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Neve Shalom/Wahat-el-Salam2:  A Case study of an Arab-Jewish school in Israel  

I take the school in Neve Shalom/Wahat-el-Salam as a test case for the 
educational implications of one of the most central problems of life in Israel – the 
relationships between its Jewish and Arab Citizens.  I chose this school because it is a 
unique institution in which Jews and Arabs study together on terms of equal dignity 
and representation, against the background of a society and a public education system 
in which there are clear majority-minority hierarchies and the groups are separated in 
almost everything.  The challenge that this school has undertaken does not have a 
clear counterpart anywhere in the world.  In this paper I want to describe this 
experience and analyze it by putting its main features into broader contexts and 
perspectives.  I believe that such an analysis may sharpen and clarify some basic 
issues that Israel has preferred to avoid.  These issues are crucial for Israel and they 
are relevant to many contemporary societies struggling with the tensions between the 
need to promote civic equality and cohesion on the one hand and the recognition of 
ethnic, religious, linguistic and cultural differences between its communities on the 
other.

I. General

Most contemporary democracies do not have homogenous populations in terms of 
religion, ethnic origin, culture or language.  In part, this pluralism is the result of 
changes in the political borders of modern states, when these encompass into one state 
more than one ethnic and cultural group.  In part, this is the result of massive 
immigration, where indigenous populations and waves of immigrants together create 
a varied puzzle.  In some cases, dominant majorities assimilate minorities into them.  
More often, the differences linger on and require some political accommodation 
between shared human and civic components of identity and other, more particular 
ones.

One of the most central areas in which this issue arises is that of public education, 
which is supposed to be one of the most important agents of socialization in any 
complex society.  In a homogenous society, public education can be used without a 
serious problem to educate all youngsters and initiate them into their society. They 
will all get basic skills enabling them to cope in the world they will live in, coupled 
with an initiation into the cultural values of their community.  Personal excellence and 

1 Haim H. Cohn Professor of Human Rights, Faculty of Law, Hebrew University, Israel.  This essay is 
based on a longer study, forthcoming in 2004.  A Hebrew version of this essay was published in 2004 
Politika. I thank the Israel Science Fund and the Ford Foundation for supporting the research leading to 
this publication.  Thanks also to the Neve-Shalom team and to Idit Latman, Eran Neria, Gali Palti, 
Osnat Grady and Michal Barak who helped through the various stages of the research.  Finally, thanks 
to the convenors of the conference for useful comments on an earlier version of this paper. 
2 Terminologies are extremely charged in such matters. The school is usually called Neve Shalom – A 
Haven of Peace. The full name, rendering the name in both Hebrew and Arabic, is of course the one 
that reflects best the credo of the school and the village. I will use the names interchangeably.  
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achievement, critical and creative thinking and loyalty to state, tradition and nation 
can all go together.   All of this may become very difficult when the society served by 
public education is not homogenous.  The difficulty grows if the relationships 
between the groups are not merely ones of difference but of competition and even 
acute conflict. The difficulty will be maximal if between the groups we have an 
active, unresolved conflict, which may deteriorate into an armed civil war, so that in a 
sense members of the groups see each other as enemies. This is the case regarding 
relations of Jews and Arabs in Israel.

The State of Israel was founded in 1948, after a prolonged conflict between Arabs 
and Jews concerning the future of the country.   The conflict started in the end of the 
19th century, when Zionism started to act on the dream to establish a Jewish National 
home in the Jews' ancient homeland.  The indigenous Palestinian population naturally 
objected.  In 1919 the League of Nations created the British Mandate, affirming the 
purpose of creating a national home for Jews in Israel as a vindication of the right of 
Jews to self-determination.  Arab opposition led to repeated decisions to divide the 
country into an Arab and a Jewish state. When the UN decided, again, on such a 
partition, in November 1947, hostilities erupted and the Arab states rushed in to 
prevent the creation of the Jewish state.  The war that ensued is seen by Jews as their 
War of Independence, and by the Palestinian population as their Disaster (el Naqba).
It resulted with a Jewish state – Israel – on an area larger than that assigned to it in the 
UN resolution, and with about 700,000 Palestinians who became refugees.3  150,000 
Palestinians remained within Israel and gained its citizenship.  In 1967, as a result of 
another attack by Arab states, Israel conquered the rest of the West Bank from Jordan, 
and has occupied it ever since.  A series of attempts to resolve the conflict has not yet 
led to any negotiated agreement. Self determination for Palestinians and the future of 
the refugees are still central live issues in the region.   The Oslo process, which started 
in 1993, gave some hope that the parties can reach a peaceful two-states-solution after 
all. In October 2000, this process collapsed, generating a period of growing violence 
in the region.  At the moment, it is not clear what the future of the region is. While the 
international community still favors a two-states solution, important segments in both 
communities resist this solution claiming they should rule their whole homeland. 
Related, and more relevant to our concerns here, is the ongoing debate about the 
character of Israel itself.  While some see the two states solution as a political 
arrangement giving both Jews and Palestinians their own nation-states, others see the 
Palestinian state as a nation-state, but claim that Israel should be made 'the state of all 
its citizens' – i.e. a liberal democracy privatizing all non-civic affiliations, or a bi-
national state, recognizing the equal status of Arabs within it.

In the Declaration of the Foundation of the State of May 14th 1948, Israel defines 
itself as a Jewish state recognizing full civil and political and social rights of all its 
citizens.  The constitution that was supposed to have been enacted never materialized, 
and the courts have stated that the Declaration did not have the force of law.  The 
regime established in the state was a Westminster-type democracy.  The Jewishness 
of the state was presupposed, and arrangements protecting it were enacted on the basis 
of the clear Jewish majority in Israel.

3 These events are seen very differently by Jews and Arabs, and there are different readings of them 
even within the two communities. For a typical Jewish account see                             For a Palestinian 
account see Nadim Rouhana,  For a pro-Palestinian account see Finklestein,                                 . For 
an account by a Jewish 'new' historian see B. Morris,    
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In the period from 1948 to 1967 the Arab minority within Israel was small and 
demoralized. The devastating blow of 1948 left it without a leadership.  Until 1966, 
most Arabs were under a military rule imposing serious limitations on their freedom 
of movement and work.  Israel felt fragile and insecure, and the Arab minority seemed 
a potential fifth column to many of its political leaders.    1967 created two processes. 
The first was a growing increase in the liberty of Arabs in Israel, leading to their 
greater integration within Israel. The second was growing contacts between the Arab 
minority in Israel and Palestinians outside it, which led to strengthened connections 
between the two Palestinian communities.   

Developments within Israel and in the region led to the higher visibility of 
tensions between democracy and the Jewish nature of the state.  On the one hand, 
right wing religious zealots like Meir Kahane argued that 'Jewish' meant governed by 
Jewish law, and so Israel could not be both Jewish and democratic. He advocated that 
it should prefer its Jewishness over its democracy when necessary.  On the other hand, 
many Arabs and some radical left-wing Jews agreed that democracy was not 
consistent with a Jewish state, and advocated Israel's giving up of its Jewish 
uniqueness.4   A large majority of Jews within Israel insist that Israel should remain 
the nation-state of Jews, where Jews exercise their right of self determination. They 
also think that this is consistent with Israel's democracy and with its commitment to 
protect the human rights of all.  

Since the 1980s, and especially in the human rights basic laws of 1992, Israel has 
enacted a variety of laws defining it as a Jewish and democratic state.  That legislation 
has spurred extensive public debate.  Many Arab leaders in fact argue that the Jewish 
nature of the state is not legitimate. One of these laws specifies that a party or a 
candidate denying the Israel is a Jewish and democratic state cannot participate in the 
elections.  In the 2001 elections, the elections committee indeed decided that two 
central candidates should not be allowed to run, but the Supreme Court decided that 
the evidence showing their positions were not consistent with the Jewishness of the 
state was not strong and unequivocal enough to justify banning them.  Some analysts 
argue, however, that the positions of these leaders clearly deny the legitimacy of the 
idea of a Jewish nation-state in Israel.5  One thing is clear – these issues are not 
resolved, and both histories and desired directions are hotly debated.6

All of these were naturally reflected in Israel's educational system.  One of Israel's 
first laws introduced mandatory education for all.7   People can meet this duty to send 
their children to school by sending them to public (free) schools, to 'recognized but 
not official' schools, or to 'exempted' schools.8  The public school system has three 

4 See Ruth Gavison,  Azure 15.  The tensions between the Jewish nature of the state and its democracy 
exist both among Jews and between Jews and Arabs.  In this essay I will deal only with the latter, but 
the former also affect the reality of Israel and its educational system.  
5 Dan Scueftan,       Azure 
6 See the debate about whether Israel can be both Jewiosh and democratic in Israel Studies 1999 
(essays by Ghanem et al, Gavison, discussing Smooha's model of Israel as an ethnic democracy).  
7 Mandatory Education Law, 1949.  All Jews sent their children to schools of various sorts even before 
the state was founded. Christian Arabs did the same. Moslem education was the weakest, and did not 
reach large parts of the population. 
8 For a general description of the educational system in Israel see Yoram Rabin, The Right to 
Education (is there a basic text in English?) 
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main 'sectors ' – the general public schools, the public-religious schools, and the Arab 
schools.  In principle, the state was supposed to pay in full only for public education, 
and to supervise its content and level.  Public financing of non-public education 
should have come with supervision of its level and its meeting the requirements of 
teaching some core curriculum of basic tasks and civics. In fact, there is quite a lot of 
public support of the other types of educational institutions, and the level of 
supervision is varied.

Education laws in Israel do not explicitly address ethnic or national affiliations, 
differences or narratives.  The Arab sector is identified by the language of instruction. 
The religious-public stream has its own supervisory council to ensure that these 
schools meet the requirements of orthodox Jewish communities.9  Despite this fact, 
the school communities in Israel are very segregated in fact.  In part, this is because 
assignment to schools is based on residential areas.  The duty to provide public 
education is imposed in part on the local authorities.   Jews and Arabs usually live in 
different towns and villages, so the schools which they go to (especially at the level of 
elementary education and below) are segregated.10  Mostly, this de-facto segregation 
in schooling between Jews and Arabs has not been challenged either politically or in 
the courts.  When a case of this sort did get to the courts, the local authority tried to 
solve the issue by a combination of a neutral legal provision coupled with practical 
incentives that will maintain a balance.  That effort has not fully succeeded, and the 
matter is now pending at the courts.11   For my purposes in this paper, however, this 
case is the exception that sharpens the rule of unchallenged de-facto segregation.
Usually, this separation is accepted and even advocated by most leaders of both 
communities12.  The quest for equality and debates about the goals of education and 
the content of curricula mostly presuppose a continued macro separation between 

9 Ultra orthodox communities teach their young in 'exempted' schools, which do get public support but 
have no commitment to the teaching of basic skills or civics.  
10 At times Arab families send their children to Jewish schools. When the numbers are small, this 
usually creates no problem.  In recent years, non-Jewish students are given choice of subjects in the 
matriculation exams. They are also allowed to be absent on their holidays.  In this paper I will not deal 
with the education of those non-Jews in Israel who are not Arabs, mainly those who came under the 
Law of Return from the FSU in the last decade.     
11 For a detailed analysis see Gavison 2000.  As a result of the initial decision, Arab students were 
registered to the Jaffa school in question. When their rate in the school rose and they were about to 
become a majority it was decided that the rate of Arab students in the Jewish school will be limited to 
30%, to avoid 'Jewish flight', and that an Arab school will be established in the very same campus.  
However, Arab parents prefer their children to study in the Jewish school, and now the 30% quota is 
challenged in the courts. 
12 It is interesting to follow the cases in which Arab students attend Jewish schools (or in which 
orthodox students choose to attend general schools).  There is also a growing number of non-Arab non-
Jews who attend Jewish schools simply because there is no alternative school they can attend (There 
are a number of foreign schools in Israel for foreign visitors and diplomats' children, but mostly these 
people and non-Jews living in Israel send their children to the public school system, with all the 
implications in terms of language, religion and culture).  Most schools are flexible and allow individual 
concessions, but the presence of these groups does not as a rule change the character or the curriculum 
of the schools themselves. A notable exception is the number of schools catering to students of 
immigrants from the FSU, where there is an attempt to maintain Russian language and culture in 
addition to regular studies.  These schools are in general of high educational standards but they do not 
pose a serious challenge to the system as a whole.    
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Jews and Arabs in schools (as well as high level of separation among Jewish sub-
groups, mainly on the basis of religious attitudes) 13.

The initial policy decision concerning separation was made at the very beginning 
and was based on the depth of the differences between the communities, the decision 
to let the Arab community teach its children in Arabic, the reality of an unresolved 
conflict, and the expectation that a mandatory integration of all schools (and the 
adoption of Hebrew as the official language in the schools) will raise both 
insurmountable practical difficulties and vocal opposition.  

