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The Place Where I Belong:  Part 2

Choosing A High School For The Anglo-Saxon Israeli Teen

Michelle Berkowitz teaches at Midreshet Harova, has taught in many post high school programs, and has directed and taught at a private preschool. She has an M.A. in Jewish Education from Yeshiva University and a B.A. in Speech Therapy from Queens College.

Project Description: 

     In recent years, parents and school administrators have started paying closer attention to teen issues, and well they should. The modern orthodox community in Israel has become more aware of growing problems among its teens, and especially among those teens with the compounded pressures brought upon them by Aliya. A great number of adolescents are failing out of high schools and/or being expelled for failing to meet school standards and recent studies have identified similar problems in the Israeli Dati Leumi sector, as well. Teens are searching for schools   that will support them academically and emotionally and they turn for help towards friends, parents, parents’ friends, and/or someone they trust in their school environment.  

     While friends may not be adequately equipped to help, parents and school administrators must be aware of relevant issues and provide teens with access to effective intervention programs.  Parents and the school body must work together to stop youngsters from ending up on the streets, experimenting with drugs and other dangerous substances.  Some “high risk” students may require creative or alternative ways to complete their academic degree. Parents must reevaluate and formulate their expectations to enable choosing the correct program for their child.  They must consider such issues as individual needs, academic ability, and social skills within the context of their own worldview. Parents must invite their children to become part of the process of selecting the appropriate educational environment.
Abstract:
This representative survey discusses various schools’ programs.  Parents of new immigrants can utilize it as they search for an educational/emotional supportive environment for their adolescent. There are a variety of Modern Orthodox junior highs and high schools available in the Jerusalem area that offer diverse programs for both Anglo-Saxon and native Israeli teenagers.  

     It is a well documented fact that teenagers in general feel pressure about issues dealing with academics, social groups, individual needs, and parental involvement.  Adolescent Anglo-Saxon immigrants have the compounded stress of acclimating to a new culture.  Parents of Anglo immigrants are searching for schools that will support their children through this pre adolescent stage.  They focus their search on institutions that promise to provide the necessary resources to aid in personal and educational development. My goal was to investigate whether schools were identifying and supporting the needs and expectations of Anglo-Saxon teenagers. My methods included interviews with school administrators and faculty members, health care professionals, teenage immigrants, and their parents.

     This investigative representative survey will serve as a resource for Anglo-Saxon teens and their parents.  It will provide information about a variety of junior highs and high schools including teens’ views on what options the various schools provide, what they are searching for in an educational environment, and parent’s expectations of what the Israeli educational system should provide.  The data received from the teens, parents and institutions primarily deals with academic/educational, social, and individual needs, and the scope of parental involvement. It provides helpful information for parents and teens who are in the process of searching for an appropriate school that has a support system that will best satisfy their individual needs. 

     At one time, immigrants of predominately Anglo-Saxon communities sent their children to schools with other Anglo-Saxon immigrants.  While that is no longer the rule, parents are still concerned about the time and energy needed to help their adolescent teen acclimate to a new culture.  Some immigrant teens exhibit unhealthy symptoms such as difficulty in reaching high academic results, social isolation, drop in self esteem, and more, thereby causing parents to re-examine the schools their children are attending.  The Israeli school system may fall short of its expectations if it fails to provide teens with the essential academic and emotional support they need.  While some parents have decide to make changes within the existing school system, others become involved with new programs and institutions to deal with the problem. 

     In the last 10 to 15 years, parents of children who did not succeed in the Israeli education system, and educators familiar with the Anglo-Saxon school system in the United States organized together to develop a variety of educational programs to help teen immigrants succeed socially and academically. A new agenda was created that was directed toward helping both Anglo-Saxon immigrants and native Israeli teens. 

     Parents of teens in both populations are progressively becoming aware of the rapidly growing problem of drug and substance abuse. School administrators, healthcare professionals, and Rabbis have also begun to acknowledge that a significant number of teenagers are failing and/or being expelled from their high schools for failure to meet the standards set for them by their schools. Often these youngsters end up in the streets where they are introduced to alcohol and drugs.  Many of the adolescents look for other teens with issues similar to their own to hang out with and become addicted to dangerous substances. Once the teen finds this perceived secure and comfortable environment it becomes very difficult to break out of the cycle.     Anglo-Saxon immigrant teens, parents, school faculty, and community leaders are being enlightened as to the warning signs.  These “risk factors” may include poor self esteem, depression, chronic boredom, irritability, eating and sleep disorders, substance abuse or running away from home.  Schools are beginning to run programs and workshops to help teens confront these issues and provide them with the means to overcome them.  Since the teen spends many hours in school and with friends, it is likely that teachers and school administrators will be among the first ones to identify risk factors in their students.  The teen immigrant has the added pressure of dealing with changes in the environment, language, social group, and academic demands.   Though the community has made great strides in becoming aware of the problem, not enough is being done to prevent it. 

     This representative survey is the product of a collection of interviews over the course of two years with teens, parents of teenagers, junior high school and high school administrators.   It compares individual and academic needs and expectations of modern orthodox teens in the Israeli education system from the point of view of the teen, the school and the parent. Teens were interviewed about school satisfaction and school intervention programs dealing with exceptional issues relating to their needs, individuality, academics, social group, and parental involvement. Educators were asked about their intervention programs, educational philosophies, implementation, and school environment. Are the schools fulfilling their promises to provide students with a complete educational experience?  Are the schools meeting the expectations of the students and their parents and are they helping the kids meet their personal goals?  A suggested list of questions is provided at the end of the survey to help teens and parents in their search process.

