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Abstract:

The American college student as well as the American Jewish community currently is being challenged by the current situation in Israel. Historically, American Jews have given unconditional support to Israel.  The North American college campuses are at present the center of attention as to the relationship if the Jewish community to Israel.   During the past two years on college campuses Jewish students have been enlisted (in some way) to be an active voice for Israel. Too few students have taken on the challenge and most students today do not feel as connected to Israel as students from post ’67, ’73, “Free Soviet Jewry” era generations. Nor do students today feel knowledgeable or comfortable discussing Israel.  

Remarkably significant is the fact that three years ago a trend to send college students to Israel on ten day trips did begin to have an impact on campus. With thousands of college students from North America taking advantage of trips, Israel was clearly on the minds and in the hearts of college students.  Sadly though, with current US State department warnings and the rise of violence in Israel college students (as well as others) have stopped going to Israel.  This has played a significant role on campus.  Many campuses enjoyed the increased attention and excitement that returnees from Israel brought back to campus.  Further more, the numbers of North American college students studying at one of the universities in Israel has also declined.  Historically, students who spent their junior year abroad in Israel returned to campus eager to be active in Israel programming and issues on campus. 

Being an activist on a college campus was a rite of passage a generation or two ago.  Today it is a different story; major universities have a hand full of activists but for the most part students today do not take on an active roll. So, the question is how do we engage students in emotional and intellectual conversations and discussions around the many facets of Israel?

Through the inter-group relations program at the University of Illinois Urbana Champaign, a colleague and I created a dialogue course focusing on the conflict in Israel.  My colleague, a Palestinian American and I, a Jewish American Zionist set out to explore the relationship between Jews and Arabs on our campus.  We use an inter-group dialogue model of pedagogy that allows students to learn in a setting that minimizes anxiety and allows affect and conflict to emerge safely.  The goal of the class is not teach students how to debate each other but to learn commonalities and differences and to be able to discuss them in an environment leading to mutual recognition and mutual understanding.  

This paper studies the impact the dialogue course has on the participants compared and contrasted to the environment on campus, the role of student leadership and outside influences as it relates to Israel.

