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Abstract

This review of ultra-Orthodox education in Israel is intended to provide
Israeli educators and policymakers, as well as others who are interested
in this important topic, with up-to-date information about the subject.
The ultra-Orthodox education system, which currently serves nearly 20%
of all pupils in the country, continues to grow; in another twenty years
the figure is expected to rise to 30%. The system has enjoyed autonomy
since the state was founded; its various components are run by private
entities. Thanks to these features of the ultra-Orthodox school system,
much of what takes place inside it has tended to escape the notice of
national policymakers and the public at large. In view of its expansion
and power today, there is an increased need to acquire familiarity with
its components and internal processes and to devise a clear and effective
policy that will benefit both the ultra-Orthodox educational system and
the state.

One conspicuous feature of the ultra-Orthodox education system in
Israel is the separation and isolation of its elements. Most prominent is
its gender segregation, to the point that in fact there are two separate
systems, one for boys and one for girls, that are totally independent of
each other. There is also an organizational division among institutions,
based on the pupils’ age: preschools, eight-year primary schools (Talmud
Torahs for boys and elementary schools for girls), and post-primary
institutions (yeshivas for boys and seminaries for girls). Moreover, the
ultra-Orthodox education system has six different legal statuses that
affect its relations with the Education Ministry in aspects of funding and

pedagogical autonomy.
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The boys’ system begins at age three in a heyder. Already at this tender
age the children are taught to read and write, with the center of their lives
shaped to play out in the world of Torah scholars. Accordingly, the system
focuses on developing the pupils’ cognitive and scholastic abilities. Many
of these preschools (heyders) operate in the same building as the primary
schools, known as Talmud Torahs, reflecting an ideology of uninterrupted
learning as well as economic considerations. The kindergarten for five-
year-olds is known as a mekhineh (literally “prep school”); the bulk of the
its curriculum involves teaching the boys to read fluently and giving them
their first exposure to study of the Torah. After that the boys spend eight
years attending a Talmud Torah. Most of these institutions are relatively
small and tailored specifically to the ultra-Orthodox group to which the
pupil’s family belongs. The curriculum concentrates on providing the
boys with basic knowledge of Tanakh and Mishnah, followed by the core
of ultra-Orthodox education, the Gemara.

A Talmud Torah'’s legal status generally reflects how conservative it is.
Nearly half of the pupils in the primary schools for boys attend “exempt”
institutions, which teach only 55% of the Education Ministry’s core
subject requirements. The rest are enrolled in “recognized but unofficial”
schools or in institutions affiliated with the “Independent” (Hinuch
Atzma’i) school system and the Maayan ha-Hinuch ha-Torani network,
which are required to teach more of the core curriculum (75% and 100%,
respectively). In these primary schools, the core subjects are almost
always relegated to one or two daily hours in the afternoon, depending
on the institution’s orientation and character. Most teachers of these
subjects have a teacher’s certificate but no special training in the subject
they teach.

When the boys finish the Talmud Torah they continue in what is
called a yeshiva ketanah. These have the legal status of special cultural
institutions in which the core subjects are not taught at all and only

Gemara is studied. The yeshiva ketanah is the main arena of ultra-
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Orthodox teenagers’ socialization process, where they are imbued with
knowledge of and a method for studying Gemara, along with a strong
ultra-Orthodox worldview. After three years in the yeshiva ketanah, the
boys move on to a (post-secondary) yeshiva gedolah. Today, instead of a
yeshiva ketanah, about 20% of ultra-Orthodox boys attend other kinds of
institutions: high-school yeshivas, technological schools, and institutions
for dropouts. Some of these institutions prepare their pupils for the

matriculation exams or vocational tests.