The Place Where I Belong:  Part 2

Choosing A High School For The Anglo-Saxon Teen

Parents and school administrators are paying closer attention to their teens, and well they should. The modern Orthodox community has become more aware of growing problems among its teens, but much more attention needs to be paid to youngsters.  A great number of adolescents are failing out of high schools and/or being expelled from them for failure to meet the set standards.  Recent studies have identified similar problems in the Israeli Dati Leumi sector, as well. Teens are searching for educational institutions that will provide academic and emotional support.  Adolescents may turn for help to their friends, parents, or their parents’ friends, and/or someone they trust in their school environment.  While their friends may not be adequately equipped to help, parents and school administrators must be aware of these issues and provide teens with effective intervention programs.  They must work together in order to stop youngsters from ending up on the streets where they will be introduced to drugs and other dangerous substances. Some students may require creative or alternative ways to complete their academic degrees. Parents must evaluate and formulate their expectations for their teens before they begin to search for the correct program for them.  They must consider their child’s individual needs, academic ability, and social skills within the context of their own worldview.  Parents must invite their children to become part of the process and together select the best school for them. 

Background and Introduction 

     The Place Where I Belong:  Part 2: Choosing A High School For The Anglo-Saxon Israeli Teen is the second edition of an ongoing project.  The adolescent stage involves complex and interesting developments for teens as they try to balance their progression into adulthood and independence with the need for support and love from their parents and other significant adult role models.  During my informal and formal educational training I have been privileged to teach and work with teens.  In my experience, teens generally search for secure and trusting environments, which provide them with the opportunity to grow and develop their individuality.  The challenges that teenagers face are many.  Immigrating to Israel during this developmental stage adds an extra element of pressure.

     The Place Where I belong Part 1 was an analysis of the adequacy of the support provided by the modern orthodox sector of the Israeli educational system for its students.  The following issues were discussed:

· Gamut of normal adolescent development 

· Deviations from normal adolescent development

· Profile of a child in crisis

· Introduction to institutions providing intervention       

· Programs for “teens at risk”

· Brief overview of Anglo-Saxon Immigrants parents

· Teen expectations from high schools 

· Comments from Anglo adults who studied in the Israeli school system 

· Tips for parents 

Defining the Issues:

     Modern Orthodoxy is difficult to define due to its multi-faceted nature and, finding its equivalent in Israel a challenge to Anglo immigrants. Modern Orthodoxy outside of Israel is often represented by the concept that one does not have to select an exclusive black or white life style.  The gray area in between is expansive and allows for formulation of personal lifestyles.   In Israel, modern orthodoxy is not defined in the same way.  This is compounded by the fact that it is human nature for the Anglo Modern Orthodox immigrant to attempt to imitate their previous lifestyle regarding religious observance, socio-economic level, professional interests, and educational training. Significant energy must be invested in choosing educational programs for their children, neighborhoods in which to live and professions, 

     The Israeli version of Modern Orthodoxy is defined as Dati Leumi.  The gray area, so basic to life in the Diaspora, does not exist per se in Israel and the religious community lives either on the right or on the left.  When the time comes far parents to choose a school, they are also faced with having to determine their philosophical, political, and religious orientation. This hurdle, compounded by their lack of familiarity with the Israeli school system, makes it difficult to find an environment that reflects their lifestyle.  Israeli institutions link their educational philosophy with philosophical and political orientations.  Educational options such as Hesder Yeshiva (for men and women), army service, service for the country, Mechina, and Shiluv programs are basic Israeli concepts that are foreign to most immigrants, and yet they must choose a school that encourages the religious affiliation and philosophy with which they identify.

     Religious affiliation is one of the main elements in selecting a school.  The Israeli religious school system offers options that include   Mamlachti Dati, Mamlachti Dati Torani and Charedi Leumui (Chardal).   It is difficult for Anglo-Saxon immigrants to choose from specific options and they may feel pigeon holed into selecting one of these options, even though it does not represent their lifestyle.  Further, Anglo teens may react negatively to the choices their parents make because the teens may perceive their individual and religious identity differently from their parents and they may not agree with heir parents’ choices of community, lifestyle, and school.  Also, the teens are at a sensitive stage in their development, and parents must be sensitive to the fact that changes in the teens’ life style may generate hostile feelings toward the new establishment. (It is important to note that many teens survive the transition without the difficulties noted above.)  Parents should consider the effects their choices have on their individual teen’s view of the world, community, school, and social limitations.

     “Integration” is a term used by the Anglo modern orthodox school system to describe a school, institution, grade or class by either the interaction between the religious and nonreligious populations or the gender composition. In Israel, integration may also refer to the interface between Eidot; that is the Sephardic and the Ashkenazic sectors.   Most Anglos do not understand the ramifications of an Israeli integrated school program and do not perceive of themselves as categorized by such. They may have difficulties adjusting to the fact that they are a minority in the Israeli school system, and that they must fight for their children to receive the appropriate interventions.  These interventions are not limited to specific subject (migama) tutoring, Hebrew language instruction (Ulpan), and guidance counseling to help the teens deal with the overwhelming changes they are going through. These parents must be enlightened to the various schools’ assets. While some schools focus on accepting students who are at the top of their classes academically, they may not be equipped to support students who need help keeping up with the class.  On the other hand, some schools may have well thought out philosophies and implementation plans in their curriculum to deal with interface between the populations. If the selection is done properly, the school environment will be one that successfully instills respect, tolerance, and self esteem in teens to as they try to cope with this heterogeneous environment. 

