Education’s
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For years now, the Israeli public has expressed deep dissatisfaction with

the state’s education system. Media reports of disastrously poor test
scores have become routine—as have the public outcries that inevitably
follow. Indeed, according to international assessments in science and math-
ematics, for example, the average Israeli eighth-grader can only envy the
achievements of his Malaysian or Slovenian counterpart (to mention just
two of the countries that surpass Israel in these fields)."!

There are also, of course, those who decry the loss of values among
today’s youth. Such complaints range from the perennial grumblings of the
older generation about the failings of “children today” to the more serious
concerns about the consequences of pedagogic liberalism, which grants ex-
cessive precedence to student rights.” Yet by far the most common criticism
leveled at the Israeli education system deals with a specific failing, which
seemingly outweighs all other problems: inequality.”

That education is a main determinant of upward social mobility, allow-

ing the graduate to rise to positions of power and affluence, is a universally
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recognized fact. The demand for equal opportunity in education, then,
goes hand in hand with the demand for equal opportunity in the economic
sphere. The problem, so critics claim, is that the Israeli education system
does not currently ensure that students from all socioeconomic strata of so-
ciety enter the job market from the same starting gate. As a result, children
from underprivileged backgrounds have less of a chance of breaking out of
the cycle of poverty.

This critique cuts across political lines. Benjamin Netanyahu, for exam-
ple, announced prior to his second election as prime minister that “We are
caught in a crisis that can be overcome. Social gaps are widening, because of
the failure of the education system. If there is anything that can close these
gaps—it is a good education system.”® Former Minister of Education Yael
(Yuli) Tamir, who hails from the opposite end of the political spectrum simi-
larly stated that “inequality of opportunity” was the main problem she faced
upon assuming office.” This view has become a rare point of consensus in Is-
rael’s famously factious public discourse; the same arguments are presented
even by academics and journalists who advocate radical socialist agendas.
It is hardly surprising, then, that the issue of equality figures prominently in
setting educational policy. The clearest example is the Dovrat Commission,
appointed by the Israeli government in 2003 with the goal of conducting
“a comprehensive examination of the Israeli education system and recom-
mending an inclusive plan for change—pedagogical, structural, and organi-
zational—as well as outlining a means of implementing it.” Entitled Because
Every Child Deserves More, the commission’s official report asserted that the
purpose of the education system is to create a “shared foundation” for Is-
rael’s diverse populations and sectors, thereby “provid[ing] an equal oppor-
tunity through education, which is required for realizing each individual’s
potential and earning a respectable living in the modern economy.””

The approach that views education as an instrument whose main pur-
pose is the implementation of a certain kind of social justice has become, it
would seem, beyond reproach. Its dominance makes it difficult to entertain

any alternative purpose for the country’s failing school system; it also cre-
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ates the impression that this has always been the alpha and omega of Israeli
education. According to Shlomo Swirski, one of Israel’s prominent “critical”
sociologists, for more than a century the school has been perceived “as an
institution operating, as it were, outside the boundaries of society in order
to increase equality between social classes, by way of offering every student
an equal opportunity to succeed in his or her studies and ascend the social
ladder.”®

In truth, however, up until a few decades ago, the Israeli education
system had a very different goal in mind. Its main aim was not the advance-
ment of social equality per se, but rather the cultivation of the student’s
moral fiber. Not surprisingly, this pedagogic position has been shunted aside
over time: It hardly meshes with the liberal view that reigns supreme in the
Israeli academy. Unfortunately, public discourse in Israel has been made all
the poorer for it. If we truly seek more effective methods of addressing the
challenges that confront Israel’s education system, we would do well to take a
second look at the principles that guided it in the past. They may yet afford

us some good ideas on how to contend with the current predicament.

