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Abstract

The program “Invitation to a Dialogue” is based on the use of innovative
technologies. It has aroused interest in computers and network communications as a
means of generating a significant social encounter with Israeli society for immigrant
youth from the former Soviet Union who live in “youth villages” (boarding schools
and residences). As part of the program, both an internet network and face-to-face
meetings were used to expand the possibilities for contact among immigrant youth
living in different youth villages; between these immigrant youth and non-immigrant
[sraeli youth; and between these immigrant youth and adults who can help them cope
with the difficulties of absorption and increase their familiarity and identification with
[sraeli society:,

This program integrates innovative and experimental components from many fields in
an attempt to meet needs arising from physical isolation, a limited social circle, the
difficulties of absorption, and separation from family, which are typically experienced
by immigrant and other youth being educated in youth villages. The use of internet
technology is in itself innovative in the field of social programs for youth. Although
few attempts to use such tools have been documented, they are thought to have
potential for work with youth.

The program “Invitation to a Dialogue” is being implemented as one of the “different
type of education” programs of the Department of Education and Youth of
JDC-Israel, and with the assistance and funding of the National Insurance Institute,
Partnership 2000 (The Jewish Agency and United Jewish Communities), and the
Absorption Fund (Keren Klita) of Jerusalem.

The goal of this study was to evaluate the program’s implementation process, and the
degree to which its goals have been achieved for youth living in youth villages. The

evaluation used qualitative and quantitative methods to monitor the program during
three years of implementation.




Summary of Principal Findings
In light of the innovative and experimental nature of the program, a number of
- successes may be cited in its favor:

¢  The program was able to recruit youth from different sites, including
non-immigrant Israeli youth. Throughout the three years of its
implementation, the program succeeded in recruiting participants from
different frameworks, such as boarding schools at youth villages, kibbutz
boarding schools, non-residential schools, and municipal community centers,
The program expanded from six groups during its first year, to 15 groups
during its third year.

e  The findings of the study indicate that the program became firmly established
in the youth villages, where it was perceived as an integral part of activities.
This was reflected in the allocation to the program of both computer room
hours and an advisor.

¢ The program succeeded in creating a variety of “virtual activities”. For
example, the program’s website was constantly developing and changing,
largely due to the efforts of the youths themselves. As part of the program, an
electronic newspaper was published. This was a most significant activity for
the youth, particularly during the first two years of the program’s
implementation. Each group prepared its own website, and an electronic guest
book was opened. During the third year of implementation, the website
expanded its content in Hebrew. About half of the participants from youth
villages reported that they had learned new things about the computer thanks
to the program, and about one-third of them reported that they had acquired
skills that would help them in the future.

e  Alongside the virtual activities, social activities were part of the program.
Meetings among the different participant groups held an important place in the
program. At thése meetings, the groups competed with each other in the
creation of satiric drama (a popular and beloved activity in Russian culture),
attended workshops on journalism and photography, engaged in sports and
psychodrama, and enjoyed a discotheque. About half of the participants from
youth villages reported that, thanks to the program, they had more friends
from outside their village.

e  The program’s intercultural accomplishments are worthy of note. During its
second and third years, the program helped the youth acquire a more open
attitude toward social interaction. The percentage of immigrant youth who
repartelld not having any non-immigrant Israeli friends dropped, from 43%
during the second year to 31% during the third year of implementation. In the



eyes of the immigrant youth, the progra:ﬁ also contributed to their
understanding of their Israeli peers: By the program’s third year, 15% of the
immigrant youth reported that they had learned to understand Israeli youth,
compared to 12% in the second year and only 5% in the first year.
Conversely, 24% of the Israeli youth reported that they had met more
immigrant youth thanks to the program; 15% of these youth reported that the
program had helped them understand youth from other cultures. Moreover,
there was a decline in the tendency toward self-segregation of youth who
participated in the program, regarding all aspects of identity.

Alongside the program’s successes, the study found that a number of difficulties arose
during implementation. One of the main issues that arose was that of the definition of
the role of the advisor to the program and of other staff. Another issue highlighted by
the study, during all stages of implementation, was that of the formulation of the
program’s content, and its operative definition. For example, no operative definition
was devised regarding how to integrate the intercultural content and the more
“traditional” computer content of the program (e.g., the electronic newspaper, group
identity card). In addition, no balance was found regarding the time and amount of
emphasis devoted to each of these two types of content. The findings of the study
further indicate that, during planning the content of the program, no consideration was
given to changes that the program might undergo (e.g., an increase in the number of
groups, changes in the balance between immigrant and non-immigrant participants,
the length of time that newer immigrant groups had been in Israel).

The findings of the study highlight the challenge involved in implementing
intercultural activity. “Invitation to a Dialogue” proved that such activity is possible
and even desirable, as it enriches both immigrant and non-immigrant youth, helps
refute stereotypes, and reduces the reticence toward meeting people from different
cultures, whom one may encounter in any case in daily life. Nevertheless, the study
revealed that implementing an intercultural program requires attention to a several
things. First, the program’s implementers must define the program’s goals and the
means and methods of implementation as clearly as possible. A lack of definition, or
a lack of agreement among staff regarding definition, is liable to impede
implementation.

Second, attention should be paid to the unique characteristics of the program’s
participants. For example, the lack of full command of Hebrew of half of the
program’s participants from youth villages, who had been in Israel for less than one
year; precluded them from active participation in the intercultural portion of the



program. Similarly, the youths’ areas of interest may affect their motivation to
participate in certain activities; a lack of motivation may prevent the program from
achieving its defined goals.

Lastly, intercultural activity requires the most serious preparation by all those
involved. It cannot be expected that intercultural meetings will succeed by
themselves. Consequently, expansion of this program will require renewed planning
of both budgetary and human resources.
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