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Project Description

This project examines the special education system in the Israeli Mamlakhti Dati school system, as it relates to students with learning disabilities, using Beit Shemesh as a test case. The author reviews the needs of the learning disabled population and contrasts this with services available in Beit Shemesh. Based upon anecdotal data obtained from principals, teachers and parents the author critiques the system and offers recommendations to better serve this population. 

Abstract

The aim of this project was to examine and evaluate the different options available in the Mamlakhti Dati school system for students with learning disabilities. The author used the city of Beit Shemesh as the test case. Since settings and remediation for students with learning disabilities vary greatly, depending on the type and severity of the disability, the paper needed to first briefly explain what learning disabilities are and how they manifest themselves.

A learning disability is a disorder that interferes with a person’s ability to store, process, or produce information, thereby creating a gap between an individual’s ability and actual performance. A learning disability can affect one’s ability to read, write, speak, compute math and can impede social skills. Children (and adults) with learning disabilities may be found within the full range of intelligence, from the highest to the lowest. Learning disabilities do not go away. Rather, people with learning disabilities can learn to compensate for and overcome areas of weakness. Children with learning disabilities are prevalent in many regular education classrooms.


Since the paper addresses the role of the regular education teacher in providing services to students with learning disabilities, it examines why special education is relevant to regular educators. Teachers of regular education classrooms are often responsible for recommending and providing accommodations for students with learning disabilities. Discharging this responsibility without basic knowledge of learning disabilities and special education techniques is difficult, if not impossible. 
 
The paper surveys the legal and philosophical rubric under which services for students with learning disabilities are provided in Israeli public schools. The law requires that a student with special needs be placed in the least restrictive environment. That is the environment as similar to the one the child would be in if he or she did not have a disability, yet a setting where his or her needs will be able to be met.

In order to provide a yardstick by which the reality as surveyed by the author in Beit Shemesh can be measured, the author describes what an ideal special education setting would provide.  The description is based both on the author’s personal belief and experience as well as on professional literature. An ideal setting, as described in the paper, would include integrated classrooms, cooperative teaching, small classes, opportunities for mainstreaming, specific accommodations in the classroom such as preferential seating, advanced organizers and untimed testing.

The author surveys the services provided to children with learning disabilities in the Beit Shemesh Mamlakhti Dati school system circa 2001-2002. The survey is based on numerous interviews conducted by the author.  The author also visited several Mamlakhti Dati schools. Persons interviewed included representatives of Matia, the organization which provides the special education teachers and therapists to the schools, principals and yoatsot (guidance counselors) of regular education schools, principals of schools featuring self-contained classes for students with learning disabilities, special education teachers and parents of children with learning disabilities.


The author learned that although the services were being provided in accordance with the letter of the law, the goals of the law were not achieved, mainly due to budgetary constraints and ignorance regarding the special needs of students with learning disabilities.


Beit Shemesh, a city of approximately 50,000 – 60,000 persons, has one self-contained program for children with severe learning disabilities, self-contained classes within a regular education school, integrated classes with both students with and without learning disabilities, and students who are completely mainstreamed in a regular education classroom receiving special accommodations and ancillary services. Responsibility for these ancillary services belong to Matia, which provides all the special education teachers and therapists.

In order to provide a fuller picture of the reality in the Beit Shemesh educational system, the survey of services provided within the school system is followed by a description of some of the services available in Beit Shemesh on a private basis.

 The paper concludes with a critique of the current system, as well as recommendations for improvement.
The author discovered several challenges facing the system as it exists. First, parents of children with learning disabilities as well as many regular education teachers have little knowledge of what services are due to students with learning disabilities and how to procure these services for the students who need them. Second, due to budgetary constraints, the self-contained special education classes provided for students with learning disabilities are larger than they ought to be. This means significantly less individual attention for each student. Additionally, there are very few truly integrated classes. These are the types of classes that, some would argue, comprise the ideal setting for students with learning disabilities. In an integrated class, the ideal is to have a special education teacher co-teaching with a regular education teacher. Unfortunately, in Beit Shemesh, special education teachers spend few hours in the classroom and there are only a few integrated classes in any event. Furthermore, students with learning disabilities who are placed in an integrated classroom are generally last on the priority list of the special education department. This translates into very few services for these students. Finally, the responsibility for the learning disabled student in a regular education class falls upon the mehanekhet. There is often little guidance or support for this task, which the mehanekhet must do in addition to teaching classes of close to thirty students.


The author’s suggestions for improving the system include abolishing Matia and replacing it with a resource center in each school, providing guidance and information to parents, insisting on regular education teachers becoming informed about learning disabilities and basic strategies that can help these students.   

INTRODUCTION

I have spent over ten years working to create inclusive environments for Jewish people with all types of disabilities. My goal always is to increase awareness and thereby increase acceptance. Through increased understanding, one can create circumstances where people can see beyond someone else’s disability.   

As a special educator, new or potential Olim often turn to me for advice regarding their children who have learning disabilities. I have often been asked questions similar to these: How does one acquire services and accommodations for children with learning disabilities? Who can parents turn to for advice? Is there one central office dealing with special education? Are the schools here amenable to accommodating students with learning disabilities? Are the schools flexible? In America my child had a particular service, do they provide that here? Often, the answers to these questions can significantly impact a family’s decision to make Aliya.

I applied for my fellowship with the desire to learn all I could about the Israeli special education system, including the special services available for students with learning disabilities and disseminate the information I learned as needed.

Consequently, the original goal of this project was to create a brochure for parents of children with learning disabilities that would explain the special education system in Beit Shemesh. It was to help parents navigate through the necessary channels of securing whatever services their child needed to be successful in the classroom.  To that end, I met with many people involved in the system and visited several schools. I tried to learn not only what the system had to offer, but also what the prevalent attitudes toward students with learning disabilities are.  As I reside in Beit Shemesh, a community with a large number of olim, and since most of the questions I was asked related to Beit Shemesh, the project was to focus to a significant extent on Beit Shemesh.  However, when confronted with the many challenges and deficiencies in the services available for students with learning disabilities both in regular education classes and in self-contained classes, the project changed.  Instead of creating a brochure of services, the reality I discovered demanded a review and critique.  

The aim of this project was to examine and evaluate the delivery of special services for children with learning disabilities in the Mamlakhti Dati school system, both in terms of what is mandated by law and in terms of the actual means for provision of those services.  The paper uses the Mamlakhti Dati school system in Beit Shemesh as a test case.  Since settings and remediation for students with learning disabilities vary greatly depending on what specific disabilities a child has and the severity of the disability, the paper begins by briefly explaining what learning disabilities are and how they manifest themselves. In addition, since the paper addresses the role of the regular education teacher in providing services chapter two examines why special education is relevant to regular educators. Following these two chapters, the paper surveys the legal and philosophical rubric under which services for students with learning disabilities are provided in Israeli public schools. In order to provide a yardstick by which the reality in Beit Shemesh can be measured, chapter five describes what an ideal special education setting would provide.  This description is based both on the author’s personal belief and experience, as well as on professional literature.  Chapter six surveys the reality of special education for children with learning disabilities in the Beit Shemesh Mamlakhti Dati school system circa 2001-2002. This survey is based on numerous interviews with both professionals at various levels of the Beit Shemesh educational system as well as parents of children with learning disabilities. In order to provide a fuller picture of the reality in the Beit Shemesh educational system this survey is followed by a description of some of the services available on a private basis. The paper concludes with chapters eight and nine, which include a critique, as well as recommendations for improvement.

