
 
 
 
December 23, 2008 
26 Kislev 5769 
 
 
Harlene Appelman 
Executive Director 
The Covenant Foundation 
1270 Avenue of the Americas, Suite 304 
New York, NY 10020-1702 
 

Dear Harlene, 

It was good talking on the phone yesterday. This letter is to put in writing what we discussed.  

Our task force met for the first time in late November. At the meeting were students, a faculty member who 

studies Internet use, a local alumna who works as a television producer, and the two of us. After lengthy 

discussion, we feel that the following approach is the best one to move forward with the grant for the benefit 

of the Foundation, our institution, and the learning of other Jewish institutions. We believe that this approach 

fulfills the original grant proposal and does not substantially deviate from it. It does, however, involve some 

changes, which we outline below. 

 

Background: What we have learned 

The core of our original grant application was this: 

Fiedler Hillel at Northwestern University proposes to develop HowDoYouJew?, an ambitious 

Internet-based platform to engage Northwestern undergraduate, graduate and professional students, 

and young alumni in meaningful, fun, relevant and provocative Jewish conversation and expression… 

HowDoYouJew? will operate as a program within Facebook, making it a network that students want 

to engage… HowDoYouJew? will be community-based, linking online and offline experiences. And 

whereas institutional Jewish websites are frontal and content-centered, HowDoYouJew? will engage 

users in creating their own content, while also challenging them with content developed by editors 

and trusted sources. 

How It Will Be Different 

Unlike the bulletin-board websites that dominate the cyberspace of organized Jewry, HowDoYouJew? 

will be a vibrant virtual community, where young adults can socialize, learn and talk with one another. 

It will go far beyond existing chat rooms and discussion boards, instead offering a dynamic interactive 

environment in which users will share content from popular Jewish publications, such as Heeb; 



organize pictures from Jewish events, such as Taglit-birthright israel trips; share tips for cooking 

Jewish foods; fundraise for organizations and causes; import blogs, review books, movies; and more. 

And it will embrace and go beyond the best of the Jewish web, doing something no one else is doing, 

and something only a community-based platform can do: it will facilitate real, offline, person-to-

person interactions.  

Jewish identity development cannot happen solely online. While Jewish identity can be enhanced 

through online interactions, the essence of Jewish life takes place in person-to-person interactions and 

real community experiences. Thus a key element of HowDoYouJew? will be its function as a platform 

for students and young alumni to organize offline, in-person gatherings. The virtual community will 

help knit together the Fiedler Hillel at Northwestern University real-world Jewish community. A 

discussion about a great Jewish band will include information on where they are playing next; a blog 

entry about Purim will include information on a “grassroots” Megillah reading; book clubs, Shabbat 

dinners, social justice rallies—all these real-life encounters will organize themselves and come alive as 

a result of the virtual interaction on HowDoYouJew?. For in the end, nothing can replace the power 

of a minyan: The Jewish People cannot exist in virtual space alone. 

Working Within Facebook 

Key to the success of HowDoYouJew? will be its embrace of Facebook. Rather than build a new 

website which essentially creates a virtual Hillel building, we will create HowDoYouJew? as a 

Facebook application. If you look at the left-hand side of the Facebook profile above, you will see a 

list of “applications”: Photos, Groups, Causes, My Questions, Jewster (essentially a dating service). 

These applications are programs built for use within Facebook to create subcommunities or to allow 

users to find each other and share information without leaving the Facebook website. Just click on it 

and you’re inside the application, a delimited “space” that in this case would signify stepping into the 

Jewish community, all without leaving the familiarity of the general Facebook interface. 

By building an application within Facebook, we will introduce a way to engage other Jews and forms 

of Jewish community online in the same way we attempt to do it on campus: maintaining low barriers 

to entry; creating space that is open to Jews and non-Jews but that expresses and encourages a 

distinctively Jewish voice; allowing being Jewish to be part of the regular living of one’s life, which 

doesn’t require leaving the most comfortable webspace most students already know. 

 

Since our grant application, a number of developments have occurred that have challenged some, but not all, 

of the core assumptions in the above paragraphs. Facebook applications have been shown to be less effective 

than we anticipated at that time. We also know considerably more information about Internet usage than in 

2007. Most significantly, we know that only 2 percent of Internet users generate content; 98 percent are 

passive users, who do not post material on sites other than Facebook, and who regularly visit only a handful 

of Internet sites. For this reason, Web communities generally have not succeeded. 

That does not mean, however, that the Internet does not play an important role in the life of a student 

community. We know that students’ communal use of the Internet is a bit voyeuristic: As in their physical 

life, they will be drawn to an Internet location if their friends are at that site as well. This is one of the core 

elements of Facebook’s success—students go to Facebook to see what their friends are up to. 