In 1948, there were massive discrepancies between the education systems of 
different communities. The British authorities relegated education to the communities 
themselves.  The old Jewish Yishuv had mainly ultra religious educational institutions 
of various sorts, with some modern institutions. The Zionist movement has created a 
line of Hebrew schools, both general and religious.14   In any event, all Jewish 
children attended some extended schooling and were literate.  These schools were all 
used when the state system was founded.  In the Arab sector there was a great 
difference between cities and rural areas and between Christian and Moslem 
communities. Among the Christians, all boys and many of the girls attended schools. 
The situation was very different among the rural Moslem communities, a majority of 
the local Arab population.15

 Despite a dramatic improvement in the status and level of Arab education in 
Israel since 1948, the gaps between this system and the Jewish one are still quite 
noticeable. In all measurable criteria, the record of the Jewish sector is better than that 
of the Arab one.  The gaps are the result of complex reasons, including differential 
allocation of public funds, cultural differences, differences in pedagogical approaches, 
gaps in the educational background of the families, the size of families, and the social-
economic level of the population.16

13 In this essay I will only address the Jewish-Arab rift and its reflection in the educational system. Yet 
it must be noted that 'streams' in the educational system and their effects on social cohesion come from 
many other tensions within the Jewish population.  In addition to the official public religious system 
which is fully funded, there are a variety of 'exempt' ultra religious institutions with different emphases 
of culture and community. These are funded by a variety of means by the public, and the issue is one of 
the most highly charged within Israel. The students in most Arab and ultrareligious schools also do not 
serve in the Israeli army, which is the other great agent of socialization in Israeli society. Thus these 
two sectors exist in a way in the margins of Israeli society. Ironically, these are the sectors with greatest 
natural growth. They now form together about 30% of the population, and their share in Israel's first 
grades is about 50%.  One important consequence of the highly sectorized educational system in Israel 
is that young people from the different groups very rarely encounter each other in their daily lives. 
14 There were three main clusters of Zionist Hebrew schools – general, labor, and religious. Labor was 
the one that was growing most rapidly. These streams were abolished when the public education law 
was enacted in 1953. 
15 In 1948, there were 45 Arab elementary schools and one high school in Nazareth  (that’s strange. 
Were they not many private schools in Jerusalem? Haifa?)  For a history of education in Israel and 
Palestine see Rabin, 2002,  chapter 16, and M. Al-Haj, 1995. 
16 The analysis of data on the basis of ethnic origin may be misleading. When the data is broken in 
more refined way, interesting information may be gathered. The educational record of upper middle 
class Arab Christian community is stronger than that of the Jewish sector as a whole. And there are 
massive gaps within various Jewish communities based on ethnic and socio-economic factors.    
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The initial policy re the content and goal of education was reflected in section 2 of 
the Public Education Law of 1953, which specified the goals of public education in 
the following way: 

The goal of public education is to base education in the state 
on the values of Israel’s culture and the achievements of science, 
on love of homeland, state and the people of Israel, on the 
memory of the Holocaust and the Heroism, on training for 
agriculture and handicraft, on pioneering, and on craving for a 
society built on foundations of liberty, equality, solidarity and 
love of humanity. 

The law recognized that non-Jewish schools may require modifications on their 
curricula, but this fact was not reflected in the section dealing with the goals of 
education.  Only in February 2000, the long process of recognizing that this 
formulation was not suited to non-Jewish (and non-Zionist) groups in the population 
ripened into an amended section 2: 

The goals of public education are: 
1. To educate a person who loves humanity, his nation, his country, a 

faithful citizen of the state of Israel, respecting his parents and his 
family, his tradition, his cultural identity and his language. 

2. To instill the principles of the Declaration of the Foundation of the 
State of Israel and the values of Israel as a Jewish and Democratic state, 
and to develop respect for human rights, basic liberties, obedience to 
the law, the opinions and culture of the other, and to educate to strive 
for peace and toleration in the relationships between persons and 
peoples.

3. To teach the history of the land of Israel and the State of Israel. 
4. To teach Jewish religion, the history of the Jewish people,  Israel’s 

heritage and Jewish tradition, to instill the memory of the holocaust and 
the heroism and to teach respecting them. 

5. … 
11. To know the language, culture, history and heritage of the Arab 

population and other population groups in Israel, and to recognize the 
equal rights of all citizens of Israel. 

Clearly, the new section 2 acknowledges the complexity of Israeli 
society in a way not apparent in the 1953 formulation.  But again, the message 
is quite clear.  Israel is not a liberal, neutral, state, privatizing all the non-civic 
affiliations of its citizens.  It defines itself as a nation-state for Jews which 
grants full equal rights to all its citizens. And it requires that all its citizens will 
accept this characterization and be faithful citizens of the state.  At the same 
time, it accepts that Israelis belong to different nations and ethnic and religious 
groups, and advocates toleration, plus an education that will encourage 
individuals and groups to affirm the non-civic components of their identities.
Moreover, section 2 now accepts the special situation of Arabs as an 
indigenous group.
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Mostly, the educational system in Israel seeks to meet its goals while 
teaching students in schools that are not integrated along ethnic, religious and 
linguistic lines.  It is probable that this systemic separation has great 
advantages in terms of the effectiveness of education, but that it also extracts a 
heavy price in terms of the ability of public schools to promote civic cohesion, 
toleration, and knowledge of the facts and background of Israeli pluralism.  In 
our context, that of the relations between Jews and Arabs, the structure of the 
educational system almost guarantees that Jewish and Arab students and 
teachers do not learn together. They do not know each other's culture, and they 
are not aware of the deep differences in the way they see reality and the 
history of the state.  Naturally, neither Jews nor Arabs know the realities of the 
existence as seen by members of the other groups, their aspirations and their 
grievances. Against this background, the uniqueness of our test case school is 
easy to see.  It is the oldest school in Israel in which Jewish and Arab teachers 
teach Jewish and Arab students together.17  Moreover, the school is the only 
one in the country which is situated in, and inspired by, a voluntary Arab-
Jewish village, committed to a life of equality and co-existence.  The school 
seeks to implement one of the possible answers to the question of education in 
a state of ethnic conflict – it advocates integrated but non-assimilating 
education.  This is a solution very different from the one adopted by the Israeli 
educational system in Israel and by most educational systems in similar 
circumstances. The test-case thus offers a good opportunity to investigate 
processes that are unlikely to unfold so clearly in other educational set-ups.

My study of the school itself included two ‘observational’ stages as 
well as reading the literature generated by previous studies of the school.  It is 
a special project within a broader study of the question of how divided 
societies should seek to attain civic equality among their members and groups.  
In particular, I wanted to look into the question of whether and when civic 
equality is best achieved via integrated frameworks, and when it is better to 
pursue it through separate frameworks empowering the different groups.  In 
the first stage, January to June 2000, a series of observations and interviews 
were conducted.   A first draft was presented to the school community, and the 
plan was to finish the study towards the beginning of the academic year 2000-
2001.  But then the processes started by the Oslo accords collapsed, leading to 
the eruption of violence which has been going on till the time in which this 
study is written (summer of 2004).  In October 2000, rioting in the Arab sector 
in Israel led to the death of 12 Arab and one Jewish citizens of Israel while 
others were injured.  These events and processes have made Arab-Jewish 
relations in Israel even more charged than they had been before.  Many in both 
communities have developed great skepticism towards the dream of co-
existence presupposed by the Neve Shalom community.  It seemed wrong not 
to find out how these events have affected the school.  Consequently, another 
round of interviews was held in May-July 2003, which did reveal some 
massive changes in the way the school operates and is conceived of by those 
participating in running it.

17 Two bilingual school have been established in Jerusalem and the Galilee five years ago, and another 
one isn planned next year in Kafer Qara.  For a discussion of the first two schools see Bekerman and 
Horrencyk  (2001) 
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    The paper seeks to describe an exciting and courageous project.  It 
also seeks to highlight some of the insights generated by this unique 
experiment and to see whether and how they can be implemented more 
generally within the educational system in Israel.  

It is not easy to place this study within a particular theoretical 
framework, since there are so many candidates, each of them with its own 
allure.  Pluralism, multiculturalism, democracy, citizenship, conflict-
resolution, coexistence, rights-talk and equality are some of the prisms from 
which such situations have been discussed in general, and in the context of 
education.18 In the studies there are different emphases on descriptions and 
normative analysis. There is a variety of methodologies and attitudes. These 
are issues discussed by political philosophers, sociologists, political scientists, 
and educators. 19

I have therefore decided to use the advantage of my being an outsider to 
most of these disciplines and methodologies, and frame my analysis by 
identifying a serious social and political problem, which may well be 
presented in a pre-theoretical way.  In seeking to illuminate the problem and 
ways of dealing with it I will be agnostic and eclectic about theories and 
disciplines.   My study is therefore designed to do two quite different things:
It is supposed to help practitioners think about the problem and ways of 
dealing with it on the basis of the insights generated by the case-study.  And it 
is an invitation to scholars to integrate the case study into theoretical 
discussions if and where they may think it is illuminating.  

The problem that is at the centre of the case study is how Israel can 
build a sense of shared and common citizenship and partnership and 
membership in one political community between members of two 
communities – Jews and Palestinian Arabs – whose visions of the history of 
the state and its legitimacy differ radically, against the background of the fact 
that the political conflict between them has not been settled in a stable way.  
The problem would have been hard enough if the conflict had been settled. If 
that had been the case, the educational goal could have been clear: the needs 
of coexistence would have taken precedence. Whatever structural solution 
would have been adopted (in terms of integration vs. separation) would 
presuppose the identity of the state, the presence of an Arab indigenous 
minority, and the need to accommodate these in a stable democracy.  This 
would not have been easy or trivial. Attempts to deal with patterns of 
prejudice and discrimination in other societies show that changes are very hard 
to make.  But the direction could have been clear – reconciliation and equal 
dignity.  Implementation would have required a careful and patient mutual 
recognition of conflicting narratives and weaving them into a shared new 
reality.

18   The literature on these subjects within each of these perspectives and attitudes is huge.  Let me give 
a few examples on central texts.    
19  See for one collection with many approaches and contexts Yael Tamir (ed.) Democratic Education 
in a Multicultural State, Blackwell, 1995. 
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The crux of the difficulty of the Israeli situation is that the apparent 
stability of Israel is recent, and it may appear to some illusionary and 
reversible.20 Moreover, forces on both sides act to change the reality. Thus 
there is no consensus among the major groups of Israeli society on either the 
reading of the past or of the direction for the future. Under these 
circumstances, it is hard to reach consensus even on that thin level of shared 
civics education affirming some civic rights and duties and acceptance of the 
political system of the rules of the game.   

The school system in Israel sought to avoid this difficulty by creating 
separate school systems for the different groups, accepting their wish not to be 
assimilated into the dominant culture. Initially, the Arab school system was 
closely supervised to guard against Arab nationalist elements.  Today, 
repression of the Arab national sentiments is regarded as both unacceptable 
and impossible, yet Israel insists on defining itself as a Jewish nation-state 
respecting the individual and collective rights of all its citizens.  It seeks to 
impose that credo on all the population, including the Arab minority, but it 
does not come to terms with the (understandable) reluctance of that minority 
to do so.  So on the one hand Israel has a law requiring all schools to hang the 
flag in schools, but the law is not enforced. This ambivalence inevitable is 
reflected in what is done and is not done within the educational system. 
Separation is conducive to keeping the groups distant and remore and ignorant 
of each other.

Many people identify this distance and ignorance as a major problem 
for Israeli society.  However, ideas to change the situation address allocations 
and planning and patterns of discrimination but do not look at the separateness 
of the school system.  The main attitude is that the problems of the 
relationships should be solved by improving the material lot of the Arab 
minority, without addressing the symbolic issues of its status within the 
Jewish state. However, advances in material well being will strengthen, not 
lower, the visibility of these symbolic national issues.  Israel can ill afford to 
avoid explicit recognition and treatment of these issues.

Separate schools and lifestyles have helped Israelis think they can avoid 
this issue.  NS creates a setup in which they cannot be avoided, The setup 
teaches us about the strengths and the limits of constructive ambiguity.  At 
times the best way to manage a conflict is to seek to avoid it. At others, some 
clarity about its existence and the general contours of its resolution are 
necessary for any form of stable coexistence.    

  The school in NS-WS has made a decision to face these 
difficulties within An integrated school.  The experiment may teach us a lot 
about the challenges met by those who try this route. In this study I seek to 
both learn how to make meeting these challenges there more effective, and on 
what we can learn from their experience to the educational system as a whole. 

