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When Summer Ends, 
a New Chapter Begins
Ramapo Counselors’ Career Stories

FOR 95 YEARS, CAMP RAMAPO HAS BEEN A PLACE WHERE 

CHILDREN WITH A RANGE OF CHALLENGES can experience 
success. It has also become a place of transforma-
tion for our counselors—many of whom are work-
ing towards careers in education, social work and 
youth development—with more than 90 percent 
saying Ramapo influenced their approach to their 
work. 
     Feeling unfulfilled as a business major at then-Trenton State College (now The College 
of New Jersey) in 1996, Melissa Weis knew she wanted a career that would excite, challenge 
and reward her and had a hunch that working with children might be the right path. Her 
curiosity was piqued when she noticed a job posting for summer camp counselors. She 
applied and got a position in Camp Ramapo’s learning center. “My summer there was one 
of the most rewarding experiences of my life,” said Melissa. “After that, I knew I wanted to 
work with children of differing abilities, so when I returned to college I changed my major 
to special education and have been working as a teacher now for 17 years.”
     Savannah Gomez, a Missouri State University speech pathology major with a focus on 
children with autism, was preparing for graduate school but felt she was missing the hands-
on work experience that could enhance her knowledge within the field. She learned about 
Ramapo and its professional development opportunities, and came to Rhinebeck last sum-
mer as a counselor. “Every day here I felt so motivated, and realized through my training 
and experiences how much I was learning about behavior and the ways in which children 
communicate,” she said. When the summer ended, Savannah realized she wasn’t quite ready 
to leave Ramapo behind. “I wanted to find a way to stay here longer and continue to de-
velop leadership and program skills, so I signed up for the RamaYear program and came 
back in May,” she explained. “I know this is a place where I will continue to learn, and I am 
looking forward to working with the organization for the longer term!” 

     Although the majority of our current and past coun-
selors have been focused on youth-oriented work, Camp 
Ramapo has also offered meaningful, career-shaping 
experiences for those focused in vastly different areas. 
Retired Colonel Dick Kurtz, a counselor from 1960-62, 
wanted a challenging summer experience and a new 
adventure. He was offered a position as a counselor, and 
his bunk was comprised of older teenage boys, many of 
whom demonstrated great behavioral challenges. “At 
Ramapo I became keenly aware of my need to be respon-
sible for others, but it was an environment that allowed 
me to grow, too, and I learned how to anticipate problems, 
create expectations and become a role model to young 
men,” Dick explained. “My time at Ramapo played a role 
in preparing me for the duties and responsibilities I faced 

while commanding and leading men in the Army, in times of peace and combat.”

A Sweet New Partnership 
for Staff Assistants

SAMUEL’S SWEET SHOP IS ONE OF RHINE-
BECK’S MOST POPULAR ATTRACTIONS.  
It is also the best place to stock up 
on the latest items from Ramapo’s 
“RamaFare” line of food products. The 

shop’s manager and partner, John 
Traver, was enthusiastic about the 
RamaFare products. “I was familiar 
with Ramapo because I participat-
ed in a retreat on the campus when 
I was in school, and my sister was 
a camp counselor, so I always ap-
preciated the organization’s pro-
grams and mission,” said John. As 
luck would have it, with one taste 
of the Strawberry Balsamic Jam 
and a helping of the unique Green 
Tomato Vanilla Ginger Jam—both 
made by the Staff Assistants with 
produce from Ramapo’s gardens 
on campus—John was hooked, and 
the partnership came to life.
     John not only (continued on page 2)

“I was familiar with Ramapo 
because I participated in a 
retreat on the campus when I 
was in school, and my sister was 
a camp counselor, so I always 
appreciated the organization’s 
programs and mission.” 