AskBigQuestions, while a successful initiative in its on-campus events, has only just begun to achieve a higher 

level of traffic on its web site, www.askbigquestions.com. This is directly a result of the fact that a student 

board is responsible for writing on the site, and they attract their friends to it.  



Additionally, we have learned from three successful years of success the Campus Entrepreneurs Initiative 

(CEI) at Northwestern that students can—and will—build relationships with their friends and connect them 

with Jewish life. Each student intern in this initiative is charged with building relationships with 60 other 

Jewish students and engaging them in events and immersion experiences, and forming learning communities. 

By empowering students in this way, we have significantly increased Hillel’s reach into the Jewish community 

in both breadth and depth. 

Finally, as a result of the Consultation we convened last summer, we have a much greater appreciation of the 

need and opportunity for cross-generational activity—in the form of mentorship for undergraduates, 

graduate students, and young alumni by older alumni. Digital media can be used both to foster social 

connections—which are essential particularly for freshmen students and isolated young alumni—and content 

connections with Jewish life. 

Our Grant 

The essence of our grant proposal was to “engage young Jewish adults in the place they are most 

comfortable, the Internet.” Additionally, we maintained that “by grounding itself within a university 

community… [our initiative] will be an attractive and popular platform. Our accessible and relevant message 

can be heard and can resonate, ultimately inspiring people to make enduring commitments to Jewish life.” 

While our initial proposal called for a major social networking component, our learning in the meantime has 

demonstrated that creating an independent social networking capability—even as a Facebook application—

would be an unwise approach. The most successful approach draws on our knowledge about how students 

and young alumni network with each other, chiefly that they will be attracted to web content to which their 

friends draw them, and which their friends create. 

Our revised plan would follow the same timeline as the original grant proposal (see attached chart), and 

would include most of the same elements, with the following elements:  

• Building on the success of the Campus Entrepreneurs Initiative, we will invite alumni of the CEI 

program (at first current students, and eventually graduate students and university alumni) to 

maintain their own blogs that will reflect on Jewish life for Northwestern-affiliated emerging 

adults from a wide variety of perspectives. The group will be supervised and supported by a 

director of digital engagement, consistent with our original proposal. The bloggers will be 

responsible for posting at least three times per week and attracting at least 100 unique users to 

their site. They will post their blog posts as notes on Facebook and tag their friends.  

• Blogs will focus on a variety of topics, such as: politics, entertainment, the arts, the environment, 

social activism, sports, religion, food and domestic life, business, science, etc.  They will include a 

variety of formats: text, video, photos, podcasts. They will also feature links to upcoming events, 

posts of interest on other sites, and comments. This is all entirely in keeping with our approved 

proposal. 

• Consistent with our original proposal, the initiative will initially focus on undergraduates, and 

then expand to include graduate students and alumni. A key component of this expansion will be 

development of professional and personal mentoring relationships between alumni and current 

students. Again, this is in keeping with our grant proposal. 



• Evaluation will assess how unique users are drawn to the sites, how they interact with the sites, 

and how the site has influenced their Jewish behavior or sense of self. Additionally, as outlined in 

the Executive Summary from our consultation this past summer, evaluation will be 

contextualized within broader research on emerging adulthood. 

• Facebook will continue to be an integral element of this initiative, as a tool for promotion, 

dissemination of content, and planning for related offline events. This revised proposal more 

accurately depicts what role Facebook can realistically play. 

As you can see, most of the key elements we outline here are drawn directly from our grant proposal. We do 

not believe our plans constitute a major diversion from our initial grant. Clearly some of the core assumptions 

of the initial grant have been reconsidered, particularly around the way social networking software works and 

the way students use the internet. We believe these reconsiderations and revisions only serve to improve the 

proposal. 

The staff transition at our institution over the past year has been both a curse and a blessing. We recognize 

that the grant was made with certain assumptions about the stability and experience of senior staff at Fiedler 

Hillel, assumptions which inevitably have been challenged by the events of the last twelve months. For that 

reason, we agreed with the Foundation to postpone funding and implementation of the grant for one year, 

until our staff leadership situation was settled. Lisa is now firmly on board as our Executive Director, and 

Josh and the rest of our staff team have all remained in place and gained more experience. We feel very 

confident in our ability to execute the grant as outlined in this letter. At the same time, we want to reiterate 

what we said on the phone yesterday: Like the Foundation, we are only interested in implementing a grant to 

a high level of excellence, and we are committed to working with the Foundation transparently and in good 

faith, and with regular and open communication.  

We believe these revisions enhance the original grant proposal, focus the initiative in crucial ways, and, most 

importantly, increase the likelihood of its success. We hope you agree, and we look forward to moving 

forward with you. 

 
Chag urim sameach, 
 
 
 
Lisa Kudish  
Executive Director 
 
 
Josh Feigelson 
Campus Rabbi & Senior Director for Educational Initiatives 
 