Chapter One: What is a learning disability?

A learning disability is a disorder that interferes with a person’s ability to store, process or produce information, thereby creating a gap between an individual’s ability and actual performance. A learning disability can affect one’s ability to read, write, speak, compute math, and can impede social skills. However, learning disabilities are not the result of mental retardation, autism, blindness, deafness or any behavioral disorder. Nor are they a function of economic disadvantage or cultural differences. Children with learning disabilities may be found within the full range of intelligence. Often, a learning disability will affect a specific area of development so that the person with the disability may excel at one type of learning even while he or she experiences significant difficulty with another type of learning. Learning disabilities do not “go away,” but people can certainly learn to compensate for and overcome areas of weakness. 

The literature cites different estimates for the percentage of children in the general population with learning disabilities. According to the National Information Center for Children and Youth with Disabilities (NICHCY) “the U.S. Interagency Committee on Learning Disabilities concluded that 5% to 10% is a reasonable estimate of the percentage of persons affected by learning disabilities”. This being the case, there are probably very few regular education classes without a child who has some type of learning disability learning in it.

Learning disabilities manifest themselves differently in different people.  A person can have one specific type of learning disability or several. As distinct learning disabilities can impede a child’s learning in the classroom in different ways, it is important to understand the major learning disabilities and their manifestations. 

Dyslexia:  a language based disorder characterized by difficulties in single word decoding (unexpected in relation to age and other cognitive and academic abilities). Aside from difficulty reading, the child usually has difficulty attaining proficiency in spelling and writing.

Dyscalculia: a mathematics-related disorder characterized by exceptional difficulty solving arithmetic problems and understanding math concepts.

Dysgraphia: a writing disorder characterized by difficulty forming letters and writing in a set space. A child with dysgraphia will have difficulty writing neatly, taking notes and performing activities such as “fill in the blank”.

Auditory Discrimination: the ability to discriminate between speech sounds and to sequence them into meaningful words. A child with poor auditory discrimination will have difficulty using language properly as well as difficulty reading as a result of difficulties in differentiating between the sounds produced by different letters.

Visual Perception: the ability to note details and understand what is seen. A child with poor visual discrimination will have difficulty reading and writing.

Attention Deficit (Hyperactivity) Disorder (ADD or ADHD): Technically, ADD/ADHD are not learning disabilities.  However, they are associated with learning disabilities as they often occur with learning disabilities. Children with ADD/ADHD may be impulsive and/or easily distractible and this interferes with their learning.

Chapter Two: The Need for Mainstream Educators to Possess Basic Familiarity with

 Learning Disabilities.


There are several warning signs of learning disabilities. Children may make many mistakes when reading aloud, repeat and pause often and may not understand what they have read. They may have trouble spelling, struggle to express an idea and have trouble remembering the sounds letters make. They may hear only slight differences between words, have trouble following directions and not be able to think of the word they need for writing or conversation. They may not follow the social rules of conversation such as taking turns.  Of all people, a classroom teacher is particularly well situated to notice these and other warning signs of learning disabilities, especially in the early grades when children are learning basic reading, writing and math skills. 

Teachers who do not know how to recognize the signs of specific learning disabilities but nevertheless see a great range between the child’s potential and the child’s actual learning may conclude that the child is lazy or not bright. Obviously, this can cause tremendous damage to a child’s self esteem.

The advantage to discerning these disabilities early is that often the child can be taught specific strategies to help overcome the challenge caused by the disability. For instance, a child who is having difficulty with reading comprehension can be taught to use a strategy called R.A.M.. This step by step strategy is:

R - Read the passage; ask yourself “wh” questions as you read.

A – Answer your questions as you read, orally or in writing.

M – Mark your answers in the text or on the page where you have written them with the appropriate symbol indicating what type of question it is (e.g. use a hand of a clock to indicate answer to “when” question).

When studying, the student can review the questions and answers by looking at all questions of a given type. For example, the student can study all the “who” questions.

The later the disability is discovered the harder it becomes to “untrain” and “retrain” the child. That is not to say that older children cannot be helped, rather it is simply much easier for the child to master needed compensatory skills when he or she begins to learn them at a younger age.  If not identified as learning disabled, these children will often struggle and suffer needlessly at a later stage. Furthermore, if both parents and teachers are made aware of available services, there is a greater chance that the child will be able to learn necessary skills and hopefully succeed at learning. 

Beyond the opportunity and, arguably, the responsibility to detect learning disabilities, teachers may often end up with the responsibility to educate the learning disabled child. In Israel, a child who has a learning disability that does not require a special needs classroom becomes the responsibility of the classroom mehanekhet. If a mehanekhet has no working knowledge of special education, this can be a Herculean challenge, regardless of whether external guidance or support is provided from the school itself or an external resource (such as Matia – see chapter four below).  In Israel, the challenge to the mehanekhet is magnified in light of the fact that it is common for a classroom to have over thirty students.

For children who have more severe learning issues, where it is clearer that the best learning environment is a self-contained special education classroom, the process for attaining such a placement may seem daunting. For this and other reasons, it is important for parents to be a part of the placement process. Parents who know what is available in terms of resources to help their child will have a better chance at securing all the necessary services. However, well-educated teachers can still be extremely helpful to parents as they try to help their child to the best of their abilities. Many parents do not understand the world of learning disabilities, are concerned about the stigma they or their child may face and are unsure of what is best for their child. The regular education teacher is often turned to for answers. The more knowledgeable that teacher is, the better he or she can help the parents and ultimately, the child.

The following is a list of ten competency categories required to successfully teach children with learning disabilities: 

· Nature and needs of students with learning disabilities

· Academic support areas: study skills, consumer skills and career/ vocational skills

· Curriculum for support areas and modification of school core curriculum

·  Assessment methods, use and interpretation

· Classroom assessment, management and motivation

· Collaborative and consultation skills

· Specialized instructional strategies, technologies and materials

· Historical and legal aspects

· Nontraditional practices and procedures

· Clinical and field experiences 

(Graves et al. 189-191) 


While not all of these may be relevant to a particular regular education teacher in a particular situation, the list amply displays the specialized skills, resources and knowledge necessary in successfully educating learning disabled children.  The very existence of the list also clearly implies that a regular education teacher cannot deal with a learning disabled child on the basis of non-specialized or regular education skills, resources and knowledge.

