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Jewish thinkers have started to recognize the important role that creativity can play 
in transforming Jewish education.1 Rabbi Daniel Lehmann, President of Hebrew 
College, wrote:
 “We can and we should reorient Jewish education toward creativity… Leaders  
 need to be creative thinkers, and we need to invest in fostering creativity as a  

 core quality of educational leadership.”2

Similarly, Professor Michael Shire wrote:
 “What would it be like if the desired result of Jewish Education was not textual  
 literacy nor Jewish continuity nor identity development but the cultivation of a  
 creative disposition; to act b’zelem elokim – as the Creator acts?”3   

While the importance of Jewish leadership and creativity is becoming more and more 
apparent, there are still too few opportunities for Jewish educators to develop these 
skills. We describe the success of the Creative Leadership Institute at Towson University 
and present it as a model to develop more programs across the country geared 
toward helping Jewish educators become creative leaders. These programs help instill 
confidence in Jewish educators’ ability to teach and inspire in creative ways and to 
believe in their own ability to lead while adapting to changing times. Ultimately, these 
types of programs have the potential to meaningfully transform Jewish education.

HOW CREATIVE LEADERSHIP CAN HELP CHANGE 
THE CURRENT COURSE OF JEWISH EDUCATION  
Creative leadership is characterized as a way of initiating change that is flexible, 
relational, inventive, and open.4, 5, 6 In recent Jewish history, rapid changes, conflicts, 
and controversy have rocked our communities from playground to board-room. For 
example, in the past, it was the norm for Jewish children to attend Hebrew School three 
days per week for an average of six hours weekly; more recently, many Hebrew Schools 
have consolidated to two-hour weekly sessions to accommodate the busy lives of its 
students. As the pace of life gets busier for families, children are becoming more highly-
scheduled, with an emphasis on professional success and involvement in society. As a 
result, involvement in the Jewish community has become less of a priority. Synagogues, 
which once served as a center for Jewish life for generations of children, parents, and 
grandparents, have too often transitioned to a place where Jews go only to take part in 
holidays and life-cycle events. Now more than ever, Jewish educators need to identify 
trustworthy, courageous, and capable leaders. These leaders can use creativity to adapt, 
grow, and innovate. We need leaders who will transform Jewish education, and value 
creativity as one of today’s most important leadership skills.  

In recent years, organizations — both for-profit and non-profit — have become aware 
of the importance of creativity and innovation to organizational success and survival.  
Leadership and creativity are highly related, as leaders must learn to be creative during 
times of change in order to be successful. Creativity and leadership are not just innate 
qualities inherent in some individuals, but are learned skills that can be acquired with 
training and practice. Creative leaders need to be comfortable with ambiguity, embrace 
risk-taking, and be able to influence and inspire others in new ways and directions. 
Developing a set of skills to move forward and succeed can help them to accomplish 
positive change. All individuals have the ability to grow into leadership positions and to 
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develop the skills necessary to become creative leaders.

Our work addresses how we can become more creative 
and exercise innovative leadership.7 Following two summer 
instructional leadership institutes for Jewish educators 
at Towson University, we sent surveys to 200 Jewish 
professionals including the 44 participants in the Creative 
Leadership Institute. We found that many Jewish educators 
felt they were lacking the tools and skills to problem-solve 
and adapt to change. We performed needs assessments 
to identify what types of workshops and training activities 
Jewish educators need to grow, and determined that we 
need to create programs to help participants think “outside 
of the box” and learn how to lead in creative and innovative 
ways. As a result, we formed a team of Jewish and non-Jewish 

professors to address these needs and developed the Creative 
Leadership Institute for Jewish Educators.

CREATIVE LEADERSHIP INSTITUTE FOR JEWISH EDUCATORS
Beginning with the premise that you can be taught to become 
a creative leader, we worked with a cross-denominational 
group of Jewish educators with varying degrees of experience. 
Educators came together for a three-day seminar at Baltimore 
Hebrew Institute at Towson University in order to explore 
creative leadership and its potential applications in their own 
educational settings.  
 
After defining creative leadership, and looking at problems 
within their own institutions through this new lens, 
participants returned to their educational settings, and 
the seminar team followed up with them five months 
into their academic year. We conducted eight in-depth 
interviews as well as a focus-group including ten teachers 
and administrators. During the follow-up focus groups, we 
found that creative leadership tools learned in the Institute 
were being used by teachers, administrators, and rabbis as an 
approach to Jewish education and as a method for change. 
Our interviews and focus groups taught us that many of 
the individuals working in this profession care deeply about 
Jewish education and view it as a profound responsibility and 
an obligation to teach the next generation. Their devotion 
and commitment to Jewish tradition and desire to impart this 

passion to their students leads this group of educators to be 
highly motivated to find creative ways to reach their students.
 
Using a thematic analysis,8, 9 we conducted an extensive 
review of the transcripts from the interviews and focus groups 
and identified three areas in which Jewish educators can 
embrace creative leadership in order to enhance their field of 
practice: Jewish history, current Jewish educational context, 
and Jewish values.
 
