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I Belong Israel  
Journey of discovery and connection 

 
An Encounter with Israeli Pedagogy 

 
Gad Yair 

 
People look at their lives from a different angle. I don’t know whether they look at 

people from a different angle, but they develop their own answers. About their 

state, about their country, about their society. They are open to influences by 

other acquaintances, other partnerships, and other points of view, to tolerance, to 

listening and doing. When you spend a whole week with a group you have to 

interact. You have no choice, whether you like it or not. Even if you were rather 

shy when you arrived, you open up. This is not a story of guidance, study and 

explanation, but a path of direct discussion, a path of interaction, a path where 

you discover things on your own… I think the great thing about I Belong Israel is 

that it generates its own dynamic through self-discovery, and honest discussion… 

And this isn’t through lectures with explanations, but through interpersonal 

interactions, through a process, through getting to know things for yourself. There 

are several angles, and I can’t tell you which is strongest, but the entirety – of the 

group, its content, the techniques we use to achieve it – the fact that we are fully 

interacting with the land – that’s very powerful. 

(General (ret.) Shkedi, Board Member, I Belong Israel) 

 

Midnight. The last of the students are loading their belongings on the bus that will take 

them throughout the country in the coming week. They had heard about I Belong Israel 

from older friends at school and they’d been planning their trip for a long time. Now, 

with all the preparations behind them, they’re enthusiastic and excited, but also a little 

apprehensive – what’s in store for us? What will we find, what will we discover? Will we 

be able to handle the challenges? Will we make new friends? Will we be changed when 

we return next week? What will we tell our parents? What will our teachers say about 
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us? While these and other questions are running through their minds the doors close, 

the lights go out, and I Belong Israel is on its way. 

 

One week later they’re back. And they have changed – some more, some less. 

One way or another, in the space of six days, through a series of key educational events 

I Belong Israel has generated a marked change in their identity. The teenage participants 

return to their regular routine, but now they are equipped with clear insights about 

Israel, about their commitment to their friends, their community, and society in general. 

They feel more connected to Israel, Zionism and the State (Erickson, 1998).  I Belong 

Israel provides a vital educational experience – empowering, identity-building, 

emotional and cognitive – one that leaves a lasting imprint (Yair, 2006). This has been 

achieved through a specific pedagogical method developed by I Belong Israel’s staff 

during the decade of its operation. What is surprising is that it is very Israeli, and it 

produces, in turn, an intense experience of ‘Israeliness’. In the course of this book it will 

become clear that the activities involved are not those of a regular high school. The 

annual school trips taken by many Israeli high schools are not conducted the way I 

Belong Israel conducts them. I Belong Israel is unique because of its unique pedagogy. It 

is precisely for this reason that it has such enormous impact.   

 

First hand reports indicate that I Belong Israel has a profound impact on students. 

A schoolgirl from the center of the country said: “I was so not interested and intolerant. 

I said I don’t like people. Whatever. After I Belong Israel I’ve become more loving and 

I’ve gotten rid of this hatred. I’m more tolerant, more sensible, not just an irritable 

teenager.” Her classmate agreed, adding that I Belong Israel has even caused her to 

change her attitude at home: “I think first of all it strengthened my identity as part of 

the class. I feel more confident, more open, more myself. Even though it’s only one 

week, it also strengthened my connection to my home. We never spent much time at 

home, and it’s really strengthened the ties.” A schoolmate explained that he is less quick 

to stigmatize others, his social network has expanded, and he now feels solidarity with 
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students that he barely saw before. “It affected me differently, it’s how I see other 

people. Let’s say you notice the bullies in the class and you see that they can actually 

express themselves, it changes how you look at them.” His friend agreed: “I was 

exposed to people I never believed I could connect with. Suddenly we have a common 

language and mutual experiences and it really comes from being open, not being 

prejudiced.” Students from a school in the south talked about the elements which, in 

their view, created the magic. They described “dating,” where they encountered 

students they had not known before, “candles,” an activity which highlights something 

positive about someone else, and “candies,” being supportive of other students – and 

the effect of all these activities.  

 

[I remember] the dates. They told us to make a date with someone you don’t talk 

to in class much. Then they give us a topic, with someone you haven’t talked to at 

all, and suddenly you’re exposed to opinions that are different from ours. 

