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Among the phenomena that characterize modern society it is possible to note the appearance of com-
plex political, occupational, and sectorial systems of status and the weakening of the ‘class’ factor 
in its ideological meaning. The main result of this development was the steadily increasing conflict 
between, on the one hand, the trends of economic development and the new centers of power and, 
on the other hand, the mobility of new groups. All the groups competed among themselves over the 
additions of income, accessibility to economic resources, and positions of influence in the government 
system as well as over the creation of autonomous frameworks. 
An important part in these sectorial formations is related to the positioning of education in the entire 
stratified system. The statement that the extension of education has not resulted in the reduction of so-
cial gaps in the professional field, especially between employees, is correct, yet conversely it did drive 
a process of change in the evaluation of different subjects and a change in the perception of education 
as a necessary state of specialization. This aspect constitutes an important factor in the processing of 
the stratified map and in the formation of the class awareness. The education systems, which are the 
main organizations to inculcate education, can determine who is qualified and who is not qualified to 
fill different employment roles; they have become the main device for the achievement of social and 
economic status.
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The educational system educates, trains, and inculcates values, and ena-
bles social mobility and access to stratifying resources in society. Education 
constitutes an important step in the determination of the level of income, in-
stills prestige and respect, in the social aspect and access to focuses of political 
power and influence.
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The government, since it is responsible for the shaping of the values of 
the educational system, will determine the appearance of future society. The 
mass immigration to Israel in the 1950s and 1960s, a large part of which came 
from the countries of the Middle East and North Africa (Mizrachi Jews), em-
phasized the differences in the level of education between them and people 
from Europe (Ashkenazi Jews). The job market became stratified, when pe-
ople of European extraction hold the more senior positions because of their 
better socioeconomic status, lower residential density, higher income per ca-
pita, and closeness to the leading social sector. The members of the different 
classes come to the school with a different cognitive or cultural ‘capital’. This 
difference influences the children’s initial achievements, but the differences 
tend to be strengthened following the families’ different degree of ability to 
follow up after the learning weaknesses and to treat them effectively.

The educational system is one of the important tools for the bridging over 
the gaps and for socioeconomic equality. In July 1968 the State decided upon 
an intentional policy of integration in education, in another, complementa-
ry attempt to increase equality and social integration. In this framework (the 
reform), the middle schools were established, intended to postpone the date 
of the classification for the high school and to cause students from different 
backgrounds to meet in the school setting. In the middle school, students 
from well-off urban schools sit with students from the higher groupings in 
the neighborhood schools. According to the researchers, a heterogeneous stu-
dy environment will cause motivation and high achievements for all the ne-
ighborhoods and will eliminate barriers on a social and ethnic background.

The integration began at a relatively late age, was not fully implemented, 
was without the appropriate preparation of the teacher staff and the parents, 
and sometimes was implemented incorrectly, thus causing segregation and 
regression. The educational system succeeded in improving to some extent 
the structure of education of the population. The following questions are 
asked: Was the process effective and successful and did the method change 
the stratified position of the different groups to an extent that justifies the 
resources of capital and time invested in it? Did the method of integration 
that was implemented by the educational system in Israel in an era of changes 
achieve its goal and contribute to the reduction of the social gaps and the pro-
motion of the weak groups?

In the end, “the education of those who are not found in the elite is diffi-
cult to clearly justify and tends to be done not whole-heartedly, while most 
of the educational resources are concentrated among those who can enjoy 
them more.”1

1  R.H. Turner, From the Ways of Social Advancement through Education – Implicit Mobility and 
Competitive Mobility, [in:] R. Shapira, R. Poleg, The Sociology of Education, Tel Aviv 1989, p. 227.
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In Israel, on the declarative level education is equal for all but in essence 
education is far from equality and there exist in it many aspects of mobility. 
The Free Education Law, the reform, the integration, the change of the method 
of classification (survey and high school matriculation examination), and the 
extension of the circle of learners tend to the direction of equality and compe-
tition. However, conversely we see the opposite process of residential schools 
and vocational and agricultural schools, where in essence the student’s track 
of mobility is determined.

The State of Israel, from the social needs considered by the state leaders to 
be essential, attempts to correct the distortion and to promote members of the 
weak groups, sometimes at the expense of the rest of the groups. It is possible 
that these goals justify social and educational intervention on a national scale, 
but sometimes there is a feeling of harm to democracy and to the individual’s 
freedom of choice.

