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We frequently encounter the claim that a particular Jewish educational experience will be “transformative” for the participants. The
language may be hyperbole. But it may also point to educators’
aspirations to affect not just knowledge and practice but character
and identity. In order to understand this phenomenon—not the
phenomenon of the use of the language of transformation, per se,
but the phenomenon of aspirational Jewish educational programs
—this article develops three case studies (Encounter, the
Bronfman Fellowship, and the Wexner Heritage Program). What
emerges from these cases is a set of models or theories of transformative change: the Maimonides model, learning a habit such
that, over time, habit becomes character; the paradise-and-exile
model, becoming a seeker after an ideal that one has glimpsed;
and the outsider-to-insider model, moving from a sense of fraudulence to a sense of confidence within a particular domain.

Character; domain-specificity;
identity; Jewish learning;
transformative learning

Introduction
In the world of innovative Jewish education project and programs, we frequently
encounter the claim that a particular experience will be “transformative” for the
participants. Not all programs aim at transformation, of course. But many do, or
say that they do. Program advocates who adopt this language believe that it is not
enough to envision their project having a modest impact. It is not enough to
increase the knowledge of participants, nor to strengthen their abilities in some
particular domain. It is certainly not enough for the participants merely to enjoy
themselves, or to want to come back for more. If innovators want their program
to get noticed, it seems—noticed by participants but also by funders and
supporters—they need to talk about transformation.
Perhaps the language of transformation is simply marketing hyperbole, in
which case it is hardly worthy of investigation. According to that skeptical
view, there is no reason to believe that the use of the term is grounded in any
well-reasoned conception of transformation. And there’s certainly no reason
to believe that those who are using this language have any evidence that their
programs are actually transformative for their participants in any way. These
CONTACT Jon A. Levisohn holds the Jack, Joseph and Morton Mandel Chair in Jewish Educational Thought at
Brandeis University, where he directs the Jack, Joseph and Morton Mandel Center for Studies in Jewish Education.
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skeptics have a point. We should not assume that, each time someone uses
the adjective “transformative” to describe a program, those usages can all be
subsumed under one coherent conception. We should definitely not assume
that those who use the term are basing their rhetoric on any evidence.
And yet, beyond the marketing hyperbole, there may be a more substantive
reason that the language of transformation is so prominent. Without claiming
that the term is fully justified or that each program that employs the term
subscribes to a particular theory of transformation, we might hypothesize that
the impulse to use the adjective “transformative” embodies an ambitious attitude
on the part of program leaders. That ambitious attitude, in turn, is linked to a
powerful intrinsic motivation to bring about a certain kind of profound change.
In fact, if this hypothesis is correct, then whether or not educators or programs
actually use the term “transformative” is irrelevant. We don’t care about the term
itself. We care about what it may point toward.
In other words, perhaps educators talk about transformative Jewish education (if they do) not only because they think this is what their prospective
participants want to hear, nor because they think this is what their prospective
donors want to hear. Perhaps it is also what they themselves want to hear.
When they talk about transformative Jewish education, they are also talking to
themselves, expressing their own highest aspirations. Even if they cannot
articulate exactly what or how, they aspire to have the kind of impact that
transforms lives. They want to do more than just teach participants certain
ideas or skills. They want to go deeper—to shape character, to have an
influence on how participants move through the world. They want to believe
that their efforts can affect not just what participants know and not just what
they can do, but even their identities, that is, who they are and who they
understand themselves to be.1

1

By proposing that we should understand the claims of transformation in terms of Jewish educators’ aspirations to affect
identity, the present inquiry stands in tension with the dominant trend in the literature on transformative (adult)
education. Kegan (2000), in reflecting not just on his own work but on the work of Jack Mezirow (e.g., 1978a, 1978b,
1990, 1997, 2000) and others, asks “what form transforms”? In other words, when we’re talking about transformative
education, what is it that becomes transformed through the process? His answer: A way of knowing, an epistemology
(in the psychological sense, not the philosophical; Levisohn & Phillips, 2011), a frame of reference, a habit of mind, a
cognitive perspective. This is the dominant trend—but it has not gone unchallenged. Taylor (2000) calls attention to
the conceptual confusion among these categories. And more importantly for the present purposes, Illeris (2004,
2014a, 2014b) argues that what transforms is not cognitive perspective but in fact identity. The present inquiry, then,
aligns with Illeris in this respect, although Illeris, like others in the literature on transformative adult education, focuses
on global, domain-neutral changes in identity—who a person is, in general, rather than who she understands herself
to be within a particular domain. As we will see, our analysis focuses on the latter. Some readers may wonder about
the relationship of this inquiry to other work by the present author and others that calls into question the prevalent
use of “Jewish identity” in Jewish educational discourse (see Levisohn & Kelman, forthcoming). This is not the place to
reprise the arguments of that work. However, those readers are urged to notice that, while the three programs that we
will examine understand their transformative goal in terms of effect on identity (character, self-understanding, how
participants see themselves in the world), none of the three programs claim that their goal is to “strengthen Jewish
identity.” The latter construct relies on an assumption of the existence of a quality that can be strengthened (Jewish
identity can be stronger or weaker, less or more). The former assumes no such thing, but rather simply identifies a
quality—the quality of identity, which as we have already noted may be domain-specific, i.e., who a person
understands herself to be within a particular domain—that transcends knowledge and ability.
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Of course, to suggest that the language of transformative Jewish education may
capture an aspiration on the part of educators, and specifically an aspiration to
affect the character and identity of participants or students, does not actually tell us
much about the content of the concept. Transform character in what way?
Transform identity into what? But unfortunately, we lack a research base to say
much more than this. Scholars have not undertaken patient, empirically grounded
theory building. Some documentation of programs does exist, but the kind of
inquiry that will be useful to the field has to go beyond funder-driven evaluations of
whether a program “worked” or met its goals. Nonprofit organizations are often
asked to produce a “theory of change,” which identifies their desired outcomes and
then works backwards to articulate precisely how the particular steps (strategies,
projects, actions) will operate with the inputs and produce the desired outputs and
eventually outcomes. An educational organization seeking transformation should
instead generate a “theory of transformational change,” identifying their desired
transformations and articulating precisely how their particular pedagogies and
educational experiences will help their particular participants to change in the
desired ways. Given the state of our discourse, this is exceptionally hard to do.
This inquiry is an effort to lay some of the groundwork. Our focus will be on
what educators in a specific set of programs mean by their use of the language of
transformation, or alternatively, their implicit theory of transformative change.
Assessment questions (does the reality match the rhetoric? does a particular
program actually bring about transformation?) are certainly important, but before
we can possibly undertake them, we need a better and more nuanced understanding of what the program is intended to do. Before we start assessing transformation, we need to know what we are looking for. Even more importantly, the
educators who work within any program that claims to be transformational—
those educators who, we suggested above, are expressed their highest aspirations
for their programs—also need to develop their understandings of exactly what they
are trying to do, and how. They need to do so both to increase their own
intentionality and focus, and to induct other (new) educators into those
aspirations.
For these purposes, we will examine a set of three initiatives, the leaders of
which embrace the goal of transformation—initiatives which, moreover, can
make plausible (though of course unproven) claims about transformation.
The three cases studied will be Encounter, the Bronfman Fellowship, and the
Wexner Heritage Program. What, we wonder, can we learn about transformative Jewish education by studying these three cases?2