Chapter Three: The Israel Law of Special Education

In 1949 the Knesset passed the Compulsory Education Law, followed in 1953 by the State Education Law and in 1988 by the Law of Special Education. According to the Israeli Law of Special Education (referred to herein as the “Law”), special education is defined as: 

“the teaching, learning, and systematic treatment of the special needs child…to include physiotherapy, speech therapy, occupational therapy, and other areas of professional treatment, as well as ancillary services, as required in order to meet the child’s special needs….The goal of special education is to advance and develop the skills and abilities of the special-needs child, to correct and enhance his physical, mental, emotional and behavioral functioning, to impart to him knowledge, skills and habits, and to help him learn acceptable social behavior with the goal to facilitate his integration into society and employment circles.”

The Law states that the Minister of Education is to establish diagnosis and placement committees (Vaadot Hasama) whose function it is to determine the placement of students with special needs. According to the Law, the placement committee is comprised of the child’s parents, a representative of the special education department, the special education supervisor, a psychologist, and a representative of the welfare department. This committee meets to place students into or out of the special education track (this includes placement into pre-school) and determines where within the special education system the child’s needs will be best met. To be considered for placement by the Vaadat Hasama the child must have an updated psychological evaluation and educational evaluation. If a parent disagrees with the findings of the placement committee there is an appeals committee (Vaadat Irur).  

The underlying philosophy of the Law as it relates to the child’s placement is that mainstreaming and inclusion are preferable to a separate special education setting.  That philosophy is broadly similar to the philosophy of U.S. law. 

The (American) federal law that assures students with disabilities have access to school and a free appropriate public education has recently been reauthorized. The new Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) contains requirements that will strengthen progress toward inclusionary practices. Like the old law, the new IDEA does not use the term inclusion, but rather requires school districts to place students in the Least Restrictive Environments (LRE). Judy Heumann, Assistant Secretary of the U.S. Office of Special Education and Rehabilitative Services, describes how the general education classroom should be the first option considered: ’In implementing IDEA’s LRE provisions, the regular classroom in the school the student would attend if not disabled is the first placement option considered for each disabled child before a more restrictive placement is considered. If the IEP (Individual Education Plan) of a student with a disability can be implemented satisfactorily with the provision of supplementary aids and services in the regular classroom… that placement is the LRE placement for that student. (Moore 4)  

Similarly, according to the Israeli Ministry of Education’s Special Education Department, its belief is that the child will be best served in the least restrictive environment. The general philosophy behind the Law is that the best place for the child ought to be the place where his or her special needs can be met, and at the same time where he or she is included in the regular mainstream education to the greatest extent possible. According to the Special Education Department, remedial education, creative and expressive therapies and paramedical therapies should all be provided for the mainstreamed child with special needs.

How is this philosophy applied?  Or, in other words, what services are available for a student with learning disabilities? For students who have been to the Vaadat Hasama there are different options. In the most severe cases, the committee will recommend a self-contained special education school. This is the most restrictive environment. In other cases, a class called a Kitah Mitkademet is formed. This is a self-contained special education class in the regular education school. It is for students whose disabilities are severe enough that they cannot be fully mainstreamed, but who can benefit from being in the regular education school. A third option is a class called a Kitah Meshulevet (or metugberet). This is a regular education class that includes a group of 8-10 students who have learning disabilities. For part of the day there is a special education teacher in this class alongside the regular teacher. 

The Law also provides for the students who have learning disabilities that are less severe, and who have not been placed by a Vaadat Hasama into these special classes. A special education teacher can pull the student from his class and work with him or her one on one or in small groups. The students with learning disabilities can follow the same curriculum as the regular class but they may use a different text or a different method to learn. If necessary, a separate curriculum can also be developed for certain units.

The Law also sets priorities for allocation of resources and special services within the constraints of the overall special education budget. The following groups of students are considered top priority: Students placed by the Vaadat Hasama into special education classes in regular schools, students placed in regular education classes with recommendations for special services and the students who “placed out” of special education.  The students who place out are students that had been in a special education class but the Vaadat Hasama determined that they could be placed out of the special education class and into regular classes. They qualify for services for the first year that they are in regular education. After the first year, further evaluations are done to determine the needs of the child. In the second priority category are any students in regular education classes whom the school feels would benefit from extra services. Setting up a Kitah Metugberet is also a second priority to a Kitah Mitkademet. 

Under the Law, every student who is entitled to special education services has an individualized education plan called a Tehi (an acronym for Tohnit Hinukhiit Yihudi). The Tehi contains the specific individual long term and short-term goals for that student as outlined by the student’s teacher.

Chapter Four: An Ideal Setting

When discussing services for students with learning disabilities it is important to discern the differences between a student’s various capabilities. As stated earlier, students with learning disabilities can be found throughout the entire range of intelligence. In addition, learning disabilities may manifest themselves with varying degrees of severity such that students with the same technical disability can exhibit mild difficulties while others with the same disability exhibit more profound difficulty. Accordingly, the services or treatments needed for students vary significantly and in fact each individual student really needs his or her own specific plan. Nevertheless, a certain basic categorization can be proposed: there are those who can learn in a regular education setting, provided they receive the necessary support, and there is a second group which benefits more from a separate classroom or from a school that provides opportunities for occasional mainstreaming into the regular education setting.

Students with learning disabilities in the regular education classroom:

In an ideal setting there are many accommodations within the regular education classroom that can be made with relative ease to aid and support the child with learning disabilities. 
· The student should be evaluated and his needs assessed

· There should be a special educator who develops the individual education plan for the child along with the child’s regular education teacher. Long term and short term goals should be set based on the child’s needs. The goals may include academic skills, behavioral skills, study and organizational skills, and social interaction and communication skills.

· There should be one person, preferably the special educator, responsible for acing as a liaison between all the people working with the student to ensure a consistent and structured program. 

· The student’s progress should be evaluated at set intervals and goals should be readjusted as needed.

· There should be set staff meetings where all the people who are working with a particular student are present. The teachers and therapists can share what strategies seem to help the particular student and which strategies are not successful.


Examples of strategies that can be implemented are:

Environmental Strategies: These include providing preferential seating for students with learning disabilities. A child who is easily distracted can sit close to the teacher’s desk where presumably there are fewer distractions.  Alternatively, the student’s desk can be equipped with a study carrel, or a barrier that can be placed on the student’s desk to isolate the student from the rest of the room. While the carrel cannot be utilized during frontal lessons or class discussions, it can be helpful when the student is engaged in independent work

Organizational Strategies: Many students with learning disabilities exhibit significant disorganization. Attendance and organizational skills relate strongly to achievement. (Truesdell and Abramson 393). Disorganization therefore is an impediment for learning as it can make it difficult for students to independently locate materials or information, read textbooks effectively, complete assignments, take notes and study for tests.  Accordingly, it is helpful to give the student clearly defined times for beginning and ending assignments in order to focus them and add structure to the assignment. Additionally, allowing extra time for assignments is important. This is because it often takes the child with learning disabilities a longer time than other children to process language. Reading a test question and then determining what the test question is actually asking, formulating a coherent answer and transferring the answer onto the exam paper can take a long time for the student who has difficulty processing language. Other organizational strategies include highlighting important facts in a text to help the student maintain a focus on what is important and what is trivial and color coding a notebook or folder in order to help the child organize school materials. 

Teaching the child strategies that can compensate for his or her disability, thereby enabling the child to learn independently, is an important step towards success in the classroom. 

