“Tali” is the Hebrew acronym for “augmented Jewish studies” (Tigbur Limudei
Yahadut), and the chain of Tali schools and parallel classes in existing schools,
are part of the state’s general educational system. Currently, some 9,500 pupils
attend this framework. Though only two additional weekly hours are added to the
Tali curriculum, the school atmosphere helps to imbue an appreciation for a critical
appraisal of sacred texts as well as for religious pluralism.

«b_\mx ve " Rt m\

AN SR S B el e R

T

it

B W@C v nol b% ulﬁ.eﬁ.uy € dus m&r.cs
How The Tali Schools Began
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he idea of founding a school that would reflect an approach to Jewish

education different from what was available in the Israeli public

school system was first conceived by a group of American olim and
native Israelis following the 1973 Yom Kippur War. This was a time when
many people searched for ways to make a contribution to Israeli society.
Some considered returning to military service, others opted for politics or
for various social and communal causes. Given the fact that many of us, as
recent olim, had neither the requisite skills nor a particular proclivity inany of
these directions, we decided to draw upon our backgrounds and experience
in formal and informal Jewish education to make our contribution in this
area. .

It was clear that the growing rift between the religious (i.e., Orthodox)
and secular elements of Israeli society was an issue that required urgent
attention, and that one of its root causes and manifestations was the greatly
divergent educational trends servicing each of these sectors. The challenge
was whether we could develop a serious alternative Jewish education that
would also be liberal and pluralistic, one that would cultivate tolerance yet
instill a sense of identification and attachment, an openness together with a
commitment to Jewish tradition.

Openness and tolerance are not hallmarks of the prevailing religious
stream in Israel, nor is a comprehensive and integrative conception of what
ought to constitute Jewish studies and culture. The approach to Judaic
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subjects in these schools is narrowly defined, based almost exclusively on
traditional commentaries, concepts, educational approaches, and texts in
vogue during earlier generations. More modern attitudes to the study of
history, religion, or Jewish sources are viewed with alarm, if not considered
anathema. Comparative literature and history, a sophisticated and critical
reading of Jewish history, or the cultural interaction of Jews with the sur-
rounding world are topics foreign to this school system and are consciously
and systematically eschewed.

On the other hand, secular schools, while often excelling in general
studies, see little if any value in introducing a serious study of rabbinical
texts or religious thought, and fail to foster any deep sense of identification
with the Jewish people, its history, traditions, customs, or values. At best,
these schools address select Zionist-Israeli issues which are bereft of any
critical Jewish content or substance.

Given these alternatives, a number of us set cut to try and establish a
school that would combine the best of these two options — offering a serious
Jewish and general education while avoiding the deficiencies of each. At the
outset, we held a series of informal meetings over a number of months in
1974 and 1975 to discuss these problems and to formulate possible courses
of action. Discussions were facilitated by the fact that most of us lived in the
same area of Jerusalem, namely French Hill and Ramot Eshkol, and even
attended the same synagogue, Ramot Zion, which oft-times provided the
venue for our conversations.

It is quite conceivable that our discussions would have remained theo-
retical for a long time had we not established contact with Yosef Gadish,
Deputy Mayor of Jerusalem under Teddy Kollek. Gadish had a well-deserved
reputation in the municipality as an effective, straight-talking, clear-thinking,
and tireless worker. In fact, he was regarded as the mayor’s right-hand man,
helping to formulate and implement many policies in crucial areas of city
administration. In our meetings with Gadish over the summer and fall
of 1975, he encouraged us to move quickly and decisively in order to
establish such a school, promising his full backing. Although not observant
himself, Gadish saw the need for such a religious alternative, not only
for the indigenous Israeli soceity, but also for helping to attract potential
Western olim to whom such an education was familiar and important.
This, he felt, was something the municipality should and would promote
and support. However, Gadish stated time and again that he was really
not interested in getting involved with one particular shcool, but rather
envisioned a network of such institutions that would eventually become a
viable educational alternative in Jerusalem, if not the norm.