The ultra-Orthodox education system for girls is very different from its
counterpart for boys and in many ways is similar to the general pattern
of the secular system. The girls, too, begin with preschool, where the
knowledge imparted is quite similar to that of the secular system. In
addition, however, the principles of discipline, modesty, and submission
are key values transmitted to the girls. Almost all of these elementary
schools are affiliated with the ultra-Orthodox networks (which are
committed to the full core-curriculum program)—a majority of them
with the Beit Yaakov chain, and a minority with the Maayan ha-Hinuch
ha-Torani network. Most of the elementary schools for girls teach the full
core curriculum alongside the religious subjects studied in the morning
hours. The pedagogy generally follows traditional methods, which
pushes the girls to scholastic excellence and the conduct appropriate in
the ultra-Orthodox world. When they complete elementary school the
girls continue in a “seminary,” which offers four years of high school,
after which many of the students continue for another two years of
occupational training (grades 13 and 14) in the same institution. Today
an increasing number of the seminaries permit their students to take
some or all of the matriculation exams; those who do not do so take the
equivalent tests offered by the Szold Institute.

These education systems for boys and girls are the flagship of ultra-
Orthodox society, in which the children are socialized for life in that

world —with regard both to the material studied and to the community’s
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values and worldview. Despite the desire to preserve their autonomy,
they interact with diverse outside entities, especially the Education
Ministry and local authorities. The ties between the latter and the ultra-
Orthodox school networks are often marked by mutual suspicion, which
means that change, when and where required, is extremely slow and

cautious.

Formany years the Education Ministry oversaw the ultra-Orthodox school
systems through its Division of Recognized but Unofficial Institutions.
Despite its small staff, the unit was responsible for more than 200,000
ultra-Orthodox pupils. It supervised mainly pupil registration, security,
and safety, and did not try to instill the institutions with innovative
education content or pedagogical methods. Ultimately, the system’s
rapid growth and diversification made it necessary to establish a new
and more comprehensive arrangement. In addition, the need for an
inspectorate for the ultra-Orthodox pupils became apparent. To achieve
this, in 2014 the Education Ministry set up an “Ultra-Orthodox District”
to deal with all ultra-Orthodox pupils in Israel. The district currently
employs 90 inspectors, both general and in specific content fields.
The establishment of the district encountered resistance by the ultra-
Orthodox public because of its involvement in pedagogical content, due
to fear of a curtailment of the schools’ autonomy. Today the cooperation
by the ultra-Orthodox networks and various institutions with the ultra-
Orthodox district is partial at best. It enjoys their cooperation with regard
to registration, safety, and security, but often encounters resistance on
the pedagogical front, for instance when its seeks to get them to employ
innovative pedagogical approaches and teach twenty-first century
technologies and skills, to diversify didacticmethods, to assign inspectors,

and to intervene in issues of the educators’ professional development._

When the ultra-Orthodox district was founded, a new educational stream,
the State Ultra-Orthodox, was created; its schools have a strong ultra-

Orthodox character but teach the full core curriculum to the children of
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ultra-Orthodox parents who desire it. Today this stream includes more
than 60 schools and dozens of preschools. Though it was planned to serve
as a solution for the modern ultra-Orthodox sector, in many cases it has
become a crutch for schools that were having severe economic difficulties

and for communities on the ultra-Orthodox periphery.

In the wake of the decentralization introduced in Israel in recent decades,
the local authorities have become the main executive agency in the field
of education. They are responsible for school buildings, pupil registration,
transportation, and office and cleaning services in the schools. For many
years the local authorities did not provide these services to the ultra-
Orthodox institutions in their jurisdictions, on the grounds that they
were not state schools and because of the autonomy they demanded.
Starting in 2007, with the passage of the “Nahari Law,” local authorities
have been required to provide ultra-Orthodox institutions with the
same services they extend to other schools. Precisely how an authority
treats the ultra-Orthodox schools within its jurisdiction is a function
of the locality’s profile. In ultra-Orthodox towns, the common interests
and cooperation are based on a mix of professional and political
considerations. In Jerusalem, the city with the largest number of ultra-
Orthodox students, the ultra-Orthodox system enjoys an honored place,
although affected by many political decisions. In mixed localities, such
as Holon and Rehovot, the treatment of ultra-Orthodox schools depends
on the local agenda with regard to the ultra-Orthodox community. Local
authorities in the periphery generally cooperate with the ultra-Orthodox

institutions.

