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What Can Schools Learn 

from Summer Camps
About Special Education?

ewish camp works as an educational experience. 
What can schools learn from camps?

This mantra echoes across many conversations, from kiddush after shul to board of 
education meetings to thoughtful conversation among educators 
looking for fresh ideas and models of educational success to re-
fresh and renew areas of practice.

What is it that draws the conversation to camp success? First, there 
is a growing awareness of Jewish camps and the powerful Jewish 
impact these programs are making on campers. Second, we must 
consider contributing factors like setting (rural and beautiful), time 
of year (summer) and access to national resources for both staff and 
programs. However, at the heart of the matter, it comes down to 
this: for the best camps, the success is in Jewish community build-
ing. Supporting that community are strong friendships, joyful Jew-
ish living through song, dance, arts, and athletic challenge, peer-
led programming and religious expression as well as engagement 
with Israeli peers as fellow campers and staff members.

Is there a niche in this world for the special needs camper, and is 
anything transferable to the year-round school setting?

The network of Ramah camps includes special needs programs at 
seven camps across North America. While general camp registra-
tion is regionalized, special needs registration is open to the entire 
North American Jewish community based on the profi le of each 
camper. Each Ramah camp focuses on a segment of the special 
needs spectrum and collaborates across the Ramah movement 
to place the camper applicant in the program that best suits the 
camper.

The Tikvah program of Camp Ramah in Wisconsin serves campers with learning and 
social diffi culties including Asperger syndrome. Current participants in the Tikvah 
program live in the Midwest, Canada, Connecticut, New York, New Jersey, North 
Carolina, Georgia, and Florida. Several of these campers are day school students. 
Many attend local religious schools and participate in youth group programs.

How does Camp Ramah in Wisconsin build community? Who is included in the com-
munity? Former Tikvah counselor Adam Broms explains:

Campers in Tikvah often have a hard time fi tting in at home, may not have many friends, 
and are seldom given the chance to fully develop socially or Jewishly. At camp, Tikvah 
provides a safe space for them to feel accepted, develop friendships and explore Judaism in 
ways they cannot elsewhere. Tikvah gives campers individual attention to develop their so-

cial and vocational skills while integrating 
them into the broader camp community.

The program highlights a very important 
value: that each individual has something 

to learn and contribute, and that every 
individual should have an opportunity for 
that discovery and expression.

As a Tikvah staff member for three years, I 
experienced fi rst-hand the power of this in-
credible program. Facilitating these expe-
riences provided me an opportunity for my 
own discovery. The program encouraged 
me to rethink my approach to communi-
cation and collaboration. I pushed myself 
to fi nd alternative methods for group de-
velopment and new approaches to prob-
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lem solving. My experience became not just 
about my campers’ growth, but also about 
my own.

The impact is felt around the camp and well 
beyond the end of the summer season. As one 
example, Tikvah at Camp Ramah in Wis-
consin pairs 10th graders with Tikvah camp-
ers for an entire summer. These chaveirim 
spend time together, play games, take walks, 
and create long-term friendships that are 
fundamental to a camper’s social develop-
ment. One participant in the chaveirim 
program said to me, “I originally thought 
that Tikvah was about working with people 
with different disabilities, but I realize that 
it is really just hanging out with people with 
different personalities.”

This idea is affirmed by a father of 
a Tikvah camper:

Our son said to us after the first week 
at camp that he never realized that this is 
what life could be like. There were actually 
people talking to him, coming up to him to 
ask him to do activities. He was finally in an 
environment that accepted him… One of 
the main skills Mitch learned at camp was 
how to develop a friendship. He had never 
really developed a real friendship with any-
one at home. At camp he had many friends.

And by another parent:

The Tikvah and Atzmayim [vocational] 
programs have been life changing for my 
daughter and therefore life changing for 
me. They have been wonderful in establish-
ing her Jewish identity, increasing her in-
dependent level of functioning and mostly 
giving her a social group and a sense of 
belonging with peers which she was miss-
ing and probably still would be missing if it 
weren’t for the Tikvah program.

What happens at Camp Ramah in Wiscon-
sin that can translate to a school setting?

Educating typical students on how to in-
teract with special needs peers, by:

•	 Providing a framework for meaningful 
interaction.

•	 Allowing friendships to form and 
flourish.

The Machon (10th grade) and Tikvah 
campers get together twice a week for 
an hour as chaveirim. This one-on-one 
time has produced amazing results. Al-
though much thought goes into the pair-
ing, both the Machon and Tikvah camp-
ers are initially very hesitant. Tikvah staff 
members support the Machon chaveirim 
by meeting with them for an hour each 
week for “Machon enrichment,” allowing 
them to ask questions about their Tikvah 
chaveirim in a safe and nonjudgmental 
atmosphere as concerns come up. The 
chaveirim hear things like “I want to be 
your girlfriend” and “Can I live in your 
cabin?” The Tikvah staff members provide 
suggestions on interacting with teens with 

special needs and lead sessions 
including:

•	 A discussion on the characteristics of 
atypical and special teens

•	 A look at Moshe as a great leader of 
the Jewish people who initially told 
G-d he was “slow of speech and not a 
man of many words” who asked “why 
should they (people of Israel) believe 
me?”

•	 Role playing ways to communicate 
appropriately with all people and not 
give mixed messages

While everything is done to provide a 
level of comfort, Machon campers are not 
required to work with Tikvah campers. 
One interesting observation about this 
partnership: it is not uncommon to have 
one or two Machon campers who don’t 
always follow all the rules of camp or listen 
to their counselors. Yet when they interact 
with Tikvah peers, they display appropri-
ate and respectful behavior.