Instructional Strategies: Depending on the particular disability, some students are better served by verbal instruction and some by written.  Accordingly, in a non-homogenous classroom it is helpful to provide direction in both verbal and written form. Repeating directions and assuring understanding is also beneficial to students with auditory processing difficulty. Cooperative learning assignments and group projects often help a child with learning disabilities because the child can utilize his or her strengths.  Providing adaptive equipment can be helpful to a learning disabled child striving to succeed in a regular classroom. For example, a child who has poor auditory discrimination may find it difficult to listen to a lesson and take notes at the same time. If the student can tape record the lessons he or she can focus on understanding the words and the meaning of the lecture without worrying about capturing it in writing. At home or at a later the date the student can work at transcribing the notes to a notebook. (A fellow student or a parent can serve as transcriber as well if transcribing the notes becomes too great a burden.) Giving sample or practice tests to students with learning disabilities can assist a student’s performance and enable test results to better reflect true understanding and ability.  This is because the more familiar the student is with the style of the test, the more he can concentrate on the actual information being asked. A new or unfamiliar test format can pose significant challenges for a student with learning disabilities due to the difficulty in processing language. The student may simply not understand what is being asked of him or what the test instructions direct the student to do on the test. Assigning a reduced amount of required material is helpful as well because of the time factor involved in completing reading or writing assignments.

Sometimes the teacher may use an alternative grading scale. In other words, the students receive two grades, one that reflects the material the students has mastered, and a second that reflects the effort the student exerted. The rationale for this approach to grading in the regular classroom is that for the same amount of effort, on a standard assignment, the student with language or organizational difficulties may not perform as well as the other students.

It is important to understand that these accommodations are not designed to “cheat” for the student with learning disabilities. Rather, it evens the playing field a bit. Just as it would be inconceivable to tell a child with visual difficulties to try to see better, it would be inconceivable to equate allowing a child to wear glasses in order to improve his vision with “cheating’ for the child. Similarly, a student with learning disabilities cannot try harder not to have a learning disability. Accordingly, these types of accommodations create a setting in which the student with learning disabilities can learn. According to Naomi Rosner Eshel, the chairperson of HILLEL (a support group for parents of children with learning disabilities) “A small yet significant step in building a positive attitude towards persons with learning disabilities, and more importantly, their own self-esteem, is - in my opinion - assimilating the use of the correct term “Hatamot” (accommodations) instead of the wrong one “Hakalot” (concessions). Accommodations are a tool that does not make the exam easier for the learning disabled student in relation to their peers but enables them to manifest their abilities in a more equitable way!” (Eshel 1)

In an ideal setting, the regular education staff of a school is trained in the basics of special education. However, while a good teacher may theoretically be able to attend to all the individual needs of each student, the task is immense. Therefore, the ideal setting would incorporate a special education teacher to co-teach with the regular education teacher. In such a situation the special education teacher could implement and oversee the accommodations made for the students with learning disabilities. Operating this type of setting therefore requires a significant amount of cooperation between both teachers.

Finally, in an ideal setting the regular education students and perhaps their parents would be educated as to what learning disabilities are.  The point of this education would be to help those students and their parents understand why the presence of students with learning disabilities can be beneficial for all students in the classroom.  In a successful integration, regular education children will learn the values of acceptance and tolerance.

Students with learning disabilities in a self-contained (special education) classroom:

Although the techniques and strategies described above enable the mainstreaming of children with a variety of learning disabilities, there is no question that there are students who would not benefit from being in a regular education classroom. The needs of these students are better served in a separate class because the support that they would require in order to learn in a regular classroom setting is too great for placement in a regular classroom setting to be practical for them. These students are therefore ideally situated in separate classes.  These classes ought to be small and taught by professional special educators. Maintaining small class size is important in more than one way. The lower the student to teacher ratio the greater attention the teacher can give to each student. Furthermore, in a situation where the students in the class have a variety of different needs, more individualized teaching provides greater benefits to each student. In addition, a smaller number of students in the class presumably creates fewer distractions, thereby making it easier for students to attend to their learning.

As with the students in the integrated classes, the student should be evaluated and his or her needs assessed. Long term and short term goals should be set based on the child’s needs and an individualized education plan created. The goals may include academic skills, behavioral skills, study and organizational skills and social interaction and communication skills.


Aside from the purely educational component of the separate class, students with such severe levels of learning disability often require physical therapy, occupational therapy and/or speech therapy.  Ideally these needs are addressed in school, thereby facilitating coordination among all people who work with a particular student. This will ensure that skills are being reinforced in all areas. It will also help ensure that all people working with the child employ similar strategies. If there is poor communication, conflicting information can be passed on to the student. For example, if each staff member is using a different strategy to help a student improve his or her reading comprehension, the student has to learn several strategies and remember which strategy to use with which teacher. If the teachers are all working in concert with one another, after determining what works best with a student, a single strategy can be applied to many situations, thus simplifying the work of the student while strengthening the use of the strategy.

Chapter Five: Survey of the Reality of Special Education in Beit Shemesh

After having briefly surveyed the services mandated by the Law and what one could hope for in terms of ideal special education settings for mainstreamed and separate learning children, this section presents a more detailed survey of the services available for children with learning disabilities in Beit Shemesh.  Most, if not all, of the information presented in this section derives from numerous interviews conducted by the author with a variety of persons, including school principals, special education teachers, representatives of Matia and the Beit Shemesh municipality, Yoatsot (guidance counselors) in different schools and parents of children with learning disabilities attending or who have attended Beit Shemesh schools.

The official responsibility for special education in Beit Shemesh falls within the domain of an organization called Matia. The Hebrew word Matia is an acronym for Merkaz Temiha Yishuvi Eizori, or the local and regional support center. According to the Ministry of Education’s Special Education Department, Matia is the organizational and operational arm of the mainstreaming program for children with special needs. Matia established operations in Beit Shemesh in 1997. Beit Shemesh belongs to the Matia Eitan branch, which includes four areas in the center of the country  (Beit Shemesh, Modiin, Mate Yehuda, and Abu Ghoush). One director runs the branch. A separate coordinator heads the local Beit Shemesh branch. Matia’s staff includes remedial teachers and supervisors for Hebrew, math and English, pre-school teachers who can work with children in regular education pre-schools as well as in special education pre-schools, and teachers for self-contained special education classes in regular education schools. Members of Matia’s special education staff ultimately are assigned to one of the local schools. However, the process by which that assignment is determined is complex, reflecting the involvement of a number of levels of bureaucracy. First, each school assesses its special education needs based on the scale of priorities provided by a committee called the Vaad Shiluv Eizori. The principal, Yoatsot, Mehankhot, psychologist and Matia teachers provide their recommendations. This is called Mapui Tsrakhim, literally “mapping out the needs” that exist in the school. The school presents its findings to the Vaad Shiluv Eizori. This committee assigns each school a set number of “teacher hours” from Matia, based on the number of students with special education needs and the size of the school. Included in these hours are therapies that are often required by children with learning disabilities such as speech and language therapy. A second committee called the Vaad Shiluv Beit Sifri is made up of the school principal, school psychologist, Mehanekhet, Matia representative and sometimes the Yoetset. Once assigned a set number of hours, the Vaad Shiluv Beit Sifri decides how these hours are to be used. The Vaad Shiluv Beit Sifri can use the hours for any of the services that Matia provides. The special education teachers can work with individual students, small group lessons, occupational therapy, speech therapy, art and music therapies. (A separate organization called Sherut Psikhologi Hinukhi provides psychological services including providing psychological and educational evaluations to the schools. They are also responsible for scheduling the Vaadot Hasama.) A Matia supervisor assigned to a specific school is responsible for maintaining contact with the school principal regarding the needs of students and teachers. He or she should be in contact with the Yoetset, provide guidance to the school’s staff including teachers from Matia, Mehankhot and the teachers of the self-contained classes. The supervisor should oversee the writing and execution of the individualized education plans, and provide educational testing and evaluation as needed.  