During the months of preliminary organization in the fall of 1975, a

elementary school or a high school? On the one hand, the high school
option was an area with which we all felt more noBmonmEm in terms of our
experience and background; it was also a framework E.i_.z.nr we could
deal with many of the issues in Jewish studies and Jewish identity ona
sophisticated level. In short, it played to our mﬁmsmm.._m and m:o.imn for s‘
fullest expression of the nuanced approach to Hmi_.m: education that we
hoped to achieve. The major drawback with this option, however, was that
we would not be building an educational institution m_.o:.._ the ground up;
the question was whether, after attending eight years in m_.ﬁrﬁ. a seqular or
religious framework, students would be interested in coming to a different
type of school. And if they did, what would be the intellectual, cultural,
and psychological baggage they would bring to it, and s__oin._ it allow us
to realize the kind of educational format that we hoped to achieve? On the
other hand, starting at the elementary school level, would mean setting out
on a long road of building from the very beginning; however, it would G.
a more natural growth pattern and probably ioci be easier to carry out
administratively and politically. It was after much discussion that we opted

for the latter alternative.

A PRIVATE OR PUBLIC SCHOOL?

The second decision to be made was whether the school smocE be private
or public (in the Israeli context, the latter could also receive .mo<w~:3.§~
funding). This option was indeed proposed to us at one point in order
to mitigate opposition by Orthodox political parties to the moc.:m,:m. of a
non-Orthodox religious school in Jerusalem. Realizing our determination to
move ahead despite opposition, an offer was floated to allow us to open
a private school on French Hill with the proviso that we would not ask to
open any others in the future. After exploring these options, we decided to
move ahead within the public school framework, fully aware of @.5 pros
and cons of this decision. Working within the system would n.r.mmn_% limit the
autonomy we would have in determining the school’s ﬁo__nmmma staff, and
programs. We would be placing ourselves mmcm.nmq in the matrix of the city’s
and Ministry of Education’s bureaucracies, with all the pitfalls, obstacles,
and frustrations that would inevitably be encountered. On the other hand,
by being part of the educational establishment, we wished to ensure the
future growth not only of the first pilot school but of others *.:mn would
hopefully follow; this would happen if we succeeded in convincing parents
that ours was a meaningful and significant educational alternative for their



A third issue we had to deal with was the choice of the framework within
the Israeli educational system in which we would establish our school —
the religious, i.e., Orthodox, or the secular. Our first inclination was to
turn to the religious school system, since we, too, were addressing Jewish
education with a definite religious component. However, in speaking with a
number of officials, ranging from local school principals to the municipality
appointee in charge of religious education, we encountered a uniformly
negative response. Only then did we turn to the general school system and
received the necessary support enabling us to continue on to the next stage.

Moving into high gear by early 1976, with the hope of opening our school
in September of that year, we began considering its location. The French
Hill neighborhood in northern Jerusalem seemed to be the obvious choice;
most of the organizing group lived there and, being a new neighborhood
(established only in 1971), we assumed that many of its residents would
be open to this kind of educational alternative. At this point, we divided
into smaller groups, working simultaneously on a number of fronts. One
committee explored the physical arrangements of where and how the school
would exist; it became clear from our negotiations that we would have to
begin as a branch of the existing secular public school on French Hill, with
the intention of becoming an independent entity later on. The municipality
had already slated two general schools for this neighborhood, hence our
hope that we would eventually become the second school. The French Hill
option became even more attractive since there were already a number of
temporary structures in place that had been used by the existing school
before its permanent building was completed. These could become available
for our use. Thus, we would have the best of both possible worlds: being
annexed to an existing school and yet being physically separate, thereby
having de facto autonomy.

A second committee began scouting for teachers for the three grades we
proposed to start with, and worked with them on a curriculum that would
reflect the uniqueness of our program.