2

In the interest of full disclosure, the author has relationships with all three organizations—as a board member of
the first, as a faculty member of the second (in July 2017, subsequent to the drafting of this article), and as a
recipient of a fellowship from the Wexner Foundation (and, as an alumnus, an active member of the Wexner
community) in the third case. These various entanglements surely affect the analysis in conscious and unconscious ways. However, since there is no effort here to evaluate the organizations or to demonstrate their
effectiveness, there is no actual conflict of interest. Furthermore, the relationship with Encounter and
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We do not approach this question blindly, however, because as already
noted, there exists a developed literature on transformative education in
general education.3 That literature is dominated by Jack Mezirow (Kokkos
et al., 2015), who developed the concept in the context of his work on adult
learners, and whose framework initially shaped our ideas about what we
might find in the cases.4 When we examine the three Jewish educational
projects and programs, in other words, we will seek to understand how and
in what ways they seem to be consistent with Mezirow’s model of transformation, and in what ways they may differ. That’s our starting point, our
point of reference. The next section of this article, therefore, will introduce
Mezirow, before we turn to our cases.
Mezirow’s model of transformation
At the heart of Mezirow’s account of transformation is the following definition: “Transformative learning is the process of effecting change in a frame of
reference” (Mezirow, 1997, p. 5). Transformation, that is, requires a fundamental shift of perspective. And this is particular to adults because, he
continues, “Adults have acquired a coherent body of experience—associations, concepts, values, feelings, conditioned responses—frames of reference
that define their life world” (Mezirow, 1997, p. 5). Adults, in other words,
have been formed, which is a necessary precondition to being transformed.
Adults have frames of reference, and transformation is about changing those
frames of reference. This is in contrast to children, who in some sense are not
yet formed. As Illeris (2014a) puts it, “Because there is not yet anything to
transform [in children,] the conclusion must be that real transformative
learning cannot normally take place in childhood” (p. 158).
This is not the place for an extended review of the developmental psychology literature on the differences between adults and children, but we can at
least note that the basic claim—that children do not yet have a “frame of
reference” and adults do—seems underevidenced and undertheorized in the
transformative adult education literature. There is surely some sense in which
Bronfman began only subsequent to the conference to which they were invited, and the Wexner Graduate
Fellowship that the author received is programmatically unrelated to the Wexner Heritage Program.
3
While this is not the place for a comprehensive review of that literature, it is notable that, for many, transformative
learning has become, not a phenomenon to be studied, but rather a movement to be promoted. Illeris (2014b)
critiques this development and the confused thinking that accompanies it, drawing an unflattering comparison to
experiential education. In both cases, what began as modest descriptive efforts evolved into undiscriminating
movements that uncritically absorbed any number of thinly based pedagogical observations and poorly argued
suggestions.
4
There are other important perspectives in the literature on transformation among adults. Kegan and Lahey (2001,
2009), for example, document what they call “mental development” or the development of “mental complexity,”
arguing that adults develop over time but with three notable “plateaus”—which they label the “socialized mind,”
the “self-authoring mind,” and the “self-transforming mind”—and that movement from one plateau of mental
complexity to another plateau constitutes a kind of transformation. Like Mezirow, they are focused on the
psychological development of the person as a whole, rather than within a particular domain. Unlike Mezirow,
they do not focus in particular on destabilizing moments.
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adults have opinions and attitudes and “conditioned responses” that children
do not yet have. There is surely some kind of developmental trajectory,
within which we see an evolution from a state of relative fluidity and
flexibility (of ideas, of thinking, of identity) to a greater state of fixedness
or stability. That fixedness or stability, then, is the basis for a claim about
transformation; the thing that is fixed or stable is transformed into something else, in a way that we would not say that a thing that is fluid and
flexible is transformed. At the same time, in general, the adult learning
literature is far too quick to dismiss the opinions and attitudes and “conditioned responses” that children in fact do have, and insufficiently curious
about how adults and children actually differ, if at all.5 So as we proceed, we
should consider this to be an open question: In what sense can or do adults
experience transformation, and in what sense can or do children or youth?
But for now, we should try to understand more clearly what Mezirow has
in mind. What are these “frames of reference”?
Frames of reference are the structures of assumptions through which we understand our experiences. They selectively shape and delimit expectations, perceptions, cognition, and feelings. They set our “line of action.” Once set, we
automatically move from one specific activity (mental or behavioral) to another.
We have a strong tendency to reject ideas that fail to fit our preconceptions,
labeling those ideas as unworthy of consideration—aberrations, nonsense, irrelevant, weird, or mistaken. (Mezirow, 1997, p. 5)

Frames of reference are foundational; they help us to make sense of and to
act in the world; and significantly, once established, they are not easily
disrupted. They are, as he says in other places, “taken-for-granted” (e.g.,
Mezirow, 2000, p. 7). We can think about frames of reference as analogues
to Thomas Kuhn’s (1962) paradigms, a comparison that Mezirow makes
explicitly (e.g., Mezirow, 2009, p. 90).
Just because it is difficult to disrupt our frames of reference, however, does
not mean that it is impossible. For such a disruption to happen, the learner—
the person to be transformed—has to experience something extraordinary.
Something has to shake us up, destabilize us, even disorient us. In a phrase
repeated consistently from the beginning of his work on this topic (Mezirow,
1978a, 1978b), and one frequently quoted by others, Mezirow calls this a
“disorienting dilemma.” For example, he writes:
Perspective transformation occurs in response to an externally imposed disorienting dilemma—a divorce, death of a loved one, change in job status, retirement, or
other. The disorienting dilemma may be evoked by an eye-opening discussion,
book, poem, or painting or by one’s efforts to understand a different culture that
challenges one’s presuppositions. Anomalies and dilemmas of which old ways of
There are voices of dissent. Kegan (2000), for example, writes that “transformational learning is not the province of
adulthood or adult education alone” (p. 48). Also, see Taylor (2000) and Illeris (2014b).

5
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knowing cannot make sense become catalysts or “trigger events” that precipitate
critical reflection and transformations. (1990, pp. 13–14)

Notice here that the external trigger itself may be fairly innocuous. It could
be a profound loss or a change in personal status, but it does not have to be; a
book or a painting might do the trick. The key is what is evoked internally by
the trigger—namely, the “disorienting dilemma.”6 Without the disorienting
dilemma, we remain oriented within the same frame of reference that we
have always been.7
There is one more element to specify, in Mezirow’s model, which is that
the new frame of reference is qualitatively different than the old one.
Transformation is not like switching between the picture of the rabbit and
the picture of the duck, and back again. There’s a lot at stake here, ethically.
“When circumstances permit, transformative learners move toward a frame
of reference that is more inclusive, discriminating, self-reflective, and integrative of experience” (Mezirow, 1997, p. 5). Notice the positive valence of
the adjectives that he uses here. The new frame of reference is not just
different. It is, in an important sense, better and of greater value. In another
location, Mezirow refers to the old frame of reference as “problematic” and
the new frame as “better because [it is] more likely to generate beliefs and
opinions that will prove more true or justified to guide action” (Mezirow,
2009, p. 92, 2000, p. 8).8 This captures why transformative learning is not just
change; it is also learning, growth, development, improvement. If, as a result
of a traumatic event, a person now sees the world in profoundly different
ways, and if, as a result of that new frame of reference, the person becomes
defensive, anxious, or fragile, that should not count as transformative learning. While it may not be entirely clear what frames of reference qualify as
6

