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P R E F A C E

The State of Israel was established in 1948. To a large extent, Israeli
culture is still in the process of crystallization, providing a fascinating liv-
ing laboratory that offers insights into the adaptive capabilities of humans
in a society that is involved in developing its identity and searching for
social goals.

Israeli society has not yet produced an ethos of solidarity based on a
clear and common myth. The emerging behavioral patterns range from
pluralism and multiculturalism, at best, to division and sectarianism,
without the possibility for a unifying narrative, at worst.1 The need to
reach decisions on political, social, and cultural issues has obliged Israeli
society to become aware of the modalities by which such decisions are
made. The developing relations between the different communities that
comprise the Israeli mosaic will clearly influence the manner and quality
of these decisions.

Israeli society is characterized by a level of multiculturalism that leads
to the emergence of rifts. The most prominent problems within this
society are as follows:

� The conflict between Arabs and Jews
� The conflict between religious and secular Jews
� The tension between religion and democracy
� The issue of migrant laborers and their integration in Israeli society
� Ethnic stratification within the Jewish population

Within the Israeli education system, there are several formal frameworks
that have assumed the task of addressing some of these conflicts. The
educational ideology of the education system forms the infrastructure
and justification for the existence of the educational framework, and for
the manner in which it addresses the problem. Several schools around
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Israel operate according to a unique ideological approach to these issues:

� The elementary school at Neve Shalom nurtures coexistence between
Arabs and Jews;

� Bialik School in Tel Aviv develops an appropriate education system
for the children of migrant laborers;

� Keshet School, whose guiding ideology is dialogue between secular
and religious Jews;

� Kedma School, which aims to provide cultural nurturing for
children from the Mizrachi community;

� The Democratic School in Hadera, which focuses on inculcating a
perception of democracy.

This book examines these schools, all of which aim in different ways to
mend or Repair existing reality.2 In this context, this term means that
these schools strive to Repair the particular rift within which they func-
tion (Arab-Jewish, secular-religious, Mizrachi, etc.); in most cases, this
goal emerges against the background of a personal narrative of distress on
the part of the founders. In this book, I shall describe and analyze the
manner in which this ideology is manifested in each school; as we shall
see, both similarities and differences will emerge among the different
schools included in the study.

Case Studies

The use of case studies and descriptions is now commonplace in
educational training (LaBoskey, 1992). A case study teaches educators
how to act in a similar situation or when the content is similar (Merriam,
1991). Its force comes not from quantitative representation, which can-
not usually be achieved in a qualitative study, but rather from the ability
of those in the field to implement some of the conclusions that it offers
in cases with a similar context.

To date, little attention has been paid in the professional literature to
the schools discussed in this project. When documentation has been
undertaken, it has usually discussed a single specific school, thus lacking a
comparative dimension. In this book, I shall present each school
separately, before examining their common characteristics as agents seek-
ing to achieve the Repair of Israeli society, with its rifts and challenges.

The elementary school in Neve Shalom strives to develop a curricu-
lum enabling a positive encounter between Jewish and Arab children.
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The school addresses the difficulties inherent in an encounter between
two populations involved in a protracted political, social, cultural and
religious conflict. It offers a way to contain the dispute while enabling
the children to engage in a real encounter with the culture of the other.
Many issues at the school become the focus for argument and power
struggles, such as language (the school teaches in Arabic and Hebrew),
emblems, festivals and ceremonies, and, of course, the content of studies.
The encounter between the two populations helps change attitudes and
encourages the participants to examine themselves (Feuverger, 1995).
The community of Neve Shalom is also home to the Peace School (as
distinct from the elementary school discussed in this book), which organ-
izes encounters between Jewish and Arab students from throughout
Israel. The goal of these activities is to reduce prejudice and change atti-
tudes by fostering an atmosphere of cooperation and intimacy between
students from both peoples (Feuverger, 1997). There is no direct con-
nection between the Peace School and the elementary school discussed
here, though there is a clear affinity between these two institutions,
which are situated in the same community and address the same subject.3

Bialik School, situated close to the new central bus station in Tel
Aviv, attempts to meet the human needs of its students, most of whom
live in very difficult conditions. Due to demographic changes, this
school has been transformed from an Israeli institution to one catering to
students from diverse cultures, including Arabs and migrant laborers.
The school population includes the children of migrant laborers, chil-
dren from the families of Palestinian collaborators who have been
obliged to move to Israel, children from the families of the “South
Lebanese Army,” and a minority of Israeli Jewish children from native
families and from immigrant families of low socioeconomic status who
live in the vicinity of the old central bus station.

The problems facing the children of migrant laborers throughout the
Western world, including those at Bialik School, include concern for
their parents’ legal status, discrimination in the host country, exposure to
violence and traumatic experiences in areas of combat from which they
migrated, and the poverty and neglect of urban life (Willshire, 1989;
Olsen & Chen, 1987; Valdivieso, 1990). The chapter on Bialik School
presents the school ethos and the adaptation of the educational percep-
tion to meet the special needs of the students. The unique approach
of the school includes flexible response mechanisms on the part of the
teachers, the development of multicultural sensitivity, changes and adap-
tations to the curriculum, and the structural changes in studies. The
school functions not only as an academic institution for its students, but
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also as an educating institution and support community (Larivee, 2000;
Pang et al., 1999), replacing and compensating for aspects that are miss-
ing in the children’s homes and environments. The unique process
undergone by the teachers at the school has made many of them leaders
and advocates for the migrants.

Keshet School was established in order to meet the need for an
encounter between secular and religious Jews. The school criticizes the
decision made in the 1950s to establish separate education streams for
religious and secular Jews and has developed a curriculum in which the
students address issues presented in the texts from sharply differing per-
spectives. The school creates a space in which the children can examine
their Jewish and Israeli identity. An earlier study showed that many of
the parents reported experiencing changes in their way of life due to the
contact they had with the school, as well as a high level of satisfaction.
The school has managed to foster both a positive image of the other—
secular and religious—and to blur, to an extent, the separate identities
(Weil and Roer-Strier, 2000). In the school, the complexity of the iden-
tities and the blurring of the line dividing the two are reminiscent of the
claim made by Selchov and other authors in Zucker (1999) that the
usual labels—“secular,” “Israeli,” and “Jewish”—are inadequate and
belie the complexity of these identities. The school plays an important
role in a period when the rift between religious and secular Jews is grow-
ing (as evidenced in part by the growth of Shinui4), and it reacts to an
unnatural situation wherein Jews from different streams meet each other
for the first time (if at all) after they are called to the army.5

Kedma School in Jerusalem was established on the basis of an ideology
that advocates the social reform of disadvantaged sections of the population.
For many years, the Ministry of Education attempted to promote these
populations, which are primarily of Mizrachi origin, through special
curricula, but these were often of little benefit, possibly due to the struc-
tural bias and discrimination in Israeli society (Swirski, 1990, 1995).
Kedma School adopted a different educational approach from that of
other schools. It focuses its efforts on a specific population, in an effort
to change the personal and cultural perception of its students. In this
respect, it follows the approach of Taylor, who argues that there is a link
between positive individual self-perception, influenced by the individ-
ual’s ability to fully express their identity and culture, and their need for
recognition by the environment (Taylor, 1992). The school enables the
students to clearly identify the components of their identity in a critical
manner and approaches Mizrachi identity not as a monolithic or struc-
tured unit, but as an important narrative that has been silenced for many
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years and should not be revived or even given attention. In this
approach, the school combines its efforts with the efforts of movements
such as the Mizrachi Democratic Rainbow that advocate the establishment
of a multicultural and pluralistic society in Israel providing rights,
protection, and a voice for weak and underprivileged minority groups
(see Shohat, 1995; Shenhav, 1998; Criff, 1998).

The Democratic School in Hadera offers a radical educational alternative
to regular Israeli schools. Of all the schools discussed in this book, the
distinguishing feature of this school is that the problem it addresses is of
a universal rather than uniquely Israeli character. Nevertheless, the
school adds an important voice to the discourse on education and on
democracy and civics in Israel—a discourse that is negligible or nonex-
istent within Israeli society. The school echoes the criticism of Kohn
(2000) and Rogers (1973), who sharply criticize industrial and frontal
educational methods, advocating holistic approaches to education that
place the child at the center and emphasize the affective aspects of
education; it is also consonant with the educational approach of Neil
(2003) and Greenberg (1998), who established free and democratic
schools as alternatives to traditional education. The school presents itself
as a community that changes constantly with each new person who
enters or leaves . Each voice in the community influences and changes
the school. The school manages to inculcate democratic approaches to
different issues among the students. For example, a survey of attitudes at
the Democratic School found that its students present more democratic
positions regarding the Israeli Arabs than do students in regular schools
(Goldenberg, 1998).

These schools are the subject of considerable interest and discussion.
They seem to radiate a spirit that has enriched educational activity in
Israel. Countless delegations of educators, students and policymakers
visit these schools in order to become acquainted with these innovative
models and learn from their experience.

Having visited the schools many times and examined the existing
literature, I have come to the recognition that these institutions constitute
a genre of schools devoted to the ideal of Repair.6 The founding ideol-
ogy seeks to reduce and repair the rifts in Israeli society, expanding from
this base to develop an educational practice grounded in a pluralistic and
universalistic educational perspective that emphasizes the need to accept
the other. Nurturing the affective side of education is particularly impor-
tant in these schools. Teachers and students in these schools give each
other love and attention on a much higher level than in ordinary
schools. Nodding (1992) and Larrivee (2000) describe this phenomenon
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as a caring community, since it is based on the principles of respect,
authenticity, consideration, and emotional morality. The teachers are
perceived by the students as caring, attentive to their needs, eager to
help, involved and interested in their success (Adler, 2002).

Although the various schools discussed in this book ostensibly depart
from different starting points, considerable similarities can be found
between them. The founding ideology of each school is particularistic
insofar as it concentrates on repairing a specific problem, but this
approach expands, creating an ideology of universal Repair.

In this book, I shall attempt to illustrate the manner in which educa-
tional theory is put into practice in schools that adhere to the “Ideology
of Repair.”

Methodology

I chose to employ the technique of naturalistic research, which is
appropriate for examining educational processes. In each school obser-
vations were held; various documents, such as the school newspaper and
the constitution, were examined in order to sharpen the understanding
of the school’s character and examine its messages; and a comparison was
undertaken between the different schools. The criteria for this compari-
son were many: consonance between the declared ideology and actual
educational practice, various aspects of the school culture, modalities for
addressing discipline, the level of involvement of the students in
educational projects, the level of involvement of the parents, and the
relationship between the school and the community. During conversa-
tions with several of the principals of these schools, they complained that
they do not have time to document their work properly—something
that could help expand the circle of people aware of their approach, as
well as facilitate a critical and reflexive examination of their work.

The research included interviews with principals, teachers, students,
and parents. The observations took place during subject lessons and dur-
ing activities relating to social and educational aspects. The collection of
data through diverse means (interviews, observations, and documents)
helped ensure a process of “triangulation.”7

Teacher Training

There is growing awareness in the Western world of the need for edu-
cational methods to adapt to the demographic changes that are occurring
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in the prosperous countries. Israeli society is an immigrant society that
creates an intercultural encounter between Jews and the Arab minority,
as well as a growing number of migrant laborers. Although Jewish
immigration to Israel (Aliyah) takes place under the influence of the
Zionist ideology of “settling” the Land of Israel, the manner in which
new immigrants integrate into Israeli society is similar to the absorption
patterns of immigrants in other prosperous countries. The global phe-
nomenon of migration has led researchers and educators to include
the objective of nurturing a positive approach to multiculturalism in
teacher training programs (Sleeter & Grant, 1988; Banks & Banks, 1989;
Bennett, 1990).

A careful examination of the academic and educational strategies
adopted by schools operating according to the Ideology of Repair will
certainly contribute to an enhanced understanding of a practical theory
that has developed from the grassroots in the context of repairing or
addressing the cultural gaps in Israeli society. A presentation of these
often-complex educational models may help Israeli teachers in the
twenty-first century as they function in a multicultural society that is still
only just emerging, and it may also be useful in preparing students for
their entry into the field of education. This research presents models and
theories that may help teacher training institutions to enrich their train-
ing programs with insights drawn from the field of educational practice.

The Narrative Base

In qualitative research, the researcher is the most important tool for
understanding the research. I agree with those who argue that personal
narrative can help the reader to appreciate the author’s starting point,
and hence understand trends, biases, and preferences in research and in
writing. Accordingly, I would argue that the reader should be afforded a
glimpse of such narratives as an additional basis for understanding the
data. Readers interested in the findings of the study are invited to skip
this section.

I was born in Argentina in 1960 to Jewish parents. My father was a
communist, though one who was disillusioned with the party following
the Stalin era, and was persecuted by the authorities for most of his life.
My mother had a split identity, since her own father was Christian. It has
sometimes been suggested in the family that, had we stayed in
Argentina, we would have appeared on the lists of the Desaparecidos—
the victims of the reign of terror imposed by the army generals during
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the 1970s. My brother and sister—who are both significantly older than
me—fell in love with the Zionist idea in the late 1960s. They both came
to Israel as adolescents and settled on kibbutzim. I was sent to a private
Jewish school called Tarbut. I did not like the school, and I suspect that
the feeling was mutual. I recall many hours in the classroom spent escap-
ing into an imaginary world of my own thoughts. Meetings between my
parents and the school counselor, dull encounters with a psychologist,
and even a clinical examination of my brain waves were all to no avail.
My parents, evidently despairing, decided to send me to Israel on my
own at the age of eleven. At the end of the fifth grade, I was accepted as
an external student on Kibbutz Machanayim through the Youth Aliyah
organization. There were no children of my age on the kibbutz where
my brother and sister lived, so I could not be sent there.

For me, life on kibbutz was an experience of Repair, and an oppor-
tunity to experience the socialism that my father had sometimes referred
to. The free, informal approach to learning meant that, for the first time
in my life, I liked school. As the years passed, however, I came to real-
ize that I was different from my classmates. My parents were not with
me, and this factor weighed against me in the eighth grade (I stayed there
until the eighth grade), when a new class teacher who treated the stu-
dents according to their parents’ status arrived. There was no place for
me in this group (the heightened sense of criticism that is characteristic
of adolescence no doubt contributed to this awareness). The class
teacher used to sit on my desk, her backside hiding my friends from me!
I used to put thumb tacks, nails and other sharp objects on the desk to
deter her, but without even looking at me she would brush these aside.
For me, the way she treated me came to symbolize my status in the class
and on the kibbutz.

Toward the end of the year, she called me in and made her position
quite clear: nothing much could be expected of me in academic terms,
but if I put my energy into working in the dairy sheds, things would be
different. She wondered aloud whether I was really sure that I wanted to
live on kibbutz.

At this time, my parents had just arrived in Israel and bought a
pharmacy in Haifa. The conversation with the class teacher encouraged
me to move back with them, although they were somewhat nervous
about this.

To my amazement, in the ninth grade I became a model student at a
municipal school in Haifa. The lessons were no easier than on kibbutz,
but I felt that the class teacher liked me. With the help of positive rein-
forcement, I proved that I could learn and do well. With hindsight, my
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experiences at this early stage of life gave me a first-hand lesson in
the potentially harmful effects of discrimination. In Argentina, we were
always afraid of what the non-Jews might do—particularly those who
had a Nazi past. On kibbutz, I felt rejected because I did not have the
“right” family background (perhaps this explains why I later married an
Israeli-born kibbutznik—a member of what I then perceived as the
Israeli “aristocracy”).

After completing school and military service, I was accepted to join
the cinema studies track at Tel Aviv University, hopeful that I might one
day become a famous and influential cinematographer. I studied in the
prestigious directing program and prepared my final project together
with Isaac Florentin, who now lives in Los Angeles and makes action
movies. After completing my studies, I went through a period of crisis.
I wanted to make a difference in the world, but realized that I could not
achieve this through the field of cinema and the media. As I grappled
with my doubts, my teacher Avraham Heffner spoke to us about “the
influence of art.” I recall his saying that it is kind of sad that directors
mortgage their homes and wreck their family life in order to direct a
movie that, at best, will only preach to the converted. He wondered
how much better a place the world might be if all these artists invested
as much in their children as they did in their artistic endeavors.

I was 25 at the time, and Heffner’s views influenced me profoundly.
I interpreted to his comments as referring to children in general and
decided to enter the field of education. I applied to study for a teaching
certificate and looked for a school that emphasized attention to educa-
tional problems. This became my challenge, and I believed that with
faith, love, and devotion, I could make a difference to society.

It should have come as no surprise that there were many such schools
waiting for me to apply, since teachers usually struggle to find a place in
“good” schools and shy away from the “problematic” ones. As a result, the
latter institutions are usually staffed by idealists, alongside teachers who did
not take the trouble to look elsewhere or simply had no alternative.

This school (which actually called itself an “education center”) was
situated in ironic proximity to Abrabanel psychiatric hospital in Bat
Yam. I was warned that most teachers “leave after two weeks,” but the
two years I spent there were full of wonderful experiences. There were
several good teachers there, and I learned a lot from them. I noted that
some 97 percent of the students at the school were of Mizrachi origin,
and I came to believe that many of them came to the institution after
being denied proper opportunity at their previous schools. Some teachers,
however, pointed an accusing finger at the students’ parents.
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I decided to devote all my attention to my students: to teach the
various subjects at the highest possible standard, to give them warmth, to
meet their requests, and, above all, to be open to them. I visited many of
them at home. The students returned my affection, although I was
sometimes unsure as to whether I could accept their offerings. Once, for
example, after I mentioned that I did not have a radio-tape in my old
car, they appeared next day with a radio. I would not agree to accept the
gift and was worried about how they had acquired it, but I thanked them
warmly for their thoughtfulness.

To this day, I sometimes meet one of my former students by chance
in Tel Aviv. It always give me pleasure to meet a shopkeeper or a small
businessman and find that they are proud of what they have achieved.
Above all, I am pleased to learn that their own children do not go to the
“education center.” I am not sure how significant an influence I had on
them, but they claim that it made a difference.

Around the same period, the Jewish Agency was looking for people
to work as community emissaries abroad. I went to the interview
casually, certain that I would not be accepted (after all, most of my
educational experiences had given me the message that there was some-
thing wrong with me). After an eighteen-month selection process, we
found ourselves—as a young couple—living in Tulsa, Oklahoma. Tulsa
has a small, affluent, Jewish community of some 3,000 souls with a
highly developed communal life. As two secular Israeli Jews, we sud-
denly found ourselves living in a small Jewish minority in the middle of
the fundamentalist Christians of the mid-West. We went to all the
synagogues and served as representatives of all the Jewish streams, but
we found ourselves particularly envious of the liberal streams, which
presented a Judaism that was noncoercive and attractive—quite different
from what we were familiar with in Israel.

My work as an emissary required me to work with people of different
faiths, a task I undertook with enthusiasm. I had several interesting
meetings with members of Muslim community in the city.

After three years as an emissary, I stayed in the United States for two
more years in order to study for my MA degree in Jewish Studies. I stud-
ied at JTS ( Jewish Theological Seminary) in New York, the school of
higher education and center of the American Conservative movement.
My MA studies eventually led to doctorate studies at the same institution.

Education studies at JTS are combined with theoretical studies at
the Teachers College of Columbia University. I studied qualitative
research methods and statistical analysis. I also became familiar with the
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anthropological approach to educational research, and with other aspects
that were useful in preparing the present study.

My doctorate thesis related to the development of the identity of
young Reform Jews in the southern United States, including an
examination of the consequences of their encounter with Christian
fundamentalism.

After we returned to Israel, I worked for two years in Melitz, an
organization established by Avraham Infeld that uses advanced counsel-
ing techniques to examine questions of Jewish identity. Part of my work
was being responsible for the international management of the “Pikudei
2000” program, which encourages independent research into the Jewish
family by children of Bar/Bat Mitzvah age. During the same period,
I also began to teach at the David Yellin College of Education. After two
years of educational work at Melitz, I began to feel guilty that I was not
giving anything to Israeli society. I looked for a heterogeneous frame-
work that would enable me to return to direct teaching. I found such a
school in a community near Jerusalem, a place that had came under fire
several times during the Al-Aqsa Intifada.

Unlike my first experience working with “difficult” students, this
time I came to the classroom after I had acquired an intellectual founda-
tion from Kozol, Holt, Freire, Buber, Korczak, Neill, and other good
friends.

I believe that my experience with my new students was no less
powerful than my first experience in the field, although the feedback
I received was mainly from the students and parents. I did not feel that
the school had any forum encouraging the staff to reflect on their work,
and so no real discourse took place.

I do not think that there was anything wrong with the teachers at the
school. Rather, the system that had developed there failed to encourage
real communication based on trust and a need to share both successes
and failures, problems and solutions, with one’s peers, in the knowledge
that any human endeavor, education included, will always include an
element of the unknown and the unfathomable. As educators and edu-
cation researchers, all we can do is engage in interpretation and dialogue
in an effort to understand educational processes, while simultaneously
creating positive conditions for the continued development of a positive
educational and academic experience.

By the following year, I was already working full time at David Yellin
College, where I continue to work to this day. The seminary includes
many Arab students and lecturers, and I have had an opportunity to
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work to advance coexistence between the two peoples and to discuss
issues of multiculturalism.

A forum of Arab and Jewish teachers has been established at the
college, it meets once every three weeks for a dynamic workshop that
attempts to examine different aspects of coexistence at the seminary, in
Israel, and in the region as a whole. The sessions are difficult and
sometimes tense, but I believe that all the participants gain from
this meaningful encounter with the other, and the exploration of the
possibilities for cooperating despite the differences.

Together with other teachers at the college, I have been able to
develop study modules designed to encourage teachers to examine their
own work from a more critical perspective, and thus help enable them
to make changes and improvements based on power and knowledge.
We have encouraged those working in the field to undertake practical
research, usually based on qualitative research tools, although teachers at
the college have often been able to assist necessarily with quantitative
research tools as necessary. These modules aim to fill a vacuum that
I have encountered in several frameworks over the years. By contrast, in
several of the alternative schools I visited, I found working methods that
seem to constitute a form of ongoing collaborative research. This is
particularly true by comparison to more traditional and centralized
schools.

We are increasingly reaching the conclusion that the most important
training for those who work in the field takes place in the field itself. As
part of the final seminar for the fourth year students, we took them to
visit the schools described in this study. The students’ reactions provided
additional and interesting data for the research.

I have been a minority in another country, an immigrant in Israel, an
emissary in the Diaspora, and an activist and researcher in various frame-
works for intercultural encounters. In all of these situations, I have
encountered the other. I have no doubt that these encounters have
heightened my sensitivity to minorities and to those who are different,
and predisposed me to be sympathetic to those teachers who have made
Repair the formative ideology behind their educational approach. My
encounter with the schools that operate on the basis of the Ideology of
Repair is also my encounter with myself.
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C H A P T E R  O N E

Neve Shalom / Wahat Al-Salam

(Grades 1st–6th, approximately 260 students)

When two populations are embroiled in a protracted and existential
conflict, clinging to myths that offend or negate the other side, the usual
assumption is that each population will wait for a gradual thawing of
relations creating the conditions for mutual understanding and cooperation.
The residents of Neve Shalom did not wait for “the processes to take
their course” or for “confidence-building steps.” They addressed the
difficult task of living through the conflict by establishing a joint village
for Arabs and Jews. The school opened in the village and originally served
the children of local families, but later also absorbed many students
from far and wide—from Mevasseret Zion, Ramle, Lod, Zur Hadassah,
Abu Ghosh, and elsewhere.

The school in Neve Shalom is sometimes confused with the Peace
School that is also based in the village. The local school provides formal
education to children from the village and the surrounding areas,
whereas the Peace School concentrates on providing services for different
groups through workshops and seminars. The two institutions function
alongside each other, but have distinct ideologies and methods. There is
no formal or institutional relation between these entities, although the
residents of Neve Shalom compare their approaches. Over the years,
considerable changes have been made at the school. It has expanded
greatly and is now preparing to receive full recognition from the Ministry
of Education.

The school is managed by two principals who are selected for a three-
year period that may be renewed. The current principals are Boaz and
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Diana. Boaz is responsible for “foreign affairs” (such as contacts with the
authorities and the Ministry of Education), while Diana concentrates on
developing and supervising the didactic and academic work of the school.
Principals who complete their term of office are offered the option of
remaining at the school as teachers, consultants, or in other functions.

Diary1

I arrive to visit Boaz and Diana. The village is situated on a hill with
an impressive view, not far from the site of one of the battles of the
War of Liberation, or the Naqba (depending on one’s perspective).

The village is growing steadily, and the residents seem to be gain-
ing confidence in their presence on the ground, although fears are
sometimes evident. Boaz used to be responsible for security in
the village (he is a former IDF officer). Once he and some friends
came across a group of people walking around the area. The visitors
told him that they were members of the Special Operations Unit
who were due to move into homes in the planned new neighbor-
hood of Neve Shalom—a plan that was prepared without the
knowledge of the secretary of Neve Shalom. The residents fought
against the plan. It was eventually shelved, but there have recently
been signs that it may be proposed again.

I arrive at three o’clock in the afternoon, as the school day is
drawing to a close. I am met by a blur of sound in Arabic and
Hebrew. Drivers shout to the children to get into one of the buses
that will take them home. Yaron, the teacher responsible for over-
seeing the transport arrangements, uses a megaphone and tries to
impose order.

The school building is reminiscent of a kibbutz school. Indeed,
Neve Shalom as a whole has something of the appearance and
structure of a kibbutz. However, when the village was still young,
its members decided not to use the term “kibbutz,” with the negative
Zionist connotations this carries for some of the residents, to
describe this Jewish-Arab village. Many residents see the kibbutz as
a place that denies the basic equality of the two peoples. Accordingly,
they chose a more neutral and acceptable term: village.

The school occupies several buildings around a large and attractive
plaza. One wall bears a picture of a rainbow with the name of the
school in both languages. I would often sit here and watch
the interaction between the Jewish and Arab children during recess.
Boaz welcomes me to his office. He is always dressed in jeans and
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checked shirts, just as many of the members of my kibbutz used to
wear in the past. Boaz grew up on Kibbutz Shoval. Some of the
parents, mainly Arabs, feel that his style of dress is not really suitable
for a principal.

Diary—In Diana’s Home
On one of my visits to the school, Diana invited me to her home,
which is situated just a few meters from one of the side entrances to
the school. We sat and looked at the view together.

Diana
From our house, you can see Tel Aviv and Lod (she is silent for a
moment, and then shifts her glance) . . . And over there is occupied
land (another pause). It is no coincidence that the village was built
close to no man’s land. We were the third family to come here, and
the first Arab family to build our home in the village. We didn’t
have any money, but our friends came here to work with us. They
didn’t always consult us, so once again we learned that everything
has its price. We wanted an Arab-style house, with a broad
entrance and fountain. The roof is reached by stairs from the side,
and it must be flat so that you can lay out fruit and vegetables to
dry. Over here (she points) there is a pair of small, narrow windows
that offer relief from the long summer. Diana notes that this pair of
windows is typical of Arab homes. She points to the grapevine out-
side the window, and adds: “A vine outside the home is a very
important symbol.”

The house combines Western and Oriental elements, creating a
pleasant harmony. Diana points to a large window in the dining
area. “We should have opened up a window to the view here. We
couldn’t do everything the way we wanted—there were financial
constraints.”
Our time was limited. After a brief chat, we went back to the
school. The rapid transition from the school to Diana’s home and
back helped me appreciate the profound bond—even in simple
physical terms—between the village and the school. This proximity
also emphasizes the complexities involved in running a school
based in a village with a clear political and ideological orientation,
but which is home to teachers and students whose attachment to
the village and to its ideology is often limited.
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Equality and the Internal Process in the 
Intercultural Encounter

Of all the intercultural encounters created within Israeli society, none
would seem to be more charged than the one between Jewish and Arab
citizens of the state. The school in Neve Shalom thus faces the greatest
educational challenge of all the institutions discussed in this study.

As a generalization, intercultural encounters are unsuccessful, because
humans tend to adhere to an ethnocentric approach that protects them
against the threat of exposure to the other (Pearce, 1982; Brislin and
Yoshida, 1993). Virtually every culture in the world is exposed to other
cultures, and each intercultural encounter challenges all those involved.

Tourism is a popular channel creating intercultural encounters,
though these generally tend to reinforce ethnocentric positions. Limited
exposure to the other culture strengthen existing stereotypes regarding
the host culture, particularly through the exchange of impressions with
other tourists in the group (Pearce, 1982).

Many Israeli Jews have few encounters with Arab society and culture,
relative even to other, more distant cultures. The encounter between
the two cultures is one of dominator and dominated.2 Human friend-
ships are usually created when a state of equality exists between the two
sides concerned. The encounter between Jews and Arabs takes place in
the context of employer–employee relations. Lasting and respectful
relations may develop in this context, but there is a silent agreement to
avoid discussing certain subjects, and the relationships do not usually
develop into a real friendship.3

Situations of equality between Jews and Arabs are rare. When such
situations are created for limited periods—through encounter programs
for youths or students, or in other frameworks—they engender a sense
of embarrassment and fear, particularly among the Jewish participants:

Yes, I have met Arabs before, but not like this. I met my grandfa-
ther’s workers. But it was different with them, and here I realized
that . . . well, I didn’t really like the idea of sleeping in the same
place—in the very same tent.4

The school in Neve Shalom attempts to create an equal encounter within
an unequal society. The aspiration to equality is evident on all levels and
on an ongoing basis. As early as 1969, Amir5 rejected the argument that
the mere act of the intercultural encounter would improve attitudes
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toward the other side. Amir proposed a list of conditions that are
required for a successful encounter—conditions that the school at Neve
Shalom attempts to create:

1. The attitude to all the participants must be egalitarian.
2. The encounter should take place between members of the majority

group and members of high socioeconomic status in the minority
group.

3. The positive atmosphere should encourage a positive encounter.
4. The encounter must be more intimate and less group-based.
5. The encounter must be enjoyable.
6. The participants must together engage in meaningful activities and

must aim to achieve similar goals.

In addition to the ongoing attempt to create an egalitarian encounter
within an unequal society, and to the effort to maintain equality on all
levels, the school community in Neve Shalom also aims to encourage all
participants to undergo an internal process. Ideally, the encounter with
oneself and with the other, and the complex acquaintance with the
other, ought to lead the participant to encounter internal dimensions of
otherness.

Diana recalls the different stages she went through before reaching the
current stage. She feels more at peace with herself now, although she
believes that she will always continue to develop in new directions:

In the 1970s, I began to feel hate—something I didn’t want to feel.
I had my reasons for hating. At school, they didn’t teach us anything
about our culture or identity. But I bought books and studied by
myself. At university, I began to hate the other side for stealing our
dream. Later, after participating in workshops, I realized that at the
end of the day I have to try to help myself and examine the way I
see things, how I feel and how I analyze situations. I can’t just take
things for granted. Later still I attended Reiki workshops and other
alternative processes.

I have to look for the light in myself and in the universe. That
strengthens me and gives me the energy to continue.

Today I like the place where I am. My work is not easy, and it
has got even harder recently. But we can be proud at this school,
despite all the problems. I think that anyone who makes peace with
themselves can make peace with others. Indeed, if I want to reach
out my hand in peace I must first examine my own position in the
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whole story. If there are barriers here, why do they exist? What do
I think of you as a Jew? Can I agree with what you say or not? I
analyze my answers to these questions.

Here, Diana reveals biographical details of the process she has undergone.
She emphasizes the importance of introspection within the context of
encounter with the other. Not all the teachers, parents, and students at
the school are engaged in such a profound process, but each principal
provides a role model for coping with the conflict while engaging in
introspection to resolve conflicts within one’s own self. Diana assumes
that once a child has developed a confident identity, understands him-
self, and accepts himself and his culture, he will also be able to accept and
understand the other without feeling that his own being or existence are
threatened. In this way, those involved in the process come to see the
other as differently cultured but equally human.

Boaz
We are involved in the search for identity and in developing our
identities. People believe that when someone has a clear perception
of their identity, they will be less threatened by other identities.
The same applies when people use words with national connota-
tions, such as Arab or Jew or proud Palestinian. We don’t avoid the
word “Arab” here. A comment such as “the Arab children are on
vacation today” does not raise any problems for us. It’s part of life,
just like saying “boys to the right, girls to the left.” That’s how we
learn to deal with things. It’s part of our identity, without any great
trauma. Respect, acceptance and the place given to the national
identity of each child and of the other enable the children to grow
up confident and proud of their own identity.

In Jewish society, the word “Arab” is a curse. Not here. At our
school the children have to look for other, more effective curses.

When the school was established, it was intended to meet the
needs of the children from the village. We emphasized the three
religions and the festivals of each national culture. We don’t talk
about it—we live it. It isn’t a matter of “you should be nice to . . . ”
or “treat equally”—but a matter of living together. As someone
who was born on a kibbutz, I am aware that when you speak about
equality you raise expectations, and this can sometimes lead to
disillusion. It’s a fascinating dilemma. But Neve Shalom is a place
where we have really been trying to maintain equality for a long time.
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The internal process of the individual and the group in Neve Shalom is
based on the basic conditions of equality at all levels of the encounter.6

As we have already noted, this is an equal encounter within an unequal
society. As will be discussed below, the Arab side is usually particularly
sensitive to possible signs of inequality that infiltrate from the surrounding
culture and the broader context of Israeli society. What happens in Neve
Shalom is not a sanitized effort to be nice to one another. The school
community allows its members to live with the conflict, with all its com-
plexity. The participants are invited to experience mutual and parallel
processes through which they gain familiarity both with the other and
with themselves.

Changing Attitudes and Expanding the 
Borders of Responsibility

As in the example noted above—“The Arabs are on vacation today”—
words undergo a semantic transformation at Neve Shalom as a result of
the internal process undergone by the participants. In Neve Shalom, the
word “Arab” and all its derivatives become a neutral and/or positive
concept. From the perspective of an observer from an outside society,
the Arab or the Jew becomes part of a human community toward which
the child feels affection, identification, and concern. The changing attitudes
among the children sometimes surprise the parents, who also appear to
be influenced by this process.

Diary

A group of parents is interested in sending its children to the school at
Neve Shalom; some of them already have children at the school. One
mother relates:

When the Intifada broke out, my other son’s class—at a regular
school—also discussed what was happening, but in the form of
explanations: what is the Temple Mount, why is it important, and
so on. But my daughter, who goes to the school at Neve Shalom
(3rd grade) came home worried at the possibility that war would
break out. I tried to reassure her: “We are strong, even if there is a
war we are strong and we will win, it’ll all be ok,” etc. But my
daughter said, “Mom, you don’t get it. No-one wins in wars.
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People get killed. And if we win, who will we kill? They are my
friends, my relatives—what will happen?”

Boaz believes that this story is typical of the process that occurs at the
school. “This girl is not quoting someone else. These are values that she
has developed at the school.” The school indeed seems to contribute to
the development of identities alternative to one that the mainstream of
Israeli-Jewish society offers. Jewish and Arab children learn to think
about the results of the conflict from a broad perspective, and this thinking
process becomes more profound as more instances of conflict occur in
the external environment of the school. It is no longer a matter of “them
and us.” The problems together become a concrete threat to people
with whom the children live every day.

Changes can be seen in everyday happenings. A mother who went to
a shopping mall with her daughter saw her daughter stop after she saw
an Arab family at the entrance. The daughter explained that she wanted
to see how the family would be treated. Would they dare talk in Arabic?
What would happen? How would they be treated?

Boaz
The girl was showing a level of sensitivity that surprised her
mother. She hadn’t expected that. The child is sensitive to details
that are ignored by adults. No-one told her to watch what hap-
pened in her surroundings. The girl had internalized the issues.

Diana often talks of the changes that have occurred in the children, noting
that these occur much more easily than processes of change among
adults. Adults must overcome an ancient archeological structure of barriers
and prejudices. The desire to break these barriers eventually led Diana to
Neve Shalom. Even today she is delighted when she sees the alternative
socialization undergone by the children in the community.

Diana
In 1984, we moved to the community as a family. Our two chil-
dren were born here. They are lucky to have been born in a place
like this. I am learning through them and through the children at
the school. They don’t have the barriers that we adults have. We
build barriers for ourselves, and then we suddenly notice them and
work hard on ourselves to break them down so that we can see the
other side from a perspective of equality, appreciation and even a
little love. I really see these things through the children.
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For the children, it is all very natural. They can sit here in the
house and shout about some political event, raise opposing views
and then continue to be friends, and that is fine. Over the past year,
some very difficult events have occurred in Israel. But that has not
prevented my little son, in the sixth grade, from inviting Jewish
friends to sleep over, or going over to their homes.

The children organized a party and the parents called us and said
how great it is that we have the energy to meet even in the current
situation. I have always said that we need to learn from the chil-
dren, not vice versa. That doesn’t mean that they do not have a
political conscience—they are actually very involved politically and
understand what is going up. But they have the ability and the
willpower to keep on living and to enjoy the brief lives that we are
all given.