Savannah (left) at Camp Ramapo

(L to R) John Traver, Staff Assistant 
Chaya, SAE Experience Coordinator Jed 
Lane, and Samuel’s Partner Jeffrey Dean 
Morgan

Counselors and campers in the 90s



Staff Member Spotlight: Introducing 
Jennifer Zanger, LMSW

Jennifer Zanger, Associate Executive Director, Direct Service Pro-
grams, joined Ramapo for Children last Fall. Jenn is based on our 
Rhinebeck campus and  brings to Ramapo 30 years of youth devel-
opment experience, a passion for quality programming, and a gift 
for creating a strong sense of community among staff members and 
program participants. 

What shaped your interest in youth service and youth develop-
ment, and what path has your career taken? When I finished my 
undergraduate degree, I realized that I wanted the opportunity to 
work with individuals over a longer period of time and really build 
lasting relationships with them. With that in mind, I shifted my 
focus to social work, entered Hunter College for my Master of So-

cial Work, and took-on an internship with the Center for Family Life in Brooklyn. I stayed-on 
full-time with the Center for Family Life, where I eventually oversaw a 300-person afterschool 
program and was responsible for a clinical caseload as a therapist for families and individuals. 
Working there was truly the most formative time of my career. 
     After working at the Center for Family Life for 14 years, I wanted to launch myself into 
something new, and I moved on to a challenging job overseeing a 500-child summer camp in 
Brownsville, Brooklyn. A couple of years later I accepted a position with Good Shepherd Ser-
vices, where I worked for 14 years before coming on board to work for Ramapo for Children! 

What convinced you to take on Ramapo’s Associate Executive Director position, know-
ing it would mean relocating your family? The decision to leave Brooklyn was hard, but 
Ramapo’s mission, values, and esteemed reputation within the youth development field made 
it a no-brainer. I knew this would be a great career move for me and a chance to both learn 
from the organization, and take all of the experiences I’ve had and apply them to this unique 
and beautiful place. It was a rare and exciting opportunity. 

How has your work benefited from the Ramapo Toolbox and Approach? The Toolbox does 
an incredible job of scaffolding, in a visual and practical way, the tools you need to create suc-
cessful relationships, which are at the core of what we do. It addresses ways to handle the ups and 
downs of a relationship. The Approach asks us to look at behavior as a way of communicating, 

which I have found to be incredibly informative when creating new processes and 
systems around campus and further developing structure around the work we do.   

Where do you see the Rhinebeck campus growing in the future? I would love to 
see Ramapo’s Rhinebeck campus continue growing into a learning “lab” and learn-
ing community—one that is sought out by college students in nearby schools who 
would like to come here for internships, or high school students who are looking to 
gain early work experience in the field. I hope that, as the organization articulates 
and codifies its “best practices” and collects data on our programs’ outcomes, we 
will grow our presence and voice in the field of youth development in a much big-
ger way. I would love Ramapo to get to the point where our organization’s voice 
penetrates and impacts policies that relate to youth. 

appreciated the RamaFare 
products for their robust flavors 
and experimental combina-
tions, but was drawn to the Staff 
Assistants’ process of creating 
the products from scratch, using 
produce from the gardens and 
greenhouses on campus. The 
encouragement and coaching 
given to the Staff Assistants 
reminded John of his own 
experience as a teenager, when 
he was hired by Samuel’s owner 
Ira Gutner, who trained and mentored 
John as a young employee while 
he worked his way up to become 
the shop’s manager. Today, John 
trains his staff in the same manner, 
emphasizing a friendly, positive and 
personalized approach to customer 
service, which also reflects many of 
the same interpersonal skills learned 
by Ramapo’s Staff Assistants. 
     The popularity of local goods 
like RamaFare has been a source of 
encouragement for John, who sees it 
as a way to honor the late Ira Gutner 
and the lasting legacy that Samuel’s 
has maintained within the commu-
nity. The SAE team is so grateful to 
John and the Samuel’s community for 
embracing this Ramapo endeavor and 
offering so much support. 

