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     Abstract 

Many founding teachers of new schools are motivated by their desire to educate in 

unconventional ways. They tend to be idealistic and dedicated, and to devote themselves 

totally to the mission of pioneering their educational enterprise, especially in the early years. 

However, as the school matures, sustaining a high level of involvement and commitment is 

not always as natural as in the beginning. Teacher turnover in these schools is often high, 

partly because of teacher exhaustion, their loss of enthusiasm and finally, “burnout.” What 

teachers think and how they relate to their work is related to their proneness to burning out.   

This study analyzes the perspectives of ten such core teacher/mentors in a three- year-

old alternative high school, Kedma, situated in one of Jerusalem’s poorest Jewish 

neighborhoods. Having come from similar low-income areas, many of Kedma’s teachers are 

motivated by a desire to eliminate the economic, social, and political marginality of Middle 

Eastern, low-income, Jews in Israel. The Ministry of Education does not consider many of 

Kedma’s pupils to be “material” for the national matriculation examinations, the Bagrut. 

These students would have been ordinarily channeled into vocational tracks. Kedma’s 

mission is for all their pupils to succeed on the Bagrut by the end of their high school years. 

They view this aim as their first step in attaining their ultimate goal of social change. 

The research questions are:  

1.  What do Kedma’s  mentors consider to be their central goals in their work 
with Kedma’s pupils? What are the expectations they perceive from the 
principal (their superior), from fellow teachers, from their pupils and from 
themselves?  
  

2.  What pressures do Kedma’s mentors report they experience as a result of these 
expectations and how well do they feel they and others on the staff are coping 
with them? 
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3.  What is the present general “order of consciousness”  of each of the mentors as 
conceived by Robert Kegan’s constructive- developmental theory? 
 

4. What is the relationship between the mentors’ order of consciousness and their 
central work goals, their perceived expectations, the pressures they feel 
themselves to be under, and their views on the nature of their coping? 

 

Intended to explicate the mentors’ in-depth accounts of their own experience and 

thoughts, the dissertation is presented as a qualitative study and employs principally 

qualitative methods of inquiry (e.g., interviews, observations, informal conversations). 

Additionally, it employs some quantitative methods (e.g., the Subject-Object interview and 

self-report questionnaires) and both qualitative and quantitative analytical tools (e.g., 

thematic and conceptual coding, conceptual displays and triangulation; Subject-Object 

coding and reliability check).  

Findings in this study include: 1) most of the mentors 

experience high degrees of pressure at work, but in general the women on the 

team are less pressured than the men; 2) some of the mentors are pressured by 

outside sources more than by sources within themselves, while others display 

the opposite pattern and this tendency is related to their consciousness 

complexity; 3) sometimes the pressures mentors experience are known only to 

themselves, so that there exists a gap between the perceived and expressed 

stress on the job; and 4) mentors reasoning in Kegan’s “socializing” and “self-

authoring” meaning-making  epistemologies run different risks of burning out, 

and so may need different supports to help them prevent this condition. The 

findings suggest that, despite a deep feeling of significance that Kedma team 

members experience, the mentors are at risk of burning out. These aspects of 
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mentor diversity ought to be considered in the planning of effective burnout- 

prevention school actions.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

                       Introduction and Conceptual Context 

In this dissertation  I document and analyze the perspectives of ten teachers in a new 

Jerusalem school, Kedma, which serves low-income pupils who aspire to attain an academic 

high school education in their own neighborhood. These teachers, in addition to their regular 

teaching, specialize as mentor-like educators. Their primary function is to create a context 

within  which they can motivate, encourage, and guide each of their pupils towards academic 

and personal success. Teacher-mentors in this school have high expectations of themselves and 

of each other, and report feeling overwhelmed  by the demands of their work. One threat to 

experimental schools like Kedma is faculty exhaustion and burnout, as teachers strive to live 

up to the demands of their work (Cherniss, 1980; Pines, 1981; Kegan, 1994; Metro, 1971). 

A central purpose of this research is to analyze how these teachers’ perspectives on 

their goals, expectations, and the pressures they face relate to their individual 

consciousness complexity (Kegan 1982, 1994). In Kegan’s terms, consciousness 

complexity refers to individuals’ evolving psychological maturity as assessed by the ways 

in which they think about their life challenges. By using Robert Kegan’s theory of 

constructive-developmental psychology, this study seeks to understand the association of 

these relationships with teacher resilience and resistance to burnout. Such understanding 

can be taken into consideration when pioneering an alternative new school. My 

assumption in undertaking this inquiry is that the high staff turnover in new schools 

(Center for New Schools, 1976) is due in part to teacher burnout, which in turn is related 

to the ways in which teachers perceive  their work. This teacher turnover represents an 

unfortunate loss of the valuable resources these teachers, usually highly motivated and 

Ariela Bairey Ben Ishay /Doctoral Dissertation presented to Harvard Graduate School of Education 1998      



 16 

qualified, have to offer. My hope is that educators engaged in thinking about pioneering 

new schools will use my findings to help teachers to thrive at work, and to diminish the 

likelihood of their exhaustion and burnout. 

In the first section of this introductory chapter, I provide background information 

about the social context which brought about the creation of Kedma as a concept and as a 

school, and I discuss its mentor-like teachers. The data are reported using past and present 

tenses because Kedma was, and continues to be, in its formative years.  In the second part 

of the chapter, I briefly detail what life experience brings me to this research. Finally, in 

the third section, I examine three bodies of literature that are relevant to this study: 1) 

alternative education and schooling;  2) professional “burnout” and “burnout prevention” 

in the human services (therapists, counselors and educators); and 3) constructive-

developmental psychology, focusing on the psychological development of adults, 

especially of educators.  

I.  Background and Social Context 

In Israel, the educational system still channels pupils into vocational and academic 

tracks. High school students in the academic track dedicate their last two years of school 

primarily to preparing for the nationwide matriculation exams, the Bagrut.1  These Bagrut 

examinations, representing full high school matriculation, are the passport to university 

eligibility and upward mobility in Israel (Svirsky, 1995).  

                                                           
1 Bagrut is literally translated from the Hebrew as “maturity” or “a coming of age.” There are different levels of 
Bagrut examinations, measured by points.  Students can choose to take, for example, the maximum five points in 
Physics and Mathematics, and to take the easier exam, say, three points, in History and Geography. Their choice 
determines their future possibilities. The more points a student accumulates, and the higher the GPA, the better 
chances he or she has of being admitted into the university and department they select. Law school or Medicine, for 
example, require among the highest “points” in most subjects, and many applicants compete to get into these schools. 
Israel’s poor neighborhood schools are generally vocational, or at most prepare pupils for a Bagrut of minimal 
“points,” characteristically not sufficient to be admitted to prestigious professional education. 
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However, upward mobility is more common in some populations than in others. 

Israel’s poor, crowded city neighborhoods (or shchunot2)  and development towns ( or 

ayarot pituah3), are still populated largely by  Mizrahim (North African and Middle 

Eastern Jews), who comprise 60 percent of the Israeli Jewish population (Nahon, 1993). 

There are no high-level academic preparatory high schools in Israel’s low income areas. 

In order to complete a full Bagrut, low income pupils from these communities enroll 

either in “good” schools in more affluent areas, or in government-funded boarding schools 

away from home. Compared to  Ashkenazi youth (European or Western Jews),  few 

adolescents from these neighborhoods complete the Bagrut, one explanation for why  

Mizrahim  have not achieved equality in academic or political institutions, or in white 

collar occupations (Haberfeld and Cohen, 1995, 1996; Kashti, 1997; Shohat, 1988, 1997).   

Recently educators aiming to diminish these educational gaps have created 

neighborhood college preparatory middle and high schools in low-income, predominantly 

Mizrahi, areas.  One such school is Jerusalem Kedma,  meaning both  “Forward!” and 

“Eastern bound” (as in Orient, or Mizrahi) in Hebrew. The Kedma school is open to all 

pupils regardless of previous scholastic achievements or ethnicity. Established in 1994 by 

a group of mainly Mizrahi intellectuals and educators who grew up in Israel’s low-income 

neighborhoods, at the time these data were gathered it served about 100 pupils ages 12-15. 

The school receives a new seventh grade class each year, so that by the end of the year 

2000, when the pupils of their first class graduate, the school will be considered a full-

fledged middle and high school (7th -12th grades). The teaching staff have every intention 

                                                           
2 The Hebrew word  shchunot  in the plural  (shchuna in the singular) is literally translated into English as   
“neighborhoods,” but most commonly refers to poor Jewish city neighborhoods.   
3 These are development towns established soon  after the declaration of the state in 1948, to absorb the masses of new 
immigrants who came to Israel in the early years. Some of the immigrants were able to leave the “slum” areas and 
moved out into more affluent surroundings. Others, with less means, remained in the virtually unaltered towns. (needs 
the reference) 
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that the pupils shall graduate with a full Bagrut certificate. For Kedma, having all pupils 

passing the Bagrut examinations is the ultimate goal and their definition of the school’s 

success. In Chapter Three, the Bagrut and its symbolic meanings to the Kedma staff are 

explained in detail.    

This dissertation provides a qualitative exploration of the ten melavim and melavot 4 

that composed Kedma’s core staff of teachers: what they reported as their central goals 

and expectations, how they experienced the pressures of their work, and how they felt 

they were coping with these factors. The findings from this inquiry were then related to 

these teacher-mentors’ meaning- making systems (Kegan, 1982, 1994), to assess how 

their individual psychological development was associated with their views, and with their 

being at risk of suffering from teacher burnout.  

 

Kedma: the school 

By the end of the 1996-1997 school year, the Kedma enterprise had settled into its 

permanent premises in a vacant wing of one of the three schools serving the Katamonim-

Pat youth. Since Kedma’s inception in September of 1994, the pupils and teaching staff 

had moved three times. They had started out with  fifty pupils (two 25-pupil seventh grade 

classes) and eight staff members, working in a rented three-room apartment in the Gilo 

neighborhood, not far from Katamonim-Pat, where most of the pupils resided. They were 

                                                           
4  A Kedma word derived from "to accompany," referring to the highly motivated and committed teachers who are 
selected to not only teach their regular classes but also to lead small intimate group meetings and one-on-one 
counseling sessions with their pupils, and to visit them in their homes; melavim (plural masculine, sing. melave) and 
melavot (plural feminine, sing. melava) are each responsible for about 12 pupils. They are a combination teacher, 
friend, guide, counselor, and advocate. Their task is to “accompany” the students, and serve as bridges between the 
doomed-to-failure world some of their pupils feel they live in, and the world of opportunity and choice they aspire to.  
The act of the “accompanying” in Kedma, the name of the work mentors do, is called “livui,” derived from the same 
Hebrew root as melavim. The closest word in English that I found was mentor, which is the word I will use throughout 
the text. I will on occasion use the Hebrew,  when the English equivalent loses too much of the original meaning.  
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requested to move after a few months because of numerous residents’ complaints of noise 

and a formal request by neighborhood authorities.  

In January of 1995 Kedma moved into an old, spacious garage in the nearby 

industrial area of Talpiot. They received money from the city municipality to remodel and 

structure the space to serve as a school. This building was where I first encountered 

Kedma. The teachers and pupils were proud to say they had painted the premises 

themselves, coloring all window and door frames a pale purple, as they did  the gates and 

the dainty clay signs on all the doors. This color came to characterize Kedma, and 

painting their premises with it became the first thing they did every time they moved to a 

new building.   

Their next move was in the summer of 1995. Due to the lack of space in the old 

auto-garage for the new incoming seventh-grade class, Kedma had requested from the 

municipality a building of their own large enough to house the growing school. After 

numerous demonstrations in the courtyard of Israel’s Ministry of Education, in which 

Kedma’s teachers, pupils and parents took part,  Jerusalem Kedma received an abandoned 

old asbestos shack which had served as an after-school community center in the heart of 

the Katamonim-Pat neighborhood. 

The building was hastily remodeled, separating classrooms with plaster walls and 

painting the door frames and gates with the characteristic purple. In September of 1995 

school began with three full classes in this building: two eighth grade classes and one 

seventh grade class. For the first time, a big sign hung on the front wall of the school, 

reading, “Kedma: The Neighborhood Academic-Preparatory High School.” By the end of 

the 1996-97 school year this building was too small to house the growing student 

populace, and the principal’s political negotiations with the Municipality of Jerusalem and 
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the Ministry of Education bore fruit. The school moved for the third time into the  

building it now uses.  

The structure is made of beige Jerusalem stone and solid concrete.  In June of 1997 

there were four large classrooms (one for each class), a small library, a room for the 

principal adjacent to the administrator’s room, separate lavatories for pupils and teachers, 

and a teachers’ lounge. The school was clean and the furniture was stark. There were a 

few old computers and dot-matrix printers that had been donated by a firm when the 

hardware of their office had been upgraded. There were enough chairs and desks in each 

room, but none of them was new. The building had no air conditioning,  winter heating, 

physical education facilities, recreational area, or biology laboratory.  

The central hall space into which all the rooms opened had  a few straw lounging 

chairs and a water fountain. The Kedma purple colored the door frames, the metal doors 

and the front gate, and the original hand-made clay signs were hung on doors. What was 

striking as one walked into the school was the lively coloring of the walls and halls. The 

pictures and posters in the halls were framed reproductions from Unicef calendars. These 

were photos of young and old people mostly from the third world: Indian agricultural 

workers in Ragistan, a central-American class of pupils studying  in front of a blackboard 

in the open air, and Black women singing at an African demonstration. One wall was 

filled with pictures of Kedma’s three “generations” of pupils and teachers: photographs of 

the schools’ milestones and activities such as the yearly outings, performances, 

ceremonies and holiday celebrations. Other walls were dedicated to changing exhibitions 

prepared by pupils: a campaign for the handicapped with the motto “People who are 

different also have rights”; newspaper clippings of current events such as the assassination 

of Prime Minister Izhak Rabin and photographs of  the victims of the bombing of Bus # 
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18, many of whom were close relatives and friends of Kedma’s pupils; alongside, were 

memorial candles. 

The principal’s office was filled with books, papers and projects produced by the 

pupils, of both written and artistic nature. On one wall was the principal’s bulletin board 

with the school’s timetable, miscellaneous reminders and messages, and a photograph of 

the large pile of boulders behind the school that the pupils and teachers had painted with 

bright colors that year, and decorated with signs representing their values (e.g., equality, 

justice, and opportunity for all). On the wall facing the principal’s desk was a framed 

painting of a Black woman embracing a young Black girl, against a white and pale blue 

background. These decorations were constant for the entire time I visited the school. The 

classrooms’ decor, on the other hand,  changed periodically.   

Kedma is the most recently established of the three schools available to the 

neighborhood adolescents. The other two schools are large and established high schools 

with the regular tracking system. In its early years, Kedma recruited pupils at their homes. 

Kedma does not have a “track record”  yet, and it has to compete with the stability of the 

other neighborhood schools. It is still a struggle for Kedma’s relatively inexperienced staff 

to convince pupils of Kedma’s advantages, and for them to gain the parents’ trust.   

The school’s main attractiveness to the pupils and parents is the staff’s commitment 

to providing a high level of education and individual support to students striving to 

succeed in the national Bagrut examinations. Still, parents feel that sending their children 

to Kedma is a gamble. As mentioned earlier, since success on these exams is the 

necessary key to university eligibility and upward mobility in Israeli society, many of the 

pupils and their parents choose Kedma because of its commitment to preparing students to 

pass the Bagrut,  its low pupil:teacher ratio, and its ideology. For some students, Kedma 
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represents their last chance after failing in other schools for behavioral or academic 

reasons.  

Most of Kedma’s pupils are residents of the Katamonim-Pat neighborhood, while 

others travel by public transportation to Kedma across Jerusalem and even from 

neighboring towns. The majority are second and third generation Mizrahim, but some are 

children of more recent immigrants from Ethiopia and the former Soviet Union. Every 

year it has been easier to recruit new pupils for the seventh grade, and there are a few 

cases in which pupils ask to join existing classes at the beginning and in the middle of the 

school year. A few pupils have chosen to attend regular schools in their second year; 

Kedma has reluctantly had to ask a few others to leave because of serious behavioral 

problems; and some had personal difficulties which required remedial treatment that the 

school could not provide. During the years I studied Kedma (1995-1997) there were no 

dropout cases.   

As an institution, Kedma is still in its early phases. It is considered an experimental 

school by the Ministry of Education: its budget is small, temporary and conditional. By 

1996-97 all of Kedma’s teachers were being paid according to the standard scale used by 

other public schools. Most of the people who work at Kedma view themselves proudly as 

pioneers, and speak about the different ways that others outside of Kedma perceive them. 

Most people outside of Kedma know about it from the media (occasional articles in 

mainstream and radical newspapers and journals, and a few television programs), by 

word-of-mouth from friends who either work or attend Kedma, or via rumors circulating 

in other schools or neighborhoods. Kedma teachers feel that some circles (the Hebrew 

University Department of Education and the Israeli left, for example) look up to the 

founders and teachers in Kedma, and view them with curiosity, interest and anticipation. 
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In other circles (such as local high schools, teachers’ seminaries and the local board of 

education) Kedma is viewed suspiciously as a separatist radical movement threatening the 

Israeli melting-pot, and sometimes Kedma is even held in contempt for its criticism of  

Israeli society or ridiculed for having embarked on an impossible mission. Many people in 

Israel and even in Jerusalem have never heard of Kedma. 

The principal is the main driving force of Kedma, and she embodies the school 

ethos. She depends heavily on the team of melavim and melavot (who will be referred to 

as “mentors”), and they are the first whose assistance she seeks when something needs to 

be done. Consequently, most of the mentors are simultaneously responsible for a number 

of areas including the afternoon study center, activities with parents, and school social 

events. These are defined as areas of responsibility, often rotated between teachers, with 

no formal institutional role descriptions. Also, there are no formal positions in Kedma nor 

a clear hierarchical structure of authority besides “principal” and “assistant principal.” 

Part of the reason for this is that  the principal is accustomed to doing much of the 

institutional work alone, and is not used to delegating authority. The other reason is 

teachers’ clear reluctance to exercise formal authority over their peers, many of whom are 

their close friends. There is an expressed ambivalence about power and authority in 

Kedma, and although some of the teachers resent the principal’s centralist leadership 

style, all of them encourage it and appear to prefer it over having to “dirty” their own 

hands.  