The system constitutes an important and main tool in its importance only 
to the initial values of the family in the inculcation of formal education and 
internalization of stratified norms. The government will put forth a constant 
effort to adjust the educational systems to the norms of mobility existing in 
it. These systems, which include public schools, private schools, gray edu-
cation2, extrinsic education, etc., will internalize the values of mobility and 
stratification. The importance of the educational system is in its overall scope 
and its exclusivity in the setting of emphases in topics of tracks of education, 
training, bundles of education services, choice of the staff, and teaching me-
thods.

The referral of the members of the different groups to the channels of edu-
cation agreed upon by the government, the inculcation of the level of edu-
cation, the quality of grades, the emphases, and number of years of learning 
instilled by the public system are what determine the graduate’s initial and 
unequal beginning path and serve as the individual’s primary means of mobi-
lity. Education and level of mobility are responsible for the stratified structure 
of society since they are a classifying factor, in an overt or covert manner, 
between the groups referred to manufacturing and the groups referred to cle-
rical work, etc. The type and level of education are directly related to the lear-
ner’s personal subjective level and to the objective conditions of his parents’ 
education and income, their cultural level, and the support the individual 
receives in his primary environment.

These factors are stratifying factors, which bring the system into a closed 
circle of those who have the means to provide higher education for the se-
cond generation, and thus their cultural status is set. The system has a general 
monopoly on the inculcation of knowledge but as it tends to rely more on the 

2  Education at the parents’ expense (private lessons).
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family cultural inheritance, there is greater emphasis on the cultural level, the 
levels of leisure activity, and the proper symbolic expressions so as to convey 
this heritage to the students. To prevent ethnic-class unquiet and to promote 
their issues, there is the prevention of the participation of whole groups in the 
cultural experience, in an implicit but supposedly democratic manner by the 
groups with the cultural capital.

The rules for success are determined according to the priorities that the 
educational system determines for itself with the help and direction of the go-
vernment system and the system of norms. The idea behind this policy is to 
allow as many students as possible reach a high stage in the competition, or in 
other words, occupational equality of opportunities. Education is for professio-
nalism, and is a guide for adjustment in a changing, nonhomogeneous world.

There are a number of main organizations that influence the rules accor-
ding to which success in the educational system is determined: the political 
organization and the organizing norm, external influences of those with cul-
tural capital, internal manpower of the system, the political organization is 
supposed to be on guard and to warn of undesired social developments. One 
of the important tools in the change or preservation of norms is education of 
the new generation. Generally the political establishment and the system of 
norms nurture one another. Thus, the establishment will tend to stability and 
conservatism so as not to shock the entire system. Of course, when the deve-
lopments are observed that may endanger the political system or the system 
of norms for any reason, whether social or economic, such as undesired gro-
ups and groups with economic problems, and internal unrest, the establish-
ment will intervene and will change the order of priorities of the educational 
system through the change of the rules for success. The academic world that is 
afraid of over-investments in the economic measures will limit its power, will 
attempt to be balanced in its recommendations, but always will be apparent 
the direction to increase the importance of the culture at the expense of the 
professionalism.

Another organization that influences the rules of success and distances 
from it the ‘other’ groups is the system of those with cultural capital. Accor-
ding to Bourdieu3, those with cultural capital, namely, the authors, the play-
wrights, the critics, constitute an important step in the determining of the 
priorities. These people are close to the educational system and utilize it for 
them and for their children. The principle that guides them is that the peda-
gogical product that the different groups receive from the system should be 
parallel in values to the level of cultural capital at their disposal. Therefore, 

3  P. Bourdieu, R. Brown (Eds.), Knowledge, Education and Cultural Change, London 1973,  
p. 71-112.
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the students who will derive the most benefit from the educational system are 
those who have the cultural inheritance from the home. They understand the 
language of culture and are exposed to studies and reading from childhood. 
The immediate victims are the students without the proper cultural-family 
relationships. The rules for success will not be equal and will tend to the ac-
cepted cultural side as opposed to the other possible achievement sides. In 
this situation, in which not just the academic certificate grants the right of 
entry to the important positions, Bourdieu proves that in essence there is no 
relationship between education and the fulfillment of the power of education. 
Moreover, as there is distance from the districts of education to other systems, 
the certificate loses its power and in the end serves only as an accelerator and 
stamp for the regular mobility, which relies on other relationships.

