programs became clear. 
Early on, the Initiative shifted its focus from “the 
numbers” of participating teens to the successful 
implementation of individual programs and 
programmatic models.

The questions that the remainder of this report 
will therefore seek to address are:

What are some of the necessary conditions for 
the successful seeding and incubation of new 
programmatic models?

What are some factors that are shared by those 
programs that were able to grow and expand 
and move toward a sustainable model?

What are some factors that made it difficult for 
other programs to “get off the ground” or “take 
root”?

What are some ways in which programs 
progress toward sustainability? What could 
“sustainability” look like?

1

2

3

4

The New York TeeLessons Learned:

From Seeding to Sustainability

Lessons Learned: From Seeding to Sustainability8



Key Components for Successfully 
Seeding New Programs
A Long Runway
From its start, the funding model chosen by 
the New York Teen Initiative has been a one-
year grant that is up for renewal each year. This 
allowed for a measure of accountability on the 
part of the programs as they had to continuously 
prove their viability. This funding model also 
allowed Initiative leaders to play an active and 
supportive role as they consulted with programs 
on operational adjustments when grants were up 
for renewal (as well as throughout the year).

This one-year grant cycle, however, made 
it difficult for some programs to get off the 
ground initially. Simply put, the kinds of initial 
investments needed to bring a program into 
existence required, at least for some organizations, 
the stability of funding beyond a single year. 
This included the hiring of dedicated staff, the 
development of collateral messaging and products 
(e.g., a brand and a logo, recruitment strategy), and 
the development of additional partnerships (e.g., 
with providers or tour guides “on the ground”). 
As one Jewish Educational Project professional 
summarized it: 

There were several programs that, after first 
receiving a one-year grant, were not able to 
marshal the necessary human and operational 

resources to successfully recruit participants and 
implement a program. By contrast, other programs 
were able to overcome the hurdle of initial 
implementation and were able to use the grant 
renewal process to fine-tune and improve their 
programmatic design over the second and third 
year of the program:

Fruitful Partnerships
Several of the programs seeded by NYTI were 
based on partnerships between two organizations 
or between an individual entrepreneur and an 
organization. In some cases, organizations (or 
an individual and organization) came together 
because one of the two partners did not have 
the necessary 501(c)(3) tax status, which was a 
requirement of the NYTI grant. In other cases, 
organizations came together to benefit from 
complementary areas of expertise. In either case, 
the fate of these programs relied to a great degree 
on the quality of the partnership. In more than one 
case, programs that looked promising on paper 
failed to get off the ground because the partners 
needed more time to learn each other’s strengths, 
needs, and work patterns and to find the optimal 
ways to work together. 

A [longer] runway is critical in terms of 
solidifying [a program’s] educational 
message: what are you going to accomplish? 
Then you can build the recruitment message 
through that story. If you have to start 
recruiting on day one, that’s not effective. 

—Jewish Ed. Project professional leader

In the first year, we built an [Israel travel] 
itinerary that had a geographic focus, but we 
didn’t have a narrative that went through the 
whole trip. After that experience of the first 
year, I was able to plan year-round and lead 
the trip in the summer. In the second year, we 
had a narrative about teaching the kids the 
history of Israel and the Jewish community 
in Israel while also teaching about science 
and technology that currently exists. I think 
it developed into a cohesive trip rather than 
“let’s just go to cool science and tech places 
in Israel.”

—Past program director
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For example, the Interfaith Israel Teen Fellowship 
was one of the promising program ideas funded by 
NYTI in its first year. This was a joint project of Big 
Tent Judaism, a national organization supporting 
Jewish engagement for interfaith families, and 
Interfaith Israel, an organization founded by a local 
entrepreneur and experienced Jewish educator. The 
Fellowship would have been a 12-day educational 
experience in Israel for teenagers from interfaith 
families entering 10th–12th grades. Over its first 
year, however, this program failed to recruit enough 
participants and ultimately did not run. Establishing 
a relationship based on a full appreciation of the 
respective strengths of the two partners was the 
main challenge for this program, as the partners 
explain:

A Supportive Organizational Home: A Goldilocks 
Challenge?
Another factor that played into the viability of some 
programs (and the ultimate demise of others) was 
the existence (or lack) of a supportive organizational 
“home base.” This was the case for several programs 
that were led by energetic and creative educators 
who did not possess the managerial or administrative 
skillsets required to successfully market, recruit, and 
implement a new program. Even with a creative and 
enticing programmatic concept, these programs were 
hard to maintain over the long run because program 
leaders were ultimately left to handle marketing and 
recruitment on their own, as one of these program 
leaders reflected:

A program without a stable organizational “home” is 
unlikely to succeed. However, even programs that were 
housed in large national organizations found it difficult 
to recruit sufficient numbers of participants year after 
year. It would seem that, in these cases, there was 
insufficient commitment on the part of the umbrella 
organization to supporting the program (which was just 
one among its many offerings), as one program leader 
confided:

If we were to be approached with a similar 
opportunity for partnership in the future, we 
would have spent more time getting to know and 
understand the partnering organization before 
jumping right into the program. Unfortunately, 
the short timeframe between submitting the 
proposal and launching the program inhibited 
our ability to do so. If we had more time to think 
strategically about the partnership, we might 
have structured the partnership differently.  

—Big Tent Judaism (from a 2014–2015 final 
report to NYTI)

[One] factor that had a significant impact on 
our results was our choice of partners. We 
believed that Big Tent Judaism would be an 
ideal partner based on their infrastructure and 
their constituency. While their administrative 
support was helpful, using their network 
as a recruitment pool was ineffective. [We 
learned that] BTJ’s programs are focused 
towards parents with small children and/or 
grandparents, without an immediate audience 
of teens and their parents with whom we could 
share our program. 

—Interfaith Israel (from a 2015–2016 NYTI 
grant renewal request)

[Some of the NYTI programs were under the 
umbrella of legacy organizations], then you have 
crazy people: artists/educators who are out 
there with creative, wacky new ideas not living 
in an institution. So, you manage to attract and 
identify them, bring them into the room, [but] I 
don’t think enough thought was given to how to 
support them to sustain their program over time. 
… I come in with expertise in Jewish education, 
experiential education, design thinking. I can 
come up with concept and program design. 
But I don’t have experience with recruitment or 
fundraising. I’ve worked in institutions, but never 
in a position to start something and embed it in 
an institution. Those are all skillsets that can be 
learned and were addressed [to some extent]. I 
got some support on recruitment, but [it was] not 
enough.

—Past program leader
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There may be a “Goldilocks” challenge at play here. 
Programs were unlikely to succeed when they 
were not embedded within a larger organization; 
but programs embedded in very large, typically 
national, organizations could suffer from 
insufficient organizational attention. The most 
successful programs, some of which have now 
graduated out of the New York Teen Initiative, are 
housed within organizational homes that are “not 
too big and not too small.” These organizations 
are established enough to be able to support 
program staff, especially with the heavy lifting 
involved in marketing and recruitment. At the 
same time, they are still sufficiently small that a 
new program accounts for a substantial portion 
of the organization’s activities. Their small size 
means that they can be nimble enough to weather 
difficult challenges and react quickly and creatively 
(something that became especially apparent during 
the early months of the pandemic).

Stable, Visionary, and Agile Leadership
Another feature shared by some of the most 
successful NYTI programs (related to, but distinct 
from, the issue of their organizational homes) is 
the support they receive from stable, visionary, 
and agile leadership. Programs flourished when 
an organizational board valued and prioritized the 
program’s success, and (as noted above) programs 
faltered when the organizational leaders perceived 
the program to demand little special attention, for 
example, because it was one of many programs they 
sponsored.

This aspect of the relationship between the 
programs and their organizational leadership came 

to the fore in spring 2020 when the pandemic hit, 
and programs were forced to make very difficult 
decisions about whether and how to run their 
summer programs. While different programs ended 
up making different decisions (whether to run the 
programs virtually, to hold on to hope and attempt 
to run an in-person program, or not to run the 
program at all), the ways in which these decisions 
were made spoke volumes about relationships 
between the program staff and their organizational 
higher-ups, as the following two quotes illustrate: 

While the case illustrated by the first quote above is 
likely extreme, reflecting the unprecedented realities 
of spring 2020, it nevertheless serves to make a 
point: ultimately, the programs that had the support 
and focused attention of their organizational 
leadership were the ones that fared better, through 
summer 2020 and beyond. 