Nevertheless, due to the fact that the school is small and new, the mentors do have 

considerable influence on school policies, which is one of the reasons that many of them 

state for preferring to work in Kedma. However, the degree of each of their perceived 

influence is largely determined by how respected they are by the principal, or how close 
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they are to her or to the original founding group. After the principal, Kedma’s mentors, as 

individuals and as a group, are the school’s leaders. 

Kedma’s diverse team of mentors 
 

The  mentors  are a specialized group of  teachers designated to be the central 

source of support for Kedma’s pupils. They are assigned, in addition to their teaching 

schedule, six work hours a week to dedicate both to group activities with “their” half of 

the class (twelve to fifteen pupils), and to meeting with these pupils individually. In the 

1996-1997 school year, when I gathered the data for this dissertation, the mentors were a 

team of ten: six women and four men. Their personal and professional backgrounds were 

extremely diverse. Their ages ranged from 24 to 37. Five were single, and the four who 

married while teaching at Kedma were just beginning to build a family. Only one mentor  

already had a family when she came to Kedma.  

The mentors were also diverse in terms of their ethnicity and their SES 

backgrounds. Seven of the ten mentors defined themselves as Mizrahi Jews (in most 

cases, both their parents emigrated from Morocco during the 1950’s and 1960’s),  and six 

of the seven  felt they had experienced discrimination in their lives because of their 

ethnicity. Four of the sever Mizrahim  indicated that they had grown up in poverty-

stricken areas. They felt that the fact they shared a common background with their pupils 

made their work more possible. The three others on the team included: one who defined 

herself as an African-Christian Arab of Israeli citizenship, and two Ashkenazi Jews, one 

from a kibbutz in the northern part of Israel, and the other from an affluent suburb of Tel 

Aviv.  These mentors indicated that, in their view, their background, which was different 
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from their pupils, made it more difficult for them to understand their pupils, and in turn, 

for their pupils to trust them.  

This issue of the mentors’ ethnicity and its relevance to their work will be revisited 

in the second section of Chapter Four, which details the teachers’ expectations of their 

relationships with their pupils. In brief, ethnicity was a salient issue in the eyes of the 

mentors, with respect to many aspects of the teacher-pupil relationships at Kedma.   

In terms of their seniority at Kedma, which in the view of all the mentors 

contributed much to coping well on the job, three were part of the original founding team, 

while four were in their second year at Kedma, and the remaining three were teaching for 

the first time. The latter three mentors had only tutored some Kedma pupils individually 

the year before, as part of their university scholarship requirement. Satisfied with their 

experience as tutors, and flattered to be chosen as mentors,  these three ex-tutors accepted 

the offer to be mentors in Kedma. Two of these new teachers were still part-time students, 

and also worked elsewhere to support themselves. As a result of their demanding 

schedules, they spent much less time at Kedma than the other team members did. 

Everyone believed that not having spent more time at school had contributed to their 

relatively unsuccessful experience as mentors that year.  

In terms of their professional training, seven of the ten mentors had completed their 

undergraduate university degrees and/or teaching certificates, and the remaining three 

were still actively pursuing their undergraduate studies. One of the mentors was in the 

middle of a masters program in the Philosophy of Science, and spent two full days a week 

at Hebrew University. Two of the mentors had no real teaching experience, while the 

other eight had been teaching anywhere from two to seven years at different institutions, 

including their work at Kedma.  
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Many of the mentors spoke about feeling perpetually under pressure to do 

everything they could towards their pupils’ success. All the mentors felt they were 

expected to take an active part in keeping their pupils engaged in their studies, and 

involved in school life. Many of them did not think they could sustain the intensity of 

their work and their relationships at Kedma for many years. Although all of them hoped 

(and believed) that their pupils could change in the desired direction, and that they, as 

educators, should help make their pupils’ success possible, not all of them were convinced 

that they personally could produce the necessary changes in the attitudes and behaviors of 

their pupils, or that Kedma as an institution could succeed in doing so.  

In June of 1997 the school was ending its third academic year. Consequently, the 

scope and definition of these teachers’ roles were still evolving, and mentors freely made 

their own interpretations of the many expectations of them. This freedom was  a blessing 

for some of the mentors and a curse for others. Differences among the mentors in the way 

they experienced this “freedom,” and their experience of other differences in their 

perceived goals and expectations, and in the nature of their coping, were related to their 

meaning-making, as defined by Kegan’s consciousness continuum. These relationships 

will be examined in Chapter Six.        

II. My own connection to the study 

 My connection to the research has been an ongoing echo for me every step of 

the way, from the moment I embarked on this research project. At the core of my choice 

of project is the concern that has underlain much of what I have done in my life, from 

which I derive many of my feelings of significance: using what I have to improve the 

chances for others to get “their share of the cake.”  
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 I was born in Mexico to middle-class Jewish ex-Israelis who were active 

members of the Conservative Jewish community of Mexico City. Both my parents 

adhered to humanist values, and imbued their four children with a longing to “return” to 

Israel, although we had never been there. As a youth, I identified myself as a Jew,  

supported the State of Israel, and spoke fluent Hebrew. I was active in the socialist youth 

movement, Hashomer Hatzair, and was outspoken about opposing oppression and 

discrimination against Jews in Mexico and in other countries (e.g., the former Soviet 

Union and Syria). At the same time, I was also uneasy about discrimination against others, 

and about social inequalities. I noticed the poverty of many of the Mexicans around me, 

and felt it was wrong for me to have comforts of which they were deprived. Sometimes 

friends and family made fun of me for “exaggerating” and for being “so overconcerned 

about the well-being of the whole world.” 

  At the age of seventeen, I “returned” to Israel, but found a country very 

different from anything I had ever imagined or hoped to be a part of. I was heartbroken to 

see an Israel which perpetrated injustice on another people, the Palestinian Arabs. I was 

convinced that it must be possible for the Jewish people and Israel as a state to thrive 

without having to oppress others.  

 The norm was, and to some extent still is, either to support Israel, which means 

opposing the Palestinians, or vice versa: to support the Palestinians, and be considered 

anti-Israel. I refused to have to choose: in my view, both Palestinians and Jews have rights 

over the land.  I have spoken out on behalf of Palestinian human rights and in favor of an 

independent Palestinian state. I saw no contradiction between Israel’s sovereignty and the 

self-determination of the Palestinian people. This was an unusual, and unpopular, position 

among Jews during the 1980’s, and though less so, still is today. I felt I had to do 
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something active to promote a reality in which both Palestinians and Jews could live 

together, in full equality and in peace. I could not fully enjoy my feelings of Jewish 

security  and independence until Palestinians ceased to be disenfranchised as a result of 

them. Focusing on the political conflicts with Israel’s neighbors, I was then largely 

oblivious, like many Israelis, to the inequalities within my own people, between Mizrahi 

and Ashkenazi  Jews.  

 I evolved professionally as a facilitator of group process in encounters between 

Palestinians and Jews, which I did full time between the years 1980 and 1990, as part of a bi-

national team of Palestinian and Jewish educators and activists. I was a member of a group of 

Jewish and Palestinian Israelis who worked together to develop models of encounters between 

Palestinian and Jewish youth and teachers concerning the conflictual relationship between the 

two nations. In this work, and as a member of the Palestinian-Jewish cooperative village where 

I still live today, I became acutely aware of the power relations mirrored in the personal 

relationships between individuals of the two  nations, and of how our personal relations can 

transform the power relations between us.  

 For instance, I discovered how I was perceived by my Palestinian colleagues, as a Jew 

in a reality where Israeli Jews are seen as soldiers and powerful, despite my own perception 

then of myself as a member of a persecuted minority group. I saw how my perceptions of 

myself and “the other” changed over time, and how others changed also through the intensive 

interactions, self-disclosure, and analysis of ourselves and our roles in conflict relations. In my 

work as a Jew working with Palestinians and with other Jews, I discovered the deep inequalities 

and discrimination inside my own people, and the relationship of these inequalities to the 

Palestinian-Israeli conflict. The social and economic gaps between Mizrahi and Ashkenazi Jews 

are less talked about and largely ignored in the “melting pot” ethos of Israel society (Shohat, 
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1988; Svirsky, 1990). As a non-Mizrahi, I felt responsible for not perpetuating what I learned to 

be the tragedy of Mizrahi Jews in Israel. However, I did not, at the time, reflect seriously about 

my role in the larger Jewish society in rectifying these inequalities.  

 My work as a member of a Palestinian-Jewish facilitator team was very satisfying for 

me, but it was both intensive and emotionally draining. The team struggled with interpersonal, 

ideological, and political tensions, and also with the frustration of seeing the very limited 

observable impact of our intervention on the overall Palestinian-Israeli reality. This feeling that 

our efforts were nearly futile was sometimes discouraging and depleting, which was one cause 

of the high facilitator turnover. When I came to Kedma in 1994, their multi-layered struggles 

reminded me of the work I had done, and I recognized resonant tensions and complexities in the 

Kedma enterprise. A few core people, myself included, stayed on the team, while many others 

came and went. This, too, was disheartening. I wondered what kept certain people engaged in 

the kind of ideological and stressful work that I had chosen, and why others lost heart and 

moved on to other things. This is one of the questions fueling my present inquiry.  

 However, for ten years my work, despite its tensions and difficulties, filled me 

with a sense of purpose. My personal and political commitments, though separable, were 

always intertwined. In the last five years of the project, an action-research intervention 

accompanied the work. During these years staff turnover diminished, members’ well-

being increased, and the quality of our intervention improved. In the guided sessions with 

the researcher, Haviva Bar, we had the opportunity to reflect on ourselves and examine 

our work from a variety of perspectives, both as individuals and as a team. As I became 

aware of what I was bringing to my  practice, my professional and personal identities 

went through a formative “gelling” process. Through exposure to academic analysis and 

Ariela Bairey Ben Ishay /Doctoral Dissertation presented to Harvard Graduate School of Education 1998      



 30 

scrutiny the team was able to develop and implement comprehensive intervention models 

that were later adopted by other organizations.   

The findings from the action research and systematic study were fed back into the 

practice continuously, and provided the material for the team’s ongoing guided reflection. 

During these years I realized that the researcher’s role could be of actual service to the 

people being studied, while these people also serve researchers by enhancing their 

understanding. I became convinced of the potential contribution, particularly of action-

oriented research, to the depth and quality of educational work and the development of the 

team of practitioners. 

 When I went to graduate school in 1990-91, I had been directing the project for 

two years. I was anything but burned out. Filled with enthusiasm and questions, I sought 

to understand and integrate my years of practical experience with the insights of 

knowledgeable practitioners and academics in the fields of Conflict Resolution and 

Education. When I returned to Israel I was still concerned with educational processes 

directed towards closing gaps of social and political inequality, and looked to study 

teachers in institutions attempting to educate on both the academic and the socio-political 

levels of awareness. I knew nothing of Kedma then.  

As I reconnected to colleagues and friends, my search for teachers who were 

concerned with issues of social and political inequalities became known. An ex-colleague 

who was in the original founding group of Kedma and knew me well, told me that Kedma 

was attempting to implement Freirian pedagogy. Focusing on the “oppressed,” Freirian 

pedagogy educates for political and social awareness, and strives thereby to promote 

social change and abolish inequalities (Freire, 1981). When I began my pilot study, I 

discovered that most of the Kedma mentors, whose work resonated with Freirian 
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principles, were neither aware of Freirian thinking, nor were they using identifiable 

Freirian pedagogy. Still, Kedma’s mentors were striving to offer “the best schooling” to 

one of Israel’s most disenfranchised populations, comprised mainly of Mizrahi 

adolescents in the shchunot. I became  convinced of the value of studying Kedma.  

 Returning to my personal history and how it connects me to Kedma, I am the 

third of four children. Family systems therapists maintain that “middle children” are 

inclined to be concerned with justice and fairness, due to their own feelings of having 

been born into an inherently “unfair” situation, in which they are neither the eldest  nor 

the youngest in the family (Dreikurs, 1964). I was also born at a time when my family was 

not doing well economically. In my home, I always had the feeling that there was not 

enough to go around. Taking anything for myself inevitably meant that someone else 

would go without, and for someone else to go without was a terrible thing.  

So I quickly learned to forgo my own needs and evolved an ideology to explain 

why this was acceptable. When my younger sister was born, I became her advocate. I 

found it safer to satisfy my needs by fighting on her behalf, than to express my own 

needs. In my mind, she had even less than I, and it was my responsibility to see to it that 

she was not deprived.  From my own personal history, it is not difficult to see how I have 

come to identify with the silenced voices, the marginal and “disenfranchised,” which is 

one central theme of Kedma’s work and my research. 

  Today, as  I come to this study, I am not neutral. Having experienced as 

educator/activist both supportive and unsupportive work environments, I do care deeply about 

improving the human conditions under which educators of social change operate. I  can enhance 

the professional work of those dedicated to improving conditions for people whose voices have 

been silenced. I feel impoverished without these silenced voices, and believe that my personal 
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background has tuned my ear to hearing them, and my sense of responsibility to amplifying 

them, in society.  

III. Conceptual context 

This study draws on three areas of research and theory in education and 

psychology: 1) alternative education and schooling; 2) professional “burnout” and 

“burnout prevention” in the human services; and 3) constructive  developmental  

psychology, especially concerning adult psychological development, specifically those 

adults working as educators. In this section I review these three bodies of literature, which 

serve as a background for the Kedma effort and are useful in understanding aspects of the 

Kedma mentors’ experience.   

Alternative Education and  Schooling 

The movement for alternative education and alternative schools (in the United 

States and in the world) is not an organized and monolithic educational movement. These 

various schools include a wide range of initiatives in education suggesting a variety of 

alternative methods and world views that provide educational options for people who are 

dissatisfied with how “mainstream,” or conventional, schools educate.  

In the first part of this section, I cite several critiques of ordinary schools which 

brought about alternative school initiatives, and also refer to a few major critiques of 

alternative schools teachers and scholars of education. I then depict five of the main 

features that characterize existing alternative schools, as described in the alternative 

education literature: alternative schools as communities, three types of alternative schools, 

models for advisors/advocates/mentors, the importance of nurturing teachers, and 

developmental stages of alternative schools. 
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A strong critique of “ordinary” schools centers around their depersonalized, 

bureaucratic and relationally distant atmosphere and their lack of a feeling of community 

(Bryk and Driskoll, 1988; Peck, 1987; Raywid, 1993). In ordinary schools, by assigning 

each youngster 

to seven or eight classrooms a day, each with a different teacher and possibly with 
different classmates as well, and by assigning each teacher 150 or even more 
students, it was virtually guaranteed that primary associations could not be 
cultivated (Raywid, 1993 p. 31). 

 
These schools are accused of being more concerned with what the pupils do than 

with who they are (Smith, 1993), and of promoting a detachment and emotional distance 

from pupils. The relationships between the pupils and their teachers are characterized by:  

emotional flatness, continuous evaluation, and transiency. Students quickly learn 
that their teachers have little room for their needs as complete people. They are 
simply learners whose job is the acquisition of the behaviors, knowledge, and skills 
seen as important by the school (Smith, 1993 p. 9).      

 
As long as pupils had warm relationships outside of school, they could “manage.” 

But in the last decades, with both parents busy with careers, many families lack the close 

relationships necessary to foster the healthy development of their adolescent children. 

Beginning in 1979, with the publication of Fifteen Thousand Hours (Rutter et al., 1979), 

research pointed to school climate and shared values as centrally important to school 

effectiveness, because of its impact on students’ performance and achievement.  

A further criticism is that ordinary schools are perceived to fail children who do not 

reach the level of achievement expected of them, and whose behavior challenges the 

school’s authority (Smith, 1993). It is the belief of these scholars that the practices and 

attitudes in “regular” schools cause many bright pupils who could succeed to lose their 

motivation, to give up trying, and to drop out of schools.  
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The numerous critiques of ordinary schools have provoked alternative initiatives 

which usually take one of two forms. There is either an action to transform dysfunctional 

existing schools, or an initiative to establish new  schools that embody an alternative 

ideology (Barth, 1980; Smith, 1993).  

The initiatives that advocate the establishment of separate new schools are ones in 

which pioneers can “start from scratch,” base their pedagogy on what they believe is a 

different, and “better,” educational approach and praxis than that of  the mainstream 

(Smith, 1993; Wehlage, et al., 1992: 91; Bryk and Driscoll, 1988). Most of the literature 

on alternative schooling points to a remarkable decrease in pupils’ drop-out rates,  

improved achievements of pupils and high rates of secondary school completion and 

college enrollment, compared to their mainstream counterparts (Haas, 1993). 

 Researchers of these schools attribute these successes mostly to: 1) pupils’ 

relationships with caring and supportive teachers who know them well and neither  

patronize nor treat them as buddies (Guthrie & Guthrie, 1993); 2)  strong companionship 

of pupils with their classmates; 3) a strong sense that the pupils are engaged educationally 

and have an equally strong sense of belonging to the school as a community (Wehlage et 

al., 1989; Langberg, 1993); 4) the capacity of the schools to connect and adapt to local 

conditions and the community;  and 5) the presence of a “champion” (committed 

individual or group of people) to start and stick with the school during the difficult early 

formative years (Haas, 1993).   

However, alternative schools do not operate without criticism. Many of the 

documented critics are voices not from conservative or mainstream educators, but rather 

from non-mainstream educators who themselves advocate educational reform. Two of 

these critics, Roland Barth (1980) and Robert Everhart (1993), though cognizant of the 

Ariela Bairey Ben Ishay /Doctoral Dissertation presented to Harvard Graduate School of Education 1998      



 35 

contributions of alternative schools,  are not ambivalent in their criticism. Barth’s 

strongest concern about alternative schools is that they breed homogeneity, and tend to 

become skewed against diversity, for example, towards one racial or ethnic group: 

Schools become all black, all white, all Jewish, all Catholic, all rich, all poor. This 
self-selection process diminishes the cultural diversity that many alternative schools 
value and espouse (Barth, 1980). 

