TALI Education (in Hebrew: Enriched Jewish Studies)

The Development and Realization of an Educational Concept in the Context of Changing Realities

Abstract

The subject of this research is "TALI education" and its transformation from an educational idea into an educational reality anchored in schools, institutions and curriculum programs. TALI education (in Hebrew the word TALI stands for Enriched Jewish Studies) is a unique educational initiative which began in 1976. It was initiated by a group of parents from Jerusalem who wanted to create a new educational framework, which would serve as an alternative to the two other systems that had been established previously: the public secular and the public religious educational systems. 

The first TALI school initiated by parents from Jerusalem in 1976 became the model for ten additional schools located throughout Israel during the following decade. Thus, from a local initiative, it developed into a world view and a wider educational system, with national aspirations in the field of Jewish education in which it wanted to take an important position and become influential. The founders were successful in drawing the Ministry of Education into its operations and in integrating it as a partner. In 1987 they established an organizational-educational body - the TALI Education Fund -   whose function was to grant economic and pedagogic assistance to the schools already integrated into the network. In 2003 the TALI educational network comprised almost fifty schools and fifty kindergartens which serve approximately twenty thousand students. Thus, TALI education became one of the main programs in the country offering an alternative to the Jewish education of the student in the general secular education system in Israel.

This study describes the emergence and development of this educational concept throughout thirty years of its implementation under changing social and political realities. It uncovers the conceptual, political and organizational factors which played a decisive role in the implementation, development and shaping of TALI, and describes how the influence of these factors manifested themselves on this unique system.

The study opens with a review which places TALI education in a wider historical context. It describes the attempts of the Zionist education to deal with the Jewish cultural element of their students' identity  and to nurture a new Jewish image, the “New Jew", in contrast to "Diaspora Jew”. After the mass immigration in the 1950's, new Jewish identities began to take shape which undermined the exclusiveness of the "New Jew" ideal and demanded recognition of the legitimacy of a different Jewish lifestyle. The "Tsabar" slowly disappeared, replaced by a new kind of Israeli, more connected to the old Jews and the old Judaism.

In the second part, we examine the motives and goals of the initiating parents. They believed that their challenge was to develop an alternative educational system which would bestow a serious Jewish education, more liberal and pluralistic than the one offered in the Israeli society; an education that would teach religious tolerance while creating feelings of identity, and commitment to the Jewish people and the Jewish tradition. The state religious educational system did not suit the initiators' vision because of the halachic requirement from the students and their families and because, they considered it to be too dogmatic, narrow-minded and not intellectually stimulating. On the other hand, the secular educational system was perceived by this group as lacking any Jewish dimension and to some degree renouncing the Jewish religion. 

The founding documents formulated by the initiators highlight the following points which constitute the basis of TALI education: Involvement in the Jewish tradition and dealing with it from a modern perspective would be the principal focus of the school; applying a more pluralistic approach and exposing the students to different approaches to Judaism and promoting world views with a more liberal tone than those widespread in the Israeli society; developing educational programs rich in quality, methods of presentation and quantity. The school's stand in regard to the halachic lifestyle of the students and their families must be tolerant and at the same time provide them with spiritual, emotional and religious experiences within the school. Emphasis is placed on bestowing universal Jewish values which are relevant to modern man.

These directions reflect a significant innovation in relation to the educational plan of the Ministry of Education in 1956 as expressed in the program referred to as "the Jewish Consciousness". The TALI education initiators' approach, different from the trends characterizing this program, was not restorative. Their program reflected the recognition that the modern Israeli cannot be brought back to Judaism in the spirit of "grandfather's home" which "the Jewish Consciousness" program allegedly set out to do. Thus the TALI program approached the tradition from a modernistic, Western critical view with the intent to cope with its contents and adapt it to the prevailing spirit and the social reality in which it was to be integrated. This approach hides behind the "Jewish Paidea" which Yisrael Lee Levine, one of the leading initiators discussed. The "Jewish Paidea" invites the Jews to mold their heritage anew every generation according to the needs of the time. Placing the pluralistic value at the center of the study program was also an innovation. This stemmed directly from the need to connect to the Jewish heritage in a different manner, which better suited the spirit of the time. The Judaism of “the Jewish Consciousness" program was a-historical while  Judaism according to the TALI program is filled with vitality and historical dynamics, and tends to be sensitive and responsive to the spiritual, emotional and social needs of the modern Jew.