Until at least the 1960s, Israeli educators took it for granted that their
primary role was to mold students’ character. This approach is stated
in the first-ever work to be published in Mandatory Palestine on the subject
of secondary education.” The authors of the essays featured in the 1939
compendium all concurred that the goal of high school is the “education
of the mind” and the “cultivation of virtues” (to use the terms coined by
the volume’s editor, philosophy professor Leon Roth). If “education of the
mind” refers to those studies aimed at developing students’ intellectual ca-
pacities, such as mathematics, then the “cultivation of virtues” denotes the
shaping of those same students into civically and morally conscientious in-
dividuals. Alexander Dushkin, a professor of education and founder of The
Hebrew University Secondary School, begins his essay by stating, “All agree

that the principal task [of education] is to develop the student’s character.”"
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To the question “Who is our virtuous person?” he answers that such a per-
son exhibits “all five of our classic character types” or paragons, i.e., the
maskil (man of Enlightenment), the Hasid (pious man), the ralmid chacham
(student of Torah), the Zionist, and the pioneer."'

Another strong advocate of the “cultivation of virtues” was the historian
Jacob Katz, who ran a seminary for teachers until 1950. In a 1954 lecture
at a conference of the Association of High Schools in Israel, Katz explained,
“At the end of the day, civic education cannot succeed unless there may
be found individuals of worthy qualities, who are prepared to uphold
the ideal they were taught to emulate.” Cultivation of virtues, he added,
“means that the moral demands made of society as a whole are transformed
through moral teaching into personal qualities, inculcated in those indi-
viduals whose education has succeeded.”'” The ultimate goal, Katz stressed,
is not simply to produce law-abiding citizens, but to mold highly moral
individuals, men and women who are deeply committed to contributing
to the betterment of their society. Education, he wrote, aims to “bring the
student to act above and beyond the call of duty, as society can set only the
most minimal of requirements for the masses, whereas from those unique
individuals—whom we esteem as particularly vircuous—we demand more.
We expect them to go above and beyond the call of duty, and they expect
it of themselves. Increasing the number of such worthy individuals is the
purpose of moral education.”"?

The specific content of moral and civic education, revered as it was by
Israel’s pioneering teachers, was a much debated question. One prevalent
opinion held that education should inculcate in the student those civic
virtues required for citizenship in a free society. In the introduction to
the compilation of essays he edited on the subject, Leon Roth argued that
the upright citizen must treat his fellow man with respect, aspire to world
peace, and, above all, “know the political system and assume an active part
in it. After all, the guiding principle of democracy is: There is no govern-
ment but self—govczrnment.”14 In a similar vein, renowned educator Ernst

Akiba Simon pointed out that “the most dependable means of realizing
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those qualities that endow one with self-restraint and self-government is
education.”"

Many educators and public officials who took part in that discussion
championed “classical” or “humanist” education as an essential means of
raising the moral and cultural standards of the country’s youth. Addressing a
group of high-school principals in 1952, historian Ben-Zion Dinor, then min-
ister of education, said that “we [Jews] are a classical nation, that is, a nation
whose scholarship, philosophy, individual and collective thought has achieved
perfect linguistic and literary form. That form has for centuries embodied an
ideal, a model, a paradigm to be emulated. We are a classical nation in another
sense as well: We—that is, our historically conscientious nation—have man-
aged to create our own lifestyle and human image.”'® Roth advocated a more
universalist approach when he explained that a humanist education is the
study of the “unique quality” of man as reflected in the classics—the master-
pieces of humanity.'” Indeed, the decisive power that the study of the classics
of both Jewish and other great civilizations holds for shaping students’ moral
dispositions was at that time universally acknowledged.

The importance of a humanist education was at the time widely recog-
nized in Israeli political circles as well. In 1963, the governing Labor Party’s
Committee on Education produced a report welcoming any technologi-
cal innovation that might liberate workers from unnecessary physical toil.