20 The 'naqba' of the Palestinians is 50 years old, and they have been made to leave their homes but they 
are all still around and growing. This is very different from the disaster of the American Indians.  It is 
also different from the situation in Europe, where at least some of the post WW2 changes are accepted 
as stable and irreversible.  
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II. Neve Shalom – A General Background 

A. The village 
Neve Shalom/Wahat-el-Salam is a communal village in the center of 

Israel, explicitly founded as a community devoted to equal co-existence of 
Jewish and Arab citizens of Israel.  It was founded in 1972 on lands leased 
from the Latroun Monastery.  The first family arrived in 1977. At present 
(2004),  it is the home of 50 families and about 200 people. All families 
belong to the middle class, and the village has a disproportionately high 
percentage of academics.  

Members are accepted by a membership committee. There is an effort to 
keep the number of Jewish and Arab families similar if not equal. In principle, 
there is full equality and rotation in running the matters of the community.21

The community is committed to maintaining this equality in the face of the 
fact that the village is an island in a state in which Arabs are an indigenous
minority living in a Jewish nation-state and experiencing a variety of patterns 
of exclusion and discrimination.

Mostly, the life of members is conducted outside the village since most 
members do not work in it.  Thus, the attempt to create an island of equality 
within the village is bound to be incomplete, with the reality outside 
penetrating very deeply.  Indeed, it seems that while members do persist in 
their commitment to equality despite great pressures, the internal dynamics 
within the community are far from simple and easy.22  Naturally, the tensions 
within the village grow as the reality outside becomes more difficult and 
frustrating.  A telling sign of the difficulties, which we will encounter later in 
the school as well, is the way the village deals with the Israeli holiday of 
Independence Day, preceded by Memorial Day.  Independence Day is the day 
the state was founded.  Unfortunately, this independence was attained in a 
bloody war with the Arabs in which many Jews (and Arabs) died, and which 
resulted in the dispossession of many Arabs and the destruction of a large part 
of their infrastructure in Israel.  Proud, self aware Arabs are unlikely to 
celebrate Independence Day under these circumstances.  If at all, they are 
likely to want to use it as a day of mourning.  While Jews committed to co-
existence are deeply aware of this difficulty, and would go a long way not to 
offend the sensibilities of the Arabs, many of them do want to celebrate the 
fact that Israel was founded as a Jewish nation-state, and mourn for the victims 
of that war.  How does a small village handle this?  It seems that the best that 
members could have done was to ‘privatize’ the day.  Nothing official and 

21 It seems that there are exceptions to the rule. The secretary of the village has been an Arab member 
for the last three terms. We were told that the principle of rotation does not apply to this position.  
22 See the detailed discussion of the village in ‘Sobering up’, Mussaf Haaretz 28.7.2000.  See also the 
discussion in  Feuerverger Grace, 2001, Oasis of Dreams: Teaching and learning Peace in a Jewish-
Palestinian village in Israel,  Routledge Falmer, NY and London 
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general happens on that day in Neve Shalom.  Which might be the only way to 
deal with an explosive issue. But one does not have the sense that we have 
found here a successful way of encouraging a balance between a shared 
human and civic identity and particular ethnic and religious ones.  It seems 
that the village, at least, has admitted that resolving this issue in a substantive 
way was too difficult. Avoiding it was the best that could be done.

A dramatic illustration of these tensions was ‘imposed’ on the village 
when Tom Kitain, the oldest son of Boaz who was at the time the director of 
the school, died in a combat accident while serving in Lebanon in 1997.  The 
tensions intensified when Boaz accepted an invitation to light a candle in 
Independence Day 2000 as a representative of the Bereaved Families.  Many 
people in the community, both Arabs and Jews, felt that it was not proper for 
Boaz to do this without consulting the village.  Many felt that no person 
seriously committed to co-existence should serve in the army, especially not in 
Lebanon.  Others disagreed. They insisted on their right to be full members in 
the struggle for equal dignity for Arabs in Israel while maintaining their right 
to feel proud members of the Jewish people and to participate and contribute 
to the flourishing of the Jewish nation-state.

Naturally, these tensions affect the way the village deals with its school 
and other educational institutions.  In addition to the pre-school and 
elementary school (in 2004 a growing high school started to operate in the 
village), the village runs the influential ‘School for Peace’, founded in 1979, 
which is devoted to hosting encounters between Jews and Arabs from Israel 
and the Occupied Territories.23

The village is small but dynamic. In the last 3-4 years it has successfully 
extended its population by accepting a number of younger families. It may 
well be that they will bring with them new perspectives of the prospects and 
desired directions of the Jewish-Arab rifts and that as newcomers they will be 
able to transcend to some extent the complications of personal residues that 
always make life in small villages so denting. This may also improve the 
ability of the village to manage its educational projects.

B. The School24

In 1980, the village established its own preschool, but until 1984 the 
school age children attended schools outside of the village.25 The Jewish 

23 On the school for peace see Bar and Bar Gal 1995 and Halabbi )(ed.) 2000. see also the discussion of 
the school in Abu-Nimmer.  

24See the detailed discussion of the school in Feuerverger Grace, 1995, Oasis of 
Peace: A Community of Moral education in Israel, J. Moral Education 24:113-141

25  The structure of the school system is not unified across the country as a result of incomplete 
reforms.  In most places, the K-12 system is divided into a mandatory preschool at age 5-6, elementary 
school of 6 years (sometimes 8), a middle school of 3 years in some places, and a high school of 3 (or 
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children went to the neighboring Kibbutz school, while the Arab children 
studied in Ramla.  In the mid 80s, however, the members have decided that 
sending their children to learn in separate schools outside of the 
community was not consistent with its nature. They thus embarked on their 
own school, committed to speaking both languages, learning both cultures,  
and celebrating the holidays of the three religions.

 For about a decade, the school was based on the children of members 
only.  The teachers and the directors, too, came from the village itself. The 
spirit of the school was identical with the spirit of the community. 
Naturally, it was a very small school. In addition, it was hard to keep a 
balance between Jews and Arabs.  Thus in 1995 there were 8 or 9 students 
in each age group, and the ratio of Jews to Arabs was 30 to 70. When the 
students left for outside schools at the end of sixth grade, this was a 
devastating social blow to the other children and to the school as a whole. 
Children also did not want to stay till the end of the 8th grade, since the 
size of the school did not allow them to realize to the full their social 
needs.

 This has led to the dramatic decision to change the nature of the school 
and open it up to children from outside the village itself.  In a gradual 
process starting in 1996, the school aimed at having two 20 student classes 
in each age group for the whole range of first to sixth grade, wishing to 
maintain a numerical balance between Jews and Arabs.  By the year 2002 
this goal was fully met.26   The ‘outside’ children comprise about 85% of 

or 4 or 6, depending on the other parts of the system) years.  A small number of schools run all the way 
from K to 12.  Mandatory schooling ends at 16, but schooling is free at ages 3 to 18.  
26  Number of students in the school by years 
Year Students 
1996 69 
1997 84 
1998 120 
1999 175 
2000 210 
2001 244 
2002 267 
2003 234 
2004 232 

Students by grade and ethnic affiliation in 2002 

Grade Jews Arabs Others Total 
1st 23 16 0 39 
2nd 23 25 0 48 
3rd 26 21 2 49 
4th 25 23 0 48 
5th 24 18 1 43 
6th 22 18 0 40 
Total 160 146 3 267 
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the students. We should note that not all of Neve Shalom children 
themselves attend the local school.27

 Naturally, the symbiotic relationship between village and school has 
somewhat changed. The school needs to serve its student body and its 
parents, most of whom are not locals. It is not clear how this change has 
affected the school and will affect it in the future. Decisions about 
directing the school are still made in and by the village. However, in 2002 
it was decided to change the convention under which directors came from 
the village, and seek external directors. This major change has not 
stabilized yet, so it is too early to speculate how it may affect the future 
development of the school.28

 In the second phase, the school had to deal with issues that had not 
emerged before, such as criteria for admission of students and a much 
larger recruitment of teachers to suit the growing school. Rules of 
admission do not seem very clear.  Parents are not expected to be 
committed to the ideology of the village or the school, but they do have to 
accept it. Admission is based on an interview, but there are preferences to 
taking siblings of children who are students, and to encourage the 
admission of many students from the same community outside the village 
so the social gains of the school will be present in after-school hours as 
well.

 In the preschool stage, demand from Arab families is greater than the 
demand from Jewish families, since they find it harder to find suitable 
educational frameworks for their children.29  In the school years, all the 
demand comes from middle class families. While Arab families prefer 
Neve Shalom because it is a quality school, without violence and drugs,  
which is not ‘just Jewish’, Jewish families usually come because they want 
to avoid the local schools in their communities, which do not provide the 
kind of quality education they want.30

27 We have not investigated the reasons for this systematically. Children who do not attend the local 
school come from both Jewish and Arab families. Often, some children study at the village school and 
their siblings (usually older) study outside.  Some Arab parents told us they had their children study out 
of the village (in Ramla) since the village school did not give the students good discipline and their 
chances to go to a good high school would be affected.  Some of the Jewish parents sent their children 
to Jewish schools in Jerusalem or in neighboring kibbutzim because they felt they needed larger 
schools and that these schools were better than the NS school.   
28 In 2003, the first year of the new arrangement, two women directors were elected, one Arab and one 
Jewish. After the first year, in 2004, the Arab director was replaced by a male Arab director.  By the 
end of the 2004 academic year the Jewish director has decided to resign,  and the village has decided to 
appoint a resident of the village, who had directed the school before, to serve as director. It is unclear 
whether this may mean a return to the old structure…    
29 As we noted above, there is a discrepancy between the use of pre-school education between Jews and 
Arabs. Most Jewish children attend some kind of schooling from age 2, while many Arab children start 
their schooling with the mandatory preschool class at 5.   
30 The regional school of the area caters to children from varied communities, who are all integrated 
within the schools. Many of the Jewish families coming to Neve shalom find these schools unsuitable 
because of the class membership of the children and their origins in non-western countries.  Israel faces 
very high levels of inequality on the basis of class and origin among Jewish schools, and attempts at 
integration have on the whole failed. Recently, the government seems to have given up on the attempt 
to integrate within the Jewish sector.     
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 The organizational structure of the school reflects its ideology. In each 
age group there are two integrated home classes. Each class has a principal 
teacher, and in each age group one of the principal teachers is Jewish, one 
Arab.31  However, as will become clear below, there are many subjects 
taught separately on the basis of language or ethnic origin.    

 The policy of equal representation applies to staff as well. The school 
has 26 teachers, 10 of them Arabs.  Most of the special teachers (arts, 
music, etc.) are Jews.  9 of the teachers come from the village.  There is a 
rather large turnover in teachers in Neve Shalom, especially among the 
external ones. This is a demanding school and not many teachers can stand 
the special tensions.32

 The dynamic nature of the school was reflected in its status with the 
educational authorities of the state. In the first 9 years, when the school 
operated as a local school for the NS community, it was classified as an 
‘exempted’ school. Parents could discharge their obligation to send their 
children to school by registering them at the NS school, but the ministry 
neither recognized nor financed or supervised it.  In 1993 the school 
became a ‘recognized but not official’ school, and in 1997, after it has 
decided to extend its scope, it was affirmed as an ‘experimental school’.  
Finally, in 2001, when the process of extension was almost completed, the 
school was recognized as an official public school, with the special 
privilege of admitting students not on a local basis. 

 The significance of these changes is substantial. An official school 
cannot work with uncertified teachers, so the school had to let go some of 
the old teachers who could not get certification. On the other hand, the 
hope was that the financial situation of the school will improve since all 
costs will now be covered by the state including the substantial cost of 
transportation of students from their respective communities. In reality, the 
financial situation has not improved and the economic viability of the 
school is still in doubt. The donations which were its basis in the past 
cannot support such a large school, and the hope is that these matters will 
be sorted out in the near future.

III. Education to co-existence and to a variety of identities 

31 This is a major difference between the Neve Shalom school and the newer bi-lingual schools. The 
latter are small schools, with one class in every age group, which enjoys two principal teachers, one 
Jewish and one Arab. This was deemed desirable in NS as well, and in fact existed there at the 
beginning but the practice turned out to be too expensive.  
32 This may also explain the fact that both external directors left very quickly. The Arab director left 
after one year, and the Jewish one stayed just one year longer. The phenomenon of a large turnover 
among teachers is also visible in the Keshet (rainbow) school where secular and orthodox children 
learn together. While these integrated schools are exciting and challenging, the need to deal with the 
sensitivities usually kept separate seems to be very tiring.  
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This section of the paper is devoted to a detailed description and analysis of 
the way the school deals with the fact that it serves a student population which is 
almost unique in Israel.  Against a background of a Jewish majority and a non-
assimilating Arab minority, with separated educational systems, the school in 
Neve Shalom has a student population equally divided among Jews and Arabs and 
committed to full equality between them.  

 In principle, all schools in Israel are committed to education to coexistence, at 
least on the level of lip service.  However, the separate school systems allow 
schools to be clearly identified in terms of language, narrative and national 
identification. They may have varying degrees of learning about 'others' and 
learning the importance of tolerance and pluralism.  But they do not have to deal 
with pluralism and conflict on an everyday basis.  Coping with this pluralism is 
the daily essence of the reality of Neve Shalom and its school. 