Diana Adds
Sometimes five or six friends of our children visit the house. When
they come, they do not think “Now I’m going to an Arab home or
a Jewish home.” It is also natural and automatic. Since the 1970s I
have had to work so hard on myself in order to realize that the Jew
is not an enemy, period, but a person who thinks and feels and
believes in things—sometimes contrary to what I believe in, but I
accept the complexities of my own people and of their people.
Everyone has their own ideas and thoughts. If I accept myself, why
shouldn’t I accept them? Everyone in this country thinks that their
side is OK, their thoughts and actions are legitimate, but those of
the other side are unacceptable.

Diana on the Children
The children here live the Arab-Jewish conflict. How can you
cope with this complexity in a way that turns it into an advantage?
Take the example of the vacations. One girl postponed her birth-
day party because the Arabs were on the winter vacation, although
her mother wanted to go ahead with the party. Another girl said,
“Why don’t we have the party in class after the Jews come back?”
For the children, both sides are positive.

Diana and Boaz often observe, document, and engage in reflection relating
to the behavior of the children in the peace laboratory in which they
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live. These stories are created in the community and in the school, and
there is an evident connection between the two that is not free of prob-
lems. Through the children, it becomes apparent just how artificial and
dissolvable the archeological strata of hatred and barriers are. The
community and the school engage in socialization for peace and conflict
resolution. Each transforms the other into a living, real person. When
the girl cancelled her birthday party because her mother would not
allow her to invite her Arab friends, she emphasized the difference in
attitudes. For her mother, “Arab” was an abstract, distant concept. The
daughter, meanwhile, thought of the presence of all her Arab friends as
being so meaningful that it would be pointless to hold the party without
them. Clearly, the school makes a real contribution to interpersonal rap-
prochement, understanding, and acceptance.

In educational terms, this is an example of prefigurative learning.7 The
children cannot learn proper models for conflict-solving behavior from
the adults. In fact, the adults learn through the children that there is a
possibility for a better future.

Socialization for Change

The school makes an effort to create change among the children, the
teachers, and even the families involved in the school community. In
some cases, the children become agents of change in their family, con-
cretizing themes that the adults have ignored. Among Israelis who define
themselves as left-wing and supporters of the peace process, many have
no real acquaintance with Arabs. The school facilitates a process of
socialization, familiarization, and acceptance, making them aware of the
inadequacies of their perception of the other in the context of the Arab-
Israeli conflict. Equally, however, it is obvious that the parents of the
children have an underlying ideological support, at least to a certain
degree, for the process implemented in the school. Many families from
the mainstream of Israeli-Jewish society would almost certainly react
with apathy, neutrality, ambivalence, or even hostility to such manifes-
tations of “insights” among their children. As a generalization, people
who are prone to suffer from culture shock are actually less ethnocentric.
Ethnocentric individuals completely negate the other culture and judge
it solely according to the standards of their own culture; accordingly, the
inherent veracity of their own culture is not challenged. Nonethnocentric
people are more willing to examine the “truth” of the other group;
when their preexisting understanding of reality is inconsonant with the
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new context, culture shock is created (Brislin and Yoshida, 1993;
Pedersen, 1994).

The Parents’ Motives

Although the school in Neve Shalom is only partially associated with the
community in which it is situated, the cumulative experience of shared
life influences the spirit and perception of the school. However, the
school also serves a large number of children who do not live in the
community. What motivates parents to send their children to a school
whose perspective is not always consonant with their own? The answer
seems to lie not in a desire to participate in a bicultural, Arab-Jewish
project, but rather in a desire to send their children to a high-quality,
relatively small, intimate school with a good academic level. All these
features can be found at the Neve Shalom school.

Many parents, Jews and Arabs alike, state that the high standards at the
school are a very important factor in their decision to send their children
to Neve Shalom—a decision that sometimes entails long commutes to
and from the school.

Among the Arab parents, I found a higher level of concern regarding
the questions of excellence and standards. They want their children
to acquire appropriate tools for coping in a society that discriminates
against them, creating a “glass ceiling” that blocks opportunities for
advancement. Despite these restrictions, the parents view education as an
important tool for upward mobility in Israeli society. The Jewish parents
seem to be more open to an alternative and less demanding educational
style, although here too, voices may be heard that seek “excellence,”
whether in terms of grades or in terms of input and output.

Diana is critical of the prevalent position among many Arab parents
(including families who live in Neve Shalom), and also among not too
few Jewish parents, though she understands the source of their concern.
She appreciates that other people’s experiences are different from hers
and accepts that many parents have a different educational approach.

Diana
I wouldn’t want my children to be educated the way I was. I
believe in a multi-capability approach in schools. We have to give
children different opportunities, tools and capabilities, so that they
can move on and make progress. Philosophers and educators have
spoken of a new age in which things are changing. Carl Rogers also
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said that we must constantly return to ourselves in order to survive.
As teachers, we need to understand the fact that the children are
always rushing forward. We need to give them a bit of support, and
say, “Go ahead! We’ll run with you.” That’s very important.

We do not always succeed. It is difficult for us when a parent
doesn’t understand why we do not emphasize achievement and
tests. The difficulty is particularly apparent when a new teacher
comes to the school and starts giving grades and examinations, or
when the teacher gives in to pressure from the parents.

If you give a grade of 100, so what? And if you give a grade
below 80, you cause damage. What you need to give is evaluation
that helps the child move forward. A grade just creates a barrier in
the child’s way. This is what happens at the Orthodox school8 and
elsewhere. The child needs to say: “I need to study so that I can
understand more and more things, not for examinations or grades.”

It is important to recognize diversity. That reminds us of the big
rainbow in the school. Everyone has their own rainbow with many
colors. We only need to let the child find out what they need to
improve.

If we had a democratic school here I would be happy and sup-
port it. At this stage, a democratic school is not appropriate in terms
of the dynamics in Neve Shalom. People want the security that
comes with an emphasis on academic achievement, and they aren’t
yet fully satisfied or confident about their children’s achievements.
This problem is more evident among Arab parents than Jews, but
Jewish parents are also sometimes concerned about achievements.
I find this need surprising. The Jewish parents say that they leave
their children in the school because the children enjoy it, but
sometimes they have real doubts whether it wouldn’t be better to
move them, because they are not learning enough, or they aren’t
learning “the way they should.” When we went to look at the
democratic model in Hadera, we had a course and we tried to
implement a particular direction and some parts of this approach.
I have thought a lot about democratic education as an alternative to
the emphasis on achievements, but I realized that if the parents
cannot identify with this educational approach, it won’t work.
Children need support from home, and if I come from a more
traditional and authoritarian society, it will be hard for me to support
the democratic alternative.9 If I could, I would build a democratic
school here in Neve Shalom along the lines of the school in
Hadera, but with adaptations to meet our local needs. But as in
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Hadera, the basis has to be that the child chooses. I believe in the
abilities of children, they can learn when they want to and over-
come any gaps in a very short and intensive period, with the right
guidance. Why not? When people said that the children here just
play, I replied that children learn by playing, too, and later they
integrate socially into the schools they move on to. When our chil-
dren finish the 6th grade here, they stand out wherever they go to
study, so why should we pressure them? Most of my time at school,
when I was a student, I felt pressured.

We need to go through a correcting experience through our
children, not to make them go through something that we 
didn’t like.

The positions of Diana and Boaz regarding the educational process, like
those of the principals we met in the other schools, have been influenced
by the theories of humanistic psychology (Rogers, 1961, 1973; Maslow,
1964, 1968), by theories relating to different learning styles and by
multiple intelligence theories (Dunn & Griggs, 1988; Gardner, 1992).
The school emphasizes the importance of nurturing emotional intelli-
gence as expounded by Goleman (1997) and attempts to meet the need
for education for life in an age of constant change.10 The democratic
school in Hadera provides the school in Neve Shalom and Diana in
particular with a useful model for inspection and examination.

As in some of the other schools (as we see below), we see here a phe-
nomenon whereby the educational leadership is at an ideological and
philosophical point that is different from the parent, in general, the
leadership is more radical, more democratic, and more alternative. The
desires of the parents and that of the educational leadership are not com-
pletely consonant with one another. Accordingly, the school ethos is
influenced by the mediation between sometimes contradictory trends
among the educational leadership and the parents.

The same is true of the teachers. The principals have difficulty in
convincing the teaching staff of every aspect of their approach and edu-
cational worldview, but many teachers are however influenced by the
principals’ leading discourse.

The teachers in the school often commented that there are many
“good” students at the school. I spoke to Boaz in an effort to clarify the
covert meaning of this term “good.” I asked him whether he is not con-
cerned that only a certain kind of student is being “directed” to the
school. Is it possible that the school actually offers an encounter between
elites from both sides?
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Boaz
In the case of the Jews, there is a bias. There are not many Mizrachi
students and not many weak students. Most of the families are
middle-class Ashkenazis from prosperous communities, although
there are some families with children who have difficulties. The
Arabs are more diverse. This is a good school, and you may be right
that it attracts Arabs who want to enjoy the standard of learning of
Jews. For some of them, the school is a very important lever for
improvement. But we also have students from very deprived
neighborhoods of Lod and Ramle, neighborhoods that have
serious problems of drugs and violence, such as the “Train
Neighborhood,” Jawarish and some neighborhoods that don’t even
have a name. One of the children at the school walks two kilometers
from the drop-off point to his home, because the driver refuses to
enter the “drugs neighborhood.” I asked the driver why an eight-year
old boy has to walk so far: “Why can’t you take him to his home?”
The driver told me: “I have had stones thrown at me there, they
broke my window and I’m not willing to go in there. Apart from
that, every time I go into that neighborhood the police stop me and
search my car.” The father of one of the children at the school was
murdered in the city, probably in a crime-related incident.

A problem emerges of a discrepancy between the students and the
social classes. This is also true of the Arabs from higher socioeco-
nomic backgrounds. Among the Arabs, there is a desire to avoid
inequality, but they also want their children to achieve excellence,
and the encounter with the working class is problematic. For the
Arabs, the school may tend to be slightly elitist. The parents are look-
ing for discipline and homework; they want to see that their children
are learning a lot here. They don’t want their children’s future to be
blocked. But we feel that we are doing a god job even if we don’t
give lots of homework and tests. We see that our students settle in
well in the junior high schools. For example, the Orthodox School
takes the children from Neve Shalom, but they also take our children
from Jawarish. The discrepancy also applies regarding the expecta-
tion of strict norms of behavior and achievements. Money does not
present a barrier for the children from the disadvantaged neighbor-
hoods. It’s true that the parents of children here pay higher fees than
at regular schools, but help is available for those who have problems.
The children who come from the neighborhoods are generally a little
more aggressive, but they change during their studies. They become
more moderate. I see that as success.
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One mother told me: “I have five children who all came out the
same, but Mohammed, who went to your school, isn’t like the rest,
he behaves completely differently.” She is sorry that he will have to
go back to a school in his city when he finishes the 6th grade. In
general, the perception among the parents is that the children at
Neve Shalom are different . . . We don’t see it so much here on a
daily basis, but the parents see the differences.

Diana
Some of the Jewish students manifest the problems of “modernity”—
divorced parents, parents who are absorbed in their careers, etc. These
problems can be seen in the daily behavior of the children in school.

Thus we see that the desire for excellence is very important to both pop-
ulations. The school in Neve Shalom follows Amir’s recommendation11

that an encounter will be more successful if the participants belong to
similar classes. This principle is followed, even though, as noted earlier,
several Arab children come from areas that are considered “difficult.”
From an observation of the children’s behavior, it seems that the school
is successful in achieving positive socialization. These children tend to
become less aggressive and manage to control their feelings better,
which makes them stand out in their home environment, as noted by
parents who sent some of their children to Neve Shalom and others
elsewhere. In other words, the students who come from the problematic
neighborhoods do not generally change the school; on the contrary,
they themselves are changed by the school society. One of the problems
is that in these neighborhoods there are no junior high schools that can
provide a continuation of the positive experience at Neve Shalom.
Therefore, the school is currently working to establish its own junior
high school, with tentative plans for a high school. It should be noted
that among the Arab teachers and parents, there are those who favor a
reduction in the proportion of Arab children from difficult socioeco-
nomic backgrounds. This segregationist approach is also found among
the prosperous Jewish population, which tends to classify itself according
to codes of social, cultural, and economic status.

The parents of the Jewish students at the school are mainly educated,
Ashkenazi, and well-off. Many of them belong to the elite that still controls
the power foci of Israeli society. It is a well-known paradox that the Jews
of Arab descent, who have an affinity to Arab culture, often attempt to
underplay their identification with Arab culture and with Arabs in general.
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Moreover, the Mizrachi Jews are generally more traditional in religious
terms, and Neve Shalom does not seem to devote significant attention to
the study of the Jewish tradition.

Diary
I look around the outside of the pre-school and then walk inside.
The pre-school teacher, a Jewish immigrant from Russia, is
explaining to the students how the children learn about the three
festivals—Christmas, Ramadan and Hanukkah, which this year fall
very close together. I notice that there is no mezuzah on the door.
Are there any mezuzot in the school? On a symbolic level, it occurs
to me that the school is not a welcoming place for some of the
Jews. I saw a student who is used to kissing the mezuzah look at the
doorpost in amazement, as if she were lost. This is another result of
the intercultural encounter.

Despite the self-selection, despite the fact that the populations at the
school are educated toward the idea of encounter, unexpected difficulties
are still encountered. The school in Neve Shalom reflects neither Jewish
nor Arab society as a whole, but it can provide lessons as a pioneer in
meaningful experiment in coexistence between two communities that
are in conflict and seeking identity.

Myths in Conflict

A myth is the raison d’être of a particular community. A myth is a story
that shapes the culture of a community and explains to its members who
they are, where they are heading as a group, and what distinguishes them
from any other communities (Gillman, 1990).

Sometimes the formative myth of an individual is in conflict with the
dominant myth of the surrounding society. In the United States,
I encountered a type of reactive and negative Jewish identity among
youngsters who lived as a minority within a fundamentalist majority
(Bar-Shalom, 2001). The youngsters were disturbed by the fact that
their Christian friends were sorry that the Jews would burn in hell
because they refused to accept what from their perspective is the only
correct myth. There is a widespread assumption that the current global
wave of terror has religious causes. Extremist Muslim fundamentalism
advocates a holy war to liberate the entire world from the infidels, who
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must either die or convert to Islam. Christian fundamentalism awaits the
coming of Christ, and a preliminary stage in this process (according to
pro-Zionist Christians) is the return of all the Jews to the Holy Land.
Fundamentalist Jewish extremists seek to blow up the Al-Aqsa Mosque
in order to expedite the coming of Messiah and the establishment of the
Third Temple, reflecting their belief that only Jews are worthy to live in
the Holy Land.

These are examples of powerful myths that dictate an ethos of conflict,
ethnocentrism, and the complete negation of the other. How do cultures
that negate each other’s existence operate together and cope with the
conflicting myths?

As if the coexistence of three religions in Neve Shalom School were
not enough, there is also a national conflict here that also includes
conflicting myths: the myth of victory and liberation in the War of
Independence versus the Naqba,12 a myth of destruction and victimhood.
The same historical event is interpreted in opposite ways depending on
the national affiliation of the observer—a telling example of the social
construction of reality.

In Neve Shalom School, it seems that it is not inevitable that mutually
exclusive ethnocentric myths and ethoses will clash. Although all three
religions include engrained myths and ethos systems that have led, and
still lead, to terrible conflicts, there is also some evidence of alternative,
“softer” myths that offer the individual community, belonging, and
symbols without the need to negate the other. It is beyond the purview
of this book to examine the different streams that may be encountered,
but we can note that within each of the three religions, the canonical
texts permit an interpretative approach that influences the development
of different types of worldviews. Within each of these religions, there is
a tension between two streams: streams that negate contact with and
study of others and streams that encourage self-examination through
encounters with the other, fostering tolerance and seeking for themes
that unite all religions and cultures.

Along the cultural and religious continuum of festivals, customs,
legends, and texts, Neve Shalom appears to be seeking the “soft” myth
that enables friendly and warm contacts between the different commu-
nities. The children speak excitedly about the upcoming festivals.
Sometimes the festivals of both peoples fall almost simultaneously, and a
decision is made as to which festival to celebrate. Sometimes one is
concerned that because of this constant exposure to so many traditions,
the children may grow up with a confused sense of identity.

Neve Shalom / Wahat Al-Salam 17

1403972745ts02.qxd  9/5/06  6:28 PM  Page 17



Boaz (Discussing His Son Tom)
At first I was worried what I was doing to the boy. What would
happen when he grows up? First there was the Hijra, when they
celebrate Mohammed’s journey to Mecca. Then there was
Christmas, and then Passover and Moses. I was afraid that they
might be damaging the child’s identity. The children are preoccupied
with the festivals. They all get excited about who is going to be
Father Christmas and bring the presents (one of the teachers dresses
up for the occasion). I asked the children if all this doesn’t confuse
them—Christian festivals, Muslim festivals, Jewish festivals. One of
the children told me: “When I go to a friend’s birthday party, don’t
you think I get excited? But I know that it’s not my birthday. So
what’s the difference? Why should it be any different?”

This is an example of how adults learn from children. In Neve Shalom
School, and in most of the other schools we visited, the children have
many insights that influence the understanding of the adult teachers.
Much of the socialization takes place outside the confines of the school,
so that the exposure in the school to other cultures does not threaten the
children’s own identity. Naturally, they get particularly excited about
Father Christmas coming to visit, because he brings presents—and who
does not like to get presents? But the children understand and sense that
the fact of participating in another culture does not weaken their own
identity. The opposite may be true. Ruth Gabison has claimed13 that
some parents send their children to binational schools such as Neve
Shalom precisely because such schools require the students to confront
their own Jewish identity. Similarly, we hear that many Israeli back-
packers discover their Jewish identity after traveling through the Far
East. This must be qualified, however, by noting that the encounter
sometimes does encourage the adoption of customs of the host society.

The myths relating to religion and tradition may be resolved to a cer-
tain extent. We do not know whether such a dynamic could have
emerged if those involved in Neve Shalom came from more traditional
backgrounds. It may be assumed that participants who come from a
universalistic and diffused background will find it much easier to adopt
the customs of others than those from particularistic and iconographic
backgrounds; as noted, however, the latter constitute a minority in Neve
Shalom.

National myths are harder to resolve. These myths still create difficulties
within the broader Jewish and Arab society in the region, and within the
microcosm of Neve Shalom.

Educating Israel18

1403972745ts02.qxd  9/5/06  6:28 PM  Page 18



Independence Day and the Naqba are marked separately in the
community and in the school. Some of the residents of Neve Shalom,
particularly Arabs, would like to bring the whole community together
to commemorate the Naqba and to avoid marking Independence Day
(based on their belief in the importance of the Arab sense of loss and the
need to mark this aspect), which most of the Jews in the community
identify with. A paradigmatic inversion may be found in Neve Shalom,
from a situation where the Arabs living in Israel are unrepresented,
absent, and lacking a voice and influence to a situation where they are
represented, influential, and having a voice or narrative that is heard and
present. The Arabs in Neve Shalom have a position, power, and influence.
However, they sometimes seem to interpret Jews’ disagreement over a
particular point as a return to the pattern of silencing the Arabs, oppression,
and the like.

Boaz
The narrative divides the members of Neve Shalom. The narrative
of most of the Jews is different from the narrative of the Arabs. We
don’t have one answer. Some people in the village find this com-
plexity difficult. For example, they want us just to mark the
Naqba—why should we split up on this day? Those who are look-
ing for exclusivist positions will usually find them on the Palestinian
side, because they still act as an engaged society, as we were during
the War of Independence. Engagement was needed then in order
to achieve the goal. Some Jews give up their ethos and history
because of the difficulty that comes from the fact that someone else
views these differently. A Jew can move toward the Arabs, but a
Palestinian will find it hard to do the opposite. The Palestinians are
aware that they are still fighting for basic rights, such as their own
state and equality. It is difficult to manage with two parallel stories.
We are often in a situation of “versuses” here—one thing versus
another. This isn’t easy, and those who initiated this idea and estab-
lished the community may not have been aware of the difficulties.
In the distant past, in conflicts within Israel, the Arabs always gave
up on the important aspects. Today, the Jews are more inclined to
give way. In school, in discussions among the teachers, there is a
sense that the narratives are drawing closer.

Within the conflict, Boaz has undergone the hardest experience of all:
the loss of a child. His son Tom was killed in a major military helicopter
accident on his way to Lebanon. The media reported prominently (and
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inaccurately) on Tom’s funeral, an event that led to tension in Neve
Shalom. Some of the Arab members of the village mistakenly got the
impression that Boaz wanted to hold a “military funeral” for Tom, or to
erect a memorial for him. Disinformation was rife, and Boaz believes
that there were those who found it difficult to see him as a victim,
because the myth of Neve Shalom generally identifies victimhood with
the other side. A compromise was eventually found, but Boaz’s children
still have some resentment. Boaz explains: “When you are in a position
of power, it is easier for you to give ground. Some of the Arab members
found it hard to give ground because of their ‘sense of weakness’.”
Boaz’s philosophical insight does not seem to have convinced his children.

Boaz
On the day before Memorial Day for the fallen soldiers, a problem
arose. I was invited to light the torch at the main ceremony on
Mount Herzl at the beginning of Independence Day. Some of the
Arab members asked me how I could possibly agree to do this.
After all, people would assume that I was acting on behalf of the
whole village. There may also have been a question of honor—due
to lack of knowledge, they felt that I had not done enough to
secure their consent. “How could you allow yourself to accept this
honor on Independence Day, which we are so sensitive about? Are
you insensitive?”

One person called for me to be dismissed, but retracted this posi-
tion after hearing the facts. Another consideration for them is what
the media will say about them. This question of sensitivity is very
interesting—the ability to give ground, to accept the other’s needs.
If you feel that you are strong, giving ground doesn’t hurt you. The
Arabs may come from a less strong position. They may not yet have
reached the point where they can give ground, although some of
them may be at that stage. Most of them feel that if they accept our
need it is as if they are “giving in to the Jews.” It is hard for them
to accept a Jew as a victim. Some of them cannot sense yet that it is
I who need support.

Diana
We are two peoples who have been in a long conflict for a hundred
years. The Jewish side, which is the strong side, allows itself to
relate to its own history, collective historical memory, roots and
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belonging, and yet at the same time denies our right as Palestinians
to do the same.

The Jews feel threatened when we talk to them about issues that
are sensitive to them. They feel threatened when we talk about col-
lective memory, or refugees, or the fact that we are a people with
roots in this country. The strong, dominant side makes us feel as if
we were superfluous here in our homeland.

Since both sides come to the encounter from a society that is living
through an unequal conflict, one of the most important assets each side
holds is its sense of justice and victimhood. In Neve Shalom, as in other
frameworks that permit a discourse of victimhood, the Arabs are in the
stronger position. Both sides believe that the reality in Israel is that Arabs
have been and still are discriminated against, and that their rights, cul-
ture, property, and lives are violated.

When Jewish and Arab groups meet at the Peace School,14 the
encounter often ends in catharsis. The Jewish side, with its heightened
awareness of its part in the suffering caused to the Arabs, reaches the
conclusion that there is a need for greater equality, justice, and so on.
One of the frustrations felt by the Arab side is that after the workshop
ends, the Arabs return to the same reality of discrimination. There is no
connection between the reality that is created in the workshop and the
everyday reality of life.

Some of the Arabs in the village harbor fears that despite the egalitar-
ian experiment, external reality will lead to the emergence of inequality
in the community and the school. As a result, attention is given to every
detail. Every festival that is a regular occurrence in another school entails
a chain of examinations and thorough preparations so that no side will
feel offended. Despite the discussions and open conversations among the
teachers, there is always the risk that someone will be offended, particu-
larly when the events relate to symbols that are associated with the
national myth and ethos.

Diary
Event
A pre-school teacher distributed a picture of children from all three
faiths. The background bore the legend “Jerusalem.” A teacher
pointed out to her that the picture was making a political statement
in favor of the unification of Jerusalem—an issue that is still the
subject of negotiations between the Palestinians and Israel.
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Event
A pre-school teacher in the young class handed out Israeli flags to
the children (just Israeli flags). Some of the Arab parents were very
angry about this.

Event
Children from East Jerusalem told their teacher that they throw
stones. The teacher told them that this is dangerous. He told them
that when he does reserve duty and gets into this kind of situation
(stones are thrown at him), he feels a great sense of danger. Several
teachers pointed out to him that the children might potentially
interpret this as meaning that he may be the soldier that will fire
at them.

Event
An Arab teacher is addressing feedback from her colleagues after
she used the word “massacre” to refer to the events of September
2000, during the first days of the Al-Aqsa Intifada, when thirteen
Arab citizens of Israel were shot dead.

These representative events emphasize the difficulties and challenges
facing the teachers in Neve Shalom. Language and content must always
be directed to both populations. Language or behavior that would be
considered routine in mononational frameworks (such as distributing
flags, discussing experiences in reserve duty, or accusing the aggressive
side of a massacre) become highly charged in the binational context.
Misunderstandings are inevitable in a framework that brings together
populations in conflict. Not every teacher is a diplomat, qualified mediator,
or anthropologist. The teachers are good professionals who are willing
to teach in an environment that comprises significant ambiguity, and to
receive constant feedback relating to language, symbols, and the way
culture is presented to the binational group. At discussion workshops,
the teachers raise emotional points relating to incidents wherein they
have been offended during the course of their everyday work rather than
have abstract discourse about events. Thus when events such as those
described above occur, the school learns from them. The process of
clarification creates a proper behavioral infrastructure for coping with
similar cases in the future. Every teacher in the school is required to
undergo a process of change, and as time passes, the teacher acquires
more tools for coping with the ambiguity that characterizes life in the
school. Diana emphasizes, however, that “there is always a feeling that
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whatever we do will never be enough, and we have to give more time
and acquire more tools.”

The Child in the Center and as 
Part of the Group

Some of the residents of Neve Shalom—mainly Arabs, but also some
Jews—would like to see the process of study in the elementary school as
a one similar to the type of process that takes place at the Peace School.
The approach at the Peace School argues that each spokesperson in the
group is a representative, a voice of his or her national group. The indi-
vidual exists only as part of a national group. The emphasis is on the
work that needs to be done to develop the insight of the group.15

Sometimes the Jewish side experiences a sense of identification and
catharsis when it understands its role in creating the victimhood of the
Arab side. The Jews do not always reach this conclusion, however, and
in such cases the Arabs feel frustration at the Jews’ inability to see their
role in the aggressor/victim equation.

Diana, Boaz, and other teachers feel that the Peace School model is
less relevant for the elementary school, where the staff and children are
expected to live alongside each other for an extended period. They hold
this position despite the fact that the approach of the model has been
proved valuable in work done with numerous groups that have partici-
pated in workshops.

Diary—A Meeting with Diana
Diana discusses her personal experiences at the Peace School. She
reflects on the difference between the current style of counseling in
this institution and the development of the desired identity of the
elementary school.

I am very familiar with both institutions. I worked at the Peace
School from 1984 through 1990, and I even managed the school
for two years. At the end there was a kind of crisis, and I left the
Peace School along with a few other members of staff. We had an
educational and ideological approach that we tried to defend. We
undertook action research and developed an approach that enables
people to live with the conflict. The researcher was our consultant.
Part of the time we had to work on ourselves. We felt that if some-
one doesn’t experience something themselves, it will be difficult for
them to pass it on to others.
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I can still see this point with teachers today. People who open up
and ask themselves questions, even questions that are supposedly
forbidden, can undergo an internal experience and develop. But
during this process of exposure, the teacher is unprotected. They
need extensive support, and through our work we supported the
teachers greatly.

The perspective of the Peace School is problematic, because
above all I am my own representative. The same is true of the
student, who is his/her own representative, as well as the represen-
tative of his/her culture. The student should be free to present their
own personal position. I am not a representative of my people all
the time, because that approach negates human individuality and
blocks possibilities. According to the current approach of the Peace
School, I cannot be myself, only part of a group. But the truth is
that I am a bit of both.

I was born into my national identity and it has become part of
me. I have learned to be proud of being a Palestinian, while at the
same time examining certain foci of my identity in a critical way.
Every individual has many identities, some of which he or she
chooses while others are there from birth. We have to live with this
diversity. The fact that there is no Palestinian state enables me to
emphasize my Palestinian identity above my other identities. The
situation should not deny anyone their right to live with their
multiple identities, just as I do.

Diary—A Meeting with Boaz
As in many other schools, we also put the child in the center. But
in Neve Shalom there is a certain tension, because it is obvious that
the child forms part of a group. The place of the group within the
school is very important. There is some tension regarding the ques-
tion as to what is more important—the group or the child. Reality
shows that while the child is indeed in the center, as opposed to
schools where that is the main motto, here we have to pay more
attention to the collective and national issues. Every child comes
here with their own reality, and the reality is that the Jews are dom-
inant. How can we ensure that this reality will not be perpetuated
here as a matter of course? The Peace School runs workshops for
older children and adults, and they have chosen to work in groups.
There, the Arab side has to beat the Jewish side in a verbal battle
and prove who is the victim and who is more moral and just. The
Jews will try to narrow the gap, but in this struggle it is obvious that
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the Arabs are the victim. As the Arabs grow up, they gain a sense of
strength, overcome their feelings of inferiority and free the Jews of
their sense of superiority and occupation, at least in the counselors’
imagination. While the workshop takes place, the participants’ feel-
ings change. Afterwards, the Arabs return to their daily reality and
have a sense of disillusion and disappointment.

This process is impossible here at the school. We do not use this
kind of tools here. I can’t say here that Ahmad is the Arabs, that
isn’t appropriate at this school. So the tools they use at the Peace
School are not right for us. We don’t run workshops here. We
are not going to base our studies and education on a constant
confrontation between groups. That isn’t suitable for a school that
educates to tolerance, peace and pluralism. But some of the Arabs
in the village want to use these tools come hell or high water.
There may also be some Jews who feel that way. In various discussions
in the classes, such situations sometimes emerge, but in the final
analysis, the purpose of the school is to allow each child to grow, to
develop their own holistic identity and to provide them with tools
for coping with life.

Our goal is to give each child a confident identity so that the
other side seems less threatening. It is precisely the otherness of the
other side that enriches the student, as well as the fact that each
student and their culture are valued and given as much space as pos-
sible. We try to provide less harsh answers for people who are looking
for a harsh answer. Equality does not mean that one group submits
to the other. A child who has developed a confident identity,
learned to live with the other and to cope with reality from a sense
of equality will internalize this identity in their way of life and will
not submit to reality.

In the ideological debates in the school, we find echoes of the critical
pedagogies of Freire, as well as ideas of Dewey on humanistic educa-
tional approaches and postmodern approaches. Both the Peace School
and the elementary school in Neve Shalom offer a revolutionary educa-
tional approach by bringing together two distinct populations to learn
alongside one another. The dialogue that is created among the staff, and
the dialogue between parents and children, is critical in nature. The
teachers are in agreement that the status quo in Israeli society is not right
for us today and must be changed. Freire argues that dissatisfaction with
the status quo and the desire for change are good catalysts for meaningful
educational activities (Freire, 1994). The willingness to be exposed, to
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engage in discourse on the dominant power mechanisms, and to create
parallel and alternative narratives recalls the postmodernist tendency to
attack and dismantle metanarratives. However, the school offers an
alternative ideological blueprint based essentially on humanistic and
democratic ideologies. Postmodernism provides a tool for dismantling
power mechanism, but not for the total dismantling of any ideology.
The school is not left in an ideological vacuum.

The school lives with the tension between more neutral approaches,
such as those of Maslow and Rogers, which emphasize the centrality of
the child, the importance of his/her emotional development, nurturing
self-image, and self-acceptance, and theories that advocate a more political
and militant political discourse in the spirit of Freire and Giroux. The
compromise offered by the elementary school in Neve Shalom is based
on two main axes: firstly, the conflict as a method for effective study is
not appropriate for such young children. This style of learning may be
better suited to adolescents and to adults who have already developed
their identity. The elementary school offers a preparatory stage for such
potential encounters, enabling a positive multicultural encounter with
an emphasis on national and cultural identity and on accepting the other.
This approach is based not only on consideration for the nationality of
those involved, but also on consideration for their developmental stage.
As and when a junior high school and a high school are established in
Neve Shalom, I believe the study model may move closer to that of the
Peace School in the village.

A second axis, no less important in mitigating militant and critical
tendencies, is the community of parents. There is a limit—one that is,
perhaps, particularly evident among Jewish parents, specially those who
do not live in the village—to their tolerance to engage in sometimes
overly harsh dialogues relating to the symbols and ethos of Jewish society.
It must not be forgotten that for many of the Jewish parents, their
choice of Neve Shalom is a choice of a good school, along with their
identification with the pluralistic and democratic ideology behind the
encounter. Teachers at the school fear that if the education is perceived
as too radical, parents may withdraw their children.

Interview with MB, a Jewish Mother
We live in Zur Hadassah (a suburban town near Jerusalem). We
used to live in Jerusalem. This is the third year that our children are
learning in Neve Shalom School. We didn’t want our children to
study in Zur Hadassah. We heard about Neve Shalom, and our
choice was between this school and a school that only just opened
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in Zur Hadassah, where the students walk to school. The journey
time from Zur Hadassah to Neve Shalom is about half an hour,
which is significant. But if you want a high-quality education outside
Zur Hadassah, then anyway our daughter would have had to travel
to school. I am sure that there are other parents who also chose
Neve Shalom as an alternative to a mediocre local school. Today
the school in Zur Hadassah is developing and improving, and the
advantage that it is close to home has become more significant.

When we lived in Jerusalem, the children went to a regular
school. There were forty students in each class, with all the limita-
tions that brings. Apart from that, the ideology of the school in
Neve Shalom matches our approach. The conditions—small classes
and innovative studies—are completely different. Students don’t
get anything out of a nature class consisting of a walk around Pisgat
Ze’ev, the neighborhood of Jerusalem we lived in. There’s nothing
to look at, not even a leaf. We also had practical reasons for moving
out of Jerusalem.

The children here meet other children. They hear about their
festivals and get to know other cultures, the other people that lives
here in this country. They learn that “Arabs” is not just a concept,
but real people. That gives them values. These are things that were
only theoretical for us. The Arab and Jewish children go to play
with each other in the afternoons, although the distances are a
problem. My daughter meets more with the Jewish girls, because
although there are joint activities, the distance plays a role. The
same thing applies to Jewish girls who live a long way away. Every
few months they meet on Saturday or during the vacations, but
usually they hang out with the children who live closer to us in
geographical terms.

They related to the Intifada from the first day here. They spoke
to the children, and sent reading materials and letters to the parents.
The children learned to talk about their feelings. Today the situa-
tion is beginning to settle into a routine—maybe that’s a bad thing.
It was difficult at first when the Israeli Arabs were involved in the
events. We were rather concerned at the lack of balance in the
explanations. For example, it was claimed that our soldiers were
shooting for no reason. But on the whole, the children find it easier
to cope with these problems.

As far as I know, no Jewish parents have taken their children out
of the school recently. The Intifada has actually made people close
up within the school. We had some problems with the 6th grade
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class this year, but this is a class that has had some social problems
for a few years. There were almost no children from Neve Shalom
in the class, so many of the Jewish children left the school.

Sometimes a child decides to leave. Sometimes the children have
friends from their home environment, and it is easier for them to
meet. There is also a social dimension—it is easier to make friends
with children from the same area.

Recently, a national summer camp was held for Jewish and Arab
children. A large number of children came from all over the country,
including some participants from Neve Shalom. We saw that the
place makes a difference. There is an incredible sense of unity
among the children from Neve Shalom. They have become a uni-
fied and consolidated group of Arabs and Jews. All the other groups
arrived as mononational groups, and the great integration in the
group from Neve Shalom really stood out.

The school is perceived as a good one in academic terms. After
finishing the 6th grade, the children can get into whatever school
they want.

I assume that parents who send their children to this school are
left-wing, but in different shades. You can meet all kinds here.
A lot of the parents have bachelor degrees and above (she and her
husband both work in prestigious professions). If you decide to
move your children to a school like this you have to have some
kind of awareness.

The Arab parents definitely have a high level of political and cul-
tural awareness. It isn’t a neighborhood school that everyone in the
area goes to, although there are also parents who are not well-off
who send their children here.

The parents do not have many opportunities to meet other
Jewish parents or the other national group, just because of the daily
race that we’re all involved in.

This representative interview illustrates the tendencies and motives of
many Jewish (and Arab) parents who send their children to the school in
Neve Shalom. The school constitutes one of many options—Tali Bayit
Vagan, Keshet School (which is described below), the Experimental
School, and so on. For the staff, principals, and the residents of Neve
Shalom, there is no immediate alternative. The decision to live within
the conflict is final, for better and for worse. The Jewish parents from the
immediate vicinity and those from distant places choose the school
because it is considered a good, intimate, and humanistic school, even if
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they have some concern about the school’s excessively radical statements
based on pedagogy of liberation and struggle. The school cannot exist
physically without these children, and when it discusses complex and
controversial issues, it is obliged to take into account the potential reactions
of their parents.