 
Roland Barth worries that this homogeneity further segregates societies, which are 

already very segregated. This is one concern expressed by mainstream Israeli media and 

educators about Kedma.  Furthermore, Barth believes that the lack of diversity causes 

teachers and parents to reinforce each other, rather than to reexamine and question school 

ideology and policy, so that the “school stops changing and growing” (p. 19). This 

reduced diversity decreases faculty and parental dissonance, since only those who share 

the school’s philosophy need  associate with it: 

Gerbil lovers have no gerbil haters to contend with; instead, at least in theory, they 
have a school filled with teachers who like gerbils, principals who like gerbils, 
children who like gerbils; parents who like gerbils; and even custodians who like 
gerbils (Barth, 1980, p. 18). 

 
Barth’s cynicism is undisguised as he unveils what he believes to be the naive 

notion of alternative school pioneers that their homogeneity on one level will magically 

save them from conflict on others. As soon as policy needs to be made, he argues, the 

typical school conflicts emerge, to the “astonishment and dismay of the participants” (p. 

19). 

The same underlying accusation of the naivete of alternative schools can be 

discerned in Everhart’s (1993) criticism. The main fault he finds in these schools is their 

unclear and evasive definition of community.  Community, he believes, is not really 

achieved in alternative schools, or in other progressive organizations striving to achieve it. 

He contends that this is attributable to what he sees as directions taken unawares that 
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inhibit community  and perpetuate the elites (Gusfield, 1975; Swindler, 1979; Zald, 1967, 

quoted in Everhart, 1993). He believes, from his two year experience as teacher in an 

alternative school, that: 

...in the construction of community, directions are taken that often block and inhibit 
communitarian practices. Unaware as we sometimes are that a different path has 
been taken, we are also unaware that essential energies are devoted to the means by 
which we attempt to achieve community rather than community ends themselves. 
This transformation of means into ends is particularly troubling for those of us with 
progressive visions. We want to believe our intentions are so noble, our strategies 
so based upon what we view as clear objectives, that we know better than to convert 
means into ends (Everhart, 1983 p. 200).    

  

Everhart believes that educators are unaware that they are not achieving the 

community they seek. He postulates that this is not due so much to:  

intention, but  to an ideology about community that masks or disguises more basic 
factors that interfere with building community. In this sense then, our consciousness 
about community affects the way we build community and ultimately shapes the 
form of community we come to accept (Everhart, 1993, p. 200).   

 
Despite the fact that some of these pioneering efforts are extensively documented, 

alternative schools do not tend to learn from the experience of other schools. The 

literature points to the fact that while more new schools are being established, “these new 

schools are, by and large, repeating the mistakes their predecessors have found so costly” 

(Center for New Schools, 1971 p. 83). Part of the attractiveness of these alternative 

schools, in the eyes of many of their staff and their pupils, is the very fact that they are 

“making up” the school and its methods as they go along (Haas, 1993), and that the 

teachers in alternative schools “do not know all the answers” (Haas, p. 239).   

Kedma is in the early stages of idealism and commitment. There are some signs of 

staff turnover, fatigue and possible burnout in the system, but these are few and far 

between. The time is still right for the school staff to learn actively both from other 

initiatives, and from reflecting on their own experience. Learning now from what they are 
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doing can be very useful, especially since Kedma’s founders planned to establish fifteen 

schools on the same model by the year 2000. Whether or not this is actually possible, it is 

clear that it would be beneficial to assess the vital aspects of the Kedma model. One such 

aspect is Kedma’s characteristic view of the  mentor-pupil relationship. Another important 

characteristic of alternative schools which Kedma is attempting to create is living as a 

community and including pupils in the creation of the school. The next section addresses 

these two aspects of alternative schools. 

  

Alternative schools as communities:  including students in school governance. Scholars 

and practitioners in alternative education write extensively about community creation and 

community building as essential ingredients characterizing their method of schooling. 

This is not a new idea in education. It was John Dewey’s hope and belief that youngsters 

in schools should grapple with the range of dilemmas and occupations linked with basic 

human needs in society, and learn to participate as citizens by actively sharing in decision-

making about their school community. 

Community in education refers both to the lived reality of individuals in their 

immediate surroundings, and to community as a “metaphor to link schooling to a broader 

social context” (Everhart, 1993). The concept of community in alternative school 

literature encompasses  individuals as part of the school community, individuals and the 

school as an institution as part of the surrounding community, and also as interconnected 

members of the global community at large (Lehman, 1993).  

 Gregory and Smith (1987) have noted that schools that cultivate a feeling of 

community are typified by increased commitment among students and teachers, less 

alienation, improved motivation  and more autonomy for teachers, than those that do not. 
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Bryk and Driscoll (1988), in their study of 357 US secondary schools, concluded that 

schools with a “communal organization” were characterized by less misbehavior, lower 

dropout rates, higher student interest, and greater gains in mathematics achievement 

between the sophomore and senior years. Teachers in these schools: 

were much more likely to report satisfaction with their work, to be seen by students 
as enjoying their teaching, and to share a high level of staff morale. Teacher 
absenteeism was also lower (Bryk and Driskoll, 1988 in Lehman, 1993 p. 87). 

 

Mary Anne Raywid uses the two kinds of social groupings observable in modern 

society that the sociologist Ferdinand Tonnies contrasted long ago (Loomis, 1963 in 

Raywid, 1993): the gemeinschaft communities, and gesellschaft, which are not really 

communities: 

The members of gemeinschaft communities have emotional ties to one another and 
are linked by shared values and beliefs, recurring interaction with one another, 
mutual dependence, and a shared commitment to a particular place- a neighborhood 
or town or area. What is more, they are conscious of a spiritual bond between them 
(Raywid, 1993 p. 28). 

 

In contrast, gesellschaft groupings do not share this feeling of kinship. They are 

more associated, in Tonnies’ view, with business or government, the public world, as 

opposed to the community groupings of family and friends. These are pseudocommunities 

brought together by contracts. For example, people who belong to the same resort, or who 

are employed by the same corporations, are members in a common gesellschaft. The 

relationships, according to Raywid’s analysis, are more superficial and fleeting, are 

mainly instrumental, and are dominated by individual interests of the parties involved. 

The Kedma notion on community resonates most with the concept of gemeinschaft, 

despite the fact that the school is not composed strictly of family or friends. The 
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communal feelings of kinship in Kedma appear in this study’s analysis of mentors’ views 

on their relationships with their pupils (Chapter Four). 

  

Three types of alternative schools. According to the research of Mary Ann Raywid (1982; 

1988; 1990; 1993), there are basically three kinds of alternative schools today. These 

differences are based on how students come to be there, what pupils and teachers expect 

of each other and of the school, and the ambiance that develops in the school (1993). Type 

I,  Raywid  states: 

appear to be the heirs of many of the 1960s and the 1970s alternatives, established 
in response to demands that education be rendered “more humane, more responsive, 
more challenging, and more compelling for all involved” (Raywid, 1990, as cited in 
Raywid, 1993 p. 25). 

 
These programs, she has found, are usually characterized by highly accomplished 

pupils, usually among the highest achievers and with strong leadership ability,  who are 

determined to make their education a meaningful experience. They are most characterized 

by a student body who are very willing to “take more responsibility for their own 

education” (Raywid, 1993 p. 25). In contrast, Raywid’s Type II alternative schools are 

“explicitly  designed for the worst students,” (p. 25).  Their pupils are often “sentenced” 

to these schools as their last chance before final expulsion from the school system, and 

students generally regard going to these schools as punishment.  

Type III schools are different in that they are not punitive, but they cater to special 

needs such as needing special care,  being in need of remediation, being pregnant or 

abusing drugs. Type III schools are, according to Raywid, multiplying faster than the 

other two, due to a growing interest in preventing dropout by at-risk populations. What 

Type II  and Type III schools have in common, is that they enroll students that ordinary 

schools consider to be losers:  
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Whether for moral reasons, reasons of limited capacity, or other handicap (personal, 
financial, familial, or ethnic), these are students whose past performance makes 
subsequent school success unlikely (Raywid, 1993 p. 26).   

 
Kedma does not fall strictly into any of these three categories, but is closest to Type 

III in that many, though not all, are last-resort pupils who have been unsuccessful in other 

schools. Other pupils come highly motivated either ideologically or scholastically, and 

would have succeeded in other regular schools. They feel, though, that in other schools 

they must battle uphill against stereotypes about Mizrahim, and stigmas attached to “the 

Katamonim,” their neighborhood. In Kedma they are “in the same soup, together” with 

their neighbors and friends. 

Much of the success of alternative schools has depended on their size. “The optimal 

size is between 150 and 400 pupils”(Alternative school ex-principal, Arnie Langberg, 

personal communication, 1997), and the typical school has a student body of 150-200 

students, or a series of centers each with 150-200 students (Gregory & Sweeney, 1993; 

Gregory 1992; Smith, 1993; Center for New Schools, 1976). If an alternative school 

grows beyond 400 students, it has been found to be very difficult to establish identity and 

purpose within the school, because the face-to-face relations that create the deep feeling of 

a shared identity do not flourish (Gregory and Smith, 1987; Gregory and Sweeney, 1993; 

Meier, 1992; Smith, 1993). 

 Most of these alternative schools “have either diverse student bodies in terms of 

race, ethnic group, and social class, or student bodies composed of low-income white or 

Black students” (Center for New Schools, 1976;  School of Barbiana, 1969).  The 

curriculum in many of these schools is geared deliberately towards strengthening the 

pupils’ cultural ties to their own heritage, and in some cases the school brings in the 

voices of the elders in the community, to tell their stories,  thereby strengthening the 
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bonds between the generations (Lehman, 1993; Holzbog, 1970; Mead, 1978) and 

transmitting the culture’s values. Some schools espouse a clearly multicultural and anti-

racist ideology which permeates what and how subjects are taught (Peterson, 1993). 

 

Models of advisors/advocates/mentors in alternative schools. The majority of the 

alternative schools documented were characterized by “a closer student-teacher 

relationship” (Abbott, 1992; Raywid, 1993; Center for New Schools, 1976), with more 

trust, respect, and caring between students and their teachers. These feelings also tend to 

characterize the collegial relationships between teachers, and pupils’ relationships with 

their peers.    

Students in alternative schools do not work in isolation. The staff members of many 

successful alternative schools recognize the importance of a special relationship with one 

adult, in addition to the close connections with teachers and pupils, in the process of 

developing their students’ self-esteem and trust. To this end these schools have developed 

various general models of “advising,” which provide the context for strong individual and 

group relations. The models are not detailed in the literature. In some schools, one third of 

these teachers’ week  is dedicated to the advisory relationship (Langberg, 1993; Gregory 

& Sweeney, 1993). “It would be difficult to envision the school’s highly personalized 

program functioning in the absence of its considerable commitment to advising” (Gregory 

and Sweeney, 1993 p. 103). 

In some schools, all of the teachers have a group of about fifteen pupils with whom 

they meet individually, and with whom they conduct group activities. In other schools, as 

is the case in Kedma, only a small team of teachers have this special advisory role. School 

principal and scholar Arnold Langberg, experienced as school principal with both models,  
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has found that despite advising being more work for teachers, when all the teachers are 

advisors the sense of community in the school is stronger because all the teachers feel 

they participate equally in the school’s essence. Furthermore, when all teachers both teach 

and work as advisers, everyone enjoys the personal rewards of the strong relationships 

with pupils, which Langberg believes reduces the tendency of both teachers and pupils to 

become alienated within the system. The relationship between having only a small group 

of mentors in Kedma and the degree to which teachers and pupils feel a sense of 

belonging in the system is suggested as a topic of research beyond the scope of this study.  

The advisory groups serve as support systems, forums for discussing critical issues, 

arms for student participation in school governance, social groups in which  individuals 

overcome difficult impasses they encounter. In some schools the advisors are also seen as 

advocates (Langberg, 1993) whose role is to act as liaison between the school and other 

student environments, and to guide students in dealing with their life passages (e.g., 

writing applications for college). The goal of the advising relationship, in each case, is 

seen as facilitating self-knowledge and self-direction of the pupils. Where possible, 

advisors are often encouraged to work in pairs, for their own mutual support and learning 

(Langberg, 1993).           

No studies were found that examined in any depth the student-advisor relationship, 

or assessed the experience from the advisors’ perspectives. I also did not find analyses, 

developmental or other, that help explain why certain advisors in alternative schools 

persist over extended periods of time and succeed in what they consider to be their 

advisory role, and why others give up or feel burned out. In this study of Kedma’s 

mentors, I make a modest contribution to this aspect of the alternative school literature. 
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Nurturing the teachers. Langberg, basing his claims on extensive experience, both as 

alternative school ex-principal and as consultant to a number of schools over his thirty 

years as an educator, insists that nurturing the staff, especially in the early phases of the 

schools’ development, is essential. Those teachers who had been teachers in conventional 

schools had “a lot of unlearning to do” (Langberg, 1993 p. 131) with respect to their 

educational views and practices. Modeling behavior the school wished to see in their 

students and working as a community required that teachers also change the way they saw 

themselves as educators, and learn new strategies. This learning process required time and 

a supportive environment for the teachers to reflect on their practices and discuss their 

dilemmas.  

In more that one case cited by Langberg, once a week the staff met in the afternoon 

for mutual support and discussion of  particular problems the teachers were encountering. 

The staff and principal made sure to limit the activities expected of each staff member, 

“for our own mental health” (Langberg, 1993 p. 132). He reported that there was no staff 

turnover in the school’s first three years, which made it possible to establish the 

atmosphere of “caring and consistency in which students could really learn to take control 

over their own education, and perhaps, their lives” (Langberg, 1993 p.130). 

Nurturing the teachers can be done in different forms. In one school in Alaska, 

which housed many supportive parent-teacher activities in the schools, teachers felt that, 

while these activities were worthwhile and important, they needed a form of support just 

for themselves. In research on this school, caring for one another as a team was 

extensively written about and was reported to be very important to the staff. The teachers 

instituted the Native process of “talking circles” and established the Native elders project 

within the school (Hangstrom, 1993). They saw the purpose of these two activities as  
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understanding and caring for each other as individuals, while working toward a 
common goal. We became an extended family in the process of making the school 
what we want it to be for the children (Hangstrom, 1993 p. 81). 

 
However, in many alternative schools staff turnover is sometimes a critical problem. 

In some schools the staff has turned over almost entirely in three or four years (Center for 

New Schools, 1971). In some schools the teaching staff tended to be  

young and strongly committed... willing to stay until five or six every night to work 
with students and to discuss problems entailed in the attempt to reconstruct just 
about every aspect of a schools educational and social organization...[predictably] 
staff  were extremely overworked (Center for New Schools, 1971 p. 60).  

 

The teachers’ strong commitment, which they translated into long hours and total 

devotion, resulted in their being extremely overworked. In studies of schools where this 

was found to be true, there was little mention of teacher development activities or teacher 

nurturing. I interpreted this absence as a sign that staff needs in these school systems were 

not high on the school organizers’ priorities. It is possible that the oversight or lack of 

awareness of the importance of nurturing the teachers is one  cause of their staff turnover. 

Activities aimed at nurturing the teachers did not exist formally in the Kedma system. 

Interestingly, the mentors indicated that the bi-weekly meetings in which they had the 

opportunity to discuss with me the research findings provided some of the teacher 

nurturance that the school did not (Chapter Two). 

 

Stages in the development of alternative schools.  Many of the accounts depicting the 

development of alternative schools identify phases, or stages, that are clearly recognizable 

and different from each other  (Langberg, 1993; Lehman, 1993) . The alternative schools 

tend to begin very idealistically, fueled by high energy and spirits. This phase, referred to 

as “the honeymoon” period (Center for New Schools, 1971), was found in the majority of 
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the studies of alternative schools in the United States and abroad. Researchers saw that 

often the goof the initiators are “only vaguely discussed with the majority of students and 

staff” (Center for New Schools, 1971 p. 82), despite the fact that the staff were generally 

open to discussion and reflection.   

Almost always the schools were characterized by the prevailing  idea of “organic 

growth,” which these scholars identify as the source of many of the schools’ problems. 

This concept of “organic” or “natural” growth  suggests that the school will evolve 

naturally as a learning community, and is not in need of the “oppressive restrictions” of 

traditional schools. This concept characterizes the ideas of many of Kedma’s founders. 

The mentors prefer not to have to punish or control the pupils, and prefer to use the 

influence they have derived through relationships with their pupils to deal with behavioral 

difficulties.  

Research carried out by the Center for New Schools, particularly the three-year 

study of Metro High School, established that an adherence to the “philosophy of natural 

development” led to a feeling that everyone had naturally understood and internalized the 

goals, but in reality many of the staff who were not the initiators, only had a “diffuse 

notion of what the thing is all about.” Predictably, they report that this lack of clarity 

eventually produces conflict and group crisis. Often this crisis is characterized  by  “harsh 

irreconcilable conflict between various people in the community, low morale and 

exhaustion” (Metro, 1971 p. 83) . Conflict and group crises were not prevalent in Kedma 

at the time of this study. However, considering differences between the mentors, conflict 

and group crises could be expected to surface in Kedma’s near future.   

The phenomena of exhaustion and burnout among teachers are typical of many 

alternative schools. The feeling seems unlikely in the “era of good feeling and high 
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commitment in which an alternative high school begins,” but sets in soon after the 

“honeymoon” period is over (Center for New Schools, 1971). Studies have found that a 

common expression  “of the ‘burning out’ is the withdrawal of individual staff and 

students into a very narrow area of concern within the school, as contrasted with their 

initial desire to have a hand in everything.” The final step in the process comes when the 

student or staff member leaves the school.  

 In this study I identify variables that for some teachers in Kedma were sources of 

anxiety and pressure in their work, and others the were resources which they considered 

helpful for coping well. Furthermore, I point to aspects of Kedma’s mentors (including 

their consciousness complexity or meaning making) that can be considered in the attempt 

to help prevent, or soften,  the “crash” that has been found to characterize the end of the 

“honeymoon” phase, and support the team’s transitioning into the next phases of the 

school’s development. 

 Burnout in social service professions 
 

The concept of burnout was born in the early 1970s to describe health-care workers 

who were physically and psychologically depleted. Freudenberger (1974, 1975), who is 

usually credited with coining the term, took a word that was commonly used in the 1960s 

to refer to the effects of chronic drug abuse (“burned out” on drugs) and used it instead to 

characterize the psychological state of certain of the volunteers working with him in 

alternative health agencies. After a few months of work, these idealistic young women 

and men began to look to Freudenberger as so emotionally drained that they began to 

identify with the clients whom they were serving (Sakharov & Farber, 1983). He noted 

that these volunteers seemed 
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more tired, depressed, apathetic and needy than the clients for whom they were 
ostensibly working. These symptoms were accompanied by guilt, paranoia, and a 
sense of omnipotence which made it difficult for these workers to cut back on their 
level of activity (Farber, 1983, p 2-3). 