1. The general credo of the Neve Shalom School 

There is no disagreement within the village and the school community on 
the basic ideal:  People of the two peoples and the three religions (as well as 
others) should live in Israel in civic equality and mutual respect.  But once we 
leave this general proposition, disagreements may start.  Is the country the 
homeland of both peoples, or are the Arabs the only indigenous group, while 
the Jews are settlers and colonizers?  Is it legitimate for Israel to define itself 
as the nation-state of Jews, and to seek to maintain a Jewish majority within 
it?  Should the 1948 refugees be allowed back?   On these issues there are 
deep controversies in the village and among teachers (and presumably 
parents).   The hope is that the school can operate effectively as a school 
without deciding these issues, and that the general principle of human and 
civic equality should be enough to determine answers to the questions that 
must be answered if a school is to perform its complex functions for all its 
students.

For many years, there has not been discussion of these issues. In 2002, the 
two outgoing directors (the last ones who came from within the village) 
formulated a defining statement for the school, which was received with 
mixed feelings by the village and the school community.  The document 
includes a section on educational goals and a section of the vision of the 
school.

The section describing the vision of the school states thus: 

 The Neve Shalom/Wahat-el-Salam school is the educational home of 
students, teachers and parents, which cherishes the personal, national and 
cultural identity of its community. 

the social and multicultural encounter is conducive to deep 
familiarity with the language and culture of both peoples – the 
Jewish and the Arab. 
The school fosters an environment in which a real dialogue 
between partners is taking place. 
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The school will generate a person who knows to opt for the 
values of equality and human dignity. To accept themselves 
and others, and to recognize their rights and obligations as 
persons and as citizens. 
Our graduates will have knowledge, openness, creativity and 
awareness to what happens in our region and the world at 
large. Their responsibility will be reflected in their 
involvement with processes of peace and reconciliation, so that 
they can contribute to the society of which they are a part.

The educational goals of the school include: 

To provide the students with space and tools for building a 
secure personal, national and cultural identity. 
To empower Arabic and its place in the school so that both 
languages – Hebrew and Arabic – will be fluent for all 
students.
To develop in the children the willingness and the ability to 
associate with others, and to see differences as a source of 
enrichment. 
To enable the children to choose values of equality, respect for 
others, and pluralism. 
To develop in the children the ability to handle a reality of 
conflict, and to strive to change that reality through dialogue 
and consideration of the needs of others. 
To cherish varied skills in the children, and to encourage their 
willingness and ability to express themselves, their emotions 
and their opinions. 
To facilitate the acquisition by the children of the knowledge 
and skills necessary to realize their dreams and to advance 
their societies in a modern world. 
To nourish a supportive and relaxed setting, which provides a 
space for enabling activities and expression. 

In the remainder of this section we will discuss in some detail the way 
in which the school handles linguistic, religious, cultural and natural 
identities.  We should stress that under the circumstances, the most 
explosive issue is the tension between national identities.  To recall, 
the mother-classes in each age group is integrated, but a large number 
of subject are taught in separate classes, mostly on the basis of 
nationality or language.  For most of the children, there is no difficulty 
in identifying their major identities.  The small number of children 
coming from mixed families are allowed (usually through parental 
choice) to elect the identity in question.
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 An interesting feature of the school (to which we will return in 
the last section) is that the various components or dimensions of 
identity are seen as dichotomous rather than as points on a spectrum.33

1. Linguistic Identity 

We saw that the goal of the school is that all students will be fluent in 
both languages, Hebrew and Arabic. The asymmetry in the situation is 
explicitly reflected in the statement of goals.  We hear of the need to 
strengthen the Arabic, without any mention of the need to work on the level of 
Hebrew of the students.  This statement reflects the reality, which is seen by 
many as a major challenge to the school's goals.  The reality is that the level of 
Hebrew of the Arab students (and teachers) is much higher and better than the 
level of Arabic of the Jewish students (and teachers).  This was true even as 
the school served only the village community, reflecting a similar asymmetry 
in it. The Jewish children can understand Arabic and use it, since they have 
grown with it from their childhood, but their inclination is to speak in Hebrew, 
and their vocabulary in Arabic is rather limited. But it has become even clearer 
as students and staff are both drawn from the wider Israeli society.  Most 
Jewish students come to Neve Shalom without any knowledge of Arabic.  And 
it is hard to find Jewish teachers who know Arabic, let alone are fluent enough 
in it to use it in teaching. Consequently, all members of the school community 
feel that communication in Hebrew is much simpler and more effective.  
Hebrew thus becomes the default language, which in turn strengthens the 
initial asymmetry between languages.  

 The language spoken in the integrated mother classes depends to some 
extent on the linguistic proficiency of the teacher.  But even when the teacher 
is an Arabic speaker, a lot of Hebrew must be used in order to make sure the 
Jewish students understand.  Obviously, there is separation along language 
lines for language classes (with an additional sub-division according to the 
level of the students).    But there is also separation along language lines for 
classes such as science and arithmetic.34   In fact, in the academic year 2003 
most of the learning in the school has been done in separate language-based 
classes. The subjects taught in integrated classes are called 'clusters'. They 
include culture, tradition and society, sport, English, drama, music and 
communications.   At present, history is taught separately at the 6th grade, but 
the hope is that it can be taught together from materials written for this school 
so that the history of the conflict could be taught.  The Ministry of education 
does not provide materials which can be used for this purpose.  

33 The same is true of the Keshet school, seeking to teach together under conditions of equality 
observant and non-observant Jewish children.  There, the dichotomy may seem more arbitrary, since 
many of the families and the children are ambiguous as to the extent to which they observe. 
Nonetheless, the school is structured on a binary scheme, for obvious reasons. 
34 The separation results from the fact that the numerals are different in the two languages, and there is 
a difficulty in translating the basic terms. The complexity of the situation is reflected by the fact that 
the separate classes are not called 'mono-lingual' but mono-national'!  
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 In separate classes, each group studies in its own language.  But in the 
integrated classes, the asymmetry shows.  The class dynamic is such that even 
the Arab teachers find it quicker to speak Hebrew, because all students 
understand it while speaking Arabic will then require a translation.  Initially, it 
was thought that the asymmetry was problematic only on a symbolic level, 
and that it gave both Jews and Arabs what they really need.  Under that 
analysis, Arabs did need to master their language for cultural reasons, and they 
needed Hebrew to integrate successfully into the market and higher education 
systems of Israel.  Jews needed to know the sounds and basics of Arabic, but 
did not really need to master it.   The school thus met the real needs of both 
groups better than the regular alternatives available to them.  However, it now 
seems that the dominance of Hebrew in integrated classes does exact a price 
from Arab students.  Observations have revealed that the willingness of Arab 
children to participate in class discussions in integrated classes where the 
teaching is done in Hebrew is significantly lower than their tendency to 
participate in Arabic classes.35

All staff members agree that these differences in mastering the two 
languages are a major problem in the running of the school, and that it makes 
attaining the goals of the school in this realm and in others more difficult. 
There is a disagreement on how to evaluate this reality, and what should be 
done about it.   The most radical idea was to run the school in a neutral 
language (such as English), which is not the mother tongue of either group.
Yet, this idea was quickly dismissed since all conceded the central place of 
language to one's cultural and national identity.

Some think that reaching full bilingualism for all is a crucial goal of the 
school, and that the failure to meet this goal to an acceptable way is evidence 
to the absence of commitment and resoluteness of the school staff.  By them, 
the present reality simply means that the school surrenders to the outside 
dominance of the Hebrew.36    Some of these teachers believe that the Neve 
Shalom experience in fact harms the Arab students when you compare their 
experience to that of Arab children learning in (good) all-Arab schools.  They 
hold that if the linguistic symmetry cannot be reached, this may suggest that 
the whole experiment is a failure.  

35 Similar observations were made in encounters between Jewish and Arab youngsters in the NS school 
for peace. The initial participation of the Arabs, especially those with weak Hebrew, was lower than 
that of the Jews. See Halabbi 2000, at    
36 A veteran teacher who is a Neve Shalom Jewish resident and supports this view says thus: "It is not 
as if we have a 50-50 situation and want to have dominance for Arabic. All we need to do is look at 
nice classes like drama and communications which are taught in Hebrew.  The reality is that a child 
who does not understand Arabic does not pay a price. If he hears an announcement in Arabic he knows 
that a translation will follow. He does not have to make the effort. In a small number of classes I saw 
that the teacher managed to create a situation where this is not the case, but this is very rare…We need 
to create the daily and regular reality in which all students must understand Arabic, that Arabic will be 
needed. A reality in which when a Jewish student does not understand he'll have to ask someone who 
speaks Arabic.  We need to create the situation in which one cannot function in the school without 
Arabic just as one cannot function in it without Hebrew".   (The interviews are taped and transcribed, 
and the quotes are slightly edited to make them intelligible).   
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Others agree that more should be done to improve the fluency of Arabic 
among Jewish students (and teachers), but think that it is unlikely that these 
attempts can fully succeed against the background conditions of the 
dominance of Hebrew in Israeli society, and that the value of the experiment is 
not undermined by this realization.   

Not surprisingly, there are differences on this question among the village 
community and the external groups, both Jewish and Arabs.  The villagers 
tend to be among those who insist that bilingualism is a requirement that can 
and should be adopted as a real goal.

There have been many efforts to change the situation. One is the 
foundation of the 'Languages Center' which is a special room in the school 
which permits a variety of creative activities in Hebrew, Arabic and (after 3rd

grade) English.  The center has many interactive features, and allows the 
students to learn languages in a more lively and active way. Each student 
spends at least one hour a week in the Center.   In 2001, all Jewish first-
graders had three months of Arabic before they started the regular classes.  In 
recent years the school demands that all Jewish teachers will take an intensive 
Arab course hoping that they'll be able to use more Arabic in class and thus 
increase the level of bilingualism. In 2002 it was decided that all Arabic 
studies will be done in the immersion system, which has been successfully 
used in the US and Canada to encourage bilingualism.37

These attempts have improved the situation some but have not changed it.  
The depth of the problem is illustrated by the fact that the asymmetry affects 
not only the students but the teachers themselves.  In a teachers' meeting 
before the 2000 Independence Day, the teachers were asked to talk about their 
emotions. Naturally, but significantly, the discussion was in Hebrew. The 
Arab teachers were in a clear minority (6 as against 12 Jews), but their 
participation was even lower than their share in the group. When one of the 
coordinators asked the Arab teachers why they were not participating, one 
Arab teacher replied: 

   I wanted to speak a 
few times but waited till the Jews 
will finish. It is hard for me to 
arrange my thoughts, and I cannot 
talk so well in such good language 
as you do because this is not my 
language…They say that peace is 
something optimistic and it is true 
that we are trying to make peace.
But in daily life, in the buses, 
especially during my studies, I did 

37 It is impossible to go here in detail into the differences between immersion programs and their 
relations to bilingualism. I shall return to some of these issues in the last section of this paper. But there 
is a crucial difference between one way immersion, which seeks to teach a group that speaks mother 
tongue A a second language |B very well, or two ways immersion, in which the attempt is to teach two 
groups, each with its own mother tongue, the other language and culture.  
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not speak Arabic, because the 
soldier on the bus, if he had known 
I was an Arab he would have taken me 
off the bus and detained me for 
questioning.  It is to be afraid all 
the time. I do not feel secure here, 
I do not feel relaxed, but fear. I 
all the time think how not to talk 
in Arabic, trying to keep quiet. But 
since I am here this is the other 
way round. I try to speak Arabic a 
lot, to see the reaction of the 
Jews…

There is no question that the language issue is central.  The school in Neve 
Shalom/Wahat-el-Salam does give its students an environment very different 
from the one they would have received in either a Jewish or an Arab school.
Children of both groups accept the presence of the other language as natural.  
Arab students gain a better mastery of Hebrew than many of their colleagues 
learning in Arab schools. Jewish children recognize the letters, the sounds and 
the ambiance of Arabic in a way not available to most Jewish elementary 
school students.

I join those who think the dream of bilingualism is hollow. The reality of 
the dominance of Hebrew in Israeli society means that the incentive structures 
for Jews and Arabs on this question are totally different. Even the village, with 
its ideological commitment, could not have overcome this. A public school 
with 85% of children coming from outside the village should not regard this 
recognition as a failure.38

2.  Religious Identity 

The Neve Shalom school does not practice religion or teach it as binding. 
Religion is 'privatized' in this sense.  The school teaches about religions as a 
part of cultural studies. The teaching recognizes that religion may be an 
important part of a person's identity, and that the students in the school come 
from different religious traditions.  