Methodology:

a. Information was gathered by various means.  Interviews and/or discussion groups with a few students were conducted with school administrators, school faculty members, students of the same school and their parents.  All of the information obtained was crossed referenced. (See Appendix 2, & 3)

b. High school orientations were attended and observed. Notes were taken on school presentations and the questions posed by the attending parents.

c. Information was gathered from informal discussions with parents of immigrant and Israeli teenagers in the Israeli education system.  Parents were asked questions about what they were looking for in a high school for their teens.  The parent also spoke about their teens' individual needs, the high schools they were considering, and why.
d. Teens were given questionnaires to complete and several teens participated in informal discussions. (See Appendix 3)
e. Comparisons were made among teens’ expectations of their high school, parents’ expectations regarding their teens’ choice of high schools, and administrators’ presentations of the schools.
f. Topics of the teen discussion groups included: the process of searching for a high school, teens’ concerns and feelings about their schools, significant issues in their lives, school intervention programs, and school’s encouragement to help develop their individuality.
Parents discussed their teens’ needs, their own expectations, what attributes they were seeking in a high school, the search process, and their impressions of the various high schools.

School administrators discussed the process of interviewing and accepting students, expectations that the school has of their students, school goals and philosophy, implementation and intervention programs, disciplinary action, and available resources to foster individual growth.

High School Representational Survey:  (See Appendix)

Student; A  

Parent; A  

GIRLS SCHOOL; A

Overall statistics: 

470 students attend

Grades 7-12

27/8 students per class

3-4 classes per grade

Mamlachti Dati Iyuni

All students expected to take full bagrut except students participating in the special education and maavar programs.

All subjects tracked

Students have flexibility to move within their given maslul

Heterogeneous population

Resources:

· Two guidance counselors -The Guidance counselor’s function is to advise and guide the mechanechet on social and educational issues.

· One part time psychologist

·  Two special education classes

· A nurse from Tipat Chalav 

· Maavar program-24 credits

· Homeroom teacher (mechanechet) – The mechanenchet’s function is to supervise the students’ educational and social process.

· School Rabbi– The Rabbi deals with religious aspects of the school

· Resource Room – This resource center is used for educational purposes only, by teens who are new immigrants, learning disabled, or weak learners.  The specialist who runs these programs may advise teachers and/or provide individual tutoring.  She works closely with the guidance counselor.  

School A Philosophy:
· Integration of students from a variety of backgrounds

· Mutual respect and appreciation of other cultures

· High level Judaic Studies

· High level sciences

· Scholarships are available

Teachers and Accountability:

“The principal of school A stated that she believes that: “the secret to my success is having one person running the show and making others believe they run it.” role models are very important and that she is not an exception to the rule. She has a stated open door policy and believes her students know that she is always there for them.  She makes it a habit to walk the halls and speak with the students.

   As part of the hiring process teachers are interviewed and give a model lesson, which the principal observes.  The principal stated that she looks for teachers that are open-minded and understand that they are expected to work hard to prepare and to present interesting lessons in a professional and caring manner.  Teachers are expected to attend external courses and five internal supplementary training courses.  The principal herself participates in courses year round. Teachers are aware that the principal may perform informal observations of a classroom at any time.  Teachers must submit curricula at the beginning of the year.  Students receive two report cards a year and have the opportunity to review their grades with their teachers.

     Most importantly, teachers “must buy into” the Eidah vision of the school. There is a hierarchical structure process to be followed when dealing with student issues.  The homeroom teacher is the first person to discuss a given issue with an individual student or class.   Depending on the type and importance of the issue, the homeroom teacher may choose to refer to the guidance counselor, and/or the school psychologist. The guidance counselor meets with students individually, in small groups, and/or with the whole class.  She may also share information with the homeroom teacher to help guide her. The guidance counselor discretely confers with the principal daily.
Implementation: 

Informal-The Eidah philosophy is implemented in all programs whether formal or informal.  Therefore, each grade goes on a retreat once a year.  The nusach for daily prayer is altered on a rotating schedule to reflect the diversity of the student body. Thus, each student has the opportunity to pray according to her own nusach as well as to those of her peers.  Students are encouraged to maintain and value their own life style and worldview, while at the same time learning about and respecting those of their peers.  Each grade goes on a retreat once a year; participates in school wide celebrations on Rosh Chodesh, and takes trips all over Israel. 

Main Issues:
     Seventh and eighth graders are very involved with social peer groups/friends while the tenth and eleventh graders are more involved with educational guidance. The principal confirmed that some of the students are dealing with family issues, however, she denies the presence of drugs, alcohol, smoking, or eating disorders among her students.

Acceptance Process:

     Younger children who attend the lower school are automatically accepted into the high school.  A new applicant is tested and interviewed by the principal.  The teen is accepted based on either the guidance counselor’s suggestion or decision made by the principal.
Individual Attention:
The school provides accommodation for new immigrants, which is supported by the personal experiences of the principal herself who is an immigrant.  English, French, and Hebrew are spoken languages in the school.  The school also accepts sabbatical students.  (Hebrew University refers its visiting professors to the school.)  The principal does not consider her school “mainstream” in the Israeli education system because of the Eidah-tolerance factor.  There is a general consensus to administer tests in the teens’ preferred language during their first year of study.