Accordingly, two factors—the age of the children and the position of
the parents—moderate the critical message of the school and strengthen
its humanistic, democratic, and universalistic message. The school develops
a sense of empathy and understanding among the children. They
perceive the other side as humans and to a surprising extent adjust their
abstract positions regarding the other. Sometimes they even influence
their parents.

Language and Equality

One of the most painful issues for the Arab members of Neve Shalom in
general, and the school in particular, is the question of using the same
language. There is no problem making decisions to advance equality in
the village or in the school, and it is possible to appoint more Arabs than
Jews to key positions, but it is hard to motivate the Jews to learn or speak
two languages. The effort needed to achieve this transformation seems
to be insurmountable for the participants from the various communities
in Neve Shalom. Although the school was declared bilingual from its
inception, there can be no doubt that Hebrew is the more functional
and dominant language. In this respect, the school reflects the broader
reality of Israeli society.

Hebrew is the majority language in Israel, and it guarantees advance-
ment, education, and integration in society and the workplace. A high
level of Hebrew, combined with good English and an ability to use
computers, is a basic tool for economic success. Arabic is not currently
seen as a significant tool for socioeconomic success (although in the
future, in a hypothetical scenario of peace leading to the opening of
regional markets, this situation might change). The English language also
reflects the cultural orientation of Israelis toward Western culture, which
is perceived as closer and more relevant than Arab culture.

By contrast, the Arab side attaches great importance to learning
Hebrew and English—languages that Arabs, just like Jews, need if they are
to prepare themselves for work and life in a society that mandates an open
economy and ties with the West. Arabs gain power in Hebrew-speaking
environments, such as the universities. They write their doctorate theses
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in Hebrew or English gain strength, and change through their contact
with the West. They do not usually have a functional need for Arabic as
a tool for success.

Many Arabs in Neve Shalom are worried at the declining standard of
Arab and deplore the introduction of Hebrew slang into their language.
They see their language as a cultural asset that is under threat. Their
predicament is reminiscent of the situation of California’s Spanish-
speaking population that advocates bilingual education and emphasizes
the importance of its language as a tool for preserving its identity, heritage,
and culture. However, there are many who oppose this trend, including
members of the Latino community itself. The famous teacher
Escalante,16 who managed to enable a large group of Latino youths from
an underprivileged neighborhood in California to a very high standard
in mathematics, has spoken out against bilingual education. He argues
that this prevents the youngsters from acquiring knowledge in English,
as a result of which they are unable to integrate into society. He claims
that it is better to pay the price of losing one’s mother tongue in return
for the potential strength of gaining from a thorough knowledge of
English and the sciences.17

Diana sees the question of language as one of the most important and
difficult challenges facing the school.

Diana
If the Israeli authorities argue that Arabic is important enough,
because we are part of the Middle East and must take account of
those who have become a minority in this country and who speak
Arabic, Arabic will become a legitimate subject in all schools and
there will be a change.

We are talking about learning Arabic together with its whole
cultural context, since the school cannot create change on its
own. The children are part of the external reality, which does not
provide sufficient encouragement to learn Arabic. The Arab par-
ents are also very concerned to provide their children with the
tools that will help them survive in a competitive society. It’s a
problem.

Studies are currently underway to find ways to help Arabs to
love Arabic and to continue to speak the language. The Arabs in
Israel are slowly internalizing the fact that it is only through the use
of Hebrew that they can be successful. I cannot survive at univer-
sity using Arabic—even Arabic is taught through Hebrew. It’s
absurd, but that’s the way things are. It’s a pity.
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There are many models around the world for bilingual educa-
tion, for example with Spanish- and French-speakers. All the mod-
els emphasize the need to devote 70 percent, or even more, to the
minority culture and language.

Because of the complex nature of a Jewish-Arab school, we have
not so far allowed ourselves to internalize perceptions from the
Western world. We still cannot devote 90 percent to Arabic in the
early grades, or even 70 percent as is the case in some schools
abroad that begin by emphasizing the minority language. We teach
half-and-half here, and even that is difficult, because the Arab
teacher translates what he says into Hebrew. The students hear
more Hebrew than Arabic. This point must change quickly.

If the Jewish teachers could speak both languages, we could
begin a process of change. That’s part of the problem. Another part
of the problem is the attitudes of the Arab teachers. Are they really
convinced that the Arabic language deserves respect and can be
used alongside Hebrew? I think this is a process that we should all
undergo. If I am confident in my own identity and proud of my
affiliation, I will not hesitate to nurture my mother tongue.

A Discussion in the Staffroom
Arab Teacher
One of the problems is equality in language. The Jew who knows
Arabic best knows less than the Arab who knows Hebrew worst.
(He refers to teachers)
Jewish Teacher
Some of the Arab teachers are angry because staff discussions and
other events take place in Hebrew, and this becomes a tool for getting
at people. The subject of language can become an endless source of
conflict.
Boaz
There is no equality when it comes to language. Until now, we
have worked toward the idea of a 50:50 equality. But the experi-
ence of bilingual schools in the United States (Spanish and English)
shows that you need 30 percent versus 70 percent, and sometimes
even a wider gap. We still cannot suggest such a division, because
for the Jews who come here from Neve Shalom and elsewhere,
even 50 percent is seen as a compromise, and the parents call our
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school any time something bothers them. The parents are going
through a process now that will prevent us losing our “customers.”
In the beginning, when the school was smaller, we could possibly
have started speaking Arabic, but it is harder to introduce such a
process now. This is why it is hard for us to find equal numbers of
Jewish and Arab teachers. Maybe in the future we will adopt a funnel
model, beginning with 90 percent use of Arabic at the beginning
and slowly reaching 50 percent at an older age. But this would
change the work of preparing the staff and the balance between the
languages. There is a problem here, but we can cope with it. It means
dismissing teachers. My own experience suggests that even if there
are more Arab teachers, the Jews do not necessarily improve their
Arabic. We need to develop a program that will meet this need.

Diana
The atmosphere has been more difficult recently because of the
Intifada, but the truth is that it has been here all the time. We were
born into the conflict. It’s easy to say, “It’s not me, it’s them.”
Language is an important factor. The Arab parents and teachers and
myself know both languages, but the situation is different on
the Jewish side, so you already have a gap. We need to change the
situation, bridge the gap and increase the level of equality. We
haven’t been successful in this. Jewish teachers have learnt Arabic
and use it a little in class. It is important for the teachers to work in
Arabic, because they provide a role model for the children.

We had a problem with the Arabic textbooks. They were so bor-
ing that I almost threw them away. But the teachers still feel that they
need them. Students knew how to read and write in Arabic, but could
not speak the language. Recently we changed the system: the students
wrote in Hebrew and spoke Arabic, and then they became more
interested in learning Arabic. This method is controversial, but over
the past two years, the Jewish children suddenly like Arabic. The next
question is how to help the Arab teachers speak less Hebrew and not
to translate so much of what they say. We are trying to work out how
to make equality work in the field of language.

In the case of the previous issue, which related to the tension between
collective education and the emphasis on the individual, the pedagogic
direction was determined by the parents and the age of the children. On
the question of language, however, the main consideration is the parents’
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position. The nature of the demands depends on the perspective and
observation of the one who is demanding. As someone who has regrettably
taken no time to learn Arabic, I was very impressed to see the children
playing together, the Arabs speaking Arabic while the Jewish children
answered in Hebrew or in a mixture of the two languages. Arabic is a
functional language in Neve Shalom, albeit not as functional as might
seem desirable to the Arab observer.

Diary
The school day ends again. The children shout in Hebrew and
Arabic. Soon the school will be empty. Some members of staff hold
a discussion by the secretary’s office, and walk toward the
staffroom. The conversation takes place in Arabic. A Jewish child
waits by the secretary’s office. It is unclear whether he will be going
on the school bus. He calls his parents from Diana and Boaz’s
office, tells them that he fell down, but it “doesn’t look broken.”
His mother tells him to come home. The secretary talks to him in
Arabic. He seems to understand everything and answers in
Hebrew. I go to the staffroom. The air-conditioner cannot com-
pensate for the hot day. The teachers look at me for a moment and
continue their conversation.

To summarize the question of language, it seems to me that in contrast to
the usual situation in Israeli society, where Arabic is an absent and unrepre-
sented language, Neve Shalom aspires to equality and to the proper and
equal representation of both languages. However, since the learning
process takes place not only inside school, but also outside of it, education
is through the totality of experiences a person undergoes (Harrington,
1979), the school cannot be expected to completely change the status of
languages, although it certainly manages to improve the situation and give
the Arabic language a dignified position. Cautious changes in the curricu-
lum, made using the lessons learn from the experiences of bilingual schools
around the world, might improve the knowledge of Arabic among the
Jewish students. Political changes in the region may also make Arabic more
attractive, if only from an economic and utilitarian perspective.18

The Teachers in Neve Shalom

From the interviews with Boaz and Diana, it emerged that the ideal
teacher at the school is someone with a high level of self-awareness, one

Neve Shalom / Wahat Al-Salam 33

1403972745ts02.qxd  9/5/06  6:28 PM  Page 33



who is politically aware, creative, and has a high level of emotional
intelligence and an ability to act in situations of uncertainty. However,
no education system works with an ideal staff. There are always factors
that delay the realization of the ideal. Just as equality between two
languages in Neve Shalom is an aspiration that is realized only partially,
success in getting teachers who understand the idea has been limited.

Diana
From a certain point, the school began to grow. We hired teachers
who tackled with the real problems, but we also hired teachers
whom we wouldn’t have accepted if we had the choice. It took a
long time for them to settle in, if at all. They may have come to us
because they couldn’t find a job elsewhere. Some of them tried hard
to work on themselves and change after they were accepted here.

We need very creative and open-minded people who are willing to
change and to be changed. About half the teachers are like that, but it
is hard to teach here if you aren’t politically aware, because we relate
to that dimension. The teachers have to know what to keep to them-
selves and what to convey to the children, because events happen
every day. We teach current events and how to cope with the current
situation. We teach exercises that will help the children express their
feelings, develop the ability to listen and live in a complex reality.

We let the teachers down by failing to provide proper training in
how to cope with the complexity of work in the school, because
there is nowhere else that can train teachers to meet our goals. They
need a significant experience at least once a week. It’s true that
we have a staff meeting on Sunday for an hour and a half, and that’s
very important, but there are always lots of routine problems and
issues that need to be discussed. There isn’t enough time for reflec-
tion and proper training. The teachers are very sensitive, though,
and they do their best to meet the complex demands of the school.
There is something that binds the teachers to the school. Their
work here influences their soul and improves their self-esteem:
“I’m a teacher in Neve Shalom.” Their work experience here will
help them look at any problem in life from a different angle and not
to take anything for granted, so they can see the different shades in
educational work. The teachers absorb this message, but they
sometimes lack the tools to realize it.

For a year, I observed the teachers work in the school, in workshops and
classes, and interviewed several of them. I believe that the majority
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works to achieve a high standard out of a sense of mission. Most of the
teachers experience a process of change in themselves, although it is not
always possible to identify the particular stage that each teacher is at. The
work in Neve Shalom School is more complex than in a regular school,
because of the sensitivities that stem from cultural differences. It may be
difficult for the principals of the school to accept that some of the teachers
are at a much earlier stage of exposure to political issue and coexistence.
However, a real effort is made to enable these teachers to reach a more
complex stage in the process of change, through workshops, encouraging
discussion, joint reflection, and similar opportunities.

I am convinced that there are teachers who could not teach anywhere
other than in school such as Neve Shalom. These teachers are inquisitive
and strongly ideological, and they believe that working in a school with
a sense of mission and purpose, such as this school, compensates for the
low status and poor salaries of the teaching profession.

Conclusion

Diana
Despite the difficulties here with the issues of excellence and
achievement, I meet a growing number of Arab parents who state
that the school emphasizes the nurturing of their child’s personal-
ity, and that this is very important for them. One mother told me:
“I know that the school doesn’t focus enough on achievement, but
I am more concerned that my children feel confident and know
how to express themselves. You develop their personality so they
can gain strength in life.”

If the child feels confident in their identity and heritage; if we
have managed to educate them to accept the other and those who
are different and to overcome barriers; if we have managed to give
the child an educational experience that is consonant with their
learning style—then we have succeeded in our task here at Neve
Shalom / Wahat Al-Salam.

Diary: The Students’ Visit
We sit in a comfortable room with a spectacular view. The student
teachers observed activities in the class, and now Diana is having a
concluding discussion with them. She emphasizes the issues of
equality and language. Occasionally one of the students asks a question.
These have been an intensive four hours, but the students still seem
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very interested in Diana’s explanations. Many of the students are
not used to meeting Arabs who function in positions of power.
Most of them would probably not consider Neve Shalom as an
option for their own children, but their questions show that they
strongly admire the educational and ideological effort invested in
the school.

Boaz gave an opening lecture, and they met Diana at the end
of the day. I see that Mali (not her real name) is very agitated.
She comes up to me later and says: “I was very moved by what
Boaz had to say (he spoke about the death of his son Tom).
I went up to him and told him how much I felt for him, because
I also had a uncle who was killed in the war. I cried, and he also
started to cry. We stood there for a few minutes. Then I told him
that although I don’t accept the position of this school—I am a
different person from a different background, Mizrachi, reli-
gious, maybe right-wing—I still understand what you are trying
to do here.”

Boaz
In this era of terror attacks, a child comes here from the regular
education system and tells us that his mother orders him to come
home as soon as pre-school finishes, or else an Arab will catch him.
There is awareness of the conflict and war here in Neve Shalom,
but the student here can go to their class teacher and talk about the
terror attack. This actually happens. The child asked the [Arab] class
teacher, “Are you a terrorist?” Although she was young and could
easily have been offended by the question, it is typical of this school
that she used it as an educational opportunity (the boy’s father is a
disabled war veteran). This is great. A child like that is going to test
his hypothesis: the terrorists are Palestinians; you are an Arab,
maybe a Palestinian; so are you a terrorist? It sounds logical. You
can hold a discussion in class, and the child could be actively suspi-
cious and search her bags. But even so he feels that there are
Palestinians whom he can trust one hundred percent. This is some-
thing concrete in his life—it isn’t just a vague statement that “They
aren’t all like that.”

Neve Shalom is not a natural part of Israeli society. The natural situation
in Israeli society is one of inequality, racism, and oppression. It is
remarkable that there are people who are willing to establish a commu-
nity that is so sharply different to the dominant Israeli ethos, particularly
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since the general atmosphere and environment present numerous
difficulties. There are many organizations in Israel that encourage coex-
istence and encounters, but there is no parallel to this school community
whose members have chosen to live and fight the conflict together and
not just to talk about it.19

Neve Shalom School offers a framework within which the participants
can engage in constant negotiation with their values. Since there is no
role model for such an experiment, the participants create the model by
themselves through trial and error, self-examination, learning from
experience, and acting within a world of change. There is an expectation
that eventually the staff will be successful, will be proactive, and will help
create an alternative curriculum for the school. Such a curriculum draws
on the cumulative experience of life in the village and at the Peace
School, and on the personal narratives of the participants, particularly the
staff and the children.

This curriculum is innovative and revolutionary. The Ministry of
Education does not have programs suggesting ways to cope with the
simultaneity of Independence Day celebrations and the commemoration
of the Naqba. Neither does the ministry have any suggestions as to how
to mark three festivals of different religious within the same school, or
how to run a bilingual school.

The school in Neve Shalom is not merely a place where children are
taught. As we have seen, it is also a place where adults learn from children.
The surprising observations of the children underscore the educational
potential of binational schools. The children evidently undergo a process
of socialization around “soft” myths, in place of the dominant “hard”
myths of Jewish and Arab society—myths that have grown more potent
as the Intifada has continued. The “soft” myth offers the participant pride
in his/her own national and cultural identity, while refraining from
negating other myths. Moreover, it invites and encourages the
participant to be a guest in the other’s myth, understanding that this does
not threaten his/her own myth. It is true that this approach is not without
its problems, most of which are due to the “baggage” that adults bring
from the past. The adult participants were not shaped at a place such as
Neve Shalom. Past grievances sometimes make it difficult to soften the
myths, and on occasion it is the children who help the adults to appre-
ciate the destructive results of aggressive and stereotypical myths. In the
future, it will be interesting to examine on all levels the personality and
identity of the graduates of the Neve Shalom experiment.

As mentioned above, in the future the school hopes to expand its
mandate, establishing a junior-high and even high school. The school
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also provides a consultative framework for similar programs implemented
at various locations around Israel, although the model is not replicated in
a complete and identical form. The transition from the status of an
experiment to the official status of the Ministry of Education and the
efforts to found a junior-high and a high school are exhausting processes
that require extensive efforts by the staff. It is to be hoped that the
Ministry of Education will see this school as a model to learn from, and
not just another school to be supervised.

The Peace School in Neve Shalom and the elementary school are
making an important contribution to an increasing understanding of the
Jewish-Arab conflict—an understanding that creates the possibility of
coping with and changing the conflicts. There is a difference between
the two frameworks, however. Whereas the Peace School uses Western
tools taken from the field of group psychology, particularly ones relating
to coping with problems of identity, minorities, and racism, the elementary
school operates according to a pragmatic philosophy reminiscent of the
vision of “Mediterranean enlightenment”—the term used by Ohana to
refer to thinkers such as Camus, Memi, Ben Jelloun, and Mahfouz.
Ohana defines Mediterranean enlightenment as an idea that seeks to
achieve the “universalization of the human race, which, despite its myriad
faces, forms the family of humanity. In the Mediterranean context, this
ideal goes beyond abstract enlightenment defined by intellect, ideological
sermonizing and philosophical sophistication. Those who embody this
ideal have internalized warm and immediate contact through dialogue
between cultures, through connecting to the different, the foreign and
the other.”20

In other words, the elementary school, through its ongoing work
with the children, is involved not in abstract philosophizing and
theorizing on the subject of encounter, but in developing a practical and
simple philosophy that aims to meet the naive but pertinent questions
raised by the children. The type of dialogue created at the school
between adults and children is similar to the straight-talking dialogue
between Ben Jelloun and his daughter in Racism Explained to My
Daughter (1998).21

Of all the rifts that threaten Israeli society, the national rift between
Jews and Arabs would seem to be the harshest and most dangerous. It is
encouraging to see that, despite the difficulties, there are those who are
willing to engage in serious educational work at the grassroots level,
even before the seeds of suffering and hatred have had a chance to
develop. The school has undoubtedly attracted international attention
due to its courage and its innovative message. The Ministry of Education
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has embraced the school and begun the process of granting official
recognition. The ministry would do well to regard the school as a model
and a base for learning. Educational frameworks can exert influence.
Student teachers should learn about the origins of the Jewish-Arab dispute,
and Jewish students should learn more about the Arab minority that lives
in Israel. As teachers of the future, it is important that they visit Neve
Shalom and deal with the questions raised by the educational activities of
the school. This does not mean that every student will change his/her
political opinions after visiting Neve Shalom, but as agents for socialization,
teachers should be exposed to different models of schools as they move
into the educational field. Such models, whether they arouse questions,
agreement, or reservations, will help the students develop a more
profound and complex teaching style—something that can only benefit
their students, and—in the long term—all of us.
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C H A P T E R  T W O

Bialik School

(Grades 1st–6th, approximately 270 students)

Diary
I travel to Tel Aviv in a comfortable and air-conditioned bus. The
school is a two-minute walk from the bus station. As I leave the
station, I see people walking purposefully, while others seem to
be wandering with no clear goal. Some people are sleeping on
benches. The shop windows bear signs in Russian and other languages.
Nearby, pubs offer a few moments of relaxation to workers who
have finished a hard day’s work, as do the adjacent brothels, which
keep women in conditions of slavery that is ignored by Israeli law.

I walk through the streets, listening to the jumble of languages
and watching people of every color and nationality—a foreign city
within the first Hebrew metropolis.

Native Israelis who cannot afford to move out have stayed in the
vicinity of the central bus station. At one stage, they were convinced
by the argument that the massive white elephant of the new bus
station would revive the area, leading to a rise in property values.

Disappointment and neglect seem to ooze from the buildings,
which are coated in thick grime.

The native Israelis who live in the area have been joined by
other residents: New Israelis who have arrived in the country
recently and face economic hardship, as well as tens of thousands of
migrant laborers and some Palestinian collaborators. The collaborators
are the victims of the same dispute that has prevented most
Palestinians from working in Israel, creating the incentive to bring
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migrant laborers from across the world as an alternative source of
cheap labor. This process has created a social problem in Israel that
has exacerbated as the years have passed.

I walk toward a school that provides a pinpoint of warmth in this
sea of alienation and attempts to bridge the gulfs between these
disparate population groups. The guard at the gate does not recognize
me yet, but hesitantly permits me to enter.

I arrive during recess. Children from around the world are playing
together. I cannot see any evidence of violence or bullying. I notice
that the children play in mixed age groups, with a relatively high
level of interaction between boys and girls. The sounds of the chil-
dren’s playing sometimes manage to drown out the noise from the
busy street.

Amira Yahalom, the principal of the school, is waiting for me in
her office.1 She is elegantly dressed and smiles often.

Amira is responsible for making the school what it is today. The
school has changed along with the neighborhood. No official deci-
sion was made to transform Bialik into a school for the children of
migrant laborers, but the parents arrived at the school, registered
their children, and gradually they came to constitute a majority of
the student population. When Amira took over as principal, the
Ministry of Education considered replacing all or some of the
teachers to reflect the changes that were underway. However,
replacing teachers was not consonant with Amira’s educational phi-
losophy. She argued that “educators should be given a chance to
prove themselves, with the assistance of a professional and support-
ive process.” For some of the teachers, the process of change was
personal and painful. Not a single teacher was dismissed, reflecting
the belief that every educator can learn to teach and work differ-
ently. The result was the development of a perception in the school
that change must come from within.

Warmth and Acceptance

Amira and the staff she heads believe that teachers must work intensively
in the emotional realm. In every class, strict attention is paid to ensuring
that the teachers provide a homelike atmosphere for children who are
almost homeless. The school also meets those needs that are in the case
of more prosperous populations met outside the school. The parents of
the students at Bialik School work hard, sometimes from morning to
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night. There is a large proportion of single-parent families. Deprivation
is widespread, and the teachers often find themselves playing the role of
parents. The level of emotional acceptance demanded of them is high,
but the children respond by showering love and attention on their
teachers, an exchange that I have rarely seen in any other school.

Diary
During recess, I walk around the school and observe the activities
in the classrooms. Some children prefer to remain in class during
recess. Some of them draw on the blackboard. In the 5th grade
class, a Romanian girl draws complex geometric patters on the
board. S, a Palestinian girl from Jenin, writes a letter of thanks and
love to her teacher: “To G, thank you for what you teach me.”

Both girls tell me that they love their teacher G, as well as S, who
taught them the previous year (although one of them adds that S
used to shout a lot).

A closet in the staffroom is full of used clothes that the teachers
have brought from home. Two girls come into the staffroom, look
through the clothes and choose items from neatly-stacked piles.
Their behavior in the staffroom is reminiscent of the behavior of
children in their own home. When they leave, a teacher remem-
bers that she has a curtain she wants to donate. Several organiza-
tions also donate clothes to the school.

D, a teacher in the 6th grade, walks along the corridor. I follow
her. She meets P, a young girl from the 1st grade. P is very agitated
and angry, and D attempts to find out why. It emerges that a dis-
pute occurred among children in the neighborhood. D takes P to
her teacher to discuss what has happened. P calms down somewhat
as she talks to her teacher. She mentions that her mother is in hos-
pital, and her teacher is concerned: who is looking after P? When I
meet Amira later, I mention how surprised I was by the level of the
teachers’ involvement in their students’ problems, even when these
are outside their field of responsibility.

Amira
The teachers here know each student personally, but it is impossi-
ble to be on top of everything that happens. We did not know that
the girl’s mother was in hospital, so we could not understand why
she was in such a bad state. The family’s social worker came to
speak to us, and then we realized what was happening. The family
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is going through a very difficult crisis. It is good that P stays at
school until 3 o’clock. In any case we are contacting the relevant
authorities and together we will find appropriate solutions.

The school appears to function according to Maslow’s scale of needs.2

Maslow explains that it is impossible to achieve cognitive and spiritual
growth, self-respect and self-realization without addressing basic needs:
nutrition, protection, shelter, and emotional response. The school seeks
to meet these needs, since the difficult and complex social and economic
conditions of the children’s parents prevents them from taking on this
role. When the parents’ condition is problematic and the school fails to
meet the children’s physical and emotional needs, the damage to the
children is irreversible, as described in graphic and powerful terms by
Kozol3 in “Savage Inequalities: Children in America’s Schools.” Kozol
argues that an unequal education system that is unable to provide chil-
dren with equal opportunity (and perhaps does not even seek to do so)
perpetuates social gaps.

This is not the case in Bialik School. Given the demographic profile
and the prevailing atmosphere of malaise and despair, the school might
be expected to be headed for failure. Instead of failure, however, the
school has nurtured faith in its ability to achieve meaningful change in
the lives of these children.

Diary
I sit with N, a teacher at the school. During a class for a group of
3rd grade children, she tells me:

I work with each student according to their individual intelli-
gence and background. With the current 3rd grade group, I am still
working to instill basic reading skills. They face cultural and envi-
ronmental gaps, but we give all of them love.

One of the children makes a comment that I cannot hear. N asks
him, “Do you want to come up and teach instead of me?” He
agrees, and she encourages him. He comes up to the blackboard,
writes the first three letters of the Hebrew alphabet, but has a prob-
lem with the next letter. Some of the children try to help him,
while others take pleasure in his mistakes. The teacher smiles. She
begins to teach them another rule of Hebrew orthography; the
children join in willingly and clearly enjoy the class. Occasionally
one of the children curses, but the others ignore it and continue
with their work. The teacher asks R if he wants to wash his mouth
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out. He falls silent and withdraws into himself. Only he and I
seem to have heard the remark. N tells the children to open their
exercise books and write. They do so, R included. She continues
the lesson.

Teacher G
We plan our work as a team so that the teachers are coordinated. I
make sure that the material is varied, and try to find special means
that are not used in the other classes. I give them enrichment and
reinforce what they have learned over the past week. As time
passes, each one makes progress in their own individual way.
We use a wide range of methods and approaches for language
acquisition.

Change and Flexibility

Individuals and human societies generally function well in conditions of
stability. The only stable factor at Bialik School is the willingness of the
staff to deal with a world that is uncertain, different, and constantly
changing. As in Neve Shalom School, the curriculum in Bialik must be
adapted to meet the needs of a population that is different from that for
which the standard curriculum was prepared. No one in Israel has
prepared a curriculum for a multicultural school. Many of the children
at the school have experienced the crisis of migration, by themselves or
through their parents. Migration creates culture shock and an acute sense
of uncertainty. Moreover, many of the students at the school, and their
parents, lack the safety net of protection and security that is provided for
Jewish immigrants to Israel. Many of the parents have been dismissed by
their original employer and therefore face the threat of deportation. As a
result, they approach the establishment with caution and suspicion.

The Israeli government is acting forcefully to “reduce the problem of
the migrant laborers.” One of the ways in which it does this is by locat-
ing and deporting laborers. At the same time, Israel is a signatory to con-
ventions on children’s rights that require a total separation between the
status of the child and the status of the parents and demand that the chil-
dren’s basic needs such as protection, education, security, and the like
are met. Faithful to its own ideological approach, the school operates by
the same standards, rejecting the belief that it is acceptable to deport
families along with their children in the middle of the night, without
prior warning.

Educating Israel44

1403972745ts03.qxd  9/5/06  6:28 PM  Page 44



Amira and the teachers at the school must be patient as they initiate
processes of change. They must be aware of the multicultural reality at
the school, as Amira notes that

If you aren’t flexible inside yourself, you have to develop this quality.
The teachers require massive support from social workers and
psychologists. I feel that the formal education system is not always
aware that educational staff have these needs.

I asked Amira whether she felt that Bialik School is similar to the other
schools that encourage an intercultural encounter. Amira feels that the
teachers at schools such as Neve Shalom and Keshet are doing interesting
work, albeit in conditions that lead her to call them “laboratories.” She
agrees that Neve Shalom and Keshet are similar to Bialik School in that
they create an intercultural encounter but feels that she is managing to
secure her objectives in social conditions that are much harsher. She
states that she has readily embraced the concept of the Ideology of
Repair, a concept I developed to describe schools that operate in this
spirit. In recent years, Amira has been involved in studying Jewish texts
in various frameworks for examining Jewish identity from a pluralistic
perspective and has found support for the Ideology of Repair (Tikkun)
in Jewish texts and traditions.

The school evolves as the surrounding reality changes. Based on their
desire to meet the numerous, diverse, and changing needs of the stu-
dents, Amira and the teachers at the school seem to have developed flex-
ible response mechanisms, extending the definition of the school to a
place that is much more than an institution where they study for a few
hours a day before returning home to the responsibility of their parents.
This school accepts responsibility for various areas that are not part of the
usual mandate of Israeli schools. Amira’s charismatic personality seems to
have helped her develop positive contacts with external institutions that
have agreed to help the school in different ways. Her cognitive flexibil-
ity also enables others to find creative solutions for various problems
faced by the children.

Amira
Next week, we will meet in the evening to present our activity
groups to the parents. There is a community center in the neigh-
borhood. I suggested to the director that he should work to
encourage the community in the area to use the facilities at the cen-
ter. It took time, but now the children are familiar with the center
and see that it is not far from their homes and not difficult to reach.
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The parents also sign their children up for activity groups. The
community center is subsidized, but the parents still have to pay
something. The parents realize that it is important for their children.
There is a library at the community center that is open in the
evenings. The parents and children didn’t know about the library.
We tried every possible way to market it, and now they know
about it and come there, even though the migrant laborers and the
Arabs do not want to be noticed and find it hard to come to places
that are associated with the establishment. We managed this by
sending a forceful and uncompromising message that we accept
you, because you are humans. They can only come here and
receive help if there is an atmosphere of mutual trust.

A common criticism of state institutions is that they fail to cooperate or
to pool resources. Amira sees a great potential value of creating networks
of mutual assistance among the institutions. She brings the children to
the community center as part of a project that has become a success
story. Together with the staff of the center, she developed a system of
subsidized activity groups for all the children. Despite the subsidies, the
parents are willing to pay a few dozen shekels for what she offers. More
importantly, the parents and children have come to see the community
center as a friendly and homelike place, thus helping the it realize its
declared mission. Such activities have helped make Bialik a successful
community school, in the sense that it pools resources with the sur-
rounding community. This approach sees the school as part of the
broader communal system and places the child at the center, acknowl-
edging that the reason why the students are affected both directly and
indirectly by the processes occurring around them.4 We are aware that
the reason why disadvantaged populations are sometimes unable to help
their children is not a lack of resources in the community, but a lack of
knowledge as to how to consume these resources. Bialik School seems
to have been successful in bridging this knowledge gap, even in the case
of populations that are afraid of exposure to the establishment.

Teachers and the Process of Change

As noted above, the teachers at Bialik did not receive any special training
for working in a multicultural school. Most of the teachers were already
working in the school before Amira took over as principal. The process
of change they have undergone has been complex and difficult, requiring
them to adapt to a type of “internal flexibility.” Amira’s personality has
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shown them that the task is possible. She did not merely speak about the
need for internal flexibility, but she also illustrated it in all her actions in
the school. Most of the teachers were bitten by the bug of internal flex-
ibility, which has become a central part of the school ethos.

A Teacher
We have a normative 2nd grade class that meets the Ministry of
Education norms, and another group that has not yet finished
acquiring basic reading skills. They still have language problems.
When I was at the teachers college, they told me that the end of
1st grade means reading! But it doesn’t work that way here. We try
to adapt ourselves to each student through the end of 6th grade, so
that they will be successful in the future at the best junior-high
schools in Tel Aviv.

Another Teacher
At first I found things very difficult, but now I flow with the
changes. We follow the Ministry of Education curriculum, but not
blindly. Unfortunately, people outside the school do not always
understand our unique problems and character.

In my discussions with the teachers, I found that many of them echoed
Amira’s educational and humanistic ideology. Her influence is evident
in the way ideas are verbally expressed, as well as in the use of stories and
the emphasis on narratives. The school culture has clearly been pro-
foundly influenced by her leadership. As a cultural leader, her stories
combined autobiographical comments with human observations drawn
on professional and theoretical knowledge (Gibton, 2001). Many of the
teachers have adopted a similar style of story-telling. The professional
discourse of Amira and the teachers is rich in personal narratives and in
examples from the field.

Teacher (First Year in the School)
Amira was very welcoming. “This is your home,” she told me. I
didn’t feel that way in other places. There is also a sentimental side
to the connection, because I come from the neighborhood myself.
I was born in Shapira neighborhood, just a kilometer away. The
surroundings have not changed that much. My experiences at
school were similar to those of the students here. I am over forty,
and I lived here from the age of seven to ten. Even then immigrants
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came into the neighborhood. The experience was certainly different,
but some aspects are very similar. There is a range of cultures here
alongside the dominant, strong Western culture. I feel that they
have the same experiences I did—the effort to cope with the
Western world from a position of feelings of inferiority. I can say
these things. I feel their lack of understanding and knowledge faced
with the Western world. They suffer from feelings of inferiority
despite the fact that they have their own rich and interesting cultures.

The School and the Curriculum

Just as Neve Shalom School has been obliged to cope without a curriculum
adapted to the needs of a school devoted to coexistence, so must Bialik
School confront the absence of a curriculum designed for multicultural
schools.

Many of the questions addressed by the school relate to the field of
socialization. The public education system in Israel strives—with varying
levels of success—to “educate” citizens to identify with the state and with
the Zionist ideal, to support the idea of democracy, and to gain an
acquaintance with the canonical texts of the Jewish people. The Bible is
viewed as the book that binds the Jewish people to its heritage—not nec-
essarily a book related to faith, but one that raises the questions, themes,
and dilemmas that characterize an emerging society. The Bible is a central
subject in the Ministry of Education’s curriculum, and the proposal to
abolish the matriculation examination in this subject met with an uproar.

At Bialik School, the study of canonical texts such as the Bible has
undergone a revolution. The reason for this is not a sudden passion for
postmodernist insights among the teachers, but rather an intuitive real-
ization that the “regular” pattern of Bible studies is inappropriate for a
school that includes so many traditions, some of which are mutually
contradictory.

Diary
Teachers’ Comments

� There is a wide range of cultures here. You cannot teach them
Bible on its own, you are thrown into other cultures. In history and
literature, too, there are always broader ramifications.

� In geography lessons, every student learns about the countries
and cultures of their classmates. The learning process is mutual.
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� I draw the main ideas from the textbooks. I compare the Bible
to the lost Mayan culture—there are many children here from Latin
America. I showed them a film that raised interesting motifs relating
to peoples that have disappeared from human history—motifs that
we also find in our culture, such as cruelty. A culture of blood. In
the Latin American cultures they sacrificed prisoners and so on. The
Bible is also full of bloody stories. I wonder about which bits
I should censor . . . I combine history with Bible studies. At first
they do not understand what is going on, but eventually they get it.
From Greece and Rome I choose themes relating to democracy. I
also learn and teach about Far Eastern cultures when necessary. This
is how the research projects are developed.

� How do we teach Torah? We do not always stick to the story,
but look for universal motifs that are also found in other religions.
I teach about the Creation stories of all the religions, including the
scientific approach. In this way, every individual can build their
own corner, even if they don’t accept the usual way. Then the
children go home and tell their parents what they learned at school,
and ask to hear stories from their own faith, so that there is also an
element of dialogue within the family.

� A senior representative of the National Religious Party visited
the school and asked how we teach Torah. I told him that we pres-
ent the Torah as a universal book. If we can’t be a light to the
nations, who can? I did not get the impression that he supports this
approach.

In the regular education system there are no barriers preventing teach-
ers from using their imagination and creativity in order to make the
texts more relevant and interesting. At Bialik School, though, the
teachers have no alternative. They find themselves in a situation in
which they cannot function as agents of socialization who seek to repli-
cate “good Jewish citizens,” and accordingly they use their knowledge
of other cultures to transform Bible studies into the comparative study
of cultural myths. From agents of socialization they thus become cul-
tural mediators.

Their function as cultural mediators leads them to examine the school
subjects from a more interdisciplinary perspective than is usual in Israeli
schools. The teachers realize that they are teaching “great stories.” The
multiplicity of cultures represented in the school leads them to develop
a relativistic approach to culture in general, and to Israeli Jewish culture
in particular. This creates difficulties among those who hold more
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particularistic and iconographic positions, as in the case of the representative
of the National Religious Party mentioned above.

The multicultural, comparative, and interdisciplinary approach
encourages teachers to develop an individual learning style among the
students by having them prepare research projects. These projects
enable the student to gain a deeper understanding of a given area, by
not confining the research to a single field of knowledge. Sometimes,
several students work together on a joint project addressing a central
theme.

Teacher
We are preparing a curriculum that combines subjects—integrative
or constructivistic studies, as they call it. The subject is built
through the learning. We don’t know where we will get to by the
end of the year—we only know where we start. We create mixed-age
study groups and we also pay attention to the children’s interests.
One group examines a given system—it might be a human system
or the solar system—and another group examines interpersonal
relations, while a third group examines the connection between life
and art. All these ideas were raised by the students. The products
are the subject of research, or an individual project, or even a report
based on reading. From the 1st grade on the children can print their
own stories at the school’s computer laboratory.