Later in the study, we discuss the manner in which TALI education was integrated in the state educational system. We distinguish between three distinctive periods in its history. The first period (1977-1984) overlaps with the first tenure of Zevulun Hammer as Minister of Education. The significant aspect  of this period is the role Minister Hammer played in founding the TALI program and turning the local initiative into a national state program with the backing and support of the Ministry of Education. His motives in respect to the TALI program stemmed from his tolerant and open world view, and from the manner in which he understood and interpreted the nature of the initiative. Furthermore, the timing of the introduction of the TALI program fit into Minister Hammer's extensive educational programs designated to reinforce Jewish education in the secular public school system.

The reservations and objections to the TALI program were also examined. The opposition was two-fold: objection based on religious or anti-religious ideology, and opposition, in principle, to the existence of special schools in light of their possible affect on social integration in Israeli schools.

The Orthodox rabbinical establishment worked towards preventing the establishment of TALI schools for two major reasons: it feared that the TALI schools would attract students attending state-religious schools, thus affecting their student enrollment. But more than that, it feared that the TALI schools would pave the way towards recognition of the liberal streams and legitimize their active presence in Israel. The secular groups interpreted Minister Hammer's support of the program as a sign that he planned to intervene in state education. Consequently, they did everything in their power to prevent him from doing so, both within the Ministry of Education and at the local municipality level. Others objected to special schools of any type, including TALI schools, claiming that by nature, as they are supra-district schools and chosen by parents, so they would attract the strong students, thereby creating elitist institutions while harming other schools in the area. As a result, the establishment of these unique programs would greatly contribute to perpetuating the educational gaps in society.

Therefore, wherever parents decided to establish a TALI school, they encountered opposition from other parents, educators, local authority personnel and individuals from within the Ministry of Education system. This situation made realizing the TALI founders' vision a very difficult task.

The second term (1984-1999) symbolizes a period of instability and unrest within the Ministry of Education in regard to Jewish education in the state sector, and a stagnant period for the development of TALI education. Seven ministers of education served during this fifteen year period, causing great organizational chaos and making it impossible to create a consistent educational policy. The lack of support by a sympathetic minister during most of this period, placing the responsibility of TALI education in the hands of unsupportive clerks, and the unstable organizational-political reality that prevailed in the Ministry of Education resulted in an initiative taken by the TALI founders. In 1987 they established two organizations which would accompany the advancement of TALI education in Israel (in addition to the Ministry of Education): "The TALI National Parents Committee" and the "TALI Education Fund". This created a complex organizational reality that led to tension and conflicts between the founders of TALI and the Ministry of Education.

At the end of the second period, the Shenhar Committee published recommendations designated to examine the status of Jewish education in Israel and ways to upgrade it. For a short time the publication of the Shenhar report created a great deal of commotion and considerable activity with regard to Jewish studies. But as the saying goes, "the greater the expectation the greater the disappointment". The authors and implementers of the report showed very little interest in TALI. Yet this was not the worst of it, from TALI education's perspective. The extensive investment in Jewish education at the end of Minister Rubinstein's term in office and the nurturing of other educational systems alongside TALI, opened up many new options pushing TALI and what TALI education offered to the marginal interest of the Ministry of Education and the state-schools.

The third term (1999-2003) symbolizes a period in which no specific entity was assigned the responsibility of supervising TALI at the Ministry of Education. This new situation resulted from the Shinhar Report and changes in the political and organizational structure of the Ministry of Education. Consequently, all responsibility had fallen on the TALI Education Fund. In order to reinstate TALI education at the center of the Jewish education arena, and to reunite with the active channels and major financing of the Ministry of Education, the TALI Education Fund was forced to take action. Alone, it took upon itself the complete sponsorship of the TALI program, the redrafting of its educational vision, and the improvement of its formal status within the Ministry of Education by initiating joint courses of action. The fund was also forced to recruit many economic and pedagogic resources and invest them in the TALI system in order to transform it into a leading and significant factor among all of the agencies dealing with Jewish pluralistic education.

The conceptual aspects of TALI education, the reasons for the emergence of conceptual changes with time, and the forces, influences and constraints behind these changes are examined in the next part of the study. This discussion is also divided into three sections. 