Student; B  

Parent; B  

 GIRLS SCHOOL; B

 Overall statistics: 

 Students attend

Grades 9-12

Students per class 

Mamlachti Dati Nisuyi

Resources:

Guidance counselors

School Psychologist

Nurse

Mechanechet

Chonech

Merakezet of English classes

Merakez of Toshba

Rosh Maarechet
School Philosophy:
· Talmud Torah with Derech Eretz (emphasis on mitzvoth ben adam l’chavero)

· Experiential learning style of Torah and secular education

· Well rounded education in Jewish Studies and Secular studies

· Modern orthodox perspective- Yeshiva knowledgeable and academically knowledgeable 

· The school encourages students to ask questions without fear of What?, and provides them with tools to confront issues (i.e. status of women in Judaism and developing young women to be Talmidot Chachamot)

· Students strongly are encouraged to perform volunteer service both in the school and in the community.

The goals of the school are to instill the following values:

1. Religious obligation towards Jewish law

2. Humanistic values and respect toward fellow man

3. Zionism (loyalty towards Eretz Yisrael and Midinat Yisrael)

· Importance of torah study extensively before service of country

Encourage service to the country: 2 years of service to country or 2 years of army service or 1 year Yerucham service before the army followed by army service (half a week studying and half a week serving the community)

Teacher Accountability:

The principal states that she knows every student and parent well. The school is small and personal and she constantly speaks to the teens.  The school is always looking for experienced and talented teachers since many teachers see the school as stepping stone toward university positions. The school is interested in highly qualified teachers, who are specialists in their fields. The principal stated that: “They must have elements of a natural educator in their soul.”  

     Each class has a mechanechet who confers with a Rakezet Miktzoa and a guidance counselor.    The role of the Rakezet Miktzoa is to observe classes and provide guidance to teachers.    She/He may have personal discussions with teens, as well.  

      Teachers are encouraged to participate in three days of supplementary training each year and three faculty meetings that are scheduled at the beginning, middle, and end of the year.  The first meeting is focused on an orientation and review of school procedures.  During the second faculty meeting each student is evaluated and the third is directed toward reviewing the year’s teaching methodology, including successes and failures.  Teachers and the administration share ideas about ways to improve for the coming year.
Implementation:

     Formal - Improving students’ knowledge and commitment to Jewish law, Prayer, and Brachot is an important school goal. The numbers of hours per week of Jewish law classes has recently been increased from the required one-hour to eight.

     The school is committed to inspiring and encouraging teens to broaden their intellectual repertoire.  Formal classes are given in art, theatre, music, and communication.  In addition, the school invites guest lecturers during formal class hours to speak to the teens about a range of topics including politics, health, or soldiers missing in action (MIA). 

Informal – The entire student body participates in two chidonim on Jewish Law and the grade that wins is rewarded by a class trip.  The top two winners of each grade compete and the winner is honorably rewarded in presence of students and faculty.

     Parents are invited to view their teens’ projects and hear student presentations throughout the school year.  These events include: Theatre night, Science Night, and Tracing your roots Night.
Main Issues:      

Students spend a lot of their time talking about youth movements.  They focus specifically on hadrachot and which youth group they are affiliated with.  Most of the teens are members of one of the various youth movements.   Bnei Akiva and Tzofim Datyim are the two most popular youth movements in the school.

     Students also talk about their perception of a tremendous amount of academic pressure.  The administrator stated in an interview that he believes that the source of this pressure is from the parents.  He feels that the teens transfer this pressure onto themselves and the school merely utilizes it to encourage high academic excellence. In order to decrease the pressure the school has eliminated all grade evaluations in the ninth and tenth grades.  Eleventh and twelfth grade students receive grades in bagrut subjects.

     Teens spend a lot of time discussing religious issues with their teachers.  They compare what they learned in class with the level of commitment of their parents.  Teenagers search for their own religious and social identities during these discussions.

      The administrator stated that a small number of students were dealing with eating disorders or drug problems.  He recognized the statistics that show drug and substance abuse exists in every high school, but he did not know of any specific teen in his school ‘using.’ He did discuss a prevalent and consistent problem in the twelfth grade of teens “collapsing” under the academic pressure to excel in their studies.

Process of Acceptance:
Out of 150 applicants 100 teens are invited for interviews and of these 60 students are accepted.    Teens must submit their report card from the seventh grade and spend a half a day in the school taking tests in Mathematics, English, Judaic Studies and general knowledge.  A group of five girls at a time is invited to an interview with the principal, the guidance counselor, a teacher and a 12th grade student.

Parent Involvement: 

     The administrator stated that she believes that students do not want parents to be active participants in their school experience.  The school encourages parent-teen evening events to foster interaction.  Teens usually turn to their personal teacher representative or guidance counselor with their problems while parents tend to turn to the principal.
Individual Attention:

     The principal and the guidance counselor meet with the teachers of each class twice a year to discuss individual students’ progress.  The homeroom teacher runs the meeting and the student’s personal representative defends the student if necessary.  The student’s personal representative collects information about each student from her teachers and gives it to the guidance counselor prior to the meeting.  The guidance counselor adds information as necessary.  Students choose the teacher whom they wish to be their personal representative, called a Chonech/Chonechet.  They meet once a month during regular school hours to discuss personal and academic issues.