[The decision that summer programs will not 
run was made] through [organization]—we 
didn’t have a say in it. We were just told what 
the decisions were and how to publicly share 
the news. … There was a playbook that the 
[organization] put out. Everything step by 
step by the day. … We were handed exactly 
what we needed to do because they wanted it 
handled a certain way. 

—Program leader

[Parent institution] did not want to invest in 
[the program] in the way it would need to 
in terms of staff. … No one cared so much 
at [parent institution] to advocate [for the 
program’s continuation].

—Past program leader

The relationship between the staff and 
board [was] essential. [The board] very 
much support the work we’re doing as an 
organization. They would be disappointed in 
me if we had said, “we don’t think we can do 
it this year.” … I did not have to think about 
how to pay for additional staff to make the 
program work. I could say to my staff, “just 
do it, just get it done.” If we didn’t have the 
financial resources and support of the board, 
each one of the decisions would have been 
hampered if we couldn’t pay for it. 

—Organization executive leader
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All of these features—ability to launch a 
program on a short runway, successfully 
managing organizational partnerships, having 
an organizational home, and the support of an 
organization’s leadership—played into the capacity 
of the New York Teen Initiative to usher programs 
toward greater independence and sustainability. As 
seen in the next section, what sustainability looked 
like varied for different programs.

Sustainability In More Than One Way
Supporting programs along the road to financial 
sustainability has been an important (perhaps 
the most important) goal of the New York Teen 
Initiative. As seen in Figure 1 above, at the end of 
2021 and after seven years of seeding, incubation, 
and support, 10 of 22 programs (and programmatic 
instances) incubated by NYTI are still operational. 
There have been several paths that these successful 
programs have taken; what “sustainability” looks 
like, or could look like, varies considerably among 
these programs.

Financial Independence
Two programs have reached a place of full 
financial independence, and in both cases, this 
can be attributed primarily to the existence of a 
supportive organizational “home” that is sized 
right (not too big, not too small). In one case— 
that of Eden Village Camp’s programs (Food & 
Farm Road Trip and Food & Forest Adirondack 
Adventures)—the programs are part of the summer 
camp and are now fully supported by the camp’s 
overall business model (Adirondack Adventures 
in particular may even be revenue generating as 
it attracts some non-camp participants). This 
organization acknowledges the support of NYTI in 
allowing the camp to experiment with the program 
for several years before they fully incorporated it 
into the camp’s operation:

The other case is of Roots Israel, an Israel travel 
program that was envisioned and brought to life 
by a single passionate professional and was later 
taken on by the Alexander Muss High School 
in Israel (which itself has now come under the 
organizational umbrella of the Jewish National 
Fund). As the program director explains, the 
initial support of the NYTI Incubator was 
instrumental both in giving the program the space 
to experiment and fine-tune its programmatic 
content, and in convincing AMHSI to commit its 
sponsorship.

Diverse Revenue Streams
For other programs, it seems that a sustainable 
future does not need to mean full financial 
independence. Rather, these programs have been 
growing and expanding though a combination of 
revenue sources, including multiple philanthropic 

UJA gave us something to stand up on to 
successfully engage in teen experience. … 
On our own, it would have been much more 
experimental. [NYTI] gave us mentorship, 
guidance, [the ability to] hire people to really 
do it well, and that worked. … We now have 
confidence and know-how, it’s in our culture 
that teens do something awesome. 

—Eden Village Camp executive leader

[Five years ago], I went to [AMHSI] with 
an idea, and I wasn’t always sure they will 
support it, but because of the support I had 
from UJA and The Jewish Education Project, 
they had no choice but to take it seriously. 
Now they are happy that they did. This is 
now an Alexander Muss summer program, 
so basically, it’s just part of a larger business 
plan, which is great. We raise scholarship 
funds, and our entire infrastructure is paid for 
by AMHSI.

