
A Cu l t u ra l A d v e n t u r e :

MY YEAR IN JORDAN
By Levi Sch i f f e r ?25

?`?
a S N?.??

? ?

STRATESA????

Pe



¢

Growing up as a Jewish kid in

nor the rn New Jersey, | was cons tan t l y

surrounded by cu l tu ra l homogene i ty .

Sundays at Hebrew School re in forced

the remnan ts of Jew ish cu l tu re|

inher i ted f r o m my ancestors as |

engaged in t rad i t i ona l ho l iday

ce lebrat ions and prac t iced

t rans l i te ra t ion f r o m Hebrew to

English. It was not unt i l m y exper ience

at Delbar ton t h a t m y wor l dv i ew began

to expand. De lbar ton 's Arabic p rog ram

enabled me to immerse myse l f in two

new Abrahamic re l ig ions, comp le t i ng

my un ique endeavor to unders tand

the int r icac ies of Juda ism,

Christ iani ty, Islam, and the l inguist ic

aspects a c c o m p a n y i n g them. Mr. Zack

Tabor's engaging lessons and

insistence on prov id ing o u r class wi th

a m u c h - n e e d e d cul tura l and histor ical

c o n t e x t on the Midd le East in t roduced

m e t o Arab cul ture, ye t | fe l t needed

f u r t h e r i m m e r s i o n t o uncover its t rue

richness. 3 1
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| appl ied for a summer immers ion

Program through the Nat ional

Securi ty Language Ini t iat ive for Youth

(NSLI-Y) to f u r t h e r my Arabic studies,

and | was granted a six-week

scholarship t o s tudy in Marrakech,

Morocco, over the summer. The small

beds, humble accommodat ions , and

scorching one-hundred-and- twenty-

degree heat proved exceedingly

chal lenging a t first; maybe even

insurmountable. Yet, as the s u m m e r

cont inued, | was inspired by the

constant radiant smiles | saw on the

faces of my host fami ly and other

locals in Marrakech. Despite facing

pro found chal lenges like a lack o f

access to potable dr ink ing water,

everyone | met expressed a sense o f

happiness and joy had never

experienced before. Their

overwhelming sense of c o m m u n i t y

and hospital i ty a l lowed for col lective .

solut ions. Restaurant and business

owners would-leave coolers of wa te r
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outside the i r storefronts for anyone t o

dr ink f rom and street vendors typical ly

of fered free f ru i ts and vegetables to

those in need. These small acts of

generos i ty within the Moroccan

commun i t y turned these daunt ing

hurdles into small humps that they

crossed as a shared community. From

cooking and cleaning to weekly tr ips

t o the market for produce, ent i re

famil ies and groups of f r iends were

involved in every aspect of dai ly life.

The laughs, grins, and giggles never

stopped; it seemed like | was brought

in to my own personal utopia, an

escape from the anxiety and pressure

t h a t awaited me back home.

The rest of the summer was packed

with adventure and thril ls; weekend

tr ips to the mountains of Ouarzazate
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and the beaches of Essouira wove in

and out of long school days filled with

language instruction and thought

provoking debate. | saw significant

improvement in formal Arabic, the

local Darija dialect, and, surprisingly

enough, French. While | attempted to

converse in my target language
exclusively, the occasional ?Ca va? oF

?Merci? was inevitable. We enjoyed

wandering the markets of the old

Medina, eating endless amounts of

Tagine, and exploring Marrakech?s

somewhat lively social scene. Ths

Moroccan excursion only fed mY

craving for further experiences: it

provided me with the personal gro

| needed to continue my journey al

branching out and immersing e n
in other cultures as well. It was t

came across King's Academy:



The first co-ed board ing school in t h e

Middle East, King's Academy was

established in 2 0 0 7 just ou ts ide of

Jordan's capital, Amman, by King

Abdul lah Il t o b r ing a more

Westernized f o r m of educa t ion t o h is

promising you th . K ing 's Academy

hosts Amman 's el i te as wel l as

students f r o m t h r o u g h o u t J o r d a n and

the world, many o f w h o m receive ful l

mer i t scholarships. | was drawn t o th is

p ic tu resque schoo l in J o r d a n f o r its

Arabic Year p rog ram (AY), a

c o m m i t m e n t to ?al low s tuden t s t o

make subs tan t ia l p rogress in Arabic

language study, soak in the h i s to ry

and cu l tu re o f the Midd le East and

?learn by doing? t h r o u g h of f -campus

educat iona l excurs ions in Jo rdan and

the region.? It was eve ry th i ng | had

been search ing for : a language and

cul tura l i m m e r s i o n comb ined wi th

r igo rous academics t h a t wou ld a l low

me t o keep up w i t h m y progress at

Delbar ton.

A f t e r a l eng thy app l i ca t ion and a

series o f in terv iews, | found mysel f

a lone in a t i n y d o r m r o o m a lmos t six

thousand mi les f r o m home on a hot

August 2 0 2 3 a f t e rnoon , in t imidated

by the f u t u r e t h a t was t o come.