Nevertheless, it said,

The Labor Party cannot submit to the idea that the future of humanity de-
pends solely on the race for technological advancement. The future of de-
mocracy, man’s free will, freedom of thought and inquiry—all depend on
the concept of liberty, the capacity for free thinking and the ability to tell
right from wrong—in other words, on humanist values. Only humanism
can conserve man’s spiritual freedom and personal individuality. Through
humanist education—not necessarily Latin, but history, literature, art,
Bible—students are inculcated with aesthetic and moral values, taught to
develop their cognitive skills, liberated from superstitions, and brought to

recognize their minuteness in the face of the cosmos. '8
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Of course, moral instruction was not intended to replace the provision
of professional training. The elusive balance between an education that ena-
bles students to obtain personal and professional success and an education
intended to fashion them into “better” people was a subject addressed by,
among others, then principal of Haifa’s Hebrew Reali School, accomplished
educator Joseph Bentwich. In his book Education in the State of Israel (1960),
Bentwich claims that the principal goal of post-primary education is “edify-
ing the individual.” Naturally, he wrote, this objective is today accompanied
by the need for vocational training, since “every able young person desires
to achieve financial independence.” However, “the term ‘vocational training’
must be understood in its broad sense, encompassing general studies of sub-
jects such as mathematics and foreign languages.”"” Since students have not
yet fixed their life’s course, it is incumbent upon educators to equip them
with the tools necessary to choose between various professional alternatives.
And yet, while this aspect is certainly important, he continued, “the danger
of overemphasizing [it] cannot be ignored,” especially when it threatens to
overtake the goal of creating virtuous human beings. Recalling a similar
statement made by David Ben-Gurion in this context, Bentwich concluded
that young people must “beware of the tendency to view ‘success’ in life as
their ultimate purpose.”*’

The current state of Israeli education would appear to justify Ben-
Gurion’s and Bentwich’s concern—although it is doubtful even they could
have anticipated just how dramatic a shift would occur not only in the value

system of the students, but also in the priorities of their educators.

erhaps surprisingly, the issue of equality did not seem to trouble the
P pedagogues of the 1950s. Early educational theory did not advo-
cate lifting all of Israel’s students up to the same level. On the contrary, it
acknowledged the differences between their natural dispositions, and,
instead of striving to eliminate these differences at all costs, attempted to

create a system that would make the best of them.
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At the time, the commonly held view was that only a minority of
school-age boys and girls—30 percent, according to some estimates—was
capable of higher education.?" It was thus imperative to establish a threshold
for admission to high school. The sort of education it offered was simply not
suitable for everyone.

Calls for restricting acceptance to high school were generally justified
by the claim that admitting students who were ill-suited to the institution
invariably caused two problems. The first was a high dropout rate: Many
of those who had begun their high-school education were unable to com-
plete it. This phenomenon was a source of great concern for professionals
in the field. Aaron Kleinberger, a professor of education, spoke out against
“the dissemination of an egalitarian, democratic ideology,” maintaining
that the percentage of students who were being accepted to secondary
schooling was too high. This, he claimed, was the reason for the dropout
rate, citing research that showed that the problem was caused by failure
in school, rather than by financial difficulties at home. “Hence,” he wrote,
“we must come to the conclusion that only the right students will be se-
lected. No good will come of accepting those youths who are unsuitable
for academic studies.”* Meanwhile, noted historian Joshua Prawer, who
was deeply involved in the organization of the Israeli education system,
praised the “healthy and commendable aspiration of youths and their par-
ents not to be content with elementary schooling, but to continue their
education in high school.” Unfortunately, he conceded, “only a minority
will choose of their own accord to attend a vocational high school.” The
result was invariably a high dropout rate, which in turn meant “misused
teaching resources... wasted money, and a loss in labor power for the
national economy”*—to say nothing of the social threat posed by a large
group of young adults who were effectively on the street until drafted into
the army.

