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the Jewish community is too supportive of Israel than 

not supportive enough. On the ten campuses with the 

most Jewish respondents, 12% of non-Jewish students 

said the Jewish community is too supportive of Israel, 

compared to 2% who said it’s not supportive enough. 

Conclusions
This report showcases that for all the challenges in 

understanding today’s Jewish college students and 

connecting to them, there are real opportunities. 

Today’s Jewish college students – from many different 

kinds of backgrounds – are saying that they care about 

their Jewish identity, they want to explore their Jewish 

religion and culture while in college, and to the extent 

that they’ve been to Jewish programs, they’ve found joy 

and comfort there. Community-building is never easy, 

but despite the challenges, Jewish organizations that 

are seeking to make an impact on college campuses are 

pushing at an open door. 

Students who encounter Jewish organizational life 

on campus tend to give it high marks. They go to a 

Hillel program or other Jewish event, and most of 

them encounter an atmosphere they find positive and 

welcoming.

At the same time, the students from more engaged 

Jewish backgrounds want something more, and the 

students from less engaged Jewish backgrounds want 

something different.

The students who come from engaged backgrounds 

care a lot about their Jewish identity. They want to 

explore that identity more in college. They want a range 

of programs. Many of them who already know a Jewish 

mentor on campus want an even stronger relationship 

with a Jewish mentor on campus. The students are 

happy with Jewish life on campus, and they want more.

Many of the students, particularly those with stronger 

Jewish backgrounds, have free time that they could be 

dedicating to developing their personal and communal 

relationship with Judaism. Right now, they are mostly 

spending their free time informally socializing. For 

students who are seeking deeper relationships and 

intellectual growth, there is a vacuum to be filled. 

Jewish programs and leaders may be able to fill that 

vacuum. 

“I feel like my school 
overwhelmingly supports 

Palestine, and so I’m 
hesitant to say my beliefs. 
My school has developed 

a culture and doesn’t 
like it or take kindly when 
someone expresses an 
opinion that is not part 

of the norm. It’s not a 
symptom of anything 

uniquely Jewish, it’s just 
that my school has a 

culture and likes it when 
people stay in line, and it 
just so happens that the 
school culture supports 

Palestine.” 
U C  S A N T A  C R U Z 
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The large group of students who come from less 

traditional backgrounds and do not regularly, if at 

all, participate in Jewish life on campus seem to want 

something different than is being offered to them. If 

they have attended a Jewish program, they have mostly 

liked it, but most of them hardly ever attend such 

programs. While Jewish identity is interesting to them 

and somewhat important in their minds, they have not 

given Jewish activities a priority in their lives. 

Could a different kind of program draw them in? A 

program that isn’t dominated by students who are “more 

Jewish” than them? A program that doesn’t assume 

background knowledge or existing social networks? 

Perhaps, less traditional students have such different 

backgrounds from more traditional Jewish students 

– limited educational and cultural knowledge, 

Jewish rituals blended with other religions – that 

these students need entirely different programs and 

mentors than the ones who serve the more traditional 

students. While campus organizations strive to 

integrate communities and create connections – and 

some programs appear to do an excellent job at this – 

they must balance that goal with serving the needs of 

different kinds of students in different ways. A campus 

organization that tries to meet the needs of traditional 

students who want more and the needs of non-

traditional students who want different may be asking 

too much, given the life experiences of the students 

from these different backgrounds. 

No matter the background of Jewish students, the 

campus climate around Israel is proving to be toxic. 

A surprisingly high percentage of Jewish students 

interviewed in this study feel their Jewish identity and 

activities carry a social burden for them. A quarter of 

them feel they are judged if they go to Jewish programs. 

Half of them feel they pay a social cost if they support 

a Jewish state in the land of Israel. Even without these 

political issues, it is challenging to convey to students 

the value of Jewish life. But with the political issues, the 

barrier to engagement seems higher, particularly for 

students already on the fence about whether or not to 

participate.

“I always kept Shabbat to 
the best of my ability while 

I grew up, and I looked 
at it as somewhat of a 

burden and a hindrance 
because I couldn’t do any 
schoolwork. But my first 

weekend on campus, I had 
a crazy week and a ton 

of work. And the second 
Shabbat started, I sat 

down, I let out a sigh and I 
realized that for the next 

25 hours, I could take a 
mental health break. And 

I got a whole newfound 
appreciation and respect 

for it.”
S U N Y  B I N G H A M T O N 
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