Student school; C

Background: Age: 17.5 male

Student c started at his current school in grade ten.  This is the third high school he has attended.  He grew up in a religious home but when he was young his parents moved to a primarily non-religious settlement. His friends are from similar backgrounds and share the common experience of either being thrown out of or leaving a school at their own initiative.  His friends influence his life a great deal and, at one point; he decided not to be religious. Since attending his current school, he has returned to religion. He has a good relationship with his parents, and they have consistently stood behind him regardless of his choices.  They did express their difference of opinions with him and at times he chose to turn to them for advice.  They were reluctant to send him to his current school, because they feared he was at “the end of his rope.”  They knew he had stopped attending school and they anticipated a spiral downfall in his behavior.  However, they are amazed at his recent turn around and they are quite pleased that he has found a place that helps him focus and succeed academically.

     Student C could not operate in the mainstream Israeli education system. The long hours and the narrow subject matter offered in school presented difficulties that were too much for him to handle.  He also found it impossible to respect teachers and Rabbis who demanded it from their students. He had heard about the school from his friends and seven of them are presently enrolled.

Student’s understanding of schools expectations of him: 

      The school offers the students an opportunity to complete a degree with a full bagrut.  Students are allowed to make personal academic and scheduling decisions in the way that best fulfill their needs.  “A student may attend classes and not complete any bagruiot, however, teens must realize that whether or not they succeed is up to them.”  When our student at school C first began attending his current school he did not assume any responsibilities.  The school gave him a chance to breathe without forcing him to do anything he did not want to do.  He eventually realized that he was bored and messed up and he decided to try to achieve academically.  The teachers and principal talked to him a lot, gave him the space he craved, and assured him that he could succeed.  At first he chose to take classes in Talmud and Jewish law because he had always been instructed that these were the most important subjects.  Eventually, he was offered choices in other subjects to receive credits toward a diploma.  He was allowed to take classes that were normally taken by girls.  The administration acknowledged his interests and permitted him to take “Man and His Household” and Mishnah.  He is currently finishing his second year with 20 credits.

Parent; C         

Coed school; C
Overall statistics: 

Students attend

Grades 9-12

Students per class

Classes per grade

Mamlachti Dati 

Students encouraged taking as many bagruiot as they can 

Students have flexibility to move within their individual track

Heterogeneous population

Young men and women learn in separate classes in the same building

Resources:

Guidance counselor

Homeroom teacher

Resources are limited, however the principal wants to expand subject options like music, drama, and computers.  He also hopes to provide more formal academic support to students with learning disabilities.

School Philosophy:

The school’s positive approach, small classes, and relaxed attitude provide a learning haven for needy teens.  The administration has one requirement for their students, which is to be, “ a talmid min haminyan.”  The schools’ objectives are for students to have good attendance, class participation, minimal homework assignments, and feelings of comfort.  One of the school’s unique qualities is that it is student controlled.  There is no coercion, and there are few rules, and regulations.  Students individually decide whether or not they want to continue studying there.  The principal’s basic stated goal,” is to provide drop/thrown outs an opportunity to re-enter the learning environment within a general religious atmosphere.”  Teachers are trained to emphasize identity with the school, develop student trust, give teens choices, help build self-esteem, and encourage study. Its educational philosophy is that 95% of the students that apply to the school can be helped.

Implementation:

     Formal - This school’s success is based on the educational options it provides for its students.  There are four tracks from which the students may choose.  Teens may choose to complete a full bagrut program, otherwise known as a teudah(diploma).  The second option is to complete as many bagruyot as they wish and receive an equivalency diploma for their classroom based work.  The third choice includes attending classes to receive an equivalency diploma without taking bagruyot at all.  Students who decide to take this route are required to the classes given for bagruyot.  They are expected to strive to achieve the level of the class without the additional pressure of the examination.  The fourth option, in recognition that the teens have undergone considerable stress, allows the teens a time out from academics while working with a counselor to help them through their issues.  Both the guidance counselor and student together decide on the length of time off from regular school requirements, after which a new path must be chosen.  
Main Issues:

     The students that attend this school face serious issues and the options presented by the four tracks provide the opportunity to perform successfully.  The school is equipped to deal with teens that are involved on various levels of substance and drug abuse.  Several students have family issues as well.  Most of the students, if not all of them, smoke cigarettes constantly; however, they respect the no smoking rule in the school building.  
Individual Attention:

     The students have a she’at chinuch, once a week, to discuss issues that surface in school.  Topics include substance abuse, discipline etc.  Each student meets with her/his homeroom teacher for two hours a week to discuss progress and personal issues.  The guidance counselor and teachers work closely together with the principal to provide their students with a strong support system. 

Acceptance Process:

     The school does not solicit students.  When the principal was interviewed in 2001, there was no existing brochure that described the school.  Students and parents hear about the school through word of mouth from their friends and occasionally a school’s guidance counselor may refer a student.  The school accepts students throughout the year.
Parental Involvement:

     The school provides workshops to students and their parents to foster good teen-parent communication.  Parents also talk to the guidance counselor for direction.   