The second problematic consequence of lax high-school admission re-
quirements, according to Israel’s early education theorists, was the decline in

academic standards. This sensitive issue was raised in a briefing presented to
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the Labor Party Committee on Education by Michael Ziv, then director of
secondary studies in the Ministry of Education. Ziv argued that in order to
maintain the level and quality of theoretical studies, a more rigorous high-
school admission process must be implemented. “If the goal is to ensure the
quality of secondary education, one that is on a par with the overall level of
high schools—particularly in Europe—we cannot at the same time main-
tain that it is possible and preferable for the youth and general public that
anyone who wishes to attend high school should be able to do so.”** Like-
wise, Zalman Aran, who served as minister of education in 1955-1960 and
again in 1963-1969, often spoke of the need for governmental direction of
students toward different types of post-elementary education. While every
parent wants his or her child to attend high school, he insisted, “some are
cut out for theoretical-academic studies, while others—who may be excel-
lent young people—are nonetheless suited for other things.”

In today’s politically correct climate, such statements would undoubt-
edly be slammed as blatant elitism. But half a century ago, conventional
wisdom held that students naturally varied in their abilities—even if the
social ramifications of this variance were not explicitly voiced. One note-
worthy exception was a lecture given by Ernst Akiba Simon in 1953 at a
conference on “The Problems of High School.” Simon, who had once been
a member of Brit Shalom the peace group, knew all too well that the very
discussion of the need to create an “elite” would make his audience uncom-
fortable. “I approach this talk with a sincere feeling of trepidation,” he said,
and proceeded to recount the critical response elicited by a seminar he had
given on the subject. “It was as if these excellent students no longer knew
their teacher. They had considered him, whether justly or not, a progres-
sive individual, someone on the left side of the spectrum, and there he was,
talking about an elite.”?® But this highly charged concept, Simon insisted,
had been abused, since “There is no country in the world that could exist
without [it].”?” In the Israeli case, he continued, the need was particularly
acute: Prior to the Holocaust, the Jewish people enjoyed an excess of in-

tellectual resources. However, in face of “the slaughter in Europe and the
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particular nature of the mass immigration to Israel today, we are a people
suffering a severe intellectual and professional deficiency. The role of sec-
ondary schooling today is to educate a new elite.... No other institution
will fulfill this role.”*®

Apologetic tone aside, Simon was merely expressing what had been
common wisdom among leading pedagogues during the early years of the
state. And while some of the terms he uses might offend our egalitarian sen-
sibilities, politicians and educators in the state’s formative years saw noth-
ing wrong with the idea of promoting an intellectual elite. As far as they
were concerned, such a goal did not contradict the principles of justice and
equality; for the education system to be just, they believed, it simply had to
predicate admission to school on the student’s academic qualifications, rath-
er than his or her family’s financial standing. Indeed, the Fraenkel Commit-
tee, appointed by the Ministry of Education in the early 1950s, cautioned
that the high tuition rates meant that students were “mostly judged by their
parents’ pocketbooks and not their own ability or aptitude.””

This view of justice rested on a concept of equality that fundamentally
differs from that which is widely accepted today. The founders of Israel’s
school system did not believe that an elitist education was incongruent with
a policy of equality. During a 1962 discussion on the subject, Michael Ziv
stated that “the principle of equal opportunity for all is universally accepted.
[Public] education must offer each and every student the full possibility to
develop all of his skills.” On the basis of this axiom, however, Ziv reached
conclusions that appear quite antithetical to the educational paradigm
prevalent today: “It is my opinion that beginning in the seventh year of
schooling, we must not allow those children who are gifted and capable of
receiving broader, larger, and deeper spiritual nourishment to be deprived
because there are other children of the same age, in the same class, who
cannot digest such a rich diet.” Hence, he continued, the design of the post-
elementary school system “should not deprive those who are less capable of
spiritual digestion, nor should it impede the development of those who are