Relative to the situation in regular schools, the statement “we don’t
know where we will get to by the end of the year” is quite radical. The
tacit assumption is that if they do not know where they will get to by
the end of the year, then the teachers do not have a fixed curriculum that
they must follow. The teacher in the school does not serve as a conduit
for conveying knowledge, and the student does not serve as a vessel for
the receipt of knowledge. Learning takes place in a structured manner,
and is developed through interaction among the different participants in
the process; hierarchical relations exist between these participants, yet
they both influence and are influenced by one another. This is a form of
“cybernetic” knowledge that is characterized by the integration of both
the individual and the subjective interpretations of all the participants.
Adaptation takes place among the participants through the value-based
process of negotiation that takes place by means of discourse, though
there will never be a complete tessellation. In other words, knowledge
has many faces (Keiny, 2002), and the school allows negotiation around
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conceptions of knowledge and reality, it does so from a position of cultural
mediation and in a spirit of tolerance toward the other.

A further characteristic of the research groups at Bialik School is that
they are mixed-age. This is unusual in ordinary schools, though it is
encountered in alternative schools, such as Sudbury Valley School,
Summerhill,5 and at the Democratic School in Hadera, as we shall see
below. Mixed-age groups also operate successfully in the social aspects of
life at the school. Amira notes: “We allow many mixed-age activities in
the formal system so that they know how to behave at recess and during
their free time. If it works in the neighborhood, why shouldn’t it
work here?”

Self-Esteem and Culture

The teachers encourage the children in their research projects and in the
learning process in general. The teachers in the school take every oppor-
tunity to help the students with every task, which gives them a sense of
importance. The children have an advantage in the cultural realm. An
ethnocentric approach would have made these children ashamed of their
own culture and heritage and forced them to adopt the dominant culture.
The only alternative for the children in such a situation would be to
cling to their original culture and antagonistically reject the hegemonic
culture. During its early years, the State of Israel attempted to create
“new Israelis” who acted and behaved in keeping with the secular
Zionist ethos of Socialist European Jews.6 In recent years, Israeli society
in general, and the educational world in particular, has seen an awakening
of groups that feel that their voice was overlooked in the socialization
process that accompanied the Western Zionist ethos. Neve Shalom
School, Kedma School (see below), and the education system established
by Shas7 could all be considered manifestations of the rejection of hege-
monic culture and the search for an alternative voice.

At Bialik School, the demographic change in the student population and
the ideological change among the teachers constructed the multicultural
ethos and the special quality of contact between teachers and students. It
goes without saying that these students cannot and will not undergo a
process of socialization to Zionism or Israeliness, because a national Israeli
conscience divorced from Judaism has not yet emerged. Accordingly, each
student is proud of his/her own heritage. The teachers respect each
heritage and thank the students for the opportunity they present to learn
about their culture. At the school no culture is perceived as superior.
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The linguistic field is another source of pride. Teachers often
encounter difficulties in explaining a particular point in Hebrew, since
some students have still not reached a sufficient level of skill in the
language. In such cases, the teachers call on one of the students to serve
as an interpreter, looking for analogous or identical word in Russian,
English, Spanish, or any other language. The children are very proud to
be able to “teach the teacher,” and enjoy playing an active role in the
common learning process.

Diary
The teacher hands out worksheets. The students divide into small
groups to discuss the concept of time. One of the children does not
understand the concept, and the teacher encourages a girl in the
class to explain it in his language. The worksheet relates to geo-
graphical concepts. After a while, the boy suddenly gets the idea,
and excitedly begins to tell the teacher about his homeland. The
girl translates, and the teacher shares the story with the whole class.
The boy seems slightly embarrassed at the sudden attention, but
remains happy and smiling until the end of the lesson. After the
lesson, he tells me in Spanish that he was surprised that “the other
children and the teacher found it all interesting.” He has been in
Israel for two months. His mother does not have a residency
permit—they arrived as tourists. Before coming to Israel, she
worked for a while in Cairo.

We sit in Amira’s office and I give her my impression of B, an
Argentinean girl who is studying in the sixth grade. B has an impressive
ability to express herself in Spanish and Hebrew. She wants to study in
Municipal School “A” because of her talent for dancing and singing. I
ask Amira what will happen when the girl reaches the twelfth grade.

Amira
She may not be able to take the matriculation examinations,
because she does not have any identifying papers . . . She will not
be able to take part in training for National Service, or to get a dri-
ver’s license or to join the army with the rest of her class. When
she returns to her country of origin, she will face problems,
because her Spanish will not be very good (she has been in Israel
since 1st grade). She will have problems studying at university
there, too. Israel should follow the example of Holland, Germany
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and other countries with high levels of immigration, and find a
way to naturalize the immigrants. What happens in Israel is that
from the age of eighteen, this girl will have the same status as her
mother—an illegal alien in the State of Israel. The only way to
naturalize in Israel is under the Law of Return. There is no other
way to belong to Israeli society. In other countries immigrants can
be naturalized, and once they are citizens they have a sense of
belonging. In Israel, even if you are a citizen you cannot belong
unless you are Jewish.

Question
What about the Druze? What are the chances for integrating for-
eigners in Israeli society?

Amira
The Druze marry among themselves and this is their focus of iden-
tification. A Druze man who marries a Jewish woman could convert,
but he will lose his connections with his own society and religion.
Foreigners cannot belong to Israeli society. Israel has still not paid
attention to this problem. If there are 300,000 statusless migrant
laborers in Israel, they should be naturalized. But then they would
be able to vote for the Knesset, and the number of mandates they
could control would give them considerable power. The parents
would also be able to influence the curriculum in schools. At the
moment, we teach as we see best. But what will happen in the
future? We have to begin to prepare. I do not know what the best
solution is, but we need to think about it and plan for the future.
We have a responsibility to develop binding policy addressing these
problems.

In Another Interview
The children have problems with their lack of identity, rootlessness
and instability. We deal with these problems as best as we can by
developing a sense of belonging to this place [the school]. It is all a
product of migration. The children who were born in Israel to for-
eign residents receive a birth certificate without an identity num-
ber, but they feel that they belong here. There is a problem in Israel
that people cannot belong to the collective. We have to ask our-
selves these questions, tough as they are. We cannot drop the
subject—it’s an urgent matter.
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The school nurtures the self-esteem of students by respecting their
culture and language and by teaching everyone a few words of that
language. Above all, the children play a proactive role in the joint
learning process through the different study groups in the school. It
should be recalled, however, that this policy was developed on an
ad hoc basis, without prior planning. The demographic problem was
created before the school developed a solution for it and the ideology
behind it. Amira’s comments show the complexities involved in the
issue of migration, particularly as someone who grew up in the heart-
land of the “old” Zionism. She does not offer unambiguous or simplistic
solutions. She underscores the difficulties faced by non-Jewish immi-
grants in integrating into a society that still maintains a direct connection
between Judaism and nationality. She sharpens the discussion by giving
the example of the South Lebanese Army families and Arab collaborators,8

whose status is the most problematic.9 On the major question of the
tension between Israel as a Jewish state and Israel as the state of all its
citizens, Amira’s position seems relatively tentative. This in no way
diminishes her devotion to the children. To paraphrase, she seems to be
saying, “I did not create the problem of the migrant laborers, but the
problem exists, and since I am responsible for the system that cares for
them, I will do all I can to see that they get everything they deserve.”
Amira takes responsibility for what is happening here and now, leaving
to others in Israeli society the discussion on immigration and its
ramifications. Thus she adopts a vague position on the question of
migration, while showing unswerving devotion to the immigrants as
people—the exact opposite of the way in which Israeli society addresses
Jewish immigration, particularly in the case of Russian Jews. Amira,
with her Socialist values, acts in accordance with humanistic values of
human rights in general, and children’s rights in particular. If the State
of Israel follows prevailing demographic trends in the Western world, it
may be assumed that she will be able to continue to work in this field
for many years to come.

The school works hard to give the children and their parents a sense
of belonging. The parents receive an explanatory booklet about the
school, translated into Russian, Spanish, Arabic, and other languages.
The translations were prepared by the teachers themselves, taking into
account cultural needs. For example, it emerged that in Russia it is not
customary for teachers to write notes to the parents about lice, so this
subject was omitted from the Russian version of the booklet.

One of the teachers who prepared the translation immigrated to
Israel several years ago. She recalls how her daughter struggled taking
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examinations in Hebrew, and how after having learnt the language she
cries out of relief when she translates the booklets for parents, because
she feels that she is closing a circle.

The Status of Immigrant Children and the 
Establishment: The School’s Position

Diary
Amira reads the Convention on Children’s Rights, which refers to
the good of the child. Israel has a Compulsory Education Law and
a National Health Law. If there is no correlation between the
child’s status and that of their parents, as demanded by the
Convention and by the Compulsory Education Law, the children
of immigrants should be enabled to benefit from these laws, despite
their parents’ status (illegal aliens). This is the situation as required by
the distinction between the status of children and the status of parents.

“That’s what the situation is in our country,” Amira concludes.

The relative ease with which people can move from one country to
another in search of better living conditions, adventure, work, profes-
sional training, and so on means that many people now experience
cross-cultural encounters. Cross-cultural contact does not automatically
lead to greater understanding of the other.10 Both sides need to become
acquainted with one another from a position of equality. In situations of
cross-cultural encounters between a hegemonic culture and a traditional
culture, the institutions tend to reinforce the mechanisms of inequality
between the different groups. Moreover, the members of the dominant
group tend, sometimes unconsciously, to believe that the values of the
hegemonic culture are the best and the most efficient for the entire pop-
ulation.11 Dissatisfaction with the inadequate stress on integration in the
Israeli education system may be due in part to the sense that ultimately
only one group was represented in educational ideology. The fact that
all the children at Bialik face problems mutes the identification of a
hegemonic or dominant group. All the students at the school need some
form of institutional assistance, and the institution—the teachers and the
ancillary staff—do their best to help without attempting to impose cul-
tural coercion or conversion. It is perhaps easier for the teachers to take
this approach since it is uncertain whether the children will remain in
Israel. However, the encounter itself and the effort to adapt the curriculum
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to a multicultural society clearly lead the teachers to examine their
attitudes toward their own identity, their profession, and various social
questions raised by this encounter.

At Bialik School, an encounter takes place between a group of teachers
that belongs to the elite stratum of Israeli society and identifies ideologically
with the state, and a group of students whose identification is functional.
There is no aspiration or pretension to convert their functional identifi-
cation into ideological identification (“whitening,” as Amira puts it),
since Israeli society has not yet developed a civic Israeli identity. Yet the
presence of this educational framework within the first Hebrew city and
the increase in functional immigration to Israel12 further underscore the
need to discuss these issues.

A basic sociological insight argues that bureaucratic systems poten-
tially create evil. Bialik School constantly encounters evidence of the
ways in which the system employs codes that literally and figuratively
“delete” these students. The Ministry of Education records use the
severe heading “error code” to relate to the children at the school. In the
future, they will be unable to take matriculation examinations, because
their identity number lines carry the legend “000000000” in place of an
identity number. Despite the commitment of the State of Israel to children,
and despite the fact that Israel has signed the Convention on the Rights
of the Child, these children do not have the right to medical treatment
in the Israeli health system. The staff at the school undertake unusual
risks in order to ensure that these students experience elements of
normative life of Israeli school students, such as annual outings. As noted
above, many teachers at the school take on a quasi-parental role, due not
to overinvolvement but rather to a moral outlook that places the needs
of the child at the center.13

Management Style

The atmosphere at the school is profoundly influenced by Amira’s man-
agement style. The teachers are aware that she practices what she
preaches and avoids pompous slogans and clichés. She clarifies her posi-
tion in simple, understandable, and communicative ways and provides a
personal example. Her attitude to other systems is complex. She has
developed very fruitful relationships that help her advance the goals of
the school, but she is not afraid to criticize when she is dissatisfied with
the functioning of particular systems, particularly the Ministry of
Education, of which she has very high expectations.
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Meeting with a Senior Representative of an 
Agency (not the Ministry of Education) 

that Assists the School

Amira
I am very disappointed with the Ministry of Education headquarters,
and it doesn’t have anything to do with a particular minister. The
current situation shows that over through the years since Israel was
established, we have not managed to narrow gaps. There is a very
clear division between “nurtured” areas and unsuccessful areas.
Instead of addressing these gaps with courage and determination,
the approach has been piecemeal. They send out tests and develop
programs. Unfortunately, the system is constantly preoccupied
with its failings. But in all the places that are considered failures,
every so often a successful model is found. Maybe they should try
to find out why someone can succeed where everyone else has
failed? After all, “needs support” is a socioeconomic label, not a
genetic disease. After fifty years of independence, the label will
become an incurable disease if it isn’t dealt with properly. The
problem doesn’t rest entirely with the teachers and principals.
The headquarters of the Ministry of Education needs to understand
that its first commitment should be to weaker places.

Amira’s criticism is the result of an attempt to create uniform standards
for human systems that are inherently unequal. Shderot cannot be
treated in the same way as North Tel Aviv. Amira’s comments relate
mainly to the centralization in the education system and the lack of con-
sideration for context that is of utmost importance in understanding the
needs of the child in the system. She feels, perhaps with justification, that
Bialik School is an example of what can be achieved with a proper map-
ping of the educational context, the needs of children in general, and the
needs of each individual child:

The standard test of the Ministry of Education should examine
them in their own language. We need to examine whether they are
sleeping at night. Should there be questions in the examinations
about taking money out from the ATM and buying a ticket to the
theater? Don’t the people in the Ministry of Education know that
fifty percent of the children in Israel do not take money from the
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ATM and go to the theater? They can keep on sending the reading
comprehension tests, but I told them that enough is enough. They
exempted me because I am considered an experimental principal.

Teacher (third Grade)
We came to the conclusion that we cannot work according to the
standard approach of the Ministry of Education. We adapted
ourselves to meet the children’s needs. There are children here
who do not know how to read, and at the moment they are having
reinforcement classes. At a regular Israeli school, children of this
age are already reading. In our group we have children who speak
Spanish, Turkish and Romanian. We try to bring everyone
together and teach them Hebrew.

According to Amira’s educational philosophy, it is the child who leads
the process. Children can be motivated to learn and to enjoy learning,
provided they enjoy the conditions in school that facilitate the educational
process. Amira is aware that numerous systems exist to serve children’s
needs, and, as far as possible, she tries to arrange for such systems to
intervene to help the children at the school. She has managed to recruit
many and win their cooperation by emphasizing the need to help children
in need. Amira calls the school “Israel’s fig leaf.” The school is visited by
a large number of delegations organized by the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs, Tel Aviv Municipality, and the Ministry of Education. The
delegations come to see the school’s success and learn from it.

Amira believes that the school is not merely a successful solution to a
local problem, but also a model for other schools that must be established
by the State of Israel if it wishes to meet the needs of mixed populations
in different places. Amira is convinced that Bialik School constitutes a
success story in dealing with “difficult” populations in general, particularly
given the statistics of failure that are presented and indeed perpetuated
every year by the standard tests.

Amira accepts a heavy responsibility and persuades the teachers at the
school to share in this responsibility. She does not hesitate to change the
curriculum when she feels that it is failing to meet the children’s needs.
She is sharply critical of the Ministry of Education’s standard tests, which
ignore the educational context in matters of content and language. She
suggests, on the basis of the educational theory of intercultural encounters,
that these tests are culturally biased.

Amira feels that the Ministry of Education often lags behind when
it comes to thinking progressively about schools. She is critical of its
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conservative approach to education in general, particularly of its
confused and contradictory attitude to the children of migrant laborers.

Amira
Many principals are ahead of the Ministry of Education. They
move teachers around, change the scheduling of lessons and the
structure of classes, and choose themes that are appropriate for
them. For example, mathematics teaching may be taken from class
educators and given to teachers who were trained to teach the
subject. Sometimes the principals turn the school into a kind of
community center offering all kinds of activities, because they
appreciate that socialization is one of the main problems that needs
addressing today. This is also part of the school’s mandate. Yossi
Sarid [a former education minister] said that he could not even
move a nail in the ministry. Dismissing a single employee leads to
political riot. Yitzhak Levy was glad to move to another ministry—
he told me that at least in the Ministry of Housing you have a
chance to do something. They have a department there for over-
coming obstacles. If you want to build a new neighborhood, you
have to overcome all kinds of objections. The Ministry of Housing
has an expert in every field. First they deal with the objections, and
then they start planning. But in the Ministry of Education, they
“build the neighborhood” on paper, send out the programs, see
that it isn’t working, start building something new, and so on.
Today, the principals are largely autonomous. They know what is
best for the communities they serve. People in the field should be
given a greater measure of independence to develop programs and
areas of content, without being subject to coercion from above.

In her management style, Amira recalls the “wild” style of management,
as Gibton termed the work of a group of Israeli principals working in
autonomous schools. Adapting Sergiovanni’s theory, Gibton identifies
among the principals he studied characteristics similar to those Amira
displays: criticism of the system within which the school operates, mastery
of the terminology of educational research combined with an ability to
identify discrepancies between theory and practice, and emphasis on
illogical and problematic aspects of the situation in the field. Wild prin-
cipals “can display leadership inside the school and elsewhere in order to
lead the educational institution in difficult times.”14 However, Amira
opposes the concept of autonomous schools (in the financial sense of the
term), since she feels this will exacerbate social gaps and perpetuate
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inequality. On this subject she finds allies in Kedma School, as we
see below.15

Empowerment

Although Amira is the dominant figure at Bialik School, she works hard
to empower the other participants within the school community, from
the newest student to the most senior teacher. The school ethos is so
well established that it seems that the school would continue to operate
in a similar manner even if Amira were not physically there. Amira’s
work with Anat, who is now responsible for all the training activities in
the school, is particularly impressive. Anat comes to the school almost
every day in order to help the teachers as a mediator between the
students’ culture and that of the teachers. Her help extends to almost
every possible human sphere.

Diary
There is a lot of noise in the staffroom. I try to listen to a conver-
sation between Anat and two teachers. She patiently explains how
to map abilities in the classroom. I cannot hear everything, just
fragments of sentences: “That way you can see what the two or
three weakest skills are in this class;” or ‘you should order the tests
according to the number of mistakes, not the grades,” or “for
example, that girl didn’t answer the question not because of a lack
of skills, but because she didn’t understand the test.” The teachers’
body language suggests that they are relaxed and attentive.

Anat is extremely grateful to Amira for the opportunity she has been
given to develop and grow within the school. Amira recalls that she had
to “drag” Anat from her third grade class at the end of the corridor and
persuade her to give up much of her private life in order to develop the
management potential she saw in her. Anat is now completing her MA
studies at Bar Ilan University, and Amira believes that she should go on
to PhD studies and become a lecturer. Amira says that Anat is an expert
in the field of developing literacy skills among children. She provides
training for all the staff in the school and has a natural talent for leadership.

Anat refers to her years in the school as a period of “rebirth.” From
the teachers’ perspective, it is Amira who sets the tone while Anat puts
theory into practice. My own impression is that each one of them, as
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well as several other teachers, could, when the time comes, take on the
task of management in both the practical and the ideological spheres.

Anat
We change all the time as the needs of the school change. The
teachers are flexible and professional, and most of them are highly
motivated. We are part of the Tel Aviv District, but we set our
own borders. We take elements from programs that are suitable for
us, recognizing that each school is different—and we are particu-
larly so. Since we have our own special problems, it is considered
legitimate that we work differently. I adapt the outlines for each
teacher and each class. I meet teachers through the course of the
day, and through each meeting I change a little. The teachers get
what they need. I don’t impose things, I don’t get caught up in an
ego trip and I don’t whine about the difficulties. I always try to
look for the positive, and show that every problem has a solution—
we just need to look for it.

For example, a new teacher came to the school, and found
herself in a 3rd grade class with a lower level than she had expected.
Now, two weeks later, the situation in the class is a bit better. But
yesterday she felt that she was on the verge of giving up. I gave her
emergency support, including emotional support. Sometimes close
contact and bonds can provide enough support to let the teacher
continue their work—that was what happened yesterday.

Another issue is how I divide my time. I try to free myself up
when a new problem arises—I put everything else aside and try to
give the feeling that I’m there to provide advice and help. I don’t
hold a gun to the teacher’s head and force them to change, put try
to provide guidance and reach a higher level each time.

The Ministry of Education has very clear policy on the subject of
language. There is a defined range for each age group. We do not
follow their curricula, but develop our own adapted activities,
which are not always at the level demanded by the ministry. The
reality here is very heterogeneous. The child is seen as leading the
process- not as a slogan, but as a simple fact of life. Throughout
the week we provide language skills in small groups. Most of the
teachers are already used to working this way.

I am a pedagogic instructor in the school. My specialization is in
the field of language skills. All my time is devoted to training—
some hours are fixed and others are flexible. I am also responsible
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for the field of literacy, and I am in contact with the Ministry of
Education on this field. The contacts with the ministry or the
municipality depend on the person I am working with. We explain
the rationale behind our approach and receive assistance. They
know us by now. This way of working means that I have to keep
learning and keep myself informed. We use all kinds of tools for
formative evaluation. Once a week we come together for brain-
storming to discuss what’s happening. Two new teachers who came
to the school were amazed at how we work compared with their
previous schools. That’s a good sign. Amira and I are so preoccupied
with our work that we cannot always see what is happening here.
Teachers who come here admire the calm atmosphere and the
attitude toward the children, and this is also a form of evaluation.

The empowerment of the students in the school is no less impressive
than that of the teachers. Due to the complex needs of those who learn
in the school, the system has become highly flexible. In a manner that is
reminiscent of university education, an individual program or timetable
is developed for each child.

Amira and Some Teachers Talk to 
Students Visiting the School

One of the Bialik teachers say, “The child takes responsibility for their
own learning. For example, one of the children chose a study project in
which he had to define the concept of limits. We ask him why he chose
this subject and discuss the process with him.”

Another teacher adds, “The school is subject to the ‘Shetrit Law’
(which established a 41-hour school week). Accordingly, the children
spend eight hours a day at school, except for Friday which is a short day.
Some of the learning takes place in the community center, which offers
activity groups such as drama and judo. The groups are not divided
according to classes, but according to areas of interest.”

At this point, a visitor asks if the children are not asked to take on an
unreasonable level of responsibility. The teachers reply that they do not
think so, noting that each child is individually monitored. They believe
that “the more you make someone accept significant and real responsi-
bility, the more they will grow.”

Amira adds, “This is one of the problems of the education system. In
our school, a child who is wandering around the corridor on their own
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feels uncomfortable, because all the other children have found a place in
one of the classes. It is hard to get used to this kind of system in the first
month or two, but if they are patient they adapt to the demands. This is
a way of life, not a matter of luxury. We are used to integrating our
emotions in our work. Someone who does not love children cannot
work here.”

Amira
We have plenty of opportunities to create mixed-age models.
Three hundred children cannot go out into the yard on a rainy day,
so they stay here and play in the corridor or in the classes. If they
haven’t been taught how to behave and play in mixed-age groups,
what will happen in the corridor? The school has undertaken a
serious goal of using every opportunity to coach the children in
how to function in a heterogeneous society. We have this oppor-
tunity because they don’t really make demands of us, because after
all we are educating children who “require nurturing,” or because
we work with the children of migrant laborers, so how serious can
it be? Instead of enjoying this lack of expectations, we developed
other areas. We don’t have to make them into standard Israelis, we
can relate to their culture.

When someone gets stuck on an iceberg, they have to take the
decision to act. An iceberg can be a problem, but it can also
become an opportunity. The same is true of diversity. This kind of
multiculturalism and poverty can be a basis for progress or it can
turn into a quagmire. Our success is that Israel’s “fig leaf” has been
turned into an advantage. The State of Israel cannot allow its “fig
leaf” to be anything other than presentable. Tel Aviv Municipality
has seen to that. We have National Service volunteers, teacher-
soldiers and welfare workers. One of the questions is what you do
with the budgets. I thought it was important to establish a strong
support team that included pedagogic instructors. These are teach-
ers from within the school who take on special tasks. I make sure
that hours are available for them to train the staff and that they are
rewarded for their work. My assumption is that an hour’s training
for two teachers will be beneficial for forty students. If the same
hour is devoted to working with one child, then we have only
helped one individual. That’s why we invest more time in staff
training. Even if the approach of diverting hours for training would
be criticized by the state, it doesn’t bother me. Over the past two
months the Minister of Education has asked us to submit programs
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for establishing additional schools like ours. We have our own truth
and we’re sticking to it. We hope we can persuade many others to
follow the same path.

Amira Talks to the Students

The contacts with each parent take place over the telephone and
through letters in a relevant language. Most of the parents work from
morning to night and it is very hard to arrange meetings, so we have to
hold meetings at unusual hours. Most of the parents are very interested
in what is happening with their children, but they express it differently.
At other schools they would say “the parent didn’t come to the meeting
because they aren’t interested.” But our parents work from seven in the
morning through seven at night, or even ten o’clock at night, and yet
they come to a meeting at ten o’clock. That would not happen at other
schools. We have a general meeting twice a year, when parents can
come and meet with us at any time from morning until nine o’clock in
the evening. There are also individual meetings with the teachers.

Students: Don’t you find it hard?
Amira: No, it isn’t hard. Life isn’t hard when you’re really doing

something. It’s a way of life for us, a thought process and behavior
pattern that are different from everything we have known
before. I am sure that if this approach was adopted throughout
Israel, Israeli children would feel better.

Amira
In this school, the children always like the teachers. That made me
think about something. Usually, children hate school. I don’t know
why. Why do they like the Scouts or other youth movements or
the community center? Then one day I realized that the children
here need love. We can’t work without it. We began by creating a
sense of personal commitment among the teachers, and this led to
emotional bonds. I don’t if you can call this parental love, but it is
certainly love that the children need and want. Commitment to
love can lead to commitment to academic, social and educational
results.

We try to give the children tools so that they can help them-
selves. They need to take part in planning their own day from an
early age to prepare them for adult life. The children send most of
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the day in small study groups based on their areas of interest and
their academic level. Every student has an individual study track.
Children who share a field of interest come together at a given
time. For example, in the afternoon a mixed group goes to study at
the community center, where they divide into four activity classes.
In this way they learn to consume services in the community. The
home base class, just like many other concepts, is not treated as a
sacred cow in this school. Any principle or subject can be changed
as necessary, on the basis of a structured rationale and by means of
a process that is subject to evaluation.

Diary
R, a teacher at the school, is getting married. The students are very
excited, and the teachers report that they worked very hard to
buy her a present. The students also wrote very moving letters.
They have an unusual sense of gratitude. In one case of severe hard-
ship, the teachers managed to provide shoes, clothes and household
equipment for a family.

Diary
I sit in the school office. There is a lot of noise outside. A, a 4th
grade student from Colombia, has been injured. They are trying to
contact her mother, who works as a cleaner and has a mobile
phone. Amira and some of the teachers sit nearby. Nobody seems
agitated or pressured. A tells me that she has been in Israel for a year
and a half and likes it. Amira is concerned that A’s mother will have
to pay a lot of money for medical treatment. Accordingly, she tries
to give the children basic medical attention herself, such as putting
on a bandage. Some children are brought into Amira’s office to
explain what happened. Given the dramatic event, they give their
versions relatively calmly. Amira tells the boy most closely involved
in the incident: “You’re a big boy, we shouldn’t have to watch out
for our all the time. You need to take responsibility for your
actions.”

Amira asks me to translate her comments, since the boy does not
speak very good Hebrew. I emphasize the financial ramifications of
the girl’s injuries. “Very bad news,” his teacher adds in pidgin
Spanish, “every time this happens it makes problems for your
parents.” I talk to the boy. It emerges that, like many students at the
school, he is in Israel with just one of his parents. He likes the class
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and his teacher. I also talk with a friend of his, a boy from Ecuador.
He also knows Arabic, because his parents lived in Cairo for a
while. Amira asked me to find out where he comes to school from.
She sense that he may not be telling the truth about his home
situation. She thinks that he comes from Beit Dagan [outside Tel
Aviv], in which case she cannot accept him at the school. His
answers are vague.

After everyone calms down, Amira shows me a booklet presenting
the school in several languages. The booklet includes the telephone
numbers of social workers and ancillary staff, important information,
the rules of the school and reference to Israeli law. The idea is to
explain differences between Israeli culture and the students’ original
cultures.

Amira: “I explain to them that I have an obligation to report
certain things to the authorities. For example, one father told me that
he would beat his child to stop him misbehaving. I warned him that
this was not allowed and I would have to report him, which I don’t
want to do.’ Amira emphasizes that it is important to explain the
Regular Attendance Law to the parents—the law requires students in
Israel to attend school regularly. If the parents do not understand, the
teachers explain again and again in their own language.

Amira tells me that when a child does not understand something,
she tells them to sit down and think about it. She adds that soon
they will talk to the students about elections, since general elections
will be held shortly.

Amira
The education system is always preoccupied with mediocrity and
concentrates on failures, instead of identifying successful schools,
examining how they work and learning from them. The world
doesn’t work like that, it works like a mirror. Look at the hi-tech
companies. The education system also needs to look for successful
models and learn from them, instead of talking obsessively about
failures.

Conclusion

Tel Aviv, the first Hebrew-speaking city, lies on the Mediterranean
coast. It is home to the international Bialik School. The school is inter-
national, although no one has ever declared it to be such. Nearby, at
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least in geographical terms, lies the International School, which serves
the children of diplomats, is very expensive, and teaches in English. The
word “international” brings to mind associations of specific socioeconomic
classes. Along with the entire area of south Tel Aviv, Bialik School has
undergone a transformation in recent years. The city that always longed
to be cosmopolitan now includes neighborhoods that are home to
poorly paid migrant laborers who have come to make a living. These
workers come to Tel Aviv not out of ideological identification, but as
part of a functional migration designed to meet basic needs. The State of
Israel does not have any clear policy on the subject of migrant laborers.
The approach is short-term and crisis-oriented, without devoting time
to in-depth discussion of the ramifications of creating such clearly distinct
communities within city centers and other locations in Israel.

Government policy toward migrant laborers is inconsistent and even
contradictory. Under Amira’s inspired leadership, Bialik School tries to
meet the needs of the children of migrant laborers, children who grow
up in squalid and overcrowded conditions in a society that accepts them
only because of the functional tasks they perform. Israel does not have
any policy on how to treat these children. Amira is very familiar with the
laws and regulations and has discovered that the official laws, regulations,
and policies are sometimes contradictory. In the face of these contradic-
tions, she is required to take decisions based on the universal principles
that have been adopted by the State of Israel, as embodied in the Basic
Law: Human Dignity and Liberty, the Convention on the Rights of the
Child, and other similar laws. She is sharply critical of the policy of
deporting migrant laborers and of the fact that the children cannot con-
tinue their studies, take the matriculation examinations, or go to university.
Amira does not have an unequivocal answer when asked what Israel
should do in this field. As long as the problem exists, however, she will
strive to give the children support and help, based on a sense of universal
human solidarity, respect for human dignity, and her own Socialist
upbringing. The fact that one of her own sons has decided to establish a
family with a non-Jewish woman raises various questions and associations
for her. Amira often looks at the problems in the school through the
prism of her own personal experiences.

All You Need Is Love

Bialik School underwent a transformation due to demographic changes
and was not set up deliberately as an international school. As a result, it
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has been forced retrospectively to adopt an ideology. John Lennon’s
song seems to sum up the ethos of this school, which is based on an
Ideology of Repair through love. In an storm of contradictions, difficulties,
and complexities raised by encounters with the other (the foreign children),
the staff declines to make value judgments, instead they repeat the
mantra of love as they search for the common and unifying elements of
human experience. It is no coincidence that the school’s motto reads
“The teachers at this school love children.” The teachers at the school
develop sensitivity to issues of multiculturalism and learn to diversify
their teaching methods in order to enable each child to make the most
of the educational experience. Teachers learn to understand diversity and
to support the children by taking care of even those basic needs that in the
regular system are met by the family or other community institutions.

The teachers themselves are still undergoing a transformation. The
school illustrates what educational leadership can achieve when it provides
teachers with a clear ideology, an understandable direction, and good
guidance. The ideology of the school staff is not ethereal or remote, but
rather a practical ideology of Repair. All those involved in the process
are expected to form part of the community of Repair. The school
makes extensive use of case studies in order to understand problems in
the practical field and to improve educational work.

Through a familiarization with the surrounding systems, and thanks to
strong communication skills, the leadership of the school has managed to
develop contacts and partnerships that meet the different needs of the
students, thus helping both the children and their families. The school
also makes good use of its status as a school “requiring nurturing” situated
in a disadvantaged neighborhood.

Bialik School is a living challenge to sociological predictions that
expect a school of this kind to be marred by delinquency, violence,
alienation, and poor achievements. The school manages to help children
who in any other situation would be labeled as being at high risk. The
teachers believe in the children’s capacity to learn in an atmosphere that
is warm, responsive to their needs, and supportive, particularly when
there is an understanding of multicultural issues. Bialik School is an
island of tolerance in a sea of alienation, insensitivity, and bureaucratic
evil. The school shows the tremendous potential inherent in an education
system to deal with unusual challenges. The success of Bialik School has
ramifications even for schools facing a less threatening level of risk,
schools such as those in development towns with large concentrations of
residents of “low” socioeconomic status. If it works here, why should it
not work there?
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Although the staff at the school is largely preoccupied with the
here-and-now, it has developed sensitivity, tolerance, and humanism in
a universalistic sense of the terms. The constant quest for Repair and the
efforts to ease the suffering of others lead to processes of profound intro-
spection and critical examination of the unwieldy and inflexible Israeli
unsuitable bureaucratic systems that implement contradictory policies
and adopt approaches to the phenomenon of the migrant laborers.
The growth of functional migration to Israel, assuming that many of the
migrants will ultimately remain in the country, will encourage the
development of a civil society.

Policies and ideologies dictated from above are not always consonant
with ground realities. When a social problem emerges, as in the case of
Bialik School, mechanisms are developed that offer both practical and
ideological solutions. Bialik School offers a model of an Israeli educator
who has a universalistic commitment to all children, an educators who
hopes that his/her humanistic policy will have an effect on the education
system as a whole and on other spheres of public life. A hope that if,
realized, will help the State of Israel begin to provide a proper humanistic
response to the needs of foreign residents and their children.
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C H A P T E R  T H R E E

Keshet School

(Kindergarten through 10th grade, 
approximately 300 students, developing 

a senior-high section)1

Diary
I usually come to the school leisurely, riding my bike through the
streets of the Katamonim neighborhood of Jerusalem. Keshet
School moved to the neighborhood in its second year (the 2001/2
school year was the school’s seventh year of operation). Real estate
prices rose slightly in the neighborhood during a certain period as
Yuppies moved in, attracted by the possibilities for expanding the
small low-rise homes in the area. The neighborhood does not have
a uniform appearance. Some of the buildings have the appearance
of housing projects, while others boast extensions covered in
Jerusalem stone. The majority of the population is still the original
core of lower middle-class residents. Many homes bear evidence of
support for the Mizrachi religious movement Shas and other reli-
gious emblems and amulets. Support for the Betar Jerusalem soccer
team is also much in evidence.

Keshet School is housed in an old and unwieldy building in the heart of
the Katamonim neighborhood. The school has an elitist image, though,
as we shall see shortly, this is misleading. The school is committed to
recruiting at least one-third of its students from the neighborhood, and
the positive atmosphere among the students suggests that this process of
integration is successful.
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The school was established on the basis of an ideology of Repair that
seeks to bridge, or at least narrow, the gulf between secular and religious
Jews in the State of Israel. During the early years of the state, a number
of key policy decisions led to the intensive involvement of religion in
Israeli politics. One of the consequences of this process was the growth
of anti-Orthodox sentiments among many sections of Israeli society,
particularly among secular Jews who favor the ethos of civil and Western
liberty as a role model. Even among the religious population there are
many who oppose the involvement of religion in political life, feeling
that this only serves to alienate many Israeli Jews who might be more
open to Judaism were it not for what they perceive as coercion.

The rift between secular and religious Jews in Israel is manifested in
various spheres. Much of the anger of secular Israelis is directed at the
ultra-Orthodox population, which is perceived as sectarian, insular, selfish,
and unwilling to accept the burdens of employment and military service.
These emotions formed the backdrop for the development of the political
party Shinui. Attitudes toward the State of Israel in the ultra-Orthodox
community actually range from identification and acceptance (bringing
them close to the positions of the national religious stream) to total
rejection. The ultra-orthodox society shows signs of a sense of moral
supremacy and believes that it is maintaining the one true form of
Orthodox Judaism. Ultra-Orthodox Jews question the Jewish credentials
of secular Israelis, whom they consider at best misled innocents or an
uneducated rabble. The ultra-Orthodox community functions as a
closed society and makes every effort to avoid exposing its children to
the symbols, culture, and values of the secular world.