In this respect, Mezirow thinks about the role of the arts in transformation differently than Dewey does. In Philip
Jackson’s (1998) explanation of Dewey, “The arts do more than provide us with fleeting moments of elation and
delight. They expand our horizons. They contribute meaning and value to future experience. They modify our
ways of perceiving the world, thus leaving us and the world itself irrevocably changed” (p. 33). So in this account,
the experience with art enables us to see things differently, in a way that changes us. (This conception
underwrites the idea of “transformative experience” as a guiding principle for pedagogy in, e.g., Pugh and
Girod, 2007, who write, “We want students to be differently in the world because of powerful science ideas.”) But
this is not the kind of fundamental disruption of our frames of reference that Mezirow depicts.
7
There is a distinct and relatively recent research tradition within psychology that focuses on the idea of “posttraumatic growth” (PTG), that is, the idea that trauma—under certain circumstances and for certain people—may
trigger not ongoing stress but rather an emotional or psychic benefit of some kind. Shakespeare-Finch and
Enders (2008), for example, refer to this as a “healthy shift in the trauma literature [that] has burgeoned” in the
decade preceding their publication. While this literature surely has much to teach us about transformation, I have
not reviewed it for the purposes of this article. However, it should be noted that this literature tends to focus on
trauma more narrowly (a grave illness, an episode of sexual or physical violence) rather than the kind of
disorienting dilemma that Mezirow describes.
8
Mezirow’s use of epistemological language here is fascinating, since it comes hard on the heels of ethical
language (the new frame is better because it’s more inclusive, etc.; his model seems to be something like
overcoming racist stereotypes). He seems not to notice that the ethical argument and the epistemological
argument are quite distinct, with an uncertain relationship. Nor does he notice that the theory itself is rooted in a
conception of Kuhnian paradigm shifts, within which normativity (which frame is better and which is worse) is
always contested. In other words, for Mezirow, the new paradigm is obviously better, either ethically or
epistemologically. But the centerpiece of Kuhn’s argument is that one paradigm is not obviously better. If it
were, paradigm shifts would not be so contested.
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better (on ethical or epistemological grounds) than others, the conceptual
point is a sound one: We need to see the change as a positive one in order for
it to count as transformative learning.
Before moving on to our cases, we might notice that Mezirow’s model,
while not entirely unproblematic, resonates with a model that may be
familiar to us from the philosophical hermeneutics of Hans-Georg
Gadamer (1989). For Gadamer, we start our reading processes with an
anticipated understanding of the whole of what we are reading. We think
we know what it’s about. In Mezirow’s terms, we have a frame of reference
that makes sense to us, within which we interpret whatever we encounter as
confirmatory of our pre-existing understanding. But what is fascinating
about the interpretive process is that our anticipations, while powerful, are
not so powerful that they entirely shut out the voice of the text or the
phenomenon in question (assuming, of course, that we remain open to
those voices). Sometimes, in other words, even though we think we know
what we are going to find, we are disrupted or “pulled up short.”9 And in that
disruptive moment, there is the potential for a revision of our assumptions.
Depending on the power of the text and the nature of those assumptions,
that disruption and revision may even be a radical and fundamental one.
What Gadamer’s model shares with Mezirow’s is the experience of
being disrupted, temporarily disoriented, until we regain our bearings.
(Other theorists focus less on the moment of disruption and more on
what happens next, the inquiry that is generated once we have a genuine
question, a genuine puzzle that demands our attention, before we return
to a state of equilibrium.) One way that it differs, however, is the scope or
scale of the disruption, because for Gadamer, the “disorienting dilemma”
can be about an issue as small as the meaning of a word or a sentence. It
need not be about our fundamental assumptions about the world and our
place in it.
Thus, the question that the comparison of Gadamer and Mezirow raises
for us is this: What change qualifies as a transformation? Israel Scheffler
(1974) taught us that surprise is a valued “cognitive emotion,” both
marking and enabling the learning of something new, but not every
moment of surprise should qualify as a transformation. Likewise, not
every educative experience should qualify. How do we know when a
disruption is sufficiently deep or broad to be transformative? How do
we know when the object of that disruption is sufficiently foundational to
qualify as a “frame of reference”? Or to turn the question around, given
that the adjective “transformative” designates an aspirational outcome for
(some) Jewish educators, when would it be justifiably aspirational, and
when would it simply be hyperbole?
For sensitive explorations of the concept of being “pulled up short” in Gadamer, see Kerdeman (2003, 2004).

9
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Three cases of transformative Jewish education
As noted above, we will proceed with our inquiry by studying three cases of
projects or initiatives that make a claim—not a well-documented claim, but a
plausible claim nonetheless—to have transformational impact. The leaders of
these projects endorse, in various ways, the ambitious aspiration to transform
the lives of the participants in their programs, such that (some of) the participants become different than they were in some significant respect.10 What we
want to understand is what such programs look like and how they envision the
process of transformation, what we called above their implicit theory of transformative change. The three cases are Encounter, the Bronfman Fellowship, and
the Wexner Heritage Program.
The data for these cases are drawn from presentations made by some of
the leaders of these organizations, and from discussions following those
presentations, at a conference on Transformative Jewish Education at
Brandeis University in March 2016. Two leaders of each organization presented, once in tandem and once each on their own, for a total of three
presentations per organization. The conference sessions were recorded and
transcribed; all unattributed quotes are from those leaders during those
presentations and those discussions. The present author did play a role in
the crafting of the presentations, proposing a basic structure of key questions
as we prepared for the conference, which might be considered roughly
analogous to an interview protocol. But the presentations were designed for
a semipublic audience of conference participants, not for an audience of one
interviewer. These data are neither the leaders’ innermost thoughts about
their programs (no confidentiality was possible, given the format), nor are
they simply brochure boilerplate.
Moreover, the process was designed in this way to capture data about how
the leaders of the programs think and talk about their programs with other
educators, including how they respond to thoughtful and probing questions.
They were specifically asked to resist the natural impulse to defend their
programs. Instead, they were asked to articulate their desired outcomes, the
pedagogies or technologies that they employ in pursuing those outcomes,
what the experience of the program is like for participants, and what kinds of
documentation they do or might gather. They were invited, further, to share
artifacts from the programs that might prove illuminating. The purpose of
the presentations was not to answer the question of whether the program is
or is not truly transformative; instead, the goal was to understand the
program more deeply. A member check was conducted with a draft of each
case study.

10

This is not their only aspiration, to be sure; as we will see, in two of the three cases, they are explicitly concerned
with societal or communal change beyond the effects on participants.
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To be sure, each of these organizations may have already undergone
significant change from that moment in time. (In fact, we know that
Encounter has done so, piloting a new programmatic initiative in July 2016
and subsequently shifting its organizational priorities to focus on that new
initiative.) Moreover, even without programmatic change, the leaders’ thinking
about the program may have evolved from that moment in time. So there is an
inevitable snapshot-like quality about the methodology. It is also important to
note that the framing of the presentations may have artificially suppressed
divergence or dissonance between the two leaders about their priorities and
their pedagogies. And the most important limitation is that we do not know
how the leaders’ articulated vision matches or fails to match the enacted vision,
nor how the participants’ experience of the program matches or fails to match
either the articulated or the enacted vision; we would welcome detailed
ethnographic studies of any of these programs to enhance our
understanding.11 Nevertheless, despite these limitations, what is important is
not the accuracy of the case studies but rather what we can learn from them.

Case 1: Encounter

Encounter is a “nonpartisan educational organization that seeks to cultivate a
more constructive and informed Jewish leadership on the Israeli/Palestinian
conflict.” By identifying itself as an educational organization, Encounter tries
to differentiate itself from other organizations working on the conflict that
focus on policy and politics, or indeed, on dialogue between the parties.
Ultimately, of course, they are interested in resolving the conflict. And they
freely admit that engaging in the work cannot be apolitical. But by claiming
the mantle of nonpartisanship, they decline to endorse or promote any
particular resolution. More importantly, in the short term, they have a
different focus: They are interested in educating a particular set of “stakeholders,” namely, American Jews.
11

Kelner (2013) conducted an ethnographic study of an experimental program cosponsored by Encounter and
another organization, Perspectives Israel. While that study contains valuable insights into the program, it is
primarily focused on the relationship between the two programs and their pedagogical models, to help them
assess the fruitfulness of the experiment. Aviv (2011) discussed Encounter within the category of “alternative
Jewish tourism,” drawing on interviews with one of the founders and with some participants. Cohen (2011)
surveyed participants on Encounter, along with several other programs, as part of an effort to understand “nonestablishment” Jews; he was not interested in their experience with the program itself. Saxe et al. (2004) evaluate
the Wexner Heritage Program by surveying alumni. Around 2014, the Schusterman Foundation constructed a
case study of Bronfman for their “Alumni Playbook,” but this was specifically focused on alumni programming;
see https://www.schusterman.org/playbooks/alumni/case-studies/bronfman-israel-youth-fellows/. Kinarsky (2016)
surveyed Bronfman alumni, as did Landres and Avedon (2008), as did Kettleman (2003). Finally, Reimer (1988)
conducted an evaluation of Bronfman after its initial year. Each of these studies contributes something to our
overall understanding, but none represents the kind of full-blown ethnography that might help us understand
the nature of the transformations that do (or do not) occur. Diane Tickton Schuster notes (in a personal
communication) than a focus of transformation calls out for longitudinal study that would enable the researcher
to document participants’ journeys over time, including especially the turning points within those journeys.
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Encounter’s basic programmatic activity, their bread and butter, is an
immersive trip for American Jewish leaders to what is variously called “the
West Bank,” the “Occupied Territories,” “Judea and Samaria,” or “Palestine.”
There are two key elements to their educational approach, one obvious and
one less so. First, more obviously, participants on the trips have the opportunity to meet with and learn from Palestinians of various ages and various
political stances, all while being immersed in a Palestinian environment.
“There’s something we see—there’s something very powerful about entering
Palestinian space, being in a Palestinian location, in a Palestinian school, or
[doing] a homestay in a home.”
Second, less obviously, Encounter works hard to create a space where
American Jews can talk with each other.
Jewish leaders have very few opportunities to constructively engage … with each
other on issues relating to the conflict… . [They] either sequester themselves in
echo chambers [or they] engage in what we see as destructive, vitriolic discourse
that’s sort of, “I’m right,” “No, I’m right”… . Our programs are designed to offer
emerging and established Jewish leaders to move beyond these headlines, to move
beyond talking points, move beyond the back and forth. To hear and grapple with
previously disregarded perspectives, both those of Palestinians and those of other
Jewish leaders.