 
Since the 1970s interest in the burnout phenomenon has grown tremendously. In 

this section, I report the main definitions of and attitude and behavioral characteristics 

associated with burnout, and the factors found to contribute to and protect against 

burnout.  

 

Definitions and characteristics of burnout. Considerable controversy exists about the 

exact definition of burnout (e.g., Dworkin, 1987; Farber, 1983, 1991; Handy, 1988; 

Jackson, Schwab, & Schuler, 1986; Maslach, 1982; Maslach & Jackson, 1984, 1986).  

The three most frequently cited definitions are: Freudenberger and Richelson (1980) who 

define burnout as “ a state of fatigue or frustration brought about by devotion to a cause, a 

way of life, or relationship that failed to produce the expected reward” (p. 13); Maslach 

who defined burnout as “a syndrome of emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and 

reduced personal accomplishment that can occur among individuals who do ‘people 

work’ of some kind” (p. 3);  and third, Pines and Aronson (1988) who believe burnout is a 

state of “physical, emotional and mental exhaustion caused by long term involvement in 

situations that are emotionally demanding” (p. 9). All three agree that burnout is the end 

product of a process of disillusionment of highly motivated individuals, but each stresses 

a different aspect as the central cause: for Freudenberger and Richelson (1980) burnout is 

the cost of high achievement;  for Maslach, the individual becomes overly involved 

emotionally, over-extends herself, and then becomes overwhelmed with the emotional 

demands imposed by other people; finally, Pines argues that the root cause of burnout  
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lies in our need to believe that our lives are meaningful, that the things we do-- and 
consequently we ourselves-- are useful and important (Pines & Aronson, 1988). 
Frankl (1963) writes that “the striving to find meaning in one’s life is the primary 
force in man” (p. 154). When people try to find meaning in their life through work 
and feel that they have failed, the result is burnout (Pines, 1993 p. 33).  

 
There are alternative and overlapping analyses of the roots of and conditions related 

to burnout. Burisch (1993) believes that the process of burnout begins “with some 

frustration or loss of autonomy, with which the individual failed to cope in an adequate 

way” (p. 89).  Due to the resonances between burnout and many other phenomena (e.g., 

stress, depression, fatigue, alienation, and existential neurosis) many scholars are sensitive 

to nuances that distinguish it from these, concentrating on what burnout is not.  

One of these distinctions is made by Pines (1993) who distinguishes burnout, for 

example, from physical fatigue by the fact that one can rapidly recover from physical 

fatigue while this is not always true of burnout. In contrast to physical fatigue, which 

results from “normal” strenuous effort of satisfying accomplishment, burnout is a negative 

experience accompanied by a deep sense of failure (p. 40). The specific differentiations 

are illuminating, but they are beyond the scope of this overview.     

Despite their diverse approaches, most scholars emphasize that burnout should 

always be regarded as a multidimensional construct comprising three conceptually distinct 

yet empirically related facets: emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and reduced 

personal accomplishment. Each of these responses has been linked by different analysts to 

distinctive personality types and individual orientations. 

For example, the response that takes the form of emotional exhaustion, the core 

symptom of burnout, depends on individual sensitivity, especially to stress (Shirom, 

1989). In contrast, depersonalization is a way of coping associated with problems arising 

from relationships with patients, and is most common in individuals who are characterized 
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by a strong need for reciprocity in social relationships (Buunk & Schaufeli, 1993). Lastly, 

reduced personal accomplishment is the response most associated with people who have 

low self esteem and a feeling that they have little or no control over their work situations 

(e.g., nurses who are concerned by their lack of control over factors in their environment 

beyond their power, such as doctors’ decisions, patient cooperation, and confrontations 

with death and dying).  

Among the professionals in the human services who most tend to suffer from 

burnout are teachers, social workers, counselors, nurses, police officers, physicians, and 

therapists. Maslach, for example, believes that burnout in these professions represents a 

response to the chronic emotional strain of dealing extensively with others in need (1982). 

However, certain environments tend to accelerate burnout, while others tend to promote 

less of this psychological condition in their workers. Furthermore, some people respond 

differently to the same work conditions and levels of stress, as people are not equally 

prone to being burned out. In the last twenty years, a considerable body of research has 

documented what is known about the environments that  most precipitate burnout, and 

about who is more prone to burnout.  In this study I focus primarily on the psychological 

aspects that are known to initiate and accelerate burnout.   

Five complementary and often overlapping approaches that have thus far shaped the 

conception of burnout are the clinical, the social-psychological, the organizational, the 

social-historical, and the critical theory perspectives. Freudenberger’s approach to burnout 

reflects a clinical perspective that addresses its intra-psychic origins, symptoms, and the 

recommended treatment on an individual level. He perceived of burnout as precipitating 

even more effort on the part of the worker. In contrast, Christina Maslach and Ayala Pines 

of the University of California at Berkeley, examining burnout from a social-
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psychological perspective, focus on the working conditions conducive to burnout, 

especially the role-related stress that characteristically gives rise to mechanistic treatment 

of clients. They view burnout as leading to worker withdrawal and to a tendency to treat 

clients in a detached, dehumanized way. The dehumanizing process (Maslach, 1976) 

emphasizes a loss of concern and empathy in previously caring workers. Maslach has 

found that cynicism resulting from burnout often causes the worker to approach clients in 

derogatory ways such as “blaming them for their problems and labeling them with 

technical jargon” (Sakharov & Farber, 1983 p. 65).  

Maslach, Pines, and Freudenberger popularized the concept of burnout and focused 

attention on it as a widespread critical social phenomenon worthy of academic scrutiny. 

Cherniss (1980), offering an organizational view in his analysis of burnout, seeks links 

between burnout and particular features of the work environment. In contrast to Pines, 

Freudenberger, and Maslach, who propose that “Emotional exhaustion, Depersonalization 

and reduced Personal involvement should never be summed up to a single burnout score, 

Cherniss argues that they actually  represent three possible responses to stressful, 

frustrating, or monotonous work” (Byrne, 1994, p. 647). The social-historical perspective 

(Sarason, 1983) stresses the impact of society at large on the precipitation of burnout, 

rather than the individual or the organization. This perspective contends that when societal 

values do not stress concern for others, it is difficult to sustain a commitment to human 

service work.  

Finally, the critical approach assumes that social and political “givens” color the 

context and the individual’s biased and interest-based interpretations of it  (Horkheimer, 

1972). The critical approach tends to interpret burnout as 

a specific example of alienation in a capitalist society. Teacher burnout would be 
seen as an inevitable outgrowth of a “repetition of ritualized tasks” (Freire, 1979). 
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According to this point of view, many teachers, accustomed to a prescribed 
curriculum, have lost the desire to be spontaneous in their work with children. 
Despite or even because of these biases, critical theory remains a method that seems 
potentially useful and perhaps unique in its ability to elucidate those aspects of 
individual, institutional, and social factors, which, taken together, generate burnout 
(Sakharov & Farber, 1983 p. 69). 

 
Thus, there is a dialectical interaction between individuals and society. Sakharov 

and Farber view burnout as a “dynamic, interactive relationship between the individual 

teacher and the social world” (Sakharov & Farber, 1983 p. 67). In the case of the Kedma’s 

initiative, the mentors’ intentions to refrain from drill and rote, and to create a new context 

for learning and innovative curriculum may protect them from the repetition and 

prescribed curriculum cited above as a cause of  teacher burnout.   

All of these factors are internalized both by teachers and their pupils. Buunk and 

Schaufeli (1993) hold the central thesis that burnout does not develop in a vacuum, but 

rather develops primarily in a social context, and that 

to understand the development and persistence of burnout attention has to be paid to 
the way individuals perceive, interpret, and construct the behavior of others at work 
(p. 54).  

 

Specializing in the study of burnout in teachers and police, Ianni and Reuss-Ianni 

suggest that there is often the ignored interactional factor, that mediates how these 

external environments are internalized by individuals, as well as their own beliefs, self 

perceptions, and interpretation networks, and “modif[ies] both their own behavior and that 

of their immediate environment” (Ianni & Reuss-Ianni, 1983). They propose that a 

comprehensive model of burnout would require an understanding not only of personal and 

environmental factors, but of the interactional effects as well. The  inclusion of the 

constructive-developmental framework in this research is one way of illuminating the 

interactional mechanisms by which the environment is internalized, and actually internally 
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constructed, by individuals. Differences in the perspectives of burnout experts on what 

tends to make individuals more or less “at risk” of burnout, may be related to human 

development.   

Even though, as noted, some of the burnout scholars do relate to the centrality of 

“individuals’ perception of and reaction to stress,” they generally treat the individual’s 

perception as a  subjective variable that varies from person to person and therefore 

“complicates” its measurement (Farber, 1983; Cattell, 1972; Lazarus and Opton, 1966). 

These analysts argue that individuals can react dysfunctionally to the “mere perception of 

stress regardless of its objective existence” (Farber, 1983 p. 4). This view is very different 

from the constructive-developmental view on the key value of understanding the construct 

of individual perception. That is, in constructive-developmental psychology, everything is 

viewed through the individual’s perception of reality, and there is no real meaning to 

objective reality without considering the individual’s perception of it.  

Burnout theorists have not systematically applied a developmental approach in their 

analyses. When they do consider burnout through a psychological development lens, they 

focus on the transitions between stages as stressful times in the lives of adults when they 

tend to be more vulnerable to the dangers of burnout (Farber, 1983). Relevantly, the 

developmental approach offers a view that as people’s ways of knowing evolve, people 

have mental access to more varied and complex ways of coping with life’s stresses, of 

which burnout is one. 

   

Proneness to burnout.  Freudenberger’s seminal work on the multiplicity of research on 

burnout has been more empirical than theoretical. To date there is no one comprehensive 

model of burnout. Nevertheless, scholars do agree on a number of environmental and 
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individual determinants relating to burnout (Farber, 1983). The four identified potential 

stressors are the individual, the socio-cultural environment, the external work 

environment, and the relationship between the individual and the work environment.  This 

dissertation will focus primarily on the individual factors that promote or reduce the risks 

of burnout.   

  The individual factors that burnout scholars relate to burnout include personality 

variables, mediational processes such as cognitive appraisal of stressful events, and 

current life stresses and supports. In this four factors are noted which tend to place 

individuals at special risk of burnout: 1) self-efficacy/ locus of control, 2) self-esteem, 3) 

existential significance, and 4) life changes (Bloch, 1977; Cichon & Koff, 1980; Farber, 

1991; Hubert, Gable, & Iwanicki, 1990; Ianni & Reuss-Ianni, 1983; Mayou, 1987; Pines, 

1993).   

However, it is possible that people’s proneness to burnout is also associated with 

their psychological development, and that high or low self-esteem, for example, are 

experienced differently by people of varying degrees of psychological maturity. Crowley 

(1990) suggests that the characteristics of the burnout-prone individual coincide with the 

characteristically “socializing” individual in Kegan’s developmental scheme (next 

section).  

There is general consensus that burnout-prone individuals are  

empathetic, sensitive, humane, dedicated, idealistic, and ‘people-oriented’, but also 
anxious, introverted, obsessional, overenthusiastic, and susceptible to 
overidentification with others (Bloch, 1977; Cherniss, 1980b; Edelwich & Brodsky, 
1980; Freudenberger & Richelson, 1980; Pines & Aronson, 1981). People who go 
into human service work want to help others, sometimes desperately so. Some of 
these individuals may base their self-esteem too exclusively on the attainment of 
unrealistic, albeit humane goals (Farber, 1983 p. 4) . 
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One might find people with any or all of these characteristics, who are intellectually 

adept and who vary with respect to their psychological maturity. As the reader considers 

the following brief accounts of how these factors are believed by burnout specialists to be 

related to the burnout process, perhaps it shall be kept in mind that adults of varying 

maturity understand their realities in qualitatively different ways. Thus, for example, an 

individual capable of empathy may conceive of its meaning in a very different way during 

various periods of his psychological maturity. Or frustration of failure might be 

experienced dissimilarly by people of varying psychological awareness.    

Scholars  studying burnout cite two main personality factors that may explain why 

individuals, and teachers in particular, with the same supervisors in the same work 

environments, and possessing similar educational backgrounds, often respond differently 

to work stressors: self-efficacy/locus of control, and self-esteem. The  following section 

examines briefly how self-efficacy/locus of control, self-esteem,  existential significance, 

and life changes have been found to relate to professional burnout. 

 

Self-efficacy/ locus of control 

In the early years of burnout research, “personal accomplishment” and “self 

efficacy” were not explored nor directly linked to burnout. Maslach and Cherniss only 

recently link Bandura’s work (1977, 1982) on self-efficacy, and his findings that stronger 

self-efficacy leads to more effort and persistence in pursuing goals, to their findings on 

burnout. Bandura defines self-efficacy as “people’s beliefs about their capabilities to 

exercise control over events that affect their lives” (Bandura, 1989, p. 1175). He argues 

that people’s responses to adverse environments differ in important ways depending on 

the degree to which they feel self-efficacious. Those who believe themselves to be more 
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efficacious will engage in social activism. If their efforts to change meet repeated failure, 

they will change environments to find one in which their efforts work. In contrast, those 

who are low in self-efficacy will tend to react to unresponsive environments with apathy, 

cynicism, and resignation.    

Rotter (1966) studied and conceptualized the notion of internal versus external locus 

of control. Individuals who believe that events in their lives are a consequence of their 

own actions demonstrate a belief in internal locus of control. People who view events as 

being beyond their control (a product of luck, fate, or other people) exemplify a belief  in 

external locus of control. Research shows that that teachers who manifest external locus of 

control are more prone to suffering from burnout (Cedoline, 1982; Farber, 1991; Lortie, 

1975; McLaughlin et al., 1986), thus instances of external locus of control have been of 

more interest in discussions of teacher burnout. 

A related, though not identical aspect of locus of control, is a perceived control over 

life and work circumstances mentioned earlier. The example given was of nurses who 

experience stress due to the fact that many factors in their environment are beyond their 

control (e.g.,  doctors’ decisions, patient cooperation, and confrontation with death and 

dying). An association was found between perceived  lack of control and burnout, though 

it is weaker than the association with locus of control (Buunk & Schaufeli, 1993). In the 

case of Kedma, though there are many school-related aspects that mentors have 

considerable control over, there are infinite societal realities and pupils’ hardships that 

they have no virtual way of changing.      

 

 Having low self-esteem 
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Several scholars have found self-esteem to be strongly associated with burnout in 

teachers (Farber, 1991; Hogan & Hogan, 1982; Ianni & Reuss-Ianni, 1983; Maslach, 

1982; Motowildo, Packard, & Manning, 1986), as a consequence of antecedent factors 

such as lack of support from administrators. Most people have a need for social approval. 

Thus, events perceived as social rejection  might be perceived as stressful, especially by 

individuals low in self- esteem, who are more threatened when rejected by others and, 

thus, more vulnerable to stress and burnout (Hogan & Hogan, 1982). No studies have 

specifically tested the impact  of self-esteem on teacher burnout, nor causal relations 

between organizational/ personal factors and teacher burnout (Handy, 1988). 

 

Deriving existential significance from work 

Ayala Pines has come to believe, through her extensive studies of and work with 

“burned out” people, that the root cause of burnout “lies in our need to believe that our 

lives are meaningful, that the things we do are important and even ‘heroic’” (Pines, 1994). 

She argues that some people today expect to get this feeling from their work, and others 

try to achieve it through political activism. For people who choose either of these routes, 

what is at stake for them is very great because they are hoping to gain a sense of 

significance for their whole life from their work or political activism. When they come to 

believe that they have failed, she claims, they burn out. 

Highly motivated people, she believes, begin their work with extremely  high goals 

and expectations. People who relate to their work as a “calling” are at special risk because 

succeeding in their work is of existential significance to them. Most highly motivated 

professionals expect to be successful and need to be appreciated. Pines has found that the 

work environment is an important factor in precipitating or reducing the chance of 
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burnout for these highly motivated people: when they work in an environment that is 

supportive, an environment that “maximizes positive features such as support and 

challenge and minimizes negative features such as bureaucratic hassles and administrative 

interference” (Pines, 1994, p. 384), they are filled with a sense of existential significance, 

and this feeds their initial motivation for their work. In contrast,  in a highly stressful 

environment, in which the above positive features are  minimized and the negative ones 

are maximized,  they experience painful feelings of failure. This feeling of failure, for 

people who expected to derive a sense of significance from their work, is a “powerful 

source of burnout.” 

Going through life changes: a situational determinant of burnout 

Barry Farber (1983) suggests that life changes, whether positive (such as marriage) 

or negative (such as death or divorce), may put individuals at special risk of burnout.  The 

reason for this is that these changes tend to be perceived as stressful, as both demand the 

individual’s adjustment to new behavior patterns. In connection to life changes, Farber 

associates burnout risk with a developmental perspective:  

Theorists such as Erickson (1963, 1968), Levinson (1978), and Vaillant (1977) have 
proposed models of adult development that include normative-crisis periods. These 
periods occur between each stage of adult development and may involve significant 
reevaluation of one’s personal and professional life. As such these periods may 
dramatically affect an individual’s self-esteem, marital relationship, or faith 
invested in work. Though “normative,” these transitional periods are nonetheless 
stressful, and leave an individual with less capacity to cope successfully with other 
daily stresses. Thus individuals who are undergoing significant changes in their 
lives may be particularly vulnerable to burnout (Farber, 1983 p. 4). 

 

Many of the Kedma mentors are beginning to undergo major life changes (marriage 

and children), which could be a source of stress for them while working at Kedma. It will 

be interesting to trace possible changes in their goals and work commitments, as they 

undergo changes in their private lives.   
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Antidotes to burnout. Four main antidotes to burnout are discussed in the literature. The 

first is having an ideology as a source of sustenance, the second is the degree to which 

people can translate their abstract ideology into day to day concrete and achievable goals, 

the third is the degree to which people perceive  themselves as being successful, and the 

fourth is having supportive social ties and social interaction.   The following section 

briefly explains how each of these has been found to reduce burnout. 