Contacts between secular and national religious Israelis are also limited
in many cases. Children study in separate education systems and the two
populations have differing opinions regarding the Jewish character of the
state, the role of religion in government, and the question of “Who is a
Jew?” In addition, differences emerge on broader political issues: the
national religious stream is strongly identified with the establishment of
Jewish settlements in Judea, Samaria, and the Gaza Strip. Many secular
Israelis do not distinguish between the ultra-Orthodox religion the
national religions, viewing all religious Jews as an obstacle to the emer-
gence of a progressive and enlightened society in Israel.2

The gulf between the two populations is manifested in the lack of
mutual cultural understanding that militates against positive contacts and
rapprochement between secular and religious Jews.

Keshet School was established on the basis of an ideology that seeks to
repair the secular-religious gulf in the State of Israel. Ruti Lehavi,3 who
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conceived and established the school, often comments that Israel made a
mistake in the 1950s when it decided to establish two separate education
tracks, state and state-religious. She decided to establish a school that
would “attract parents interested in a good education for their children,”
regardless of their religious or secular identity. It was important for her
to define what constituted a “good” school; part of the school ethos was
to be manifested in the possibility of reaching “a common definition that
does not relate to our lifestyles, while bringing our lifestyles to the school.”

Ruti developed the idea of the school while spending two years as a
fellow in the Mandel Program for Educational Leadership. As in the case
of Neve Shalom School, the assumption is that a properly guided
encounter can help children from both sides to develop their identity
while respecting and understanding the other. In the case of Keshet
School, the “other” is a Jewish other, and ostensibly, therefore, the task
might seem simpler and easier here than in Neve Shalom.

Ruti often emphasizes that the school is different from other frame-
works that create short-term encounters.4 She is concerned that some of
these encounters actually perpetuate and exacerbate stereotypes. Keshet
School aims to provide a response in everyday life over an extended
period. Ruti appears to have developed the guiding principles behind
the establishment of the school even before it opened:

We are involved in guidance in the broadest sense of the term. The
school was conceived three years before it opened, in an effort to
think about all aspects before the opening. We considered various
scenarios that might arise during the everyday work of the school.
We considered a pre-constructed encounter, including the “half
and half” ideology, which relates to the staff, children and teachers.

The goal of Keshet School is to strengthen the identities of the students
from different groups, be it secular or religious. The school does not
attempt to blur the distinctions, it recognizes them while learning
together and developing tolerance for others. As we have seen, this
approach is being put into practice in Neve Shalom School. At Keshet
School, however, it transpires that the process is actually more complex.
While in Neve Shalom there is no real possibility for students to change
their identity, in Keshet School, at least in theory, every student might
potentially abandon their identity in favor of that of the “other side.”
The school does not encourage this possibility, but the children enjoy
freedom of thought and determination. Thus, while the school attempts
to engage in a clarification and upholding of differences there are also,
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mechanisms that act to blur the separate identities and to blend the cultural
motifs of both populations.5

It may be that one reason for the blurring of secular and religious
identities that takes place in the school relates to the parents’ decision to
send their children to a school of this type. Many of the religious parents
at the school do not seem to be “regular Orthodox” Israelis and do not
belong to the mainstream of the national religious movement. Many of
these parents have a strong commitment to democratic values, hold
more left-wing political positions than is usual among religious Jews, are
open to the secular world and have even learned to identify with it.
These parents seek interaction with secular Jews as part of the socialization
process of their children.

Tova Avichai-Kramer, principal of the elementary school
The diverse beliefs of the students are a challenge that must be
addressed. Teachers must be prepared for this encounter and must
welcome the challenge. The religious students come from democratic
homes that are open to the secular world. Children from classic
Orthodox homes would not come to this school.

As we have seen, it is not easy to be a teacher in a multicultural school.
Here, however, the difficulty is even greater due to the declared goals of
Keshet School. The children’s identities are more complex than the pos-
sibly artificial dichotomy of religious versus secular.

Before coming to Keshet, Tova was principal of the school in Kfar
Eddumim. This is a settlement in the West Bank populated by religious
and secular Jews, and the children in the settlement study in a joint
school that is one of the pioneers in bringing together both populations
in a single school. While the religious children at the school say their
prayers, the secular children address other issues (though the school does
not offer the spiritual alternative that has been developed in Keshet
School). There is no “spiritual” encounter designed to facilitate the
search for secular identity. The school in Kfar Eddumim does not feel
the need to strengthen secular identity. Moreover, the school in the
settlement is a natural continuation of the surrounding community,
whereas Keshet School is a city-wide school that strives to create a
community around itself. Keshet School also strives to achieve symmetry
in the choice of staff members. The school operates under the state
system as an experimental school. In the school in Kfar Eddumim, by
contrast, most of the staff are religious and the school is affiliated to the
national-religious track.
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Part of the difficulty in creating a distinct secular identity may be the
result of the different approaches. While the religious approach is char-
acterized by commitment to a life full of texts and unifying symbolism,
the secular approach is characterized by the absence of any binding
tradition; if texts are selected, they are not coercive, they may or may
not be followed or experienced as individuals choose. The situation is
therefore different from that in schools such as Neve Shalom or Bialik,
where the emphasis is on encounters between different traditions, each
of which has its characteristic ceremonies and myths. In these schools,
the students are invited to “visit” the other tradition in order to learn
more about the other, but with no attempt to create cultural conversion.
The problem of the secular side in Keshet School, it seems, is the
absence of a fixed system of ceremonies and traditions (plurality serves
only to make it difficult to define such a system). On occasions, the
school seems to “create” a secular ceremony with spiritual value and
weight in order to “fill” the space created while the religious side is
involved, for example, in morning prayers.

Diary
B, a teacher in the 5th grade, gathers together the secular children
and reads a poem by Tchernichowsky. A short discussion develops
on the poem, but the teacher quickly steers the students to a
discussion on the subject “when do I behave the way I feel, and
when do I behave the way society expects me to?” The discussion
is inspired by the content of the poem. The children take part in
the discussion without any special effort on the part of the teacher.
They bring examples from their own experience, some of which
are impressive given their young age. When one of them talks, the
others listen. Occasionally a student interrupts, but rarely and
briefly. The school is overcrowded and we sit in a circle in a small
class situated in a bomb shelter.

The school in Kfar Eddumim mentioned by the principal may be more
typical of the religious-secular encounter in Israel. Religious Jews are
committed to a tradition that requires them to devote time to different
rituals; it is certainly not easy to get up early in the morning to “do the
Lord’s work.” Secular Jews are free of these demands. This situation
does not apply at Keshet School. The timetable is defined according
to the understanding that the religious side must pursue its traditions,
while the secular side creates alternative traditions and content. In prac-
tice, through encounters with the religious side, the secular side creates
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what is almost a new “religion”—a religion that focuses on the class
assembly, in which each student must take part, speak their mind and lis-
ten to the others, feel part of the collective, and seek spiritual content.
This brand of secularism favors poetry, dialogue, intellect, and a rich
emotional language. It could be termed a “high” brand of secularism.
The participants are involved in a joint search for “meaning” as defined
by Frankel and Maslow, and they develop tools for discourse, self-
expression, and attentiveness.

The religious ceremony does not necessarily create a “high” experi-
ence. The cyclical ritual of the prayers does not demand a great intellec-
tual effort, attentiveness, or originality, although intent—when it is
present—is highly valued. The secular assembly, by contrast, has a cre-
ative character that allows change within a fixed structure and thus
demands a greater emotional and intellectual effort. The school does not
create room for a secularity based on exemptions. The religious students
have to pray, and their secular peers have to attend the assembly. In real-
world encounters between religious and secular Jews, the secular side
feels exempt from the obligations incumbent on the religious. In Keshet
School, the secular participants are committed to their own ceremonies,
which may tentatively be regarded as an alternative religion.

Prayer, Assembly, and the Sense of Belonging

Gradually, the assembly also comes to embrace the religious students.
When the class comes back together after the separate prayers and assem-
bly, the teacher continues to discuss issues that are of concern to both
sides. The school seems to give the students a sense of belonging that
they find very important, and which is lacking in most educational
frameworks. The morning ceremonies, followed by a half-hour discussion
by the whole class, remind each student—frequently but informally—of
his/her place as part of the community, thus adding a high level of cohe-
sion to it. Children come to school with the feeling that if something is
bothering them, they can share their problems with others. The school
fights the tendency of the parents to seek to cut these hours in order to
expand study time due to the “impending” matriculation examinations
(from as early as the ninth grade).

Dubi, principal of the junior-high section
We run standard study classes, but we are also very concerned
to maintain the morning assembly alongside the prayers. At the
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beginning of the school day, the whole class meets together for a
few minutes, then divides up. After the assembly and prayers, the
students come together again, and the lesson sometimes begins
with an informal discussion relating to themes raised in the assembly
or in the prayers. The basic assumption is that in modern life, when
the students are exposed to pressure from political elements, the
media and so on, they need much more time to process the
challenges they face. A weekly “class period,” usually devoted to
organizational issues, is not an adequate framework for clarifying
these problems.

The school gives its students something that is considered a rarity in mod-
ern times. Our identity is built in part through our functions or through
the scenarios we experience each day as we attempt to give meaning to
our lives. Adolescents are strongly influenced not only by their parents
and their close friends, but also by the members of virtual communities
based on the various channels of mass media. The ethos depicted by the
media also has an influence on people who in turn influence the adoles-
cent. This is an ethos of egoism, unbridled consumerism, and admiration
of image over content. Children and families spend many hours in front
of the screen, and real conversation becomes a rare commodity.

By devoting the first hour of the morning to an assembly, Keshet
School is adopting an approach that opposes the culture of consumerism
and ratings, restoring the communal and human dimension in the students’
lives. The process grants weight to the students’ own voices and enables
them to examine in a profound and critical manner events witnessed via
the media. This is an intellectual protest in an antiintellectual world,
a spiritual protest in an antispiritual world, a protest of belonging in a
world of alienation.

The reader may detect a hint of elitism in this value system, though
the school works hard to avoid the pitfall of elitism. An effort is made to
avoid creating a distinction between students from prosperous neighbor-
hoods and those who come from less salubrious areas. The same
approach explains why the school does not encourage tenth graders with
poor achievements to move to senior-high sections elsewhere, as is often
the case in Israel. It is important to recall that some 30 percent of the stu-
dents at the school come from the less well-off neighborhoods.

Dubi
We do not usually ask students to leave at the end of the 9th grade,
because we see the whole school as one unit, from pre-school
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through 12th grade. A child may be pleasant or unpleasant, stupid
or smart, as the students put it, but we do not relate to these defi-
nitions. We are committed to social change, and thirty percent of
the students come from poor social backgrounds. Despite that, we
have an elitist image, which is a pity. We have strong integration in
the 8th and 9th grades. Children come here with all kinds of prob-
lems, not necessarily ones relating to socioeconomic status, but
Keshet School is a heterogeneous place and every child can finish
their studies here with some form of matriculation certificate, full
or partial. This is our approach.

The educational staff object to the growing emphasis on competitiveness
as a part of the central ethos in an education system. There are more than a
few “good” schools that have developed high educational pretensions
and declared their support for the concept of a community school, while
at the same time forcing half their students to leave at the end of ninth
grade. There can be no greater gulf than this between pretension and
educational reality. In most cases, this approach directs only a minority
of students to tracks that ensure success and advancement, while the
remainder are destined to fill boring positions in the bottom ranks of the
job market.

The children at Keshet School generally express satisfaction with the
spirit of the school, which they often compare favorably to “ordinary”
schools.

Diary
During recess, I sit with A, a student in the 6th grade. Around us,
a few boys from the junior-high section play ball. The children vis-
ibly come from diverse backgrounds. A tells me: “Before my friend
came to Keshet, she studied at R [a school in a prestigious neigh-
borhood], where they used to shout at her and give her a lot of
homework. It’s as if they don’t care about the children in those
schools. Here we have activity groups, sport and art. The teachers
care more about the students than in other schools. There is violence,
but not too much, and mostly in the junior-high classes. As you can
hear, the students here curse . . .

I try to ask A about the different kinds of students. She says:
“There are students here from all kinds of places, but there isn’t any
difference between the children.” A moves away, and I ask the
same question of G, a physical education teacher who happened to
be walking through the yard at the time, and who already knew me
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from another school. He commented: “There are children here
from the Katamonim and the connection is really good. The con-
nection between boys and girls at the school is also good—that’s
something I haven’t found in any other school. Most of the children
here are very good, although there are also others.”

When a school abandons the ethos of excellence as its central goal and
seeks to provide a warm, human community, a real possibility emerges
of creating fruitful dialogue between children from very different back-
grounds. “The encounter with the other”—a common mantra in the
school—is not just a slogan. The school finds realistic ways to turn this
mantra into a practical ideology. One of the main criticism of American
consumer culture, which has become a dominant culture in Israel, is that
it encourages addiction to oneself without regard for others—a narcissistic
culture in which the happiest person is the one who “dies with the most
toys.” The feeling is that capitalist discourse does not relate to the need
for individuals to contribute or belong to society in order to meet common
needs (Etzioni, 1994). In the schools we have examined thus far—Neve
Shalom, Bialik, and Keshet, where the morning assembly emphasizes
themes of communality—an attempt is being made to put the individual’s
membership of the community back in the center of the educational
experience.

The Question of Blurred Identities

Despite the effort to reinforce the students’ diverse identities, while
accepting and understanding the other, Keshet School nevertheless
appears to create a more complex identity that internalizes behaviors that
cannot be categorized simplistically as either “secular” or “religious.” In
order to prevent confusion, the school takes care to remind students,
both religious and secular, of the each group belongs to. Students may
visit the assembly or prayer service of the other group, but no more than
once a week, reflecting the desire to avoid confusion and identity problems
among the students.

Dikla, former head of the elementary school
The founders of the school assumed that if the student’s personal
identity is clear, they are secure and they can participate in the
assembly. If the children live in a ghetto, they cannot be secure in
this way. For example, I grew up in a secular ghetto (a kibbutz).
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People who live in this school get to know the other. One of the
goals of the assembly is to reinforce the children within their own
group of affiliation. In other words, if something dynamic happens
in the prayer group, this should be mirrored in the secular assembly.
It is important to give the child a sense of belonging. Secular and
religious children can visit the assembly or prayer service of the
other group, but they know where they belong, just like in a family.
That is why they can only visit the other side once a week. If a
child spent every day with a different family, they would become
confused.

These comments are reminiscent of remarks we heard in Neve Shalom
School. As already noted, however, the division is clearer in that school,
since there is virtually no realistic chance of cultural conversion. Keshet
School, however, despite the declarative division between the groups,
leads to the emergence of complex and diverse identities. The school
promotes the creation of a new Jewish culture that leads to a higher level
of identification with Jewish tradition, rituals, and symbols among the
less traditional and iconographic section of the participants. Conversely,
this new culture leads the more traditional and iconographic population
to open itself to “softer” manifestations of the formative Jewish myths. It
is possible that Keshet School actually manifests a type of Judaism that
already exists in Israel, albeit without a name—a traditional Judaism that
cannot easily be defined according to the usual poles of orthodoxy and
secularism. Although this Judaism lies somewhere in the middle, it also
differs from the Conservative stream as seen in the United States. Ruti
relates to Sheleg’s book (2000) on the “new religious” in attempting to
define this approach:

In ideological terms, they range from moderate Orthodoxy to tra-
ditional Jews with a commitment to Halacha. It is something very
powerful. There are also quite a few Orthodox people at the school
who do not wear a skullcap, because of the very clear symbolic
message this sends. I am not involved in the diffuse definition of
traditions that include an element of ritual behavior. For all the
diversity in the school, it is important to define borders.

The school seems to find it difficult to cope with this “middle-of-the-road
Judaism.” It is present, but it cannot easily be conceptualized and thus
remains on the covert level. There may be a conscious or subconscious fear
that defining the school as “traditional” would upset Orthodox parents.

Keshet School 79

1403972745ts04.qxd  9/5/06  6:28 PM  Page 79



Dubi
A complex dialogue takes place between what we want and what
we have. In general, the religious public is very cautious. Religious
parents want their children to have what they consider a sufficient
profound religious education, but some Orthodox parents come
here precisely to avoid closed education. We do not have a survey
on this aspect. But it is interesting to see that a religious boy in the
9th grade, who does not engage seriously with his spiritual world
and prefers to deal with trivia, makes friends with a secular boy who
has a similar approach. By contrast, a religious boy who is seriously
interested in spirituality finds common ground with a secular boy
who is also preoccupied with his spiritual world. The connection
can be vertical rather than horizontal. It’s true that we have a problem
defining what we mean by “traditional.” We have some students
who fall somewhere in the middle and defining it isn’t easy. The
students who are defined as religious study more Halacha, and the
older grades devote more time to Jewish subjects. They cannot
make do with the minimum. There is a problem when a boy
whose parents are not Orthodox studies in the religious group. We
are aware of the problem, discuss it and engage in dialogue.

Tova
There are all kinds of stories here about students who are consid-
ered religious. There are also mixed families, or parents who are
either becoming religious or secular, as well as families that cannot
be considered Orthodox in the full sense of the term. There are also
couples becoming religious. The word Keshet (“rainbow”) is
appropriate given the diversity here. For example, I have students
who go to the Reform synagogue Kol Haneshama, are committed
to prayer, but after the service finishes on Shabbat they drive off in
their car. So what should I do, tell them not to pray? That’s why
Keshet is a very appropriate name for the school.

The ideological approach of Keshet School may suggest the possibility of
the emergence of a new type of Judaism that is complex, pluralistic, and
critical, one that could develop from a network of schools offering a tol-
erant encounter between both sides. Many parents and students would
seem to be ready for such a process. A similar phenomenon may be seen
in the development of the Tali6 schools—state schools with a positive
approach to Jewish tradition. There are some similarities between
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Keshet and the Tali schools, although Keshet puts greater emphasis on
providing a religious experience for the participants.

Ruti
There is a similarity between Keshet School and the “Tali” schools,
which devote more attention to Jewish content than regular state
schools. Keshet School offers a more profound manifestation both
of secular and religious identity. We accept families that travel on
Yom Kippur and eat bread on Pessach, as well as families that
strictly observe the Halacha in all areas of life. Tali does not relate
to distinct cultures, whereas for us we are not just talking about a
more Jewish-style atmosphere.

Our school has a proper representation of both the distinct iden-
tities. When we wanted to give all the 2nd grade children a prayer-
book a few years ago as their first book, there was an uproar among
secular parents who were fiercely opposed to this. That wouldn’t
happen at Tali. At the same time, we have to cope with a Halacha
that teaches that eating bread at Pessach will lead to a Divinely-
imposed death penalty. The religious side at Keshet is aware that
there are children here who eat bread at Pessach, or who eat on
Yom Kippur, or who go on vacation in Sinai on that day.

The Keshet option is rejected both by parents who fear that its openness
to secularity will erode Orthodox values and by secular parents who
view every manifestation of the Jewish religion as a symbol of coercion
and backwardness. Keshet School provides a congenial atmosphere for
both secular and religious Jews who not only have a distinct identity but
also identify with the idea of the encounter as a tool for learning and
growth. In addition, and paradoxically, Keshet School is also a conven-
ient framework for Jews whose attitude to Judaism and Jewish tradition
is ambivalent. In terms of behavior, these participants in the school tend
toward orthodoxy; Ruti Lehavi refers to them as “the fourth stream of
Judaism.” For many of the students at Keshet School, internal contra-
dictions do not seem to be regarded as such.

Diary
I visit a family that is regarded as Orthodox by the school and by
the children’s own definitions. The parents are willing to drive on
Shabbat, but refrain from doing so because their children object.
We sit outside and eat Shabbat lunch. Y, a religious girl from
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Keshet School, arrives unexpectedly on her bicycle. She says that
her family does not drive on Shabbat, but answers the telephone. I
do not sense any confusion or apology in her tone. When I ask her
about her religious practices, she tells me that there are “lots of chil-
dren like this,” particularly her friends from Keshet and from other
religious schools.

Keshet School is home to a plethora of complex Jewish identities, from
secular cultural through moderate orthodoxy. The pluralism of identities
found in the school is reminiscent of the situation outside Israel, where the
liberal streams of Judaism—Reform, Conservative, Reconstructionist, and
others—are much stronger than in Israel. The school may actually reveal
the distortion behind the religious-secular dichotomy. Keshet School illus-
trates the possibility noted in the study of Levy and Katz (1993) that many
Israelis are actually traditional, observing parts of the tradition as they wish
and choosing without any sense of guilt. Keshet offers a framework for this
type of Judaism. To return to Dubi’s comments above, the encounter
provided at Keshet is not so much between religious and secular Jews as it
is between individuals with different religious styles and tendencies. In this
encounter, those with a more spiritual inclination are attracted to each
other, as are those with more practical or mundane orientations, just as
sports lovers congregate together. The imposed distinction between
religious and secular is not observed in sociological terms.

The school works hard to ensure that all the bands of the rainbow feel
at ease; a religious student should not feel uncomfortable and a secular
student should not feel threatened by religious coercion. The school
prefers to accept students whose families define their identity as either
“secular” or “religious,” and whose value systems do not negate the
other identity.

Ruti emphasizes that the school is not interested in “a comfortable
and pleasant middle-of-the-road position; we do not want to be Tali.”
From her perspective, the litmus test is to ask where the parents would
have sent their children if Keshet had not existed. She claims that families
would do better to send their children to a regular state school, or to a
state-religious school, rather than to Tali.

The Curriculum

The school has been obliged to show a large measure of creativity and
originality in developing its curricula. Israel has curricula for the state
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system and for the state-religious system, but there are no programs
combining the two. Keshet School is developing an alternative educa-
tional program that will meet the needs of the unique encounter created
in the school.

Ruti Lehavi
For the past two years, we have been in the process of developing
unique curricula for Keshet on the subject of the High Holydays.
The curricula were developed jointly by the teachers and represen-
tatives of the school association, with the assistance of an instructor
from the school. In the senior-high section, we use three special
curricula, in the fields of the Oral Law, Bible and Prayer. We felt
the need to examine the provision of pre-service or in-service
training for our teachers. We are examining different options in this
respect. We also thought about establishing a teacher training pro-
gram in the spirit of Keshet. We have not managed to do this yet,
but we are still looking into the idea. Our new curricula relate to
different perceptions of Judaism, not just Orthodox and secular, but
also the Reform and Conservative streams. Exposure to different
streams of Judaism is important, and the curricula will also be useful
for other schools.

Even when religious and secular students study separately, the
children are exposed to different cultural approaches. Religious
schools emphasize the religious contents and secular schools the
opposite, but the students can still learn about the other approaches.

Thus we see that the curricula also relate to parallel value systems as valid
options for human behavior. The values are clarified and a wide range of
possibilities are offered, beyond those presented to students in the regu-
lar state schools.

Some parents complain about particular aspects of the school’s work.

A mother from a liberal, educated Orthodox family
The encounter between religious and secular children is very
important. I have no doubt that there are profound issues to discuss
and there can be real content, beyond the mere fact of the
encounter. It would be worthwhile developing more content—
they don’t have curricula yet. There is a lot of improvisation in the
studies. There are wonderful people here, but things move very
slowly. We shouldn’t have to rely on curricula from the state and
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state-religious systems—we could definitely create our own
curriculum. The encounter itself is excellent. It expands the borders
of identity; even if an element of uncertainty is introduced, that
doesn’t bother me. At some point they will have to teach more
focused content, even in the academic subjects.

Many Israeli parents who belong to the “fourth stream” send their children to
state-religious elementary schools so that they can absorb a little tradition
and “Yiddishkeit.” When the time comes to move on to senior-high
school, however, they transfer their children to the state system. In the
quote above, the mother has no problems with the encounter in the
elementary school, but she would like to see its religious atmosphere and
content stregthened. As a result, she intends to transfer her child to a
state-religious school when he begins junior-high school.

Dubi
In the junior-high section, we aren’t reinventing the wheel in
terms of the content of studies, but we do change the emphases.
We present the options of Hellenism and Judaism in the Second
Temple Period as equally valid—what did we accept, what did we
reject, what did we fight for, and so on. In the 8th grade, the sub-
ject is Judaism and Islam and their different influences. We also
emphasize what we gained from it, such as the whole question of
Maimonides and Aristotelian philosophy, which came to us via the
Muslim philosophers. In the 9th grade, the subject is Christianity,
including Christian hatred of Judaism and the absorption of
Christian ideas—such as the existence of heaven—in Judaism. In
the 10th grade, we move into a more standard track of Ministry of
Education curricula. However, as an experimental school we enjoy
the privilege of developing some special curricula.

These comments explain why the content and style of learning in the
school may deter parents with iconographic and particularistic
approaches. The myths “created” at Keshet are “soft” myths that do not
negate the other or promote ethnocentrism, but they rather promote
positive dialogue with other cultures. The idea that Judaism has learned
and adopted elements from other religions and cultures is revolutionary
for many Orthodox Jews. Critical examination of your own culture by
comparison to another culture encourages a more relativistic approach
to both, and this relativism allows you to take what is best from your
own culture and from the other culture as well.
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Keshet School offers interesting models not only in terms of the content
of studies, but also in terms of style.

Diary
I arrive at the school at 9 o’clock in the morning. In the staffroom,
some teachers are discussing the news that a number of well-off
families have decided to buy or rent homes in the neighborhood so
that they can be closer to the school. Y smiles at me and asks if I
would like to observe a Beit Midrash class. I have heard a lot about
the Beit Midrash lessons in the school, and follow her. A girl in a
belly top passes by, and I hear her comment to her friend, “It’s OK,
we don’t have to rush—it’s only Beit Midrash now.” A student tells
me: “Here we learn about people, homes, streets, about Israel and
the world, and then we divide into pairs and use drama to tell the
other what we learnt. We’re study pairs learn together.” The
teacher asks to say the Blessing after Meals, because they just ate. A
religious girl tells me that “sometimes the secular children say more
blessings than we do.” I listen to the singing; the tunes remind me
of a Jewish summer camp I attended in the United States.

The teacher tries to remind the students what they learned in the previous
lesson. I admire her willingness to invite me into a class without prior
arrangement. She talks to the students about the meaning of the concept
of “home” and its connection to the fields of culture and religion.
“Today we are going to continue to discuss the idea of home, but in
different ways. Each of you will choose how to express your own under-
standing of what home means, but within a study group. At eleven
o’clock we will divide into workshops.” The children show an impressive
level of self-discipline. The study topic reminds me of the research projects
I saw at Bialik School, where the children also discuss concepts such as
home, time, and borders. They divide into groups—two groups in one
room. One child talks to his friend in English. Four girls study together
and tell me that they learn by studying a particular text. I ask why some
of the students are in small groups and some in large groups. They
explain that they started as part of a larger group, but then they broke
away. I point out that one boy is on his own. “He prefers it that way just
now,” one of the girls explains. “That’s how he learns. Sometimes I also
sit by myself.” They tell me that they “like this class because there is just
text, and no teacher, and we learn together.” “We have to manage by
ourselves and choose how to express ourselves.” I go outside and see
two girls sitting together. One is religious and the other secular,
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although there is no difference between them in terms of appearance.
They are preparing a dramatic presentation based on the text.

Another student tells me that he comes from H, a moshav. He prefers
to study by himself. “Sometimes I like to work with people, it all
depends on my mood. There are all kinds of different workshops and
channels for creativity and ways to express ourselves.”

As in Bialik School, we see the use of cybernetic learning that empha-
sizes the acquisition of knowledge among the participants by means of
value-based negotiation reflecting different perceptions of a single reality.
This approach shows a high level of consideration for the children’s
individual personalities and learning styles and enables them to present
their understanding of the subject in diverse ways. It is interesting to
note that the traditional Jewish “Hevruta” (study pair) blends well with
modern perceptions of “cybernetic knowledge.” Torah study is the
ultimate act of interpretation: knowledge changes from generation to
generation, and each generation brings its own unique perspective to the
text and to the body of interpretation. Keshet School trains the students
in independent learning, research, and diverse forms of expression.

When some of these students enter higher education in the future, it
will be interesting to see whether they still favor critical and relativistic
approaches toward cultures in general, and toward Judaism in particular,
and whether they will remain tolerant and empathetic to others. How
will they analyze the canonical Jewish texts and other works? It may be
assumed that the open and bold approach they have acquired to inter-
pretation will enable some of them to bring profound and complex
dimensions to the texts, helping to make them relevant for socialization
in modern Jewish culture.

Attitudes to the Other

The school’s often-repeated mantra of the encounter with the other is
reflected in the behavior and attitudes of the students. Although Keshet
School offers an encounter within the Jewish context and addresses
questions of identity, a conscious effort is made to expand the encounter
to additional populations. The school runs encounters with Arab
schools, with varying levels of success, although organizational problems
are encountered. The students support these encounters.

The school also enables the children to meet the other through
encounters with a school for children with disabilities. The children
work quite hard in this field, showing an open-minded and serious
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approach. They draw on the language of the school in describing these
encounters: “We met people who look different from us on the outside,
but essentially they are very similar to us.”7 The encounter with the
other is one of the foundations for implementing the personal commit-
ment program in which the students at the school participate. It encour-
ages the teachers to find additional channels for this encounter, and to
extend it beyond the confines of the religious-secular encounter
between “regular” children.

The School and the Community

The school is a relatively new presence in the community and is taking
the first steps toward integration into communal activities. Though it has
not yet reached the point where it can exert an influence, it is no longer
seen as an alien or elitist presence by the residents of the Katamonim.

Dubi
The connection with the community in which the school was
established is still at an early stage. At first we were strangers.
Today, there are a large number of students from the neighborhood
in the school—one-third of the students come from the neighbor-
hood. It has become a legitimate and popular option. We want to
improve the appearance of the street and parks, hold an open day—
we have all kinds of ideas. Children from the neighborhood come
here in the afternoons. We try not to remain aloof. The school is
still not closely enough involved in the life of the community, but
we are making serious efforts toward integration.

Thus the idea of the encounter is not confined to a static situation within
the school. An effort is being made to extend the ties with the commu-
nity and to avoid being perceived as an alien presence.

When it first opened, Keshet School was situated in the Givat Ram
neighborhood of Jerusalem, which Ruti Lehavi feels was ideal for a
school drawing students from throughout the city. Givat Ram, which is
situated close to the city’s museums, the university, the Knesset, and the
Supreme Court could all convey a message of neutrality, since “the area
doesn’t really belong to anyone, or if you prefer—it belongs to everyone.”

However, the staff seems satisfied with the current location. The hope is
that a large campus will be built, housing a cultural and leisure center and
providing space for meetings and study programs. Naturally, this program
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also includes the students, teachers, and parents in the school, regardless of
where they live. According to the plans, the campus will include a library,
sports center, Beit Midrash, teacher training institute, and so on.

The school works hard to involve the students’ families in its daily life.
Various frameworks have been established that involve parents in joint
studies. Parents are also involved in the education committee and in
writing curricula. Some parents have even taught at the school on a vol-
untary basis. One parent, a psychologist by profession, gave the teachers
a lecture as part of a workshop on the subject of “identity”.

Plans for involving the parents in the life of the school have run into
problems due to geographical distances and the fact that many parents
are very busy. Despite this, the staff continues to make efforts to involve
them whenever possible.

The Teachers in the School

The teachers in Keshet School adopt an open and pluralistic approach to
education. They learn to see themselves as active mediators in the edu-
cational process—as partners, rather than formal transmitters of knowledge.
As we have seen, the teachers enable the children to study independently,
recognizing that different individuals will use different learning
styles and find their own ways to acquire knowledge. It may be that
teachers who share this approach are tacitly channeled to the school.
Rumors about the special nature of the school spread by word of mouth,
and the school uses its connections with the David Yellin College of
Education in Jerusalem to recruit teachers who can integrate in the
school and cope with the special challenges it presents.

As teachers gain experience in the school, they internalize the school’s
approach to work and its unique ideology. They are expected to be able
to lead the encounter with the other, since they function as key agents
for socialization within the school system.

Not all the teachers find it easy to cope with the study methods and
approaches used in Keshet School, particularly during the early stages of
the work. Some of the religious teachers seem to find it difficult to cope
with the blurring of identities (or their enhanced complexity).

Diary
I stand in the small coffee corner and make myself a cup of coffee.
I chat with a teacher who was trained at a religious seminary. “The
diversity here is interesting, but the school is slightly chaotic.
Maybe this is suitable for a certain population. The affiliation of the
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students is chaotic—it isn’t always clear who is religious and who is
secular . . . Everything is open here, including the style of learning.
I think we need to set clear limits. A lot of effort is invested in the
children and programs, but I think that the school kind of confuses
the children. They need a clear line, and I’m not sure that’s what
they get.”

A Religious Teacher
The encounter with the complex identities of the students in Keshet
School is not a simple one for the teachers. It raises questions of
identity that many of us also grapple with. The complex prepara-
tions of the studies and the need to invent innovative curricula are
reflected in the internal discourse of the teachers, as is the constant
attention to issues relating to the encounter with the other.

The combination is very special. All my life I taught in religious
schools. Here it is half and half, and there are also traditional students.
Personally, I am also in a period of examining my own identity . . .

I live in a mixed religious-secular community where there is also a
school that is attended by both religious and secular students. But the
definitions are much clearer there. It is obvious to the religious
students that they learn more Gemara and more Judaism. I didn’t even
have a chance to get to know secular Jews until I went to the army.

Management of the School

As mentioned, the school began at the initiative of Ruti Lehavi. She
sought to establish a framework that would reflect her own belief in
encounter as a tool for learning about oneself and about the other in the
Israeli-Jewish context. Her search for the ultimate model for this
encounter may be connected with the fact that she herself, as a religious
Jew, lives harmoniously in a mixed religious-secular family, although she
claims that this hypothesis is irrelevant.

Ruti, who is now returning to the school to run the senior-high section,
and Dubi, principal of the junior-high section, taught together for many
years at the Experimental School in Jerusalem, and even ran the school.
Many of the management and study techniques they have brought to
Keshet were tried and tested in the Experimental School, which has
undergone several changes in its direction as it constantly explored the
boundaries of experimentation and openness. There has always been an
element of tension in the Experimental School between radical educational
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approaches and the need for at least a measure of integration into an
institutionalized education system that has not always taken a favorable
view of educational experiments.8

An important Experimental School principle that has been adopted in
Keshet is to maximize the attention given to each student, regardless of
his/her achievements, status or popularity. In his book, Zimran explains
this principle:

One of the teachers at the Experimental School relates: “What
impressed me was the fact that a large group of teachers spent over
thirty minutes discussing a student who was giving them a rough
time—not in an effort to expel or control him, but with the hope
of finding a way to draw him closer and develop a recovery program
to be implemented by the very teachers he was aggravating.” He
adds: “The group discussed his problems with a sense of respect and
out of responsibility for his future. The same was true when the
discussion turned to other students.”9

Echoes of this approach may be found in Keshet School. In addition to
the efforts made by teachers to get to know the students and develop
meaningful relationships with them, students are also involved in mak-
ing decisions on significant issues relating to the school. For example, a
group of students presented their needs to the staff as part of the planning
for the new senior-high section in the school.

Dubi
We established small discussion groups with the students, for example
five students from the 9th grade, and then we discussed the issues with
the parents. We held a lot of discussions and we will try to implement
the points that were raised. We are planning a high individual study
program for the 11th and 12th grades which the students will build
themselves. We take the students into account on many aspects—that
is the advantage of a small school, apart from the obvious drawbacks.

Keshet School has adopted another feature of the Experimental School,
namely heterogeneity as an ideal and a value rather than a constraint.
Ruti, Dubi, and other senior figures in the school do their best to inculcate
this ideology, despite the difficulties it creates, since many teachers find
it easier to work in homogenous classes. Keshet School deserves the
“rainbow” epithet as a reflection of not just its outlook on religion, but
broader aspects of student diversity as well.
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Conclusion

Dubi
We encounter some very paradoxical situations here. In the 8th
grade, for example, one boy who grew up religious and attended
religious schools realized that he did not want to observe Shabbat,
and then learned that his brother works on Shabbat. In the same
class, one of the girls who is defined as secular observes Shabbat,
eats Kosher—the whole package. Israeli society is seen here with all
its complexities. Our definition is simple. We believe that everyone
needs an affinity group, and the school must declare that it is devel-
oping religious and secular individuals. If we start to mix and
match, we will be more like the “traditional” school (the elemen-
tary, junior-high and senior-high schools of the Tali network), or
other schools that place an emphasis on Jewish studies. We often
discuss issues relating to real-life problems. Last year, a student
returned with his parents, who had worked as emissaries abroad.
He celebrated his Bar Mitzvah in Moshav Shoresh, outside
Jerusalem. He invited everyone, but the religious students (who
could not travel to the event on Shabbat) told him “How can you
do that if you’re our friend?! How can you have your Bar Mitzvah
on Shoresh when we can’t get there.” The parents had not taken
this into account. He was almost ostracized, but neither he nor his
father could understand why it was a problem.

Keshet School offers a unique educational opportunity in the Israeli
educational world. The school’s ideology of Repair seeks to narrow the
gap between religious and secular students by bringing them together in
a single educational framework. The assumption is that a positive
encounter will lead to familiarization, study of each other’s sources, and
thus mutual acceptance, while also strengthening the distinct identities
of the participants in the encounter. The school meets a real need of
many parents and students for a good school that views diverse ways of
life as an advantage rather than a problem.