capable of digesting more.”*
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Put simply, for the founders and shapers of the Israeli education system,
ensuring equality of education in secondary schooling was not a goal in and
of itself. As they saw it, post-elementary education had other purposes, such
as molding students’ characters, creating a breeding ground for future lead-
ership, and inculcating an appreciation for high culture. In all these areas,
they believed, students should indeed be treated equally: No one student
was to be favored over another on the basis of national or ethnic origin,
for example, or his family’s financial status. Moreover, whenever a gifted
student lacked financial resources, he or she should be given a helping hand.
Yet school enrollment should most certainly not be open to everyone merely
for the purpose of improving the chances of social mobility among youths
from underprivileged backgrounds. In other words, equality was a condi-
tion that had to be ensured in order to achieve the ultimate goal, but was not
to be seen as an end in itself.

The following example effectively illustrates the difference between
these two approaches to education. In 1961, Nathan André Chouraqui,
Prime Minister David Ben-Gurion’s adviser on the integration of Jews from
Muslim countries into Israeli society, warned in a report that “a yawning gap
separates the income levels of Israelis from different national and cultural
backgrounds.” He went on to make several recommendations for tackling
the problem, including the provision of assistance to large families and im-
proving the living conditions of the underprivileged. The bulk of his recom-
mendations, however, focused on education. Among them were proposals
for increasing the number of scholarships offered to university students,
instituting a longer school day, and providing educational programs for
preschoolers. By far the most pressing need, he insisted, was the establish-
ment of a scholarship fund to encourage youths from low-income families
to attend secondary school and obtain a higher education.”!

Ben-Gurion’s response to Chouraqui’s recommendations is enlight-
ening. “I view [our] educational mission in the near future as [being as]
important as our security needs,” Ben-Gurion stated, concurring that “it

is necessary to ensure a post-elementary education for every boy and girl

AUTUMN §771 / 2010 ® 67



in Israel at the expense of the state,” and perhaps even to guarantee, in the
long term, that every able young adult will receive a higher education. In-
sisting that “I do not consider this to be a utopian ambition—rather, I see
it as a very real, crucial, and necessary need,” he emphasized that this was
“the only effective means for integrating various immigrant communities
[into Israeli society].” At the same time, however, he said, “my concern is
not only for the integration of immigrants.... We are required to elevate
our nation to the highest level of our times, not only intellectually but also
morally.”??

Clearly, Ben-Gurion’s vision of Israeli education was very different from
that of his adviser Chouraqui. The prime minister assigned the utmost im-
portance to the cultural and ethical advancement of Israeli society; using
the education system as a means of obtaining equal opportunity is not even
mentioned in his response. In this, Ben-Gurion was guided by the same
principles espoused by the prominent educators of his time. Over the years,
however, these principles gradually dissipated, while Chouraqui’s view be-

came the governing paradigm of Israel’s educational policy.

How are we to understand this profound paradigm shift in Israel’s
education system? How was the goal of moral improvement—the
paramount concern for 1960s educators—replaced with that of equality?
In order to answer this question, it must first be noted that Israel is
hardly a unique case in this regard. Similar paradigm shifts have occurred
in many other Western countries. American pedagogical theory, for exam-
ple, was originally not so different from its Israeli counterpart, as evidenced
by a 1950 report issued by a special Harvard committee on secondary edu-
cation in the United States. Comprising a broad spectrum of intellectuals
and experts, the committee concluded that general education in the United
States is intended to develop those “characteristics (traits of mind and char-
acter) [that] are necessary for anything like a full and responsible life in our

society.” To this end, it must be concerned with “truths which none can
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be free to ignore, if one is to have that wisdom through which life can be-
come useful. These are the truths concerning the structure of the good life
and concerning the factual conditions by which it may be achieved, truths
comprising the goals of the free society.”* Nevertheless, the report went on
to say, because people differ from one another in their skills and talents,
secondary-school curricula should also not be all of one mold; rather, they
should be designed so that even those with lesser capacities for ideas will
be able to acquire the knowledge they need, as well as the proper moral
qualities.**

The Harvard committee members did not try to solve the problem
of social inequality. On the contrary, they saw it as a given. The position
they articulated was akin to the one embraced by their Israeli counterparts:
Though one certainly hopes that all talented students will have access to
higher education, the focus of a country’s education system must be else-
where—primarily, on the development of those virtues essential to a func-
tioning citizenry in a democratic society.