 
 

Having an ideology or a strong ideological commitment 

Scholars have noted that having an ideology can be an antidote that helps prevent 

burnout in people in highly committed communities (Hallsten, 1993, Cherniss & Krantz, 

1983). Hallsten found remarkably low levels of burnout in his study of a number of 

professional work environments where he expected to find high levels of burnout, 

considering the problems the staff were dealing with. One was a Montessori school for  

emotionally disturbed children, where he found that the school’s philosophy provided a 

clear framework that reduced stress and ambiguity. He gives the example of a teacher who 

told him that before she came to the Montessori school she had her own vague ideas and 

values, which she considered to be simplistic and rather general, and that she did not 

follow a specific model or philosophy. In her previous work she experienced “pressure 

from other teachers and parents to stress different things in her teaching” (p. 147), but 

after coming to the Montessori school  she felt an immediate sense of relief, and  found 

herself more relaxed. She felt confident, her attitudes became more positive towards the 

children, and her pupils responded by being happier, more motivated and easier to teach. 

The previous vicious cycle of self-doubt, failure and frustration was replaced by a positive 
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cycle of confidence, competence and success (Cherniss & Krantz, 1983 p. 201 cited in 

Hallsten, 1993). 

 A second example is found in the work of Cherniss and Krantz (1983). They 

discovered in their work with ideological communities that nuns, for example,  despite the 

fact that their entire lives are spent in a religious order, and that quite often the order is not 

a supportive environment, nevertheless maintain high levels of commitment and show no 

signs of burnout. Due to their religion, nuns never really feel alone. They are always with 

God in whom they trust,  and who they believe loves them. Besides, by having specific 

guidelines and routines, the ideology provides continuous support and structure for the 

nuns.   

However, not everyone who is a part of an ideological community is as protected 

from burnout. There is evidence that those who identify with a radical social action 

ideology  may be quite prone to burnout (Cherniss, 1980).  The ideology of the social 

activist--the ultimate ideal of social and political change-- is very difficult to implement, 

does not depend only on individual or even group effort, and failure to realize it is all too 

apparent. Also, as will be explained in the next section, the day-to day fulfilling of an 

ideology in political radical activism is not clear and is not easily concretized.  This makes 

it particularly difficult for highly motivated individuals to achieve a sense of meaning 

from their efforts. Therefore, these activists are more vulnerable to burnout than the nuns 

and educators mentioned earlier. Kedma’s mentors, because they are highly motivated and 

strongly ideologically committed, may be protected against burning out. On the other 

hand, espousing a radical ideology of social change, they may also be at some risk of 

burning out, because of the difficulty in concretizing their goals into a practical pedagogy.  
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 Having concrete, achievable and measurable goals and sub-goals 

The second factor that has been found to help prevent burnout is the degree to 

which people can translate an abstract ideology into day to day work (Reppucci, 1973). 

When guidelines are clear and easy to follow, and the day-to-day implementation of an 

ideology is clear and possible, there may be more of a sense of purpose, meaning, and 

fulfillment that helps people prevent burnout.  This may be especially pertinent in the 

Kedma setting, where guidelines are still in the process of being created, and therefore 

may be ambiguous  and difficult to implement. 

In  her extensive research with left-wing activists in Israel during the Intifada 

(Palestinian Uprising), Ayala Pines found that while burnout was a major problem in the 

anti-war protest movement, some people suffered more from burnout than others. Those 

who had concrete goals and could see the results of their efforts (for example volunteers 

who helped victims of violence) derived a sense of significance from seeing the 

immediate results of their work (a child is hospitalized, for example, or a Palestinian 

detainee is given his confiscated identity card back) and did not tend to burnout. Thus, 

organizations that combine a strong shared ideology with concrete,  realistic goals and 

effective work methods, and that provide positive feedback  to their workers, can be 

expected to have lower levels of burnout because people will tend to feel higher levels of 

self-efficacy (Hallsten, 1993).  

However, these findings do not imply that the effective response is necessarily to 

lower the level of one’s goals and expectations. When teachers started off with high but 

vague goals and expectations, one of the first things that changed in the face of the strain 

and stress of the loftiness of their “novice goals,” was to make them more “realistic.” For 

example, teachers who started off hoping to “reach” every student and believing this was 
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an appropriate goal, came to believe that this expectation was unrealistic, and began to 

focus their attention on making a more modest  impact on a smaller group of pupils 

(Cherniss, 1980). For many, this change was accompanied by a feeling of guilt and 

frustration at not being able to live up to their expectations of themselves. 

When the frustration became too difficult to cope with, many professionals came to 

feel less personally responsible for the outcomes of their work, and  reverted to “blaming” 

the clients, or the organization they were working for or even the “system.” For most of 

the people in these studies: 

The pressures of the job made it difficult to continue feeling personally responsible 
for what happened in their work. They did not need the added burden of guilt. And 
so, when they fell short, they increasingly found it less stressful to blame others 
rather than search for causes in their own performance (Cherniss, 1980, p. 109). 

 
A few of the Kedma mentors, especially the newer and younger members of the 

team, reverted to blaming the pupils or the system when they felt unable  to meet all the 

expectations of them. In Cherniss’ research there were a few, however, who continued to 

believe they could reach  every client, and that if they continued trying they could find 

effective means to achieve their goals: 

They resisted the temptation to minimize their own responsibility by blaming their 
clients or the system. The did realize that their clients in public human service 
settings were among the most deprived members of our society, that there were 
factors in the clients, in their families, and in their communities that made them 
unresponsive and difficult to work with. But they did not use these external factors 
as a rationale for feeling less responsible themselves (Cherniss, 1980, p. 109). 

 
Instead of lowering their standards and demanding less of themselves,  creating 

clear criteria for the achievement of their goals, and numerous milestones along the way 

to “reaching” pupils would have made it more possible to accomplish what they set out to 

do, and to measure their progress. 
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Perceiving oneself as successful  

Pines and Aronson’s (1981) studies showed that a sense of success and achievement 

is negatively correlated with burnout and tedium. But success and failure are rarely judged 

by objective or absolute standards. They write: 

Individuals’ perceptions of their achievements occasionally have very little to do 
with absolute objective reality. For example, if a college student got 92 percent 
correct answers on an exam, we might consider that very successful. But if his three 
best friends got 97 percent on the same exam, he might consider himself a failure. 
Some people may be successful by  others’ standards and yet view themselves as 
failures because they are comparing themselves to someone above them in ability or 
achievements (p. 147-148). 

 
The Swedish scholar Lennart Hallsten (1993), presenting a general and 

comprehensive framework for the phenomenon of burnout, traces the foundations of the 

concept of “psychological success.” He notes that Hall (1971), building on previous work 

by Lewin (1926), linked work motivation and satisfaction with the term “psychological 

success,” achieved through the successful completion of a mission that was challenging 

and personally meaningful. Hall, like Pines and Aronson, also stressed that what was 

important was a person’s feelings of success, rather than objective, measurable success. 

Influenced by Chris Argyris (1964), Hall believed that the person would “psychologically 

withdraw from those arenas in which she or he was experiencing failure” (Hall, 1976 p. 

136). Psychological withdrawal is a major symptom associated with burnout.  

  Psychological success in turn encouraged the individual to become more involved 

in the job, to challenge himself more by setting higher goals, and to feel higher esteem. 

Having social ties and supportive social interaction  

Social and collegial interaction in the work-place contributes to the employees’ 

emotional well-being and reduces feelings of loneliness and isolation, which are a central 
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source of emotional tension for professionals in their work situation (Cherniss, 1980). 

This is especially true of professionals who are new in the work setting, and of those who 

are just moving into the work force after having been students, for whom social 

interaction was often a cardinal source of support. 

Colleagues can provide a sympathetic ear when one is concerned about a work 
problem; talking to colleagues can be a cathartic experience that reduces emotional 
tension and helps acquire better perspective and understanding...one’s motivation 
tends to increase when there are liked and respected colleagues who care about 
one’s work (Cherniss, 1980, p. 73).   

 

Social interaction is the vehicle by which people become informed about what they 

need to know  on the job, and where they can receive advice. Professionals, especially 

ones starting off, need a tremendous amount of information to operate successfully and 

efficiently. Human service workers experienced professional interaction as being “life 

saving” at critical times, and  they considered it to be one of the methods by which they 

remained engaged and avoided apathy in their work: 

Without the moral support and group solidarity that colleagues can provide, many 
new professionals would not make an active effort to resolve difficulties in their 
work situations. Instead, they would simply withdraw into a mindless conformity 
and apathy, arresting their professional development as a result (Cherniss, 1980 p. 
78).  

 

 When members of small organizations had strong social ties and social support, 

this aspect of their work helped them to reduce their chances of burning out (Maslach, 

1990; Pines, 1983).  Maslach suggested that human service professionals who were 

involved in a “support group” would be less susceptible to burnout, because they would 

have a chance to discuss their work experiences with others who were going through 

similar experiences, and they could vent their feelings of frustration, anger and anxiety, 

realizing they are not alone and that their problems are not unique. 
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 Often the supportive interaction is blocked in organizations by systemic barriers 

such as a heavy work load, isolating role structures, interpersonal mistrust and conflict 

related to differences in personal, philosophical or professional orientations. Furthermore, 

certain interactions can be detrimental instead of being helpful. For example, in cases 

where group sessions degenerate into personally destructive interaction, 

...the interchanges could increase alienation, stress and frustration rather than 
diminish them. One of the earliest studies of professional burnout found that 
burnout is highly contagious: when a high percentage of the staff in a setting is 
burned out, new staff members are likely  to become burned out as well (Schwartz 
& Will, 1961). In fact, the more they interact with colleagues, the more quickly and 
completely they burn out (Cherniss, 1980, p. 93).  

 
Thus, it is a particular kind of supportive and constructive social interaction that 

contributes to resisting burnout.  

 In conclusion, considering the burnout findings reviewed in this section, it is 

apparent that there are a number of factors that put the Kedma mentors into a category of 

professionals who are at high risk of suffering burnout and giving up:  their idealism; their 

social-activist commitment; the slow and sometimes imperceptible results of their work; 

their own strong identification with and being an object of identification for their pupils; 

and the experience of their work being a strong personal and political “calling” for them. 

As noted previously, the burnout literature barely addresses aspects of teacher 

psychological development in their analysis of proneness to burnout. However, some 

developmentalists have done so. 

 

Teacher Development and Constructive-Developmental Psychology  

With a renewed and increased concern in education for the need to prepare students 

for participation in societies, the definition of the educational role of teachers has widened 

(e.g. Brion-Meisels & Selman, 1996; Noddings, 1992) and as a result, teachers are now 
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called on to take on an increased responsibility for promoting their students’ social,  moral 

and emotional growth (Adalbjarnardottir & Selman, 1997). In the quest for ways to 

support teachers as they live up to these demands, it has become important for researchers 

and practitioners to turn their attention to how  teachers understand the  personal and 

professional meanings of this task, and to identifying how intervention programs affect 

their understanding of their roles as educators (Osek, Dick, & Patry,  1992). Kedma 

teachers, as mentioned, are called on also to prepare their pupils to participate 

productively in society. Understanding the ways in which they interpret the task is thus of 

utmost relevance. 

Recently, a major shift has occurred in research on teaching. Certain contemporary 

research emphasizes more the understanding of  teachers’ reflections on their teaching, 

and the meaning they make of their work and work experiences (e.g. Freeman, 196; 

Russell & Munby, 1992; Richardson, 1994; Schon, 1987; Shulman, 1987) rather than 

focusing only on teacher behavior. This work represents a major shift in research from 

observing the behavior of teachers, to interpreting “teachers’ expressed ideas about what 

their aims are” and ramifications of implementing these aims in the classroom, along a 

continuum of “dimensions of greater differentiation and integration”  (Adalbjarnardottir & 

Selman, 1996 p. 5). 

In order to be effective in guiding their pupils in their personal growth, it has been 

found important that the teachers themselves continue to “develop professionally.” By 

developing professionally, these authors mean that the teachers be increasingly more 

capable of  coordinating, or taking a perspective on, themselves and others’ points of 

view. This capacity to “take perspective” and be self-aware ought to grow continuously, 

so that the teacher’s pedagogical ideals and practices can be integrated on an ongoing 
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basis, as they work with their pupils. The intervention programs that Adalbjarnardottir & 

Selman write about and implement ask teachers 

to be more self-aware of their own psychological needs (for example,  anxiety over 
interpersonal conflicts), social biases (for example,  favoring certain students) and 
social skills (the way they deal with conflicts) as well as the social needs of their 
students (p. 410). 

 

Research indicates that teacher development programs that focus on promoting 

reflective teaching can achieve their goal of increasing the complexity of teachers' 

reflections (e.g., Bullough, 1989; Hollingsworth et al., 1993; Johnston, 1994). Cryns and 

Johnston (1993) found some cases when reflective experience did “broaden her [Cryns’, 

the teacher’s] view from a singular focus on classroom issues, to concerns with the 

connection of classroom issues to broader historical and sociopolitical contexts” 

(Adalbjarnardottir & Selman, 1997).  However, it is not clear from these studies that is 

possible to predict the direction of the change of the beliefs, or the relationship of the 

change to changes in teachers’ behavior. Despite the important contribution of these 

studies to understanding the significance of the “reflective processes” for improving 

teacher awareness, a major limitation in these studies and their underpinning theories is 

that they focus almost entirely on the interpersonal domain, and most specifically on 

friendship. Rather, a more comprehensive theoretical approach to understanding teacher 

meaning-making, an approach that would encompass a broader range of domains involved 

in educating, and trace a trajectory along which people develop progressively is needed.   

The theory of psychological evolution that may be most helpful in tracing a 

developmental path of increased adult awareness and capacity for self- reflection is Robert 

Kegan’s theory of constructive-development. Like Selman and Adalbjarnardottir, Kegan 

is a theorist and practitioner working in the neo-Piagetian tradition of psychological 
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development. Kegan’s work, however,  encompasses the cognitive, socio-cognitive, and 

affective domains of human meaning-making, postulating a trajectory along which 

people’s consciousness in all three of these domains evolves throughout the lifespan.  

Kegan has worked extensively both as therapist and theorist in the field of supporting 

adult development and the development of people in organizations, especially in  

educational institutions.  

 Kegan conceptualizes the evolution of consciousness or epistemology throughout 

the lifespan, as people continue to develop psychologically to adapt to life’s “mental 

demands” (Kegan, 1994). Since this study was conducted in a country and culture 

different from the one in which this paradigm was developed, it is important to note what 

appears to be the appropriateness of using this constructive-developmental framework in a 

culture other than the United States. Scholars working within the constructive-

developmental paradigm (e.g., Basseches, M., 1984; Belenky et al., 1986; Kegan, 1982, 

1994; Kohlberg, 1969; Piaget 1932/65; Selman 1980, 1990) have conducted numerous 

studies in the U.S. and elsewhere. Researchers and theorists in this tradition have long had 

a sensitivity to and interest in the cross-cultural meaningfulness of their explorations.  

Piaget initially developed his ideas in his native Switzerland, but the mental 

meaning-organizing principles he found have also been identified in children, adolescents, 

and adults in non-European cultures [e.g. Sioux Native Americans (Voyat, 1986); 

Bahamians (White, 1986); Asians (Uichol, 1994; Hsia, 1992); Venezuelans (Villegas-

Reimers, 1988)]. The meaning-organizing structures Kohlberg and Selman identified in 

North American subjects, have been found in people of many societies including Israel’s 

multicultural context (Dar, 1993; Nisan, 1987, 1988;  Snarey et al., 1985). These theorists 
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take the view that cultures are rich in their diversities, and that one culture can never be 

adequately understood through the lens of another.  

The claims the above theorists make for cross-cultural “universality” are quite 

“thin”—for example, that individuals in all cultures are meaning-makers (however 

different those meanings might be) and that all cultures make mental demands on their 

constituents (however different those demands might be). They make no assumptions 

about the content of people’s meaning-making. They look at the form (epistemological 

“shape”) of people’s meaning-making, within and across cultures.  

Focusing on adult development, Robert Kegan’s theory traces a progressive 

continuum of “consciousness complexity,” suggesting successively more comprehensive 

ways in which people understand and relate to social roles and expectations (Kegan, 1982, 

1994). His theory of individual epistemology, or “meaning-making,” attends to the extent 

to which adults are able to “take perspective on,” rather than “be made up by,” the norms 

of their external surroundings and their loyalties to them.  There is evidence from U.S. and 

non-U.S. studies that some people’s constructs of social expectations and roles are shaped 

more by external expectations, while others have the capacity to reflect on these 

expectations and rely more on inner constructs (Villegas-Reimers, 1988).  

Kegan’s constructive-developmental theory is an empirically grounded conceptual 

framework which relates to the way people structure their own interpretation of their lived 

realities. His theory of  “consciousness complexity” or “individual epistemology” refers to 

the extent to which “people identify with or can reflect on their own and others’ 

assumptions and expectations” (Steiner, 1996), and the way people’s consciousness 

gradually reorganizes and evolves through their adult lives. 
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 Findings presented in my qualifying paper (Bairey-Ben Ishay, 1993) suggest that 

many of the self-reflective capacities included in the concept of conscientizacao (Freire, 

1989; Weiler, 1993; Simon, 1992), which some of Kedma’s mentors strive to achieve, 

correspond to more advanced levels of consciousness complexity as described by Kegan. 

Constructive- developmentalists Meisels & Selman (1996) also identify their more 

complex “mutual and collaborative” third-party intervention style with Freire and 

Altschuler’s “critical transforming” in which “problems are named as systems problems; 

individuals are not blamed, though they are still seen as responsible and as a locus for 

change, and oppression is seen as a product of societal relationships, so that problems 

must be analyzed and approached collaboratively” (p. 175).  Kegan’s research suggests 

that many adults in a variety of cultures studied do not reach these thresholds of higher 

order thinking; such capacities should not automatically be assumed to be part of a 

professional’s thinking.   

 Kegan, considering a variety of cultures (1994), has found that most adults tend to 

construct meaning along a continuum of two orientations: “socializing” and “self-authorizing” 

orders of consciousness. The former identifies unreflectively (unconditionally) with the received 

norms and values of one’s social surroundings as communicated by individuals in the context of 

one’s relationships, or by the larger culture and institutional arrangement of which one is part. 