Study of religion is done in separate groups, for one hour a week, and each 
group studies its own texts.  While the school treats the three religions – 
Judaism, Islam and Christianity – as equal, religion is studied in 'national' 
groups, to stress the unity of the Arab-Palestinian identity despite the religious 
differences.  In Judaism, the relationship between national and religious 
elements is closer, since the two are co-extensive within Judaism.39

38 See the final section of the paper for some recommendations.  
39 For religious education in public education in Israel see S. Goldstein (1992).  The school in NS does 
not teach religion as binding. But, unlike American public schools, it teaches children their own 
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None of the families involved in the Neve Shalom school are religiously 
fundamentalist. We have not noticed internal tensions within the religious 
groups between those who observe to greater or lesser degrees.  These facts 
mean that it is relatively easy to deal with religious aspects of life and identity 
as matters of culture and folklore.  Not surprisingly, the school deals 
extensively with the religious holidays of the three religions, which give the 
school community an opportunity to deal with differences not charged with 
conflict.40  The religious holidays are celebrated in a way that reduces conflict 
and that stresses the folkloric elements, such as stories and special cooking.41

Clearly, all these choices are acceptable only in a community in which 
religious observance is not very strong.

The celebration of many religious holidays turns out to be a very 
successful part of the school activities. It causes no confusion among the 
students in terms of their own identities, and it does give the feeling that 
plurality is an enriching, non-threatening phenomenon.  A good example of 
this is Purim, in which all the students and the teachers (who had just returned 
from the Id-el-adha holiday) wore costumes.42  Similarly, Passover and Easter 
were celebrated together.  We took part in the day at the second grade, where 
the two classes worked together. In the first part of the day the students 
watched a film about Jesus and heard explanations from the Christian-Arab 
teacher, and then went out and baked matzos. Later they talked about the 
hagadah and painted the story and some Easter eggs.  

However, the wish to celebrate and note the religious holidays of all three 
religions is not free of difficulties. One of them is the simple fact that each 
tradition has its own ratio of holidays and days of work. When the holidays are 
tripled, the days of work and study contract!  This is true for weekends as well 
as for special holidays.  Respecting the weekly day of rest of all religions 
would mean a 4 days week!43   On the other hand, not respecting the religious 
holidays of one of the religions will weaken the ideological message that all of 
them should be treated on an equal basis.  

religion in a special way. Children are not simply exposed to the history of all religions on an equal 
basis and in a detached way as a part of social studies.  
40 Indeed, those who think the school should concentrate more on the national and political tensions 
think there is too much preoccupation with religious aspects in the school.  
41 A very similar phenomenon was found in the Jerusalem bi-lingual school, where the holidays of 
Hanukka, Christmas and Id el Fitter were all celebrated together.  The Moslem holiday did not require 
modification, but in the Jewish holiday of Hannuka the miracle of the oil that lasted for a week was 
stressed but the military struggle of the Jews against the Greeks and their victory was played down. 
Similarly, in Christmas, the stories concerning Jesus' birth were played down, and the element of the 
beginning of the New Year was stressed.   See Bekerman (2002)   
42  The children did not talk about the Purim text, the Esther scroll, which is a story about persecution 
of Jews and their rather brutal triumph over their enemies.  
43 In Neve Shalom this is a problem for the school. In many places, this is a problem for students who 
are members of religious minorities.  They deal with it either by going to private schools of their 
religion, or by going to the regular public system, where they have to choose either to be absent in their 
religious holidays, or to participate in studies despite them.  Often, the choice depends on the intensity 
of their religious beliefs or of the importance of education what they see as to the good life.  
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The decision in Neve Shalom is a pragmatic one. The school operates on a 
5 days week basis, respecting the day of rest of the two major religions.  
Sunday is a short school day.  There is an attempt to make holidays converge 
but when this cannot be coordinated,  each group takes its own holidays while 
the other one goes on with classes that are taken in separate groups. It seems 
that this is a plausible solution for Neve Shalom itself, but it may create 
problems for those who are also connected with systems outside of this school.  
Thus teachers in Neve Shalom may have to teach in the holidays of one of the 
groups, while their children are at home.  This may mean that taking vacations 
together may become more difficult for families whose members work or 
study in groups with different calendars.

In short, it seems that Neve Shalom does succeed in meeting its goals here. 
It provides students of different religions with an integrated education in 
which the different religious identities are known and respected.   The 
experience of the children of Neve Shalom is indeed richer and fuller than the 
one given to students in their own community school.

3.        Cultural Identity 

'Culture' is the overall system of meanings a society has.  Language, 
religion and national sentiments are all parts of culture, but they do not 
exhaust it.  The goals of the Neve Shakom/Wahat el Salam school talk about 
'cultural' identity, and this is the term used most frequently in recent political 
discussions.  It is thus important to include here a discussion of cultural 
identity. However, in this section I will only discuss culture in senses which 
are not covered by language, religion or nationality.44

The school assumes that the differences between the groups are also 
cultural, and that the students need to develop a secure cultural identity of their 
own.  The assumption is, however, that students will be initiated into their own 
culture by their homes and social contexts, and that the school should counter 
separation and ignorance rather then seek to develop or deepen the cultural 
identity of the different groups.  Consequently, culture is taught together, and 
the class aims to promote a situation where both groups will be familiar with 
the culture of the other group.

However, the issue of the language we have discussed above creates 
serious difficulty in this regard. In the Israeli public school system there are 
special materials designed to teach culture. Each group learns its own culture 
in its language. Arab students learn Israeli culture in Hebrew.  (To the extent 
that Jews learn about Arab history and culture, they do it in Hebrew).The 

44 In discussions of the right to culture in Israel, it is usual to speak about Jews and Arabs but also 
about sub-groups within them. Among Arabs, there are important cultural differences between 
Moslems, Christians, Druze and Bedouin. Even within these groups we can distinguish between sub 
groups in terms of traditionalism or religious fundamentalism.  The same applies to Jews. The 
differences are across attitudes to religion, as well as ethnic origin (those who come from America and 
Europe, and those who come from Arabic speaking countries; now there are the two large communities 
of Ethiopian Jews and Russian Jews.  Some of these divisions find expression in the educational system 
and in political life.     
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system has not prepared materials suitable to the teaching of cultures in an 
integrated classroom, with a commitment to the use of both languages.  This 
fact imposes great burdens of creativity and ingenuity on the teachers.  

Again, it seems the asymmetry between the languages cannot be avoided.
Naturally, Hebrew texts are studied in Hebrew.  Students of both groups 
internalize that the culture of a group must be studied in the group's own 
language.  Some texts about Arabic culture are in Arabic, but many teachers 
feel that the Jewish students cannot learn from them.  Moreover, the texts are 
often taught in a combination of Arabic and Hebrew.  Thus Jews do not learn 
about Arabic culture from within it. More important, both Jews and Arabs see 
that there is no symmetry between the languages and cultures, in that one 
culture is studied 'from within' while the other is studied 'from without'.  

Other aspects of multiculturalism in the school work better. The school 
notes the times of the beginning and end of classes and intervals not by the 
usual bell but by musical sketches. These are elected by the students 
themselves, who bring in the tunes they like.  The result is a rich and varied 
collection, which the students clearly enjoy.  The goal of familiarity and 
comfort and even pleasure with the sounds of the different cultures is fully 
met.   

An interesting cultural issue in the school is the balance between discipline 
and drive and the openness and relaxed atmosphere of learning. The school 
opts for the second in principle. There are no exams, and children are not 
graded, as is the case in other 'open' schools.  The ideology is that students 
should be allowed to develop in their own tempo, and that it is wrong to 
educate to over-competitiveness.  There is some ambivalence among parents 
and teachers on this point, and there seems to be a convergence between ethnic 
group and this attitude.  In general, some parents claim that the Arab teachers 
are more 'authoritarian' than the Jewish ones.  And while some criticize this 
tendency, many others in fact criticize the school for not emphasizing 
achievement and discipline more.45   This is yet another context in which 
internal debate and ambivalence, in part inspired by cultural difference, makes 
running this school such a complex matter.  We should emphasize that the 
academic achievements of the students in the school are generally high, and 
that students from this school usually do not find it hard to find good 
placements in high schools outside the village. 

4. National Identity 

We have already mentioned that this is the component of identity in the 
context of Neve Shalom which creates the most complex issues.  The school 
recognizes this centrality by describing itself as a binational encounter (and 
not as a bilingual school, as the other Arab-Jewish schools do)46.  Contribution 

45 In fact, it seems that the Neve Shalom parents who send their children to study in schools outside the 
village, both Jewish and Arab, are the ones who think that the school does not give its students 
sufficient levels of discipline.  See also note 24 above.  
46 See Bekerman and Horrencyck (2001) 
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towards a peaceful and equal coexistence between the two national groups is 
thus the main challenge and the main test of this school.

The primary insight of the school (and the village) is that equal 
coexistence is almost impossible if the two communities lead lives which are 
totally separated.  The need to share lives brings familiarity and may make the 
distancing - which is a central element of discrimination and exclusion and 
hostility – less likely.  It is indeed very hard to think of promoting an 
awareness of a shared and equal humanity and citizenship when members of 
the groups never meet in daily life. The separation allows most schools and 
communities to avoid issues of differences of languages and narratives, 
histories and aspirations.  Talking about 'the other' is therefore abstract and 
remote.  Neve Shalom states that this in itself distorts the reality of Israel and 
permits the perpetuation of discrimination.47

Yet the reality of separation also means that a school which seeks 
integration has to face these issues without much help from the outside.  When 
we try to translate the aspirations of equal dignity into educational realities, we 
learn that good will is necessary – but definitely not enough. 

Clearly, a binational school with the vision of Neve Shalom/Wahat el 
Salam needs to be different from either Jewish or Arab schools.  It must 
actively affirm both communities and their members, and stress what needs to 
be done to encourage peaceful coexistence.  It cannot concentrate on initiating 
youngsters into their own culture and national group, while stressing also the 
existence and equal rights of other groups.  But how can this be done? 

Ideally, most schools in plural Western democracies make a choice 
between two attitudes.  The first is to teach in the public schools only a very 
thin, shared, set of components of identity, such as humanity and citizenship, 
plus basic skills. All other components of education will be given in the 
different communities for their purposes.  The second is to allow streams of 
public education which may be more or less homogenous in terms of credo 
and basic values.  Israel, as we saw, tended to do the second, but maintained 
an assimilative role in terms of language and the demand that all public 
schools accept the self-definition of the state as Jewish and Democratic. Neve 
Shalom seeks to do something much more ambitious.  It seeks to make the 
difference in identities a central element of the school life itself.  Moreover, 
these different identities should be affirmed despite the fact that there is an 
ongoing conflict between the groups. And the message of the school is that 
students should work for coexistence (thus disregarding other possible ways of 
dealing with the conflict, such as separation or resolution).

When we look at the way the school deals with these issues, we can 
appreciate the complexity of the challenge – and the urgency of thinking about 
dealing with it.  

47 Thus the basic insight that inspires the NS village and school is precisely the one that lefd the 
American Supreme Court to declare in Brown that 'separate cannot be equal'.  
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While these conflicts affect many decisions in the daily life of the school 
and the way it is structured, we will concentrate on the way the school deals 
with the charged days at the center of the national conflict – the Day of 
Independence and the Memorial Day preceding it, in which Jews celebrate the 
establishment of the state and mourn those who died in the battles needed to 
secure it – mainly against Arabs;  and the Day of the Naqba, signifying the day 
of the destruction of Palestinian society in the war of 1947-1949, leading to 
the foundation of Israel.   Each of the days is central to the narratives of the 
respective national community.  One is a day of celebration and the other a 
day of mourning.  And the events signified by them are the very same 
events…

A sign of the ongoing dynamic perception of this issue is the fact that these 
events were treated very differently in the schools in the two years we looked 
at it.  In 2000, the two sets of events were 'marked' at the same day.  In 2003, 
the ceremonies were held on two separate occasions.48  We mentioned above 
the way these days are 'kept' in the village and the effect of the death of Tom 
Kitain in battle in Lebanon.  These complexities reappear in the way the 
school handles these events. 

In 2000, the school devoted a whole week of meetings and planning to the 
events.  In Jewish schools, Day of Independence is a holiday, and the students 
commemorate Memorial Day in the day preceding it.  There is a structured 
ceremony, similar in all schools, accompanied by texts suggested by the 
ministry of education. The students stand up for the siren, together with most 
Israelis, which marks the time official ceremonies are held in the various 
military cemeteries around the country.  In principle, Arab schools should also 
commemorate Memorial Day, but in fact this is not enforced. In recent years, a 
number of Arab schools initiated a habit of replacing the official ceremonies 
with a ceremony for the Day of the Naqba.  The practice met by criticism from 
the ministry of Education.  

In Neve Shalom in 2000, the day started with activities in the integrated 
classes to discuss the day and it meaning. Then the groups separated. The Jews 
conducted the official ceremony, while the Arabs had an alternative activity. 
At the end of the day, the groups joined again to discuss the events of the day.