Discussions with Parents:

    Before choosing a high school-Parents discussed their own observations of their teenagers, their requirements for suitable high schools, and the interview and acceptance process. All parents agreed that teens are most influenced by their friends.  Teens raised in primarily Anglo-Saxon neighborhoods tended to be attracted to Anglo-Saxon populations.  Their main spoken language was English.  Teens that were raised in mixed communities or attended schools with an integrated population tended to have a mixed social group, and Hebrew was their main language.  Parents discussed the timing of immigration in their teen's life, and how it might have affected their teen's choice of friends. 

      Parents noted that boys and girls base their choice of friends and spoken language on different criteria. Boys spend most of their free time playing sports. They learn the rules of the game and they practice it in school.  For them, Hebrew becomes not only the dominant spoken language, but also a unifying factor between them and their native Israeli teammates.  Girls, on the other hand, tend to spend their free time chatting.  This often limits expansion of their social circles to others who cannot converse with them as freely.   It is interesting to note that at this time parents were asked by the interviewer to think about their own social groups and the interests they share. Parallels were made between the parents’ social circles and their teen’s social preferences.  Most parents had not thought to make these comparisons before the interviewer brought it up.  

How to choose a high school- Many parents were concerned about issues regarding choosing the right high school for their teens.  Some important elements they focused on included: religious background of the students already attending the school, type of prevention and intervention programs for the "kippah zrukah " problem, class size, type and diversity of subject matter, types of post high school programs encouraged by the administration (formally and informally), physical appearance of the facility, and the principal’s relationship with the teens and parents. Parents who lived in Jerusalem felt that they had a large variety of schools to choose from, while parents who lived in Bet Shemesh felt their choices were much more limited. 

     Parents collected information about high schools from a variety of sources. Some orientations and acceptance deadlines were advertised in the newspaper and this information was then passed around by word of mouth or via the Internet. Some parents (frequently accompanied by their teens), attended pre-registration orientations where the schools presented a description of their program and their expectations from their students.  Parents were given the chance to ask questions at the end of the evening. Some schools requested that parents attend interviews with their teens, and parents received impressions about the school at that time. Most parents agreed that the most valuable and accurate information came from other parents who already had teens attending the school. 

Choosing a high school- Anglo immigrant expressed their concerns and disappointment with the high school acceptance process.  Many of them thought it reminded them of their college interviews back in the States.  They stated that they felt that in Israel teens are extraordinarily pressured, between interviews and bagrut, at too young an age.  They felt that most high school administrators were not interested in getting to know their teens.  Instead, school administrators used the interview time to clarify the school's agenda and expectations for their students.  Parents were also disturbed by the amount of concern regarding issues of modest dress and grades.  Most parents felt that Israeli high schools do not provide their teens with enough diversity of subject matter and that the school’s methodology is dry.

     Many parents admitted that the process of choosing a junior high school differed significantly from that of choosing a high school for their teens.  In choosing a junior high school, parents primarily focused on two main factors; their teen's individual needs and their own convenience.  They all felt, however, that when choosing a high school, the convenience factor should not be a priority. 

     Parents developed individual formulas for choosing the right place for their teens. Some parents confessed to choosing a school based on proximity and location.  Others emphasized religious observance, academic environment, or social atmosphere.  Recent security issues have added another significant element, sometimes causing parents to rethink their choices.  Finally, some parents complied with their teen’s desire to attend a high school with their friends.  Others, while sympathizing with this need, strongly asserted that parents know best, and choose the high school for their teen. 
Discussions with teens:

Among the topics touched upon during discussions with teens, the main issues discussed were education/academics, individuality, social forum, and adult involvement.  An analysis was made between the teen’s interests with parents and schools ability to identify with those interests and provide healthy forums to discuss the issues. Teen, parents, and school administrators talked freely about drugs, substance abuse, and eating disorder related issues.  These concerns present a unique challenge for discussion because while attendees spoke freely about such issues, they had difficulty personalizing them.  It is important to note that the interviewer has personal relationships with many of the interviewees and this may have affected their responses to sensitive topics.  In most cases students were able to identify either friends or acquaintances that 'use' (illegal substances).  Teens also discussed the effectiveness of parental and school intervention programs. 

Teen Priority rating: 

     The goal of my discussions with the teenagers was to find out if they are satisfied with their current school?  Does their school meet their expectations? Are their friends looking for the same things that they were when they chose a high school? Do they feel prepared for the future? How has the school helped them develop their individuality?  Special attention was paid to their opinion about how their school deals with exceptional issues relating to their individual and academic needs, social issues, and desirability of parental involvement.  The majority of teens agreed that issues relating to friends, good grades, general knowledge, self-confidence, and appearance were of great importance to them.  When asked to rank these issues according to level of importance, friends, self-confidence, and good grades were most highly ranked. 

Observations: 

     Teens seemed guarded at the beginning of the discussion; however, they relaxed once they understood that they were not being judged.  They talked and answered questions openly.     Teens’ views on significant issues and discussions were inconsistent, which is consistent with their adolescent stage in normal development.  Teens differed in their priority ratings of their top concerns. Although the teens wanted to get a good education they objected to the stress put on achieving good grades. Teens want to attend high school with their friends, and do not always see the “bigger picture.”   While teens expressed a desire for parents to get involved in some areas of their lives, they also articulated their desire to make their own decisions about friendships and selecting a high school.  