“Socializing” (or “third order”) meaning-makers often want to please others  or be “in step” 

with prevailing orthodoxy (however innovative or traditional that orthodoxy my be) and feel at 

risk, or not psychologically whole, when out of step with the community or relationship with 

which they identify (Kegan, 1992, 1994; Lahey et ., 1988; Steiner, 1996). A teacher functioning 

at this level of consciousness may be quite vulnerable to criticism of him and his work. 

Characteristically, he does not merely regret the negative attributions he feels other staff are 
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making of him. He feels responsible for them, and defined by them. He does not seem to 

generate an alternative or competing formulation of the situation.   

In contrast, the self-authorizing (or “fourth order”) epistemology, is characterized 

by the capacity to reflect on the expectations in one’s relationship or the accepted 

arrangements in one’s culture.  The self-authorizing epistemology provides one with an 

internal personal authority that can make judgments about others’ expectations.  A teacher 

functioning at this level of consciousness can still maintain warm interpersonal closeness 

with her students, but is capable also of setting clear internal and social boundaries that 

distinguish a personal from a professional relationship. While she may regret that she 

cannot,  e.g., stay after dark like her colleagues, the fourth-order mentor  prioritizes her 

family responsibilities and her regret is less likely to be converted into guilt. The reason 

for this is that she may not feel she is doing anything wrong, despite whatever messages to 

the contrary she may receive. Since she has an internal voice--a way of “talking back” to 

expectations she may feel from others or herself--she is likely to feel less distressed by 

this particular expectation  than someone who constructs experience at Kegan’s 

“socializing” order of consciousness. The inner experience of each and the anxiety felt 

over this issue is clearly different, and consequently the support needed to overcome it 

may not be the same.   

The burnout and constructive developmental literature mention each other briefly in 

relation to the way they associate psychological development with resilience or resistance 

to burnout. For example, both Kegan and I find that  literature (Crowley, 1990; 

Freudenberger, 1980; Maslach, 1982; Pines, 1981) suggests that burnout is  

almost always an indication that the person’s goals have been externally imposed.  
Somehow he embarked on his present course because it was expected of him.  He 
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was never the authentic source of his choices and consequently they afford little real 
satisfaction (Freudenberger, 1980 pp. 19-20).  

This connection suggests that socializing knowers on Kegan’s meaning-making 

continuum may  be more prone to burnout than self-authoring thinkers, due to the external 

construction of the expectations of them. Other burnout literature indicates that those 

employees in much need of social support and scaffolding (Belenky et al., 1986), 

considered more of a third-order requirement than a fourth-order one, tend to burn out 

more, especially in environments that are unsupportive or otherwise negligent of this 

need. Based on Kegan’s theory and this study’s findings, and in contrast to the above 

claims that socializing adults are more prone to burnout, I suggest that people with 

different developmental meaning making may be equally prone to burnout, but that the 

burnout process may begin for a variety of reasons and manifest itself in a host of ways in 

people who are different in their psychological development. 

However, as demonstrated in the section reviewing the burnout literature, there are 

also other factors, for example being highly idealistic, feeling successful,  or hoping to 

derive existential significance from one’s work, that do not seem to be necessarily linked 

to psychological maturity, as defined by Kegan.   

In the research to follow  these connections are made more explicit. The 

connections in this study between good coping, psychological development, and resilience 

to burnout suggest how this understanding can be taken into consideration when engaged 

in the ideologically compelling and stressful challenge of creating a new school.    

Summary 

 This introductory chapter explains the importance of the national matriculation 

examination, the Bagrut, for Israeli youth and the manner in which passing these examinations 
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is a mechanism that perpetuates social inequalities in Israel. It depicts social and economic gaps 

between Mizrahi and Ashkenazi Jews, which are influenced to a large degree by the educational 

gaps between the two groups in Israel. It explains how awareness of and concern over these 

gaps on the part of mainly Mizrahi intellectuals, who had themselves risen out of poverty and 

through education, sparked the creation of the Kedma school in one of Jerusalem’s poorest 

Jewish neighborhoods, “the Katamonim.”  This chapter briefly describes the Kedma 

philosophy, and the importance that the school’s team places on the relationship between the 

mentors and their pupils as a central feature which can lead to their success.  

 Then some background information on Kedma was provided, and I explained my 

connection to this inquiry. The literature was reviewed from the three angles which provide the 

theoretical underpinnings of this dissertation—that is, the literature on: alternative education, 

burnout,  and adult development, most centrally, the theory of consciousness complexity put 

forth by Robert Kegan. Little attention has been given to examining the goals, expectations, 

pressures, and nature of the coping of teachers in cited alternative endeavors, and the 

relationship of these aspects to their capacity to sustain their commitment to the school’s 

mission, and to resist burnout.  

The next chapter is dedicated to explaining the methodological and analytical 

underpinnings of this study. Chapter Three examines Kedma’s goal of the Bagrut and its 

symbolism for the Kedma team. Chapter Four, as a  first step in building the analysis designed 

to accomplish the above, describes and analyzes the two main and intertwined expectations of 

the Kedma mentors, as experienced by them in their work with their pupils.  

Ariela Bairey Ben Ishay /Doctoral Dissertation presented to Harvard Graduate School of Education 1998      



 73 

CHAPTER TWO 

                 Methods and Instruments 
 
 
I. Goals of the Study and Research Questions 

The purpose of my inquiry is to understand Kedma’s mentors’ experience of pioneering 

a new school with a new philosophy, from their own perspective, and to learn from their 

accounts whether the team is at risk of burnout, and if so, in what ways. It seeks to identify 

relationships between their formulations of their goals, their experienced  expectations, the 

pressures they felt themselves to be under and the nature of their coping with these pressures, 

and the complexity of their own consciousness.  The aim is to learn whether and how these 

findings relate to the mentors being at risk of burning out, and suggest ways that they, and 

other teachers pioneering new schools, can diminish their propensity toward exhaustion and 

burnout. 

To this end, this research seeks answers to the following four questions:   
    
1.  What do Kedma’s  mentors consider to be their central goals in their work 

with Kedma’s pupils? What are the expectations they perceive from the 
principal (their superior), from fellow teachers, from their pupils, and from 
themselves?  
  

2.  What pressures do Kedma’s mentors report they experience as a result of these 
expectations and how well do they feel they and others on the staff are coping 
with them? 
 

3.  What is the present general “order of consciousness”  of each of the mentors as 
conceived by Robert Kegan’s constructive- developmental theory? 
 

4.  What is the relationship between the mentors’ order of consciousness and their 
central work goals, their perceived expectations, the pressures they feel 
themselves to be under, and their views on the nature of their coping? 
 
II. Setting and Site Selection 
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I selected Kedma deliberately (Patton, 1980), initially  because of my interest in 

studying applied Freirian Critical Pedagogy  (Bairey-Ben Ishay, 1994), and  how teachers’ 

political consciousness  (Freire, 1982)  evolves. My assumption that Kedma was 

implementing Freirian pedagogy was based on conversations with two of Kedma’s founders.  

However, my initial interviews (Appendix A) with the principal and the then (in 1995) six 

mentors revealed that most of them had never heard of Paolo Freire. Although many of their 

ideas resonated with Freirian thinking,  they were not knowingly trying to implement his 

ideas.  After they questioned me and my motives at a staff meeting in May 1995, the mentors 

approved the idea of the research, and expressed their interest in having their efforts 

documented and analyzed.  They felt they were doing something of potential historical 

importance, but had no time to reflect on and write about it. I recognized, from my own 

experience, also supported by burnout literature (Pines et al., 1981),  that while Kedma’s 

work had the potential of being a model with national impact,  the staff, like other committed 

and idealistic teachers, were in danger of overexerting themselves and of collapsing as they 

tried to live up to their ideals. 

When I gathered most of the data for this dissertation (June-July, 1997), the Jerusalem 

Kedma school  was ending its third year. I had come to Kedma at the end of their first year 

(June 1995) and had administered the pilot interviews of their then six mentors. My 

professional skills are in group process and staff professional development, and when the 

principal learned that my previous work had been teaching facilitators how to conduct 

groups, she asked if I was interested in working at the school and teaching the mentors basic 

group skills. I turned down the offer for ethical reasons, but I suggested that when I met with 

them periodically to discuss my findings, I could lead the discussions in different ways and 
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use a variety of group-work methods. In this way I had continuous access to the mentors’ 

views and their feedback on the study’s findings. At the same time the mentors could both 

experience group work and learn some helpful methods that they could then use in their own 

group work with pupils. We agreed that this was a fair trade.  

Thereafter, I met the mentors once or twice a month throughout the two years when 

I was doing my pilot work. Almost all the mentors came to every meeting. They 

considered these meetings part of their professional commitment, but were not paid 

school hours for attending. I recorded many of these meetings, and some of the informal 

conversations I had with the mentors. In June 1997, I did the final round of interviews, 

recorded the six meetings from which I would draw the bulk of my data, and began the 

formal data gathering and analysis for this study. 

III. Background and Research Design 
 

This study was primarily qualitative in nature, as it aimed at obtaining and analyzing 

the experiences of Kedma’s mentors from their own perspectives. It used mostly qualitative 

methods of data gathering (e.g., open-ended interviews [Appendix A & A’], observations of 

meetings, informal conversations, memos) and data analysis (e.g., thematic and contextual 

coding, grounded theory, memos, conceptual displays and tables), to ascertain and compare 

the subjects’ own views on their main goals and purposes, the expectations they experience, 

the pressures they feel themselves to be under, and the nature of their coping.  

This study also used quantitative methods (the Subject-Object interview [Appendix B] 

and short self-report questionnaires [Appendices, C, D, E, F]) to supplement the qualitative 

data and allow exploration of the relationship of the mentors’ views to: consciousness 
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complexity (Subject-Object interview and coding);  coping; pressure experienced on the job; 

the degree to which each mentor believed pupils could change, and finally, what impact each 

mentor believed he/she could have.  

  
 My aim was to discover how the above aspects of the mentors’ lives were related to a 

number of other variables, such as the structure of their meaning-making as put forth by 

Robert Kegan’s constructive-developmental theory, ethnicity, and seniority in Kedma. I 

hoped also to learn of other variables which were central to their coping in Kedma, and might 

also be related to their sustained commitment and avoidance of burnout in the setting. I used 

both qualitative and quantitative methods of data gathering and analysis to obtain both the 

individuals’ in-depth views, and also to extract profiles of subgroups within the mentor 

group.  

 

IV. Data Collection and Instruments 

I used the following instruments to derive data: 

1) semi-structured interviews (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) to elicit the mentors’ in-depth 

descriptions and explanations of their views of their work, the expectations of them and 

pressures they experience as they attempt to live up to these expectations,  2) the Subject-

Object interview (Lahey et al., 1988);  3) self- report questionnaires filled out by the mentors 

(made up mostly of their own responses from the initial interviews and meetings, 

standardized into questionnaire form, to obtain a response from all the  mentors to the same 

stimulus);  4) short questionnaires in which mentors gave their views and evaluated 

themselves and each other on the degree to which they were pressured, and how they coped 
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with these pressures; and 5) observations of meetings (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1983) for 

triangulation and contextualizing purposes. 

I had been gathering pilot data (pilot interviews with mentors and observations at their 

meetings) at Kedma during the two academic years (1995-1997) preceding the final study. I 

administered the open-ended and the Subject-Object interviews to the mentors, who were ten 

by then, and observed meetings during the late spring/early summer of 1997. These sources  

provided the bulk of my dissertation data. 

 

 Semi-Structured Interviews 

To answer the first two research questions, about the mentors’ perceptions of their 

central purposes at Kedma, their perceived expectations, pressures, and the nature of their 

coping,  I conducted one qualitative semi-structured in-depth interview (approximately 1-1/2 

to 2 hours long) with each of the ten mentors between May and July of 1997  (See Appendix  

A’ for interview guide).  

The interview focused on the mentors’ thoughts and feelings concerning what they 

considered to be their central purposes at Kedma, how they interpreted and experienced the 

expectations of them (from the principal, their colleagues, pupils, and from themselves), the 

pressures they felt themselves to be under, and how they felt they coped with these 

expectations and pressures.  I conducted the  interviews with my respondents in the Hebrew 

language, audio-taped them, and transcribed them or had them transcribed in full, in their 

original form. Part of the transcriptions I did myself, and reviewed them after the 

transcription for accuracy. I also reviewed the tapes and transcripts that I did not transcribe 

myself, to check their accuracy (Bogdan & Bilken, 1982). 
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 The Subject-Object Interview 

To respond to the third question concerning “general order of consciousness 

complexity”  of each of the mentors, I used the Subject-Object interview (Lahey at al., 1988) 

(see Appendix B).  This interview, developed by Kegan and his colleagues, is designed to 

discern the structure of adult thinking and the level of complexity at which adults reason, or 

their consciousness complexity, as defined by Kegan’s constructive developmental theory. I 

sought to discover whether and how the consciousness complexity of the mentors was related 

to the pressures they experienced and the level of their ability to cope. 

I selected this method of interview and analysis because I wanted to assess what each 

mentor/teacher is able to perceive as “object” and what she/he is subject to, or “embedded” in 

(Kegan, 1982), with respect to topics of their own choice.  I wanted a measure that was 

developmental because development and change are central themes to the Kedma life, and 

because psychological development has been found to be associated with resistance to 

burnout. Also, a  measure of  psychological development is a hopeful one, because through 

intervention and training, it is possible to do something about it (Kegan, 1994; Parks, 1986; 

Belenky et al., 1986) , unlike individual demographic variables such as ethnicity or SES 

background, which are subject to little change.  

I gave the mentors the  Subject-Object interview immediately after the semi-structured 

open-ended interview, or within a week thereafter. I preferred to meet twice, because I 

wanted each of the interviews to be separate and fresh. However, not all the mentors agreed 

to meet twice. Some preferred to meet for three hours at one sitting.  
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I transcribed and translated the interviews immediately, and sent them to a trained coder in 

Cambridge, MA. Despite the fact that I remembered there were many Kedma related stories 

in the Subject-Object interviews, and that some mentors had spoken almost entirely about 

Kedma in their Subject-Object interviews, I resisted the temptation to analyze them with 

qualitative content analysis methods. To limit bias, I coded and analyzed the Subject-Object 

interviews only after most of the other data had been analyzed. Furthermore, I did not know 

the Cambridge coder’s scores nor compare my own interview scores with hers until after all 

other data had been processed.  This prevented knowledge of the scores from the interview 

from influencing my collection of other data, and influencing the analysis of the open-ended, 

semi-structured interviews and observations.  

 Observations 

I observed, tape recorded, and took notes during all six of the two-hour long  mentors 

meetings from mid-May to mid-July of 1997. I had thought that the mentors would object to 

my recording the meetings, but they did not, and so I had both my own notes and memos, and 

verbatim recordings of these six meetings. In these meetings, the  mentors raised and 

discussed work-related ongoing issues and their daily experiences. The meetings provided a 

window into one teacher context, and additional information pertaining to the teachers’ 

beliefs, perspectives on pupils, characteristics of different homeroom classes, and the relative 

difficulties of the particular year when I did my research. Within two days of the meetings I 

completed the notes with memory accounts of issues raised and my impressions and insights, 

and began making connections to data from my other sources (Lofland & Lofland, 1984). I 

also had the tapes, so I could go back and check my inferences with the recorded accounts 
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from the tapes. These observations helped me to triangulate the interview data and increase 

their reliability (Mathison, 1988). They also sharpened my ear to listen in the interviews for 

topics that were resonant, or absent, from the meetings or interviews.   

 Pressure and Coping Questionnaires (Appendices C & D) 

To attend to question two, concerning how well the mentors felt they and others were 

coping with the work pressures,  I relied on data gathered from five sources: (1) mentors’ 

ratings on a scale from 1-10, of how well they judged they were coping with the pressures 

they report (Appendix C); (2) their ratings of how well they judged each of the other mentors 

was coping with the stresses in Kedma (Appendix D); and 3) the principal’s ratings of how 

she felt each of the mentors was coping with the school’s demands and pressures (Appendix 

D). I triangulated the data from the questionnaires with 4) the self-reports by the mentors 

from the open-ended interviews relating specifically to this topic (See Appendix A’) and 5) 

my own assessment based on observations outside the interview (see more detail on the 

observations below). 

 

Self Report Questionnaires  (Appendix E) 

During the main analysis phase, after I had all the data I had intended to collect, I 

discovered a few common themes among my subjects, but the unique quality of their 

responses and the diversity of their responses was sufficiently prominent that I felt I had to 

administer a stimulus which would have them all respond to the same questions. In response 

to questions like “What pressures you most in your work as a mentor?” subjects sometimes 

pointed out three or four different sources of pressure in each interview, which none of the 
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others even mentioned. Thus, as I analyzed the responses, I came up with composite lists 

with over 20 different items in response to  each question. I thought it would be more useful 

to know what the mentors thought and felt about the same issues, so I could compare and 

contrast their views. I sought to discover whether there were subgroups that emerged, rather 

than to create individual profiles for each mentor in the form of a case study. The same was 

true for some other questions, like “What is hardest for you as a mentor?” and “What do you 

like best about your work?”  

For example, in response to the question “What do you love most about your work as a 

mentor?” one of the respondents spoke at length about the freedom he and others have in 

Kedma  to mold the role of the mentor according to their own philosophy. He was the only 

subject who spoke of this issue in the open-ended interview, as a central feature that 

motivates him in his work. In contrast, another respondent, when asked what pressured him 

most in his work, responded that he was made most anxious by the undefined nature of the 

role and having to invent the role, i.e., the boundaries of  mentor responsibilities were so 

unclear to him that he found it impossible to get a handle on the scope of his role as mentor. 

He said he felt overwhelmed and confused most of the time, because he had no clear 

definition of his task. These were the only two respondents who related to this issue in their 

interviews, and they spoke of their experience in opposite ways. None of the others had 

mentioned these points in response to the open-ended questions.   

