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Faculty-Led Program with Michigan State University
Every summer, Dr. Yore Kedem of Michigan State University brings MSU students to HebrewU for
an immersive four-week Jewish Studies Summer Program. The program is a total of eight credits,
with four credits earned from each course, one taught by Yore, and one taught by HebrewU
professor Dr. David Mendelsson.
The Emergence of the Modern State of Israel
Taught by Dr. Mendelsson, this course covers the history leading up to the formation of the Jewish
state, examining the context underlying the Zionist movement. Not only will students understand
the conflicts and tensions shaping modern Israel – they will develop ideas around what might be
done to ease them. Students learn via traditional methods and site visits to places like Tel Aviv,
Mount Herzl, Haredi neighborhoods in Jerusalem and the Ma’aleh Film School, depending on the
semester.
Michelle Raytman, an MSU student on the summer 2021 program majoring in Interdisciplinary
Humanities with Hebrew, Arabic and Global Relations, says, “I loved David Mendelsson’s course.
One of our trips was to Tel Aviv, where the Declaration of Israel’s Independence was signed.”
Understanding Identities: Immigration and Cultural Diversity from the Israeli Experience
Taught by Dr. Kedem, this course gives insight into the issues arising around mass immigration.
Students meet with local people, community leaders, NGO reps, directors of educational programs
and more. They visit multiple sites, such as the Old City of Jerusalem, a majority-Arabic county and
Tel Aviv. Students conduct on-site observations and interview the people they encounter to guide
their in-depth research project on a topic related to identity, diversity or immigration in Israel.
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Examples of research projects from this year include:
Comparing Zionist and secular educational systems
Sexual harassment laws in Israel and how they apply to women’s experiences
Language within Israel
Impact of kosher laws on restaurants
Living as a woman in orthodox societies
Alberto Carlos Villarreal, an MSU student on the summer 2021 program with a double major in
International Relations and Economic Geography, says, “We experienced so much contrast and so
many different types of people. It made the experience very authentic and real. This makes it worth
it.”

Michelle’s Experience
Michelle enjoyed the cultural diversity and immigration
course from a personal perspective. “My parents are
immigrants from Russia to America and have family that
emigrated from Russia to Israel this year. I got to meet
them for the first time, talk with them, and share some of
their insights with my class.”
Michelle has taken two years of Hebrew language class. “I
was able to conduct interviews entirely in Hebrew,
sometimes with a little help from Google Translate,
including with an elderly man on Ben Yehuda Street and
some soldiers and their commander at the Western Wall.”
She made some use of her Arabic, which was a little more challenging, and made fluent use of her
Russian. “I had a maintenance man who spoke Russian, so it was very helpful!”
Michelle enjoyed how her teachers provided recommendations for trips and adventures to
compliment her coursework – and that she had free time to explore the country herself.
“There are so many great museums that relate to what you’re learning, and just being able to walk
through the Old City and see history is amazing. I learned a lot about the process of coming to
Israel and didn’t realize how many different communities of immigrants are here.”
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Michelle’s final project was on language within Israel.

Alberto’s Experience
“The amount of
history you’re
surrounded by in
Jerusalem is
incredible. The
U.S. is a relatively
new country. Can
you believe 2,000
years ago in
Jerusalem people
were walking on
these streets and
in these
buildings? It’s like
you’re walking
amongst different
time periods at
once.”
Alberto was struck by how welcoming the Israeli people are. “They have a willingness to engage in
any topic. You will get an honest answer on anything, and they want to hear your opinion too. I felt
very included.”
Of visiting Israel during the pandemic, Alberto says “having the opportunity to go now has
encouraged me to come back again. I had the time to engage deeper with people and museums,
but I would like to also experience the real bustling feel of everyday Jerusalem.”
For his research project, Alberto explored the impact of
kosher law on restaurants in Israel. “I initially wondered if
restaurants felt forced to provide kosher options at the risk
of their own culture’s food. I learned they don’t. A lot of
them eat kosher, so it makes sense for them to cook that
way. So my project became more about whether the type
of restaurant affects how different kinds of people are
treated.”
Alberto doesn’t speak Hebrew, so he relied on photos to
decide which restaurants to choose. “The food is
awesome. The best food I had in Israel was a pita filled with potato, sauces and vegetables. I’m
used to having meat, but this was vegetarian and extremely flavorful. It was sold in a little shop on
the street, with no seating.”

Bringing It All Together
“What unifies and separates Israelis?” poses Dr. Kedem. “There’s nothing here that can be
understood from only one perspective. This course shakes that foundation students may have of
thinking they understand a place. Jerusalem alone covers four major cultures and 2,000 years of
history. This program helps students get a sense of how complex this place is.”
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