The quality of the teachers has a major impact on the results produced
by the entire ultra-Orthodox system. Here too a distinction must be
made between the schools for girls and those for boys. Most of those
who teach boys have no prior training for their job; the proportion of
male teachers who hold an academic degree is very small. Only in recent

years has there been a significant expansion of institutions to train male
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teachers; most of those enrolled in their classes are already teaching.
In principle, male class teachers (mehankhim) are required to have the
same training as women in that position, but a large part of their yeshiva
studies is recognized towards the degree, and their work in the school is
recognized as practical training; this means that their actual professional
development is extremely limited. For ultra-Orthodox male teachers,
yeshiva studies count as in-service courses; hence there are very few
in-service programs for them that deal with pedagogical methods. For
the most part, these teachers are not specialists in they subject they
teach (unlike the situation in the State and State Religious streams). This
situation means that the core-curriculum subjects, especially English

and mathematics, are taught at a low level,

The situation among female teachers is quite different. Teaching remains
a prestige profession for ultra-Orthodox women, although that is starting
to change. Ultra-Orthodox women’s studies in teachers’ seminaries
last for two years, after which they receive a teaching certificate. Some
supplement their coursework and receive a B.Ed. as well. Because most
of the seminaries require all of their students, even those majoring in
some other field (such as graphics, programming, or bookkeeping), to
take education courses, for many years there has been an oversupply
of qualified teachers. In this situation, seminary graduates have very
poor prospects of finding a teaching job in an ultra-Orthodox school and
most opt for other fields of employment. These teachers’ professional
development is limited —no more than 16 in-service credits throughout
their entire career (quite different from the situation in the State systems

under the Ofek Hadash and Oz Litmura reforms).

Four other categories on the margins of the ultra-Orthodox education

system should be noted:

(1) Special education: This branch has known substantial expansion and
professionalization in recent years, in response to the increase in the

number of special-needs children in the sector.
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(2) Early childhood education (ages 0-3): This branch, which is not
supervised by the Education Ministry, currently involves some 150,000
infants and toddlers before they enter the formal ultra-Orthodox
system at age three. There seems to be a shortage of subsidized facilities
appropriate for these very young children, and the government needs to

take steps to deal with this problem.

(3) Unrecognized institutions: An estimated 30,000 ultra-Orthodox
pupils, mainly from the Edah ha-Haredit and the children of parents
affiliated with extreme communities for the newly religious (hozrim
bitshuvah), attend institutions that are neither recognized nor funded by
the Education Ministry. The government has no figures on these pupils
and no powers in their school, not even with regard to registration,

safety, and security.

(4) Informal education. This refers to afternoon programs, youth groups,
and community-center activities that are appropriate for the ultra-
Orthodox community. Informal education provides them with an
introduction to material that is not taught in their schools. There has
been a rapid expansion of such programs in English, the sciences, and
robotics. Hence it is very important to give some thought to their quality,
inasmuch as many youngsters can draw on them later as the basis for

higher-level studies.

The ultra-Orthodox education system is ramified and complex and
responsible for the education of almost 20% of the young citizens of
Israel. As ultra-Orthodox education, the system performs very well
and effectively and prepares its pupils for successful adult life in their
communities. From the perspective of a western education, however, its
graduates, and especially the boys, emerge with a limited capacity to find
jobs or function as citizens in a country based on democratic values. The
system is fundamentally opposed to change, in the spirit that “whatever
is new is forbidden by the Torah.” At the same time, however, in practice,

it is always in flux and adapting itself to the needs of its surroundings.
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The changes that take place within it stem from political, employment,

and educational demands and from other practical constraints.

Introducing changes that can improve the system requires knowing it,
understanding it, and showing basic respect for its leaders. The basis for
promoting improvement is cooperation between the national authorities
and the Ultra-Orthodox education system, which depends on listening
closely to the needs in the field and building trust. The improvement of
the system can take place in various domains, with various degrees of
influence, with varying amounts of friction. Countrywide processes are
liable to run into fierce opposition but would have a broad influence;
action on the municipal level has a better chance of being accepted, but
would be effective only locally, unless the successful models are copied
elsewhere. Changes focused on the networks are unlikely to be adopted,
but would have very wide dissemination. Processes in individual school
could produce deep change, but in most cases would not go any further.
A deep knowledge of the ultra-Orthodox school system would help
determine where changes should be made in it and identify the means

for producing such change.
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