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ASK RIVKIE - JDAIM

Camp Counselor Quandary
Have a question for Rivkie? Email askrivkie@kolhabirah.com
Dear Rivkie,
I am a teenage girl and I applied to
work as a counselor at a camp that has
an inclusion program. At this camp, neurotypical kids as well as kids with neurological differences or disorders like
Autism Spectrum Disorder, ADHD, and
Tourette syndrome live together and do
activities together. My job would be as a
counselor in a bunk with both “types”
of children, and I am anxious about
working with the kids who may require
more attention. What if I get into situations I’m not prepared for? What if I
have trouble relating to them, or they
don’t like me? Basically, what if I’m a
massive failure?
Should I withdraw my application
if I’m freaking out, or if I get accepted
should I go for it?
Signed,
Wannabe Counselor Callie
Dear Callie,
I totally admire you for even contemplating a challenging summer job

at your age. When I was a teenager, my
biggest summer challenge was whether
to get a Coke or Fanta Cherry Slurpee.
But also in my day, we didn’t have
such a culture of inclusion. I think camps
with inclusion programs are wonderful
for the kids who go as campers, but it can
be just as rewarding if not more so for
the kids working there.
One of the wisest teenagers I know
worked at a Jewish inclusion camp last
summer. When I got your question in
my inbox, I immediately emailed her,
and this is what she said:
“I would say that before I started working in camp this summer, I was definitely
nervous about being responsible for neurodiverse kids but it ended up being my favorite summer ever, and I would recommend it to anyone.
These girls struggle all year round with
fitting in. Whether they go to mainstream
schools or not, most of them are aware
that they’re different. But when it comes
to camp, they’re a camper just like the
next girl. As a counselor, your job is to give
every single camper the best summer they
can have. When times were hard in camp,
there was always a team of people ready to
lend a hand, and everyone is there to help.

By the end of the summer, my campers
and I had the most special bond, and
I’m still in touch with most
of them six months later.
Yes, I would say that sometimes it was hard, but so
worth it. First of all, the experience teaches you so many
important lessons on kindness
and acceptance. Second, it fosters a sense of purpose and
appreciation. Finally, there
will always be people to
help you. You’re not alone
and you’re not responsible on your own, everyone
gets it, and everyone wants to make it as
easy and fun as possible for you and your
campers.”
In this day and age, at least in my
community — based on the two full pages of Jewish camps for kids with disabilities on the local Federation’s website —
kids expect that neurodiverse kids and
kids with disabilities will be part of their
lives. It is definitely a new day for disability awareness, certainly much different from when I grew up. And hooray
for that! Kindness is a vital skill for all
of us, whether we work at camp or not.

Hashem creat- ed us all
b’tzelem elokim, in His image. Remembering this is something we should do
daily.
Girl, take a leap of faith; if you’re accepted to the camp as a counselor, go for
it. I have a feeling that a thoughtful girl
like you will gain a lot from a summer
experience like this, and your campers
will gain a lot from having you in their
lives. Good luck!
All the best,
Rivkie

COLLEGE PREP

Learning to Self-Advocate: Education Edition
By Nikkee Porcaro
Recently, I worked
with a former student
who is now a freshman at the University of Maryland. This
student has always been conscientious,
organized, and diligent, but one class —
a philosophy seminar — was vexing her.
When I asked why, she explained she
didn’t understand the assignments, and
couldn’t seem to get ahold of the teacher.
The student then pulled out no
fewer than 20 emails spanning several
weeks that had received no response.
She showed me the emails, in which
she’d set up three meetings with the
teacher that he subsequently blew off.
She explained that his office hours conflicted with another class and showed
that she tried to ask for alternate meeting times, to no avail. She showed me
online quizzes he had graded incorrectly that he promised to fix and never did.
This is utterly unacceptable, but
how do you tell that to a first-semester
18 year old who got into her dream college through Freshman Connection and
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who wants nothing more than to not
rock the boat?
I’ve heard similar stories from some
of my high school students, about non-responsive or unfair teachers and administrators. I truly believe most teenagers, despite their reputations, are good students
who understand fairness and have reasonable expectations, so when they complain to me about a situation like this, I
certainly give credence to their grievances and help them brainstorm solutions.
So how do you stick up for yourself in
a situation in which your grade is on the
line, but you fear potential retaliation? I
recommend taking the following steps:
Step 1: Try to speak to the teacher in
person. Sometimes, putting a face to a
name and some in-person urgency can
spark a resolution. Be respectful, but also
be firm and clear, and try to remain unbiased: “Professor X, I emailed you on Monday, Wednesday, and Saturday, but have
not received a response, and I am confused about the assignment due on the
20th. Can we schedule a time to meet?”
Step 2: Document everything specifically and objectively: dates, times, exact
descriptions of situations. Leave emo-
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tions out of it. Make sure to watch your
diction; don’t use words that could convey bias. If your teacher has not responded to your last five emails over the past
two weeks, list the dates they were sent
and a brief description of what you inquired about. Your frustration should
not be evident in a list like this; let the
facts speak for themselves. Write this
list concisely, objectively, and without
unnecessary flourishes. Remember, “I
emailed my teacher, like, five times and
she didn’t answer” is less effective and
jarring than a succinct list of dates when
specific emails were sent and ignored,
along with dates of no-show meetings.
You can first try to present this list to
your teacher to show how you’ve tried
to make an effort at connecting. If that
doesn’t work, try Step 3.
Step 3: Go above the teacher. Find
the email address of the department
head or administrative chair and concisely explain your situation: “I’ve been
trying to connect with Professor X all semester, but have been unable to do so.
I am concerned both about my mastery
of the material and my final grade in the
class. I have compiled a list of my efforts

in trying to contact Professor X. I have
no desire to get him in trouble, but can
you please advise me on what I should
do to remedy this situation?”
My student and I did get to Step 3,
and emailed the department head, subject chair, and administrative team to
whom her specific professor reported.
We edited the email for clarity, conciseness, and objectiveness, and got a response from the chair within 24 hours.
Within 24 hours of receiving that response, the professor emailed my student, ready and willing to set up a time
to meet, and they’ve met twice in the
past two weeks about her final paper.
My student was nervous at first to
“tattle” on a teacher, but it is an educator’s moral, ethical, and most likely contractual duty to respond to students who
contact them. Once she saw how she
could stick up for herself while remaining professional and polite, she learned
not only how to pen a philosophy paper,
but how to be a self-advocate.
Nikkee Porcaro is the founder and president of No
Anxiety Prep International, a greater Washington
area-based educational consulting firm that assists students with their educational goals. Email
Nikkee at nikkee@noanxietyprep.com.
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