The teachers, especially the less experienced ones, had a hard time.  They 
had a number of meetings and discussions. Here is what was said in a teachers' 
meeting at the beginning of that week: 

A Jewish teacher:  It is important to 
stress and clarify to which community each 
child belongs, because there may be a 
great confusion here. My daughter, for 
example, returned after Land Day [A day 
commemorating a demonstration against land 
confiscations in the 1970s, where 6 Arab 

48 Independence Day is celebrated on the Hebrew day the state was declared, which in 1948 was in 
May 14, 1948. The Hebrew and Gregorian days fall on the same day only once every 19 years.  
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citizens were killed by the police] and 
decided she was going to join the Arab 
people, and this is a problem. In 
addition, I think there should be in each 
class two teachers, one Jewish and one 
Arab. In this way it will be easier for 
the Arabs to express themselves, and we 
communicate that despite the conflict we 
are together. 

An Arab teacher:  This is my first year 
of teaching and I do not know what to say 
and how to say it, and how at the end to 
connect with the Jews. 

Coordinator:  The conflict exists and 
it is not resolved, but we need to 
recognize both sides.

A Jewish teacher: I agree that two 
teachers should go into class and talk 
together.

(Other teachers also express agreement 
and nod. The coordinator says that there 
is no objection to the two classes in an 
age group to work together, and all that 
is needed is to let the directors know. At 
the same time, pages are circulated 
describing the activities in the separate 
groups for Jews and Arabs). 

Coordinator (explains the need for the 
pages): It is important that all teachers 
know what their students have been doing 
while in the separate group. 

A Jewish teacher: I want to say that 
this is extremely hard on me and I do not 
know how I will survive this week.  Today 
I felt I was collapsing after just one 
hour of this. All the work of the 
teaching, the support, the explanations, 
are done by the primary class teachers.

[The other teachers smile.  The 
coordinator (an Arab woman) comes and pats 
her and says: You can imagine that I too 
find it hard to support a Jew who rejoices 
at the independence of his country…] 

An Arab teacher:  I do not understand 
why we need the separate sessions. Our 
credo is to do things together and in 
moments of mourning we are separated? Why 
can't it be that no one will stand up at 
the siren?  Possibly, we can define this 
day as Memorial Day for all victims of the 
wars, and then we can all stand. 
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[Some teachers start to discuss this 
proposal, but the coordinator stops the 
discussion and says that this is not the 
right time and such discussions should 
have started much earlier.]49

We can see in this discussion the immanent tension of the goals of the 
school itself.  Is it possible to affirm fully the two different national identities 
and not separate the groups?  Arabs cannot easily be expected to rejoice in 
Independence Day and mourn the Jews who died in the wars with the Arabs. 
But can the Jews be expected to give up mourning for the fallen soldiers and 
celebrating the foundation of the state?   One day of mourning, as proposed by 
the Arab teacher, does take care of the need not to separate the groups, and it 
reflects the sense that there are tragic elements in the situation shared by 
members of both peoples.  But even the Jews of Neve Shalom itself, not to 
mention those from outside the village, might well think that this proposal 
does not meet the requirement that both national identities will be recognized 
and affirmed. 50

The test of realities is often in the details. We have observed the activities 
of Memorial Day in 2000.  The first session took place within the integrated 
classes. The students played a game that sought to show that cooperation is the 
best way to attain goals.  After the first session the children went into separate 
national groups.51   The Memorial Day ceremony of the Jewish groups was 
similar to those ceremonies held in other Jewish schools.  One noticeable 
deviation was that the state hymn, Hatikva (The Hope), was not sung at the 
end, as is usually done in such occasions.  This generated protest on the part of 
some of the Jewish parents, who were told this was simply an oversight and 
not an deliberate decision.  At the same time, we were told that the school was 
given a new suggested text for a hymn, which would be sung by the school 
choir.52  While the ceremonies are similar to those held in other Jewish 
schools, students and teachers in NS are very aware of the sensitivity of the 
day for the Arabs. The difficulty of accommodating this fact is expressed in 

49 This is a recurring theme in the school. While it is true that at that meeting there was a need to make 
some practical immediate decisions, we noticed that the more general discussions of the issue were 
usually avoided. 
50 The proposal to unify the way the day is commemorated is highly unlikely to win the approval of the 
Ministry of Education. The school, after all, is a public school.  But I think the improvised solution 
accepted in fact by the school, under which separate activity and commemoration is allowed and 
encouraged, is a better way to handle the complexity of the reality within which this school operates.  
51  It would have been ideal to observe both separate groups. But here the language difficulty interfered. 
This was a very sensitive day and translation seemed too intrusive. Since Idit does not speak Arabic, 
she joined the Jewish groups. 
52 The text was not shown to us. The hymn expresses the Jewish hope to return to its homeland. 
Clearly, this is not a text with which Arabs can identify.  The question of the Israeli hymn and how to 
make it more welcoming to non-Jews or non-Zionists has been on the agenda for some time, without a 
clear resolution.   
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the following conversation between the 6th grade teacher and his Jewish 
pupils:

[The teacher asks for the students' responses to the events of the day. 
There are only 5 boys and 1 girl in class, and the others are still at the 
ceremony] 

Student 1:   We should have talked more 
about Boaz's son 

Student 2:   Why didn't we go to the 
cemetery to Tom's graveside? 

Teacher:  If you had been allowed to go, 
would you want to? What would you have 
added?

Student 1: We would have been doing 
something sad, not just these silly songs. 

Student 3:  I would have added things 
connected not only to tomorrow 
[Independence Day], such as things 
connected to all kinds of battles, stories 
that remind us what happened and who they 
were.

Student 4:  We should have talked more 
about the soldiers. 

It is quite obvious that these Jewish students felt something missing for 
them from the way Memorial Day was celebrated.  Interestingly, they wanted 
the day to be past-directed and not exclusively future-oriented. They missed 
the combination between mourning the soldiers as the introduction to 
celebrating the gift of the independence of the state.

It is informative to see how the teachers try to handle the complexity in the 
integrated activities, and how the students respond.  This is what happened in 
one class:53

[Teacher asks the pupils to sit on the 
carpet and asks]:  Who wants to say what is 
coming this week on Tuesday and Wednesday? 

Student (Jewish):  Independence Day. 
Teacher:  whose? 
Student (Jewish):  of the Jews, of the 

soldiers.
Teacher:  What is Independence Day of the 

soldiers?
Students (together):  That you salute, that 

there is a siren. 

53 This report reflects what happened in one class.  This is the 2nd grade. The teacher is an experience 
Jewish teacher, who had taught in Jewish schools before coming to NS, where she now teaches for the 
first year.  Probably, the class would have looked different if taught by a teacher who had done this 
before.  So the observation is given here without any claim that it is representative.  
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Teacher: Why is there a siren? 
Student (Jewish): To remember that it had 

not been good here, because people died, 
because people fought. 

Teacher:  Whom did they fight? 
Students (together):  In our country. 
Teacher: What is independence? 
Students:  When you do things on your own, 

without help. 
Teacher:  Why does Israel have an 

Independence Day? What does it do on its own? 
Students:  Because we won. 
Teacher:  What happened here? What is it to 

found a state? What is it to build a state?
What was here before that? 

Student (Jewish): We conquered and made the 
state bigger. 

Teacher (bringing a map of Israel): What am 
I holding? 

Students:  A map of the world… a map of 
Israel.

Teacher: How do you know this is a map of 
Israel?  (silence) 

52 years ago the state of Israel was 
founded. Last week we talked of Holocaust Day 
and I told you what happened with the Germans 
and the Jews. All the Jews who remained came 
here. There have been Jews here for many 
years. We call those 'generations'.  You 
remember that Boaz told you that the 
grandfather of his grandfather lived in 
Hebron.  And then all Jews came here. There 
were many Jews here, and they proposed that 
they will make a state for the Jews. Herzl 
lived in another country.  Today we will speak 
generally, and in other classes we will talk 
of different things.  Together with the Jews 
were Arabs who lived with us in our state. 
They lived together with us. I know there are 
things that it is hard to understand at your 
age. Remember that celebrating the 
independence of the state did not come easily. 
The Arabs who lived in the country did not 
accept the Jews and fought them. The Jews too 
fought against the Arabs. This is why there 
was a war, and people died. We call those who 
died 'victims'.  In these battles, 
unfortunately, many soldiers died. In the day 
before Independence Day we have a special day 
to remember the fallen Israeli soldiers, those 
who fought.  Because they were string and 



30

heroic, we can sit here and live together in 
peace.

In Memorial Day, which is a sad day, we 
commemorate all those who died. In our school 
we have a person who lost his son – Boaz – 
whose son  died when two helicopters collided 
and there was a fire. 

Clearly, this teacher has not succeeded very well in telling a story that 
would make the Arab students feel welcome. Basically, she tells the Jewish 
narrative she is used to. We also notice the passivity of the Arab students, 
which seems stronger even than that recorded for language reasons.

In the other class of the age group, the Arab teacher talked with the 
students about the Naqba and about refugees who have lost their homes, and 
they later drew flags of Israel and Palestine.   But one cannot really compare 
the two classes because of the very different level of detail in the description. 
It is also impossible to generalize about the way the subject is treated in the 
school.  Clearly, a lot depends both on the personal traits of the teachers and 
on their national identity.  What can be said is that the school has not 
generated texts or guidelines which suggest how a teacher can handle the 
complexity of the tension between the two narratives in integrated classes at 
the various age groups.

The failure to create such a text seems to reflect a lot of confusion and 
ambivalence among the teachers themselves.  It is not at all clear how such a 
text or guidelines would look like. Here is what teachers were saying in a staff 
meeting just after the two days in question: 

 Jewish teacher:  I went through a very 
difficult experience last week. At the beginning 
I did not really understand the problem and I 
started with friendship and difference and 
everything was fine. Tuesday (memorial day) the 
beginning was great but then matters almost 
reached explosion. In retrospect I think we must 
prepare this matter much more. To prepare well 
and to know what is planned. Many students were 
hurt. Parents called and said that their 
children exhibited lots of guilt and anxiety.
[others try to make her talk in detail, but she 
declines and says this is general criticism].  I 
am glad to say that the end was a 'happy end'. 
With Diana's support we did manage to reach 'the 
dove of peace'.  I felt bad that day that things 
were not done properly. We need to do this not 
just the week before but throughout the year.
In addition, not all the teachers are clear 
about their own emotions.  During the summer or 
next year we must do something to come to this 
more prepared. 

Jewish teacher 2:  As a parent to a child in 
[the previous teacher's] class who went through 
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this I can say that it is going on till now, and 
it is my good fortune that I am here and can 
explain things to her. It is not over yet.
Maybe it seems so on its face. 

Jewish teacher 3: I was afraid to open my 
mouth. I did not want to hurt anyone. I did not 
know what to say and how to say it. Luckily …. 
Was around, and joined me in class.  I wrote 
down everything and next year I'll be prepared a 
month in advance. 

Arab teacher:  For me this was a hard day in 
terms of my relations with the Jewish teachers. 
I felt that everything we work on throughout the 
year, with holidays and birthdays, collapses in 
Independence Day/the Naqba.   …I went into class 
and worked with the students on dramatizing a 
song by Mahmoud Darwish [a national Palestinian 
poet who writes eloquently about the conflict]54.
There is nothing we can do, what's good for one 
side is not good for the other.  Take this line 
from the poem: 'the enemy drinks tea in our 
home'. What can we do, we are the victims here. 
And I wanted to give the Arabs the feeling that 
there were not inferior. The enemy came with 
weapons, and there was nothing we could do. I 
presented the whole emotional argument of what 
it means to be an Arab in Israel. To be the 
grandchild of people who had been expelled.  To 
be people who see other people sitting on their 
lands.  If there had been no separation in the 
school, if we had behaved differently, meaning 
that there would be one day, one naqba, it would 
have been different.  But if the separation is 
on the basis of  Memorial Day and Naqba Day, 
then there is hostility. I give my negative 
feelings and I cannot lie. I reflected the 
reality. I do not make a show in class of 
independence to Jews and Arabs.

Jewish teacher 4:  I want to quote lines from 
a poem by Yehuda Amichai [a known Israeli Hebrew 
poet]:  "In the place in which we are right 
there will no flowers in the spring; In the 
place where we are right, the ground is trodden 
like a yard".  Each side here feels just and 
right, but from this feeling no flowers will 
blossom.  Each side feels right, but what we 
need to connect to is not that we are enemies 
but that we are friends. If a child goes home 
feeling he is the enemy of his class mate, he 
has a very bad feeling. I tried to work on the 
common elements.  It was hard for me to see the 
class and the hard experience they went through 

54 A proposal to add his poems as optional texts in the literature curriculum in Jewish schools raised 
quite a debate within Israel. Some argued that students should be familiar with his poems and others 
argued that only a nation of folls teaches poems who describes it as an enemy.  
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because of that feeling that each side had 
absolute justice.  There is no guilt here. And 
there should be no guilt here in the teacher's 
room, because if there is we are all afraid. And 
we all make mistakes. 

