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Education + Advocacy for Chicago-area high school students
for Israel
WriteOn

By Max Davis

FOR QUITE SOME TIME now Israel has 
been under attack. No, I am not referring 
to the unending terror and military barrage 
on the land and people of the State of Is-
rael. In countries all over the world, in Is-
rael, and increasingly in the United States, 
Israel�s legitimacy has come under fire.

College campuses in the United States 
have always been a source of activism and 
discourse. Within the past decade, howev-

er, a dangerous new movement has taken 
shape. Beginning in 2005, Israel Apart-
heid Week has been organized on college 
campuses to strike at the heart of Israel�s 
legitimacy. The group�s stated goal is �to 
educate people about the nature of Israel 
as an apartheid system and to build Boy-
cott, Divestment, and Sanctions (BDS) 
campaigns as part of a growing global 
BDS movement.�

Fifty-three cities hosted IAW this year. 
In Chicago, I attended one of a slew of 
anti-Israel events at DePaul University. 

Titled �Resistance: What does it mean 
to me?� the event was predictably fo-
cused on bashing Israel, and the speak-
ers were clearly not interested in hear-
ing opposing opinions or reconciling 
differences. Instead of recognizing Is-
rael as a legitimate nation that wishes 
to make peace and restore dignity to 
the Palestinian people, one speaker 
proclaimed, �it is still our land and 
one day it shall return to our posses-
sion.�

While many supporters of Israel 

find this type of rhetoric harmful or 
unreasonable, Palestinians do view 
the land that is now the State of Is-
rael as their homeland, and in true 
conversation we should respectfully 
acknowledge all points of view.

Unfortunately, the BDS move-
ment does not even believe in true 
conversation. Another speaker at 
the �Resistance� panel claimed that 
�you cannot normalize relations 
with a nation that is inherently rac-
ist,� and �the goal [of the move-
ment] should be to create a delegiti-
mization hub.�

At this meeting I attempted to 
start a conversation by asking what 
resistance needs to be taken against 
Hamas. I was greeted with a lecture 
about the Goldstone Report and 
Israel�s complicity in the Gazans� 
plight, which I had not mentioned 
at all in my question.

Despite these extremists� hard 
work, college campuses have not 

become the anti-Israel hub they strive for. 
Thanks to the efforts of pro-Israel students, 
it is quite the opposite.

Lisa Schneider, an intern of JUF�s Jew-
ish Community Relations Council/Hillel  
Israel Initiative at the University of Illinois 
at Urbana-Champaign, said students at her 
campus, and most schools, are �generally 
apathetic� toward Israel-related issues. 
While this might sound disheartening, it is 
exactly the type of atmosphere in which 
pro-Israel activity can be productive.

Every year at Champaign, students hold 
an Israel Week celebration at the same 
time as IAW. Pro-Israel students hold par-
ties on the main quad, featuring free falafel 
and cake, prominent speakers, and cultural 
events, including a recent concert by the 
Israeli group Hadag Nachash.

Contrasted with the Students for Justice 
in Palestine group, who Schneider said 

students view as �crazy people who are 
just yelling,� pro-Israel students at U of I 
have been able to make a positive impact 
on the majority.

 �I think people associate Israel with a 
positive image,� she said. �People see a 
diverse group having a good time. That�s 
how we make an impact.�

The same principle has applied at many 
other schools. Aaron Magid is a student 
at the University of Michigan at Ann Ar-
bor. Dearborn, a town close to the univer-
sity, has the largest Arab population in the 

United States. This translates into a large 
Muslim population. However, Magid has 
been surprised by the lack of Apartheid 
events on his campus. This year there were 
�almost no activities at all.�

Still, pro-Israel students have been there 
to foster the positive image. The Ameri-
can Movement for Israel regularly holds 
speakers and concerts to shape their peers� 
perceptions of Israel.

Though they are only two examples, 
Schneider and Magid are not alone. This 
year, I had the opportunity to attend the 
AIPAC Policy Conference, March 21-23, in 
Washington, D.C. I joined volunteer lead-
ers, clergymen, scholars, elected officials 
and more than 1,300 high school and col-
lege students. The students came from ev-
ery state and many different backgrounds, 
but they all share one common purpose: All 
of us love Israel and we are doing our part 
to make sure we spread a pro-Israel mes-
sage to our fellow students. With students 
as active as they are today, the future for Is-
rael on campus is sure to be a bright one. 

Max Davis is a senior at Whitney Young 
High School.
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What is Write On for Israel?

During the past six years, 125 Fellows have participated in the Write On for 

Israel program in Chicago. These passionate high school students have dedi-

cated half of their high school years to learning the ins and outs of advocating 

for Israel.
For the uninitiated in our community, I would like to introduce you to Write 

On. In the words of our website: �Write On for Israel is the premier Israel educa-

tion and advocacy program for Chicago-area Jewish teens.�

Fellows spend their junior year attending monthly seminars where they learn 

in great depth the history of the Jewish state and the crucial issues it faces today. 