—Roots Israel program director
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partnerships, some cost-bearing by participants 
in the form of fees or tuition, and some strategic 
organizational partnerships (that could cover 
some operational costs). For example, DOROT (an 
organization that specializes in intergenerational 
service of seniors, not specifically in serving teens) 
has created and expanded the Jewish Summer 
Teen Internship. It now envisions a future for the 
internship where expansion of its successful model 
will continue to depend on a core philanthropic 
partner (such as UJA) that supports and vouches for 
the program in its efforts to forge relationships with 
both philanthropic and organizational partners in 
local communities (the former to provide financial 
resources and the latter to provide additional 
resources such as location and staff). Importantly, 
DOROT has always followed a model of offering 
programs free of charge to participants, and going 
forward, does not intend to change this policy. 

New Sustaining Partnerships
A different possibility leading to a long-term future 
for the NYTI programs is finding a “home” within 
a new initiative. One such example has been the 
new RootOne initiative that now supports several 
of the Israel travel programs seeded by NYTI. In 
some cases, RootOne’s support could give programs 
breathing room to identify a different approach 
to achieving sustainability (whether by means of 
the more strategic use of participant fees or by 
identifying other supportive partnerships).
 
In other cases, a program might only be sustainable 
with ongoing philanthropic support. This, for 
example, was the case for Sababa Surf Camp, a 
program that was brought to life by two passionate 
synagogue professionals with an innovative idea: 
that a summer week of surfing and relaxation 
could support Jewish teens in dealing with stress 
and connecting to their Jewish identities. Sababa 

Surf Camp graduated from NYTI and sustained 
itself through new philanthropic and operational 
partnerships:2

The reality of not being able to depend on income 
from fees is particularly true for programs that 
target lower-income families, such as the Bronfman 
Center’s Summer Excelerator. For such programs, the 
choice may be between depending on philanthropic 
support that enables them to continue serving 
their primary (lower-income) target audience and 
diversifying to other (higher-income) populations 
who can bear a larger share of the program’s 
operational costs, as one program leader shared:

We’re going to fight for sustainability for 
several years more. … It was difficult to be 
a standalone program that launches. … 
[NYTI wanted to] seed an idea to stand on 
its own, but [a successful program] needs to 
be part of something bigger. We were part of 
[Organization] that got grants, we outgrew 
them, but that was the best model. … With 
these types of grants, partnering with a large 
institution was a bit more successful. 

—Sababa Surf Camp director

We will have to decide if [our program’s target 
audience] is on the high or low end of the 
market. If it’s a program for families that will 
not pay more than something nominal, it will 
have to be supported by the Federation. ... 
But the yield [in terms of participant diversity] 
is significant. … On the other hand, if we 
were to pitch it to Upper East Side [affluent 
families, it could be sustainable], but those 
are very different missions. The first option 
will require long-term Federation support. 
The other option puts us in a different niche 
as a fee-for-service model; we will have to 
determine if it’s mission-aligned for us. 

—Bronfman Center executive leader

2 As this report is being finalized, it has become known that Sababa Surf Camp has found a new operational home in Common 
Point Queens, a Jewish Community Center in the Forest Hills section of Queens. 
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The original vision of the New York Teen Initiative 
to bring programs to full financial independence has 
been nuanced over time. It has become clear that 
programs do not need to rely solely on participant 
fees in order to successfully operate over the long 
term. For some programs, long-term sustainability 
may also include ongoing support in the form of 

subsidization of participant scholarships and/or 
covering operational costs, such as staff salaries. 
To reach broad audiences, including less-affluent 
families (who can be deterred from participating in 
Jewish life due to the cost of doing so), programs will 
need to identify the optimal mix of philanthropic 
and fee-based revenue streams.
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Concluding Thoughts

The Legacy of the New York Teen Initiative
The seven-year, multimillion-dollar investment that was the New York Teen Initiative has left its mark on the 
field of Jewish teen engagement in several ways.

NYTI has inspired legacy providers of Jewish teen programming to generate innovative programmatic 
models (especially in the case of Israel travel programs). This is more a case of inside-the-box than 
outside-the-box innovation—making modifications to existing products—but a disruption of the field, 
all the same.

NYTI has established and operationalized a model for marketing Jewish programs through a web-
based clearinghouse for Jewish teen programming (FindYourSummer.org). This is a model that has 
now been picked up and replicated in many other communities. 