Arab teacher: From my perspective there is 
justice. Once I am expelled from my home, I do 
not need all these explanations about absolute 
justice.

Coordinator:  we need to look at all these 
things and learn from experience and see what 
the goal of our educational activity is.  We 
cannot reach these deep levels.55

The school is quite clear that teachers are not supposed to 'export' on 
the students their own feelings.  However, it is not clear that the school does 
have a real answer to the predicament of the Arab teacher.  Or how there can 
be credible talk of friendship and respect for difference against the background 
of a very intense unresolved and bloody conflict.

 If anything, the issue has become even more charged after the eruption 
of hostilities in October 2000.  Feelings of solidarity weakened, and 
perceptions of enmity among Jews and Palestinians have increased.  In 2003 
we could not re-enter the school for observations, because this was the first 
year of the two external directors. The new structure of these charged days 
seeks to create more symmetry and more separation.  The school now holds 
two separate ceremonies, one for Memorial Day (in anticipation of 
Independence Day) and one for the Naqba day, held on May 15th. The 
structure of the days is identical.  The days start in integrated classrooms in 
which students discuss memories and how we remember and the ways in 
which memories are similar and different.  The second session is in national 
groups. On Memorial Day the subject is love of homeland. In the Naqba Day 
it is about memory and pain and how one can reach out despite the pain.  Then 
the relevant group holds its ceremony while the other group does something 
else in another part of the school.   Parents were pleased and asked that this 
pattern be maintained in the future.  

The school in Neve Shalom/Wahat el Salam is true to its vision and deals 
with Independence Day/Naqba day differently than both Jewish and Arab 
schools. But the school is not merely after uniqueness. It seeks to improve the 
way things are done in the regular educational system, so that the school 
community offers a better recipe for the development of secure identities and 
equal coexistence. Does the school indeed provide a better way of dealing 
with the general problem of the competing narratives in a society with two 
national groups in an unresolved conflict?  Does it help to form secure 
national identities among its students of both nations?  Does it lay the basis for 
co-existence? Are these goals realistic under the circumstances in Israel? 

55 This section does not reflect the discussions in their entirety.  
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The school gives its students the awareness - missing in other schools - 
that these days are not simple, since they reflect contradictory conceptions of 
the situation, its legitimacy, the way it got to be that way, and what should be 
done to make it right.  We saw that there is criticism from both sides about 
this. There are voices seeking to make the school, either in its entirety or at 
least for the relevant group, go in a clearer way towards taking a position on 
these narratives.  Jews want a clearer affirmation of the struggle, the joy of 
triumph, and the legitimacy of the hard-won independence and statehood. 
They do not insist that Arabs share these views, but they do not want to be 
denied the opportunity to express them as a part of their identity.  They 
therefore accept separation as a way of achieving this, but want a fuller Jewish 
experience in the separate celebration. Arabs are not content with the fact that 
there is official recognition of the fact that they have their own narrative, and 
that Jews should be familiar with it and sensitive to its implications. They 
want recognition of the reality and validity of their narrative for Jews, a full 
participation of Jews in their sense of mourning and loss and commitment to 
justice. They tend to support a commitment to maintain integration 
throughout.

This internal debate sharpens the basic questions: What are the 'secure 
national identities' formed in the school? How are they related to the common 
human and civic components of identity of the students (and teachers)?  In a 
context of an unresolved conflict, can 'secure national identities' be formed 
without affecting each other?  More important, given the contradictory nature 
of the two narratives, how can forming secure national identities lead to 
strengthening co-existence?  We are not talking here about two distinct 
national groups that happen to live in the same territory and state. Many 
Palestinian Arabs feel that the Zionist movement that led to the foundation of 
the state of Israel is responsible for dispossessing them of their homeland.  
They dream of justice that will take the form of undoing the dispossession and 
re-instating them as the ruling majority in the whole of Palestine.  For Jews 
this vision is troubling and a serious threat.  Jews who come to NS are those 
who concede the high price paid by Arabs for the establishment of the state. 
But what they envisage is a life of equality for the Arab minority within the 
Jewish state. An Arab narrative which does not accept this vision, and which 
seeks to deny Jews in Israel their right to independence and a homeland, is 
self-evident to some Jews in the village and in Israel. But a majority of Jews in 
Israel, and a substantial part of Jews in the village itself, do not see it as 
permitting full coexistence.   

A possible answer to this question is that the school should not take the 
'easy' way of allowing each group to maintain its own narrative, despite the 
contradiction between them, but should seek an integrated narrative that could 
be used by both groups. The views arguing for constructing of these charged 
days within an integrated setting may advocate this approach. We cannot 
know how such an integrated setting will look like, because this was not the 
attitude chosen by the school.  It is quite possible that this way was not 
adopted because it has serious built-in difficulties.  A secure national identity 
is probably based on narratives and traditions of the national group one 
belongs to.  The wish for integration suggests that group identities are 
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themselves dynamic, and that they are affected by interaction with other 
groups and their visions.  In our context, the idea is that one's Jewish and Arab 
identity, respectively, will be affected by the encounter.   It is not clear, 
however, how this is to be done. Some people think that Jews should endorse, 
themselves, the perception of the foundation of Israel as a tragic disaster.
Should the Arab identity also change to include accepting the legitimacy for 
Jews' dream of self determination?  We do not hear about that. Maybe this is 
where identity-talk becomes less useful.  It is less important if the changes will 
be ones in the national identity of the groups or in their vision of modes of 
coexistence. The real question is the attitude required for effective coexistence 
between them. 

It seems that there is an interesting catch in the situation. The children, 
definitely in the elementary school level, can probably handle the tensions. 
They can be friends despite the fact that there are unresolved tensions between 
their parents, if the parents are willing to let them be friends.  But for that to 
happen, the teachers must agree that they want to communicate to the children 
a picture of the world that is not fully adequate for their parents.  These 
tensions may be too hard for the teachers even at the level of elementary 
schooling. They will definitely become less manageable as the children move 
on towards adolescence.

IV. Some Concluding Observations 

1. Integrated education between groups in conflict 

The elementary school of NS-WS does create an original and a unique 
setting for Jewish and Arab youngsters in Israel.  It provides the framework 
for on going attempts, by Jews and Arabs, both from the village and from 
external communities, to struggle with tensions and create an experience of 
integrated equality. The success of the staff to isolate to some extent the 
sounds of the conflict, separation and discrimination generated by the 
surrounding society is impressive.

The achievements of this experiment are weighty and important: 
Jewish and Arab children, many of them not from the village itself, receive a 
rare and crucial opportunity to learn with children from the other national 
group living in their land. They learn their language and their culture, their 
music and their holidays. The difference in this sense is greater for the Jewish 
children, since Jewish-Hebrew culture is dominant in Israel and thus has 
assimilative force. Arab children are likely to acquire, with time, some aspects 
of the dominant culture. Not so for the Jewish children.  They encounter here 
contents and experiences they would not have met under regular 
circumstances.  Arab children, on the other hand, have here a unique 
opportunity to study in a framework that is explicitly committed to help them 
integrate into Israeli society without giving up their uniqueness and special 
components of identity.  The context is therefore meaningful for members of 
both communities at all levels, because it illustrates a place in which there is 
no systemic exclusion and distancing of the 'other'. For all of these reasons, 
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integration is indeed better than separation. Encounter is better than 
segregation.

The NS-WS school is a place children like going to.  It maintained its 
student body despite hard times.  Children of both peoples feel that studying 
together is natural and right.  These achievements are not at all trivial.  They 
should not be taken for granted. In many integrated schools, the 'weak' groups 
still feel excluded and discriminated against. In some cases, they reach the 
conclusion they are better off in their own schools.56 True, we saw that there 
are parents and teachers who are not happy. The school does not achieve full 
equality between languages and narratives. But this is natural. The prospects 
of the school depend on the extent to which it continues to meet the real needs 
of its communities – students, parents, teachers, both from the village and 
from other places.  So long as the participants in this experiment are willing to 
make the efforts needed to continue with the project – it should definitely be 
encouraged.57

What can we say to the members of the NS-WS school community as a 
result of this study?  This is an important and a fascinating experiment. Its 
success is built on the commitment of all members of the school community, 
who are willing to accept that managing such a school must require ongoing 
dialogue between teachers and parents, between village and the outside world. 
The dialogue itself is an illustration of how Jews and Arabs can live together 
within the framework of Israel.  

The school community struggles daily with the questions Israeli 
society wishes to avoid:  how can two communities with such contradictory 
aspirations and narratives live together within one state?   While the Israeli 
situation does have its unique features, the question is one central to modern 
political philosophy.  In a way, the same question exists for religious and non-
religious Jews within Israel, whose world views are deeply different and at 
some level incompatible.58

For the NS-WS school, even more clearly than for the groups in Israel 
generally or for the village, the crucial question is how to be inclusive for all 
its groups.  Under the circumstances, the only way to be inclusive is to add a 
layer of shared and common interests (like humanity and civic identity) to the 

56The story of attempts at integrating schools in other places are complex and interesting. Thus, in 
many places the reports of those who studies in integrated schools are positive, yet the trend is that very 
often people prefer not to send their own children to integrated schools.  The atmosphere in those 
schools is often such that members of the weak groups feel discriminated against. For the US 
experience see H+S, ch. 3.  The same happened in many cases of attempted integration along class and 
ethnic origin in Israel.  It seems that the success of NS is built in part on the fact that this is an 
elementary school. More important, the Arab children are not a minority in the classes as they are in 
the outside society and as they are when they choose to go to 'Jewish' schools.  
57 At the very least, the financial difficulties stemming from extensive transportation should be treated 
as they are from the school in other 'rare' streams such as the kibbutz movement schools.  Again, 
busing and the financing of transportation was a major obstacle in attempted integration elsewhere.  
58 The conflict among Jews has not turned into violence and war, but the depth of the differences in 
outlook is similar. You can see it illustrated in the Keshet school when teachers struggle with the 
question how to deal with issues such as the existence of God or evolution theory vs. creationism.    
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wish to stress the plurality and equal worth of particular national, religious and 
linguistic identities.  If the school wants to move beyond the two narratives 
approach for the particular identities, it must think creatively of the ways in 
which a shared narrative can be produced that will be credible not only to the 
students but to the teachers as well. If the school succeeds in doing that, it will 
be a major achievement and a serious contribution to Israeli society.  Success 
in this task will also enable the school to depend much less of improvisation 
and ad-hoc solutions. 

If this cannot be achieved, or at least until such materials are in place,  
the intuitive play between integration and separation seems the right way to 
go.  Moreover, some level of ambiguity about goals may be necessary to allow 
the school to proceed.   The school should seek resolution and clarification to 
the extent that these help it function, and it should tolerate that level of 
ambiguity that is required to make the force of living together dictate solutions 
to intractable ideological issues. 

At another level - what can we learn from this experiment concerning 
the more general question of seeking equality in education in deeply divided 
societies?  How does the bitter conflict between Jews and Arabs in Israel 
affect such educational experiments?  Should we encourage more such 
schools? Should we make them mandatory?   

Since we are only talking about elementary school, it is not clear that 
the effect of the experience on the students is more than episodic.  Much more 
research is needed.  Can we see a difference between the graduates of NS-WS 
and students who studied in Jewish or Arab schools?  Will children born in 
NS-WS stay there and build their homes there?  Before such studies are done, 
we cannot reach conclusions.  The children of the village will face their real 
challenge of integration when they have to live within the broader society. For 
the children coming from other places, the school experience is a bubble 
within their broader, separate, lives. Much more can be learned if the plan to 
start a growing high school in the place indeed works out.59

Observing the school in NS-WS only strengthens the feeling, shared by 
most members of the school community, that all such experiments at 
integrated binational (or bilingual) schools should be voluntary.  The issues of 
integration between linguistic, national and religious communities are 
extremely difficult.  They require a lot of good will and a wish to cooperate.  
These do not seem to exist in other places.60   Furthermore, the lessons of 

59 It will be interesting to follow this both in terms of the success to maintain such a school and in terms 
of the way it deals with the sensitive subjects of narratives.  The first year was not simple. All the 
children came from outside the village.  And the one class consisted of a large majority of Arab 
students.  It will take time to see whether at least some of the NS children will opt for the local school, 
and whether the balance between Jews and Arabs can be maintained.  
60 As mentioned above, the apparent neutrality of registration zones may create situations of bi-
nationalism de-facto in a Jewish school as happened in Jaffa.  But that school continues to operate as a 
school in the Jewish sector in terms of language, holidays and narrative.     
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mandatory integration against the wishes of the dominant group in other 
countries have not been too reassuring.61

What we have in Israel, as illustrated dramatically by the elementary 
school in NS-WS, is a paradoxical catch.  In situations of conflict, it is 
particularly essential to develop awareness, familiarity and empathy between 
individuals and groups. Separation may be conducive to mechanisms of 
distancing and demonization, which are in turn important incentives for the 
creation of prejudice, hostility and fear.  On the other hand, a serious conflict, 
especially one that has violent eruptions, makes people reluctant to integrate. 
In addition, both Jews and Arabs in Israel have a structured interest to use the 
school system as a primary way of initiating youngsters into their distinct 
national collective identity.  When one adds the question of language it seems 
that a neutral public school system which privatizes all non-civic elements, 
and which relegates community-based education to the private sphere of 
family and Sunday schools is not a real option in Israel.