The school enjoys a higher level of understanding and acceptance
than is usually found among secular and religious Israelis alike. The
interesting profile of the student population, the fact that many parents
are themselves examining their own identity, and the presence of
“mixed” families in the school, with all the complexities this raises in
Israeli society, enable the children to develop complex identities that go
beyond the standard definition of religious or secular. The relativistic
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and critical approaches to textual study help the students navigate these
complexities and enrich their Jewish perspectives. The school grants a
large measure of autonomy to the families in finding their own self-
definition. There are also students who come from traditional or
Reform families that observe the Halacha partially. Despite this, the
school addresses both ends of the spectrum and prefers a clear definition,
in order to prevent a situation where “full-fledged” religious or secular
children feel uncomfortable.

The encounter in Keshet School is an egalitarian one permitting
mutual learning and the softening of stereotypes. This meets the
conditions proposed by Amir10 for an effective cross cultural encounter.
It should be noted, however, that the differences between the partici-
pating populations are much smaller than those in Neve Shalom or
Bialik School. Conversion of identity is not perceived as a traumatic or
tragic development. In practice, the school offers an entire range of
complex identities that may be considered and chosen by the students.
One would expected the question of development of identity to be crit-
ical among the adolescents, since children of this age are intensely
involved in issues of identity; this is also an age when increasing impor-
tance is attached to the peer group in the context of the development of
identity.11 It is possible that Keshet School develops a clear identity; it is
equally possible that it helps represent a complex traditional orientation
that is present in Israel, but one that is largely unrepresented due to the
dichotic and partially artificial divide between the religious and the sec-
ular. The symbolic dichotomy may be much stronger than the actual sit-
uation, as manifested in everyday encounters between religious and
secular Jews in Israel; however, these weaker voices are not usually rep-
resented in public discourse, which takes place primarily in the media.

Studying in Keshet School rather than other schools offers students a
chance to examine Jewish culture by choice. The complex examination
of Jewish culture, addressing humanistic, critical, and religious approaches,
and the emphasis on the dialogue between these approaches help promote
the choice of a more complex identity, removed from the extremes of
the spectrum. Despite this, Jewish identity remains very strong. This
complexity may offers advantages in an increasingly complex world that
demands of individuals a high level of reflection, adaptation to change,
and acceptance of the other.

The staff in the school take the “encounter” label seriously and con-
tinue to search for additional partners in this process—Arabs, children
with difficulties, and the community—although much remains to be
done in these fields.

Educating Israel92

1403972745ts04.qxd  9/5/06  6:28 PM  Page 92



The teachers and principals see themselves as active partners in
maintaining the school as a framework for encounter with the other.
They attempt to provide a sense of belonging, support, and acceptance
for all students, regardless of their academic achievements. The school
generally adopts an informal and open-minded approach.

Judaism by Choice

A Jew is a person who has one Jewish parent and who identifies as
Jewish, accepting the responsibility and the privilege of being a Jew.12

Many Israelis are defined as Jews in objective terms. In a broad constitu-
tional sense, Israel is defined as the state of “those who are unquestion-
ingly accepted as Jewish by some Jews, even if not by all.”13 The Law of
Return is disinclined to enter into ideological examinations, except in
cases wherein an individual has explicitly converted to another religion.
The law includes in the Jewish people individuals who are not considered
Jewish from the standpoint of the Orthodox Halacha (such as Reform
converts and the grandchildren of Jews). This definition, which is
developed in constitutional terms, is broader than the narrow Orthodox
definition. Keshet School is an agent of socialization for Jews who
choose voluntarily to address Judaism in the religious, cultural, secular, or
complex context. Choice is a key theme in the school. Students are pre-
sented with educational texts, and the teachers—as active agents of
mediation between the text and the learner in the fields of knowledge
and interpretation—enable the students to choose their identity through
a process of genuine research, introspection, and free choice.

With its unique Ideology of Repair, Keshet School may provide a
positive model for a society that could emerge in Israel as and when
more positive conditions are created for the encounter between religious
and secular Jews. It could serve as an example for a future educational
approach in an era of peace and after the separation of religion and state.
It may be assumed that Israelis, once freed of the fundamental problems
of survival, will be more inclined to devote serious thought to the complex
task of creating new forms of Jewish identity.
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C H A P T E R  F O U R

Kedma School

(7th–12th grades, approximately 170 students)

Much has been written and said about the difficulties faced by the Jewish
immigrants who came to Israel from the Arab countries. These immigrants
found it hard to integrate into Israeli society and secure positions of
power, and it is now widely accepted that serious mistakes were made in
the process of absorbing these immigrants. In the educational field, the
gaps are particularly wide. At first, little attempt was made to integrate
them, and the immigrants remained in their communities with a poor
education system. In the 1970s, efforts were made to promote integration
in schools, based on the assumption that the encounter would automatically
enrich the weaker students. Some students indeed benefited from inte-
gration and enjoyed mobility within Israeli society, but many were left
behind. In a large number of schools, streaming policies concentrated
weaker students in a single class, and in most cases these students were
Mizrachi Jews from disadvantaged neighborhoods.1 In many areas,
integration seemed to be a failure in social terms. At the end of the
1990s, a number of incidents highlighted the tensions between students
and young people from different socioeconomic backgrounds. In one
instance, students from well-off families attending a prestigious school
demanded that the buses they took to travel to and from school be
separate from those that their poorer classmates took. On several occa-
sions, the media discussed cases of bouncers at discotheques refusing to
allow entry to young people whose physical appearance and/or dress
identified them as “Mizrachi.”

Integration was a failure for many reasons, most notably because it did
not create an equal encounter. One hegemonic culture was perceived as
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desirable and worthy of imitation, while another was stigmatized as vulgar
and best forgotten. The curriculum taught Jewish history from an
Ashkenazi and Eurocentric perspective, almost completely ignoring the
rich history and experiences of Jewish culture in the Arab countries.

The favoring of parents from strong socioeconomic backgrounds who
belong to hegemonic ethnic groups is found in schools around the
world. Studies in the United States have shown that the lighter the color
of a student’s skin, the more favorably they are treated by teachers (even
if the teacher is dark-skinned).2 Discrimination exists on many levels.
Hammou3 examined the attitude of youth interrogators toward young
people questioned by the police and found a preferential and lenient
attitude to young Ashkenazis (“Don’t do anything like that again or I can’t
tell you what will happen”) as compared to the attitude to Mizrachi youth
(“You’re a born criminal, all you guys are going to do time eventually”).

The teachers and founders of Kedma School are well aware of these
stigmas. In response, the school offers a corrective program of resocial-
ization for youngsters who have been ignored and alienated by the
establishment, and hence internalized the message that they were worth
less than others. In sociological terms, this model can be justified in the
context of an aspiring capitalist society, since through the process of
socialization, whereby each person learns that their function in society is
vital and worthy, some children are channeled to a future of success,
management, and respect, while others are sent to serve the former in
low-prestige positions devoid of interest, challenge, or an opportunity
for advancement.

How does Resocialization Work?

Kedma School is situated in the Katamonim neighborhood of Jerusalem
(as is Keshet). However, while Keshet School occupies a site in a rela-
tively prestigious part of the neighborhood, Kedma is situated in the
heart of the local housing projects.

Diary
The neighborhood is fairly run-down, despite the efforts of Project
Renewal, an urban renovation program introduced by the Likud-
led government in the 1980s. Posters and signs in the neighbor-
hood reflect support for the political and religious leaders of the
Mizrachi community in general, and Shas in particular. Sometimes
a child wearing the colors of Betar Jerusalem soccer team (whose
support comes mainly from the Mizrachi working-class population
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of Jerusalem) walks alongside a skullcap-wearing adult. Occasionally
I notice migrant laborers in the street; as in Tel Aviv, their presence
is evidence of the socioeconomic status of the area.

The Jerusalem Education Authority has begged Kedma School to relocate
to another neighborhood, but the leadership of the school is convinced
that it should operate in the neighborhood where most of its students
live. Like Bialik School, Kedma also attaches great importance to its
bond with the local community.

The resocialization at the school, or the ideology of Repair it seeks to
implement, argues that, as the result of ethnic discrimination and socio-
economic status, many students do not enjoy equal opportunity within
the education system. The school aims to correct this situation. The
school also argues that the efforts in the education system to promote
“integration” have not given these children an equal opportunity or
respected their culture.4 The children who come to the school have
poor self-esteem in two areas. In terms of academic achievements, they
feel that they are poor students, because their achievements to date show
that they are not as good as others. In terms of internalizing oppression,
they have a vague sense that something about themselves and their culture
is perceived to be wrong. The internalization of oppression is a charac-
teristic of a society controlled by relations between the dominator and
the dominated, as we also saw in the case of Neve Shalom.5 As noted,
the school staff see a sharp difference between the attitude of the estab-
lishment toward Arabs and its attitude toward Jews who immigrated
from the Arab countries. It should be noted, however, that the school
offers an unusually broad version of Mizrachi identity. There are students
in the school who are not of Mizrachi origin (including students from
Ethiopian and Russian families). Mizrachi identity becomes a catch-all
for all those who have been oppressed or find themselves outside the
mainstream of Israeli society. The discourse in the school emphasizes an
analysis based on class and inequality.

Identification

Many of the Mizrachi teachers in the school have experienced inequality
and discrimination, and have reached their current status despite these
experiences. In many cases, their decision to work in Kedma School is
based on a sense of mission. They seek to engage in Repair, and their
work is rooted in a sense of identification. For their part, the students
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encounter in their teachers role models who began at the same starting
point as theirs and have achieved success. This similarity facilitates the
complex task of the teachers. The teachers monitor the academic success
of each student throughout the year; much of the contact between
teachers and students takes place through one-to-one conversations.

As in the other schools we visited, here too a foundation of trust is
established between student and teacher. As in Bialik School, social and
economic problems mean that discussions often extend to areas of general
advice and life skills, and help is provided accordingly.

Through their encounter with the frustrations and difficulties faced by
their students, the teachers reexamine their own school experiences,
which were usually predominantly negative and dominated by a sense of
alienation and failure.

Teacher
I remember when I was a teenager . . . When we went to the junior-
high school we were all in shock. The other students were doing
equations with two unknowns, and we were miles behind . . . We
were in a race against time, and I had to catch up with all the material
they had studied. It was hard for the guys from the neighborhood.
We were together through the 9th grade, then we split up. From
the 10th grade, I studied in the academic track in Denmark School.
I didn’t feel I was accepted. Some guys didn’t make it, and whenever
we met we used to ask what each one was doing, and I could feel
their embarrassment . . .

These personal narratives motivate the teachers, reminding them of
situations that they seek to avoid in Kedma School at all costs. The
school makes an honest effort to ensure that the students, who are
accepted without entrance conditions, are successful in their studies. The
teachers work hard to nurture academic ability, a positive self-image, and
cultural pride among the students. The high level of responsibility that
the teachers accept may sometimes lead to burnout.

Coping with Burnout

The teachers in the school face a difficult and demanding task. Many
boys and girls in the school show the anger they feel even today due to
the poor treatment they have received from different quarters over the
years.6 Many of the students have academic, social, and economic
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problems that demand a broad-based support system. Over the years, the
teachers in the school have been unsure whether they should involve
counselors or psychologists in their educational work. With some
justification, they feel that psychologists and counselors are sometimes
used by the establishment as an instrument for screening and directing
students such as those who attend Kedma toward blue-collar jobs. They
also feel that these professionals tend to favor young people who come
from a background similar to that of the system imposing the screening
process.

Clara Yonah, the founder and principal of Kedma School, expected
that the supervising teachers would fill the position taken in other
schools by “therapeutic” professionals. Ariella,7 a key figure in the
school responsible for staff training, makes these comments:

Clara, who has the energy of a bulldozer, and the founding team
created practical policies as an ideology. One of these policies is that
no-one is left out and we never give up hope. The result is that no
student has ever been expelled and there is no red line that leads to
expulsion. This principle still applies, but even so the limits are
tested.

The school ultimately found ways to integrate therapeutic and ancillary
professionals who were thought to have stigmatic approaches or cul-
tural biases. The pooling of resources that is habitually created at Kedma
is reminiscent of the efforts made by the teachers at Bialik School to
help their students. In both schools, the goal is to help the student, and
therapeutic components are intended to help students realize their
potential. Both schools make an enormous effort to motivate the stu-
dents to achieve progress, based on an almost unconditional belief in
the ability of each student to learn if they are provided with the proper
conditions.

Many teachers who work in Kedma School have questions about
their own future. Some teachers originally intended to work in the
school for a limited period, perhaps until the first class graduated from
the school. Their work gives them a strong sense of satisfaction, but the
level of commitment it requires leads to burnout. Positive feedback
encourages the teachers to stay, but low pay is a disincentive for many,
particularly male teachers, who feel that their status has been damaged
and look for alternative possibilities. The students themselves also tend
to evaluate the worth of the teachers based on their economic status.
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Teacher (male)
I come to school in my old car and they pull out pricelists and laugh
about how little it is worth. I tell them that I really don’t care, but
they don’t believe me. They ask me what I am doing here. They
spend hours fantasizing about what cars they want to buy. We were
the same when we were seventeen. Materialism is hard to fight.
They internalize the dominant values in society. But with all my
love for this place, when I look at myself I wonder whether I am
doing the right thing to work here.

Although the teachers are sometimes frustrated by the tendency of the
students to accept Western consumer ethos uncritically, the students’
comments show that they are influenced by their teachers’ ideas as well.
Rafi, the philosophy teacher, has a Bohemian appearance and is popular
with the students. He often talks to them, “like the principal Clara,”
about the need for choice. For their part, the students internalize Clara’s
message of choice, using the example of Rafi’s economic condition.
“Well, that’s his choice, give Rafi a room full of philosophy books and
he’ll sit there happily, just like someone else is happy to choose money
and new cars.” Thus the students are inculcated with values held by their
teachers, even if this cannot always be seen immediately.

Management

Kedma School belongs to a network of schools (of the same name) that
share a similar basic ideology. However, significant differences were seen
between the different schools in terms of their strategy for achieving the
ideology of Repair. Clara believed that the Jerusalem school, with the
founding and leading staff, was the ideal place for her to realize her own
educational vision. Clara has a strong personality, is charismatic and
authoritative, and employs an open and completely informal style of dis-
course. Many teachers have sought the attention and guidance of the
principal, who is perceived as the “guardian” of the school’s ethos. In
recent years, however, an effort has been made to involve the entire
leading team in sharing the burden of management. This team includes
a large number of teachers who are capable managers and leaders, and
who can provide a reserve of future leaders for the network of Kedma
schools that the ideological leadership hopes to establish, based on the
unique model of Kedma in Jerusalem.
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An effort has also been made to involve parents and students, particularly
the first class of graduates, as well as members of the community at large,
in the decision-making and policy-setting process of the school. As
noted, the teachers and the management team seek to serve as a vanguard
for the establishment of additional schools that would enable students
around Israel to complete their matriculation certificates in a framework
that respects their culture and background.

As in the case of Bialik School, the staff of Kedma School is also
opposed to the current trend toward the independent management of
schools. The staff views this policy as unacceptable, since it turns the
school principals into fundraisers and measures their success according to
their achievements in this field. Inevitably, schools in more prosperous
neighborhoods will be more successful in this task and will secure more
resources, thus widening social gaps still further. The staff in Kedma
believes that every student is entitled to receive services and opportunities
from the state on an equal basis. The teachers who work in the school
feel that the main problem of education in Israel is not any particular
management style, but rather the gap in the level of education provided
for poor children as compared to their affluent peers. They also note the
correlation between national and ethnic origin and the condition of
students and argue that this gap can be narrowed only when all children
in the State of Israel enjoy equal educational opportunities. The school
works in the spirit of this belief.

The Critical Approach versus 
the “Proof of Matriculation”

In ideological terms, Kedma School operates in difficult and paradoxical
conditions. It emphasizes Mizrachi culture and heritage, which are
barely present in the ordinary education system, and criticizes mechanisms
of streaming and discrimination, such as psychometric examinations,
educational counselors, psychologists, and matriculation examinations.
At the same time, the teachers are expected to enable their students to
succeed in terms of the parameters set by the dominant group, an expec-
tation that ensures its continued hegemony, even if these parameters are
considered illegitimate. Despite protests from some teachers who felt
that the students should be able to “decide for themselves” whether the
matriculation examinations were important or not, the school has
decided in favor of the approach that encourages students to pass their
matriculation examinations as a means, albeit problematic, for success.8
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Many parents also advocate the introduction of studies for matriculation, in
the aspiration that their children will enjoy a better chance of advancement
than they did.

Diary
I sit in the home of G with twelve parents and a teacher. We discuss
various issues relating to the school and its ties with the commu-
nity. Suddenly, the conversation turns to the question of the
importance of university studies. The parents tell their own “horror
stories” from their school years, and emphasize that they want their
children to go to university and to enjoy better prospects for pro-
fessional advancement than they themselves have had. The teacher
comments that “we should let the children decide when it comes
to the question of matriculation examinations and academic studies.”
The room falls silent briefly. Then G, the host and an active volunteer
in the school who is a charismatic and impressive leader, responds
to the teacher:

G: Today a degree is really important as an entrance ticket to life.
S: (the teacher): I have a degree, and many people who don’t

make more money than I do.
G: That doesn’t matter, it gives you the choice.
S: But I didn’t study education.
G: Even if my son studies ancient history from way back when, he

can still work as a teacher after training. So he’ll have a real
choice. Would you accept me as a teacher in Kedma? You
don’t earn a big salary, but you are doing what you like. I make
more money, but I’m doing something I don’t enjoy. If my son
wants to be a construction worker that’s OK, but only if he
does it out of choice—first he needs to get a degree. A degree
is an entrance ticket to life.

These comments reflect the position of many parents. The parents sup-
port the work of the school, largely due to their impression that it is
affording their children the equal opportunities that they themselves
were denied in elementary school. The teachers at Kedma tend to
emphasize Mizrachi culture and the pedagogics of liberation. When they
attempt to draw the parents and students in this direction, however, they
encounter some problems, since most of those involved do not readily
accept such a revolutionary message. Their approach seems to be influ-
enced by a broad acceptance of the criteria for success as defined by the
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hegemonic group. The school reconciles itself to this “surrender” and
attempts to realize its plans in difficult conditions, without abandoning
its revolutionary message and the development of a more balanced cur-
riculum that reflects the full richness of Mizrachi culture.

Two types of teachers may be observed in Kedma:
a) Those with a critical cultural approach, who attempt to draw their

students into a liberation dialogue and to enable them to take a
critical view of society as a whole. These teachers work from a
position of identification and are well aware with narratives of pain
from their own personal experience.

b) Teachers whose work is based on a more modest ideology. From
a position of empathy rather than identification, these teachers
attempt to give tools for success to students who have not been
given an equal opportunity. These teachers accept existing social
order but seek to enable their students to succeed within the society
from an improved starting point.

Each approach exists alongside the other, since both make positive
contributions to the children and help them to succeed. The students
themselves, and their parents, adhere to the position of reconciliation to
the existing order and are pleased that at least there exists a school that
provides its students with an equal opportunity.

The Curriculum

The curriculum attempts to create a paradigmatic inversion. As victims
of a certain form of cultural oppression, many teachers and students at
the school are obliged to cope with a feeling that there is something
“wrong” with their culture.

S, a teacher in the school, recalls his adolescence
Take the example of the collection of music I have here. These are
the same things that my father used to listen to. But at school, we
listened to different music. We were too ashamed to talk about our
own music.

We would talk about rock and funky music. Some guys went the
whole way with their love of Mizrachi music, emphasizing their
rough subculture and identity. These were the guys who had long
since abandoned any dream of integrating in the Ashkenazi world.
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They were in the “dummies” class—the remedial class, 7–1 and
then 8–1. They didn’t have anything left to fight about, and they
had no identity problem.

My friends introduced me to Led Zeppelin. I couldn’t stand to
hear the band—I had never listened to that kind of music. When my
friends came over, I would take out the mellow Arik Einstein
music that my father listened to, and rock music. It was ok to listen
to the things my father listened to. But I hid away the Moroccan
music.

The language and culture curriculum developed by the teacher in
Kedma School over the past few years seeks to make a contribution to
addressing the need to develop a positive identity within a culturally
hostile environment.

Clara
We don’t follow the classic division into literature, language and
expression. We have developed our own draft reader—we chose
the texts and the children like them a lot. We divided each class
into three groups. The children learn in small groups of eight
students. The students really enjoy these classes.

This is the same learning model we encounter in Neve Shalom, Bialik,
and Keshet—a model of interdisciplinary and cybernetic learning that
enables the student to search for his/her own personal voice through a
dynamic encounter with the text. The text plays a mediating role, cre-
ating an experience of joint learning with peers and with a guide. Some
of the texts are universal, while others address issues relating to Mizrachi
and Arab culture.

Diary
I observe one of the “Language and Culture” lessons. The group
includes ten students and two teachers who run the class together.
The teachers have difficulty beginning the class, since one of the
boys keeps interrupting. Eventually one of the teachers bursts out,
“Shut your mouth already!”

The boy falls silent, and the teachers read a folk legend from an
anthology by Pinchas Sadeh. Some of the children listen atten-
tively. One boy comments sarcastically, “What a moving story!”
The teacher says, “Let’s start to learn the elements.” “According to
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the fifth element,” one student suggests, and his friend laughs. The
teachers explain that the legend does not have time or space, and
the character is not defined. They try to guide the children toward
a position on the legend—is it positive, negative or neutral? The
students find it difficult to understand these concepts. After some
discussion, however, they get the idea and discuss the moral of
the legend. One of the teachers comments, “This one isn’t like
Cinderella, it isn’t black and white. This legend is a bit closer to real
life.” Then she begins to discuss the repetitions in the story.
“Typological,” declares one of the children.

Another boy declares, “There’s nothing so hard about writing a
legend.”

The teacher replies, “When you know the rules, there’s nothing
hard about it.”

The teachers note that most legends have a happy ending, but
not this one. The children suggest various possible happy endings
to the story. One boy’s pen runs dry and he approaches me: “Hey,
bro, can you give me a pen?” I do so. Another student tries to
express himself, but finds it difficult to phrase a sentence.

The students are given a personal assignment relating to the text.
They work hard. While they write, the teacher asks for help: “Can
you guys tell me who’s absent?”

One boy suggests: “Write down who’s here and then compare
the lists.”

When the class renews its discussion on the moral of the story,
one of the students quotes from the Jewish sources: “Money blinds
the eyes of the wise and distorts the words of the righteous.” The
quote is a very accurate summary of the moral of the story. When
I ask him where he knows this quote from, he replies: “From my
counselor in the children’s home.”9

The teachers responsible for implementing the language and culture
section of Kedma’s curriculum face a difficult task. On the one hand,
cybernetic discourse requires cooperation through dialogue; on the
other, the teachers must project authority over a number of students
who did not have an opportunity in their previous schools to acquire
learning habits, enrich their language, and develop their emotional
capacity to delay gratification. The conversation is calm and open as long
as it is possible to control the students’ behavior. When the balance is
disturbed, the teachers do not hesitate to employ sanctions and forceful
language in order to show the students that they are the boss. Despite
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this, the teachers are attentive to the students’ comments and the
students in turn listen to them and to one another. I did not witness any
cases when a teacher spoke disrespectfully to a student who was unfa-
miliar with a given concept, however basic. In this respect, however, the
children are less tactful than their teachers, as the following example
shows:

Diary
A meeting of the student council. The council is discussing how to
celebrate Purim (a Jewish festival with a carnival-type atmosphere).
The teacher explains to the children that rather than hiring a pres-
tigious discotheque, they could find an alternative venue and hire a
disk jockey. One of the children asks, “What’s a ‘venue?’ ” The
other children are irritated that he doesn’t understand—
“Somewhere to have the party, dummy!” The child is hurt and
replies bitterly, “So why don’t you just say somewhere for the
party?!” When the language becomes too “colorful,” the chairper-
son of the council looks at me, seems to recall why I am there and
encourages her fellow students to tone things down.

“High” Culture and “Low” Culture

The tension between “high” and “low” culture can be found at all levels
of the Kedma community. It is also evident in the teachers’ narratives,
as in the case of S’s comments about the “right” music—Led
Zeppelin, Pink Floyd, Shalom Hanoch, and others, compared to
“socially bad” music such as the Mizrachi singers Nissim Saroussi, Zohar
Argov, and so on. It is interesting that only those students who had
abandoned any attempt at integration identified fully and shamelessly
with the roughest manifestations of Mizrachi culture. S even com-
mented that he used to take off the gold chains he wore10 when he got
to school.

These issues of “high” culture versus “low” culture, of embarrassment
at the family’s origin, and of discrimination were manifested when
Professor Yehudah Shenhav11 came to the school to meet the teachers.
Shenhav gave his own personal examples of these issues.

Diary
Shenhav, a charismatic figure, smiles playfully as he recalls: “After
we came to Israel from Iraq, my family also decided to change our
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name to something that sounds more Israeli. Once I appeared on
television to talk about Israeli society. They asked what my name
was. When I said Shaharabani, I felt as if I had said cunt and dick
out loud to the whole nation.”

In Kedma School, the prevailing style is one that consciously rejects
“high” culture. The relations between teachers and students are highly
informal, and ordinary slang is accepted. The subject of high and low
linguistic registers is raised occasionally in staff meetings.

Ariella
Yesterday we had an argument . . . how to make the students
“multilingual,” in the sense that they can consciously and freely
move from “high” language12 to “low” language according to con-
text, without feeling either inferior or patronizing. When they
learn a richer and more intellectual language, they look for ways to
keep their own identity and hold on to the language of the neigh-
borhood as part of their identity. Some people gave Dr. Meir
Buzaglo [of the Hebrew University] as an example of someone
they admire. When he lectures on philosophy in the university, he
uses the language of the neighborhood—he does not disguise him-
self or change his style. Others were disturbed by precisely this
approach, and disliked the fact that when he lectures, he speaks like
a “bro from the hood.” Someone commented, “I don’t like that
pose.” Rafi said: “I’m an existentialist, I don’t want to compromise
and lower my language. In the neighborhood I speak like people
do in the neighborhood. I’m multicultural.”13

Interestingly, however, the school also employs flourishes from “high”
culture as a mark of cultural success. The annual production by the
theater study track is an event that motivates the entire school, creating
jealousy among less “prestigious” students. During rehearsals, the lead
actors begin to show some of the mannerisms of stars, demanding (and
receiving) “decent working conditions.” Virtually the entire school
community turns out for the final production, which is held on the
Mt. Scopus campus of the Hebrew University of Jerusalem—a stronghold
of Western cultural domination. The selected plays—American,
European, and Israeli—address issues of oppression and alienation, such
as relations between blacks and whites in the United States.
Understanding the local context of these themes does not require much
imagination. It should be noted that these themes are also addressed by
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the Israeli theater. The theater is a spiritual and almost religious bastion
of the educated, secular section of Israeli society.14

The use of language, the concealment of Mizrachi traits, the use of the
theater as a tool for nurturing cultural abilities, and the self-image of the
children all testify to an interesting dialectic of attraction and rejection
toward manifestations of “high” Western culture. In his meeting with
the teachers at Kedma, Yehudah Shenhav discussed the blurring of lines
separating identities, quoting his own example. After all, his power has
been invested in him by “the bastions of Western Ashkenazi control.”
He noted that “identity is very complex. We are all Mizrachim [literally,
Easterners], but we are probably all Westerners as well.”15

Shenhav’s comments echo views of McDermott and Varenne
(McDermott & Varenne, 2002), who warn of the difficulty in containing
within strict categories the increasingly complex identities that are
emerging in a multicultural world. In Kedma, as in the other schools we
visited, the search for identity is a complex and fascinating task.

Educational Discourse

As mentioned above, many teachers in the school draw on their personal
narratives of discrimination in their work as educators, seeking to Repair
their own experience for the sake of the coming generations. The term
“Repair” is not intended to imply that they feel that there is something
“wrong” with themselves; rather, the Repair involved has a social and
political character—a Repair of empowerment, and an effort to find a voice
and a place within a culture that has marginalized different populations.

The teachers do not adopt a one-dimensional approach promoting
Mizrachi characteristics and denigrating anything that is Western or
Ashkenazi. Rather, the school creates a critical discourse that confronts
teachers and students alike with local and universal facts and narratives.
The students develop their identity, in both the abstract and practical
senses, by selecting from the range of cultural options with which they
are presented.

Rafi, the philosophy teacher, and Hani, who teaches theater, explain
why in their discourse with the students they use materials that are not
usually identified with Mizrachi culture as anchors.

Diary
I observe Rafi’s lesson. At first, some of the students find it difficult
to relate to the subject of the lesson. Slowly, however, they are
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attracted by his skillful and interesting presentation of “Plato’s
Dinner.” The students find similarities between the dinner and
their own world. One girl seems worried. Rafi explains to me later
that Plato’s thoughts on love have an effect on her due to her own
doubts about her relationship with her current boyfriend. Several
students respond to Rafi’s challenge and bring concrete examples
from their own lives.

After the class, I question Rafi about the role and presence of Mizrachi
philosophy in a school such as Kedma, which aims to foster Mizrachi
conscience.

Rafi
I don’t have to teach Mizrachi philosophy just because I am
Mizrachi, although this year I have included some attention to the
philosophy of Abrabanel. I think that Plato and Socrates are uni-
versal rather than Western or Eastern. I’m not going to stop liking
Plato just because I’m Mizrachi.

Diary
Rafi discusses the difficulties faced by some of the students whom
he supervises. The role of the “supervisor” in Kedma is holistic,
combining aspects of the teacher, parent, psychologist and friend.
He tells me about H, a student who was sometimes disruptive during
the lesson I observed, but who also contributed some valuable
comments to the discussion: “H tells me that when he gets bored,
he goes out to steal motorcycle helmets. He comes from a very
problematic background. I listen to him, and then try to work
together with him to identify the disadvantages of the choices he
makes. Recently I have begun to see some changes in him.”

Chani
One of the things I do with the guys in the theater track is to go to
plays with them. They like plays that are identified as having
Mizrachi themes, but I have noticed that over time they have
become more critical of the portrayal of the Mizrachi in the theater.
They enjoy themselves, but they are also critical. They don’t have
any problem with characters identified as Ashkenazi, such as the
characters in the plays of Hanoch Levin. They didn’t like his plays
because he is Mizrachi, but because he is a genius of the theater.
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They can relate to the pain that Levin expresses. I remember that
we went to see a play by Yossi Banai called “The Life’s Work.”
Sometimes the audience laughed but I didn’t. A student sitting next
to me asked me, “Why are they laughing? It isn’t funny.” The
section was about missing out on things in life. I was very moved
by the fact that they could come to the theater with the feeling that
they are equal and take a critical stance.

The students realize that the theater doesn’t just belong to the
“other guys” or rich people. Here they can meet themselves on
different levels.

Whenever we go to the theater, you can always hear people
saying, “Who are those yobs?” I occasionally hear people making
such comments, including students from other schools in Jerusalem.
It really makes me mad. Once I accompanied another teacher who
was taking her class to a play. When one of the students heard
someone make this kind of comment, she said, “Who does she
think she is, saying something like that?” I suddenly realized that
things were much harder for us, because we didn’t have Kedma
School. We didn’t even dare to think that the theater might be for
us. The students at Kedma feel differently—they feel that the theater
belongs to them, too.

Like many teachers at Kedma, Chani and Rafi have a profound and
complex political, social, and philosophical worldview, based on a
recognition that issues of identity are not one-dimensional or simplistic.
The oppressed section of society cannot be empowered while denying
or rejecting other sections. Whether they address history, philosophy,
literature, or theater, the texts at Kedma are designed to expose the stu-
dent and the teacher to universal and existential concerns. These texts—
Mizrachi, Ashkenazi, European, and international—are reprocessed by
the teachers and students, helping those who participate in the Kedma
community to interpret their lives and their presence in Israeli culture
and in the world at large. The teachers are often astonished by the com-
fortable and natural way in which the students become creative partners
in addressing these texts, which were once considered the domain of
restricted circles.

The empowerment of students through texts at Kedma is achieved
primarily through the function of the teachers as cultural mediators,
rather than neutral agents. The teachers actively encourage the students
to internalize the existential and moral implications of the text for their
everyday lives.
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The development of a curriculum that emphasizes not only Mizrachi
texts but also universal texts, from a standpoint of strength and empow-
erment, enables the students in Kedma School to gain from a cultural
experience of strength, and to find their place within the multicultural
discourse that takes place in Israeli society. The logic is that the school is
producing a new generation of students capable, now and in the future,
of engaging in struggles related to social justice and equality.

Integration in the Community

The school emphasizes the importance of its relationship with the
surroundings and the need to influence the community. In the past,
the students have had opportunities to prove that they have absorbed
something of the school’s critical and defiant approach. Kedma students
have participated in demonstrations relating to various issues connected
to the school and the community, have managed to advance issues and
exert influence, and have gained considerable self-confidence through
these activities.

Clara
I am jealous of them—I wish I could have gone to such a mean-
ingful high school. One day the heating wasn’t working. I spoke to
the municipality but nothing happened. Later, the children organ-
ized a demonstration. I arrived from Tel Aviv and they told me
about the incident. I supported them. The parents joined in the
demonstration and the municipality responded. Within a day, the
heating was working again. Olmert,16 through one of his aides,
called me and accused me of inciting the parents and youngsters,
and claimed that I was behind the demonstration. That was the
assumption made by the municipality. Our motto is to support the
students on these kinds of issues.

The school is working very closely with the parents in order to rewrite
the history of the Katamonim neighborhood through their personal nar-
ratives. There is no historical documentation of social action in the
neighborhood. P, a teacher at the school, mentioned a fact when he pre-
sented the project to the parents: “I went to the Szold Institute to find
material about the Katamonim, but everything was about crime, drug
addicts and the Black Panthers.”17
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Encouraging the Parents’ Narrative

In order to collect the “lost voices” that tell the history of the neighbor-
hood, the school held a community evening during which the partici-
pants spoke of their recollections of the neighborhood and the relations
between the residents and the authorities. The following are some of the
comments that were made during the evening:

� They wouldn’t let me use the postnatal services, because I didn’t
have fifteen Israeli pounds to pay.

� Moving into an apartment in the Katamonim after living in the
transit camp felt like moving to a villa.

� When a car drove into the neighborhood, people used to ask who
was sick—it must be the physician coming to pay a visit.

� I was a policeman. The pay was bad, but it was wonderful how
everyone in the neighborhood helped each other. On Saturdays,
everyone would sit on their balconies and tell stories. Everyone
talked about where they had come from. We used to meet in the
synagogue and then go on to drink arak. Sometimes people started
to argue. I didn’t like to get involved, because I live in the neigh-
borhood, but when there was no choice I would tell one of them
to bring some olives and the other one to fetch some arak, and
they’d soon settle the matter.

� The school was not good, we spent all day learning the Bible,
Torah and Talmud. In Arabic and English it took us a whole year
to learn four letters. They didn’t have secular studies.

� I didn’t learn Gemara—I missed those studies.
� The schools weren’t real schools.
� The schools were one big bluff.
� They didn’t want to teach the “black” kids at school. They were

second class, not part of the lexicon.
� I wasn’t accepted to Denmark School, even though I passed the tests.
� My son was found to be gifted, but he was only accepted to a spe-

cial program after I burst into [former Mayor] Teddy Kollek’s
office.

� I didn’t know we were badly treated. Today I feel angry about it.
� The Panthers made a lot of noise, but they gave each of them a job

to swallow up the movement and make them toe the line.

Kedma School does not confine itself to organizing projects such as the
“Lost Voices” or documenting the history of the neighborhood. As part
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of its social education program, it also implements ongoing encounters
with the nearby Arab neighborhood of Beit Safafa.

Clara explains that from time to time the youngsters met with teachers
and students from Beit Safafa over a period of two years. She was amazed
by the students’ ability to learn to accept the other. The experience was
far from simple, however. For example, the Jewish children heard com-
ments such as “You guys expelled my family.”

The school is currently seeking additional ways to influence its sur-
roundings. The first class to graduate the school are members of an advi-
sory council. As noted above, an effort is also being made to develop a
“Kedma” model for a national educational program that would meet the
needs of children from neighborhoods throughout the country.

Conclusion

S, a teacher in the school
The students at Kedma have fewer problems with their identity
than in the past, although I agree that they still avoid showing pride
in their identity in public. I am well aware of the stigma that
exists—it is hard to ignore it. I do not think that matriculation
grades will change this stigma, which is the result of geography,
demographics and self-image.

When I tell people that I work in Kedma School, people treat
me as though I have some kind of illness. My acquaintances
assumed that I would stop working here once I stopped receiving
special scholarships for this work. Even my colleagues shared that
assumption. When I talk to people about the school, they ask me
about the stigmas and about the children who come to the school.
The stigmas have been so deeply internalized that even my father
asked me whether the school has a future. But the children have an
effect on me. Not all of them will manage to get a matriculation
certificate, but I am sure that some of them will manage to com-
plete their certificate four years later, as I did. We have strength-
ened their ability to stand up for their rights and their belief that
they can make their own choices.