This educational philosophy largely reflects the republican sentiment
that characterized American political discourse in the 1950s. Republicanism
encourages civic participation in public matters and assigns the government
an indispensable role in its advancement. By definition, a republican politi-
cal system cannot remain indifferent to the values imparted by its education
system; rather, it must encourage the moral and civic virtues that make
enlightened self-government possible, and align itself with a particular con-
ception of the “good life” and the “general good.”®

The republican vision has today fallen out of favor in both the United
States and Israel. No longer the hegemonic ideology in the corridors of
power, it has been replaced with a liberal doctrine whose understanding
of the role of politics and government is altogether different. The liberal
approach maintains that every citizen should be free to choose his own
values and conception of the “good life,” so as long as he does no harm to
others. The role of government, according to this view, is strictly to secure

those rights that citizens require in order to realize their chosen objectives.
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As to the question of what makes this or that objective morally accept-
able—that is a matter for the citizens to decide for themselves.*

There are, of course, important differences between Israeli pedagogical
discourse of the 1950s and the American republican ideal.’” Yet the com-
parison between them serves to highlight the principles shared by educators
in both places at the time. Today, too, Israeli and American educational phi-
losophies share a common foundation—although this time, they are based
on an ideology of pronounced liberalism.?

Some of the most vocal participants in today’s debate over education
would likely reject the label “liberal,” preferring instead to attach it (along
with the derogatory “neo-liberal”) to their opponents. And yet, although
they support different—and sometimes even opposing—political agendas,
most of them, including those of a radical or critical persuasion, adhere
to precisely the same liberal assumptions. They tend, for example, to turn a
blind eye to questions of virtue and moral conduct. More important, they
all share the belief that the chief objective of an education system—and thus
the criterion by which its performance should be evaluated—is the advance-
ment of equal economic opportunity.

Contrary to appearances, advocacy of economic equality does not nec-
essarily stem from a socialist or neo-Marxist ideology. It is, in fact, charac-
teristic of a liberal-capitalist worldview. While the latter does not consider
inequality that results from free-market forces to be morally problematic, it
strongly opposes inherited inequality. From the liberal perspective, people
differ from one another in their skills and inclinations, and consequently in
their accomplishments. But parental indigence should not by rights harm a
child’s chances for success. The state must therefore ensure that all children
enjoy equal opportunity at the outset—and where better to level the playing
field than in a country’s public education system?

This moral outlook is buttressed by important economic justifications:
According to the “human-capital investment” theory, which emerged in
the late 1950s, the number of years one spends in school affects his fu-

ture income level. Indeed, today, education is considered the single most

70 * AZURE



worthwhile long-term investment. There is no better way, then, of securing
upward mobility than by providing children from poor homes with good
schooling. Yet this argument—uncontested in both the United States* and
Israel**—is relevant only to developed economies that maintain a free-wage
market. It is not by chance that the argument was formulated in post-World
War II America®!; such a theory simply could not have gained prominence
in an agricultural society, or in countries where wages are regulated by the
government. Under such conditions, education is not a particularly effective
means of ensuring high levels of income. It is not surprising, then, that up
until the 1960s, European socialists showed little interest in secondary edu-
cation, and certainly did not view it as a way to promote economic equality.
Their attention was directed toward equality of rewards, in the framework
of the welfare state, rather than equality of opportunity. Only since the
1970s or so, after recognizing the connection between increased education
and social mobility, has European policy grown closer to the American one,
focusing more on providing equal opportunity through education.*?