However, as | began t o engage w i t h

o t h e r s tudents , the t rans i t i on became

effor t less. | found t h a t the hosp i ta l i t y

and cul tura l values | encoun te red in

Marrakech were not an anoma l y but a

norm th roughou t the en t i re region.

Weekend AY t r ips were a high l ight , the

most memorab le being an o v e r n i g h t

excursion t o Petra and Wadi Rum in

Southern Jo rdan . It was in Petra t h a t |

had m y f i rst exper ience barga in ing

with Bedouins in broken Arabic over

the price of a camel ride, losing m y

shoes in sand dunes, and fai l ing

miserab ly at dancing the t rad i t iona l

Levant ine Dabke. Whi le | did find

mysel f in a sor t of idyl l ic bubble, | sti l l

not iced the pressing real i ty of many

Jordan ians whi le tour ing downtown

Amman. Yet again, the presence o f

rad iant smiles returned. During a t r ip

t o the ancient Roman Citadel just

nor th of King's Academy, | met a local

vendor, Ahmad, and his two children.

?Asiir asab asukkar tabi ' i i ( f resh

sugarcane juice),? he would sing a t the

top of his lungs. The five dinars in his

da i ly earnings bucket did not curb his

h igh spir i ts and mot ivat ion, nor did it

prevent him f rom insisting t h a t | take

a cup of juice for free (which, o f

course, | did not accept). As long as

Ahmad had his family, sugarcane, and

music, the s t rugg les of dai ly life

cou ldn ' t overwhelm his happiness.

A f te r spending months in Jordan, |f e l t

it was my duty to give back to the

c o m m u n i t y t h a t so graciously

we lcomed me. Throughou t the course

o f the second quarter, t volunteered to

t u t o r th ree Jordanian middle school

s tudents in English. Coming from a

smal l t own in Jordan and having litt le

exposure t o Western customs, the i r

cur ios i ty sur round ing m y Amer ican

background was constant ly sparked.

We spent the f i rst few weeks watching

Ferris Buel ler 's Day Off, l istening t o

rap, and eat ing copious amoun ts of

chocolate chip cookies. The last few

weeks were spent l istening to Fairouz,

dr ink ing tradi t ional Jordan ian Sahlab,

and watching famous Middle Eastern

si t-coms. Ghaina, Ghazal, and J o u d

wen t f rom exchanging broken

gree t ings and pleasantr ies t o reading

and wri t ing English short stor ies in
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just th ree short months . My half-

semester of t u t o r i n g was just a pebble

thrown in the ocean of favors

bestowed upon me. Yet, my

contr ibut ion was a reminde r t h a t even

the smallest acts of g ra t i t ude can

have a lasting impact .

In the face of devasta t ion post-

October 7th, the Jo rdan ian

c o m m u n i t y ma in ta ined the i r w a r m t h

and generosi ty. Nevertheless, pol i t ical

conversat ions became harder, more

complex, and f i l led wi th m o r e emot ion .

Some students and facu l ty ta lked past

one a n o t h e r in pain and an

unders tandable resen tmen t began t o

appear. Many fel t help less as they

watched the i r f r i ends and extended

fami ly su f fe r j u s t a coup le hund red

k i lometers away. The need f o r br idge-

bui ld ing became apparent . I t was clear

that there was not enough

c o m m u n i c a t i o n between Amer icans

and Jordan ians , especia l ly among the

youth. Wi th a p ronounced language

bar r ie r and s ign i f i can t geograph ica l

barrier, th is resen tmen t was

inevi table. M y deep love f o r bo th

cul tures and reg ions has fueled my

d e t e r m i n a t i o n f o r m o r e

in te rconnec tedness and d ia logue so

that a pa th to peace becomesa r e a l i t y

ra the r t han a d is tan t fu ture.

The exper iences I've unde rgone

dur ing th is un ique endeavo r have

changed t h e course o f m y life. Not

only have ! gained cr i t i ca l ski l ls of

independence and sel f -suf f ic iency, bu t

the exper iences and peop le I 've

encountered have a l te red t h e way !

view t h e wor ld and choose to ac t

within it. I've c o m m i t t e d myse l f to

Lev i t e a c h i n g Eng l i sh t o m i d d l e schoo l s t u d e n t s f r o m a loca lp u b l i c

s c h o o l in M a d a b a , J o r d a n .

T h e f i r s t co -ed b o a r d i n g schoo l in t h e M i d d l e East , K ing ' s A c a d e m y was

e s t a b l i s h e d in 2 0 0 7 by K ing Abdu l l ah || o u t s i d e t h e J o r d a n i a n cap i t a l o f

A m m a n t o b r i n g a m o r e W e s t e r n i z e d f o r m o f e d u c a t i o n t o his coun t ry?s

p r o m i s i n g y o u t h .

enter ing the world of diplomacy,

hoping to foster a bet ter re lat ionship

between the United States and the

var ious count r ies of the Middle East,

as well as the many peoples t h a t

inhab i t them. Hopefully, | will be able

to re tu rn these acts of generosity,

a l lowing more Amer ican students to

have the oppor tun i t y t o see and feel

the effects of those radiant smiles as

pro found ly as | have, promot ing a

more prosperous and shared future.
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