The first part deals with the conceptual influence that different interest groups in  Israeli society had on shaping the educational course of TALI. It presents the human, conceptual, organizational and economic context in which TALI education was established and developed. At its core is the part the Conservative Jews and their movement took in determining its goals and trends and realizing them. It also describes the changes that transpired in these trends and the reasoning behind the decision to disconnect TALI education from its formal link to the Conservative movement. This decision was taken in order to present TALI as an alternative for the needs of Jewish education accepted by functionaries at the Ministry of Education and by the general public. The broadening of these trends throughout the past few years and their partial success are discussed. 

The initiative of the Israel Movement for Progressive Judaism (IMPJ) to establish a TALI school also imposed complex ideological and political dilemmas on the leaders of TALI. Despite the apprehension that TALI would be labeled as a movement to which it does not belong, it was decided to integrate a school with the spirit of IMPJ – TALI Bayit VeGan – in the TALI network. Once the school joined the system, political tensions between IMPJ and the TALI Education Fund emerged. This friction was caused by  an attempt by the IMPJ to take a key position in promoting TALI education in Israel alongside the TALI Education Fund. The steps taken by the IMPJ education department and the response from the TALI Education Fund led to serious dissension between the two organizations. This tension left a deep rift in the relations between them and eventually caused the TALI Education Fund to end its cooperation for many years. However, this experience forced TALI to clarify its ideological messages and to elaborate its world view in regard to the meaning of  "pluralism" which it promoted, and the manner in which it was to be implemented. Additionally, as a result of the political struggle the Fund led against the IMPJ education department, it was forced to lay the legal foundations which today are the basis of the formal link existing between the TALI Education Fund and the TALI program.

Orthodox society was never a designated goal for TALI. However, in 1999, TALI responded to a group of Orthodox parents from the city of Modiin who requested to join its education system. Within a short time, the school's religious orientation, the involvement of a modern Orthodox body that acted under the auspices of the "Meimad" neo-Orthodox movement in the school, and contradictions between the liberal pluralistic educational principles that TALI education supported and the Orthodox trends of the parents forced the TALI Education fund to reconsider its continuation as a TALI school. This examination, conducted by the TALI Education Fund and the school's Parents Committee, gave the TALI education policymakers their first opportunity to cope with the conceptual, educational and political aspects regarding the question of modern Orthodox education's place in TALI. In the end both the parents and the TALI Education Fund concluded that the application of the guiding principles of TALI leaves no room for Orthodox education within its framework.

The last part of this discussion deals with the question of why TALI Education's approach to the secular public did not attract more parents and which of its aspects limit its attractiveness. Three possible answers to these questions were suggested. One answer emphasizes the claim that until the 1990's Judaism was perceived by the public as an ethnic reality without checking what it really symbolizes; thus the public was indifferent to it. Another direction claims that the initiators and leaders of TALI education did not correctly analyze the general public's characteristics and thus approached the public with the wrong educational messages. The third answer, which was presented in the first part of the study, points to the failure of the Ministry of Education in its role of presenting TALI education to the public.

The second part of the discussion on the conceptual aspects of TALI education deals with the fact that during a period of almost twenty years two different versions of TALI’s Guiding principles have existed side by side. The first set of principles, of statutory character, was drafted by the Department for the Enrichment of Jewish Education at the Ministry of Education. These principles maintained a considerable conceptual and verbal continuity, as is evident in the documents published between 1983 and 1999. These documents were of a normative binding nature and the TALI Education Fund perceived them as an obstacle to expanding its system. The second set of principles was jointly developed by the TALI Education Fund and the initiating and supporting parents working within and backing the system. These documents had more of a marketing nature which reflected their intention to break through the normative barriers set by the Ministry of Education and to approach the secular public in a friendlier manner. This was expressed by the number and diversity of the documents published , by the growing trend towards the secular public educational needs and by the desire to remove the religious image of the TALI program from the parents' perspective.

As long as the Department for the Enrichment of Jewish Education maintained its power and influence, it was able to limit the TALI Education Fund's course of action and to bind the system with its traditional approach. The Department achieved this by revoking the legitimacy of the TALI Education Fund's documents and by providing the allocation of extra hours for TALI education subject to the existence of prayers in the curriculum. However as soon as the power of the bodies in charge of the enhancement of Jewish education at the Ministry of Education weakened, and the more conservative factors that led the struggle for control of TALI education disappeared from the Ministry, the TALI Education Fund was able to gradually promote its point of view. First this was accomplished by dispersing its viewpoint among the schools that showed an interest in TALI education without coordinating with the Ministry of Education. Later the Fund was able to convince the Ministry of Education to accept its viewpoint and to publicly publicize TALI with a state binding status.

