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Ethiopia immigrated to israel. In 1575, thén oephaltis LAues Ba-bn
Ovadia Yosef recognized them as descendants of the Tribe of Dan
and eligible to immigrate under the Law of Return.’ For the purpose
of marriage, however, he insisted that they undergo “strict conver-
sion procedures.” Although the Israeli government began to foster
their immigration after 1977, the issue of the legitimacy of their
Jewish identity remained.’

Followine the overthrow of Haile Selassie in 1974, and up to 1984,
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below that of its secular counterpart. It has more than doub:e the
percentage of low-performing and problem students, who compose

two-thirds of the student bocly.*
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In both state educational systems, moreover, there 1s a wildc
divergence in terms of quality between schools in different loca-
tions. The level of teaching, resources, and student performance is
much lower in the periphery and much higher in the center, espe-
cially in the more established and well-to-do areas.® Therefore, had
they been allowed to study in secular schools, their opportunities
may have been changed significantly since they lived in peripheral
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and poorer areds.

The situation was more complex. First, the recognized ultra-
Orthodox school systems, with extensive networks in areas where
Ethiopians lived, either refused fo accept Ethiopian students or
restricted applicants to those who had converted. Second, some
state religious schools, including those associated with the elite
Noam Group, were reluctant to take Ethiopian students.® Initially,
the ministry of education did not oppose this policy. Third, some
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municipalities concentrated Ethicpian stuaents Hi B RS-
schools of the state religious system. This reflected concern with
“white flight.”# Fourth, in schools accepting Ethiopian students,
authorities placed them in special preparatory classes for the first
year, in accordance with ministry guidelines. Placement, however,
often lasted for several years."‘2 Here, too, the ministry did not object.
Even more importantly, teachers in these classes were poorly
S T v lacked certification.® Fifth, some
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municipal school systems placed mnany normal Ethiopian students
in special-education classes, “the educational equivalent of a death
sentence.”* Whereas a similar practice in New York City schools
may serve “to segregate difficult students from the rest of the popu-
Jation,” inIsraelitalso enabled municipalities to request more fund-
i.ng.‘s

Operation Solomon in May 1991 exacerbated this situation by

1 T b v HAroe HMee
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Almost all were absorbed into state religious schools located in the
periphery and in poor neighborhoods of central Israel. No one
enforced the immigration cabinet’s official quota of 15 percent
(unofficial 30 percent) Ethiopian students per school and the minis-
try of education’s 25 percent.* Many schools became more than 60—
70 percent Ethiopian.

e £t e aleo contributed to problems in educating Ethio-
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Solomon would move (or be move

six years.
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* In response, some receiving communities re

Ethiopian families from Uperaton

d) on the average of four times in
fused to
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almost 6500 Ethiopian Jews immigrated to Israel. Between 21
November 1984 and 5 June 1985 the Israeli government brought
almost 8000 Ethiopian Jews from Sudan to Israel in a covert airlift
called Operation Moses. In a second airlift, Operation Solomon, the
Israeli Air Force flew 14,160 persons from Ethiopia to Israel during
a 36-hour period during 24-26 May 1991.°
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In both state educational systems, moreover, there 1s a wildc
divergence in terms of quality between schools in different loca-
tions. The level of teaching, resources, and student performance is
much lower in the periphery and much higher in the center, espe-
cially in the more established and well-to-do areas.® Therefore, had
they been allowed to study in secular schools, their opportunities
may have been changed significantly since they lived in peripheral
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The situation was more complex. First, the recognized ultra-
Orthodox school systems, with extensive networks in areas where
Ethiopians lived, either refused fo accept Ethiopian students or
restricted applicants to those who had converted. Second, some
state religious schools, including those associated with the elite
Noam Group, were reluctant to take Ethiopian students.® Initially,
the ministry of education did not oppose this policy. Third, some
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municipalities concentrated Ethicpian stuaents Hi B RS-
schools of the state religious system. This reflected concern with
“white flight.”# Fourth, in schools accepting Ethiopian students,
authorities placed them in special preparatory classes for the first
year, in accordance with ministry guidelines. Placement, however,
often lasted for several years."‘2 Here, too, the ministry did not object.
Even more importantly, teachers in these classes were poorly
S T v lacked certification.® Fifth, some
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Almost all were absorbed into state religious schools located in the
periphery and in poor neighborhoods of central Israel. No one
enforced the immigration cabinet’s official quota of 15 percent
(unofficial 30 percent) Ethiopian students per school and the minis-
try of education’s 25 percent.* Many schools became more than 60—
70 percent Ethiopian.

e £t e aleo contributed to problems in educating Ethio-
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accept new students in the midadle ot the year. 1ms leIt mally il
dren out of school for months.® Finally, the entire educational
system and particular state religious schools suffered froma lack of
planning, preparation, space, and resources.”