A third group worked on recruiting other parents to register their children
in this new framework for the coming school year. This last task proved to
be more difficult than we anticipated. Many Israelis could not understand
an approach that is “neither-nor” — neither Orthodox nor secular — but
rather one that aspires to address Jewish studies and religious experiences
seriously and nondogmatically, and is open to children of all backgrounds,
We decided to hold a series of weekly sessions at various homes, hoping to
bring together groups of parents for an in-depth presentation of the school.
The first sessions were sparsely attended and we began to be concerned; we
were convinced that parents should be interested, but not sure how we ou ght
to reach out to them. It was only several weeks later, in February of 1976, that
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eived an unexpected boost. This came in the form of a <:lo__wn ”M“M_“
MW pﬂmMOmwronox rabbis of northern Hmawm_mg m: MTM WMMNNMMM. w_nﬂo%c _mn A
i i effect they claimed our kin . ;
ﬁoﬁﬂﬁw%%wmwﬂﬁ”%m and rmmwﬁm. Posters were plastered on :Em.:_uo_.-“_ﬂ
mencmam and leaflets were distributed in B&onmm. These Hm%mc_.m mnms:-m_
he o mE..nm_.m of the school of being Conservative Féw who, .Sz_mv s/
”5 >=~Wmnm (and thus having caused assimilation and intermarriage), .
i 1.
ing to spread this cancer to Israel as we . e
:oﬁwrswo oEmU delight (and chagrin), these .m#mnrm Q.mmﬁa a Hzﬂwncﬂ - |
of interest among parents of school-age nEEHm_M Hmmmnn_._:mmgmmmzm. of
i i ion; 1t, weekly evenin
ternative Jewish education; as a result, : -
MMMMMME flooded with inquisitive ﬁmam:ﬂm..im rm..a often _o._mm% Mwﬂﬂﬂ- gm
a situation in the context of the Arab-Israeli n.oa.:nn — that i ks psﬁ
that something was rejected by Israelis then it must be mooa_ oHQm&nw e :
vice versa. This, sadly, is precisely s&ﬁ. gﬁvwsma here. m..mnﬂ mwzﬁm s ;
and even liberal Orthodox Israelis, witnessing ﬁrmmw vituper ve At
leveled by the rabbinical establishment, had their curiosity arous " :mn
e _ou.w what option it was that made these rabbis, for whom mos %
”Nﬂm Wmm t, so hostile. This spurt of interest allowed us ﬁo.ummnmr mno_:.mh e
. ﬁmummﬁmwmmmrmmmm\ and by the end of March Gum. we rma. alisto :ﬁmn_m
o two hundred children who had expressed Ewm.amm» in the school.
mon.mw. the spring of 1976 it seemed that we were In good mvw,ﬁmmm‘, oﬂ”ﬂ
i ber. However, our optim
school the following Septem er, ou .
oﬂmwaﬂmﬂ.m. After procuring the support of Em. BWED@N:Q.HMNMMQMMW MMM
Wﬁdamnm_ facility that would house the mnwoﬁor E%E:m cwmmo”:;_v o
d having lined up a potential staff, we Were /!
Wmn,mwwwﬂm:n ommmmmmz sanction of the Ministry of ma:.nmaon to _.wwc—.mmﬁ“”“"
%W new educational enterprise. One issue was me& :M ﬂﬂwwnmmrm mM ki
ithi i tem of a schoo
dent within the Israeli mngn.m sys f ng or
Mo HuH.MMG. It was only after spending much time at .%M ZMMMJW :m_zm
ﬁwnm.n:_ma_w with its legal advisor, that the necessary Mm@wﬁﬂﬂﬁ%@-:g
i i ling had been made
was discovered. Decades earlier, a ru R
i lass or school could determ P
t of the parents of a particular c : Fnir
WMMMM-?S ﬁmana of the curriculum! This, then, was the proviso invoked
to provide the legal basis mo.a mmﬁmzﬂwm:wm .ﬂrm :wneﬂwmrzocﬁ .
A second issue was strictly political in A e
i i e told, was sympathetic
Education, Aharon Yadlin, who, we were told . o
i i i lling to give us po
i of educational experiment, be wi .
WEMAWEW: the face of Orthodox opposition? The latter viewed .:..m_nqwmﬂw”
ommm nm_mwmmo:m school outside their framework as anathema, @mmcnﬂh MM .w\c .
that was non-Orthodox in its orientation. In a speech to the W:wmm.m , e
Hammer, then Minister of Social Welfare and leader of the religious-
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Wﬂﬂvﬁwww:@wmwn“%%@mmf:@ Over my dead body will such a school arise.”
._: w_.mg of this vigorous opposition, Mr. Yadlin wavered. Time became
1 significant factor as the summer slowly passed. Most parents lost faith
‘hat :.ﬁ enterprise would get off the ground in September and proceeded
o register their children in other schools. Throughout July and August we
<ept pressing for a decision, and also tried to maintain pressure on the
jovernment by mobilizing friends in the United States to lend their support
t was only one day w.mmoﬁ the beginning of the school year, ie., >=m:mm
i1, 9.”“: we m:m__u\. received the green light. Our dream would now become
w nﬂmﬁ_ﬂwmﬁa MMMM :Mdm %E% *..anw-wrumm children remained registered in the
, barely enou justi i ;
his is how the first Tal _.uwnroo_mcmwwwwm&@ i et
I use the name Tali because that has become the official name for
hese w..ndoo_m over the years, but in its initial stages the school was called
nasorti, i.e., \wqm&zo:m_.a According to most polls conducted at the time
m:m it remains largely true to this day), some forty percent of Israelis
lefined themselves as masorti (as against Orthodox or secular). Thus, the
:ame was selected precisely because of its positive connotation im-.w-im
m__m_.OCm a.m.&moa_ customs among a large percentage of the citizenry and
ts disassociation from any part of the religious establishment that often
epels large segments of the population. It was only some six years after we
ad launched the first school that the Ministry of Education insisted that
he name be changed from “masorti” to the more neutral Tali (a Hebrew
cronym for “Augmented Jewish Studies”). There was concern among some
1 the then Orthodox-controlled Ministry of Education — whose gmmam»mn
/as now Zevulun Hammer — lest these schools become associated in the