The final part of the conceptual discussion depicts the diminishing application of the Shinhar Committee's recommendations, the disregard of the Ministry of Education and its unwillingness to significantly and comprehensively deal with the Jewish identity of the secular student, resulting in the emergence of new initiatives in this field. These initiatives, operating parallel to TALI, have evolved to promote Jewish Education to what Charles Liebman refers to as the "Forgotten-Center". This term denotes the population located between ideological radical secularism and religious orthodoxy of any kind. In order to clarify the uniqueness of the concept of TALI in contrast to the other initiatives, we present a comparison between the TALI education model and three other models: "Keshet", “Meitarim" and "Morasha". These three initiatives, similar to TALI education, sought to operate within the general national education framework. They directed their efforts towards the public, which in part, is traditional or observes the commandments, and the education they offered comprised very explicit religious elements, such as prayers and religious ceremonies. Despite these elements they aspired to operate within the secular state school framework.  Each one of the different organizations approached distinct designated populations, all in the "center" between secularism and orthodoxy: the "Morasha" network approached the oriental “traditional" population; the "Meitarim" network approached the "non-observant Orthodox" with an attempt to unite them with the religious population wishing to leave the state-religious education schools; the "Keshet" model turned to the moderate among the religious and secular populations, who wish to maintain an in-depth dialogue between the two groups; TALI education turned to the liberal religious population, and attempted to include Israelis lacking a decisive view, interested in strengthening their children's Jewish education. The immense diversity in the designated populations and the vast contrast in the perceptions of Judaism are the reasons that significant cooperation was not formed between these initiatives.  

Answers to the main question presented in the introduction, concerning the factors that fulfilled a decisive role in the development, realization and molding of the TALI educational system are suggested in the conclusion. Three distinct answers, intertwined and inseparable, emerged during this research. The first one concerns the quality, essence and necessity of the vision in light the circumstances of the time and place in which it was conceived and developed. The second answer is related to the way in which financial, public and political support was recruited which was essential in promoting this educational vision. The last deals with the ways the operative capacities that enabled the realization of the vision developed.

The Vision: The TALI vision, with roots implanted in the world view of Conservative Judaism, placed the Western progressive perception of Judaism on the educational action map in Israel. For the first time notions such as "Jewish Pluralism", "Liberal Judaism", enhancement of gender equality, knowledge of and respect for Jewish religious streams, and personal and creative prayer became part of  a state educational agenda.

However, immediately upon the emergence of TALI, the initiators felt that without institutional backing, the destiny of this vision would be at stake. Thus, Minister Hammer and his staff's proposal to take responsibility for the program and to promote it at the state level were accepted with the hope and faith that a state status would guarantee the continuing success of their initiative. This move was no doubt one of the most significant steps that guaranteed the continued existence of TALI education. Nonetheless, it also contributed to the blurring of its uniqueness. Soon the TALI education initiative and its followers revealed the price paid for the support from the Ministry of Education: the conscious waiver of the majority of the characteristics which made TALI a pluralistic and liberal education, reflecting the modern  perception of Judaism. The process of redrafting the TALI vision began in the mid- 1990s when it became clear that the vague, inappropriate and old-fashioned educational messages of TALI education prevented the continuation of its growth. Pressure factors that influenced the reshaping of this vision included: political changes that took place at the Ministry of Education; pressures from interest groups and contributors; opposition which emerged as a result of religious or social background; extensive social-psychological development in the Israeli society; and the creation of competing educational alternatives appealing to the same population. For almost a decade, this vision took shape until it formulated into "TALI’s Guiding Principles" in 1999. Even after the publication of these guiding principles, the ongoing sharpening and polishing process continues to influence the way in which the TALI vision is presented orally.

The first conclusion evolving from this discussion is that the destiny of a concept or educational initiative lies first and foremost in the quality of the vision which it carries, and its ability to adapt to the needs of the individual and the society for which it is designated.  Our study has shown that TALI education suffered extensively from the lack of a uniform and clear direction appropriate for the defined designated population. This constituted an impediment and for many years delayed its ability to develop.