Exacerbating this situation was the poverty of most Ethiopian
families. Although Israeli public education is free, parents have to
purchase booksand supplies. Seve- found thatas many as 37 percent
v A i Tacked finds for books. Considering
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FRED A. LAZIN is Lynn and Lloyd Hurst Family Professor of Local Government and
chair of the Department of Politics and Government at Ben Gurion University of the

Negev, Israel and author of The Struggle fcr Soviet Jewry in American Politics.
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the worse econornic situation of Etriopians and shortcomings of aid
programs, probably a larger percentage did not have the proper
books and supplies for elementary school.”

Placing students with inadequate educational backgrounds and
weak family situations into deficient schools with weak students
resulted in minimal learning experiences.”

In late spring 1992, the absorption cabinet of the Likud Govern-
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ment decided to allow Ethiopian parents 10 Sent Theld LIRS 22
state secular schools. This did not mean that the National Religious
Party-controlled ministry of education would comply. This policy
would be adopted, however, by the Rabin Government afteritselec-
tion in June 1992.% Its minister of education, Ms. Shulamit Aloni, an
activist for “civil rights and the separation of state and religion,”

instituted a policy allowing Ethopians freedom to choose either
e crhan] cvaterm 54
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Youth Aliyah

A second major component of educational policy for Ethiopians
concerned the compulsory participation of Ethiopian youth
between the ages of 14 and 18 (later 12 to 18) in the Jewish Agency’s
Youth Aliyah religious boarding schools and institutions.” While
operating several vouth villages and schools, Youth Aliyah also
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subcontracted with many external institutions operated by national
organizations, including the Naional Religious Party.

Youth Aliyah accepted only immigrant Soviet students who
applied and who met the institution’s profile of need. It placed them
in better academic institutions and experimented with “open”
boarding schools, involving their parents and municipalities.*

Several factors prompted the “Ethiopian” policy. First, in Oper-
e e A arirad writhatt their pnarents.
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Second, the decision reflected the long-held assumption that the

state and the boarding schools could provide a better environment
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Youth Aliyah

A second major component of educational policy for Ethiopians
concerned the compulsory participation of Ethiopian youth
between the ages of 14 and 18 (later 12 to 18) in the Jewish Agency’s
Youth Aliyah religious boarding schools and institutions.” While
operating several vouth villages and schools, Youth Aliyah also
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subcontracted with many external institutions operated by national
organizations, including the Naional Religious Party.

Youth Aliyah accepted only immigrant Soviet students who
applied and who met the institution’s profile of need. It placed them
in better academic institutions and experimented with “open”
boarding schools, involving their parents and municipalities.*

Several factors prompted the “Ethiopian” policy. First, in Oper-
e e A arirad writhatt their pnarents.
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state and the boarding schools could provide a better environment
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than immigrant parents and the Iamily: 1 TG, at Hietie, theySvlstit
Agency funded Youth Aliyah. This relieved the government of the
expense and the municipalities of the responsibility of educating
large numbers of “weak” studens in local schools. Although an
expensive enterprise, having “Ethiopians” in Youth Aliyah helped
Jewish Agency overseas fund-raising efforts. Fourth, the utilization
of religious boarding schools affiliated with the National Religious
DPariv hroucht them important resources and kept some of them
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from closing.®