The last organization of influence is the internal manpower of the system. 
Their opinion and experience have great weight in determining the rules for 
success. However, when failures are apparent, they are the organization that 
is criticized, but they are the organization that operates in the field and im-
plements the dictated policy. This is in essence a cycle in which those with 
cultural capital influence the teaching workers, who are nurtured from them 
and influence the next generation.

The role of the educational system in Israel is not only to provide certifica-
tes for mobility. The principles of education are based on values of education, 
love of Israel, pioneering, equality, reciprocal assistance, and central values of 
tolerance towards all ethnic and class groups. The educational system was as-
signed the task of the design of the stratified system from a view of inequality 
and gap between the ethnic groups as an obstacle for the establishment of the 
state. Smilansky4 best expressed the view of the system as creating a chance 
for mobility and eliminating gaps: the insertion of weak ethnicities and gro-
ups into technical and upper high school education means socially the direc-
tion in a certain period of time to certain attitudes in the social and economic 
mechanism.

Equal education must have the meeting between different social and eco-
nomic strata, between the more talent and the less talented. For this purpose, 
the educational system implemented a reform system, which calls for equal 
education, for the increase of the general level, and for integration – even if 
this is at the expense of excellence and professionalism. Unfortunately, the 
reform in education did not achieve its objectives for the realization of the 
equality of rights and the chances of mobility. Stereotypic opinions became 
more moderate, but real progress was not achieved. Homogeneous groups 
still exist, and the certificates granted by prestigious schools, affiliated with 

4  M. Smilansky, The Social Examination of the Structure of Education in Israel, Trends, 1957, 8.
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certain elite neighborhoods, are still excessively important. In these schools, 
the students convert socioeconomic benefits into scholastic achievements, and 
these achievements are recognized as giving better chances of mobility than 
the same certificates from other schools.

While in the year 1948 those of Mizrachi origin constituted about 23%, in 
the year 1964 their number increased to 52% of the total population. The in-
crease of their absolute and relative number did not result in social-economic 
equality and their achievements in the realm of education were low.

The students who are members of the different classes reached the school 
with a cognitive mindset and cultural capital. While this mindset tends to be 
blurred in the future, in the beginning it influences the scholastic achieve-
ments and the ability of the parents to follow up after the students’ achieve-
ments. The concentration of the members of the lower classes in designated 
or regional schools, the low morale of the teaching staff and parents, the low 
level of teaching, and low bargaining power and knowledge of the parents 
from the weak sectors contribute to low morale and self-fulfilling prophecies 
and cause a decline in the learning achievements and a low self-value of the 
students. In parallel to the group of workers, there developed a social group 
of factory owners, industrialists, and engineers, who enjoyed diverse possibi-
lities of advancement. This group was mostly the natives and their children 
who had acquired a higher education.5 These developments contradicted the 
ideology of the ‘melting pot’ and ‘merging of exiles’. The hope that the dif-
ferences between the ethnic groups would vanish over the years was proven 
false. The gaps from the 1960s were not closed in the 1970s as well.

Mean Annual Income of Urban Employed Families, by Origin of Family Head​ 
(Central Bureau of Statistics, 1975, 1977)

1965 1976
ALLFamilies 7800 44000
Mizrachi Origin 6200 38400
Ashkenazi Origin 8600 46900

The gradual release from existential problems, such as housing and liveli-
hood, work and security, emphasized the ethnic gaps. Israeli society rejected 
genetic explanations and emphasized the need for equality. At first we see 
the local organizations and initiatives of the school staffs and the parents’ 
committees so as to promote the idea. However, the initiatives, since they are 
local, lack resources and are fated to fail.

5  S.R. Sabirsky, Education in Israel – District of the Separate Tracks, Tel Aviv 1990, p. 87-102.
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The formal educational system does not succeed in bridging the educatio-
nal gaps and the generational and intergenerational inequality between the 
different ethnic groups and labels the Mizrachi immigrants, even before they 
immigrate, as disadvantaged. The definition of the children as disadvanta-
ged is discriminatory, treating them in terms of inferiority and superiority 
and assuming that there exists only one culture and everything is assessed 
relative to it. The attitude towards the ‘disadvantaged children’ is that they 
are backwards, unready, and without learning motivation. The children are 
alienated from the cultural and social environment of the school, in which 
the middle class is dominant, and become lacking in initiative and tending 
towards failure and lack of adjustment. The system channels these groups to 
low groupings and short-term and vocational learning tracks that perpetuate 
their low socioeconomic status and do not allow the large majority of those of 
Mizrachi origin to acquire a high school matriculation certificate and obtain 
a higher education.