The American Jews on whom Encounter focuses are leaders, committed to
Israel, and generally highly informed. This is not an undergraduate introduction to the issues; it’s a graduate seminar. Furthermore, Encounter seeks
to create as much diversity within the group as they can. This second element
of their approach is manifest in a variety of guidelines for how participants
should interact with each other, as well as with the Palestinians whom they
meet.
When the leaders of Encounter talk about their desired outcomes, one
recurring theme is agency. For example, “We do want our alumni to engage
with the conflict. We want them to engage with the conflict actively, constructively, and with a more informed and complete picture of the realities
on the ground.” Elsewhere, the term “agency” is actually used: “Our focus is
on our responsibilities as a Jewish community and how we can have agency.
How can we offer people more opportunities to be change agents within our
community?” The picture of the desired outcome is one of an active, involved
person, someone who feels like they have agency and actually does act in
some way. Here we begin to see a desire for transformation, moving participants from a passive state to an active state, or more importantly, from a
passive self-understanding to a conception of oneself as possessing agency
within this particular domain.
Notably, the goal of agency coexists with a reluctance to articulate specific
desired actions. They are after engagement “in whatever way each participant
sees fit,” so long as it meets the minimal criteria of inclusivity (i.e., that it
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recognizes the Palestinians are parties to the conflict with their own experiences of it) and constructiveness. In part, this reluctance flows from the
positioning of Encounter as a nonpartisan educational organization. So, for
example, one person might become a vocal critic of the “separation wall,”
whereas another person might become an advocate for the extension of the
dividing barrier in the belief that, notwithstanding the inconvenience to
Palestinian families, the division is contributing to a solution in the longterm. Encounter wants participants to learn more about the issues, especially
in a close-up-and-personal way, but does not endorse any particular policy.
But the desire to remain nonpartisan is only part of the story here. As an
educational organization, there is also an awareness of the need to respect the
autonomy of the participant. One leader says:
What’s the end goal? And I, coming from an educational background, my answer
is, “The education is the end goal. That is our end goal. We’re an educational
organization.” But that’s sticky. That’s where I get stuck… . You’re transforming.
But what are you transforming to? If you’re so focused on the end goal, then you’re
not leaving space for the person to become whoever they’re becoming.

This particular educator is struggling with a familiar dilemma, of articulating
her desired outcomes while also respecting the autonomy of the participants.
Without “leaving space,” education becomes something else—indoctrination
or training perhaps, but not education. As she says elsewhere, “When you
have a transformative effect, you can’t determine where the end point of that
is.” Although she does not address the question of assessment explicitly, it
may well be implicit in her articulation of the end goal of “education”—
which is necessarily open-ended and thus difficult to assess.
In describing the experience of participating in an Encounter trip, leaders
refer to the way in which the educators coach the participants in “resilient
listening,” that is, genuinely listening to the perspective of the other person
without shutting down, without withdrawing, continuing to engage even
when—especially when—one hears something difficult or challenging. The
idea of “resilient listening” is central to Encounter’s methodology. The goal is
not to come to agreement, nor to simply surrender to the other person
(which is just another way of withdrawing from the conversation). “Only
when we can learn from those with whom we disagree can we be more
effective and solution-oriented advocates and change agents.”
But there’s something important about listening to challenging ideas—not
just learning to listen in general but to listen to challenging ideas in particular: “So we’re aiming to create what we call ‘productive discomfort’ for our
participants. We’re exposing them to new perspectives that challenge previously held assumptions and opinions.” The idea of “productive discomfort”
recurs frequently in the descriptions of Encounter, and it should evoke, for
us, Mezirow’s “disorienting dilemma.” In this charged situation, with so
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much at stake emotionally, encountering the perspective of the other person
—specifically, the perspectives of Palestinians—serves as a trigger that disrupts what participants thought they knew about the conflict, and about
Israel, perhaps even at a fundamental level. Encounter explicitly takes
responsibility for helping participants to process that discomfort, that
dilemma, through small-group work with other participants and trained
facilitators.12After experiencing the discomfort and processing it, the participants presumably emerge with a broader, deeper “frame of reference,” one
that is enriched both ethically and epistemologically (again, this is regardless
of what policies and politics they eventually endorse). In this sense,
Mezirow’s model of transformative education seems like a useful framework
to understand the work of Encounter.
At the same time, the case of Encounter resists being easily assimilated
into the Mezirow model for a number of reasons. First, as we’ve already
noted, the goal of Encounter is not the broadened and deepened perspective
per se, a transformation of the person’s fundamental assumptions, but rather,
the increased sense of agency and urgency with regard to the conflict, in
particular. It’s not that the change in perspective is merely of instrumental
value, exactly. But we can imagine Encounter reminding participants, after
the experience, and in the nicest and gentlest way possible, “We’re glad you
had a good experience, but remember, it’s not all about you.”13 To put the
point in terms of assessment, if the program is only able to document the
impact on individuals, they will not consider that to be a success.14
Second, we should pay closer attention to the careful formulation of the
touchstone phrase, “productive discomfort.” Encounter believes that participants
should be uncomfortable, but that there are certain kinds of discomfort that are
more productive than others. In educational terms, we might think of Vygotsky’s
(1978) “zone of proximal development,” ZPD, that space in which students are
stretched to do something that they could not do before but not stretched so far
that they are unable to do the new thing. Encounter articulates the same idea:
There are experiences that are very easy, not disruptive, not dissonant. There are
experiences that are so dissonant, so disruptive that you shut down and can’t really
12

This pattern may seem familiar from other kinds of deeply emotional learning experiences, that first tear down
and then build up. But the familiarity is deceptive. For one thing, there is little sequentiality here: The processing
happens all along the way. For another, Encounter does not use the language of “breaking down,” or “overcoming defenses,” or any of the other terms for addressing resistance in therapeutic or other settings. (It is worth
noting, that theorists of transformative adult learning do talk about resistance; see, e.g., Illeris, 2014a, 2014b.) We
thank Arielle Levites for bringing this to our attention.
13
This quote, as noted in the text, is imagined, not drawn from the data. It is worth noting here that the distinction
between the paradigm of transformative education (which is all about the participant) and the case of Encounter
(which is not all about the participant) is influenced by the problematic ethics of conflict tourism. Going to visit
Palestine, asking Palestinians to share their stories, is subject to a critique of those wealthy liberal Westerners
who seek an education, or progressive bona fides, or maybe just a thrill, in taking the trip.
14
Notably, this same tension exists within the transformational adult education literature (Cranton, 2013, p. 272).
Mezirow distinguishes between transformations of individuals on the one hand, and whatever social change
those individuals may or may not bring about on the other. Others critique the self-indulgence of that stance.
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engage. And we’re looking to find a sweet spot on the spectrum where it’s both
uncomfortable—that’s the discomfort part—but productive. You’re able to continue to hear, to continue to engage, to ask yourself questions… .

Notably, for Encounter, the sweet spot is not primarily a matter of the
content—as if some ideas about the Israeli-Palestinian conflict are not too
easy, not too hard, just right. Instead, the sweet spot is a way to describe the
context that Encounter strives to create, a trip context that is richly Jewish,
suffused with Jewish ritual and connections, so that participants feel, “This is
a Jewish experience. You can be here as a Jew and do this as a Jew. You don’t
need to leave yourself behind.” In fact, this is not just a possible Jewish
experience but a necessary Jewish experience, for the purposes of responsible
Jewish leadership. With that context in place, Encounter believes that the
discomfort that participants experience will be productive, that is, within
the ZPD.
For Mezirow, however, the idea of disorientation is not quite the same.
After all, he celebrates the fundamental nature of the shift in one’s frame of
reference, the experience of being shaken to the core—more in the model of a
conversion experience, which stereotypically (although of course not always)
does involve leaving one’s self behind. Mezirow might assert that the very
notion of “proximate development” is contrary to the idea of “transformative
education.” If it’s proximate, then it’s not radical enough to be transformative. In response to Encounter’s claim that it wants its participants to feel that
“you don’t need to leave yourself behind,” Mezirow might say, “Actually, I’m
afraid that you do.” To borrow a baseball metaphor, Mezirow seems to be
swinging for the fences. Encounter is content to make solid contact and hit
singles.15
Finally, we should notice the consistent focus, by Encounter’s leaders, on
another desired outcome, alongside enhancing the agency of the participants
with regard to the conflict.
The kind of impact that we envision isn’t necessarily limited to the realm that we’re
operating in. So, we’re offering tools to engage differently with the IsraeliPalestinian conflict. But … people may apply those tools in many different ways
in their lives… .