As explained in chapter three, the Vaadat Hasama in Beit Shemesh has three options for students with learning disabilities, keeping in mind in all cases that the goal should be to place the child in the least restrictive environment. First, they can decide to place the student in the regular education classroom. If the student qualifies, special services can be provided by the Matia teachers and therapists in that school to support that placement. If the needs of the child are not so severe that the child qualifies for special services or if insufficient resources are allocated to the school and the student due to budgetary or other constraints the mehanekhet (homeroom teacher) of the child’s class will be responsible for recommending and implementing any accommodations that the child needs. There may be a Matia representative assigned to the school who can advise the teacher on different options and strategies. The Vaadat Hasama’s next choice for placement is the Kitah Mitkademet. This is the special education self-contained classroom in the regular education school building.  As prescribed by the Law, a Kitah Mitkademet can have between eight and fourteen students. There is one teacher and one assistant for each Kitah Mitkademet. The teacher must be a qualified special educator, although the assistant must have only a minimum of twelve years of education and is not required to have any training in special education. Although the Law mandates the numbers of students and teachers for all self-contained special education settings, the class sizes in almost all of the Beit Shemesh settings are larger than what is mandated. There are Kitot Mitkadmot in Beit Shemesh with as many as sixteen students in it (and just the one teacher and his or her assistant). While the Law, by regulating class size, presumably recognizes that children with special needs learn considerably better in smaller classes, the Law also takes budget and population issues into account and grants the director of Matia the right to grant permission in certain cases for the class to be larger than the otherwise applicable limit. In Beit Shemesh this permission is granted in almost all cases due to the lack of funding needed to open more classes. 

There are two Mamlakhti Dati schools (state run religious school) in Beit Shemesh with Kitot Mitkadmot. Beit Sefer Elyakim has one Kitah Mitkademet for first grade and one for a combination of third, fourth and fifth grades. Beit Sefer Levine has two classes. One class is for girls in second and third grades and one class is for boys in third and fourth grades. There are four or five in the Chareidi school system.

Finally there are cases where the Vaadat Hasama can place a student in a completely self-contained special education environment. Most students who require a self-contained special education setting are bussed to schools in Jerusalem, although Beit Shemesh opened a school for children with severe learning disabilities for the 2001-2002 school year.

Beit Shemesh also provides another special education option called a Kitah Meshulevet (also referred to as Kitah Mitugberet). This is a class that is comprised of both students with and students without learning disabilities. While the average regular education classroom has between twenty-five and thirty-five students, a Kitah Meshulevet has fewer regular education students and in their place there are six to eight students with learning disabilities. A special education teacher is assigned to the class and can co-teach with the mainstream teacher. The special education teacher is not there all the time, rather only for the hours that are predetermined by the vaad shiluv eizori and the vaad shiluv beit sifri. During the rest of the time the mehanekhet is responsible for teaching these students and accommodating their special needs. The education system is not required to provide Kitot Meshulavot and can only do so after funds are allocated to Kitot Mitkadmot. 

Beit Sefer Uziel is a mamlakhti dati elementary school. It is the one religious school in Beit Shemesh with Kitot Metugbarot. There are two such classes in the school; one is for first graders and one for second graders. According to the principal, Mrs. Elana Yarchi, the first grade class of 2001-2002 contained eight students with learning disabilities and the second grade class contains nine. Both classes had approximately twenty regular education students. The first grade class was allotted twelve hours a week of a special education teacher and the second grade class was allotted ten hours a week. This represented a significant reduction from the eighteen hours that each class received in the 2000-2001 school year. Since the classes move up each year, in 2002-2003 the school will have Kitot Metugbarot for second and third grade. There are no plans to start another first grade Kitah Metugberet in 2002-2003, due in large part to budgetary pressures.  Currently the Matia budget is quite thin and as of May 2002 the school was still attempting to secure the funds necessary for running the 2002-2003 third grade class as a Kitah Mitugberet. According to a representative of the Beit Shemesh municipality, the hours allotted to the Uziel School may be reduced in 2002-2003 because Kitot Metugbarot are not officially mandated and there is not enough money in the budget to supply the extra teacher needed for the Kitah Metugberet. While Mrs. Yarchi insisted that the third grade Kitah Metugberet will open for the 2002-2003 school year, she cannot be sure how many hours of a special education teacher it will receive. That leaves students in a precarious situation. The school week is thirty-six hours. The students in this type of class are specifically there to receive the special accommodations that that setting can provide. If the setting contains a special education teacher for only a few hours a week, the additional burden falls on the regular education mehanekhet and it seems highly unlikely that an individual student’s special education needs will be met in the setting.

Ultimately, the Beit Shemesh municipality will have to decide if there is a need for a new Kitah Metugberet to open next year for incoming first graders and if so, which school will house it. The same applies to opening new Kitot Mitkadmot. 

In Beit Shemesh there is one gan (pre-school) that is specifically for children with

learning disabilities. There are four ganim called ganei safa (language) that place a heavy emphasis on language development. The gan for children with learning disabilities emphasizes language skills but also provides help with social skills and organizational skills and other areas that are important for these children. Music therapists, art therapists, speech therapists and physical therapists meet with the children in gan during gan hours. Almost all of these ganim are next door to a regular education gan, providing opportunities for mainstreaming.  Each gan has eight to twelve children. A regular education gan often has thirty-five.  

As mentioned above (page 28) there are two mamlakhti dati elementary schools in Beit Shemesh with self-contained classes for children with learning disabilities. Beit Sefer Elyakim is a mamlakhti dati school with two such classes. Beit Sefer Levine, which is a mamlakhti dati torani elementary school, also has two such classes, a class for boys in first and second grades and a second class for girls in third and fourth grades. According to the principal of the Levine school, Rabbi Eli Tawil, the education department of the municipality decides each year where to open these classes. Principals are consulted before classes are assigned to their school. School size, classroom availability and other special education needs are all taken into account as part of the decision process. As a result of the priorities set by the Law, little funding is left for the student with learning disabilities who could theoretically learn in the regular classroom.  Therefore individual schools must decide how to grapple with the issue of their own students with learning disabilities. Beit Sefer Ahavat Yisrael (Rappaport) opened three years ago. It is a haredi leumi elementary school. Currently it has first through third grades for boys and girls, and has one hundred and seventy students. Mrs. Leah Sukkot, the principal, reports that there are a number of students with learning problems in the school. However, the school has no hours from Matia for the 2001-2002 school year. This is because Matia allots its hours based on reports from previous years. Ahavat Yisrael was only recognized as a school in advance of the 2001-2002 year and therefore does not qualify for Matia hours. The school does have a special education teacher who comes to the school for ten hours a week. She divides her time between working with individual students and small groups. In the second grade boy’s class there is an assistant teacher with some background in special education and she works with students in a “pull-out” program in which she takes students out of their regular classes and works with them. In situations where Mrs. Sukkot felt that she had students whose needs could not be met in her school, she suggested alternatives in Jerusalem. 