While the economic rationale has only strengthened the contemporary
liberal approach to education, its potency owes a great deal to a moral senti-
ment that rejects the notion of an unbreakable bond between a person and
the race, ethnicity, class, or gender into which he was born.* This individu-
alistic disposition, which has become something of a dogma in the West,
balks at attributing any collective traits to groups defined by nonvoluntary
factors. Consequently, the claim that some people are simply less capable
than others evokes unease, even though it is a statement about individuals,
not groups. Remarking that “certain students are more talented than their
peers’—a common observation among educators in the 1950s—would
today be unacceptable. No one would dare to express such a blatantly elit-
ist—and, some would add, racist—opinion publicly.

Under the influence of these conventions, pedagogical discourse has
been defined by the belief that it is not enough for the education system
to be administered in a just manner; instead, it must also serve as a means

of administering justice (at least in the contemporary liberal sense). Some
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would even go as far as to say that this is the primary role of education. It fol-
lows that schools can no longer simply zreat their students equally. It is now
their duty to direct their efforts toward achieving equality among students.
This belief has caused its devout adherents to launch scathing criticisms
against educational programs they see as challenging the egalitarian ideal,
such as schools for the gifted. Even the education children receive at home
is not above criticism, since it, too, perpetuates unfair advantages from one
generation to the next. Na'ama Shefi, head of the School of Communica-
tions at Sapir Academic College and an outspoken advocate of egalitarian
education, has stated in this context, “The familiar, inequitable pattern in
which the educated beget educated children and the uneducated replicate
themselves must be broken.”#4

Thus has the identification between education and the advancement of
economic equality become an indisputable principle in public discourse.
Some of the most significant charges currently brought against the per-
formance of Israel’s school system cite the documented correlation between
academic success and group-identity factors (such as one’s country of origin,
sex, or place of residence) as proof of the system’s colossal failure.*> The mor-
al fervor of these charges, along with the fact that the country’s politicians
and policymakers largely share their underlying premises, have effectively
overshadowed the fact that there are alternative ways to understand the role

of education and put it into practice.

To be sure, liberal education has recently come under fire,
primarily because its tendency “to place the child at the center”
has been blamed for giving rise to a deeply narcissistic generation.® Yet
the consensus surrounding the goals of liberal education has remained
unchallenged. Even as some of the old pedagogical ideals, such as the cul-
tivation of virtues, have resurfaced in popular discourse, they are almost
always mentioned in the same breath as egalitarianism, despite the fact that

the two paradigms are different—and to a large degree contradictory.””
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The main objectives celebrated by Israeli educators of the 1950s have
all but disappeared from the national discourse on education, leaving
behind but a few superficial traces. All that remains of the lofty ideal of
moral edification, for instance, is a general recognition of the need to “teach
values,” a term used primarily to signify the encouragement of vague patri-
otic feelings. The call for providing our youth with a broad education has
likewise faded away, replaced by all manner of clichés about the cultivation
of “excellence”—a term now mainly associated with financial success. To-
day’s “outstanding” students are expected to enter the business world or the
high-tech industry, and not the realms of politics, culture, the arts, or the
social sciences.

In the United States and Europe, there are time-honored, venerable
educational traditions that stand apart from the liberal model, and that still
hold ground in elite schools and colleges. This is not the case in Israel, how-
ever. Leaving aside the system of religious schools, the only real alternative
to the prevalent pedagogical model is that of “democratic schools,” in which
students are treated as full, equal partners in the learning process, thereby
exacerbating the liberal drift.*®

The pedagogic theories of the 1950s invite us to extend our horizons
beyond the liberal paradigm. After all, the improvement of children’s char-
acter is still considered by many to be a worthy cause, certainly one which
they uphold in their personal lives. True, moral edification alone will not
ensure a just society, nor is it an easy task in today’s multicultural reality to
determine which qualities should be nurtured. Such difficulties, however,
are no reason to dismiss this ideal altogether. Unfortunately, today’s public
discourse on the topic has become so shallow and superficial that it severely
undermines our ability to outline educational objectives and methods for
their attainment. The educators of previous generations can remind us of
the importance of the task before us, but adapting their ideals to today’s
society will require work of our own.