The tools to which this leader refers are the “communication methodology,”
the techniques for listening and engaging across difference. A little later on,
the same leader continues:

15

This suggests, again, the Gadamerian framework for thinking about how we change our perspectives through an
encounter with contrary and disruptive evidence in a text. For Gadamer, as for Encounter, transformation need
not entail a radical overhaul of one’s life projects. Instead, we can think about transformative change within a
particular domain. As we have seen, the intended transformation is not in the perspective per se, but rather, in
the sense of agency that the participant feels relative to that domain.
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We’re not a dialogue program. We’re a listening program. So, the shift toward a
different type of discourse, a different way of engaging around conversations about
the conflict is a key component of the transformation that we’re educating
towards… . We actually frame it that way: “This is a tool for your toolbox.
We’re going to practice it on the program. And we’re also offering it as something
to then take [with you]. This is a lab space to then go and use this in other parts of
your life.” We’ve actually had a lot of participants tell us that they’ve used these
[tools] in different ways in their lives that aren’t necessarily related to the conflict… .

Encounter is unambiguous about its focus on the conflict. And yet, it happily
endorses the secondary benefits of bringing a different kind of discourse to
other arenas.
What is most significant about this secondary desired outcome, however,
is the way in which the program envisions that it is achieved—namely,
through practice. At another point, one of the leaders says, “We’re aiming
to create a space where you can practice [conversations across difference].”
So the Encounter trip, both the conversations with Palestinians and the
conversations within the group of Jews,16 is the space where participants get
to try out these tools and to work on learning how to use them. This
educational mode surely benefits from the supportive environment
described above, but unlike the Mezirow-like “productive discomfort,”
this is not about disruption through an encounter with another perspective.
Instead, it’s a second type of desired change—perhaps transformative
change—that occurs when individuals have the opportunity to develop a
new habit, through practice, under supervision and in a sheltered
environment.
Once we have identified this second model, we might note further that this
is actually quite familiar to us. Maimonides, for example, wrote about it in
the 12th century (in Hilchot De’ot, 1:6–7):
Our Sages taught: Just as God is called “gracious,” you shall be gracious. Just as
God is called “merciful,” you shall be merciful… . How should one train oneself to
follow in these dispositions, so that they become ingrained? Let one practice again
and again the actions prompted by those dispositions, and repeat them continually
till they become easy and do not present any difficulty. Then, the corresponding
dispositions will become a fixed part of one’s character.

There is no destabilizing encounter in this picture. The person undergoing
transformation does not leave behind one frame of reference or one set of
fundamental assumptions, and adopt another one. Instead, the person
adopts a practice or a set of practices, and over time those practices
influence the person’s character. The person becomes transformed into a
16

“What I find really fascinating,” says one of the leaders, reflecting on the intra-Jewish conversation, “is sometimes
the people who are profoundly moved by this experience are actually coming from a more extreme left… . And
their experience with Encounter is actually one of bringing them back into the Jewish conversation.”
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different kind of person. By adopting gracious practices, one becomes a
gracious person. By adopting merciful or generous or thoughtful practices,
one becomes that type of person. Perhaps by adopting resilient listening
practices, one becomes a resilient listener. Instead of a sudden shift, the
transformation is incremental and perhaps even imperceptible, moment-to
-moment. But the outcome is no less significant: becoming a certain kind
of person, different than the person one was to begin with.17
Case 2: The Bronfman Fellowship

The centerpiece of the Bronfman program is a 5-weeklong trip to Israel for a
carefully selected group of Jewish teenagers from across North America, in
the summer after their junior year of high school. At the inception of the
program around 30 years ago, that was all there was. Presently, however, the
program is framed more broadly as a fellowship year, beginning during the
summer and extending to the following spring, including ongoing virtual
contact and a number of in-person retreats. Moreover, fellows are consciously inducted into a multigenerational fellowship alumni community.
Finally, there also exists a parallel program for Israeli teenagers, which shares
some of the central features of the Bronfman program for North Americans.
The North Americans and the Israelis interact at several points during
the year. For the purposes of this case study, however, the focus will be on
the North American program.
The leaders believe that the young adults at this age are at an “inflection
point” in their lives, at an age where they are about to transition to a new
stage of independence. This presents a methodological challenge for thinking
about transformation, since whatever changes they undergo, over the course
of the year or afterwards, are surely influenced by any number of factors
beyond the experience in the program itself.
A second methodological challenge, familiar to us from any number of
efforts to evaluate the impact of educational programs, is selection bias.
While we are not primarily concerned with evaluation here, we certainly
do need to note the obvious dynamic that is created when Bronfman carefully selects 26 outstanding young people from an applicant pool 10 times
that size, and throws them into an intensive and immersive experience
together away from their homes. It is hardly surprising that they report
very positively on the experience and go on to do wonderful things with
their lives.
17

A program leader notes that she wants participants “to taste that a different way [of talking] is possible so that
they are inspired to go home and try it in their communities.” This suggests that, alongside the development of
agency with regard to the Israeli/Palestinian conflict and the cultivation of a practice of conversation across
difference, there is also a third dynamic, in which participants glimpse or “taste” an experience that they then
seek to recreate elsewhere in their lives. As we will see, this dynamic is central to our second case study, the
Bronfman Fellowship.
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It is worth looking more closely at the process of selection, however.
Bronfman consciously selects for something that they call, in one place, an
“equity of maturity to be ready to go on this journey.” That is, the fellows are
selected for the quality of readiness for transformation. In reflecting on the
interview process, one leader opens up the category of readiness a bit more.
More than anything I think that’s what I’m looking for when I choose fellows: Are
they ready for the destabilizing effect? There are some kids that are brilliant and
that are heartfelt and sweet and amazing. But … the one thing that’s missing is that
this kind of experience could be detrimental to them. Or could be painful for them
in a way that’s not recoverable. Or could be beyond where they’re ready to stretch.

We can hear echoes, in this passage, of the way that Encounter framed the
ZPD-type of experience, enough support coupled with enough challenge. The
focus here is not on the supportive environment, as it was in Encounter, but
rather, on the particular qualities—the maturity—of the participants. They
need to be ready, ready to encounter intellectual challenges to their beliefs
and practices. Encounter did not talk specifically about selecting for this kind
of readiness, although it is relevant there too. With Bronfman, however, it
rises to the surface. They do not want the “best” high school juniors in the
country; they want to select—or, as they say, “curate”—a group of participants who are ready for a shared journey of a particular kind. One element of
their theory of transformative change, we can now say, is that participants
have to be ready for a certain kind of destabilization.
Interestingly, as an unintended consequence of the high, transformational aspirations of the program, and perhaps too of the selectivity of the
program, Bronfman has to deal with a kind of fear of inadequacy among
participants.
We have that challenge of fellows that are, like, “I don’t feel like I’m being
transformed enough and I feel like I’m supposed to be transformed.” We try and
lower the bar as much as we can… . In the actual experience, we try and just ask
fellows to be present and self-aware.

This leader continues a little later: “Part of [the work for] us as educators is to
then lower the bar and to help them understand that transformation is not
the goal, so much as expansive lenses and expansive possibilities of self… .”
Ironically, then, in this case, the rhetoric of transformation may get in the
way of actual transformative change, and the staff and faculty have to dial
back their rhetoric precisely in order to enable deeper and more meaningful
experience.
According to the leadership of the program, there are several key elements
to the program. They articulate the value of locating the summer program in
Israel in terms of what they call “extraterritoriality,” meaning that the
removal of the participants from their homes (and even their smartphones)
is more important than the specific nature of the experience in Israel.