What were the consequences cf this policy? Some would claim
that, for teenage Ethiopians, Youth Aliyah provided a place of
refuge, total absorption, and education.” Others were more critical.
First, the academic level and standards of Youth Aliyah were very
low. By 1984, it served mostly poorly adjusted Israeli problem
youﬂ1 In 1988 one crmc warned 1hat to put Ethiopian teenagers in
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Youtn Altyan would soClallze telil N0 e UWESL AEVEL VL astess
society.”® Second, Youth Aliyah policy placed most Ethiopian
youth in “dead-end” non-academic “vocational programs that
preclude academic careers” and future job opportunities.® This
policy would change only after 1992.% Third, placement in state reli-
gious institutions concentrated and segregated them. As late as
1994, Ethiopian students made up more than 70 percent of the
student bodyv in Youth Alivah re.igious institutions. Some weaker
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educational facilities became 80 to 100 percent Ethiopian.® Until
1992, several elite religious institutions would not take them.
Fourth, this policy separated Ethiopian children from their families,
which “disrupted cultural continuity and undermined the commu-
nity’s close family structure....”* Fifth, this was another example of
denying Ethiopians freedom of choice. It was the first timeinIsrael’s
history that the government required an entire group of immigrant
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By 1991-1992, under pressure from some Israeli politicians and
its own senior staff, Youth Aliyah reconsidered its “Ethiopian
policy.”® In the spring of 1992 it no longer required Ethiopian
students to study in religious boarding schools. Moreover, it
decided to absorb only needy or disadvantaged Ethiopians.”’

Conclusions
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This study has shown that the educational policies of the Israeli
government through mid-1992 denied Ethiopian children access to
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system, and segregated them. This resulted from two decisions
taken by leaders of the government and Jewish Agency. One
required all Ethiopian children to study in the state religious school
system. The other mandated compulsory enrollment of all Ethio-
pian teenagers at religious board:ng schools.

These policies had two interrelated consequences. First, they
denied Ethiopian immigrants freedom to choose the school system




image75.png
tor their children. Similarly, parents of teenagers could neither
enroll them in local schools nor send them to secular boarding
schools. Most Jewish Israeli citizens and immigrants from the
former Soviet Union and elsewhere have exercised these rights since
the early 1970s. Second, the decisions denied Ethiopian students the
option to attend the much larger, more diverse and academically

superior state secular school system. This resulted in attendance at
inferior schools and ereater seorecation.
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With the election of Rabin and the return of the Labor Party to the
government in 1992, Meretz, a left-wing party, opposed to religious
coercion and influence in society, took over the ministry of educa-
tion. It officially ended the requirement that Ethiopians had to study
at state religious schools. It also reinforced recently altered boarding
school policy that allowed Ethiopian parents freedom of choice and
access to secular boardmg schoolc The mroads made already by the
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the relatively small percentage of Ethiopian children who trans-
ferred. Alternatively, parents may have preferred religious schools.

The findings here also support the claim that ethnicity and race
continue to be important factors in Israeli educational policy. Race
per se, however, may not be the key to explain the discrimination
against the Ethiopians.

More important than race is the relative political importance,




image78.png
influence, or power of the respective ethnic or racial group within
the Israeli political-administrative system. This is clearly evident in
the different experiences of the European and Oriental Jewish immi-
grants of the 1950s and the Ethiopian and Soviet immigrants in the
1980s.

The experience of Ethiopians in Israel resembles that of Oriental
Jewish immigrants in the 1950s and 1960s. Then, the Israeli Jewish
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system, and segregated them. This resulted from two decisions
taken by leaders of the government and Jewish Agency. One
required all Ethiopian children to study in the state religious school
system. The other mandated compulsory enrollment of all Ethio-
pian teenagers at religious board:ng schools.

These policies had two interrelated consequences. First, they
denied Ethiopian immigrants freedom to choose the school system
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If education is the key to success for any group, it is
doubly so for the Ethiopians. For them, it not only
affects their chances for upward mobility, itplaysacrit-
ical role in their integration into Israel’s mainstream-
modern, technological, and mostly urban society.?
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influence, or power of the respective ethnic or racial group within
the Israeli political-administrative system. This is clearly evident in
the different experiences of the European and Oriental Jewish immi-
grants of the 1950s and the Ethiopian and Soviet immigrants in the
1980s.

The experience of Ethiopians in Israel resembles that of Oriental
Jewish immigrants in the 1950s and 1960s. Then, the Israeli Jewish
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stigma associated with Holocaust survivors, new immigrants from
Europe in the 1950s and 1960s received more favorable treatment in
both housing and education.” They had many more human
resources, options to goto other countries, and relatives in the coun-
try, and they shared many cultural values with veteran Ashkenazi
Israelis.