NYTI provided an opportunity for The Jewish Education Project to build capacity and know-how that 
has enabled it now to take on the leadership of RootOne, a massive expansion of responsibility with 
potentially far-reaching implications for the field of teen engagement. This capacity was developed 
and honed through The Jewish Education Project’s role as operating partner for the New York Teen 
Initiative. 

The New YorConcluding Thoughts
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Innovating with a Constancy 
of Purpose
Launched with a desire to engage both an 
increasing number and a greater diversity of 
Jewish teens in Jewish educational experiences, 
the New York Teen Initiative has helped bring into 
being programs that have the capacity to fulfill 
these tasks in a sustainable fashion. Through a 
willingness to fail forward and to learn through 
experimentation, the Initiative has identified 
the platforms and partners best suited for such 
tasks. It has cultivated resources and technologies 
that can facilitate this work, and it has nurtured 
Jewish educators capable of carrying out the work. 
These are achievements the significance of which 
continues to expand. 

Looking back over the past seven years, it is 
possible to see a strong throughline in the journey 
of discovery that has been the New York Teen 
Initiative. By comparison to many other partner 
communities in the Jewish Teen Education and 
Engagement Funder Collaborative, the New York 
Teen Initiative has held unusually firm to its 
original vision for how to grow the field of Jewish 
teen engagement. Throughout these seven years, 
its core focus has continued to be on enabling 
compelling summer programs to fulfill their 
potential and to continue fulfilling that potential. 
This was the focus of Year 1 of the Initiative, and it 
continues to be the case beyond Year 7 with UJA-
Federation continuing to work with some of the 
programs seeded during the last few years with the 
aim of stabilizing them for the long term.

This unusual constancy of purpose is testament to 
the perseverance required to establish and stabilize 
innovative educational enterprises. This constancy 
of purpose is surely due in large part to the 
Initiative’s stable leadership among the Funding 

Partners—at UJA-Federation of New York and the 
Jim Joseph Foundation. The same people who led 
the launch of the Initiative are all still playing key 
roles as the Initiative sunsets. This stability has 
underpinned both a continuity of purpose and a 
willingness to innovate while remaining focused 
on those original purposes. Stable leadership of 
this kind is hard to create ex nihilo; it is impossible 
to legislate. And yet, this component of the NYTI 
story may ultimately prove to have been the secret 
sauce in the Initiative’s fusion of continuity and 
change.

Innovation Where You’d Least 
Expect It
In the case of the New York Teen Initiative, 
seeding, cultivating, and growing innovative 
programmatic models was not only hard work; 
it was also sometimes surprising. One could not 
have predicted that DOROT, an organization 
focused on an intergenerational approach to 
serving seniors, would come up with a new 
model for engaging diverse teens in meaningful 
Jewish content, and then scale and expand 
that model. One would not have expected that 
entrepreneurial Jewish educators with a creative 
idea, given sufficient support and fertile ground 
for experimentation, would implement a scalable 
program and then find a new organizational home 
for their programs, as in the cases of Sababa Surf 
Camp and Roots Israel. This would have been 
surprising under normal circumstances, even more 
so during the abnormal reality of the COVID-19 
pandemic. One of the notable successes of the 
New York Teen Initiative was its support of 
programmatic creativity and innovation in both 
predictable places, such as large national Jewish 
organizations, and in less predictable ones, too. 
The Initiative shows that innovation can come 
from almost anywhere. 



Data for the evaluation of the New York Teen Initiative in 2021 was collected through:

Appendix A: Methodology

a. UJA-Federation of New York professional leaders (4) and lay leaders (4)

b. The Jewish Education Project professional leaders (5)

c. The Jim Joseph Foundation leaders (3)

d. Director of the Jewish Teen Education and Engagement Funder Collaborative (1) 

e. Directors of NYTI “alumni” programs (10)

f. Directors of NYTI 2021 programs (8)

1 Interviews and focus groups with 35 key informants from: 

3 Survey of teens who participated in NYTI 2021 programs (N = 160) 

2 Survey of parents of NYTI 2021 participants and scholarship recipients (N = 64)

4 Survey of FindYourSummer.org users (N = 76)

5 Analysis of data recorded by Find Your Summer Ambassadors (N = 302)
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Program 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 TOTAL