JOURNAL OF JEWISH EDUCATION

225

Another key element is pluralism. Bronfman was one of the early pluralistic
Jewish educational programs; today, many (although by no means all) of the
participants have had other pluralistic Jewish experiences, so the dynamic has
changed, and the program finds itself both drawing on those prior experiences and also challenging those participants to be more intentional.
But there are two elements that are explicitly acknowledged as being primary:
text and relationships. The program is built around text study: shiurim (classes)
every morning, batei midrash (extended text study sessions), frequent moments
on site visits or elsewhere when participants pull out their Bronfman source
book to study a text together. Some students come with a lot of experience
studying texts, and some come in with much less. The leaders acknowledge that,
each summer, a couple of students resist the heavy text emphasis. But they are
unapologetic. “At the center of the Jewish experience is study together,” which is
possible even when divergent practices and beliefs prevent Jews from eating or
worshipping or acting together in other ways. Moreover, in the contemporary
climate, text study takes on another important dimension: “What we’ve noticed
is that the Jewish learning in Bronfman is one of the only places that [these teens]
can actually experience real learning,” learning that is more engaging that the
pressure-driven, competitive, anxiety-ridden education that occurs in their
schools.
Text study is linked to the second fundamental element, relationships.
The basis of the program is relating, that experience of sitting on the grass … and
studying a text with another person and that place where havruta goes off from the
text and you start talking about all those other things in life and you discover that
they’re also in the text.

The conception of text study, in other words, is deeply relational. The
program envisions the encounter with the text as an opportunity to encounter another person, and to do so honestly and with emotional maturity.
Notably, it was not always this way.
In the past, the program was much more intellectual… . “As long as I have your
neck and above, I was happy…” I think we’ve learned over the years … to really
prioritize the heart and the reflectivity and the sharing… .

This focus informs the selectivity described above, finding young people with
the appropriate kinds of maturity to be present to each other and to build the
kind of robust, supportive, challenging community that the program
envisions.
If we now consider the ways in which Mazirow’s model of transformative
education may apply to the Bronfman program, these two elements—text
and relationships—seem to be the primary candidates. In other words, we
might expect that the disorientation or destabilization occurs through an
encounter with texts that are foreign or challenging, or alternatively, through
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an encounter with diverse others (as in the Encounter model). There are, to
be sure, some hints of this dynamic. For example, one of the leaders notes
that the model of text study is, ironically, more challenging for those with
more text-study experience: “I find that the kids who come from day school
backgrounds are the ones who are the most disoriented from our learning,”
because of the degree of open challenge and dialogue with the texts.
Moreover, there are certainly moments of destabilizing encounters with
diverse views, especially on questions of personal status. One participant, for
example, describes an honest and deeply personal conversation about
intermarriage:
By challenging the core in a way you never thought you had, challenging each
other, you find yourself in the strangest way possible growing… . There it is, the
moment I physically and emotionally felt where the core of my identity was.18

In commenting on this, a program leader notes that “we’ve heard similar
experiences of being shaken to one’s core [by] other fellows.”
But while this kind of disorientation can happen, as an outcome of the
emotional climate and the diversity of the cohort, it seems significant that
program leaders do not identify this phenomenon as a desired outcome, as a
marker of the kind of transformation that they seek. Text study is central to
the program, but the program does not prioritize disruptive texts in particular. In fact, the program resists a focus on the particular content of texts,
even using the phrase “anticurriculum” to signal their prioritization of the
process of textual encounter over the content. And while a diverse cohort
remains at the heart of the experience, and the leaders emphasize learning
especially from those with whom one disagrees, they also freely acknowledge
that pluralism itself is not the radical challenge that it was in the 1980s. In
general, the Mezirow model of transformative education—of disorientation
as the trigger for a fundamental reorientation to the world—does not seem to
fit Bronfman very well.
If Bronfman does not seek fundamental change through a destabilizing
experience, what is the transformative change that is sought? What is the
theory of transformative change that is operative within this case? When we
ask these questions, we may notice that there is another aspect of the
Bronfman program—of the way that the leaders of the program talk and
think about what it is and what it does—that seems particularly salient—
namely, what they call the creation or cultivation of a “Beit Midrash in their
head.” One leader says,
If I wish anything for them, it is … that they will leave the Bronfman Fellowships
with a Beit Midrash in their head. That wherever they go, whatever they do, there
will be 25 other voices that will follow them around… .
18

Note that, unlike the rest of the data cited, this quote is from (a leader who is quoting) a participant.
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This metaphor of the “Beit Midrash in their head” bears some resemblance to
the metaphor of the “furniture of the mind,” which, at least since the defense
of a classical curriculum in the Yale Report of 1828, has pointed to the idea
that a proper education supplies not only tools to think with but material to
think about. But in fact, Bronfman cares much less about the content of those
“voices” than it does about the experience of being in a certain kind of
community, and what that intense experience does to the person who
experiences it.
What does it do? Wherever they go, they will try to recreate those kinds of Beit
Midrash experiences, those kinds of multivocal, pluralistic, inquisitive, intellectual
and emotional kinds of communities that they tasted on the Bronfman
Fellowships… . That model of what a community like that can taste like and feel
like and can act like is something that will imprint itself on their mind, and they’ll
find themselves recreating it in many ways.

The picture here is a classic one of paradise and exile: The person has an
experience of an ideal state or condition, an ideal which is not sustainable
in the real world but which the person then pursues or seeks to recreate
“in many ways,” that is, in inevitably partial ways, ways that capture an
element of the ideal (as the participant understands it) rather than recreating it in its entirety. This is not a simple matter of “transfer,” which in
educational discourse refers to the aspiration for a student to be able to
take a skill or knowledge from one setting, where it is originally learned, to
another setting, where it is to be applied. That is too narrow a conception,
because what is being learned is not a skill or some knowledge but rather a
holistic picture of an idealized community combined with the motivation
to “transfer” itself. The participants have experienced and embraced something, and the program hopes that those values and that vision are now
their own and part of who they are. It is, in one sense, a cruel model,
setting up the person for a life of frustration. But that cruelty and that
frustration is fundamental to the human condition. “’Tis better to have
loved and lost,” in Lord Tennyson’s formulation, “than never to have loved
at all.”
The theory of transformative change, here, is that a participant who
experiences something so valued, so idealized, will be transformed by that
experience into a person who seeks to recreate that experience in her life. The
experience is necessary to effect this change, because prior to the experience,
the person lacks an adequate conception of the ideal. Many years ago, Lee
Shulman (1983) wrote about the power of case studies to provide “images of
the possible.” The model here is similar in one sense, but rather than an
abstract case study, the participants have their own concrete experience to
look back to. More importantly, the model here is distinct because, rather
than simply learning that a Bronfman-type community is possible, the
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participants will actively seek to actualize it. The experience expands the
person’s horizons, deepens her sense of what she most cares about and most
seeks in her own life—not through disorientation or destabilization, per se,
but through an intense communal experience with strong positive emotional
valence.
Documenting and demonstrating this horizon-expansion, this state of
being-in-exile-from-paradise, is difficult if not impossible. As always, however, our argument is not about whether this kind of transformation in fact
occurs, but rather, about the model of transformation that is sought. What
the case of Bronfman teaches us is that, alongside the Mezirow model of
disrupting fundamental assumptions, and alongside the Maimonidean model
of practice leading to a change of character, there is a third model of
transformative change, in which a person can now envision an ideal that
she could not envision before, and through the power of that ideal, becomes
a person who seeks to recreate it in her life.

Case 3: Wexner Heritage Program

According to the founding myth of the Wexner Heritage Program—by calling it a “myth,” we are not judging its historicity but simply noting the
foundational role that it plays in framing the work of the organization—
successful businessman and philanthropist Les Wexner was asked in the early
1980s to be president of the UJA, but refused on the grounds that he was not
sufficiently knowledgeable to assume a position of leadership. Instead, provoked, he embarked on a sustained course of study. The Wexner Heritage
Program recreates this trajectory, offering an ambitious and extended learning opportunity to dozens of Jewish lay people with potential for leadership,
to enable them to assume leadership positions in the future.
In partnership with local communities, the Wexner Foundation selects
cohorts in three cities each year. Those who are selected commit to participate for the full two years of the program, attending seminars every other
week as well as three retreats (with members of the other current cohorts,
from other cities) during the summers before, in the middle of, and at the
end of the two years. The selection process begins with nominations; of those
nominated, about half proceed through the intensive application process
including interviews (usually there are 50–80 applicants); a committee then
selects a cohort of 20. The Foundation targets volunteers ages 30–45, and like
Encounter and Bronfman, emphasizes diversity among the members of the
cohort.
In one sense, the entire program is conceptualized as a retreat, an opportunity to step back and think about both personal and communal directions.
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This is a two-year period where people are stepping back from the treadmill of
everything that is so busy in their lives… . This program is an opportunity for
them to pull back and ask the big questions about, “Why am I committed to this
whole Jewish enterprise anyway? … And what difference does it make? And what
difference do I want it to make?”