Suddenly you’re talking about life. It goes on, beyond the topic they gave us. 

Suddenly we’re touching on very sensitive subjects. And you have this feeling of 

connection. Suddenly you know the most intimate things about the other person. 

It really formed a connection. 

 

I remember every day, but this happened on the day of the “candles” activity. We 

made a circle, and Daniella gave us each a candle and asked: “Whose life do you 

want to light up?” It was the kind of moment where suddenly all the hardships of 

the day, all the cold, didn’t seem to matter anymore. it was an achievement like 

climbing Mount Everest [laughs]. Everyone cried. You kind of connect with people 

you don’t really know, but you give them support. At that moment I Belong Israel 

started to take off.  

 

For me it happened on Friday afternoon, at the hostel in Jerusalem. When Shabbat 

began, the counselor brought candies. To tell you the truth, I gave the candies to 
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kids I didn’t know at all. You get to know them during I Belong Israel and you tell 

them things about yourself and they tell you things about themselves, and points 

of contact are formed, lots of positive things. I’ll give you an example. I’m right-

wing in my opinions, but an Arab came to sit with me in the circle. I Belong Israel 

has taught me that it doesn’t matter if he’s an Arab or whatever. It changed my 

worldview. Today I look at him differently. First of all I see him as a person and 

then I see him as someone else.  

 

Descriptions of this nature emerged from students, teachers and principals, over and 

over again during our I Belong Israel research. This book tells the story of I Belong Israel 

from the point of view of research and education. It is based on hundreds of 

conversations with young boys and girls, teaching staff and high school principals from 

all over the country, and from questionnaires completed by thousands of young people 

both before and after the I Belong Israel experience (details of the research can be 

found in the Appendix). On the basis of this extensive information the research team 

examined the attributes of the I Belong Israel experience and its impact on the students. 

Our research focused on analyzing the specific educational method, which we will here 

call “Israeli Pedagogy,” and characterized the Israeli model offered to participants, as 

well as pointing out the dilemmas I Belong Israel faces between fostering uniformity and 

encouraging uniqueness.  

 Overall, the testimonies show that I Belong Israel has succeeded in resolving two 

interrelated problems. It has cracked the conundrum of “what works” for Israeli youth, 

identifying their need for meaningful learning; and at the same time it has developed 

specific pedagogic solutions for motivating Israeli youngsters to engage in informal 

learning, which most of them had not previously encountered. Later we will discuss 

these two aspects, and the book aims to decipher both of them. The following brief 

discussion will therefore serve as a kind of appetizer before the main course. 

 First of all, “what works” for Israeli youth? What motivates them? What can 

transform the cynicism of teenagers, the judgmentalism, disrespect, and alienation 
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many of them feel in high school? The answer is – an emotional connection. This 

concept encompasses two spiritual needs that are unique to Israeli culture and 

therefore require specific pedagogic solutions. The first is the need to feel connected; 

the second – to be emotionally stimulated. As we accumulated more and more 

testimonies it became patently clear that Israeli youngsters learn best when they feel 

connected to their classmates, the country, or the State of Israel. The sense of bonding 

that I Belong Israel generates in the space of six days begins with a feeling of self-

discovery as the students learn to connect with themselves, and it grows stronger each 

day as the circles widen to include their classmates, their community, society, the State 

of Israel, and the People of Israel.  

 This bonding dynamic generated by I Belong Israel clearly demonstrates that 

Israeli students have a specific need, a societal need not shared by German or Japanese 

students, for example, and the manner in which their counselors forge connections 

satisfies this need. And so, despite all the complaints about “screen-agers,” post-

modern youth, and teenagers who yearn for an easier life overseas, I Belong Israel has 

found that Israeli 11th graders are actually seeking a value-based connection. They want 

to be intrinsically linked to the essence of Israel and the Zionist saga. They want to 

contribute, because contributing implies connection, and Israeli students are seeking 

that connection. Their testimonies reveal that before setting out with I Belong Israel , 

many students never felt connected to Israel, either because there were no active youth 

movements near their home, or because their schools were focused on the need to  

survive – to ensure that they would meet the demands of the matriculation exams. 