Conclusion: 

     Parents aim to find the best high school for their teens. Many choose a school based on their personal views, rather than those of their teens.  Parents often search for a high school that represents a worldview that is either similar to their own or one that reflect values they respect and appreciate.   Parents need to be aware that inconsistencies between the school and their home may introduce conflict for their children.  While many parents recognize their teens’ learning and/or social difficulties, they tend not to reveal this information to school guidance counselors because they fear their teen would be “labeled.”.  Both parents of Anglo-Saxon Israelis and native Israelis do not rely solely on administrators’ presentations of their schools, but use a variety of methods to determine what really goes on in the school.  

     Parents are desperately searching for high schools that offer a diverse core of subjects presented in an interesting way.  While girls’ high schools are beginning to introduce new material into their curricula, parents cannot help but express their disappointment in boys’ high schools.  Parents of male teens do not send sons to the high schools that do offer diversity because they fear their sons may become stigmatized and considered less respected in the community. 

     While the Israeli religious education system provides many high school options, parents searching for the right high school for their teens feel limited when choosing.   Both Anglo-Saxon Israeli and Israeli native Israeli teenagers are searching for similar elements in a high school, but Anglos have the additional language factor to consider.  Most school administrators give priority to and accept students with higher grades over students with average grades or good morals and values. This causes students who have been rejected by their first choice in high school to feel insecure, low self-esteem, angry, and resentful toward the administration of the school that does accept them. Administrators compete to rank high on the academic charts without paying enough attention to the overwhelming academic pressure students feel. While some schools have recently begun to offer extra curricular and intervention programs, most schools do not.  While school administrators recognize drug and substance abuse as a growing problem among teens, they do not openly identify and sometimes deny these issues as “their” problem.  In most schools, these issues are not formally addressed, and therefore, are not being dealt with in a preventative manner. Administrators need to spend more time and energy researching available material on drug and substance abuse among teens to become aware of how to identify symptoms of ‘teens at risk’.   Instead of talking about the dangers of this problem “if” it should become a problem in their schools, administrators must offer informative and creative programs in their schools to help teens confront the issue before it happens.  While school administrators claim to know their students on an individual basis, most students and parents reject this claim.

Recommendations:

     Choosing a high school is extremely difficult. School administrators, parents, and teens must begin to think differently in order to maintain teen attendance and success in the classroom.  Educational planners must refocus and redefine the Jewish religious education experience.  Academic excellence and creative alternative methods need to be developed side by side to help teens succeed. They must redirect energy focused on striving to obtain pure academic excellence by infusing diversity into their programs.  They must also present and market the unique qualities their programs have to offer to their students.  Administrators who emphasize the development of the whole individual would then reap the benefits of a happier and more satisfied student body. 

     Parents of teens must investigate a variety of high schools in their search for the one that will meet the needs of their teen.  They need to identify their expectations and goals for a high school and match it with their teen’s needs.  Parents should invite their teen to in the choosing process by sharing their thoughts and desires.

Afterword:

After discussing with Bet Shemesh parents and teenagers what they are looking for in a high school, I realized that parents want help.  Anglo-Saxon Israelis are interested in finding out what schools are available and what they have to offer their teens.  In Bet Shemesh, several parents of teens who are entering high school, each year, organize one-time Parent orientations where each school presents information about its hashkafa, curriculum, and goals.  These evenings are well attended and greatly appreciated. In order to streamline this tedious process I would like to propose the following:
1.   I would like to organize one evening for a high school fair in Bet Shemesh.  It would resemble the Post High School Israel Programs fair in the States where each school sends a faculty member and a student representative to present their school.  High schools that are most in demand would be invited to present.  Each school would send representatives from their faculty, parent body, and student body.  The first hour would be dedicated to brief presentations by each school.  During the second part of the program parents and teens would circulate among booths where each school would supply brochures, application and application deadlines, and other pertinent ‘papers’, and answer questions.  Light refreshments will be available.  

2.   I would like to develop an educational consultation center to which teens and parents could turn to for assistance in finding the best high school “place” for them.  

I would value any suggestions and feedback.

3.     Several of the interviews required for cross-referencing parent and teen information with facts given by school administrators are to be added. I am looking forward to complete The Place Where I Belong-Representative Survey: Part 3.

Glossary:

Aliya-immigration to Israel

Ashkenazic- Jewish ethnic group originating from Western and Eastern European countries.

Bagrut (bagruyot)-Official country wide examinations given at high school level that can be completed afterward. 

Ben adam l’chavero-Values shared between people

Bnei Akiva-Name of one Leadership training program and religious youth movement

Brachot-Blessings

Charedi Leumi (Chardal)

Chidonim-Oral evaluation on material Hadrachot (Hadracha)-Leadership training

Chonech-Student advocate

Derech Eretz-Secular studies

Eidot (Eidah)-Ethnic sector

Eretz Yisrael-The Land of Israel

Hashkafa-Religious/philosophical worldview
Hesder-Type of high school that joins learning Torah and army service.

Kippah Zrukah-Phenominum used to describe adolescents who become not religious and hang out in the center of town.

Maarechet-schedule

Maavar-

Mamlachti Dati Iyuni

Mamlachti Dati Nisyui-Experimental 

Mamlachti Dati Torani-

Mamlachti Dati-Government sponsored religious school system

Maslul-Academic track

Mechanechet-Home room teacher

Mechina

Midinat Yisrael-The national/religious aspect of the Land of Israel.