By investing in these present- or future-leaders at this particular juncture, the
program believes that the community will reap the benefits of stronger, more
knowledgeable, more visionary, and more collaborative leadership in the
future.
Unlike Encounter and Bronfman, Wexner Heritage prioritizes a curriculum of Jewish history, Jewish texts, and Jewish thought. They even, occasionally, refer to a goal of “adult Jewish literacy.” To be clear, the program
does not have a firm and fixed conception of precisely what kinds of knowledge or skills a Jew or a Jewish leader needs to have in order to be literate.
They are more concerned with finding excellent teachers, who are steeped in
their subject areas, than with prescribing a detailed curriculum to those
teachers. Still, content does matter. The program does make an effort to
identify central and essential topics, and to construct the curriculum with an
expectation of coverage (from the side of the teachers) and of learning the
material (from the side of the students).19 They also integrate some leadership learning.
The selectivity of the program is unusual in the world of adult Jewish
education, or adult education in general. That process creates a cohort of
people who are honored to have been selected, who are impressed by the
group that they have been selected into, and who are committed in ways that
they might not otherwise be to the intensive and extensive requirements of
the program. There is also another dynamic that comes into play—namely,
the effect of having been selected for communal and philanthropic investment. Unlike recipients of fellowships at other (earlier) stages of life, many or
perhaps most of the participants in Wexner Heritage could have paid their
own way. So this is not perceived as an act of beneficence, enabling people to
have an educational experience that they could not afford on their own.
Instead, by being chosen for this gift, this investment, the participants enter
into the program with a sense of responsibility, a sense that they need to live
up to the expectations that the program has for them to exercise leadership in
their communities. At the same time, for many, the selection for investment
triggers a sense of being a fraud, of being insufficiently worthy of or prepared
for communal leadership. We will return to this point below.
19

The emphasis on learning content raises the possibility that Wexner, unlike Encounter or Bronfman, might
evaluate itself by assessing the learning of the participants. They do not do so. Presumably, this is due primarily
to the volunteer nature of the program; asking participants to take some kind of exam or other assessment at the
end of the program would be uncomfortable and would change the emotional dynamic of the experience. But it
may also be due to the fact that, while it is important to the program that the learning be content-rich, the actual
goal of the learning is not knowledge of the content, but something else. We will return to this point below.
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The selection process itself, interestingly, is driven by a set of considerations that echo the kind of concern for “readiness” that we saw in the case of
Bronfman, but with some differences. In this case, the kind of readiness that
the program is looking for is understood to be unrealized leadership potential. They try not to simply skim off the senior lay leadership in each
community, the people already most involved. To be sure, many participants
come to their attention precisely because of the leadership roles that they
have already begun to assume. These are people whom nominators believe
have the potential to grow in their Jewish knowledge and especially to deepen
their Jewish vision—to “go beyond the stewardship role of leadership to really
helping their community and organizations aim higher.” But they also seek
out those are slightly outside the mainstream, those who, metaphorically or
perhaps literally, have never heard of Wexner before being nominated. For
those in this latter category, “it’s a totally unexpected thing… . It takes them
from not necessarily even thinking of themselves as a leader… .” There are
often local considerations, of course, and the program always keeps an eye on
the need for diversity within the cohort. Still, in general, “we try to select for
people who are ripe for transformation in some way,” that is, whom the
program can accelerate into a position of empowered, confident, and visionary leadership that they might not otherwise have assumed.
Like Encounter and Bronfman, the cohort is believed to have an important
effect on the program—but even more so, given the extended time that the 20
adults spend together over the course of two years: “When people talk about
it being a transformative experience, they often talk about the relationships
created around that table as the number one thing that makes it a transformative experience.” And yet, as important as it is to create cohesion and trust
within the cohort, the program is ambivalent about the natural focus of
participants on the relationships that they form. “We didn’t set out to give
people 19 new best friends.” The program cares about those relationships and
invests in them, but they are not the goal.
It’s not only about them. Many of the groups will continue learning together after
their two years, and that’s a beautiful thing… . But it’s not a goal of ours
necessarily… . They want to be with each other so much. So it’s great. But if
that’s it, then it would be a great failure.

The leaders of Bronfman, with its goal of creating such an idealized communal experience that participants will spend the rest of their lives seeking to
recreate it in small ways, do not express this ambivalence. But Wexner has
other goals in mind.
What are those goals? Interestingly, the leaders of the program tend to
focus on the transformation that they want the participants to effect in their
communities. In other words, when they think about the goals of the
program, they look toward the roles that the participants will play as
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communal leaders, which for the Wexner Foundation is synonymous with
being agents of positive communal change. They say this explicitly: Among
their stated goals is to “inspire [participants] to exercise transformative
leadership in the Jewish community.” One leader articulates the prioritization
of communal change this way: “To the extent that transformation of individuals happens or that we aim for it in any way, it is only to inspire them to
take on greater responsibility, to develop greater vision, to have more
impact.” As we noted above with Encounter, so too here with Wexner: we
can imagine the leaders saying to the participants, “We’re glad you had a
good experience, but remember, it’s not all about you.” If this is true, then
any evaluation of the success of the program will need to look at the actions
taken by the participants in the community, rather than on the testimony
that they might offer about their lives—even as it must inevitably acknowledge the methodological problem, of not knowing what these leaders might
have done without the benefit of the program.
At the same time, the leaders acknowledge, “The people who go
through the experience refer to it … again and again as a life changing
experience.” When pushed to articulate in what way the lives of participants have been changed, the leaders point to three concrete phenomena:
some participants become involved in leadership roles with Jewish organizations (sometimes new ones that they help launch); some participants
are so taken with the powerful pronatalist message of faculty member
Rabbi Yitz Greenberg that they have more children; and some participants
change careers and go to work professionally in the Jewish community.
Beyond those phenomena, there are fuzzier changes: “A lot of it is just
about a different type of thinking, a different type of habits, a different
type of home, a different type of leadership. They see their role differently
around the table.”
But none of these outcomes, as interesting as they are, captures the
Wexner Heritage theory of transformational change. We are still missing
an overall model, the way in which the program intends for a particular
element or combination of elements to result in transformative change. For
that, we have to go back to the curriculum. “We spend a lot of time studying
Jewish history. And studying history is really important because we need
these leaders to see themselves as the next link in the chain of history.” Or
again:
We really believe that being part of the conversation with our history and with our
people is key to instilling self-confidence in each of these leaders. They come out
having a body of knowledge which makes them feel like they have a seat at the
table… .

The argument here is not about Jewish history, per se, but about encountering a body of Jewish knowledge in a (more or less) systematic way. Wexner
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does not imagine that its participants achieve mastery over the content that
can then be demonstrated on some exam or through some performance—but
we can think of a similar dynamic at work. When someone masters the
knowledge or skills within a domain, she feels a greater degree of ownership,
empowerment, agency and confidence.
All these terms recur repeatedly in Wexner’s description of what they hope
will emerge from the learning experience, especially the last term, confidence:
“I can’t underestimate enough how much of what we’re looking for, markers
of transformation, [is] that sense of confidence that people come out of the
program with [which] really goes a very long way.” When pushed by a
questioner who is surprised that the kinds of successful people who are
selected for the program might lack self-confidence, the program leader
explains that there is a familiar divergence between self-confidence in general
arenas and the absence of self-confidence in Jewish ones.
We have really capable, talented, smart, confident people who are successful in
everything they do. And for many of these, there are high expectations for them of
Jewish leadership. And they don’t feel like they know their stuff in order to be
Jewish leaders.