Cohort I

Brushstrokes 0
Interfaith Israel 0
Jewish Teen Institute for Innovation 0
AJSS JAM 8 28 36
InternNYC 15 18 33
JustAct 15 15
PopUp for Change 9 16 25
Sababa Surf Camp 38 70 56 48 33 120 210 575
ARTEL Teen Fellowship 21 19 15 13 14 82
DOROT Manhattan 18 20 20 20 21 211 22 142
DOROT Riverdale 11 15 16 161 17 75
DOROT Shorefront 161 16 32

Cohort II

Zeke Teen Travel 11 16 9 36
URJ 6 Points Sci-Tech Israel 28 42 31 Paused 35 136
Next Step Israel 26 56 41 Paused 66 189
Roots Israel 32 43 61 Paused2 111 247
EVC: Food & Farm Road Trip 36 36 36 108
EVC: Project Pizza 11 11
EVC: EV B’Emet (virtual program) 181 18
EVC: Food & Forest Adirondack 
Adventure 27 27

Bronfman

Bronfman Center: Summer
Excelerator 20 193 15 54

Bronfman Center: Rewired 221 11 33

TOTAL 100 179 251 289 293 132 530 1,874

1 Program offered virtually in summer 2020.
2  About 80 teens registered for Roots Israel 2020 before it was canceled.
3 Summer 2020 program offered as a hybrid of virtual educational experiences and virtual or in-person internship experiences.

Appendix B: NYTI Programs Seeded
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Summaries of NYTI Programs Incubated

DOROT’s Summer Teen Internship Program selects up to 18 high school 
students to help alleviate loneliness and social isolation for seniors through 
a variety of engaging volunteer tasks and onsite and online intergenerational 
programs. The program explores social justice and Jewish communal connections 
within the context of volunteering. Interns may also: 

• Learn to make a short documentary film

• Lead weekly teleconference or online discussion groups

• Run an intergenerational field trip to a local museum

• Cook and share meals with homebound seniors

Sababa Surf Camp looks to capitalize on the setting of the beach, the exhilarating 
and spiritual nature of surfing, and the growing popularity of Jewish mindfulness 
activities to provide a week of “No Worries,” physical challenge, and profound 
Jewish content for Jewish teens. Teens are often over-programmed and over-
stressed, and Sababa Surf Camp is a respite from that pressure. By stretching 
themselves through learning to surf and deep, personal Jewish teachings, sessions 
will provide tools to help teens find balance during the school year.

Just Act: NYC was envisioned to be a local, non-residential summer program for 
Jewish teens in New York City who are passionate about theater. The program was 
intended to meet Monday through Thursday for four weeks and include evening 
performances, with three daily meetings at the Irondale Ensemble Project in Fort 
Greene, Brooklyn. One day a week, the program design includes participant travel 
throughout New York City.

In the ARTEL program, teens travel throughout Israel for two weeks, exploring 
Israel’s contributions to studio arts and hi-tech. Upon returning home, with 
assistance and guidance from mentors, teens work throughout the year to create 
visual art and/or hi-tech community projects highlighting their abilities and 
self-expression of Jewish identity. This program is designed to engage teens from 
Russian-speaking families.

The Big Tent Judaism/Interfaith Israel Summer Teen Fellowship was intended to 
be a 12-day experience in Israel for teens from interfaith families to examine the 
country by learning about its many peoples, faiths, cultures, and foods. Program 
design included exposure to Israel’s history, nature, and politics.
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Over several weeks, teens take over an open urban space, such as a food truck or 
vacant storefront, and transform it into vibrant PopUp restaurants or boutiques 
related to Jewish values of social justice. Applying the principles of design thinking, 
teens learn how to solve problems by first understanding the needs of the people in 
the community. This hands-on program gives young people the chance to develop 
practical skills, connect more deeply with Jewish values, and make real change in 
the world.

InternNYC is a selective, structured, supportive summer internship program for a 
community of NYC teen leaders that invites an exploration of individual passions, 
talents, and interests through a Jewish lens. This five-week program offers a cohort 
of teens the opportunity for on-site work in a field of interest, full group activities 
and learning, and mentoring from inspiring Jewish role models and professional 
leaders. To incorporate greater purpose and meaning, InternNYC is deeply rooted 
in Jewish values.

