As you reflect on your time in the PLA, how have you grown, and how has the academy impacted you personally?

Since my first year at Penn State, I think I have changed quite a bit and the academy has certainly been a large part of that change. I am more confident, more assertive, and more critical, all three of which I have improved by being in the academy.

When I first came to Penn State, I was planning to major in biochemistry and work in a lab after graduation. During my sophomore year, I was struggling with physics. A lot. I was not happy in some of my classes. I loved the labs and I made a few friends, but there was a lot of work and I wasn't happy doing it. Was I supposed to be suffering through four years of classes I felt unattached to so that I could eventually work in a lab that I may or may not have enjoyed? There was a lot of uncertainty and a lot of questing what I wanted. Those questions were compounded by the love I had for some of my general education classes. While they were just gen eds, I felt more passionate about them than my major classes. For a lot of my friends, gen eds were what they had to suffer through in order to graduate, for me it was the other way around. I was supposed to love what I was learning. Yes there were supposed to be challenging classes that made me think and work harder, but I should have enjoyed the topic or found the work worthwhile nonetheless.

Talking with and learning from Dr. Spanier during the fall semester of sophomore year, I learned about passion and dedication. Each class session with us, he would talk about yet another aspect of his work, usually at the end of a long flight from a conference he just presented at. His dedication to the PLA and his passion for this program was evident in every session. He loved teaching us, and that dedication came through in every class. I still cannot believe the number of different aspects of his job. Each class, he spoke for an hour about a different responsibility he had as the president of a big ten university. Some of my favorite classes were when he spoke about the various committees he served on, sharing his leadership experience with other university and state officials. You could see in every class just how much he loved doing all of this. And when he was no longer able to be president of the University, you could see how upset it made him. I wanted the same sort of passion for my studies as Dr. Spanier had for his job. While I took some time to really figure out what I wanted, I was sure that studying physics would not be part of my plan. I am confident that changing my major to something I am deeply passionate about, Jewish studies, would be the right decision. And it was. 

Something else the PLA helped me with over my time at Penn State was being assertive. I consider myself a quiet person. I don’t like to shout the answers out in a large lecture hall. Usually, I whisper them quietly to my neighbor, which really annoyed some of my high school friends. They told me, “If you know the answer, just say it!” I was scared of being wrong and overcorrected by not saying much of anything out loud. That changed at Penn State. I attended my school for 14 years before coming to Penn State, pre-kindergarten through senior year. Everyone one of my 44 classmates and the majority of the faculty knew me; they knew what I was like and how I behaved. But at Penn State, I was not in a class of 45, I was in a class of 7,000. I had a unique history that needed to be shared. 

PLA helped me find my voice. On our various trips and speaker events, one of the common threads of all of them was that the people we were meeting were not handed their lives on a silver plate. They all worked for what they had and made their own dreams come true. From speaking with them, I learned that not only do you have to find your passion, but also you have to make it happen. Ask questions, make meetings, have interviews, network, but most importantly, take an active role in your future. These are the messages I used when I created a family education program for the Hebrew school. I knew that running a religious school was something I wanted to do, so I went into work and tried to show what I could do, given the opportunity. I proved to myself that this was something I could do; a success would improve my confidence to excel during and after graduate school. Nobody told me to plan this program, but this was something I had wanted to do for a while and I had the motivation, and the time, to really put an effort into creating a purposeful and meaningful family education program. I asserted myself in a work environment, and I think it paid off, at least I hope the families enjoyed it!

Finally, I have changed over the past four years by being more critical of situations. Not pessimistic, but critical. This has really been the case at Hillel board meetings. The student board is responsible for all programming that occurs throughout the school year. We had weekly meetings to program, plan, and discuss what was going on for the rest of the year. It was our job to make sure that we were using our time as effectively as possible. Someone might really have wanted to have a laser tag event. Wonderful. They worked out all the details and had everything ready to go, but then someone asked why we were doing this event. It was not enough to just be able to plan an event, the events had to have some sort of purpose. Why was Hillel organizing this event? What function does it serve to improve Jewish life on campus? When no one had a good answer, the response was usually “to facilitate social connections between Jews at Penn State.” Which meant that a group of friends wanted to go play laser tag, but didn’t want to pay for it, so they made it a Hillel event. Over the course of my three years on student board, I increasingly became the one to ask that why question. Yes there is a purpose to social events organized by Hillel, if everything had a religious purpose behind it, no one would show up. However, Hillel should organize some social events, while others were really not Hillel’s responsibility. 

The PLA has encouraged me to ask those questions, to really analyze what we were doing and why. Our class discussions over the years have shown me that opinions are valuable, especially when articulated eloquently. I would be much more inclined to support a social program if the person organizing it could confidently explain the purpose of their program. I loved the conversations in PLA because they were conversations, each comment building or reflecting on the previous one. In most Hillel discussions, the conversations were cyclical; we would repeat the same points in various voices without moving the conversation forward. While it was sometimes intimidating to speak in C-9 Atherton, especially when topics I was not partial to, like politics, came up, over time I found my voice. It wasn’t always a voice that brought a new point to the discussion; sometimes I questioned what had already been said. It can be easy to just say what you’re thinking sometimes. But I think it is much more challenging to figure out why you said what you did. By being critical of others’ opinions, I hope that I made them think about what they were saying to ensure that they really said what they thought they said. 

These four years have gone by very quickly. It’s really hard to believe that in a few short days my time at Penn State will be over. But I leave a different person than when I arrived. The PLA, Hillel, teaching at Hebrew school, my classes, and my friends, have all helped to shape me into the person that I am today. I wouldn’t change anything, other than slowing down a little to really enjoy what these four years offered me. 