In other words, separate schools, with the occasional voluntary 
integrated experiments, seem the way things should be.  Arab and Jewish 
schools, especially at the elementary level will usually be separate on the basis 
of language and residential areas.  The main remaining questions are levels of 
financing and supervision, and the curricula of the various schools.

I want to add a few paragraphs on the language issue.  As I have 
indicated, the frustration of the school team is understandable and to be 
expected.  The Jewish-Arab schools in Israel work in conditions that are more 
complex that those of the most elaborate attempts at two-ways immersion in 
the USA.  These are the only programs that work and do generate individuals 
who are almost bilingual.  The other programs aimed to help students who 
wish to learn a language which is not their mother tongue without assimilating 
them into the official language and enabling them to keep and develop their 
own language usually fail.  The reasons for this are complex, and some of 
them apply to Israel.  However, the Jewish-Arab schools do resemble in 
structure the successful two-ways programs.   They are voluntary, the numbers 
of Hebrew and Arab speakers are similar, and there is a commitment to 
learning the languages and cultures on an equal basis.   The differences are in 
the incentive structures in the two situations.  The English-speaking children 
who come to two-ways immersion programs want to become bilingual 
(usually in Spanish).  They are willing to make the commitment to that, and to 
continue with it throughout their studies. They see the acquisition of Spanish 
an asset.  In addition, there are enough truly bilingual teachers available.
These elements are at this stage absent in Israel.  Since the plan is to keep such 
integrated schools voluntary, and they are all growing schools, it may be 
interesting to see if including this type of commitment may be possible.  If this 
is done, and the teachers and financial resources are secured, the language 
difference may in fact become much less of an issue.  This will not change the 
relationships between Hebrew and Arabic in Israeli society as a whole.  It will 

61 The most obvious example is the US, where, 50 years after Brown v. Board of Education, the reality 
in many places is that schools are more segregated than they had been in the 1960s.  See Hochshild and  
Scovronick   2003.  
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this make the experiments in integrated education even less generalizable. But 
such schools may create cadres of people who might truly be important 
bridges between the various communities of Israel. 

2. A Balance between Plurality of Identities and Civic Cohesion

The elementary school in NS-WS balanced particular identities and 
social cohesion by the mere fact of integration. Membership in the same 
school community was supposed to balance the emphasis of the difference 
between group identities. We noted that a stronger emphasis of humanistic and 
civic values might have helped the school surmount some of its difficulties.   

The state as a whole does not have even the scant semblance of co-
existence provided by the coexistence in school offered by NS-WS.  Its 
schools are segregated as are most of the other activities of individuals and 
groups.   Israel faces many challenges, but it meets them through a society that 
is divided into many different communities. The public school system, which 
is in many countries a major tool for the acquisition of a civic identity, is in 
many ways in Israel a system strengthening differences and distinctions.  In 
the case of Arab-Jewish relations, it permits the mutual segregation of the 
groups.

Avoiding the issues that the NS school is dealing with may make the 
life of teachers and parents easier, but it does not promote civic cohesion 
within Israel's communities.62   Indeed, it seems that Israel is now moving in 
the direction of maintaining its multi-layered system and to grant the different 
sectors autonomy in many areas, to allow for education suitable for the 
community's culture, while insisting on some core curriculum which may 
promote civic cohesion, strengthen civic identity, and guarantee that the 
students can function as full citizens in both the political and the economic 
realms.  The core curriculum should include basic skills and languages, basic 
civics, and the awareness to the complexity of Israeli society and the equal 
rights of all its members as individuals and groups.63

This core curriculum should be discussed widely, with the participation 
of representatives of all the relevant groups.  In the Jewish-Arab context, the 
groups need to think and agree both about what of their tradition will be 
included in their curriculum, and what will be taught about them, in a 
mandatory or elective fashion, in the other sectors.

The state must see to it that all students, including Arab students, will 
master the Hebrew language so they can integrate effectively into Israeli life.  

62 Indeed, at least one scholar has observed that Israel is disintegrating inro six or seven distinct 
communities: Kimmerling 2003.   
63 These are indeed the initial recommendations of a national committee looking at Israel's educational 
system headed by Shlomo Dovrat. The government has already endorsed the recommendations and 
vouched to implement them.  
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Arab schools, too, should seek to make the teaching of Hebrew more 
effective.64  At the same time, it must be stressed that what is to be acquired by 
non-Jews is the language, and that language classes should not be used as an 
indirect way of imposing Jewish cultural contents. True, this does impose a 
burden of Arabs in Israel. They naturally want to keep their mother tongue, 
which is their cultural link.  Hebrew is for them a charged language, which is 
not very useful outside of Israel. It is not the language they would have opted 
for as a second language.  It is not wise to deny that this is indeed a burden. 
However, guilt over this burden should not encourage the tendency not to 
insist that the students do master the language.65

Arabic language and culture do not enjoy the same centrality in Israel 
as does Hebrew. Nonetheless, familiarity with the language and the culture is 
important to living in a country which has a large indigenous minority of 
Arabs, and which has been for hundreds of years a part of the Arab world.
Effective teaching of these should be a part of the core curriculum, and 
advanced study of Arabic should be encouraged in all parts of the educational 
system.   

Cultural objections to elements of the core curriculum may be more 
complex. The issues here are not unique to the Jewish-Arab conflict.66

Effective integration into the market of modern society may include exposure 
to the world of science, technology, computers and evolution.  Communities, 
which reject parts of this world, either for all or just for women, may feel that 
an imposed core curriculum which include these elements may pose a serious 
cultural and identity threat.  These cultural constraints should be recognized, 
and the state should move slowly and with sensitivity, but it should not give 
up.  Great efforts should be made to adapt these requirements to the cultural 
constraints of the groups.  These subjects can be taught at different times. 
Classes may be separated for men and women.  Classes may be taught by 
members of the community, possibly using their own texts.  But students 
should be given the tools with which they can decide, as adults, about their 
own balance between tradition and modernity.  The core-curriculum should 
not be very thick.  The wish of cultural and religious communities to protect 
their distinctness should be respected.  But the state needs to make sure that all 
its young citizens get the basic skills which will permit their integration into 
social and economic life. This is crucial both for civic cohesion and for the 
social and economic welfare of individuals and society as a whole.

64 This is accepted by all Arab scholars and education experts.  
65 For instance, I would consider abolishing the option of taking psychometric tests in Arabic.  These 
tests are used to predict the students' ability to handle academic studies. The language of studies in the 
universities in Israel is Hebrew, and the tests should reflect this fact. Needless to say, Arab students (as 
well as others who do not speak Hebrew well)  should be eligible for help that will improve their 
Hebrew skills.  
66 It seems that the objection to the idea of the core curriculum is more intense among ultra religious 
Jews than among the Arabs. Most Arab communities accept that teaching of basic skills of reading, 
math and languages should be included for all.  The ultra religious communities fear that this may 
affect their control and breach the ideals that people should devote their lives to studying the holy texts 
alone.  It seems that the radical Moslem groups which have a similar ideal are not very present within 
Israel.    
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Within a segregated school system, it may in fact be easier to deal with 
the narratives question.   Segregated schools will each teach the narrative of 
the respective community as the major one. The absence of members of the 
other community may make a critical discussion of one's own narrative easier. 
It might make it possible to integrate into one's narrative some of the truths 
contained in that of the other groups, without having to deal with the 
accompanying demands for recognition or reparation.   Narratives are a 
complex combination of histories, memories, fears, hopes and aspirations.
Each group must learn that in the country lives another group which sees the 
country as its home.  The facts which are at the basis of this perception should 
be explained with empathy, even if the narrative of one's group does not 
accept these claims as valid.  It is important that both groups are taught, at a 
level appropriate for their age, the distinction between facts and interpretation.
They should be made to understand the fact that often individuals and groups 
see the same events in a completely different light, and that both perceptions 
may have some basis.   

The core curriculum must include the history of the conflict. The level 
of ignorance about the history of the conflict among both groups, mainly the 
Jews, is amazing and deeply troubling.  Jews, especially those born to the 
reality of after 1967, must recognize that the Arabs of Israel are an indigenous 
group living in their homeland, and that most of their families lived here long 
before most of the Jews 'returned' to the country.  Knowing these facts about 
the history of Israel does not have to lead to a weakening of the identification 
of young Jews with their people.  Jews who know both the history of the 
conflict and the history of Jews in both their ancient homeland in Israel and in 
the diaspora ever since usually feel very secure about the right of Jews to self 
determination in Israel.  Ignorance is what makes Jews vulnerable to the guilt 
generated by sudden exposure to the Arab narrative.67   Coexistence in Israel 
can only be based on the familiarity of both peoples with their common 
history, coupled with the understanding that a common future requires 
reconciliation, hard as it may appear.  A candid and sustained conversation 
between the groups, acknowledging the past and dealing seriously with the 
arguments and grievances and needs of the other group are necessary for a life 
of peace.  They will be possible when the state can guarantee that this 
conversation is conducted within a framework of physical security and the 
ability to maintain one's identity.  

It must be stressed that in all schools, the core curriculum should be 
coupled by a rich study of one's own constitutive culture.  Here the sector 
which needs most care is, paradoxically, that of the general public Jewish 
education.  Minorities, whether they are non-Jews or religious Jewish groups, 
have a structured incentive to work on maintaining their culture and way of 
life.  The majority may assume that the dominance of its culture in the public 
sphere makes cultural studies redundant, since this culture is acquired simply 
by living within the culture.  In Israel, as in many other Western countries, it is 
often found that secular public education fails in initiating children into the 

67 See the description of the dynamics of a typical encounter between Jewish and Arab youngsters in 
the Neve Shalom school of peace at Halabi, 2000, at p.  
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wealth of their own culture.  The teaching should not be indoctrination, but it 
should combine knowledge and identification.

Naturally, Arabs should be permitted and even encouraged to include 
such cultural elements in their curriculum.  Yet, the context of the conflict 
does raise an issue for separate Arab education which is almost non-existent in 
integrated schools such as NS-WS.  Autonomy is essential for an effective 
Arab cultural education in the schools. Nonetheless, Israel has the right and 
the duty to see to it that this autonomy is not used in ways which may weaken 
the civic connection of Arabs to their country.   We saw that inherent in some 
versions of the Palestinian narrative is a deep reluctance to concede the 
legitimacy of Israel as the state in which Jews exercise their right to self 
determination.  It follows that Arabs who adhere to this narrative, by 
definition, have an instrumental relationship to Israel.  They abide by its laws 
because they must.  But their struggle is not exhausted by the wish to gain (the 
elusive) equality.  It is a struggle for justice as seen by them – the return to the 
situation in which they were the masters of their own homeland in its entirety.   
Youngsters educated under this narrative may feel that the only dignified 
option they have is one of struggling against their state and challenging its 
right to exist as a place where Jews may exercise self determination.  This is 
not a message conducive to peace or to dialogue.  It will make equality and 
integration of the Arabs into Israel even more difficult.  More important – it 
may weaken or undermine the conditions of peace and order which are crucial 
for any serious political dialogue about how to balance better the implications 
of the Jewish nation-state and full equality to all its citizens. Israel cannot 
afford to let Arab schools undermine its own legitimacy and integrity.    

Al of this discussion presupposes that Jewish and Arab schools, as well 
as the small number of integrated schools, will continue to operate more or 
less within Israel as we know it. Of course, part of the problem is that it is not 
clear that this will indeed be the case, or that this is a situation most people 
want or at least are willing to accept.  It is possible that the people of the 
village are among those who object to this prospect and would like to change 
it radically.  However, for a public education system this must be taken as a 
given. Changes are of course possible, but they must be sought and promoted 
within the rules of the game.  There is something that is almost incoherent in a 
public school system that is devoted to education to a revolution against the 
state that offers it and funds it.

The school operating in Neve Shalom/Wahat el Salam is impressive, 
difficult and important.  It was gratifying to know that such places exist in 
Israel.  I hope this discussion helps both those who work so hard to make the 
school a success, and those who think of broader implications to the Israeli 
educational system.  In addition, I believe the case-study can be useful to 
people outside Israel who are facing similar problems.   I have learned a lot 
from studying how other societies and school systems deal with their own 
issues of pluralism and conflict.  I hope this case study can be helpful to them.     

Abu Asba Khaled, 1997, The Arab school system in Israel: Existing situation and 
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