Mrs. Sukkot stated that she believes strongly in mainstreaming students with learning disabilities into the regular education classes, but only if it can be done with the proper support. At the time of our meeting, Mrs. Sukkot had no plans for securing more hours of special education but hoped that in the future, as her school grows and develops it will be a part of the plan. On her staff Mrs. Sukkot has one person who is responsible for being the liaison between all the different staff members that work with the students. This ensures that when a need arises there is one person who can coordinate between all the people working with the students. Consistency in any accommodations can be secured. Twice a year there is a general faculty meeting where the staff is updated about the needs of specific students. 

Mrs. Sukkot reported that when there was money left over from a successful fundraising event, she chose to use it for getting private evaluations for financially needy students who needed evaluations. Mrs. Sukkot has a degree in psychology and she herself identifies which students need to be evaluated, on the basis of her degree in psychology and consultation with Dr. Judy Guedalia, the director of the pediatric neoropsychology unit at Jerusalem’s Shaarei Tsedek hospital.

Rabbi Gil Berdugo is the principal of a Mamlakhti Dati Torani elementary school in Ramat Beit Shemesh with 289 students. Matia provides sixteen hours a week of services. Rabbi Berdigo says that while he uses the hours that Matia provides he really does not regard it as the mainstay of the help that he provides for his students with learning disabilities. According to Rabbi Berdigo he provides at least three times as many hours for these students as Matia. How can he afford to do that? He has made financial arrangements with parents as well as securing other funding for the school. His school provides one on one instruction, small groups, and extra help within the regular classroom. He also provides art therapy to three groups of students that he thinks can benefit from it. How do they decide which students need what accommodations? The mehankhot are charged with noticing when there is a problem. They evaluate the situation independently and then meet with the Yoetset to discuss each case. When necessary, a didactic evaluation is completed by a special education teacher. Once a week there is a meeting of the Yoetset, two special education teachers, the psychologist, principal and mehankhim as needed. They discuss which students have special needs and how can they be helped.

Beit Sefer Levine is a mamlakhti dati torani elementary school with 400 students. Rabbi Eli Tawil, the principal, assumes that some five percent of his student body needs some sort of special attention (aside from those students in the two self-contained classes in the school). He insists that his entire staff undergo some training in basic special education. Since he does not receive sufficient hours from Matia to meet his needs he relies on his regular education staff to meet the individual needs of his students.

The Beit Sefer Levine staff meets once every three months to discuss any special needs or accommodations that specific students need. Rabbi Tawil prepares a list during the summer months of which students he envisions will need special help in the regular classroom and gives it out to the teachers so they can be prepared.

Chapter Six: External Services in Beit Shemesh

Frustrated with the support available in the public sector, many parents have turned to the private sector in an attempt to procure services required by their children. Aside from private therapists, there are two organizations in Bet Shemesh dedicated to providing services for children with learning disabilities, although neither provides a “total solution” that fully complements or completes the services provided in schools. The first is a support group called HILLEL. In Hebrew, Hillel is an acronym for “Parents of Children with Learning Disabilities”. HILLEL is a national organization that provides support groups, lecture series, advocacy assistance, a library and a regular newsletter. Its main branch is in Jerusalem, although it has chapters throughout the country. Its materials, including pamphlets and brochures, are published in both Hebrew and English. The Beit Shemesh branch was started in 1996.   In addition to a monthly lecture series, the Beit Shemesh branch provided the names of local professionals who are available to work with children and a lending library of helpful resource books for parents and children. Unfortunately, the Beit Shemesh branch of Hillel ceased operations in September 2001 due to the lack of personnel to oversee and run the operations on a full time basis. 

While HILLEL focused on assisting parents, Machon Rakefet provides services directly to learning disabled children. Machon Rakefet is a private therapy center, which opened its doors in September 2001.  It professes a multi-disciplinary approach to each child. Accordingly, it provides physical therapy, occupational therapy, speech and language therapy, educational and psychological evaluations and consultations, play therapy and counseling. It also has a learning specialist on staff to work with the children on learning strategies and skills. While primarily focused on the delivery of services to children, it also provides information to parents to help them understand their child’s issues and helps parents advocate for their children in the schools.  In fact, aside from the long list of services their children can receive, many parents seem to appreciate Machon Rakefet because it offers them guidance on navigating an educational system that can be confusing and intimidating. 

The director of Machon Rakefet, Mrs. Ziva Schapiro, believes that Machon Rakefet is in fact providing services that its clients should be receiving in school. When a child enrolls at Machon Rakefet, a member of the Machon Rakefet staff visits the child’s classroom in order to better assess the child’s abilities and disabilities. The observation can also help the Machon Rakefet staff understand what is being demanded of the child in school. The therapist working with the child is in touch with the child’s teacher and can demonstrate for the teacher how to implement various recommendations. Therapy is offered during the school day as the students seem to focus best then as opposed to following conclusion of the school day. The staff at Machon Rakefet is bilingual (English and Hebrew) and approximately two thirds of the clients are from Anglo–American backgrounds.

Chapter Seven: The Parent’s Perspective

The author met with several sets of parents of children with learning disabilities in order to hear their experiences with and thoughts on the special education system in Beit Shemesh. The parents may be divided into two categories and their remarks reflected two types of experiences: (a) those with learning disabled children who have been through the Vaadat Hasama and who have been placed in some sort of special education setting and (b) parents of children who are currently in regular education classrooms.  A common refrain voiced by all the parents was that the process of obtaining services pitted them against a bureaucratic system that produced no small amount of frustration for the parents.  They all reported feeling anxiety if not outright dread at each new stage of their child’s educational process as the progress to a new stage represented the start of a new struggle to procure services at the new stage. 

Many parents confessed a lack of faith in the office of psychological services. This is the office that arranges for the Vaadat Hasama meetings and provides evaluations. Apparently, while every child who needs a meeting with the Vaadat Hasama is assured of receiving one, it is difficult to obtain such a meeting in a timely manner. Parents reported that it can take a number of months to receive an appointment. Obviously, this can cause a significant amount of stress for parents who are trying to assure optimal placements and services for their children.