In this sense, too, Wexner selects for a large “delta,” a significant gap, here
understood as a gap between the participants’ knowledge and confidence in
their secular domains and their knowledge and confidence in the Jewish
domain. “The knowledge of Jewish history, fluency with Jewish text and
thought … is what gives them the confidence to say, ‘I can accept that
label of Jewish leader.’”20
Moreover, the movement from the absence of confidence to the presence
of confidence is a product not only of the learning but also of the process of
selection itself: “And that confidence … that I’ve been invested in and that,
well, somebody selected me for this, so I must be capable of making a
difference in Jewish life. That confidence is powerful and it’s palpable.”
Earlier we noted the “imposter phenomenon,” the sense of inauthenticity
or being a fraud, precisely when one is selected for something that one does
not feel one deserves. But over time, through the learning and together with
the cohort, the process of selection can become instead a generator of
confidence rather than fraudulence.21
20

This phenomenon of domain-specific self-understanding, the dissonance between high status and confidence in
one domain (typically, the professional domain) and low status and confidence in another domain (the Jewish
domain), is surely familiar to Jewish educators and policy makers. Strikingly, however, it is absent from the
psychological literature on transformative adult learning, which evaluates its psychological subjects according to
their domain-neutral developmental stage, frame of reference, or epistemology. See, for example, Cranton and
Roy (2003), who focus on the importance of “individuation” and “authenticity.”
21
Notably, the language of “confidence” is different than the kind of “individuation” described by Cranton and Roy
(2003). Confidence does not seem to entail the separation from the group that individuation does; on the
contrary, it is better described as finding a comfortable place within the group. To the extent that confidence
entail a sense of ownership, it is not individual ownership but owning one’s place within the collective.
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What we have, then, is a theory of transformational change in which
participants in the program move from a sense of fraudulence to a sense of
confidence, from inauthenticity to authenticity,22 from a lack of agency to the
presence of agency. This movement echoes one of the goals of Encounter—
namely, to promote a sense of agency among its participants, within the
domain of the Israeli/Palestinian conflict. Unlike in the case of Encounter,
however, here the movement is more fundamental and more connected to
individual identity: “I can accept that label as a Jewish leader.” By becoming
insiders rather than outsiders, the participants start to see themselves in new
ways, embracing their roles as their own.
This dynamic, a movement from being an outsider to being an insider,
bears some resemblance to what R. S. Peters (1973) describes in his
“Education as Initiation.” Students, he writes, “start off in the position of
the barbarian outside the gates. The problem is to get them inside the citadel
of civilization so that they will understand and love what they see when they
get there” (p. 104). This particular formulation, of course, may be troubling
in its denigration of the untutored student as a “barbarian”; it is surely
unhelpful to cast our students in such derogatory terms. Nevertheless, there
is an important insight about the way in which a robust educational project
enables a student to transition from her status as an outsider to a particular
domain or practice to a new status as an insider, which includes the affective
component of coming to care about that domain or practice.
However, what Peters does not attend to, in his essay, is the question of how
the student feels—not how she feels about the domain but how she feels about
herself, as an outsider or an insider, the sense of being alienated or being at
home, of being a “fraud” or being “authentic.” Presumably, some people are
hard-wired to be more insecure about their status, while others tend naturally
toward more confidence. But education and experience also plays a role. The
Wexner Heritage Program aspires to create an educational experience that
transforms potential leaders into actual leaders, not merely in terms of what
they know about Judaism or about leadership, but more fundamentally, in
terms of how they see themselves. Interestingly, this development of selfperception is, at least in principle, subject to careful assessment.
Conclusion
We have argued that, in Jewish educational contexts, the language of transformation is not simply inflated marketing rhetoric (although it is surely
sometimes that). Instead, it signals the aspirations of ambitious educational
programs to bring about a deep and substantive change in the character or
22

We use the terms here only in the sense of how a person feels about themselves and their place in the
community or in the relevant practice, without any judgments about what is actually authentic or inauthentic
(nor of course about whether such essentialist judgments are even coherent).
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identity of the participants, to change who they are or how they see themselves.
The desired change is what matters, here, rather what the term “transformation” really means and when exactly educators might be justified in using it—
or indeed, whether they use it at all. The conceit of this article has been that
some Jewish educational programs talk about transformative impact, and thus
it is worth understanding what they mean and how they envision the depth of
change that they aspire to bring about. But we might have pursued the same
intellectual agenda without even introducing the term “transformation.” The
underlying question would be the same: What is the nature of the change that
the programs hope to bring about, and how is it supposed to occur? To probe
that question, we have examined three cases, teasing out the salient elements of
the theory of transformational change in each.
In the case of Encounter, the program does aim for a certain kind of
disruptive experience, but the Mezirow model of a disruption leading to a
fundamental change of one’s frames of reference does not seem to fit. Instead,
the program focuses, first, on cultivating a sense of agency among the participants, within the particular domain of the Israeli/Palestinian conflict.
Furthermore, the model of deep disruption does not quite cohere with
Encounter’s articulated aim of “productive discomfort,” discomfort that is
within the ZPD. Finally, Encounter is committed to another kind of growth
altogether—namely, the development of a set of norms of communication. This
goal, which is not necessarily even linked to the Israeli/Palestinian conflict, is
developed not through destabilization at all, but rather through practice.
In the case of Bronfman, there are destabilizing elements of the fellowship
but, again, the Mezirow model does not seem to fit. Bronfman selects
participants who are ready for a certain kind of experience, marked by
deep engagement with texts and intensive relationship-building with their
peers. That experience is designed to change them, to be sure, but not
primarily by challenging their assumptions or disrupting their frames of
reference. Instead, the program aspires for Bronfman participants to be
changed into seekers, people who have glimpsed a certain ideal community
and who go through life seeking to recreate those ideals in partial ways.
In the case of Wexner Heritage, the program takes people out of the
everyday life patterns, on literal retreats and more metaphorically on a
midlife retreat that lasts a full two years. It allows them time to reflect on
their paths, in the company of a selected group of people with whom they
typically become quite close. Despite being an adult education program,
however, there is little evidence of the kind of disruption of the Mezirow
model. Instead, the change that the program envisions is a change from
seeing oneself as an outsider, lacking knowledge but especially lacking confidence, to an insider who feels at home in the world of Jewish history and
ideas, and thus who feel comfortable with the mantle of Jewish lay leadership.
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We are struck by some similarities across the cases. For instance, all three
programs seem to embrace dialogue as central; Bronfman and Wexner
emphasize dialogue within the group, while Encounter emphasizes dialogue
both within the group and with others (Palestinians). Likewise, all three seek
diversity as a valuable quality in the cohort. Text study plays an important
role in each, although differently: for Encounter, Jewish texts serve as part of
the marking of the space as Jewish, whereas for Bronfman and Wexner, text
study is a centerpiece of their pedagogy (although, again, there are salient
differences between them). None of these programs, or these models, relies
on the assumption that children are formed and adults are transformed. And
none of these other models frames the work of transformation in terms of
locating the participant’s motivation to change, or of overcoming resistance
to change, which is fundamental to the transformational adult education
literature. (There may certainly be resistance and a need for motivation—
Encounter participants may resist some Palestinian perspectives, Bronfman
participants may resist the relentless focus on text study—but it is not tied
into the transformation of identity per se.) But we should also be wary of
making too much of these similarities. After all, the programs were not
chosen at random, and we make no claims that the qualities that we have
uncovered in these cases are generalizable to others.
Likewise, we should be wary of making too much of the fact that the
Mezirow model has not been found among these three cases. This does not
mean that the model itself is flawed. In fact, it does not even mean that the
Mezirow model is inappropriate to Jewish educational contexts. If we were to
continue to look at different aspirational Jewish educational programs, we
might find the Mezirow model present elsewhere—perhaps particularly in
programs that seek more radical transformation of a conversionary sort.
But this series of case studies does tell us that, alongside the Mezirow
model of transformative education, there are a number of other ways of
thinking about the aspiration to bring about deep and lasting impact on
character and identity. There is the Maimonides model, of learning a habit
such that, over time, one incorporates that habit into one’s character. There
is the paradise-and-exile model, in which one becomes a seeker after the ideal
that one has glimpsed. And there is the outsider-to-insider model, moving
from a sense of fraudulence to a sense of confidence within a particular
domain, and learning to see oneself differently as a result. Perhaps there are
other models as well, particularly if we were to look at other aspirational
educational programs like schools and camps. And of course, actual educational programs may well employ more than one in combination.23
Do these three programs succeed at transforming their participants in the
ways that their leaders hope they do? We do not know, and even in principle,
23

See footnote 17 above for one instance of this.
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the methodological obstacles may be so great that we will not ever know for
sure. But before we can even ask about impact, we need to understand more
clearly what the programs hope to accomplish, and how they envision doing
so—their theories of transformative change. In this paper, we have developed
some ways of thinking about that.
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