This pattern repeated itself in the 1980s. Both Ethiopians and
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Soviet immigrant children faced a less than receptive ecducanonal
system operating a policy of assimilation that expected them to
abandon their old ways.” Yet, in practice, the experience proved
different for both groups.

Jewish immigrant children from the Soviet Union also suffered
from poor teachers, inadequate Hebrew instruction, and weak
support. But the large number of Jewish immigrants from the

Ot ATt a1y crihetantial and erowing polit-
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ical influence in the Israeli politizal-administrative system.” Their
political clout influenced an initially less than supportive educa-
tional system on all levels to meet their needs.”” Moreover, the major-
ity settled in central Israel with its better schools and job op-
portunities. Many of the children arrived with a rich educational
experience and well-educated parents. Exercising their right to
choose a school system, over 90 parcent sent their childrento secular
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The Israeli educaiional system prides itself on having
considerable experience with immigrants. The ques-
tion is, however, what do we do with our experience?
Dowe learn from it, or dowe simply repeat the mistakes

of the past?®

Between the early 1980s and 1995 almost fifty thousand Jews from
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schools. Few sent their teenagers 1o Youih Allyan boalGlily sLIROLLS.

In sharp contrast, the much smaller Ethiopian immigrant com-
munity had little political influence. They were settled in the periph-
ery, with its poor schools and fewer job opportunities. Most Ethio-
pian students lacked educational experience and had illiterate
parents. They became wards o: the “second-rate” religious state
educational system. Basically, they lacked political clout and influ-
anee +a recict and bareain with those wielding power.
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1. This paperisdedicated to Barry R. Friedman, rabbi emeritus at Temple
B'nai Abraham, teacher, mentor, and friend.

2. Joint Distribution Committee (JDC), “Bducational Integration of Ethi-
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(outcomes). The author views policy-making and implementation
as a single interactive and interdependent process. The research is
based on a review of relevant archival materials in the Jewish
Agency forIsrael,and ministries of education, housing, interior, and
finance. In addition, the author conducted in-depth structured
open-ended interviews with severzl senior elected and administra-
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always been major concerns of Israeli educational policy. The Ethi-
opians, perceived by most Israelis as being “plack” and non-white
Jews, placed race on the agenda within the context of a characteristic
of their ethnic or national identity *

In 1953, two separate public school systems—state secular and
state religious—replaced “educational streams” controlled by polit-
ical parties. The ministry of education, however, controlled only the

4 a4 -

T & . &




image21.png
state-secular system. 1he law gave a pubic COMMUULTET LOILLLAS VY
the National Religious Party authority over matters of pedagogy in
the state-religious system. It rerrained a party-controlled school
system, devoting “considerable time to the Bible, learning daily
prayers, analysis of the rules of... keeping kosher and Jewish holi-
days.”?

The 1953 reform also established “recognized” private schools,
manv operated by ultra-Orthodox religious groups. They received
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state aid provided they adopted parts of a standard curriculum and
agreed to ministry supervision.'® In practice, however, party and
coalition politics have made these autonomous of ministry super-
vision. Today they receive government aid on par with the state
systems.

During the 1950s and 1960s, national, ethnic, and class separation
characterized the Israeli educational system.” Israel settled large
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or Oriental, Jews) attending different schools. In addition, the more
religious Oriental immigrants and more secular veteran Israelis
(and most European immigrants) preferred different school
systems.

In the periphery, a complex segregated demographic mix had
Israeli Arabs living in their villages and Israeli Jews in kibbutzim,
o achavim . and in new or develepment towns.*®
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The Arabs of Israel wanted tc educate their children in “Arab”
schools, which coincided with Israeli government policy. The
government and not the Arabs, however, control these schools.”
The kibbutzim, with almost all veteran (Ashkenazi) Israelis, had
their own ideologically oriented schools. The Jewish youth they

absorbed from Arab lands in the 1950s and 1960s studied in separate
tracks®
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immigrants from Europe and Arab lands in ethnically homoge-
neous settlements. Most Oriental Jews on moshavim sent their chil-
dren to state religious schools, whereas most Ashkenazi moshav
members sent their children to state secular schools. When Oriental
and Ashkenazi Jewish children went to the same school, they were
placed in separate tracks.” In the new towns the low-income immj-
orant population, mostly Oriental Jews, studied in their own state
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Despite a declared policy of establishing educational opportuni-
ties for all (Jewish) Israeli studerts, by the late 1950s large numbers
of Oriental immigrant childrer, concentrated in poor neighbor-
hoods, development towns, and moshavim received an inferior
educational experience.” Beginning in the 1960s and extending
through the early 1980s, the ministry of education pursued policies
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Education Policy Toward Ethiopian Immigrant Children