Unfortunately, the example set for us by old-fashioned pedagogy high-

lights yet another fundamental flaw in the present situation: the severe
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decline in the quality of education offered by Israel’s public school system.
It is difficult to determine the exact degree to which the academic level has
deteriorated in comparison with previous years; the social sciences have
developed sophisticated measures for gauging inequality, but not quality of
education. Nonetheless, it is almost a commonplace today that Israeli high-
school graduates are not held to the same standards as their peers in past
generations, let alone their peers in other countries.

If we were to judge by the general sentiment governing the debate over
schooling today, none of this should come as a surprise. Indeed, one would
be hard-pressed to find any justification for a general liberal-arts education
at all. Whereas in the past, education of this sort was associated with intel-
lectual depth, the ability to appreciate high culture, and above all the refine-
ment of moral judgment, today it connotes an indulgence we can ill afford:
Why should anyone take the trouble to acquire an education that does not
produce immediate, measurable results?

Concern for broadening students’ horizons has been replaced with
concern for equality. But educational egalitarianism bears a price tag. There
is a strong and clear link—though not an inevitable one—between the
demand for equality and the deterioration of academic standards in Israeli
schools.*” As Alexis de Tocqueville understood, egalitarian aspirations often
go hand in hand with leveling tendencies—and the Israeli education system
certainly seems to bear this observation out. Perhaps, then, it is time we
paid more attention to the educational principles of the system’s founding
fathers; their notion of equality did not negate elitism, but aimed rather to
create an intellectual class whose members came from all economic levels,
social groups, and ethnic backgrounds.*

Those times, it should be noted, were no different from our own with
regard to the mistrust of the term “elite,” and often with good reason. For
one, the concept can easily be used as a fagade to mask special privileges re-
served for a certain class or social group—a situation that any enlightened,

democratic society must take every step to avoid. The Israeli education
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system, however, has swung to the opposite extreme. Certainly we have
no need for a localized version of snobbish preparatory schools such as
Eton, which cater primarily to children of privileged families. But is there
truly no value to academic institutions that maintain rigorous admission
standards? Is it really so improbable that the insistence on placing gifted
students together with weaker ones ultimately harms the quality of the
learning process? To make a proposition of this kind today is perceived
as defending an evil, corrupt social structure. When Professor Menahem
Magidor, president of the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, spoke in favor
of “a separation between an elite education system for the encouragement
of academic excellence and an education system for the masses,” he was
severely criticized by Yossi Dahan, a philosophy lecturer and social activ-
ist, who accused him of striving to create “a caste society, [an] educational
feudalism of sorts.”!

In any case, the question remains: Are the objectives defined by the
Israeli education system even attainable? The system’s ultimate goal—equal
opportunity—is intended to neutralize or even undo the effects of extracur-
ricular factors on students’ success, and yet sociological research has shown
time and again that a child’s home life has a decisive effect on his or her
success in school. Such influence cannot be canceled out simply by increas-
ing the hours spent in class or improving school facilities.’> Active, even
invasive involvement on the part of the state in its citizens’ family life could
perhaps reduce disparities between them; but does anybody really want such
intervention?

For the most part, the appropriation of the country’s education sys-
tem as a means of realizing an ultimately impracticable ideal has proven
to be more detrimental than beneficial. The almost exclusive focus on
egalitarianism has had the opposite effect than the one intended: Many
parents are dissatisfied with their children’s education, and those with the
means to do so send their children to private schools. All of which, of

course, has only made equality a more distant goal. The teachers of previous
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generations would have been far from pleased with the performance of to-

day’s education system. Maybe it’s time we gave their views a fair hearing.

Learning from those who came before us—that, too, is the sign of a good
& & &

education.

Avner Molcho has a doctorate in history from Tel Aviv University.
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