ublic eye with the Conservative Movement i i
in Israel, whi b
dopted the name “masorti.” ch by 1980 had

THE PROGRESS OF TALI SCHOOLS

rn amc.muow:,_m:" of the Tali schools over the last eighteen years can be
Enma'_:ﬂo three stages. The years 1976-81 constituted the first stage; the
ioneering Tali school on French Hill consolidated and grew &mBmmoMHm in
cﬂ_uﬁ.m @.QE year to year, while developing unique programs and nnamm:m
it its various grade levels. An educational steering committee met monthl

apers and suggested curricula were discussed, and the interaction Uegcmﬁ
arents, teachers, and the principal was as remarkable as it was fruitful. In

Thought at the Hebrew University); for the last seventeen years Barbara
Levin has been its dynamic and creative principal. During these years, other
Tali schools opened as a result of parental initiative and with the help and
support of the founding committee members. Such was the case in Kfar
Saba-Hod Hasharon, Ramat Gan, and Beer Sheva. Many more schools might
have opened had local parent groups possessed the requisite tenacity and
resolve to put together the various elements needed, namely, the cooperation
of both the local municipality that is in charge of the physical plant, and the
Ministry of Education, that has control of the educational budget. Working
with these two bureaucracies is a ycoman task and demands unfaltering
attention right up to the first day of the school year. Many parental groups
either lacked the necessary determination to overcome opposition or were
stymied at one point or another in their efforts.

One of the outstanding characteristics of the Tali schools is their extensive
parental involvement. Because each school began as a result of parental
initiative, the latter’s concern for the growth and development of these
schools was natural and often quite prominent. In the first years, this was
evident — especially on French Hill and in Kfar Saba — in the fact that
parents worked together with the principal and teachers on various aspects
of programming, including the development of curricular materials and
educational approaches to the teaching of holidays, Jewish texts, and other
subjects. Parents volunteered to plan and organize extracurricular activities,
such as trips and holiday celebrations. Moreover, given the unique approach
of the school, parents were often involved in the selection of the principal
and, at times, of teachers. Regarding the French Hill school, later renamed
the Samuel and Jean Frankel School, this required ongoing negotiations
with the Jerusalem authorities as well as with the Ministry of Education. In
those early years, there was a recognition by the officials of the legitimacy of
parental involvement in making these appointments, owing to the unique
nature of these schools.

On the local level, it is to the credit of the principal and staff of each
school that they were not only open to this kind of parental participation
but also welcomed and encouraged it. Needless to say, many discussions
took place regarding the delicate line between parental involvement
and their intervention in school affairs. Both parents and staff were
sensitive to this distinction, and all recognized the value of the former
and the problematics of the latter. It was because of this sensitivity that
tension or confrontation were avoided. The extent of parental involvement
will, of course, differ from school to school depending on the stage of
development at each institution as well as on the personalities involved.
With the growth of the schools and their greater professionalization, some



more recently, by other frameworks that were created to offer support to
the Tali system (see below).

