Assess your development as a leader over the past four years. 

When I came to Penn State, I was the product of fourteen years at an all-girls private school in Philadelphia. My senior class had 45 students, 12 of whom I'd known since pre-kindergarten. Coming into a freshman class of 7,000, ten times the size of my entire k-12 school was daunting to say the least. But I was certainly not afraid to get involved. During my first year at Penn State, I was a member of a THON OPP Committee, a member of the Hillel Student Board, a teacher at Brit Shalom, and I was selected to be part of the Presidential Leadership Academy. I knew I wanted to keep myself busy and jumped into these numerous activities doing just that. But I wouldn't consider myself a leader in these organizations during my freshman year. It took time to build the skills and confidence to move up the leadership ladder. The two examples for this essay will be my leadership development through teaching and Hillel.

            Three years ago, the synagogue was not too keen on hiring freshman. They were still transitioning from high school and they didn't have much experience. When one of the teachers left mid-year for her student teaching internship, I was offered an interview with the director of education. She asked my about my background and my experience and gave me scenarios looking to see how I would handle certain situations. She liked what she saw and hired me to teach 3rd grade Hebrew. I was the only freshman. The following year I took on a second class, teaching 4th grade Hebrew and Jewish studies. I was building my experience, getting to know my students and finding a home at Brit Shalom.

My junior year I was still teaching two classes, but I wanted to take on more responsibility. I worked with the education director to develop and implement a family education program. I spent all year brainstorming and planning, organizing and leading. I ran staff meetings explaining what we would be doing at this event and what I expected from my fellow teachers. During the event, I was running around, checking on each station, solving problems, and setting up for the culminating station: the Seder. At the end of the day, I led the entire school in a Seder for Tu B'Shevat, calling on the various groups to read or perform what they prepared during the day.

In my last year at the synagogue, I am the senior teacher, the only one who has been there for four years. My knowledge and experience has made other teachers look up to me. The education director trusts me and expects me to be a role model for the other teachers. I have only embraced more responsibility by mentoring freshman teachers and answering questions for those unsure how to deal with a certain situation.

When working at the synagogue, I changed from someone who just wanted to teach kids to someone leading the school in a family education program. I took on more responsibility and shared my work with a larger population. As a leader, I was more extroverted and willing to speak to a larger group and be a model for greener teachers. My passion for teaching and educating was becoming more pronounced and I knew that Jewish education is the field where I want to work after graduation. 

Another experience that has helped me become the person I am today has been Hillel, the foundation for Jewish life on campus. Early in my freshman year, I came to events and regularly attended Shabbat. I met some of my best friends at Hillel. But Hillel was more than just a social outlet for me; it was one of the places where I developed my Jewish leadership identity.

In November, I applied for student board and I was not selected. However, the director of Hillel, Aaron, spoke to me and asked me if I wanted a different position. I told him I didn't really care what I did, but I wanted more experience with Hillel. I assumed the role of Holocaust Education chair, responsible for all Holocaust programming for Hillel for the year.

That first term on board intimidated me. There were many older students whom I didn't really know who had been involved with Hillel for three years. I was a young freshman trying to put on a Holocaust memorial event without stepping on anyone's toes. About a week before the event, I put my name on the agenda and explained what I had organized for our Holocaust program. Out of nowhere, this inexperienced freshman shocked the board with her exceptional organization for an event they had barely heard of. With a little help from Aaron, I scheduled a speaker, booked a room, filled out the necessary paperwork, contacted advertising, and executed this Holocaust event for about 80 people.

The success of that event proved not only to me, but also to Hillel staff that I could take on more responsibility and leadership within the organization. The following term, I was asked to run for the position of vice president. I applied and was selected. Through the role of vice president, I learned how to lead. In my first term, I was a doer, but as vice president, I was a leader. I modeled expectations for board members. I made personal relationships with board members to ensure that they were doing what they wanted on board and helping them get the experience they wanted. I wasn't planning programs as much as solving problems, assisting friends, and asking questions to help us as a board stay directed on a path to accomplish our goals.

Being vice-president put me in a spotlight position where everyone saw what I was doing and how I was doing it. It taught me a lot about leadership styles and myself. And I learned that I don't love the spotlight. I prefer to work with a small group of friends and help them accomplish their goals than to be a more of a public spokesperson for this organization.

Hillel has helped me find my voice. It has given me the confidence to ask hard questions and make sure our organization is accomplishing its mission. During my three terms on board, I have had three very different experiences, but each one has helped transform me from the timid freshman to the outgoing leader I am today.

So, how have I developed as a leader over the past four years? My experiences in Hillel, and teaching have taught me how to think critically about a situation, ask hard questions and lead by example. The Presidential Leadership Academy has been a wonderful outlet to think about our life experiences and what they mean in terms of our leadership development. We have been given the tools and opportunities to develop into exceptional leaders after graduation. 