Additionally, according to some parents, the evaluations that are provided seem to be done in a more cursory manner than would be expected. There is no follow up after the evaluation with the school to ensure that any recommendations resulting from the evaluation are in fact adhered to by the school. Accordingly, it often falls to the parent to take the evaluation to the school and try to have the recommendations instituted in the child’s classroom. Clearly this can be difficult for a parent who may find himself or herself explaining the recommendations of the psychologist to the school when the parent may not even fully understand the reasoning behind the recommendations. Some parents even felt that they were struggling against the school system as opposed to being aided and supported by it. One woman described her son as having difficulties learning in his first grade class. The teacher had no help to offer and neither did the administration. After what she described as a very difficult time she ostensibly created her own program to help her child. After much convincing, the school was willing to let her independently hire a “shadow” whose job it was to sit in the classroom with the child. The “shadow” could then have firsthand knowledge of the child’s problems and offer advice on what accommodations would help the child. The child is now fully mainstreamed in a regular education second grade where the accommodations from his first grade class are now secured without the need of a “shadow”. 


Parents also described how the pre-school and elementary school regular education teachers just did not have the basic information about what problems their children had or where the parents could turn to for information. For example, according to one mother, her son’s pre school teachers did not know that if her son received approval from a Vaadat Hasama he could receive the services of a occupational therapist or a speech therapist in the pre school. The parent had to gather all this information independently and make all the arrangements. Episodes such as these only add to a lack of faith in the system.

Chapter Eight: Critique of the Services in Beit Shemesh


The most critical organization involved in the provision of services to the Beit Shemesh population is Matia. Matia is able to supply a qualified staff of special educators and therapists, freeing local schools from the responsibility of creating their own special education staff. However, Matia’s funds are very limited and its services must be divided between all the learning disabled students in all Beit Shemesh schools. Therefore, the hours and services actually provided to any one school or any individual child are, in reality, minimal. Regarding the services provided to students with learning disabilities in the regular classroom, not one principal interviewed for this paper felt that the hours provided were sufficient to make an impact on their students. Chapter five already describes how Ahavat Yisrael, the Chareidi Leumi school in Ramat Beit Shemesh and Beit Sefer Levine provide services for their mainstreamed students, in addition using Matia hours. However, not every school pursues that course of action. 

Beit Sefer Orot Libanim is a mamlakhti dati torani elementary school with a 420 student enrollment during the 2001-2002 school year. There are no special education classes, self-contained or otherwise. According to the Yoetset of the school, Mrs. Nurit Levitz, currently approximately 20% of the students have some type of learning disability and would benefit from extra help or special accommodations. However, the school was allotted only 20 hours a week from Matia for the 2001-2002 school year. This is clearly insufficient to meet the needs of the learning disabled population in the student body. 

Recognizing that insufficiency, the school does provide extra help to ease the situation. However, the help that the school can provide is not through a trained special education staff, but rather through extra hours of individual attention from a regular education teacher. But this too is an inadequate response and the school realized that it was faced with too many students who needed help and too little in the way of resources to meet the demand. Accordingly the Orot school decided to utilize all the school’s special education resources, including the hours and staffing provided by Matia, for students in grades one through four only. The rationale behind this strategy is that hopefully with enough support the children in younger grades will need less and less support as they progress. Accordingly, the responsibility for assisting student in grades five and six is explicitly left to the mehanekhet of the class. 


The schools in Ramat Beit Shemesh are a part of the Beit Shemesh school system. The author visited three schools in Ramat Beit Shemesh. The first was a Mamlakhti Dati Torani elementary school. The principal, Mrs. Meirav Tzadok is in charge of the four separate schools that all share one school building. The other schools in the building are a Chabad elementary school, a Beit Yaakov elementary school and Ahavat Yisrael  (Rappaport).  There are no hours from Matia allocated to any of these schools at all. As stated above, this is because Matia allocated its resources based on reports from previous years and does not have the flexibility to be able to add services to their pre-planned agenda, even when the need is clearly there.  These three schools visited in Ramat Beit Shemesh in connection with this paper are all new schools and have no data from the 2000-2001 school year. Therefore, they were simply left to deal with their students’ learning disabilities on their own.  Because there are four schools under one roof, they were able to pool their internal resources to hire one psychologist to service them all. The psychologist is very helpful in evaluating the needs of the students. Mrs. Tzadok feels that although there is no one on staff with a special education degree, the school’s staff is equipped to handle any challenges they may face in teaching their students. Paradoxically, Mrs. Zadok stated that there were no students with any learning disabilities in her school, an assessment which is certainly not supported by the rate of incidence of children with learning disabilities in the general population. It also does not bode well for a learning disable child attending one of these schools, as not only is the child not receiving necessary assistance, but the principal of the school apparently does not acknowledge the likelihood that there are or will be students with learning disabilities.  There is little hope for improvement if the reality is denied. Ultimately, after further questioning, Mrs. Zadok stated that in fact the schools under her auspices do have students in the first and second grades who experiencing some difficulties in class and that they would be evaluated. Mrs. Zadok said that should there be a need in the future for services for students with learning disabilities she would be willing to allocate resources from her budget to provide the help, even if Matia was unable to offer hours. While the intention may be admirable, it is disconcerting to know that there is no professional help at all available to the students in this school.  


It is also disconcerting that Matia routinely enlarges the self-contained classes beyond the normal maximum stated in the Law. It is counterproductive to create self-contained classes with too many students for the teacher to be able to address the individual needs of each student. Although the Law allows for more than eight to twelve students in a self-contained class of learning disabled students in particularly pressing situations, it is unacceptable for Beit Shemesh’s classes to have sixteen students.

Since integrated classes (Kitot Meshulavot or Metugbarot) are not mandated by the Law, there are few of them and they are always at risk of losing the services of their special education teacher. This in and of itself is problematic, but what may be even more problematic is one theory behind why the integrated classes are not valued. According to a representative from the Beit Shemesh department of education, if a student has not learned to compensate for his or her special needs after spending two years in an integrated class, they should be placed in a self-contained class. This opinion belies a belief that integrated classes are for students who just need “a little extra help”. However, current research suggests that an integrated class is actually the ideal setting for students with learning disabilities, even if they need to be in a class like that for all of their schooling. In the case of a school such as Bet Sefer Uziel, which has integrated classes for first and second graders, why should there not be a class for the third graders?  But currently there is not such a class nor are their plans for one in 2002-2003.  Instead, second grade students in the Kitah Metugberet will have to choose between either entering the regular education class and thereby joining the top priority group in terms of receiving a portion of the hours and services Matia provides to the school, or moving into a self-contained class. Neither of those options is optimal.  On the one hand, the hours provided from Matia are minimal, and almost certainly will be insufficient for these students who will, unfortunately, struggle in a regular education class setting. On the other hand, the alternative, a self-contained class, is clearly not the least restrictive environment as prescribed by the Law and as recommended by the professional literature. 

Matia is not the sole source of services within schools. As stated in chapter two each class has a mehanekhet who is responsible for recommending and implementing accommodations for the classroom.  However, there are often more than thirty students in a regular education classroom in Beit Shemesh. This is simply too large a class for a teacher to be expected to identify the individual needs of students much less provide accommodations for them. Furthermore, most teachers in the regular education classes are inadequately prepared to educate mainstreamed children with disabilities. (Kearney and Durand 6)  They cannot provide answers to parent’s questions or employ specific special education techniques or strategies to help students with learning disabilities. In the best case scenario, the principal tries to equip a regular education staff with some knowledge of special education through supplementary continuing education classes. In the worst case, the principal denies that the entire issue exists.