In the early 1980s, Zevulun Hammer, minister of education in the
Tikud Covernment and head o the National Religious Partv, met
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committee of the ministry that Ethiopians would attend state reli-
gious schools during their first year in Israel. They would not be
allowed to exercise their legal right to choose either the state secular
or religious system.” Though neither enacting legislation nor pass-
ing a formal resolution, the Knesset (parliament), Government, and
the Jewish Agency supported this policy.”

A i miase bolieved that a religious education
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necessary for the overwhelmingly assimilated Soviet Jewish immi-
grants arriving after 1989, who had lived in a Communist system for
several generations. Almost one-third were estimated to be non-
Jews.

Opposition Labor Party leaders supported this policy because
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Government forced traditional religious Jews to send their children
to secular schools. They now argued that religious schools would be
less threatening and more supportive and would reduce the shock
of transition from traditional -0 modern society.”

Hammer’s decision had political consequences. The policy
increased resources for the state religious school system, controlled
o ie Niatinmal Relicious Party. Moreover, the involvement of Ethi-
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opian families in the education of their children provided potential
voters for the National Religious Party. In the long run, however, it
also paid a price. After 1991, with the increased number of immi-
grants from Operation Solomen, the system and schools suffered
from overload and “white flight.” Several of its officials were willing

to “give up” some of the Ethiopian students to the secular school
system.
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their view the system accepted a national challenge to help educate
and absorb Jewish immigrant children.

Although most Ethiopian parents upon arrival probably had no
idea of the differences in the school systems, many may have
preferred a religiously oriented education for their children.”
Regardless, Hammerhad ” consulted” only with Ethiopianreligious
leaders. He had no contact with parents or non-religious Ethiopian
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Importantly, while wanting to unaerstailt alltd teepett s tLenss
tions of the Ethiopian students, the religious school system adopted
apolicy of assimilation. It wanted the immigrants toadopt “manner-
ism, language, traditions, cultural mores and values of the host soci-
ety.”® Successful integration meant “their abandoning ‘old ways’
and becoming models of veteran Israelis.”*!

Before examining the educational consequences of this policy, it
4 e arrival many Ethiopian children
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had little or no formal schooling. A large number could neither read
nor write in any language and most did not know Hebrew.They also
had minimum support from often illiterate and very poor parents,
who had minimal knowledge of the language, curriculum, and
culture of Israel.”

Second, place of residence proved to be an important variable

(handicap) for elementary school education.® Despite official Israeli
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periphery “the economic realities of the country continued to favor
thefir] ghettoization."“ In the 1980s, the only sources of vacant
publichousing existed in peripheral development towns and lower-
income neighborhoods in central Israel. Ethiopian immigrants occu-
pied many of these units, often in the same building, street, or neigh-
borhood. Later, the governmer:t turned many temporary absorption
conters (converted apartment Huildings) in these areas into perma-
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tion is, however, what do we do with our experience?
Dowe learn from it, or dowe simply repeat the mistakes

of the past?®
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nent public housing, which resulted in instant mini-ghettos of Ethi-
opians.® Laterarrivals followed relatives and friends to these lower-
income environments despite policies urging them to live else-
where. After 1988, Ethiopians occupied many new housing units
that the government had built in these areas for Soviet Jews.*

The concentration of Ethiopians in peripheral development
towns and in poorer neighborhoodsin central Israel meant that most
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income disadvantaged and mostly Oriental Jewish Israeli students.
Moreover, being restricted to Israel’s state religious schools placed
Ethiopian students in the smaller of the two educational systems,
which ensured their greater concentration within schools and indi-
vidual classes.”

More importantly, the overall educational level of the state reli-
gious school system and academic training of its teachers is far
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below that of its secular counterpart. It has more than doub:e the
percentage of low-performing and problem students, who compose

two-thirds of the student bocly.*
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