THE SECOND AND THIRD STAGES

The second stage in the development of Tali schools was between the years
1981 and 1986. This period began with great hopes and aspirations, although
as time went on, the growth in the number of schools slowed considerably,
and there were some who even questioned their viability in the long run.

In 1981, the Minister of Education, Zevulun Hammer, invited the
founders of the French Hill school to a meeting at which he expressed
-— unlike his earlier opposition — his gratitude and appreciation for
their initiatives; he recognized the value of Tali education and indicated
a willingness to aid and support this educational endeavor. According to
him, this was the type of education that most Israeli children should have
and would want to have. There will always be individuals who prefer a
more Orthodox approach and, at the other end of the spectrum, those who
prefer a strictly secular education. But for the vast majority (he used the
number sixty percent), this type of education was the most appropriate.
In fact, he claimed, this is precisely the kind of education that he would
have wanted to initiate, although, given his Mafdal party affiliation, any
attempt by him to introduce such a program into the general public school
system would have been opposed on the grounds of religious coercion. The
Minister expressed a willingness to appoint someone who would promote
Tali education throughout the country, and encouraged us to continue our
involvement and to work together with the Ministry. As a measure of good
will, he asked us to recommend someone who could fill the position of Tali
supervisor within the Ministry of Education.

His one request, however, was that the schools not be publicly identified
—- orally or in writing — with the Conservative movement. Such an associa-
tion, while formally inaccurate, was easily understandable. Since most of the
founders of these schools hailed from American Conservative backgrounds,
and the educational approach adopted was one that reflected a Conservative
orientation, it was often claimed that the Tali schools were indeed part of
the Conservative movement. At that time no one was interested in starting
a third “stream” within the Israeli school system, and denominational
association was considered not only unjustified but problematic. Hammer
was particularly sensitive to this accusation by members of his own party,
as well as to the pressure brought to bear from American Orthodox circles,
which cautioned him against the introduction of Conservative Judaism into

Following this upbeat meeting, the future of Tali wn_snmmoﬂ._ in Israel
seemed most promising. However, to our ngmn_,.r this momentum was
largely reversed because one of Hammer’s close advisors, who was less than
enthusiastic about religious pluralism and promoting ﬁ.rm Hn: approach, was
appointed head of the department in the Jerusalem district that dealt with
Jewish education in the general school system. o

The person responsible for the Tali schools at the Ministry was .m_wo
replaced. As a result, the person we had recommended to nooH.aEmﬁ Tali left
the job after three months, and the second one lasted only nine months. :.
was clear to both individuals that not only was there no support for the Tali
approach, but, in fact, a wall of antagonism and S.ommzq .mxmmﬁma regarding
the development of future Tali schools. Thereafter, in certain respects, a state
of limbo existed for a number of years, not only putting a damper on the
development of the existing schools but also noBﬂo:a,&:m the problems
encountered by parental groups trying to launch new Tali schools. .

There were other problems as well. Many parental groups that aﬁmr.mn_ to
start such schools not only had to deal with the municipal and manmm._noub_
bureaucracies, but also with the ongoing opposition to their :.:uwﬁ?ou
from officials to the right and the left. Orthodox officials, vo.ﬁr within the
municipality and the Ministry, opposed the school on religious grounds,
while some of the more extreme secularists balked at the thought of having
any kind of religious “indoctrination” introduced into the secular school
system. . .

Despite these obstacles, this period witnessed mm<mwm_ _Bﬁonma devel-
opments. In the early eighties, ongoing meetings with city omHQ.w_m led
to the granting of permission to Tali schools to use Edmﬁma.mn nﬁ.nnnc_:a
they wished, be it from the general or Orthodox curricula. C.:E. m._mn a
school officially had to follow one model or the other. Now, Tali institutions
could choose from either, for both Jewish and general subjects, and Q.EE

even create their own models. Moreover, during these years, a committee
comprised of principals, school supervisors, educators, and Ministry officials
developed a document defining the educational philosophy and norms of a
Tali school. . .