Either way, once they had sensed the absence of values, once they felt cut off from the 

“great significance” of being here – I Belong Israel filled the void and connected them to 

the Israeli story.  

 Typically, Israeli students seek some form of emotional awakening. In the same 

way that American students learn mainly when their knowledge ‘works;’ in the same 

way that Indian students learn through tribal lore – so Israeli students learn when their 

emotions are engaged. We usually say that Israeli students tend to be ‘emotional.’  They 
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have a short span of awareness because they are pampered; they have very little 

patience because they are always waiting for the next thrill. They want it here and now. 

They’re not into delayed gratification. Encyclopedic knowledge makes no impression 

unless it appeals to them emotionally; internet sites packed with information hold no 

interest for Israeli students if they do not move and excite them. I Belong Israel has 

recognized this need, and during the course of the I Belong Israel journey their emotions 

are regularly stimulated. It works, because appealing to the heart is the best way for 

Israeli students to connect to the ‘story’ – the story of knowledge, the story of history, 

or the story of Zionism. If their emotions are not engaged, Israeli students feel 

detached, bored and alienated. Therefore, when you come across reports of tears and 

enthusiasm during the I Belong Israel experience, bear in mind that these are Israeli 

students, and someone has found the way to their hearts. 

 I Belong Israel has forged the way to the hearts of Israeli students through Israeli 

Pedagogy. This was hinted at in the opening remarks by Gen. Shkedi. The I Belong Israel 

experience includes team learning; learning at eye-level; heart-to-heart learning; open 

and equal learning; Socratic learning (questions are posed and developed, not 

dogmatically closed); learning – or connection – through the land.  Indeed, there is 

something special in the way I Belong Israel’s planners structure the six day experience, 

something in the way the discourse circles are held, something about how the students 

are woken in the morning, something about the ‘early morning coffee break,’ something 

about the end of day pause for reflection – there is something very Israeli about it all. 

This is local, unusual pedagogy. It responds to the specific nature of Israeli students. It is 

rooted in the Israeli culture of the Palmach (the elite fighting force before the 

establishment of the State). They sat around in a circle and told tall tales; no 

commanders, no subordinates, no hierarchy, no strict order and discipline. This kind of 

teaching has none of the familiar ‘school solutions’ known in advance, here there isn’t 

one correct answer. On the contrary, on the I Belong Israel trip all answers are correct, 

every identity is possible. What is important is that the students choose their path out 

of awareness. This pedagogy provides plenty of room for diverse and even contrary 
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opinions, and it generates a kind of non-aggressive dialogue, where even quiet or 

unpopular students suddenly make their voices heard and are discovered, just like in the 

Cinderella story. This unique type of Israeli Pedagogy generates many key experiences, 

and we gradually see that to some degree it also generates tipping points.   

 The schools that participate in I Belong Israel benefit in two ways. Firstly because 

their students come back empowered and their behavior undergoes a radical change. 

Teachers and principals report that their students are far less violent and aggressive, 

there is a strong sense of bonding in their classes, and they are socially involved. The 

schools also benefit because when the teachers participate in I Belong Israel they learn 

about Israeli Pedagogy and its power, and they gradually adopt its most important 

elements in their teaching, whether in civics classes, literature, or history. In this sense, 

participation in I Belong Israel provides the educational staff with the opportunity to 

observe, almost under laboratory conditions, how the cultural needs of Israeli students 

are responded to  by Israeli Pedagogy. The purpose of the I Belong Israel experience is 

to empower the students and connect them to society and to the State of Israel. The 

educators who attend I Belong Israel – principals, teachers, and coordinators – return 

with new insights about Israeli pedagogy and Israeli learning. Two for the price of one: I 

Belong Israel benefits the individual, and it benefits the system. As Uri Cohen, CEO of I 

Belong Israel, puts it:  