At the same time they also learn important skills for advocacy, like media moni-

toring, editorial writing, and public speaking.

The following summer, Fellows have the inspiring experience of traveling 

throughout Israel. In two jam-packed weeks, we have the opportunity to kayak 

down the Dan tributary, play a historical scavenger hunt in Jerusalem�s Old City, 

and see the famous tzanchanim (paratrooper) unit receive their berets. We meet 

with and learn from academics, journalists, and even a Member of Knesset. We 

also have the pleasure of meeting Jewish teens living in Jerusalem and the Golan 

Heights, as well as Arab teens from the West Bank.

This supplement is the culmination of all of these fantastic learning experi-

ences. 
During the second year of the Write On program senior Fellows take on vari-

ous projects, putting their training to use. My colleagues and I have created a 

Write On video, planned events for teens, spoken in front of JUF groups, and put 

together this product you hold in your hands.

Though our formal Write On for Israel Fellowship is drawing to a close for  

the seniors (the program�s fifth cohort), our work has only just begun. As a 

training program, Write On helps give motivated students the tools we need to 

advocate for Israel in college and throughout life. It is now our job to use these 

tools to take action and make a true difference in the world.

Max Davis
Student Editor 

Max Davis is a senior at Whitney Young High School. 

Sponsored by JUF News and JUF’s Jewish Community Relations Council, Write 

On for Israel is funded by the AVI CHAI Foundation.

Student activism keeps 
promise for bright future

Students at the University of Michigan Ann 
Arbor and other campuses throughout the 
United States hold Israel events throughout 
the year.
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Despite these extremists’ hard work, college campuses have 

not become the anti-Israel hub they strive for. Thanks to the 

efforts of pro-Israel students, it is quite the opposite.
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By Raanan Barach

JEWISH high school students in Chicago-
land span a broad spectrum of diversity: 
They live in all parts of the city and sub-
urbs; they traverse the religious gap be-
tween secularism and Orthodoxy; and po-
litically, they are conservatives, liberals and 
everything in between. Some lack conclu-
sive political stands and some are activists, 
who support their steadfast beliefs. 

Despite all of these differences, many 
of these students share a vital similarity: 
they feel a powerful personal connection 
to Israel.

Parents often influence beliefs. 
 �I�ve been raised to have these kinds 

of views,� said Raphi Ozarowski, a senior 

at Ida Crown Jewish Academy, who was 
brought up in a staunchly Zionist house-
hold and has family in Israel.

Still, as teenagers develop their own 
opinions, they might combine the ideas 
they grew up hearing with new concepts 
they absorb from the media, peers and 
teachers. This synthesis leads to young 
adults carving their personal opinions out 
of a mixture of external influences. In this 
way, the relationships that previous gen-
erations�some of whom witnessed the gen-
esis of the Jewish State�have with Israel 
continue today through their children.

Youth groups of all the denominations 
also help form personal connections to 
Israel through activities and educational 
opportunities. 

By the time they enter high school, many 
Jewish students already have strong politi-
cal stances concerning Israel. Depending 
on where they attend school, these stu-
dents play different roles in their social 
groups. Those who go to public schools 
generally find that their opinions are op-
posed by equally informed anti-Israel stu-
dents and they are sometimes pushed to 
defend Israel.  

Joe Phillipson, a junior at the Univer-
sity of Chicago Laboratory High School 
in Hyde Park and the vice president of Is-
rael affairs for his United Synagogue Youth 

region, said that he takes part in casual, 
friendly �day-to-day political discussions� 
at school. He describes discussion of Israel, 
even with students who staunchly disagree 
with him, as cordial, if sometimes heated. 

Though some Jewish students take the 
responsibility of advocating for Israel, 
more often, they simply provide informa-
tion to others, who are sometimes con-
fused about what is really happening in 
the Middle East. 

 �Information is tough to find, and even 
harder to find unbiased,� said Phillipson, 
who has taken on this duty of helping oth-
ers to form their own balanced opinions. 
By adding clear voices from the pro-Is-
rael side of the picture, students help 
prevent uninformed peers from forming 
baseless judgments against a country they 
misunderstand. As they go through high 
school, many Jewish students who previ-
ously had only a peripheral connection 
to Israel, form tighter bonds as they are 
compelled to question their own stances 
and stay informed.

Students at private Jewish schools have 
very different roles when it comes to sup-
porting Israel. Students at these schools 
spend their formative years surrounded by 
those who share their positive dispositions 
toward Israel, and sometimes emerge hav-
ing little first-hand knowledge of how to 

respond to people with antithetic opinions. 
To prepare students for their impending 

plunge into the culture shock of college, 
both Ida Crown Jewish Academy and Chi-
cagoland Jewish High School offer cours-
es on the history of Israel and the Middle 
East. Ozarowski said the Israel advocacy 
class he takes �provides a good knowledge 
base� for Jewish young adults. 