By the mid-eighties, several new Tali schools opened in _..mm_.mm. Netanya,
and in the Gilo neighborhood of Jerusalem. Of particular Emﬁinm:nm was
the successful launching of a junior-high and high wnroﬁ.u_ in Jerusalem,
This was not an easy enterprise. For a number of years ,:E. vmas"m. sought
an appropriate framework for post-elementary school Tali ,m&c@ao:. An
attempt was made to introduce a Tali track within a larger high school, but
this proved to be unworkable. It was only after several years of m_dms..m::m
attempts — and a number of “lost” classes withina school — that permission



fledged junior and high school boasting today some six hundred pupils
under the leadership of Dr. Avi Lavsky. Together with the establishment of
a series of Tali kindergartens (also achieved not without a sustained effort in
overcoming bureaucratic and political obstacles), Tali education now covered
all the school years, from preschool through twelfth grade.

A third stage in the development of the Tali schools began in 1987, and
continues to this day, with the establishment of a special foundation for the
purpose of supporting, encouraging, and promoting Tali education within
the Israeli school system. This step was motivated by the realization that
certain individuals in the Ministry of Education were largely indifferent,
if not at times outright hostile, to the future of the schools. It was clear
that the entire enterprise would never progress if independent funding
was not procured in order to deepen the education in existing schools and
help parents establish new ones. A number of foundations abroad were
approached, and a positive response from the Bronfman Foundation as well
as from the Jewish Agency enabled us to move forward. These monies were
used to establish the Tali Education Fund (TEF). It was soon realized that
for such an educational foundation to be maximally effective, it should be
affiliated with a recognized academic institution. Thus, the TEF was brought
under the aegis of the Seminary of Judaic Studies, an academic-educational
institution in Jerusalem affiliated wtih the Jewish Theological Seminary of
America and the Masorti Movement. The TEF was to work closely with the
Ministry of Education as well as with parent groups and school principals
in order to maximize the impact and effectiveness of Tali education.

The work of the TEF over the last seven years has indeed been impressive.
Under the able direction of Etti Saruk, and currently of Joseph Ben-Rahamim,
the number of schools with Tali tracks throughout the country has increased
to thirty, serving over 9,500 pupils in some 260 classes from Kiryat Shmona
in the north to Beer Sheva in the south, with concentrations in the Jerusalem
and Tel Aviv areas. The TEF provides these schools with various educational
materials, including a weekly Portion of the Week study sheet for both
elementary and junior high school pupils and their families. A syllabus for
grades one to nine has just been completed after several years of work by an
academic-educational team headed by Avigdor Shinan, professor of midrash
and liturgy at the Hebrew University and the Seminary of Judaic Studies.
In this curriculum, all Jewish subjects to be taught (Bible, Midrash, Talmud,
Jewish customs and lifestyles, etc.) are closely coordinated for each grade
level, as is a rational and logical progression in the development of skills
and the level of knowledge from year to year. Earlier efforts had been made
in curricular development under the direction of Professor David Zisenwine
of Tel Aviv University, but they were never as comprehensive in scope as

the TEF provides extensive teacher training via pedagogic supervisors who
work with the teachers, and through an extensive program of in-service
teacher training on local, regional, and national levels.

In addition, the TEF gives considerable attention to other dimensions
of the Tali schools. Through the Seminary of Judaic Studies, it conducts &
program for training professionals in informal Jewish education, which has
proven to be of invaluable assistance to the schools. A great deal of effort
has been expended in developing programs relating to the Sabbath, holiday
celebrations, and other Jewish subjects for teachers, students, and parents
alike.

Following the 1992 elections and the change of leadership at the Ministry
of Education, the work of the TEF expanded significantly. A more open and
supportive environment was created by the new Minister, Professor Amnon
Rubenstein, and others, for implementing various educational initiatives,
Many former Ministry officials who-had serious ideological reservations
about the liberal, pluralistic, religious-educational approach of Tali were
replaced by more sympathetic ones. As a result, the cooperation between
the TEF and the Ministry of Education increased immeasurably and proved
effective in promoting and enhancing the Tali schools. It remains to be seen
how Israel’s new government, whose Minister of Education is once again
Zevulun Hammer, will relate to these innovations. [J