Many school principals attend each I Belong Israel experience. When they come 

back they say: “Listen, I’ve spent thirty years in the system, and the sparkle in my 

eyes has dimmed over the years. But I now understand why I chose this 

profession.” Teachers leave their families and spend time in difficult conditions 

when they could return home. But they don’t return home. The message is passed 

by word of mouth that something remarkable is going on, something that is not 

found at school. A kind of energy boost for the whole system. At first they wanted 

to introduce attractions like bicycle rides and rappelling, but we objected. We 

knew that that’s not what really interests the students. 
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What holds their interest is I Belong Israel Pedagogy and what it engenders. According 

to teachers and principals, I Belong Israel brings about many changes – both in the 

students and in the schools themselves. But nothing lasts forever, as we know. Since 

most schools are not equipped with a follow-up program, after I Belong Israel they 

return to the formal educational program, the effects dissipate, or else they remain 

somewhere in the background in terms of potential. Teachers and principals, fully aware 

that they are not utilizing the full potential of I Belong Israel, point to the limitations of 

the system – particularly the burden of matriculation exams that obligate them to teach 

once again by memorization and rationalization. Some depend on the significant 

stimulation awakened by the trip to Poland, others simply give up on the added value 

that I Belong Israel introduced to the school. But this is not something I Belong Israel can 

change; this is the task of the education system and its leaders. It is they who need to 

learn about Israeli Pedagogy and its strength. If the lesson of Israeli Pedagogy is learned 

and applied throughout the system – for training teachers and for those who prepare 

study programs, for those who set matriculation exams and those who supervise the 

system – then there is a chance that Israeli students will also be enthusiastic about 

chemistry and physics, they’ll be excited about mathematics and electronics. The Israeli 

Pedagogy identified by I Belong Israel is general education that provides for the special 

cultural needs of Israeli students. It’s not limited only to I Belong Israel, it’s a general 

matter of teaching and learning in the context of the local culture. 

 This study was commissioned by the I Belong Israel organization which regularly 

evaluates participants. The feedback was transferred to us for quantitative analysis. 

However, because of their extremely positive results, we directed most of the research 

team’s efforts to interpreting the reasons for this success. In other words, we sought to 

discover the reasons for I Belong Israel’s success and to analyze the educational method 

that made the difference. For this reason the two years of our study were directed at 

the qualitative aspects of I Belong Israel.  During these two years we visited seventy 

three schools and gathered countless reports. It must be admitted that we began the 

study with professional reservations. We were concerned with bias due to data that had 
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been gathered previously, so we were very careful not to depend on the I Belong Israel 

staff. We therefore structured circles of quality control and we remained alert not to fall 

under the spell of I Belong Israel. The research team listened very carefully to reports of 

I Belong Israel experiences that did not succeed as expected. In their analysis they made 

sure to screen all statements with regard to their essential aspects. We would also like 

to point out that we set out with expertise in the field of quantitative and qualitative 

evaluation; and we were guided by previous studies we had conducted on youth, 

informal education, and key experiences. The totality of prior experience, educational 

theory, and methodological tools, enabled us to utilize the wealth of data we collected 

in order to tell the story of I Belong Israel and also to describe the uniqueness of Israeli 

Pedagogy. Once the study was complete, a detailed report was submitted to I Belong 

Israel  pertaining to assessments obtained from the field. We also included many 

recommendations for developing the I Belong Israel experience. In this book we have 

chosen to tell the tale of I Belong Israel’s positive strides, and to share with educators 

the great potential of Israeli Pedagogy beyond the framework of I Belong Israel . Those 

involved with I Belong Israel may wish to repair the world (Tikkun Olam) but we 

academics are far more modest. For us, pedagogic repair of Israeli schools is our first 

priority. 

 I am grateful to those involved in I Belong Israel, headed by Uri Cohen, director-

general of the organization, for inviting us to observe this unique educational project. 

Thanks also to the research staff of the Research Institute for Innovation in Education of 

the Hebrew University  in Jerusalem, headed by Rachel Van-Kaufmann, for taking up the 

challenge and making it possible to decipher Israeli Pedagogy: Lior Besserman, Elad 

Shostak, Keith Goldstein, Tom Einhorn, Noa Noymark, Adi Abir, Yona Arieh, Yahav 

Shadmi, Nofar Goete, Tal Buchnik, Liat Hasefer, Ben Burnstein, Zev Ma’ayan, Yael 

Carmeli, Ma’ayan Sheli, Yam Omanski, and Shani Karsik. Our study was exemplary and 

you were exemplary. Thank you. 

Professor Gad Yair 

The Hebrew University in Jerusalem 