A Sweet New Partnership 
(continued from page 1)
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A Special Spring Night for 
Ramapo            
ON MONDAY, MAY 1ST, 
RAMAPO FOR CHIL-
DREN HOSTED ITS 
INAUGURAL SPRING 
BENEFIT at Bohemi-
an National Hall in 
New York City. The 
Benefit was held in 
honor of longtime 
Board members 
and former coun-
selors, Nina Freed-
man and Michael 
Rosenbaum, for their tireless commitment to the organization. 
Speakers throughout the evening included Charissa Fernandez, 
Executive Director of Teach for America New York and a camper 
parent; Deborah Cooper, Vice President and General Counsel for 
the Cooke Center for Learning and Development and a Staff Assis-
tant parent; Tommy Micah, Dean of Students at Achievement First; 
and Liane Carter, award-winning author and a camper parent. Stay 
tuned for more information on next year’s event—we hope you will 
join us for what is sure to become a new Ramapo tradition! 

RamaYear: Finding Direction at a 
Crossroads                  

LIFE AFTER COLLEGE IS AN EXCIT-
ING PERIOD OF POSSIBILITY, but at 
times it can feel overwhelming, as 
new graduates seek out a place 
to ground themselves, enhance 
their job skills and have new ex-
periences. The RamaYear program 
offers recent college graduates a 
multi-faceted, year-long work op-
portunity that enables them to de-
velop leadership skills, build their 
resumes and, most importantly, 
help children and young adults 
along their path to success.

     RamaYear invites new college graduates to spend a minimum 
of 12-15 months living and working on Ramapo’s Rhinebeck cam-
pus. They are charged with coordinating and facilitating Ramapo 
Retreats and mentoring Staff Assistants, which enables them 
to enhance their skills in areas of leadership, communication, 
youth work, and problem-solving. The program has become an 
important career step for many participants, by either solidifying 
their long-held interest in working with young people, or laying 
the groundwork for a new path in this direction. 

     “Through my experiences working at Ramapo, I’ve discovered 
a deep passion for supporting youth who fall into the margins 
of our society,” said Jacob, a RamaYear on his way to pursuing 
a Master of Social Work degree at Loyola University in Chicago. 
“Being here, first as a Camp Ramapo Counselor and now as a 
RamaYear, has taught me that every venture I pursue must be 
rooted in relationships and as a leader, it is pertinent that I do 
everything with those relationships in mind,” he added. 
     Tamyra, a former RamaYear and current Ramapo Program 
Supervisor, said the program aided her in exploring new career 
opportunities. “Before Ramapo, I felt like I was putting myself 
and my career ideas into a box,” she explained, also noting that, 
as a result of her experiences at Ramapo, her future plans have 
changed and she’ll soon be working towards a master’s degree 
in applied behav-
ior analysis.  
     To date, Rama-
po’s Rhinebeck 
campus has wel-
comed more than 
50 RamaYears and 
we are looking 
forward to the 
continued growth 
of this unique ca-
reer development 
program. 
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“Through my experiences working at Ramapo, 
I’ve discovered a deep passion for supporting 
youth who fall into the margins of our society”

Jacob participating in Camp Ramapo’s color 
run games.

Tamyra mentoring young 
adults in Ramapo’s Teen 
Leadership program.

(L to R) Cara Rosenbaum, Nina Freedman, 
Michael Rosenbaum and Leah Rosenbaum
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This year marks Ramapo for Children’s 
95th anniversary, and we’re so grateful 
that YOU are a part of our history! 
Camp Ramapo is our organization’s longest-running 
program and because of the support of our friends, we are 
able to provide scholarships to more than 50% of our 
campers; deliver consistent, unparalleled training to our 
camp counselors; and offer a summer of fun and success to 
over 550 children each year! 

Will you join us in our mission to touch the lives of even 
more children by making a donation today? A gift to Ramapo 
will give ALL of our campers a place to achieve success.

Make your gift online at 
www.ramapoforchildren.org/support-us