Midreshet Harova-Name of a post high school program in Israel

Migama-Subject

Miktzoa-Subject

Nusach- Traditional language style used for prayer.

Rosh Chodesh-Holiday celebrating the new month according to the Jewish calendar.

Sephardic-Jewish ethnic group originating from North African and Middle Eastern countries.

She’at Chinuch-Time a class spends homeroom teacher (1 or 2 hour per week)

Shiluv

Talmid min haminyan-Phrase used to describe the act of belonging to a group

Talmidot Chachamot-Highest academic and moral level a girl can reach.

Tipat Chalav-Government sponsored healthcare for newborns during the first couple of years.

Toshba-Short for Torah Sh’beal Peh-Oral law

Tzofim Datyim-Ibid

Ulpan-Hebrew language learning program

Yerucham-Name of development town in Israel.

Yeshiva-An educational institution dedicated to torah study.

Appendix 1

Suggested questions parents and teens should ask when choosing a high school:

How many students?

How many classes?

How many students in each class?
What is the school’s hashkafic orientation?

What is the school’s educational philosophy?

Are there tracks in the school?

What is unique about your high school program?

What are the school’s teaching style (s)?

How are teachers chosen?

Are the teachers certified or are they Talmidim Chachamim/Talmidot Chachamot?

Describe the rapoire teachers have with their students?

Is there teacher accountability?

Who do I turn to when I have a problem or questions?

What is the school’s attitude towards olim?

What kind of support programs does the school have?

Are there healthcare professional such as a psychologist, guidance counselor, nurse, and doctor on the campus?

Describe the campus and dorm situation if there is one?

Is there a school dress code?  

How much emphasis is placed on the dress code?

What does the schedule entail?  What are their subjects and do girls learn gemarah?

Are there classes given in the Arts (art, music, Physical Education?

Do the students receive Bagrut diplomas on completion of high school?

Where do students go after they complete school? (Army, Hesder, Yeshiva, Mechina, Sherut Leumi-What are the percentages?)

What is the acceptance process?

Appendix 2

School Questionnaire

STATISTICS:
· Maximum # of population in school
· Maximum # of population in classes
· Where do students come from?
· What kind of school is it?
· Are there tracks in the school?
· Are there health care professionals in the school? (School’s resources, doctor, guidance counselor, psychologist, nurses)
· What % of the students complete a full Bagrut? How do they achieve?

· Does anyone keep alumni statistics?

Philosophy and Goals:

· What is the school’s educational philosophy?

· What are your goals? In 10 years what would you like to see your students doing?

· How do you choose your teachers?

· How do you show teacher accountability?

· Are there continued educational workshops for teachers? What are they?

· When a family initiates intervention, what is the process?

Implementation:

· How do you actualize/implement your philosophy and goals into your curriculum?

· How do you focus on the individual to help them succeed in your school?

· What type of issues are the students experiencing?

· How do these issues manifest themselves?

· How does the school deal with these issues?

· Why do students choose to come here?

· What process does a student go through to be accepted into your school?

· Who makes the final decision?

· Are there workshops to help foster kid/parent relationships?

· Is there a sha’at Chinuch?

· Who does the teen typically turn to when they have issues?

Appendix 3

Questions for Teens

Dear teens, I would like to thank you in advance for agreeing to help me with my research project.  The information you will give me will be quite helpful.  Later on, I may be in touch with some of you for a personal interview.  Note that I will not use any of your names when quoting information and I respect your right of confidentiality.

Rate the level of satisfaction with the education you are receiving. 

--very satisfied  --somewhat satisfied --very good --good –terrible

A major goal I would like to accomplish by the end of this school year is ______________________________________

Three major goals I would like to accomplish by the end of High School are______________,  ______________, and ___________________. 
In ten years from now I would like to see myself as_______________________,

____________________________, _____________________________________.

Rank these things in order of importance 1-5. (1-most important and 5 least important) friends, good grades, general knowledge, self-confidence, appearance

1.___________ 2._____________ 3.______________ 4.___________ 5.___________

My school is really great when ________________________________________.

My school is awful when _____________________________________________.

I choose to go to this school because ___________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________.The issue that I mostly think about now is ______________________________.

The hardest thing about school is _____________________________________.

My best friend is an  --American  --Israeli –other_______________.

My group of friends I hang around with are: –All American –Mostly Americans –All Israeli –Mostly Israeli –Mixture of Americans and Israelis.

The language I speak with my friends is _________________.

The language I speak to my parents is ___________________.

The language I speak in School is ____________________.

I find speaking Hebrew: -- Very easy –fairly easy –easy-- very difficult 

--difficult

I find teachers and faculty members –easy to approach –somewhat easy to approach –very easy to approach –difficult to approach –very difficult to approach.

If a student approached a teacher/ principal about an academic problem (grades and/or schoolwork) they would find her/him to be:

--Very helpful

--Helpful

--Somewhat helpful

--Not helpful

--I don’t know

If a student approached a teacher/ principal about a friendship problem they would find her/him to be:

--Very helpful

--Helpful

--Somewhat helpful

--Not helpful

--I don’t know

If a student approached a teacher/ principal about a personal problem they would find her/him to be:

--Very helpful

--Helpful

--Somewhat helpful

--Not helpful

--I don’t know

Describe to me in a few sentences what your ideal High School would be like

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________.
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