Towards the end of the 1970s, high school matriculation tracks were cre-
ated in the professional programs and the prestige of some of these tracks, for 
example electronics and computers, increased. This trend contributed to the 
increase of the number of students who complete high school with the matri-
culation option. Nevertheless, in these years students were still directed to the 
different tracks according to origin.

Another method that the system adopted is groupings. The students in 
the heterogeneous class are divided into homogenous groups according to le-
arning level and achievements. The goal is the coping with the heterogeneous 
class and the attempt to promote the weak groups. Research studies showed 
that the progress of all the students at the high grouping levels populated 
mostly by those of European origin is relatively greater than the progress of 
the lower groups. Namely, instead of reducing scholastic gaps the method 
increases them. In addition, the method causes further social differentiation 
of the students, differentiation that is strengthened by ethnic characteristics.

The recognition of the importance of integration as a device for the pro-
motion of education and the reduction of the ethnic groups arose at the end 
of the 1960s and strengthened at the start of the 1970s. At first, the idea was 
only one part of a number of objectives in the reform program of the Ministry 
of Education – “to have the children meet in regional learning frameworks” 
(Rimlet Committee). In the continuation, a committee was formed that clearly 
announced the integration as the “acceleration of the processes of social in-
tegration of different ethnicities and classes” and formulated detailed ways 
of action. The Parliamentary Committee that was established to examine the 
topic submitted a law proposal on May 29, 1969 and recommended that “the 
regional middle school will serve as a place of meeting for the children of 
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Israel from all classes and ethnic communities. The elementary school is as 
usual a neighborhood school, or in other words, in most cases homogeneous 
in terms of the social or ethnic composition of the population of students who 
learn in it. The middle school will be either regional (for small communities 
that also are, for the most part, homogeneous in terms of the composition of 
residents) or by district in the cities. The registration districts for the middle 
schools in the cities will be drawn from the start so that in most cases the po-
pulation of the students in it will be diverse and not from one social region. 
The committee saw the meeting of children of parents from different classes 
and countries of origin at least from the age of twelve in one school not only 
as a necessary means for the reduction of the gap in the level of education be-
tween the children of the nation but also as a national value in its own right.”

The preparation of the educational system was slow but was validated to-
wards the end of 1971, when a new law for the merging of schools was passed 
and granted the Minister of Education extensive authorities so as to enable the 
ministry to move the wheels of integration.The operational recommendations 
were published only in August 1975. The range of problems, reservations, 
and questions was extensive and postponed the implementation for a long 
time. Primarily the parents of European origin in the well-off communities 
had reservations and decided to shift their children from the integrative 
schools to other schools. The Minister of Education published in December 
1976 an order that obligated the students’ parents to return their children to 
the original schools. The supporters of the program did not always rely on the 
same explanations. Some of them saw it primarily as a device for the achie-
vement of goals such as the reduction of gaps, improvement of scholastic 
achievements, social process, etc. Others saw the program to be a goal in its 
own right, an expression of the ideology of equality and cohesion. Experience 
showed that the use of integration does not always achieve its goals, and thus 
the trend strengthened to see the program to be a goal in the boundaries of the 
national consensus. The very seating of students from the different ethnic gro-
ups one beside the other is supposedly the achievement of the goal. The shift 
of the emphasis in the policy enabled the Ministry of Education to indicate 
achievements in the field of integration, although some of the main objectives, 
such as the closing of scholastic and social gaps, were not achieved.

The geodemographic reality is the existence of large communities in near-
ly homogeneous regions in ethnic terms. Prominent examples are the mosha-
vim (rural residential communities) and many of the development towns, 
which include more than half a million people and are clearly Mizrachi. If 
the resources for extensive transportation programs are not found, then lar-
ge parts of the population, who are mostly a specific target of the program, 
cannot participate in it. The economic situation of the State of Israel in general 
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and of the Ministry of Education in particular did not contribute to the reali-
zation of the program. Problems financing the transportation, acquiring the 
new curricula, training the teachers, and building new middle schools caused 
the school principals to wonder whether the limited means in existence wo-
uld not be better used if they were directed to the development of existing 
infrastructure. A large number of the teachers objected to the implementation 
of the program for technical reasons – the teacher must adopt for herself al-
ternative learning methods that will help her promote all the students and 
maintain a reasonable setting and learning atmosphere. However, the imple-
mentation of new teaching methods is not easy and obligates a fundamental 
change in the perception of the teaching and the roles of the teacher and the 
students in the learning process. Lacking these, the teacher will find it difficult 
to cope with the heterogeneous class, and the pressure to create homogeneous 
groupings will increase. On the part of the management, the school principals 
were concerned about the school name with the decline of the means of the 
scores and the entrance bar according to the requirement of the Ministry of 
Education.