Chapter Nine: Practical Suggestions

Currently, students with learning disabilities in the regular classroom are the responsibility of the mehanekhet, who received assistance from the Matia representative. However, since the Matia hours are generally limited, the help that the regular education teacher gets is often minimal.  It would be more effective to abolish Matia and in its stead provide each school with a special education resource center under the direction of a fulltime special educator who can monitor each student and oversee what is happening in each classroom. This decentralized model offers the benefit of placing the person tasked with overseeing a school’s learning disabled children students on the school’s own staff.  This model is more likely to produce a greater commitment on the part of the special education teacher to the school as he or she is a part of the school’s staff rather than an outside consultant or adviser. Each school’s dedicated special educator ought to be responsible for coordinating with all the different people that work with an individual student in that school. In fact, the communication between the regular education staff and the special education staff is key not only once a child is mainstreamed, but also prior to that. When deciding the placement of the child it is important to consider the level and make up of the class that he or she will mainstream into. The reading abilities of the students, the number of students in the class, the personality of the mainstream teacher are all important factors to take into consideration. The wrong placement can ruin the child’s chances for success. A teacher working full time within the school is more likely to be able to assess the placement in a better way. Having the special educator available more often would better ensure the implementation of the special educator’s recommendations (emphasis added). (Self et al. 26)   

Furthermore, part of the responsibilities of each school’s dedicated special educator should include assisting or advising parents with regard to the procedure of securing a Vaadat Hasama and acting as an advocate on the parent’s and student’s behalf.

Beyond providing each school with one or more dedicated special educators, a serious attempt must be made to teach regular education teachers and supervisors the basics of special education. The special educator would be able to facilitate increasing the classroom teacher’s repertoire of instructional strategies. Teachers should also be provided with information about what services are available and how to attain them. For example, many Kupot Holim will cover the cost of private physical or occupational therapies. This basic information should be at the teacher’s fingertips to be passed on to parents as needed. 



The model of the Kitah Meshulevet should be revamped and used more often. The majority of research today supports inclusive education, where specially designed instruction and supports are provided for students with special needs in the context of the regular education setting. (Moore 11) Cooperative teaching classrooms, where there is a regular education and a special education teacher teaching together creates a situation where children with learning disabilities can receive services and make progress without being stigmatized by dint of being in a separate class or by being pulled out of class. The special education teacher can provide supplementary instruction in the classroom. Both teachers can monitor a student’s progress and use that data to make decisions on teaching strategies, motivational techniques etc. 


Moving beyond the walls of the school, a serious attempt should be made to educate parents. For parents of preschoolers, it is advisable to teach the normal development pattern for pre-schoolers so that they can identify an irregularity and provide early intervention. Once a child has been identified with a learning disability, parents should be taught what learning disabilities are in general, how their child’s disability manifests itself, what is helpful or not helpful for their child, what to anticipate in the future etc. Through increased understanding, parents can play a more assertive role in securing the services their child needs.


There is much work to be done in Beit Shemesh in order to properly serve the community of students with learning disabilities. How does Beit Shemesh fare in relation to the rest of the country? The mandate for services for children with learning disabilities is established by the Ministry of Education as discussed in chapter three. The implementation of the mandate however is the responsibility of each city’s municipality. While some of the larger cities such as Jerusalem and Tel Aviv grant better services and accommodations for students with learning disabilities, they too are not providing the most up to date, inclusive services available. In the smaller cities such as Beit Shemesh, where the municipalities seem not to prioritize the services for these children, it is imperative that principals, teachers and parents do all they can to educate themselves and provide that which is needed.

CONCLUSION

Working on this project was simultaneously engaging and frustrating. It was engaging in the sense that since I have experience with programs for students with learning disabilities I was excited to speak with and discuss issues with the people involved. I was able to compare what I was learning to other systems. Further, since I live in Beit Shemesh I have a personal stake in its school system. This was matched by my frustration with a bureaucratic, inefficient system where the students needs do not necessarily come first. 

Apparently, there is much work to be done, both in creating better services and in educating many people out there about what can be done to help these students. 
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Personal Communications

1.
Shari Klienerman, Matia special education teacher, Beit Shemesh, Israel.

Personal interview at her home, November 2001

2. Nurit Levitz, Yoetset Beit Sefer Orot LiBanim, Beit Shemesh, Israel.

Personal interview at Beit Sefer Orot LiBanim, November 2001

3. Gayle Shimoff, Learning Disabilities Specialist, Beit Shemesh, Israel.

Telephone conversation, November 2001

4. Chana Zweiter, Founding Director Rosh Pina, Jerusalem, Israel 

Telephone conversation, November 2001

5. Mairav Tzadok, Principal, Mamlakhti Dati Torani HaHadash Ramat Beit Shemesh, Beit Shemesh, Israel

Personal interview at Mamlakhti Dati Torani HaHadash Ramat Beit Shemesh, February, 2002

6. Rabbi Gil Berdugo, Principal Mamlachti Dati Torani Ramat Beit Shemesh, Beit Shemesh, Israel

Personal interview at Mamlachti Dati Torani Ramat Beit Shemesh, February 2002

7. Ziva Schapiro, Director Machon Rakefet, Beit Shemesh, Israel

Personal Interview at Machon Rakefet, February 2002

8. Rabbi Eli Tawil, Principal Beit Sefer Levine, Beit Shemesh, Israel

Personal interview at Beit Sefer Levine, February 2002

9. Leah Sukkot, Principal Ahavat Yisrael, Beit Shemesh, Israel

Personal interview at Ahavat Yisrael, February, 2002

10.
Naama Iluz, Principal Shalev, Special Education School, Beit Shemesh, Israel, 

Personal Interview at Shalev, April 2002

11.  
Elana Yarchi, Principal Beit Sefer Uziel, Beit Shemesh, Israel

Personal Interview at Beit Sefer Uziel, May 2002
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GLOSSARY

Gan safa – a preschool that emphasizes language skills

Kitah Mitkademet – a self-contained special education classroom in the regular education

 school

Kitah Meshulevet – an integrated classroom with 8-10 students with learning disabilities 

and a special education teacher co-teaching for part of the time

Mamlakhti dati – religious public school

Mapui Tsrakhim – mapping out the (special education) needs of a school

Mehanekhet – the homeroom teacher 

Sherut psikhologi hinukhi – organization that provides psychological services to schools 

 (including evaluations, diagnosis and counseling).

TEHI (Tokhnit Hinukhit Y ihudi) – Individualized Educational Plan (IEP)

Vaad shiluv beit sifri – school’s multi-disciplinary team

Vaad shiluv eizori – local mainstreaming and inclusion committee

Vaadat Hasama – placement committee

Vaadat Irur – appeals committee

Yoetset – school guidance counselor
17
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