· A Teacher Reports:  Professional Development and Israel Education

Lance Wiscomb, and his wife, Lauren, are teachers at Emanu El and participated in the year-long professional development seminar on Israel. Lance has been teaching first grade at Emanu El for several years; now, he says, he's being promoted to third grade in the fall of 2006.  Here are a few of this thoughts on the experience of focusing on the learning and teaching of Israel.

"I have never been to Israel although my wife has, but now my urge to visit is clearly much stronger than it was before I was involved in this effort."  What changed for Lance as a result of his participation?

· I have a strong appreciation of popular Israeli culture.  The evening with Michel Kichka (the Israeli political cartoonist) was amazing--it was a thousand times better than what I expected.

· I have strong appreciation of the drama of day to day living for Israelis.

· Reciting a special blessing for studying Israel was quite poignant for me; whenever we started talking about Israel, we began with the beautiful ritual of reciting this blessing. I never thought of Israel as warranting a blessing as a holy place in the contemporary world.  We forget that Israel is basic to the identity of Jews as a people.

· I will continue to wrestle with the way many Israelis view us American Jews as inauthentic, especially as Reform Jews.  I will continue to ask myself how to deal with that.

Lance is thinking of introducing a large blank canvas into his third grade classroom in the fall of 2006.  He is playing with the idea that the canvas will represent visually the map of Israel and it will also become a work of art that the class will take with them throughout their religious school career.  Whatever they learn, in any subject matter that could relate to Israel would be potential material to put on the map in some visual representation. An example might be the exodus from Egypt and journey to the "Promised Land", which students learn about in Torah study.  He would like to think about how they might represent this journey pictorially on the canvas.  Every year, students would be able to add pieces relating to Israel on the map until it is full, at the end of 12th grade.

In summing up the seminar Lance said:  "The news we hear about Israel is the most superficial kind of information you can get.  The seminar acted as a kind of antidote to that---it was deep sharing of our relationship to Israel and to Israeli Jews as American Jews. Without doing this kind of intense study, we don't learn the nuances of the complexities, the cultural scene and other things that went a very long way to breakdown the stereotypes. I have a new respect for people who live in Israel and I don¹t think most American Jews have enough appreciation of the strength that Israelis demonstrate in how they express themselves, and how they go about their daily lives."