There were other questions that were central to the experience of mentors. Yet, due to 

the open nature of the interview, respondents had developed the themes most present in their 

awareness, and did not relate to these issues. I felt, however, that in order to go beyond 

individual profiles of the mentors, to characterize the group and subgroups composing the 
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staff of mentors, it was necessary to have the entire group  relate to specific issues that had 

been brought up individually. Therefore, I created and administered a questionnaire in which 

all the respondents were asked to give their perspectives on these specific issues (see 

Appendix E).  I compiled the questionnaire by using the individual responses to central 

questions from the open-ended interview to which I wanted to know the others’ responses.  

I asked the two respondents who were no longer functioning as mentors, but were still 

teaching at Kedma, to remember, as clearly as they could, what they felt and thought three 

months before, when they were still actively working as mentors. Likewise, the one teacher 

who had been mentor, and was no longer in the school, also filled out the form. All the 

respondents were willing to complete questionnaires, and placed them in my box in a sealed 

envelope, before the week was over.  

The data from this questionnaire allowed me to have a clearer overview of the group 

profile of the mentors on specific issues. The questionnaire revealed interesting  

commonalties and differences between the mentors that had not been apparent from 

comparing the interviews. All the respondents answered almost every question. The only 

questions that two of them did not fill out were those that asked respondents to rank a number 

of Kedma goals in hierarchical order. I interpreted this as due either to fatigue or difficulty in 

being able to prioritize important goals.  

 The Questionnaire on the “Belief in the Possibility for Change” 

I administered this one-page questionnaire (Appendix F)  at the findings meeting I 

organized with the mentors. Before discussing my concerns about the findings and hunches 

on their ambivalence concerning their beliefs in the possibility for human change, I asked 
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those present to fill out this one-page questionnaire. This turned out to be a useful tool to 

check their fundamental views on human change (both their pupils’ and their own). 

 

V. Data Analysis 

 This study required principally qualitative methods of analysis using both categorizing 

and contextualizing strategies (Maxwell & Miller, 1993).  Strategies included my writing  

memos and accounts and assigning them descriptive codes (Miles and Huberman, 1994).  

The ongoing analysis of the codes created a loop whereby new categories evolved 

inductively (Glazer and Strauss, 1967) and lent themselves to new coding. The coded 

observations of meetings supplemented the interview data and helped further to clarify the 

relationships of Kedma’s mentors’ views. 

 Identifying central themes and “native concepts” 

In the first phase of the analysis, I identified central themes that manifested themselves 

in each interview. After reviewing the interviews, I identified the four main themes 

(relationship, responsibility, work pressures, and coping) that recurred across most 

interviews. This process of narrowing created the focus of the study. I then took fresh 

transcripts of the interviews, and color- coded  them for these specific themes. For example, 

anything in the open-ended semi-structured interviews, the observations of meetings, and the 

memos, that had to do with any relationship, was highlighted green.   

Then I subdivided the categories. For example, relationships with: pupils, parents, each 

other, the principal, subject teachers, and the community. For each of these sub-categories I 

made a poster board, and when I returned to the interviews, I wrote on it what each mentor 
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had said pertaining to that topic. I gave each mentor his or her own special color, rendering 

every mentor’s words immediately identifiable throughout the analysis. These colors were 

used also in transcriptions of meetings, so that I could visually check the consistency and 

inconsistency of individual team members’ statements, even when data were organized 

chronologically or according to theme.  

In the first reading I also focused on identifying Kedma’s “native concepts” (Maxwell, 

1996), determining their significance for the mentors and conceptual relationships among 

them, generating categories, and assessing these categories for relevance and validity.  An 

example of a “native concept” of Kedma’s mentors is the word “Kedma” itself: they speak of 

people either “being Kedma” or “not being Kedma.” “Being Kedma” suggests a range of 

behaviors and attitudes (e.g., caring about pupils, not accepting “no” from authorities, and 

being open minded and non-materialistic).  

In this way the two main themes emerged: “flowing” as a cardinal expected capacity of 

the Kedma mentors (especially related to the ability to create and sustain  relationships); and 

“ein ma la’asot,” translated into the English as, “there is nothing you can do about it.” The 

discovery of the latter theme uncovered the mentors’ unexpressed feelings of inevitability 

and even despair about the gap between their belief in the possibility for change and the 

actual slow almost imperceptible changes they were able to discern.  I counted how often 

these expressions appeared in the transcripts; I went on buses to listen to random 

conversations, and paid closer attention at family and social get-togethers to listen to whether 

these were really special Kedma expressions. I reexamined the transcripts to see the contexts 

in which they were used. I began to listen more intently during meetings and noted when and 

how these terms were used  by different members of the team. Gradually, I developed a  
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multilayered understanding of these fundamental Kedma ideas: “flow,” and ein ma la’asot. 

These native concepts, and the mentors’ own views and perspectives, shaped the language of 

the thesis and the structure of the presentation. 

 Organizing and coding the data 

I organized the data on three levels: 1) chronologically; 2) according to topics and 

evolving themes; and 3) according to the individual participants.  After each meeting and 

interview, I added the quotes, impressions, and reactions to and from specific people to their 

individual files and to their thematic files (Lofland and Lofland, 1984 p. 132).    

The method I used to code the semi-structured interview transcripts (Miles and 

Huberman 1984, p. 60-62) generated categories and underlying organizing ideas embedded 

in the data which served as a base for mapping relationships between concepts on displays 

and tables. The analysis and the data collection “ran concurrently” from the beginning of the 

study (Lofland and Lofland, 1984), so as to allow ongoing inductive analysis and organize 

the relevant concepts and their meanings. However, the intensive analysis  took place after I 

had finished conducting the interviews, and as I generated the data for the self-report 

questionnaires and meetings. 

There were a number of extremely revealing conceptual displays on which I organized 

the data, but which I excluded from the body of the text and appendices due to the small size 

of the group, which makes it easy to identify individual respondents. I have included in the 

appendices an example of these displays to share with the reader part of the complexity of the 

variables involved in the analysis of the data. One table listed the mentors in the order of 

their coping, to help identify the variables related to coping. A second table listed the 
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mentors in the order of the degree to which they reported being  pressured, and so on, until 

consistent  relationships on all dimensions clearly emerged. 

 Coding the Subject-Object Interview  

The Subject-Object interview was coded by the standard established procedure including 

independent analysis by another reader (in Cambridge) for reliability (Lahey et al., 1988). As 

mentioned earlier, I did my own coding of the Subject-Object interviews and compared my 

codes with those of the Cambridge coder only after most of the thematic analysis was 

finished.  

I  transcribed the Subject-Object interviews and translated them word for word into the 

English, because I could not find anyone to score them in Hebrew. An  English- Hebrew 

bilingual colleague went over a sub-sample of three of the interviews to check the accuracy 

of the translations. There were a few differences, especially with respect to the exact 

translations of slang expressions, but overall the sub-sample translations were accurate, in her 

assessment.  

As mentioned earlier, the interviews were scored independently by a trained Subject-

Object scorer in Cambridge, and myself, according to an established procedure described at 

length in the Research Manual (Lahey et al., 1988). Both of us found one of the ten 

interviews unscorable. We agreed on an estimated position along Kegan’s  continuum of 

consciousness complexity. The score assigned to this person is indicated with a question 

mark next to it, on the table that presents the Subject-Object results (see Chapter Six). We 

“agreed” on seven of the nine scorable interviews (defined in the manual as “no more than 2 

discriminations apart along a 21 point continuum”). We disagreed on the other two scorable 
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interviews, and we discussed the discrepancies until we reached agreement. I tended to defer 

more to the other reader’s assessment of the mentors’ consciousness levels, because she is 

professionally trained  in Kegan’s theory, and also much more experienced than myself in 

scoring the Subject-Object interviews.  

To establish the relationship between the other variables and consciousness complexity 

I constructed a table with the mentors in the order of their subject-object score, and all the 

variables (e.g., ethnicity, age, gender, pressure, coping, SES background, family status) I had 

examined. Table 6.11 presents those variables that showed a relationship with consciousness 

complexity and that do not reveal the identities of the mentors.  

 Translation from the Hebrew 

I conducted, transcribed, and coded all the semi-structured open ended interviews in 

the mentors’ native language, Hebrew, in which I am fluent. After collecting, analyzing, and 

triangulating all the data, I translated into English only the excerpts I was quoting in the body 

of the thesis. A bilingual family member agreed to check the translation and assessed its 

reliability.  As mentioned earlier, I transcribed and translated the Subject-Object interviews 

from the Hebrew into English, word for word, to be coded by a trained, but English-speaking, 

coder in Cambridge. 

There were some expressions which, when translated into English, lost their meaning 

and the power of what they represented in the Kedma setting (e.g., the word Bagrut, the 

name of the national high school matriculation exams, and shchunot, the word used to 

describe low-income neighborhoods). For this reason, I left them in the original Hebrew. In 

other cases, for example with melavim and melavot, I found a close enough word in the 
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English. Despite the fact that “mentor” does not really give the feeling nor include the 

nuances that the Hebrew implies, the linguistic problem of the gender, singular and plural 

forms transliterated were the reason for using “mentors.” 

 Movement between the two languages was not in any way trivial or technical in the 

study. The culture and nuances of peoples’ meanings are carried almost entirely by the 

language spoken, and thus my analysis was strongly influenced by the Hebrew connotations 

of the words used repeatedly. Except for the Subject-Object interview, which only an English 

speaker was trained to score, all the analyses were done in the original language of the 

subjects.   

In certain instances words uttered in the passive, active or reflexive forms (e.g.,  the 

words for pressure  ìçõ  and  relationship ÷ùø), lead to different interpretations. These 

nuances actually shaped much of the analysis. I realize that only Hebrew speakers will really 

benefit from some of these linguistic references, but it is important to remember that the 

study was carried out in Israel and that local scholars and educators are a target audience. For 

those outside Kedma and Israel, perhaps the intespersed words in Hebrew serve to subtly 

remind readers the Kedma culture may be different from theirs. I hope the inclusion of these 

Hebrew words helps preserve the flavor of the culture without obstructing the flow for the 

reader. For the non-Hebrew speaker, Appendix J provides a brief glossary of the common 

Hebrew expressions used throughout the text.  

 The “findings meeting”    

 As I was finishing the analysis of the open-ended semi-structured interviews, the 

observations,  and the self-report questionnaires, I scheduled a meeting with the mentors to 
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discuss the main findings of the study. I had made the agreement with my respondents that,  

before completing the writing of the study, I would share the main findings with them and 

give them the opportunity to comment on my own interpretations of these findings, and also 

to participate in analyzing their meanings. Because of my feeling of responsibility towards 

the mentors, I thought they should be the first to know what the report would include. I knew 

they could enhance my own understanding and I did not want to finish the analysis without 

including their views. I also preferred to share the findings with them gradually rather than 

present them with a final report at the end.  

In preparation for this meeting with the mentors, I organized the findings relating to the 

four research questions in diagram form, to present to them for scrutiny and discussion.  I 

wanted to hear their views on the themes I had identified as central. The one major question 

that had not been directly addressed but was surfacing throughout related to their beliefs in 

the possibility for personal change. I did not have specific data from all of the mentors on 

their fundamental beliefs about social and personal change, which was a motivational factor 

for all the mentors in their work. Perhaps everyone assumed they had agreed that change was 

possible, but the prevalence of the phrase ein ma la’asot  raised questions that needed to be 

addressed directly. Despite my apprehension that mentors would be reluctant to complete 

another written form, I prepared a page of questions (Appendix H) that I asked them to fill 

out, which they did.   

I invited all the participants of the study to the Findings Meeting held at noon on the 

last day of the first trimester, in mid-December 1997. All but one the mentors still on the job 

came. Despite my having personally invited all of them, the two people who were no longer 

in the role of Kedma mentors but were still teaching at Kedma did not come to the meeting. I 
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did not invite the mentor who had left Kedma, although he had filled out the questionnaire 

and I had taken his views into consideration in the analysis.   

Since I tape-recorded the session, this meeting also became a further tool for analyzing 

the mentors’ views on their beliefs in  the possibility for change, and to check the validity of 

my inferences. The discoveries from this “member check” can be found in Chapter Five.  

 

 Confidentiality 

 In a  sample of ten mentors working closely together, the issue of confidentiality  was 

of utmost importance. The first level in which it was important to my study was in the 

mentors’ trust that nothing of what they told me, or of what I inferred, would in any way 

reach others on the staff. This was a concern which was expressed by almost all of them, and 

having myself participated as a subject in an action research project ten years ago, I was very 

sensitive to their concerns. Another concern was my determination that nothing I discovered 

be used against any of the mentors, for example, by the principal in evaluating their 

performance or as a basis for taking steps against a team member. 

The second level in which confidentiality was important for my study addresses the 

analysis of the findings, and how much of what I have learned I am able to reveal in the 

thesis without the identities of the mentors being identifiable to them, or to anyone who 

knows them. Many of my findings are impossible to report in this document due to the 

ethical consideration of protecting the people who were in the study, especially after learning 

what pressures they experience due partly to their own  judgment of themselves, and the 

judgment of others about them. Both considerations have been at the heart of this work, and 
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the possible loss to this thesis of additional insights is hardly a sacrifice compared with the 

possibility that anyone in the team beharmed by my report.  

 

VI. Threats to Validity 

There are, as in all studies, limitations  to the validity of my study. In this section I 

describe the validity threats I am aware of and how I have tried to overcome them.  

 Not knowing everything that is going on  

First, since I visited the school two or three times a week, and I was not there all the 

time, there is little verification of teachers’ reports.  I did not meet with the pupils, nor did I 

meet often with the “subject teachers” (teachers who were not mentors), except for the end of 

the year summary sessions, which I observed in full and which all the teachers attended. 

However, since my focus was the mentors, and their perspectives and the complexity of their 

meanings, I do not feel it was necessary to know everything they did, or whether everything 

they said was actually true. A study that included pupils and the other teachers, I believe, 

would make an important contribution to understanding the system and the role of the 

mentors in the system. However, this was beyond the scope of the present investigation.  

My respondents’ perception of me as a researcher  

Second,  I thought that the teachers’ perception of me as researcher might cause them 

to feel scrutinized in ways that might limit their openness.  However, my reputation as an 

educator/activist helped to  increase my credibility and trustworthiness in the principal’s 

eyes, and my work with the team quickly established who I was and the nature of my 

intentions. I assured them at the beginning that this would not be a “public relations” 
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document, and that I was not particularly interested in publishing the results of this study. I 

said the primary purpose was to glean insights on how to improve their work.  I had also told 

them that I would check with them as the themes crystallized, and that if they did not want 

any of my findings published outside of the dissertation, I would agree to keep them 

confidential and give up any rights to publish. When my readers heard this they became a bit 

alarmed, and in turn I became alarmed when I saw their response, and I began to regret 

having made the promise. Still I believed and continue to believe that these findings do not 

belong to me, and should they not want them published in journals after the dissertation, I 

must keep my promise. I decided to trust the process and hoped for the best. Due to their lack 

of time to read in English and, I think, their trust in me they have agreed to have the thesis 

published without fully reading it. Decisions on any further publications will be taken jointly. 

I tried to be respectful of the mentors’ needs and unintrusive most of the time, and I 

think that having discussed the findings with them during regular sessions increased their 

trust in me and led them to confide and offer information that an outside researcher might not 

have had access to. I feel the team were very candid with me most of the time, and realizing 

the possible import of the research as an opportunity to really learn, and used it to the 

maximum. I felt, especially toward the end, that the mentors were very interested in hearing 

what I found.  

Working alone in the research and the analysis, I was pleased when mentors took an 

interest. As mentioned before, I had a meeting with them in December 1997, as I was sitting 

down to write up all the findings. I told them about the main themes, and asked them to 

comment, respond, and question. I tape-recorded this session. I could not have been more 
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relieved after this meeting. I had been afraid of what they would think and say when they 

heard what I had found.  

The team listened carefully and added their own interpretations. They were pleased that 

the research had changed its focus from the initial topic of consciousness- raising and 

developing a theory of the development of political consciousness and Freirian Critical 

Pedagogy, to focusing on them and the purposes of their work. “It’s much more practical,” 

said one of the mentors.  They were not all pleased with what I had found, but they agreed 

that the main themes were truly central to their experience.  

However, those three people who had ceased their work as mentors did not attend the 

meeting, despite my efforts to arrange a convenient time for them. Both of the ex-mentors 

who were still teaching in Kedma and who did not come to the meeting called me and 

apologized. They had wanted to come and for health reasons had not been able to. They 

asked when the next meeting would be, and I assured them that if everyone was interested in 

another one, I would be glad to have one and invite them. I did not invite the mentor who had 

left Kedma. The team members had preferred to discuss the findings with teachers who were 

still in Kedma. I did not feel it was my place to invite him under these conditions. I obtained 

his views individually by phone.  

The three (ex) mentors who did not attend provide a certain threat to the validity of my 

findings, because, since they were no longer on the team they might have added a perspective 

which no one in the group was capable of given the constraints of being part of the group. 

However, their absence was not a problem for the mentors who had continued in the group.  I 

interpreted their lack of concern with them to be the result of their intensive experience 

together, from which anyone not in the present group is automatically excluded.  
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My own background: being an outsider  

I am not of  Mizrahi background, nor do I share the experience of having grown up in a 

low-income “shchuna” in Israel. I think that the mentors often considered me as an outsider 

and sometimes might have hesitated to discuss fully certain issues. However, contrary to my 

concern, I do not believe they projected on to me their feelings about non- Mizrahim.  One 

time when I mentioned this difference in background, one of the mentors tried to make me 

one of “good guys”: “You are not really Ashkenazi,” he said, “since you came from Mexico 

and aren’t rich.”  He was trying to say I was “OK” even though I was clearly an outsider to 

their experience of founding Kedma, and having grown up poor and marginal in Israeli 

society. It may be that my accent in Hebrew is more similar to theirs because I have married 

into a Mizrahi family and live with Palestinians, whose culture is Middle-Eastern and whose 

Hebrew is also very guttural.  

Despite my having lived in the Katamonim-Pat neighborhood during my college years, 

and myself having married into a low-income Mizrahi family, I am an outsider to the 

experiences of most of the mentors.  But I believe that close non-judgmental contact and my 

openness lessened  the distance between my life-experiences and theirs, and my willingness 

to learn from them and to understand their experiences were perceived as genuine.   