Participants used Jewish history as a way to describe why 
Jewish educators may be uniquely positioned to engage 
in creative leadership. In particular, they drew upon the 
way Jewish survival can be seen as an act of creativity. 
Additionally, they saw Jewish questioning as fostering 

creativity and critical thinking. Participants found that 
throughout Jewish history, there were many times that Jews 
were faced with changes that challenged them to become 
more creative in their religious practice. One focus group 
participant said:
 “. . . For over eighteen hundred years Jews got  
 scattered out of their homes and they were  
 committed to conserving a tradition but yet making 
 it fit into wherever they were, so you [have] North  
 African Jews making North African Jewish customs,  
 you have Western European Jews making Western  
 European customs and Spanish Jews and it goes  
 on and on and on and that is a product of creativity.  
 Jewish survival is a product of creativity we have  
 inherited. . .”

This example and many others that came as a result of the 
focus groups and interviews reinforce that creativity and 
adaptation to changing times have been part of the Jewish 
experience throughout history. Jewish educators can learn 
from history to continue to adapt and grow creatively in their 
practice of teaching and leading.

Participants described the unique current Jewish educational 
context as requiring creative leadership to solve real-world 
obstacles. For example, they noted that Jewish education 
must bridge differences across religious and secular schools 

Creativity and leadership are not just innate qualities inherent in some 
individuals, but are learned skills that can be acquired with training 
and practice. Creative leaders need to be comfortable with ambiguity, 
embrace risk-taking, and be able to influence and inspire others in new 
ways and directions. 
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and differences in the way Jewish families shift across 
communities and across time.10

 “The vision is constantly changing and the goals are 
 constantly changing, and even the population is  
 changing.  Where families are, what the families  
 expect, and their investment in Jewish education  
 have drastically changed. How can we, as a school,  
 keep up with that and meet the changing needs of 
 the families? And how can we utilize some of the  
 teaching techniques that work well in the public 
 schools and bring them to religious school.”

Participants also described their approaches to creative 
leadership within the framework of Jewish values. Jewish 
educators view the values they are teaching as part of their 
identity. Sharing these values with their students is more than 
just a job; it is an obligation. They view it as a responsibility to 
impart these values to the next generation.
 “So my way as a creative leader is finding the 
 different parts within a program and finding how we  
 can implement Jewish values and educate the 
 children who attend [these programs].”

It is clear that Jewish educators see creative leadership as 
a concept integrated with their notion of Judaism as well 
as Jewish education. Their responses suggest that Creative 
Leadership has the potential to be a successful leadership 
model for any Jewish educational settings.

CREATIVE LEADERSHIP TIPS FOR EDUCATORS
Based on our research, we suggest five ideas for school 
administrators to enhance creative leadership in their schools.

• Create a program (e.g., staff retreat) to help teachers think 
“outside the box” and generate new ideas and teaching 
techniques in a fresh environment.

• Work with staff to develop definitions for creativity and 
creative leadership that are personal to your school.  Staff 
can work together to think of other examples of creative 
leadership and create an action plan to apply these concepts 
to your school.   

• Approach everyday obstacles through the lens of creative 

leadership.  Work with staff to come up with solutions to 
common challenges in Jewish education based on creative 
leadership.

• Hold three staff meetings throughout the year that focus on 
the three topics highlighted in our research (Jewish history, 
the current Jewish educational context, and Jewish values).  
For example, staff can discuss examples of creative leadership 
throughout Jewish history and relate them to creative 
leadership in Jewish education today.   

• Encourage staff to attend professional development 
programs that focus on creative leadership.

Bibliography
1. Baker, M. (2012). “Make our Garden Grow: Building 
Leadership Ecosystems.” Journal of Jewish Communal Service, 
88(1/2), 151.153.
2. Lehmann, D. L. (2014). “Toward Creativity: A Theological 
Goal for Jewish Education.”
3. Shire, M. (2014). “Creativity in Jewish Education.” 
Community Blog: Hebrew College. http://blog.hebrewcollege.
edu/creativity-in-jewish-education/
4. Zacko-Smith, J. (2009). “The Leader Label: Leadership in a 
Hyper-Diverse World.” VDM Verlag.
5. Puccio, Mance & Murdock (2011). “Creative Leadership: 
Skills that Drive Change.” SAGE Publications.
6. Stoll, L. & Temperly, J. (2009). “Creative Leadership: A 
Challenge of our Times.” School Leadership and Management, 
29, 65-78.
7. Eisen, L. (2013). “Catalyzing Systemic Change in Jewish 
Life.” Journal of Jewish Communal Service, 88(1/2), 165-168.
8. Braun, V. & Clarke. V. (2006). “Using Thematic Analysis Is 
Psychology.” Qualitative Research in Psychology, 3(2), 77-101
9. Braun, V. & Clark, V. (2013). “Successful Qualitative 
Research: A Practical Guide for Beginners.” SAGE Publications.
10. Spotts, L. H. (2006). “The Challenge of Jewish Youth.” 
Journal of Jewish Education, 39(4), 43-47.