One of the graduates of the school spent her military service
working with the families of injured soldiers. At a funeral she
attended, she started to cry. Her commander was angry: “Their
family mustn’t see you crying.” She stood up for herself, confident
in her own strength and in her right and ability to change things.
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Her commanders would not accept her approach, and in the end
she left the position.

Is it our aim at Kedma that the children of our graduates will
come to study here? That’s the bottom line. As far as I am con-
cerned, I would be very happy if my son chooses to study here. I
hope I’ll still be working here. We still haven’t developed every-
thing, but we have a chance to influence the processes that are
shaping the school.

Of all the schools we visited, Kedma is the first that was not established
on the basis of the ideology of encounter.18 One reason for this is the
failure of integration programs in education. While some students man-
aged to succeed in integrative frameworks, although they were required
to undergo a measure of cultural “conversion,” many found themselves
streamed into the lower strata of Israeli society. In many cases, the
children of the elite retained their status, and children from poorer
backgrounds remained at the same socioeconomic level.

Kedma School has been influenced by the pedagogics of liberation and
by radical thinkers such as Freire (1994). The school aims to meet the needs
of a large group of students who, after completing elementary school,
found themselves labeled as failures, lost cases, and “problematic” students.

The school was established by professionals who developed a strong
sense of identification with the students and the pain they carry. Many
of the teachers relive the process by which they, as teenagers, were
obliged to conceal part of their own identity as they attempted, not
always successfully, to adapt themselves to their surroundings. This dam-
aging process left them with a sense of being rejected. Not all the teach-
ers share this experience, however; indeed, not all the teachers in Kedma
School are Mizrachim or residents of the underprivileged neighbor-
hoods.19 These teachers come from a basic position of empathy. Some
staff members do not have a highly developed social critique, but they
confine themselves to making an effort to give their students a chance to
succeed in the face the difficult challenges of global consumerism.

The goal of the school is that the students should be proud of their
cultural heritage. It aims to counter the tendency of marginalized and
oppressed groups to internalize oppression and to blame themselves for
their situation. The school takes a holistic approach to the students, and
the supervisor teachers provide a significant bond between the young-
sters and the adult world. The supervisor is responsible for creating the
conditions that will allow each student to succeed. The teachers in
Kedma very rarely categorize their students or apply stereotypical and
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belittling approaches. Teachers who show signs of such an attitude
usually find themselves leaving the school within a short period of time.

Despite the dramatic success rate of the first group of students in their
matriculation examinations, despite the positive attitude of the teachers
and their personal attention, and despite the devoted work of the staff,
some families in the Katamonim neighborhood still see Kedma as a
school for “disturbed” children. The students are not always proud to
tell people that they attend the school. They and their parents ask, “If it
is a good school, how come there are no entrance requirements?” These
comments are evidence of the internalization of a negative self-percep-
tion (as in Woody Allen’s version of Groucho Marx’s famous remark
“I’d never join a club that would allow a person like me for a member”).

Kedma School is an example of what a devoted and idealistic staff can
achieve with students who have been given up for lost by society. Once
again, we see that attention, warmth, support, and, above all, love can
enable almost any student to achieve. However, Kedma does not satisfy
itself with just this. It also provides a political refuge in which educators
with a highly developed social and political conscience can take part in a
conceptual revolution through providing an education and acting as
mediators of knowledge. This act of Repair is embodied in the establish-
ment of an academic high school in neighborhoods that are usually home
to vocational schools that are often uninspiring. The teachers engage in a
constant and critical dialogue with themselves, and with the students and
parents, with the goal of motivating the entire school community to take
part in a process of empowerment and in the development of a positive
identity. Thus the school makes an important contribution to social and
critical discourse in still-emergent Israeli society.

The school provides space for harsh narratives of rejection and alien-
ation that are largely the product of defective mechanisms of socializa-
tion in the State of Israel. Fifty years of living together should have led
to significant social change, but the desperate need for a school such as
Kedma shows that the lessons have not been learned. There is no short-
age of theoretical sociological knowledge, but this has not led to even
planning for reform and action, and the system continues to perpetuate
the status quo.20 As an aside, it is interesting to note that while the school
in Neve Shalom more or less manages to exist as a model reflecting a
genuine attempt to create an egalitarian encounter, there does not seem
to be even a single school in Israel that seeks to create a similar integra-
tion between Ashkenazi and Mizrachi Jews. Mizrachim, at least for the
moment, seem to have abandoned the hope of an option that would not
demand that they eliminate and ignore their own culture.
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C H A P T E R  F I V E

The Democratic School in Hadera

(1st–12th grades, approximately 300 students)

In their efforts to achieve a genuine and profound reform of teaching
methods and traditional education, many educators in Israel and around
the world have been influenced by the thought of Neill as reflected in
his classic work Summerhill. This book, and the subsequent models
developed by Kohlberg1 and Greenberg,2 have presented a serious chal-
lenge for those who advocate traditional and competitive educational
methods.

During my stay in the United States, I worked in the complementary
Jewish education system. This was a framework for evening studies
attended by Jewish boys and girls who studied at various day schools.
During the course of my educational work. I noticed that the boys and
girls who came from a school based on a synthesis of the models devel-
oped by Neill and Kohlberg showed a higher level of leadership, creative
thought, and assertiveness as compared to the other youngsters. These
students seemed to have a simpler, freer, and more relaxed style. This
also seems to be the impression created among those who visit the
Democratic School in Hadera, one of the pioneers of this approach
within the Israeli education system.

The Democratic School has a diffused and universal identity. Despite
local characteristics, it forms part of an international chain that addresses
broadly similar problems. In many countries, as in Israel, a tension can
be seen between democracy and other forces active within society, with
the result that many citizens are unaware of the true meaning of fully
democratic life.
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The founder of the Democratic School in Hadera also had a vision
that related to a painful personal narrative from the past. Yaakov Hecht
was dysgraphic and dyslexic, yet until the ninth grade managed to hide
from his teachers the fact that he could not read. This astonishing story
illustrates the way teachers are influenced by image, so that an intelligent
student can fool a system that bases its evaluations on image. The school
did not meet Yaacov Hecht’s need for a special learning approach. After
studying psychology, Hecht decided to establish the democratic school.
In 1987, the school was established in cooperation with a team of edu-
cators, parents, and children. Three hundred students now attend the
school, which is considered one of the largest of its type in the world.

Compared to the other schools we visited, every student in the
Democratic School enjoys an extraordinary level of choice. Students can
plan their own timetable and are not obliged to participate in lessons.
However, once they begin to participate in a given course, they must
meet its requirements. Several times a year, special workshops are run by
the teachers, students, or outside experts.

The assumption is that as long as people are doing something that
interests them without coercion or restriction, they will have a natural
and proper desire to learn. In the regular system, this desire is often
destroyed due to coercion, stagnant learning methods, and artificial
order. At the Democratic School, there is no artificial pressure to “get
through” a given quantity of material; it is accepted that each student has
his/her own pace of learning.

Teacher
Some children are ready to read at age five, and some are only
ready at seven or eight. So why does the system decide that every-
one has to learn to read at age six? This decision means that half of
all children are forced to become under-achievers. At least they
didn’t decide that all children in day care must learn to walk when
they are one year old, because then they would have to give
“remedial classes” in walking to fourteen month old babies.

Diary
The physical structure of the school is reminiscent of a kibbutz, like
the school in Neve Shalom. The buildings are scattered over large
areas, surrounded by eucalyptus trees. Little children play in the area
around the junior section. Most of the young children are allowed
to move around and play in areas that are a little further away from
the junior section, but they mainly prefer to remain in “their” area.
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Two six-year old children play with a friendly white cat. A child sits
alone with a teacher, learning to read. Several children are working
on the computer. Many of the teachers and children are dressed
like Israeli vacationers in Sinai, in loose colored pants. Some of the
children are unhappy about my presence. There are too many vis-
its, and the school parliament, which meets every week and makes
decisions on all aspects of life in the school, has been trying to put
a limit on visits. When I approach, two boys launch into an
“academic” discussion on radical education, as a humorous protest
against my visit.

The ethos of the school is based on freedom. Each individual is entitled
to do as they choose, as long as their acts do not injure other people or
their environment. When students manage their own lives as free
humans, they do not feel that education is being coerced on them. Even
if a student does not do anything in school, they are still learning. If an
eleventh grader angrily accused the school of “not forcing me to learn
anything,” the reply is, “he learnt a very important lesson—that it’s not
a good idea to waste time.”

Democratic Management

The school does not have a principal in the usual sense of the word. I
visited the school while Yaacov Hecht was still running it, and even
then he was a member of the school parliament, with one vote just like
everyone else! During the meeting I observed, he kept interrupting the
chairperson, and after three warnings he was not permitted to speak for
the remainder of the meeting. The discussion was about the need (or
lack of need) to establish a laboratory in the school. Occasionally a six-
or seven-year old student would try to make a comment, and the older
students responded with tolerant smiles. The nonverbal message was
apparent, though: the parliament is not a suitable forum for very young
children.

The parliament is the legislature, while the executive arm (the
committees) is responsible for implementing school policy according to
changing needs. The judiciary exercises sanctions against members of the
community who disobey the laws of the school.

Teacher
Sometimes students in the school push or hit one another, for
example on the soccer field. But even the youngsters children
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know that if they warn an older child that they will go to the
discipline committee, the older child is genuinely scared.

Despite the democratic approach, the school has a position for a principal,
because the Ministry of Education does not recognize a school that does
not have such a function. Nevertheless, there is a clear opposition in
the school to all forms of centralized management. The various committees
implement school policy (teachers’ committee, admissions committee,
finance committee, events committee, etc.). The flexible management
and democratic process mean that the school is in a constant state of
change.

Tenth Grade Student
All the students in the school should be involved in the parliament.
We would like the situation to be perfect, but we aren’t there yet.
We are constantly changing things and asking questions. Our
school asks questions. For example, the parliament is discussing the
way students are admitted to the school, and after a day-long
debate, the admissions process will be completely different than it is
now. Every person who comes into the school changes something
about it. And every person is also changed. If I tell you what’s hap-
pening now, my comments will be conditional in nature, because I
don’t know everything, and what is happening right now will
change in the future.

The idea is to integrate democracy in the school. There are two
conditions for democracy: firstly, the presence of human rights,
freedom of movement and thought, and so on. Here we also have
the principle of equality between different age groups, something
that you don’t find in other frameworks. We are all equal. The sec-
ond principle is the separation of powers. In a regular school, the
teacher is the legislator, judge, critic and executor—the ultimate
authority. Above the teacher you have the principal, and then peo-
ple in the Ministry of Education that I don’t know. Here, the pow-
ers have been separated. We have the parliament, the supreme
authority to which everyone belongs. All the students, from age
four to eighteen, as well as the parents and teachers, meet together
once a week. Sometimes only twenty five people come for a dis-
cussion, but if there’s an important issue, more come.

The children take their responsibility for the democratic management of
the school very seriously. Accordingly, when they move on to other
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frameworks after the school, such as the army, higher education, or
employment, they are not content to be cogs in the system. They grow
up with the sense that they have the right to self-realization and are
aware that those around them also have the right to freedom and self-
realization.

An Institute for the Promotion of Democratic Education operates
within the school, helping groups of parents to establish additional
democratic schools.

Learning Style

Of the schools I visited, the extent of individual adaptation of learning
styles in the Democratic School is the greatest. The free and noncoercive
approach enables each student to find unique channels of expression and
learning. In addition to formal activities, the students also learn to use
informal time for learning, creating a very broad concept of learning.3

Student
In order to learn, you don’t have to have a teacher, homework and
exercise books. Learning can also take place by other means, such
as through conversations and human interactions. That is why we
have a lot of activities outside the classroom. Not far away from us,
two children are sitting and drawing. It isn’t an art lesson. When I
wanted to learn how to draw portraits, I went to the art teacher,
and he pointed me in the right direction and gave me homework.
It wasn’t a class assignment. The same thing applies to English or
mathematics. There are different levels of math—it all depends
where each student is.

The learning centers are open all day and are staffed by teachers who are
familiar with the material. Each student can come and study without
prior arrangement. The school also offers a variety of courses each week,
which the students are free to join on a full or partial basis, or not at all.

Diary
I am near the library. A teacher is talking to two students she met.

Teacher: What are you doing tomorrow morning?
Students: Don’t know, do you have plans?
Teacher: If you come to the class, I’ll come to teach.
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Students: If you really insist, we’ll come.
Teacher : If you really ask me nicely, I’ll come.

Each student is required to choose one member of staff to serve as
his/her mentor, helping to prepare the student’s individual timetable,
which has almost a university-like quality about it. If the open system we
have described still fails to meet the student’s needs, they can also reach
an individual agreement with any teacher and study subjects not
included in the curriculum. After negotiations, students can even spend
several days a month “off campus” studying particular subjects.4

Contacts with the Community

Since this school has created a kind of artificial and democratically run
polis (artificial since the members do not actually live there), the pre-
vailing sense is that the school in itself constitutes a community. Unlike
the other schools—Bialik, Kedma, and Neve Shalom—there is no
geographical common denominator among the students, who come
from as far away as Haifa, Tel Aviv, and Afula. The school could have
been established in any community in Israel and, with various changes,
anywhere in the world. It attaches less importance than the other schools
to contacts with the immediate community, but it shows a strong desire
to help other democratic schools wherever they may be. Many teachers
travel around Israel to give lectures on the school, groups of interested
parents visit the institution, and an initiative has been launched to estab-
lish an Institute for Democratic Education. The school seeks to influ-
ence others, and accordingly it publishes its ideas and helps establish
additional frameworks that offer children a human and democratic edu-
cational option.

As of writing, the school does not have any organized framework of
volunteering that requires personal commitment. Such activities took
place in the past, and a teacher is currently examining this issue.

Many students wish to attend the Democratic School, but it is not easy
to win a place. Teachers and students must face an admissions committee
composed of teachers, parents, and students. The chances of a prospective
teacher to be accepted will not be helped if they express surprise at
the composition of the committee—teachers in regular schools are not
used to seeing students in positions of authority.

In order to belong to the school community, prospective students
must show a willingness to act within a democratic society, and the parents
must support raising their children in the democratic spirit. The staff of
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the school believe that when there is a lack of congruence between the
values manifested at home and those embodied by the school, the student
suffers. Some students come to realize that they actually prefer a normative
system based on competition and grades, in which they can strive to
excel and achieve recognition. In such cases, they leave the school,
sometimes against their parents’ wishes. Yaacov mentioned a case when
he had to persuade the parents to allow their child to leave the school,
since he had a competitive nature and suffered from the lack of competitive
challenges in the Democratic School.

A Child Recalls,
I wanted to join the school in the 9th grade, but there weren’t any
places available. When I started to slip in my school studies, I tried
again, and that time I was successful.

I stopped learning at my previous school because I disagreed
with their approach. I became a poor student and wanted to attend
an extraneous school. But in the end I found the best alternative. I
will be taking the matriculation examinations.

Comments similar to these can be heard from many children who suf-
fered in regular schools but are doing very well in the Democratic
School. However, the admissions process and the culture of the school
also reveal its weaknesses, which can be seen in other democratic schools
in Israel. These schools tend to attract students of a certain type, most of
whom come from secular, Ashkenazi, and left-wing homes. The stu-
dents are not assessed according to these characteristics when they come
to the admissions committee, or at least not overtly, but since there is a
correlation between this profile of the student and the requirement of
the school that the values transmitted at home should be “consonant
with the spirit of the school,” the school welcomes students who have
already absorbed such values in the home.

Moreover, the parents at the school must be able to cover the costs
that accrue from the fact that some of the children live at a great distance
from the school and require transportation. These are expenses that can
be met only by relatively prosperous families—monthly payments of
around $125 are no small matter for many families.

Minister of Education Yossi Sarid may have been right in opposing the
opening of a democratic school in Arad in 2000. There is some truth in
the argument that democratic schools actually exacerbate social divisions,
since they create concentrations of students from a particular and possibly
elitist background and thus deprive other schools of these students.
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The students at the Democratic School are aware of their cultural
isolationism. At a meeting with students in the auditorium where the
parliament had just met, three students from the school, including S,
answered questions from trainee teachers. One trainee teacher asked
about the way candidates are accepted by the admissions committee.
“We only have selection to make sure that we don’t accept anyone
who’s really out of line.” S adds, “If they are rednecks or right-wingers,
they’re out of here right away.”

From the standpoint of the ideology of Repair, this approach is prob-
lematic. While the school certainly inculcates democratic values among
the students, from a sociological standpoint it appears to be preaching to the
convert, catering to children who have been brought up in homes that
inculcate specific cultural codes.

By contrast, the Experimental School in Jerusalem, which has adopted
a radical educational approach (to varying degrees, over the years and
during different periods)5 has managed to maintain a measure of integra-
tion, as has Keshet School, which, as noted, was influenced by the
Experimental School. A democratic (or radical, or free) school that
operates in a disadvantaged area, or in a location enabling integration,
should start from a different point of departure than that adopted by the
Democratic School in Hadera. Kozol, for example, noted the weakness
of the “free” model in the Afro-American ghettoes of the United States.
These schools do not provide the children with basic skills such as reading,
writing, and arithmetic—skills that Kozol feels are essential if these
children are to survive in the technological world. He argues that the
ghettoes need educated leaders with knowledge and degrees in architec-
ture, engineering, and medicine, and, “whether you like it or not,” such
subjects cannot be learned spontaneously as one learns to walk or to
make love.6 Students in the Democratic School in Hadera have an
advantage over students from poor neighborhoods. They have supportive
families and they have benefited from informal cultural preparation for
study and work. They are surrounded by “successful” people who can
serve as role models. When I was involved briefly, in the early 1990s, in
an attempt to establish a democratic school in a prosperous community,
I was struck by the fact that all the parents were Ashkenazi, educated,
and well-off, and it was this homogenous elitism, and the desire for
social replication, that led me to leave the group.

I should note that, since I completed my research on the Democratic
School in Hadera, Yaakov Hecht, the founder, while agreeing that there
may be an elitist flavor to the Hadera school, informed me that there are
two new successful democratic schools operating in poor neighborhoods
in the greater Tel Aviv area. I heard this from other sources too, and it
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is certainly worthwhile analyzing and conducting research on these new
efforts. My analysis here relates solely to the Democratic School in
Hadera, and not to the new schools or any of the other sixteen or more
democratic schools operating in Israel.

The Attitude to the Ministry of Education

As in the other schools I examined, this school also shows an ambivalent
attitude toward the Ministry of Education. The position of principal
would not exist in the school were it not for the demands of the
Ministry of Education. The principal at the Democratic School in
Hadera has less authority than principals elsewhere, and one of his main
functions is to mediate between the school and the ministry.

The Democratic School has had its fair share of clashes with the
educational authorities due to the differences between a democratic system
and an authoritarian one. One interesting example is the initiative and
work of a world-renowned artist who specializes in establishing play-
grounds based on joint planning with children—an approach that is in
keeping with the spirit of the school. When he agreed to come to the
school to plan and build the play corner, there was much excitement
among the students and teachers.

A student recalls,
The children sold cakes, collected money and planned the play
corner. They designed the area together with the visiting artist. But
after we built it, the Ministry of Education ordered us to remove
half the facilities because of various safety regulations. It’s interest-
ing that after we removed them, children began to get hurt.7

Nevertheless, dialogue does take place between the Ministry of
Education and the school, mainly through the Education for Democracy
Unit within the ministry.8 An attempt has been made to make several
existing schools more democratic. However, the Democratic School
advocates the establishment of entirely new schools, due to the difficulty
in introducing changes given the dominant culture in most schools.9

The Overt Curriculum

One of Kohlberg’s sharpest criticisms of the regular education system
related to the existence of a “hidden curriculum.”10 This term refers to
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all the aspects of the curriculum that do not appear in the declared 
policy of the school. For example, when I taught in a heterogeneous
junior-high school in the Jerusalem area, everyone knew that the smoking
corner was behind the gym, although smoking was officially prohibited
throughout the school. There was a kind of covert agreement between
the teachers on patrol during recess and the students that the latter would
not smoke in public, and that the teachers would not follow them.
Sometimes a student would come up to me straight after visiting the
smokers’ corner and say “How are things, teach?” We both realized that
he smelt of smoke and it was obvious where he had been.

Diary
I visit the school in Hadera together with a group of interested par-
ents. We see that a smokers’ corner has been set aside for the joint
use of students and teachers. Some of the parents are horrified to
see a child who seems to be about thirteen with a cigarette in his
mouth. The psychologist in the group comments: “It’s better that
he should smoke openly.”

The democratic management of the school and the fact that the students
take responsibility for their learning/life and are willing to discuss almost
anything mean that almost any covert subject in the school immediately
becomes overt and legitimate. Any subject is worthy of debate. When
visiting trainee-teachers asked their host whether he was not afraid that
the school may not prepare the children for “real life,” he replied,

Kindergarten is preparation for elementary school, and elementary
school is preparation for junior-high. At junior-high they give the
kids proper learning habits to prepare them for senior-high, and
senior-high is preparation for the army and university. And university
is preparation for life. At this school, we don’t wait around. We are
not preparing ourselves for life, we are living. Life is here and now.

This interesting comment reflects the desire to live life in the here and
now, with all its complexity.11 The fact that the school relates to life
itself, rather than to a compartmentalized section of behavior, creates
mechanisms for dealing with issues that remain covert in other schools.
Moreover, since there are no tests or the pressures of competition, there
is no need for the mechanisms of cheating that are common features of
the hidden curricula of many schools.
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In many schools, there is a substantial gap between slogans and reality,
particularly in the fields of justice, equality, rights, and so on. The stu-
dents learn that these are admirable slogans, but the school is sometimes
run in a manner contrary to the slogans it professes, and by individuals
who act in a forceful and discriminatory manner. Thus the students learn
that there are “real and cruel rules of the game,” and these constitute the
hidden curriculum that lies behind the declarations, the school “ethos,”
and the “contracts” often signed by students in ordinary schools.12 In the
Democratic School, there are no empty slogans about democratic values.
The students at the school do not live in an abstract manner. They learn
about the practical meaning of democracy by grappling with real, every-
day problems.13

Conclusion

The Democratic School in Hadera, established by a group of parents and
educators under the leadership of Yaacov Hecht, a psychologist who was
personally harmed by the trauma of “industrial” education, offers the regu-
lar education system an alternative form of education. This is an interesting
option that could challenge the ordinary education system, which tends to
scuttle a large number of students whose creative character is unsuited to
the fixed form of the school. The Democratic School extends the concept
of learning and applies it to life itself, attempting to create a “life here and
now” for the community of those involved in the experiment.

Many students find at the school a response to their academic and
personal needs that were not met in ordinary schools. Some are initially
intoxicated by the freedom offered by the school and take time out for
reflection and play. After a while, however, and without any coercion,
they discover that they actually want to and like to learn. Sometimes, the
students chose to study the very subjects in which they have difficulties,
hoping to prove to themselves that they can succeed and in the process
enjoying the challenge.

The children in this school learn to take responsibility for their own
lives. This is reflected in the choice of the curriculum, in their participa-
tion in the democratic process that addresses almost every possible
human issue, and in a pattern of study that combines individual prefer-
ences and the decisions of the majority, while taking into account the
minority. This process of socialization fosters a more tolerant approach
to the “other,”14 though it is possible that children who come to this
school come from homes that are already committed to such values.
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In the school, excellence is defined not in terms of achievement
relative to other students, but in terms of the individual’s ability to set
goals and to live and operate in accordance with his/her own principles
and goals.15 Some goals are set collectively, and hence achievement is at
times collective. A large proportion of the studies takes place in mixed-age
groups (a comparison of this field is offered below), both in informal
learning through play and in the various programs offered in the school.

In cultural terms, and because of the profile of the students and teachers
in the school, it has a highly universalistic and diffused identity. Many of
those involved see themselves as citizens of the world capable of acting
in accordance with the principles of universal justice. Many teachers are
sent by the school to visit other democratic schools around the world,
while others come to the school itself to study and spend time. These
visits are not expensive, since the accommodation is provided mainly in
the schools or in the teachers’ homes. The school does not aim to social-
ize the students to any particular approach in terms of Zionism or
Judaism. There is an atmosphere of academic freedom, and each person
involved in the school community develops his/her own identity
according to individual tastes and inclinations.

The school offers an interesting challenge for trainee teachers and for
those already working in the field. The alternative education it offers is
worthy of serious consideration, raising important questions. If the
achievements of the students in alternative schools are no less impressive
than those in regular schools, perhaps the choice should be reexamined.
Do our children really deserve to suffer in a framework that can be strict,
bureaucratic, impersonal, and arbitrary, when they could enjoy a frame-
work that presents learning as a positive experience? In the United States,
I met many students who had attended such schools, and they always
tended to be more confident in making their own choices. In terms of
personality, they were not afraid to take responsibility and play a leader-
ship role within the group. When I taught in Jewish complementary
education frameworks, I noticed that students who attended schools
such as The Scarsdale Alternative School16 almost always asked more
complex questions and showed a greater level of interest than their peers.

At the same time, though, it is impossible to ignore the problematic
aspects that accompany the development of a network of democratic
schools. When parents exercise their right to give their children what
they perceive to be the ideal form of education, the result is that students
from certain social backgrounds are channeled to these schools, which
thus perpetuate segregation and maintain distinctions between different
sections of the population. The school is successful as an encounter of
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individuals, but it fails as an encounter of cultures, due to its homogeneity
and the overt streaming of certain types of students to the school.

Yiftah Goldman, one of the founders of Tammuz urban kibbutz in
Beit Shemesh, claims, “A democratic approach means that you have
criticism of a given society and must struggle to change that society.
Someone who creates alternative ghettoes abandons the basic principle
of democracy, which calls for a change to society as a whole.”17

Goldman believes that Kedma School is far more “democratic” than the
Democratic School in Hadera, since it enables young boys and girls to
secure achievements that would otherwise have been closed to them. In
so doing, it promotes greater equality within the education system in
Israel, which Swirski argues is marred by institutionalized and deliberate
inequality.18 In his comments, Goldman reflects the interesting tension
between democratic approaches that emphasize the principle of equality
and those that emphasize the question of rights. The Democratic School
is reminiscent of the American approach to democracy, which emphasizes
personal rights and liberty. Goldman’s criticism places him closer to the
European approach, which finds fault with democratic societies in
which economic and social gaps remain intact.19

It may be assumed that parents who choose to send their children to
the Democratic School have complex reasons for doing so. In an article
published on the Internet, Michael Lerner20 calls for the examination of
public education frameworks by comparison to alternative private
frameworks. Lerner notes that it is easy to accuse parents who send their
children to an alternative institution such as the democratic school of
exploiting class privilege; however, these schools offer their students a
chance to have a profound experience of the process of self-examination,
to clarify existential questions, and to encounter more holistic thoughts
on the world and human existence. These parents are disillusioned with
the regular public system, which often fails to provide their children
with a safe environment for emotional growth and the development of
a sense of belonging. Lerner suggests that public systems would do well
to internalize some of the methods employed by these special schools,
which do not belittle the importance of providing a service for the
broader community. The Democratic School in Israel could also serve as
an important laboratory helping regular schools that seek to internalize
and implement more democratic methods of learning. Accordingly, the
Democratic School functions as a kind of mirror enabling the regular
system to examine itself and critique its own actions.

With its ethos of choice and freedom, the Democratic School grants
individuals the power to discover for themselves what approach they
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wish to adopt as they shape their own lives. In so doing, it addresses the
questions raised by Neill in Summerhill,21 as to whether parents have the
right to mould the spiritual world of their children according to their
own taste and beliefs and whether adults have the right to tell children
how they should live. The answer provided by the Democratic School
is clear: no. The freedom to decide within an educational system respon-
sible for socialization, in a society that is still iconographic and highly
particularistic in its approaches, creates an interesting tension that
deserves further attention and study.22
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C H A P T E R  S I X

Comparison and Conclusion

During the course of my research, I visited five schools that operate
according to the ideology of Repair. Kedma School, the school in Neve
Shalom, and Keshet School were all established with the express goal of
repairing the rifts that exist in Israeli society. Bialik School underwent a
transformation in order to address a new and emerging rift. Lastly, the
Repair advocated by the Democratic School is more general in charac-
ter, relating to the approach to study as implemented in “conventional”
schools.

Myth and Ethos

As noted in our discussion on the model implemented in Neve Shalom
School, a myth is a story that provides the members of a given community
with their raison d’être, the meaning of existence of the group as such.
The ethos is the way of life dictated by the myth. A myth consists of sec-
ondary myths that are connected to the metanarrative as told by the
principal myth. Myths grow and die according to the needs of different
groups at different times.1 To this day, we employ Newton’s theory as a
functional theory, even though it has been proved incorrect, since,
under certain conditions, it provides us with an adequate explanation. If
we turn to the myth of Massada, we see that Josephus Flavius considered
it a worthy story, since he was also a warrior, and hence exhibited bravery
and heroism. For thousands of years, this myth lay “dormant” due to the
disdain shown by Judaism and the rabbis for the mass suicide committed
on Massada. Some eighty years ago, the myth sprang to life again due to
the identification of the Zionist movement with the willingness of the
warriors on the mountain to commit suicide rather than surrender or
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face capture. Massada became one of the secondary myths of the Zionist
metanarrative, and Israeli soldiers climb the mountain and proclaim that
“Massada shall never fall again.”

Zionism is a unique national project of the twentieth century. It
converted the mythological longing of the Jews for Zion into a practical
ideology capable of conversion into reality. The first Zionists who came
to Palestine saw themselves as partners in an ideology of Repair. They
came to create a new society ex nihilo, to build a new kind of Jew who
would not bend down before the Gentile but would be strong, assertive,
and take control of their own destiny. Some, such as A.D. Gordon,
attempted to maintain a symbolic connection with this Jewish tradition
by modifying the significance of existing semantic codes. The word
“work” (avodah) was transmuted from the ritual work (or worship) of
God to working the land, as an act that develops individual spirituality
no less than Divine worship does. Many of the founding generation
were able to engage in a critical dialogue with the Jewish tradition, since,
although they had rebelled against it, they were still thoroughly versed
with its content. As time passed, however, and for various complex
reasons, a gulf emerged between many secular Zionists and the Jewish
traditions and texts. This was accompanied by a growing gulf between
secular Israelis and most religious Israeli Jews, whatever their affiliation.
Keshet School revisits this point of crisis, one of the symptoms of which
is the creation of separate educational streams in the 1950s, and today it
seeks to create Zionist discourse that brings students into contact with
Jewish sources from diverse religious and secular standpoints.

Zionism provided a process of Repair for a people without a land
who had paid a heavy price for living without sovereignty under the
auspices of other nations. The national Jewish homeland was indeed
established in the Land of Israel, but—contrary to the historical inter-
pretation of many Zionists—this was not a “land without a people.” The
Repair of the injustice suffered by one people created a new injustice for
another people. Tragically, the success of Zionism also constituted the
point of departure of a new national rift between Palestinians and
Israelis. This is the rift addressed in Neve Shalom.

The migration of millions of Jews from the Arab countries to Israel
created a further rift of an ethnic and class nature, partly due to discrim-
ination on the part of the establishment that absorbed the newcomers.2

This establishment sought to impose a process of “cultural conversion”
on the immigrants, on the basis of an ethnocentric belief that only one form
of Jewish culture was deserving of replication. Opposition to cultural
coercion was seen from the earliest periods of immigration, although it
was only noticed by the authorities after the emergence of the Black
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Panthers, the rise to power of the Likud, and the establishment of Shas.
As we learned from the stories of the parents involved in Kedma School,
their experiences as residents of the Katamonim were far more complex.

As an immigrant society with numerous rifts, the State of Israel is still
seeking its identity and looking for a sense of belonging as part of the
Middle East. The security threat makes it difficult for Israelis to develop
an identity that does not relate directly to the political conflict and to a
violent encounter with the “other.” Despite these difficulties, the Israeli
economy has grown and has come to accept almost without criticism the
ideology of globalization and the free market, with all its disadvantages
and costs. At the same time, Israel has become less centralized (due to the
weakening of the Zionist metanarrative) and has witnessed the emergence
of “communities of difference.”3 These communities are searching for
their own voice, an identity within the sea of emerging and competing
identities in Israeli society. While this trend implies a weakening of
overall solidarity as a national concept, I also recognize that it brings a
strong sense of solidarity and belonging within each of the communities
of difference (Shas, immigrants, prosperous secular Israelis, etc.).

Each of the schools examined in this book lives according to a practical
ideology of Repair manifested in concrete terms.4

The Formative Myth

Each of the schools I examined has a formative myth. In many cases, this
myth relates to the distress faced by an individual who then motivated
others, usually those who shared the same distress. An individual myth
cannot motivate an entire community unless the potential to address the
myth is already present. Based on his Christian ideology of Repair,
Father Bruno Hussar5 sought to repair the world by bringing Arabs and
Jews to live together. He might have remained in splendid isolation, as
have so many others in the region for thousands of years, had it not been
for his success in motivating others who had been waiting—consciously
or unconsciously—for just such an opportunity for Repair.

Clara Yonah, who suffered from the alienation of a culturally hostile
environment, could have sat on the sidelines and waited with her vision.
Instead, she managed to bring together a core group of leaders who
joined her in an almost symbiotic fashion. Together, they developed the
idea of a practical framework for a community of Repair.

Ruti Lehavi developed the ethos behind Keshet School, the central
component of which is her own personal narrative as a religious woman
living in a mixed religious-secular family. After the school was founded,
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it emerged that many parents from both “sides” were willing to engage
in a process of dialogue that softens the myths held by each side.
Religious and secular participants in Keshet School seek to free themselves
of separatist myths that ignore the existence of the “other” as a partner
in dialogue, action, and life.

Although Amira Yahalom did not establish Bialik School, she accepted
it with all its complexity and found in it a place where she could develop
an ethos based on love, acceptance, multiculturalism, and the goal of
equality. The school itself became a myth, and has served as an example
for all those who hope to develop a model for education in a multicultural
society, particularly in poor socioeconomic backgrounds.

The principal and leading staff of each of these schools are familiar with
their school’s formative myth and recognize the changes that have occurred
in the school and in its ethos due to various developments. The comments
of both teachers and students provide echoes of these narratives.

In general, it is noticeable that these schools make extensive use of
personal narratives as a key tool in understanding reality and constructing
the school’s complex ideology. The personal tragedy suffered by Boaz
from Neve Shalom illustrates more powerfully than any academic theory
the inherent difficulty faced by those who have chosen to reside in a
community that lives the Arab-Israeli conflict on a daily basis, with all
the advantages and disadvantages that this complex reality brings.

In each of these schools, the formative ethos is not totally binding, but
it rather enables change in accordance with environmental and social
developments. Although in most cases a single individual creates the initial
myth and serves as its symbolic guardian, it is nevertheless understood
and agreed that truth is created by the community as a whole and is not
the sole prerogative of any individual.

Many of the stories told in these schools relate to an alternative
interpretation of reality. The teachers use stories as an active tool for
mediating between reality and the student. The quality of successful and
convincing stories lies in their ability to offer a chance to improve reality.
This explains the strength of the myths used in schools that operate
according to the ideology of Repair. These schools realize the vision of
Bruner, who speaks of the need to use narrative responsibly in order to
teach students how to build the potential human—present, past, and
future—in an interpretative manner.6

The School as Community

Since the Zionist myth began to weaken, Israeli society has begun to
adopt unquestioningly the values of Western capitalism. This ideology
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impairs social solidarity and the sense of belonging of the nation’s citizens.
This is not a new phenomenon. When Durkheim7 investigated the
outcomes of the industrial revolution in France, he found an inverse
correlation between the number of suicides and the strength of the con-
nection between the individual and a socially cohesive community.
Many people have been injured due to the rising level of alienation in
Western consumer societies. This alienation leads many to seek alternatives
to the social interaction that is gradually vanishing from the human
landscape.8 There has also been a decline in the level of public discourse
relating to the search for common goals and values.9 A growing tendency
to nihilism accentuates the emergence of materialism and excessive
consumerism as ostensibly desirable models for human behavior. Radical
and extreme individualism, manifested widely in the media, politics, and
economics, cannot meet the needs of the human spirit.10 In my opinion,
the atomization of Israeli society into communities of difference reflects
a protest against this radical and materialistic individualism, among other
causes.

The schools that embody an ideology of Repair are community
schools in the fullest sense of this word: not as an empty slogan or a dec-
laration in a long-forgotten document, and not as a sign on the front of
the school, but as an existential ideology.

The growth of the Shas movement may be due in part to the failure
of individuals to integrate into the Israeli myth of excellence, which nur-
tures many but leaves many others as failures facing a spiritual void and
disturbed by feelings of failure and alienation. Shas gave people back
their sense of belonging and provided spiritual meaning within a com-
munity framework. The schools described in this survey may be consid-
ered better than many others, including the Shas network, because they
give their students a sense of belonging and meaning, while at the same
time providing them with an education that enables them to find their
place within a free, democratic, and multicultural society, in which
technology, hi-tech, and science are vital features, and yet it does so
while enabling them to maintain a critical stance to these characteristics.