Food & Farm Road Trip was a three-week domestic travel program that took 10th 
and 11th graders on a tour of farms and communities in the United States’ south, 
allowing them to learn about sustainable food production through Jewish values. 

Project Pizza offered teens the opportunity to operate a pop-up pizza truck in a 
low-income urban neighborhood, where they prepare and sell (for a suggested 
donation amount) pizza from locally sourced organic materials.

Food & Forest Adirondack Adventure invites teens to truly unplug and tap into 
their true self in the Adirondack backcountry. Participants paddle, hike, and 
adventure through the Adirondacks as they practice new survival skills, learn about 
backcountry cooking, test their limits, and learn to rely on themselves and their 
community. This trip includes three days of preparation before taking a bus up to 
the Adirondacks for 10 days of canoeing, including a day of rest among the trees 
for Shabbat.

In the Jewish Teen Institute for Innovation, it was intended that Jewish teens 
would engage with people, teachings, and events that shape an inspired Jewish 
life and have a Jewish experience that nurtures awareness of global issues and 
one’s role in social change. The plan was that over the course of eight months, 
teens would experience two weekend retreats, a 10-day International Institute 
in Panama, and a NYC-based accelerator, where they would reflect on their 
experiences, gain entrepreneurial skills, and develop an idea for social change.

JAM (Judaism. Action. Mitzvot.) is a 14-day service-learning, skill-building 
intensive that seeks to engage NY-area teens from across the spectrum of Jewish 
knowledge, practice, and observance. This project launched in Memphis, TN, and 
provided an opportunity to link service with Jewish values and give participants 
the tools to effect change. JAM exposed teens to a community that differs 
significantly from NY and introduced them to Southern Jewish hospitality.
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6 Points Sci-Tech Israel allows teens to explore Israel as a living laboratory where 
science and technology meet the Jewish past, present, and future. Teens engage in 
an interactive learning environment that seamlessly incorporates Jewish values and 
history while exploring Israel’s role as a global innovator in science and technology. 
Participants explore the history of how the Jewish people came to Israel as 
merchants, craftsmen, and traders, and became entrepreneurs, researchers, and 
inventors. Sci-Tech Israel offers the best of two worlds: visiting iconic sites like 
Masada, the Kotel, and Independence Hall while also meeting with global experts 
in fields such as renewable energy and computer tech.

Summer Excelerator is a six-week paid internship program for current high 
school sophomores, juniors, and seniors. Summer Excelerator matches students 
with internships at a variety of public and private sector employers throughout 
New York City. Summer Excelerator blends real-world professional experience 
with leadership development trainings and Jewish identity building. Summer 
Excelerator uses New York City as its canvas for participants to explore their 
identities while gaining valuable professional and leadership skills.

Summer Excelerator Rewired is an independent learning module for teens. 
These virtual modules give teens the opportunity to learn professional, leadership, 
and Jewish identity skills from the comfort of home. Modules are released weekly 
for six weeks, and participants have access to Summer Excelerator staff for 
individualized coaching.

Next Step Israel is a five-week competitive internship in Israel for teens who want 
to experience working in a field of their choice. Teens learn critical work skills, 
spend time touring Israel, and personally connect to the land and our shared 
heritage through experiential learning. Interns work four days a week in their 
chosen field and spend the evenings reunited as a group, exploring the culture of 
Israel and Judaism through outings, workshops, and group learning. Weekends are 
spent touring and include special trips with Shabbat programming across Israel.  

Roots Israel is a four-week journey where teens travel all over Israel, making a 
difference for the land and people in a fun and meaningful way. Participants plant 
trees, spend time on farms, work with soldiers with disabilities in the Negev, and 
help beautify a Bedouin community—while exploring issues of environmentalism 
and social sustainability and earning community service hours along the way. 

Appendix B: NYTI Programs Seeded21



info@rosovconsulting.com
www.rosovconsulting.com

USA
2095 Rose Street
Suite 101
Berkeley, CA 94709

Tel 510-848-2502

ISRAEL
Emek Refaim 43/a
Second Floor
Jerusalem 9314103

Tel 972-2-582-4322