Established parents from a Western origin feared that the practical inter-
pretation of the integration is a decline in the level of education in compari-
son to the level that their children would receive in separate frameworks in 
homogeneous schools. This group, whose children succeed in the homogeno-
us school and receive both better education services and greater educational 
credit for the continuation of their scholastic and social advancement, sees 
the political integration that may undermine its social achievements and its 
ability to maintain these achievements. Thus, the argument of ‘mediocrity’ 
and loss of the chance for the development of future talents is raised. The pa-
rents began to display active opposition with the beginning of the program, 
and this was expressed in the strikes and removal of their children to private 
and semi-private education. In an atmosphere where there is the strong fear 
for the level of scholastic achievements and loss of the ethnic uniqueness, the 
support of the program was weakened. In this situation, the parents from the 
two groups adopt active resistance by bypassing the system. As of today, in 
an atmosphere of ethnic, political, economic, religious, and social polariza-
tion, it is difficult for the system to implement the system in its entirety.

The listing of the achievements and failures is derived from the manner of 
the definition of the goals and the groups intended by the program of integra-
tion: to provide equal opportunity for all the students, to improve the scho-
lastic achievements of disadvantaged students, to change attitudes between 
different populations in Israeli society, to cultivate social relations between 
students from different sectors, to improve the self-image of the weak groups. 
Integration is a goal in its own right for the purpose of the maximum merging 
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between the different ethnic communities and sectors as a supreme national 
value. This goal is achieved through its existence.

It was decided to implement the reform in 1968, when the Knesset accep-
ted the recommendations of the committee for the examination of the structu-
re of elementary and secondary education in Israel. The emphasis was dual: 
integration as a political goal in its own right and as an educational means for 
the promotion of the weak groups and the change of social attitudes. Since the 
decision, there were better and worse periods in the implementation of the 
program and after four decades it is possible to summarize its results. There 
is no apparent difference in the scholastic achievements of middle school stu-
dents and those of elementary schools at the same level. The middle schools 
contributed very slightly to the increase of the percentage of students who 
obtain a high school matriculation certificate. Generally the attitude to the 
program is positive. However, there are groups of parents, teachers, and prin-
cipals who support steps that contradict the spirit of the program, such as the 
use of groupings, the referral to special classes, strikes, etc. The influences on 
the psychological measures such as self-image, scholastic and occupational 
aspirations, were not especially strong and sometimes were even negative.

The program of educational merger and social mixture exacerbates the 
issue of the coping with the problem of the heterogeneity in Israeli society and 
strengthens the tendency towards the implementation of segregation so as to 
maintain the supply of good students. There is no empirical confirmation of 
the assumption that the program contributed significantly to the increase of 
the scholastic achievements of the different groups. Despite the reduction of 
the initial gap, there still is a large gap in the field of the scholastic achieve-
ments between the disadvantaged and the strong groups. In addition, the gap 
between the different groups in the field of higher education was not reduced 
beyond what was obligated by the change of the character and composition of 
the population; thus it constitutes a main obstacle in the chances of mobility of 
the groups in Israeli society.

Additional questions such as the promotion of the weak at the expense 
of the strong, the cultivation of mediocrity at the expense of excellence, the 
harm to the intellectual aspirations of the different groups, the harm to the 
freedom of the individual and freedom of choice versus dictates from above, 
the blossoming of grey education, and the radicalization and accentuation of 
polarization in society remained open, without sufficient emphasis regarding 
their future implications.

As of today, after the tremendous investments in financial and social re-
sources, the balance statement does not indicate justification of these invest-
ments. The integration program did not achieve its goal, not as a means for 
the reduction of scholastic and social gaps and not as a goal in its own right.  
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It is possible that if the funds and effort had been invested in the previous sys-
tem, with localized emphasis on the places that require a different approach 
or perception, then better outcomes would be obtained.
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