Some feedback we’ve heard from Machon 
campers:

I thought they (Tikvah campers) were really 
different but they are more like us than dif-
ferent.

I initially thought I would be helping my 
Tikvah chaveirah the most. But I think I 
learned more than she did.

My experience with Tikvah made my sum-
mer.

Our aim is to teach sensitivity, respect 
and that each person is created betzelem 
Elokim, in the image of G-d. We have 
also created an inclusive community 
where it is not acceptable for a typical 
camper to bully a camper from Tikvah. 
The typical campers tend to monitor 
each other so Tikvah kids are not pushed 
aside.

Outside of the chaveirim program, tenth 
grade campers may elect to work in a less 

intensive but still rewarding way with 
Tikvah campers during tefillot (morning 
services), swimming or sports. Tikvah and 
the tenth graders also partner to put on a 
lunch theater production. They write the 
script together and the tenth graders help 
campers in the Tikvah program learn their 
lines.

These two divisions also put on a musical 
together in Hebrew for the whole camp. 
Although most Tikvah campers are in the 
chorus, several Tikvah campers have siz-
able parts every summer. Finally, select 
Tikvah campers go with Machon on their 
five-day field trip.

Machon campers are not hindered by 
their interactions with campers from the 
Tikvah program. They enjoy their own 
full schedule of educational and rec-
reational activities. The Tikvah campers 
who accompany Machon on their trip 
are chosen by their ability to fit in and 
not hold the group back. Tikvah campers 
who have lead roles in the Hebrew mu-
sical are prepared for their performance, 
and a Tikvah camper who is chosen to 
lead tefillot for Machon or for the entire 
camp will meet the same high standards 

[continued on page 29]

At the heart of the matter, it comes down 
to this: for the best camps, the success is in 

Jewish community building. 
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as other campers.

A refl ection on the Tikvah staff experience 
by Lilli Flink:

Working as a counselor in the Tikvah pro-
gram has been extremely rewarding and 
challenging for many reasons. For two 
months straight, I eat, sleep, and breathe spe-
cial needs kids. My job tests my patience, but 
also makes me laugh harder than anything 
else. My campers struggle with behavioral 

and social disorders that inhibit them on a 
day-to-day basis, on both the individual and 
interpersonal levels. At camp, the Tikvah 
staff works to create a supportive, warm 
environment for our campers to succeed, 
cultivate positive relationships, and work 
towards individualized goals. These kids are 
infi nitely more than what they look like on 
paper or at fi rst glance. They are extremely 
talented; some are geniuses, some trivia 
fi ends, and others amazing artists and sing-
ers. As a part of the Tikvah program, my 
campers are not defi ned by what they cannot.

Being a Tikvah counselor has simultane-
ously tested my patience and forced me to re-
imagine the hidden and oft-overlooked po-
tential of adolescents with special needs. By 
leaving my comfort zone to create a magi-
cally positive and infl uential atmosphere 
like the one at camp, I have seen Tikvah 
campers create friendships with typical ado-
lescents that outlast the eight weeks of camp. 
It is truly a highlight to watch these bonds 
develop and enable our campers to take ad-
vantage of the opportunities that Ramah 
offers. ¿

[continued from page 27]

Student Profile:
Alex Carciente, Project ROPE Participant

My name is Alex Carciente. I 
am a junior at The Samuel 
Scheck Hillel Community 

Day School / The Ben Lipson Hil-
lel Community High School in North 
Miami Beach. I was born in Caracas, 
Venezuela. My dad was the president 
of La Asociacion Israelita de Venezuela, 
which is the Jewish community of Ven-
ezuela. I moved to upstate New York 
at the age of nine, and two years ago I 
moved to Florida.

At the beginning of 10th grade, Hillel’s 
assistant principal Joshua Meisels of-
fered me the oppor-
tunity to join Project 
ROPE. The program 
has taught me valu-
able skills that have 
helped me evolve into 
a more sophisticated 
individual. This year, 
Mr. Meisels offered 
me the opportunity 
of serving as ROPE's 
student lead. I was 
honored. I truly feel 
the work that we as 
a team do in ROPE 
really does help, not 
only those for whom 

we fundraise, but also ourselves as we 
become better people and better Jews.

This year’s ROPE team comprises ten 
talented high school students who work 
tirelessly throughout the year. We are 
not an after-school club or a class; we 
meet during lunch time as often as nec-
essary. So far we have visited two or-
ganizations as part of our research to 
understand who it is that we are really 
helping. For fundraising, we have added 
tzedakah boxes to all of our high school 
minyanim. We make use of our school’s 
theater productions to collect funds, 

and we are in the process of creating a 
video that we will show in all classes to 
make the student body more aware of 
what we do. Last year we produced a 
video that raised 400 dollars in just two 
days. The video pairs a series of touch-
ing photos with inspirational quotes. It 
helps people understand that there are 
people in dire need of aid, and that we 
have the ability to help them.

This year’s Project ROPE topic is pov-
erty, and within our group we have 
decided to focus on organizations 
that “help people help themselves.” 

In these rough eco-
nomic times, we feel 
it is important to help 
those who have lost 
their jobs – now un-
able to support their 
families – develop 
valuable skills that 
will empower them 
to rebuild their lives. 
As students of Hillel, 
we are very proud of 
what we accomplish 
with ROPE. We ac-
quire skills and learn 
values that we will 
keep for a lifetime. ¿

Alex Carciente (back row, left) and the Hillel Project ROPE team