Many students find themselves grap-
pling with their own misgivings about 
Israel. When volatile issues such as Op-
eration Cast Lead (Israel�s winter 2008 
offensive against Hamas) are discussed, 
some supporters of Israel �find [them-
selves] uncomfortable at times� due to 
confusion concerning what actually oc-
curred and if Israel was justified in its ac-
tions, Phillipson admitted. This confusion 
and embarrassment continues to surround 
certain issues, but for many politically ac-
tive students, while having general support 
for Israel is important, agreeing with each 
individual action or statement is not. 

�It�s fair as a Jew to be critical of Israel. 
Sometimes they�re wrong, and that�s okay,� 
Phillipson asserted. This uneasiness about 
Middle Eastern politics appears to indicate 
a growing political awareness, rather than 
an increasing opposition to Israel among 
Jewish youth in Chicago.

Although nearly every Jewish teenager 
might question the propriety of what Is-
rael does at one point or another, their 
underlying connections to the country re-
main strong. 

Raanan Barach is a senior at Ida Crown 
Jewish Academy.

for Israel
WriteOn

Public, private school Jewish students 
take on different Israel advocacy roles

Education + Advocacy
for Israel
Write On

By Avi Gluck

THE WORDS �the youth are the hope for 
the future� ring especially true when it 
comes to the future of the State of Israel 
and her continued existence.

While adults might claim that we, the 
next generation, are the hope for a future 
peace, we teenagers are busy with school, 
college and making the most of our final 
years as children before we are thrust into 
the �real world.� Sometimes it is simply 
too much for us to take our sparse time and 
get into a cause as abstract and inconse-
quential to our lives as a conflict happen-
ing over seven-thousand miles away. 

Why should we, Jewish teenagers liv-
ing in a peaceful Chicago, care about what 
happens far away, and support a nation 
that is generally looked down upon by the 
world community? 

The reasons begin during the times of 
the patriarchs when God gave us the Land 
of Israel. As Jews we should care, but why 

not leave the worrying to adults? 
Fast forward three thousand years. It is 

the Middle Ages, and Jews are targets of 
persecution throughout Europe. Pogroms 
affect not only the adults, but people our 
age as well. Again in Nazi-occupied Eu-

rope, all Jews were persecuted and mur-
dered, not only the adults. Today, in the 
modern state of Israel, terrorist attacks tar-
get all people, no matter their age. 

Israel advocacy is not an issue to leave 
for adults to sort out. It is our issue as well, 
and as the future leaders of the Jewish peo-
ple we have an obligation to take a role in 
defending our homeland and our people. 

In Israel teenagers and young adults 
serve in the army. They are the ones de-
fending the state and ensuring our right to 

a national home. 
We, the teenagers of America, have an 

obligation to support our brothers and sis-
ters who live with the constant threat of 
terror, and who cannot leave the problem 
for adults. They must take two or three 
years out of their lives to defend our home. 
The least we can do is to fight what battles 
we can living here in America. We can 
educate ourselves on the current issues. 

We can attend rallies. We can go to college 
and advocate for Israel on campus. 

This task seems daunting, but there are 
many opportunities to educate ourselves 
on the issues and to forge a personal bond 
with the land and the people of Israel. 

A number of local efforts educate youth 
about Jewish history and current issues in 
the Middle East, as well as how to advocate 
for Israel. These include JUF�s Write on 
For Israel and Birthright Israel trips, as well 
as programs and courses offered through 

schools such as the new Israel Advocacy 
course at Ida Crown Jewish Academy. 

Myriad of opportunities for teens to 
experience the cultural side of Israel also 
exist. Israel travel and summer camps 
sponsored by Jewish youth movements let 
teens experience Israel first hand and help 
them create a personal connection with the 
land, its history and its people. They give 
us the opportunity to see and experience 
what we are fighting for, and why Israel 
should be important to us.

Gap-year programs in Israel also fur-
ther the bonds with the Jewish State. 
Torah study at yeshivot and seminaries, 
army preparatory mechinot and touring 
programs allow teenagers to interact daily 
with Israelis. 

Back in the States, college students can 
defend their people and homeland in a 
public forum, one that is full of challenges 
and anti-Israel sentiment. 

Because young people do care and do 
make a difference, there is a promise of 
peace and a better tomorrow. It is because 
of our efforts that there is hope for Israel.  

Avi Gluck is a senior at Ida Crown Jew-
ish Academy.

Israel. Why should I care?

Israel advocacy is not an issue to leave for adults to sort out. It is our 

issue as well, and as the future leaders of the Jewish people we have an 

obligation to take a role in defending our homeland and our people.