Support: Throughout the study we have emphasized two factors which took a decisive role in the development of TALI education:  the strength of political support and the scope of economic support that TALI enjoyed during the different periods. The "political support" refers to the support the Ministry of Education provided during the flourishing period and the diminishing of this support during more difficult times. The political support was expressed by enthusiastic public declarations crediting the TALI program, by assigning clerks from the Ministry of Education to promote the program in every possible way, by allocating significant financial resources to schools that were interested in adopting the TALI program (mainly by allocating additional hours), and by giving it the status of a semi-official sub-stream recognized within the general education system operating under the supervision of the Ministry of Education. Undoubtedly this support constituted an asset of immeasurable value during Minister Hammer's tenure in the Ministry of Education and a spring whose waters continued to flow for many years thereafter. The period following the "Golden Era" was characterized by the lack of political support, and quickly resulted in a process of burnout in regard to the promotion of the TALI program. This situation continuously grew to the point of a risk to the very existence of TALI, had economic assistance not come from new sources.

At this point the second means of support entered the picture, financial support provided by American Jews: this played an equally important role in  realizing the TALI concept: This assistance has been provided to the TALI schools since 1987 through the mediation of the TALI Education Fund. The background for this support was the recruitment of American Jewry in assisting in the struggle of the liberal movements in Israel to curtail the attempts of the religious establishment (which gained significant power in the 1988 elections) to amend the Law of Return. Such an amendment would refute the legal recognition of conversions conducted by Conservative and Reform rabbis in Israel and in the United States. In this manner TALI education, which had been presented to the American Jewish public as an educational initiative of the Conservative movement in Israel, became one of the central recipients of those wishing to promote religious pluralism in Israel through the education system.

The second conclusion is, however, that an educational initiative with national aspirations, even the most worthy, will not remain successful without two firm foundations of support: state political support and financial support. Our study has shown that the TALI education system has enjoyed the two types of support alternately but never simultaneously.

The dispersion of operative educational ability: The financial support the TALI Education Fund has enjoyed since the late 1980s and especially during the mid 1990s has enabled it to make appropriate arrangements when support from the Ministry of Education in TALI schools began to diminish. The TALI Education Fund began to operate as a network body, a type of  “Bureau of Education”, which supplied a diverse array of educational services to the TALI school network. Furthermore, as a result of the many years of investment in the schools and the public recognition which it enjoyed, the TALI Education Fund was able to recruit the Ministry of Education with regard to administrative steps designated to strengthen TALI's statutory status. Among others, it is worthwhile to mention  the Director General's Circular of 1997 and 2003 and the official TALI syllabus of 1994 and 2004 that bestowed upon TALI a state aura, which is important for its public image and status.

These administrative and pedagogic processes were designated to transform the TALI vision, which gradually developed and materialized into an educational reality. Schools that showed interest in TALI were offered pedagogic "props" in the form of activities described throughout this paper and the sponsorship of an academic institution which bestowed its auspices on the TALI program. These elements constituted a considerable portion of the focal attraction of TALI education.

The third conclusion emerging from this study is that the success and development of an educational concept is dependent upon the ability to provide the schools adopting the program, the academic, organizational and pedagogic means to realize it. The TALI Education Fund as a network body began to provide these means at the end of the 1990s.

The originality of this study, in my opinion, is twofold. First it deals with the narrower subject of TALI education. This work presents historical data and documents concerning the TALI education system and education fund which have not been published previously. There is no doubt that the information and analysis presented herein can serve as a basis for further studies on TALI education and schools. Secondly with more general and extensive implications, it presents an insight into the destiny of education initiatives with national aspirations that emerge in the context of changing political, administrative and social realities. The study on TALI and its transformation during a 30 year period has unveiled two important deductions. Educational visions are modified and adapted to the changing reality as a result of pressures and constraints, diverse in nature and context. Thus educational visions should not be construed as inflexible aspirations to which reality must conform. In addition, the successful implementation of an educational concept requires a combination of three abilities: (1) The ability to adapt the education vision to the needs of the society or of groups in the society; (2) The means to recruit economic and political support; and (3) The pedagogical capacity to operatively implement the vision.

PAGE  
XVI