The Community Characteristics of the Schools

The Bond between Children and Adults

The schools established on the basis of the Ideology of Repair create a
genuine and close bond between students and teachers. It is rare that
a student cannot find at least one teacher with whom he/she can enjoy a
meaningful emotional and academic connection.
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The Bond between the Children

Schools that implement the ideology of Repair strive to create a cohesive
community that shares common goals and develops mechanisms for
developing emotional and social skills. The teachers mediate between
the children and encourage them to develop their own mechanisms for
mediation.

The Bond with the Wider Community

Schools based on the ideology of Repair see themselves as connected
with the community, with which they feel a profound affinity. They
intend and plan to influence and change this wider community. Bialik
School and Kedma School seek to change and improve their relations to
the communities that surround their schools, in both the geographical
and demographic senses. Keshet School is taking its first steps in this
direction, absorbing a large number of children from the neighborhood
and attempting to create integration on the basis of an ideology that sees
heterogeneity as an advantaged rather than a burden. The school in
Neve Shalom is the product of the local community, whose very
existence embodies an attempt to influence Israeli society as a whole.
The Democratic School sees itself as a pioneer in changing the Israeli
education system, although it does not have an affinity to its geographical
location.

The Bond with the Parents

Schools that implement the ideology of Repair see the parents as vital
agents of socialization and strive to cooperate with them. The parents of
students in Kedma School are invited to come to the school and relate
the story of their neighborhood, thus helping to create an alternative
source of information. The parents at Keshet School and the school in
Neve Shalom are encouraged to join committees responsible for setting
policy, while the parents at the Democratic School are full partners in
managing the school. The parents at Bialik School find it difficult to
come to the school since they work long hours, and their temporary status
in Israel also creates a unique setting. Nevertheless, the school goes out
of its way to enable meetings and cooperation, including publishing
material in different languages. This approach reflects sensitivity to cul-
tural differences. The school also arranges meetings late in the evening
so that as many parents as possible can attend.
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Acquaintance with the Children

Schools based on the ideology of Repair try not to let any child “fall
between the cracks.” Almost every student is recognized as a unique
individual with his/her own needs, rather than as a number of a unit that
creates grades. Staff meetings are often very long, since the problems
of each child are discussed in depth. The teachers develop individual
programs for each student based on the student’s needs and learning
styles. Every student is assigned a member of the staff who is usually
made responsible for the overall development of the child in the physical,
emotional, and intellectual realms.

Helping Children Bridge the Gap

Due to the populations they serve, Bialik School and Kedma School
have paid particular attention to developing a policy of assistance that
goes far beyond similar policies in regular schools. Resources are pooled
with other sources of support in order to provide multidimensional assis-
tance. This process can also be seen in Keshet School and in the school
in Neve Shalom, albeit on a more limited scale, and on a still smaller
scale in the Democratic School. The more prosperous the students’
background, the less inclined the school is to take responsibility for areas
that are usually the preserve of the parents or other systems.

The Sense of Belonging

Schools based on the ideology of Repair give their students a sense of
belonging. One way they do this is by nurturing a sense of pride in the
students’ original culture and ethnic origin, in order to help them develop
a positive self-image.

These schools are subversive in that they are community schools in a
real sense of the term, and not as a hollow buzz word. They swim
upstream in terms of the ethos of excellence (which favors some students
but turns others into failures), and they offer the option of a cohesive
community in an increasingly alienated and individualistic world. The
existence and success of these schools constitute a voice of protest within
Israeli society against the uncritical addiction to the values of materialism
and excessive consumerism as a means of achieving happiness.

At the same time, differences can be seen between the various schools
in terms of the perception of community, reflecting the different myths
and formative ethoses of each school. All the schools may be positioned
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on the axis between the approach of Durkheim,11 who sees the school as
a place for the inculcation of values that already exist in society, and the
approach of Dewey, who sees the school as a place for developing an
understanding of the processes that can create a just society. The
Democratic School would seem to be much closer to Dewey,12 while
Keshet and Kedma apply a critical approach that includes socialization to
Jewish culture from unique standpoints. The school in Neve Shalom,
which seeks to change the existing relationships between Arabs and
Jews, works at the same time to reinforce the distinct identity of each
group. Bialik School applies a more neutral approach, since it is still
unclear as to what future it should socialize its students to that is, to
which community they belong, since Israel is yet to develop a civil society.
For the moment, Bialik confines itself to meeting the students’ urgent
existential needs. However, the very existence of the school, and the
proposal currently under examination to establish additional schools of
the same type, suggests the possibility in the future of a new community
of difference that will be in no rush to leave Israel, and whose children
will seek their own space and identity. Israel will have to encompass this
community and develop a structured ideology regarding their life in the
country. The present ideology is contradictory and cannot meet their
needs.

If we accept the assumption that Jewish culture includes an inbuilt
element of de-assertive attention to the “other” and to community in
general,13 the Democratic School can be positioned as the most individ-
ualistic of the schools examined in this study. Keshet and Kedma emerge
as schools that strive to develop a communal Jewish identity based on
values of the greater good, in idiosyncratic traditional contexts and with
reference to traditional texts as a catalyst for examining the greater good
and for criticizing society.

Developing an Innovative and 
Relevant Curriculum

All the schools examined in this study have shown themselves capable of
developing new curricula that show a daring and interdisciplinary
approach to knowledge. The findings from these schools are in keeping
with the findings in Wood’s study of innovative public schools in the
United States. In his study, Wood found that these schools tend to
“abandon” the textbooks and introduce studies based on “real books,”
with the adults playing a mediating role. The teachers develop a
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curriculum based on texts that shows internal order and coherence. The
children use the cognitive tools they acquire in order to examine the
world around them. Through their studies of language, history, and cul-
ture, they ask questions such as How can political power be secured?
What is considered “cultural” and what “barbaric”? Who writes history?
For whom and why? Wood found that many schools organize their
studies around a central guiding theme, such as “Our roots in our school
and our community.”14 Like the schools in Wood’s study, the schools I
visited use similar tools to inculcate in the students an ability to observe
the world in a critical manner.

Cybernetic Knowledge

In all these schools, we find echoes of relativist theories relating to
culture and to the production and representation of truth. Study is
perceived not as a process by which empty vessels are filled with knowl-
edge, but rather as an active process in which all those involved work as
partners in the social structuring of knowledge.15 The dynamic search
for changing truth leads the schools to modify their myths and ethos.
This is a highly complex process of dialogue that is not found in ethno-
centric frameworks, which are threatened by the possibility of an
encounter with “another” truth and a real encounter with the “other.”

Learning Styles

The schools do their utmost to meet the unique styles of each student.
Many ordinary schools also try to acknowledge different learning styles,
but the large number of students in each class and the less community-like
and supportive atmosphere impair the practical implementation of this
ideology.

Multiple Voices

Schools based on the ideology of Repair enable multiple voices to be
heard by providing space for tessellating, and sometimes contradictory,
narratives. These multiple voices are consonant with the approach of
Kohl, who recommends that students should feel comfortable with
numerous narratives relating to themselves and others (Kohl’s comments
relate to women, Afro-Americans, Asians, and children of European
origin). He argues that fairness in education can only be secured through
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study and discussion of a complex and sometimes painful history
(his comments are made with regard to the United States, but are also
highly relevant to Israel too).16

The Teachers in the Schools

The teachers in schools based on the ideology of Repair are more ideo-
logical than most of their peers elsewhere and tend to show a very high
level of identification with their function. They are more open, more
capable of operating in conditions of uncertainty, more willing to
engage in an encounter with the “other” and to undergo a personal
process of change while so doing. The creative and unique work that
takes place in the schools of Repair seems to compensate these teachers
for the low social status of their profession and their low salaries. These
schools have the aura of a special community; teaching in them gives the
surrounding community a sense that these educators are working out of
a sense of mission and an ideological desire to achieve Repair.

The teachers are willing to work long hours, spend a long time
preparing study materials, and attend exhausting meetings that focus on
the progress of each individual student. The teachers receive positive
feedback from their students and sense that their work influences their
students’ lives. Even teachers who began to work in these schools without
any clear ideological direction internalize the ideology of Repair espoused
by the school. Most of these schools nurture a new type of teacher who
is culturally and socially aware and open-minded—qualities needed in
order to face the changing needs of Israeli society. Despite the differences
between the schools examined in this study, the development of the
function of teachers in schools of Repair is quite similar.

Teachers who enjoy working in the ordinary education system dislike
disorder and the absence of a fixed routine and disapprove of informal
relations between teachers and students and so usually leave these
schools and seek work elsewhere, particularly since such a profile is inap-
propriate for the ideology of the school. These schools are not suitable
for teachers who have inflexible personalities.

The teachers in schools based on the ideology of Repair tend to
throw themselves wholeheartedly into the learning process of the
children. After all, as Wood reminds us, it is said of good teachers
that they do not teach according to the curriculum, but they “teach who
they are.”17
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Management

The schools of Repair are directed by teams that show an impressive
capabilities in both practical implementation and in reflection. In some
cases, the principals are also the founders of the school. The management
teams are responsible for “telling the story of the school” in a broad sense
of the word, both externally (to the media, politicians, and the Ministry
of Education) and internally. They inculcate the existential mantras of
the school among the teachers—not as hollow words, but as a concrete
foundation for change and for improving human behavior in keeping
with the school’s ideology of Repair. The principals often use personal
stories and narratives as a tool for improving the educational process.
Teachers tend to adopt these stories and develop their own.

All the principals show a critical approach to the processes that are
taking place in Israeli society. They do not accept the general political
direction adopted by society. On the whole, they can be identified with
a nonbourgeois, left-wing approach—a social left-wing that genuinely
seeks to develop an appropriate program for social repair, equality, and
the resolution of conflicts between opposing groups. The principals
apply highly informal management methods, eschewing status symbols
and self-importance. Their approach to others is direct and often
humorous. The principals of schools based on the ideology of Repair
represent a new generation of educators who are experts in education
and bring an ideology of Repair to a divided and increasingly multicultural
society.

It is still unclear whether these schools reflect an overall theory of
multiculturalism in Israeli society. In other words, despite their common
characteristics, it would not seem possible to amalgamate these five
schools in order to establish a single framework encompassing the myths
of all five. By way of example, it is difficult to imagine Keshet School
working together with Bialik School or the school in Neve Shalom, due
to their different positions on the question of identity.

Ramifications for Teacher Training

In his article “Multicultural, Intercultural Education—Can it Really
Work?” Zvi Lamm notes that “people who are unable to develop a critical
approach to the culture in which they live are unable to develop a tolerant
attitude toward the culture of others.”18
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The schools we visited prove that when frameworks are established
on the basis of the ideology of Repair, they do not wait to receive an
appropriate ideology, but develop it themselves as a daily tool for inter-
preting and addressing problems. Teachers in Israel need to prepare
themselves to meet the growing challenges of Israeli society—challenges
that are already being addressed by these pioneering schools. In these
frameworks, narratives serve as a key tool in developing the school’s
ethos. It is important that trainee teachers be exposed to the schools
discussed here as part of their examination to test their adaptability to
education in a changing and multicultural society. Teacher training
colleges should also strengthen their contacts with these schools, possibly
by integrating principals and senior educators from these schools as advisors
on issues relating to social rift and multiculturalism. Exposure to these
models constitutes a challenge and a catalyst for a critical discussion of
educational issues in particular, and questions of power relations,
inequality, culture, and socialization in general. In the future, teachers in
Israel need to internalize and address these issues. As Stenhouse has
already noted, “ultimately, it is the teachers who will change the world
of schooling by themselves coming to understand it.”19

This book seeks to engage those who work in the schools of Repair,
teachers in other systems, and readers in general in a discussion on issues
of education, identity, and socialization—not as philosophical abstracts,
but as concrete experiences in light of the interesting practical actions we
have observed, and in light of a practical ideology that seeks to make its
voice heard and to offer a response to the problems faced by communities
of difference. A familiarization with different voices, an understanding of
what they have in common and where they differ, and, above all, a
recognition of the importance of an encounter with the “other” per se
may encourage the emergence of a social contract that has already begun
to be implemented by these schools, giving us hope and inspiration.

What Next?

For some time, Israeli society has stood at a crossroads in its search for
the best way to manage and overcome the challenges it faces. Some of
the most complex challenges relate to the struggles that take place
between different population groups over power, strength, representation,
visibility, and values. Various groups organize around their own struggle,
offering a remedy for the ills of Israeli society. Unfortunately, many
Israelis have recently lost interest and hope in the possibility of securing
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Comparative table of the schools

School/
aspect of
comparison Neve Shalom Bialik Keshet Kedma Democratic

Elitism Medium-high Very low Medium Very low Very high
high level of Children come The school absorbs The school There is no
elitism among from different a large number provides integration in
Jews. Among backgrounds of students opportunities the school,
the Arab and share a low from the for children which
population social status. neighborhood. who have effectively
there is Positive Who are suffered due to creates
successful integration of successfully their class segregation
integration different integrated. status. The due to its elitist
across class cultural school separatism.
lines. backgrounds. integrates

Mizrachi,
Russian and
Ethiopian
students.

Encounter Very high Very high Very high High High
with the The challenge The challenge though within a The school In the context of the
“other” is tough is tough single national emphasizes an need to appreciate life

because of the because of the group. An encounter with with the “other” within
nature of the socioeconomic attempt is the “other” a democratic society.
national difficulties made to from a position
conflict faced by the encounter other of cultural
addressed by school groups, strength.
the school. population and including those

the sense of outside the
transience. national group.
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Parental Medium Low Medium Medium High
involvement Parents provide Characteristic Parents provide School works Ideological

ideological of population ideological hard to develop support.
support. of functional support. links with the

immigrants. parents.
Despite this,
the school tries
to develop
links with the
parents.

Addresses Arabs-Jews Migrant Secular- Failure of Not in concrete
specific rift laborers religious integration— terms.

class/ethnic rift

Ability to High Very high High High High
adapt to Even minor demographic Adjustments are Adjustments Change is a function of
change decisions changes occur made to meet are made to the democratic nature 

create on a daily changing meet the needs of the school.
difficulties and basis. needs. of adolescents
sometimes who have had
change negative
positions. experiences in

the education
system in the
past.

School/
aspect of
comparison Neve Shalom Bialik Keshet Kedma Democratic
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Integration in Very high Very high Medium High The school
the community In the The school The school hopes to But the school aims for itself is the

community; influences and implement a a still higher community; no
children who changes the higher level of level. strong bonds
are bussed in community. integration. with the
from elsewhere surrounding
are less well community.
integrated.

Attitude to the Very critical Very critical Very critical Very critical Very critical
establishment The mere The mere The mere The mere The mere

existence of the existence of the existence of the existence of the existence of the
school is an school is an school is an school is an school is an
“act of repair.” “act of repair.” “act of repair.” “act of repair.” “act of repair.”

Selected Medium Low High High Very high
teachers Some teachers “Ordinary” Word of mouth; Teachers come for Teachers share the 

have a strong teachers contacts with ideological school’s philosophical
ideological undergo an teacher training reasons; approach.
commitment; impressive college. teachers with
others were process of less strong
just looking for change.* connection
work. The undergo
emphasis is on process.*
the process.

* Process of change undergone in the school.
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change through political activity—the forum for making the most
important decisions in the state. Some do not believe that they will be
able to influence the course of events; sections of the Israeli elite have
developed a revulsion for politics and prefer to be active in other areas.
As a result, particular attention is focused on the work of voluntary
organizations that are attempting to encourage social, economic, and
ideological change through grassroots work. These organizations, some
of which take the form of social initiatives, engage in political struggles,
but they generally refrain from using these struggles as a platform for
entry into the world of party politics (examples of such bodies include
the Democratic Mizrachi Rainbow, the Movement for the Quality of
Government, and the Movement for a Constitution). The principals and
educators committed to “Repair” whom we met at the schools we visited
in this study belong to the category of leaders who seek a complete over-
haul of social structures. In their own way, each of them attempts to
address a given social challenge at the level of a new approach to educa-
tion, seeking to create new individuals who, in the future, will be free of
historical problems and failings and will acquire tools to resolve future
problems by creative means.

The Repair of society by means of an encounter with the “other” is
an important principle in the work of all the schools we visited, and it
serves as a metaphor for the encounter with sections of one’s self that
usually remain dormant. These schools attempt to free their students
from reactive thought, along the lines of “You did something to me, so
I’ll do something to you.” Instead, they are offered a holistic cognitive
approach that encompasses the existence, complexity, and rights of the
“other” along with all their differences.

By promoting this approach, these schools attempt to dismantle the
“monolithic Israeli identity,” as Bar On (1999) calls it, that derives its
force from the total negation of the “other,” preferring a more “mature”
process allowing the emergence of an identity capable of embracing
diversity, multiple narrative, and complexity.

The education system should identify capable educators, of whom
there are many, who work in the regular public education system and
yet implement the ideology of Repair in their work. Locating such
teachers and identifying forms of teaching that can foster excellence will
help us find effective solutions for advancing disadvantaged multicultural
and/or heterogeneous populations. Through this process, it will be
possible to develop a bank of knowledge embodying an educational
process of repair—something that is currently sorely lacking in the Israeli
education system.
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Similarly, we must identify within the regular public education system
principals who act on the basis of the ideology of Repair, who can create
foci of knowledge and practice relating to managerial excellence in Israel.

This study does not claim that only those schools that operate on the
basis of the ideology of Repair seek to achieve meaningful change in
Israeli society. Over the years, I have encountered a fair number of reg-
ular schools, with fine principals and teachers who advocate the ideology
of Repair and do all they can to create meaningful change in the lives of
their students. While these regular schools do not usually have a defined
formative ethos such as those of the schools examined in this book, they
nevertheless provide examples of educational actions that take account
of cultural diversity and attempt to create social change by adapting the
curriculum to changing circumstances and applying it. The following is
the story of a regular Jewish public elementary school in a heterogeneous
neighborhood of Jerusalem, close to the “seam line” between the Arab
and Jewish areas of the city.

The principal of the school decided to plan an encounter between her
students and Arab students from the neighboring village. She decided to
use sport as the content of the encounter. Several additional events were
later held relating to other themes. When the teachers met to summarize
the experience, it emerged that many Jewish students felt uncomfortable
because while the Arab students could explain the origins of their festivals,
the Jewish students found it difficult, for example, to explain why they
were collecting wood for the Lag Ba’Omer bonfires. They felt that they
lacked information on Jewish heritage. With the encouragement of
the principal, the teachers found ways to improve the quality of the
encounters. More importantly still, joint discussion of the question of
Jewish identity by teachers, parents, and students led the school to
join the “Tali” (Enhanced Jewish Studies) track, which includes state
schools that place a greater emphasis on Jewish studies and an acquain-
tance with the prayers, but from a pluralistic standpoint. This example
clearly shows how an encounter with the “other” (Muslims, in this case)
can lead to an awareness of overlooked or denied aspects of the “self” of
the participants. Rather than abandoning the superficially “unsuccessful”
encounters, the principal stood by her educational approach and initiated
a process of self-examination that eventually led to a significant educational and
cultural change in the school, by developing a new myth, and subsequently
a new ethos, for the institution.

Like the principals we met in our survey, this principal was also able to
read the reality in which she operated and seek alternative and relevant
forms of interpretation. The structuring of the story of reality provides a
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tool for active mediation between reality and the child. Israeli society
needs more leaders of this kind, leaders who have a vision or a convincing
story, and the knowledge and skills to translate this vision or story into
concrete reality.

Social Repair, the Ideology of Repair, 
and Social Entrepreneurship

The principals and educators we encountered are, I believe, social
entrepreneurs who act in accordance with a clear vision of social Repair,
or what we have termed an ideology of Repair.20 In my opinion, this
ideology contains remnants of the Jewish Socialist ethos that has undergone
many changes over the years, (but has not completely disappeared) along-
side a conscious rapprochement to some of the Jewish texts that discuss
one’s responsibility toward those who are different, weak, or alien.21 At
the same time, universal and Western influences can also be seen in this
process, affecting the different schools in ways that are both common and
distinct as they advance social entrepreneurship. At the international
level, a growing body of literature documents analyzes and defines the
phenomenon of social entrepreneurship. Social entrepreneurs may be
found within each culture, in academic circles, and in diverse sections of
the public at large. These entrepreneurs are defined as individuals who are
capable of adapting and responding to innovation, effecting change,
meeting new opportunities, and using resources from their environment
(Davis, 2002). Drayton proposes several characteristics of social entrepre-
neurs: they achieve powerful and forceful systemic change, they are creative,
the projects they establish have the potential to influence broad circles,
and they have a strongly moral personality. In other words, the entrepreneur
works in the world to create a society that is consonant with his/her
vision. Accordingly, it is important that such entrepreneurs be able both
to set goals and to solve problems. If either of these capacities is lacking,
meaningful social change is unlikely. Entrepreneurs differ from ordinary
professionals, who confine themselves to solving their clients’ problems,
in that they attempt to achieve broad-based and comprehensive change
and are not deterred by difficulties and complex problems that take years
to resolve. Neither do they hesitate to abandon aspects of their work that
prove incapable of advancing their project. They show a healthy measure
of realism (Drayton, 2002).

Bornstein notes that social entrepreneurs attempt to establish projects in
specific areas, which are then extended after they secure initial success.
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He comments that the outcomes of some of these initiatives are very
impressive, even to the point of changing social policy. By way of exam-
ple, he mentions Jeroo Billimoria, who founded Childline, a round-the-
clock helpline for the 48 million children who live on the streets of
India. The helpline was a tremendous success and led to the unification
and enhanced efficiency of the services provided for these children. The
success of this model led to its replication in three Latin American coun-
tries, and it continues to have a strong influence on street children in
India (Bornstein, 2004). Bygrave notes that social entrepreneurs also
seek to take responsibility for their own fate and to avoid dependence on
their employers; their understanding of economic issues gives them a
sense of ownership over their activities (Bygrave, 1994).

Around the world, there is an increasingly prevalent perception
of social entrepreneurship grappling with the problems of migration,
multiculturalism, inequality, and the class structure. The principals and
educators at the “Schools of Repair” we visited are an example of such
social entrepreneurship. Further investigation is now needed in order to
discover additional schools that engage in social entrepreneurship and
social change, and to learn more about instances of excellence and
entrepreneurship within the “regular” system. Research and analysis
should also focus on the activities of organizations that seek to advance
an ideology of social Repair through problem solving and change—not
only in the educational and academic sphere, but also in the fields of
economy, culture, and politics. The potential educational value inherent
in unravelling the actions of social entrepreneurs engaged in social repair
is enormous. At the college where I teach, we launched a social entre-
preneurship program in the 2003–2004 academic year, in cooperation
with the Social Services Division of the Municipality of Jerusalem. The
students in the program are expected to supervise and participate in var-
ious project and, after completing the four-year course, launch initiatives
of their own.

After spending four months getting to know the different activities,
the students were already more intensely involved in voluntary activities
than they were in the past. After just six months, they even began to
launch their own initiatives. There is something infectious about the
enthusiasm of social entrepreneurs. We can reasonably anticipate that
the more we investigate, analyze, and activate social initiatives, the more
people will be drawn into the circle of those involved in such activities.
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N O T E S

Preface

1. See the studies of Bar-Navi and Ben-Ami (1998) and Ohana (1998) for a contemporary analysis
of the rifts in Israeli society. See Almog (1997) for discussion of the disintegration of the myth
of the Sabra.

2. The traditional Jewish term for this mending or repairing is Tikkun, translated here as “Repair.”
3. See the study of Halabi (2000), which describes the working approach and experience he

acquired in Jewish-Arab dialogue at the Peace School.
4. Established in 1974 as a progressive liberal party, Shinui made dramatic gains in 1999 after pop-

ulist party leader Tommy Lapid remodeled that party around a strong anticlericalist platform.
5. Cf. Cohen and Zisser (2003), who noted that the results of a survey held in 5761 showed that the

number of respondents who believed that the deepest rift in Israeli society was between religious and
secular Jews was more than twice the number who believed it to be between Jews and Israeli Arabs.

6. I have formulated the concept “ideal of Repair” (Tikkun) over recent years as I have become
acquainted with these schools. The concept was recently adopted by the principal of Bialik
School as an efficient term for describing the work of the school.

7. One way to ascertain the reliability of findings in qualitative research is “triangulation”—the col-
lection and cross-referencing of data from different sources prior to determining final conclu-
sions (Elliot, 1991, pp. 80–83; LaBoskey, 1992, p. 178).

Chapter 1 Neve Shalom / Wahat Al-Salam

1. The diary sections of the book were written during or shortly after the visits. In other cases, I
recorded impressions, thoughts, and descriptions of what I encountered.

2. Members of the minority group have developed various strategies for coping with their status.
One approach is to attempt to integrate in the dominant group, whether as individuals or as a
group. However, when it is difficult to move from one group to another, there is a heightened
probability of a collective struggle to achieve an alternative and more just “social covenant.”
See: Suleiman (1999), pp. 171–186.

3. Benvenisti (1996), pp. 135–155.
4. Grossman (1992), p. 8.
5. Bar Shalom (1999), p. 146.
6. See Amir’s table.
7. Mead (1974).
8. An elitist Arab school (junior high and senior high) attended by many Arab graduates of Neve

Shalom after they complete elementary studies in the community.
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Notes 149
9. The parents of children in the democratic school have already accepted the democratic

approach. It would be difficult to establish such a school with parents who favor a more author-
itarian approach.

10. Margaret Mead defines education as providing children with the tools for learning in the
pre-figurative age (Mead, ibid.).

11. Amir (1969), ibid.
12. Literally: disaster (Arabic).
13. In a lecture at David Yellin College on the subject of multiculturalism, May 2001.
14. The Peace School runs binational workshops and seminars—see p. 31.
15. For more on this model, see Halabi (2000).
16. Who provided the inspiration for the film “Stand and Deliver.”
17. Pedalino-Porter (1998).
18. See also the studies of Bekerman and Horenczyk, who describe at length the complex chal-

lenges that resulted from the opening of two bilingual schools in Jerusalem and the north of
Israel (Bekerman, Horenczyk, 2001).

19. Neve Shalom deserves the compliments of Borstein (2001), who described the community as
a “museum”—not of fossilized remnants of the past, but of future possibilities—and as a
metaphor that has made itself come true.

20. Ohana (2000), p. 104.
21. Ibid., p. 107.

Chapter 2 Bialik School

1. Amira served as the principal of the school during the preparation of the study; she recently
retired.

2. Maslow (1970).
3. Kozol (1992).
4. Harpaz (1985), pp. 31–32.
5. A description of the models may be found in: Greenberg (1992); Neill (1992).
6. Almog (1997).
7. Established in the early 1980s, Shas is an ultra-Orthodox party that has won widespread support

among religious and traditionalist Mizrachi Jews.
8. It is interesting to note that at a convention on the subject of multiculturalism, Amira was crit-

icized by the principal of a new school influenced by the Neve Shalom model. The principal,
a Palestinian Israeli, attacked her for accepting the children of collaborators, whom he considers
traitors to their people. Her response was: “If your humanism does not include these children,
who is going to care for them?”

9. In the fall of 2004, the Knesset voted to grant full Israeli citizenship to the South Lebanese
Army families living in Israel.

10. Amir (1969), chapter on Neve Shalom.
11. Bidol & Arima (1982). See also Herzog, who describes the disrespect and insensitivity that

characterized the behavior of the establishment during the absorption of Ethiopian immigrants
in the absorption centers. Bialik School presents almost the opposite example (Herzog, 1998).

12. Functional identification is found among immigrants when they do not have any ideological
identification with their new country, but are prepared to give something (work, payment of
taxes) in order to receive something in return (shelter, economic security); this as distinct from
ideological migration, such as Jewish immigration to Israel for Zionist motives.

13. In some cases, teachers paid from their own pockets to cover the cost of ER treatment for
children.

14. Gibton (2001), p. 546.
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15. Amira and the other principals in this book seem to agree, on the whole, with Sergiovanni’s
claim that it is highly inefficient to mold school management after corporate world models
(Sergiovanni, 2000). Unfortunately, in recent years this has become a popular (and, I would
argue, very negative) trend in Israeli schooling, as also reflected in the Dovrat Commission.

Chapter 3 Keshet School

1. Since the text was written, Keshet School has opened its senior-high section.
2. For further discussion of secular-religious relations in Israel, see Liebman (1990).
3. Ruti Lehavi, the visionary behind Keshet School and its first principal, now directs the

Association for the Promotion of Education in the Spirit of Keshet School. She is involved in
curricular development, encourages the opening of frameworks similar to Keshet throughout
Israel, and intends to return to the school to lead the high school which is currently being con-
structed as a continuation for the junior-high section.

4. A large number of organizations in Israel create encounters between Jews of different religious
orientations. Melitz and Gesher are just two examples of bodies that organize various types of
encounters.

5. See the discussion in Sheleg (2000) regarding the creation of a new form of Jewish religiosity
that he terms “post-Orthodoxy.”

6. Tali is a Hebrew acronym for “Enhanced Jewish Studies.”
7. See a similar example in the study of Weil and Roer-Strier on Keshet School (2000), p. 43.
8. In a semiautobiographical study, Zimran (1991) describes the developments at the

Experimental School during his term of office as principal.
9. Zimran, What, You’re a Child?. op. cit., p. 280.

10. Amir (1969), in the chapter on Neve Shalom.
11. Erikson (1968).
12. Gershom Sholem, in Oroon (1998), p. 42.
13. Kasher (2000), p. 28.

Chapter 4 Kedma School

1. This situation closely resembles the experience in the United States, where streaming was used
as an instrument for the desegregation of African Americans. See Wood (1993), p. 67.

2. Harrington (1979).
3. From a lecture by Avraham Hammou (2001), head of the Hammou Institute and formerly

head of the Youth Division in the Israel Police. The findings quoted are taken from his MA
thesis.

4. Delpin elaborated the concept of the culture of power. Those who have power deny its existence;
those who lack power are more aware of its presence; Delpin (1995).

5. Bidol & Arima (1982). See also Landsman (2001), who emphasizes that minority students do
not see reflections of their culture in the school setting (p. 65).

6. One characteristic of young people in this situation is a constant tendency to test limits, as if the
student is trying to ascertain whether they will still be accepted even if they misbehave.

7. Ariella Bairy-Ben Ishay wrote a doctorate thesis on the work of the supervising teachers (Bairy-Ben
Ishay, 1998).

8. Though the figures are unclear, the success rate for the first class of students in Kedma is 
40 percent, compared to 6 percent in similar underprivileged neighborhoods. In many subjects,
the success rate was close to 100 percent.

Notes150
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Notes 151
9. The reference is to a residential facility of the Youth Custody Service for children who cannot

live at home. A number of students in Kedma live in such facilities.
10. Thick gold chains are considered a hallmark of the working-class Mizrachi male.
11. Professor of Sociology at Tel Aviv University who is himself of Mizrachi origin and has writ-

ten on numerous subjects relevant to the issues addressed by Kedma School (trans.).
12. Delpin (1995) proposes that children should be taught to speak according to the appropriate

cultural context in each given situation. For example, “public language” may be practiced
through role-playing, drama, simulated newscasts, etc. In this way, the students learn that dif-
ferent languages are appropriate for different situations (Delpin, p. 53).

13. Nelson-Barber (1982) argues that there is a close affinity between language and cultural affilia-
tion. Barber studied Native American students in the United States, and found that children in
the 1st–3rd grades spoke a very similar dialect to that of their teachers. From the 4th grade,
however, the children switched to the local dialect. Barber assumes that this is related to the
children’s desire to express their affiliation to an ethnic group to which they wish to belong.

14. From a lecture by Dan Orian at a conference on the subject of qualitative research, Tel Aviv
University, September 10–11, 2001.

15. Meeting between Yehudah Shenhav and the teachers at Kedma, March 5, 2001.
16. Mayor of Jerusalem at the time.
17. The reference is to the Israeli “Black Panther,” movement, named after the American Black

movement. The Israeli Black Panther group emerged during the 1970s, demanding equality
and justice for Mizrachi Jews, particularly those in underprivileged neighborhoods such as the
Katamonim.

18. The school includes children from different ethnic backgrounds, but all share a low socioeco-
nomic status.

19. Not all Mizrachim shared the experiences noted here, while some Ashkenazim also
experienced rejection. While the ethnic divide is not completely indicative, it is statistically
significant.

20. See Herzog (1998), who shows how the lessons of immigrant absorption in the 1950s were
ignored during the absorption of Ethiopian immigrants at absorption centers in the late 1980s.

Chapter 5 The Democratic School in Hadera

1. Quoted in Power et al. (1989).
2. Greenberg (1998).
3. Indeed, the school states that the forum for learning is not the school as an institution, but life

as a whole. The concept of learning is expanded to include “all the experiences an individual
undergoes during their life,” while the traditional approach included only “what happens in
schools” (Harrington, 1979).

4. This approach reminded me of my Ph.D. studies in New York. We were permitted to build
our own personal timetable, with the approval of our supervisor, and to take courses at
Teachers College, Columbia University and other schools in the area.

5. For a detailed examination of this school, see Zimran, What, You’re a Child? op. cit.
6. Kozol, in Cohen (1983), pp. 154–156.
7. An examination of his installations shows that they do not raise any safety concerns. The student

who makes these comments speaks well and is self-confident. A brief inquiry reveals that he
only started to read in 3rd grade.

8. The work of the unit has been dramatically curtailed recently due to policy changes.
9. For a detailed discussion of the difficulties encountered in creating change in schools, see

Sarason (1996).
10. In Power et al. (1989).
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11. The emphasis on the “here and now” is reminiscent of both humanistic psychology and the
theory of Zen. The founder, Yaacov Hecht, was a psychologist. Although he himself has
advanced degrees, he has noted that the high proportion of graduates of the Democratic School
who have matriculation certificates and an academic education is a sign of “failure.”

12. For an analysis of the phenomenon of the covert curriculum, see Power (1989), p. 21.
13. Power, Lawrence Kohlberg op. cit., p. 24.
14. See the study of Goldenberg (1998) on the impact of the school on the students’ attitudes.
15. Greenberg (1992), p. 65.
16. Scarsdale Alternative School.
17. From a personal conversation (March 29, 2004).
18. See Swirski (1990, 1995).
19. An interesting finding may be noted in this context. When a comparative survey was carried

out examining issues of freedom and equality as perceived by Americans and Europeans, the
interviewers posed the following question: “Are you for or against government intervention in
order to redress the gap in income created due to the free market?” An overwhelming majority
of Americans (80 percent) were against such intervention, whereas some 60 percent of
Germans supported it. Eighty percent of Italian and Austrian respondents agreed that the state
should redress the imbalances created by the free market (Beck, 2002, p. 234). In Israeli society,
the pendulum appears to have swung to the “American” side in an extreme manner.

20. An American publicist and thinker who is influential among left-wing social circles in the
United States and exerted influence during the Clinton administration. Lerner is editor of the
magazine Tikkun, which provides a platform for social criticism.

21. Neill (1992).
22. It should be mentioned that Yaakov Hecht has subsequently initiated the opening of 32 dem-

ocratic schools in different parts of Israel, including disadvantaged neighborhoods.

Chapter 6 Comparison and Conclusion

1. See Kuhn’s discussion of scientific revolutions (Kuhn, 1962).
2. Sternhal (1996) notes the possibility that the choice of an unequal “market” society was made

at a relatively early stage in the development of the future State of Israel.
3. I owe the term “communities of difference” to Professor Yitzhak Kashti. Kashti has urged

researchers to study and examine the communities of difference in order to enhance their
awareness of the processes that led to the emergence of these communities. He argues that
mechanisms of tolerance and solidarity are weakening, and the ability to reinforce these mech-
anisms depends on ensuring that each distinct community enjoys recognition and is able to
make its voice heard (Kashti, 2001, pp. 3–4).

4. In this respect, they respond to the warning noted by Freire and Faundez of a disconnection
between intellectuals engaged in abstract discourse and the actual needs of the populations they
address (Freire & Faundez, 1989).

5. Bruno Hussar—the Christian priest who first suggested the idea of a joint Jewish-Arab com-
munity. Neve Shalom is the realization of his vision.

6. Bruner (2000), p. 101.
7. Durkheim (1951).
8. Dreyfus (1981).
9. Bellah (1981, 1985).

10. As well as Dreyfus (1981) and Bellah (1981), see also the convincing critiques of Lasch (1984),
Peck (1987), and Sagan (1988) against consumerist and narcissistic culture as a chimera for the
human condition. In their own ways, each of these scholars advocates a search for communal
life and belonging in a world of disintegrating communal values. See also Etzioni (1994).
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11. Durkheim (1956).
12. Dewey (1938).
13. Rottenberg (1983).
14. Wood (1993).
15. Kaney (2002).
16. Kohl (1994), p. 124; see also Bruner (2000).
17. Wood (1993).
18. Lamm (2000), p. 21.
19. In Rudduck (1998).
20. However, the specific interpretation varies from school to school.
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