 The danger of my own advocacy 

Another possible threat to validity is the danger of my own advocacy. I was aware that 

I must not allow my hope for  Kedma’s success to stop me from analyzing the mentors’ 

views critically. For this reason I have taken weekly supervision from Haviva Bar, a 
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sociologist and senior researcher of the Guttman Institute of Social and Applied Research in 

Jerusalem.  During these sessions, we discussed the findings, my interpretations and 

analyses, and my own possible biases. Haviva Bar is an experienced consultant to Israeli high 

schools, knows me well, had the advantage of being removed from my site, and had no 

institutional or professional ties to Kedma.. 

My group work with the mentors while the data were gathered 

As I mentioned previously, I met with the mentors’ team regularly for the two years 

that I was gathering my pilot findings. I often thought about whether these regular meetings 

with them were affecting how “objective” I could be regarding their work and work issues. I 

wondered whether my being in a role where I was teaching them group skills and inevitably 

also processing, through the group work, some of their work issues, made them less open or 

affected in any way how candid they could be with me. 

I consulted my readers, and they assured me that as long as I did not have a supervisory 

role, or any authority  over the mentors, the group work, meeting them often and knowing 

many of the “inside stories” could only improve the depth and breadth of data  from my 

informants. As I ended the last round of interviews and meeting-observations, and after I met 

with the team to tell them my findings, I had the distinct feeling that my readers had been 

correct. I believe the work I did, the trust that developed towards me over the years and my 

knowledge of what the mentors were going through, made it possible for them, on the whole, 

to be honest with me in the interviews.  

On the other hand, I think in some cases, the mentors assumed quite a bit of “common 

knowledge”  between us, and did not repeat, in the interviews, things they believed I knew 
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about.  This may have had the effect of omitting important issues that the mentors knew they 

had talked about previously with me or at meetings. I tried to be aware of this, and ask 

specific questions in the interviews. Sometimes my interviewees said “Well, I don’t want to 

bore you, since you have heard this from me a number of times, but...” or “I might have said 

this to you before, but...” I imagine there were some instances where some mentors skipped 

over information, assuming it was not going to be new to me. 
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    CHAPTER THREE 

            Kedma’s Mentors’ Goals  
 
 

 

One can become overwhelmed with the multitude of goals that the Kedma mentors’ 

team have set for themselves and their pupils. Perceiving themselves as leaders of the 

school, carriers of Kedma’s mission, as well as the main sources of support for their pupils, 

the mentors spoke of goals for almost every level of the new school. They viewed Kedma 

not only as an educational institution, but as a movement for social change impacting on 

their pupils, their pupils’ families, the teachers at the school, the school as a system, the 

Katamonim community, the Ministry of Education, and Israeli society. But the one goal the 

mentors emphasize above all others -- the goal that they see before their eyes as the reason 

for Kedma-- is pupils’ passing the Bagrut examinations by the end of their Kedma years. 

The Bagrut examinations are the remnants of British and German influence on the 

Israeli educational system. In the United States there is no comparable “hurdle” that 

signifies the end of a pupil’s high school years. The examinations cover different subjects 

(e.g., Physics, Biology, Languages, Philosophy, Bible Studies, and Hebrew Literature) of 

which some are compulsory and some are elective. All are essay-form 4-6 hour 

examinations. The 7th grade is the beginning of the two-tiered Israeli educational system. At 

this time, pupils are channeled into either vocational or academic tracks, based on their 

previous achievements. Pupils in the academic tracks take their first Bagrut examination at 

the end o f 10th grade, and the remaining eight are taken during the 11th and 12th grades.  
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There are five different levels of proficiency, each allotting a proportional number of 

points to the student’s total score. The five levels are represented by examinations that are 

progressively more difficult, and also by stricter scoring of the examination results. 

Combined, the total points must reach the minimum required for entry by universities and 

professional institutions. Only those students who take the higher of the five levels and 

whose GPA is in the highest percentile are eligible for the high status professions (e.g., 

Medicine, Law, and Psychology). 

Of the entire student body in Israel, approximately 62% did not achieve the Bagrut in 

1997 (according to the March, 1998 report prepared by the Central Statistics Bureau for the 

Israeli Ministry of Education). This statistic would be even higher if it included all youth 

who are of Bagrut age who are not enrolled in schools, but the exact figure is unavailable 

because no data exist on adolescents who do not attend school.  An ethnic breakdown 

reveals that in 1995, 34% of the Mizrahi pupils were eligible to take the Bagrut, as opposed 

to 50% of the European and native born Israelis. Of all pupils eligible, only a total of 38% 

passed.   

 To anyone outside of Kedma, passing the Bagrut might not seem like a goal of such 

magnitude. At most it would appear to be simply one objective among many others in a 

school, but in the hearts and minds of the Kedma mentors the idea of seeing all their pupils 

pass the Bagrut is supreme. If all their pupils passed, for Kedma mentors it would be the 

realization of their educational and political vision. These teachers are willing to devote time 

and energy, struggle for, and in some cases, even sacrifice themselves for the actualization 

of this vision. Kedma’s pupils’ success, which nobody else believes is possible, embodies 
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three levels of the mentors’ commitment to social change: the individual pupil, the pupils’ 

socio-ethnic community, and Israeli society at large. 

This chapter first elaborates on what the mentors mean when they speak of their pupils 

passing the Bagrut. Second, it describes and analyzes the mentors beliefs about what they 

must do in order for their pupils to realize this goal. Third, the chapter explains the mentors’ 

fundamental beliefs in human change that underlies their decision to embark on their 

mission, given the small odds in favor of all their pupils fulfilling the Bagrut requirements 

within their six high school years.  

 

I. Passing the Bagrut : A vision of personal, social and political change 

 The Kedma mentors perceive of their students’ passing the Bagrut as far more than  

passing a series of examinations. Their aspirations for personal, social and political change 

are embodied in their commitment to their pupils’ succeeding in taking the full national 

matriculation examinations. This section discusses the four levels of mentor meanings that 

fuel Kedma’s mission, the Bagrut, as:  

•1  an end in itself (personal and academic achievement) 
•2  a key to a world of choice    
•3  a stepping stone to the pupils’ future (joining the army, going to university  and 

participating fully in Israeli social and political life) 
•4 a political statement and a symbol of the school’s success   
 

The  Bagrut  as an end in itself    

Most of the mentors see success on the Bagrut examinations as the immediate and 

ultimate goal of their pupils. Others see it merely as the “first step,” a stepping stone towards 

success, but definitely the  key to their pupils’ future. In the interviews with me and in the 
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team meetings, succeeding in the Bagrut examinations was the declared purpose of their 

work and the not-so easily achievable goal Kedma had undertaken. The pupils still did not 

believe that they would ever even approximate the Bagrut, the mentors said. Although they 

all wanted to be unwaveringly positive about its feasibility, few were really convinced it 

would happen.   

 The mentors depicted the road the pupils needed to move along as a steady path of 

accumulated daily successes which would build gradually to the “big day.” At this point 

their pupils’ experience looked  to the mentors more like a see-saw than a steady path, or as 

roller coaster catapulting between self-worth and self-deprecation. When the pupils heard 

that the teachers not only expected them to complete the full Bagrut, but completely 

believed it was possible, they felt deeply flattered but filled with doubts: 

The kids think we are crazy at times, and other times I think they believe it might be 
possible. I can see it in their eyes. There are moments when they light up during math 
class, when they have understood, and are feeling competent. They know I am a hard 

teacher, and that I  never teach them to memorize. I want them to understand the math 
we are doing, so I don’t care if we spend one week on the same problem. But the 

moment they get it, the moment they do not have to fake it or copy from someone else 
to get the right answer, when they can really solve the problem on their own, that’s 
when they begin to believe the Bagrut is in their reach. Then it gets hard again, or 

someone makes fun of them, they feel stupid, and you can see them go back into their 
shell. It’s a struggle keeping them connected with the experience of success. They are 

so used to failing, and being failed. Their see-sawing between “I can do it” and “I 
know I can’t” will eventually settle and stay on the “I can do it” side, and when that 

happens, the sky is the limit (mentor interview, 1997).   

 The mentors are fully aware that passing the Bagrut is not an easy goal to achieve. 

They said that many of their pupils do not have the self-confidence, basic knowledge, study 

habits, or home support necessary to succeed in this goal. To keep all pupils engaged, they 

keep the pupils together, but it is not easy: 
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The pupils are so very different from each other, all in the same class. We keep them 
together, so they can learn from each other and so they don’t develop stigmas about 

themselves and each other. But don’t think it’s easy. Some of them are quite 
competent scholastically. Others don’t know how to read. Seriously, a few of my 
pupils guess at everything, often getting the right answers, but they rely on their 

memory and logic, which is great I guess, more than any notes. They don’t take any 
notes, most of the time (mentor interview, 1997). 

 

If the pupils pass the Bagrut, the mentors believe,  the significance would go far  

beyond the actual exams.  The pupils, after having worked hard and having “made it,” will 

have the experience of success “under their belts” and nobody will be able to take it away 

from them. They can carry that experience wherever they go in life as a base-line for their  

belief in their own capabilities. They will have learned that “If you set your mind to doing 

something difficult and worthwhile, you can do it!” (Interview, June 1997). When their 

confidence wavers, they can then always refer back to how hard it was to pass the Bagrut, 

and that they ultimately succeeded. 

 The Bagrut as the key to the world of choice  

The central theme the mentors  speak of is that the Bagrut will give their pupils 

choices in life, the possibility for them to decide what their future will be. There is full 

mentor agreement on this idea. They view this  as being  in sharp contrast to the pupils’ 

parents, who had no choice.  The mentors fear their pupils will continue, like their parents, 

not to have the choices they are entitled to. Without a Bagrut  Israelis cannot serve in special 

units in the army, hold  high-ranking jobs, or qualify for a university education, high-tech 

positions, political office or public service. 

Some of the mentors discussed their own parents’ lack of work choice. The three most 

undesirable parental jobs among the mentors’ were construction, cleaning, and running a 
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fruit or vegetable stand (basta) in the market. All of them hoped their pupils would not end 

up in these jobs, symbols to the mentors of a doomed life. For one mentor, it was not so 

much the actual  work, but the inevitability of being stuck, that was important:   

I want him to be able to choose: he can be a teacher, or a hairdresser or work in 
McDavid [Israeli McDonald], as  long as he is happy about what he is doing, and 

knows he had a choice. If, having all the options, he still preferred to take the basta, 
what’s wrong with that? ... as long as he is content, as long as he doesn’t feel stuck, I 

will be satisfied (Meeting, May 1997). 

When the issue of professional choice became the focus of the discussion, one of the 

mentors asked sarcastically: “Who would want to clean by choice?” Her mother, at age 61, 

still cleans offices at night for a living, and has done so for as long as she can remember. She 

could not imagine anyone choosing such a job that if other options were available. Agreeing, 

a colleague added: 

Everyone needs to advance a step, to go up another notch. I think it’s important for the 
kids to have an “in” into the kind of job where they can be promoted, where there can 
always be a next step- where they are not stuck forever in a dead end street. Cleaning, 
or construction or service jobs just don’t do it. That’s why they need to at least finish 

the Bagrut. Nobody respectable will take them without it (Meeting, May 1997). 

The  mentors,  however, are torn in their value judgments about these occupations. On 

one hand, they know that the students’ parents, as many of their own, have done these jobs 

and managed to put food on the table and raise a respectable family. The mentors do not 

want to create disdain towards their parents among their pupils. On the other hand, they 

want their pupils to aspire to more, to believe that they are not only entitled but able to have 

more. Nevertheless, they question how to achieve this without belittling their parents. One 

of the mentors’ aims is for their students to gain a sense of confidence in their background, 

so being ashamed of their parents’ occupation would be counterproductive. 
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One mentor’s husband is a construction contractor, and during the discussion she 

laughed, saying “What is the problem with a construction worker? I don’t see any problem 

with that, do you?” (Meeting, May 1997) After her comment, and some tense silence,  the 

construction profession was omitted from the “undesirable for our pupils” list. The topic was 

not brought up again. 

Mentors want to challenge their students’ assumption that all they are good for is 

selling vegetables in the market, or other unskilled labor, and that poverty is what they 

deserve. If they have a Bagrut, they don’t have to “open a basta” in the market, if they don’t 

want to. One mentor, who spoke most militantly of an academic future for the kids, would 

not compromise: 

I am not ashamed to say it. I will be disappointed if they choose to open a basta after 
all we have been doing here, even if they do get rich and build a villa. Even if they  

have a happy life. OK, I’d accept it. But intelligent people like some of our kids need 
intellectual challenge, and not only a way to make good money. Is that all we want for 

them, to make a lot of money? (Meeting May 1997).  

 

 Mentors agree that financial success is definitely part of the answer. They strive 

towards breaking the cycle of poverty and providing their students with tools needed to 

move up the economic ladder. But several of the group’s members are adamant that money 

is not the main point. It is more important to them that their students wield influence in 

society, that they become agents of social change and lead a kind of revolution in their 

community and in Israel. To be able to do this,  they need to have the minimal official 

credentials for legitimacy-- the Bagrut. However, while a Bagrut is the bare minimum and  a 

stepping stone to a more glorious future, the question whether the future after the Bagrut is 

really as “glorious” as it seems is debatable. 
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 One of the founding  mentors, who grew up in the shchuna, was convinced that the 

Bagrut was a worthwhile goal. What he was very ambivalent about was what an academic 

future will actually do to the lives of these pupils. He warns the staff, from his own painful 

experience, about possible dangers of academic success: 

What if they decide they don’t want to be a part of a snooty academia, what then? And 
what if academics look down on them, and snub them? Don’t get me wrong, I do want 

them to have that choice. They should know the language, understand the concepts, 
and feel capable of interacting and succeeding in that milieu. They shouldn’t be 

crippled by their low self-image or lack of knowledge. They are no less capable than 
others. But look at me... I went that route and I am not finished paying. My 

neighborhood friends hardly talk to me. They feel I have abandoned them. My family 
calls me “professor,” half mockingly, though I know they are proud of me. And at the 

university, half the time people think I am the janitor, not a student. I don’t really 
belong there. I am dangling between two worlds. It’s not easy (Meeting, May 1997). 

 

This reality of “dangling between both worlds” is one the mentors are concerned  

about, especially since not all of them have themselves fully resolved this dilemma. Certain 

Kedma mentors wish to save their pupils the pain and loss that accompany the desirable 

gains of education and upward mobility. They hope to lead them on a path along which they 

can “pick and choose between aspects of their own Middle Eastern culture, and what 

mainstream society has to offer,” incorporating the best of both worlds.   

The  Bagrut  as a stepping stone into the pupils’ future 

What do the mentors hope their pupils will achieve ultimately in the future, for which 

the Bagrut is instrumental? On this issue, the mentors differ, and have dreams for their 

students that stem from  a variety of values and world views. The three aspects most often 

considered by the mentors were: 1) serving in the Israeli army, 2) going to the university, 

and 3) active participation in Israeli social and political life.   
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The differences  among the mentors concerning the goals of their work surfaced more 

during their staff meetings than in the interviews. In the staff meetings, individual cases 

presented at the discussion made it necessary, and inevitable, for mentors to confront each 

other about their ultimate goals for their pupils. Some of them seemed very reluctant to 

discover and discuss disagreements. It seemed that disagreements were experienced by some 

as assaults on their very core, as if disagreeing on these fundamental points threatened to 

shatter something of deep significance that they must keep intact.  

 Mentors agreed even less  when it came to discussing visions of how they hoped their 

pupils would participate in Israel professionally and socially after finishing high school and 

the Bagrut. Their disagreements stemmed primarily, it seems, from the mentors’ own 

unresolved feelings concerning the changes in values, opportunities, and social class that 

passing the Bagrut was bound to introduce into the lives of their pupils, the price they may 

have to pay for these changes, and the reality of living suspended between two worlds. Some 

of the mentors grew up in the Katamonim, the low-income Jerusalem neighborhood where 

Kedma is situated, or in similar areas. They have not fully resolved whether to join the 

mainstream and “abandon their homes,” both physically and psychologically, or if not, how 

to hold on to both worlds. Some of these differences were related to the degree to which 

mentors felt “in charge” of  handling both worlds that exist psychologically within them (the 

world they come from and the world they aspire to live in), and whether or not they were 

defined by their experiences of external demands made of them by friends, family and 

society.  Although the mentors aspire to exemplify the capacity to embody both worlds, and 

the beauty of being able to choose the benefits of each, not all of them are fully able to live 

up to this professed view in reality.  This capacity “to hold both worlds” rather than feeling 

Ariela Bairey Ben Ishay /Doctoral Dissertation presented to Harvard Graduate School of Education 1998      



 106 

torn between the shchuna and Israeli society is associated with the psychological meaning- 

making of the mentors. This association will be discussed in Chapter Six.  

Those mentors who did not share the experience of growing up in the shchuna also 

differed in their views of what they would consider “successful life paths” for their pupils to 

choose. What was apparent throughout their accounts was that all the mentors were 

emotionally invested in, cared deeply about, and felt personally responsible for their pupils’ 

future participation in Israeli society.   

  Joining the army. One major decision for youth in the shchunot is whether to join the army, 

as the majority of Israel’s Jewish high school students do automatically upon graduation. 

Many low income Jewish boys and girls avoid the draft. Marginalized and excluded from 

policy making, they express their alienation by avoiding conscription, a stance that is 

generally frowned on by mainstream society. Sometimes there are economic problems in the 

family and the young men are released from service to support their parents and siblings. 

Others have not had enough education to qualify for the army or for worthwhile jobs in the 

military. Finally, in some shchunot there is a problem of drug abuse and substance addiction. 

In any event, those Israelis who do serve in and survive their military service have definite 

advantages over those who did not. These include preferential treatment on the job market, 

receiving scholarships, and eligibility for government funded child-support. 

Some of Kedma’s mentors  envision their pupils in the future, coming home in 

uniform, with a red beret from the elite paratroopers’ unit tucked under their epaulette. They 

see their pupils, by way of this symbol, taking responsibility in Israeli society, performing 

their national duty, contributing to society, sharing the norms and glories of mainstream 

Jewish Israel, and feeling proud of themselves. At a meeting in which this topic came up, a 
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heated discussion developed between two “old-timer” mentors who disagreed about 

conscription. Having fantasized well into the future, and allowing their imaginations to soar, 

the group was surprised to hear one of the mentors  express an anti-militarist,  pacifist 

perspective. This challenge to such a fundamental pillar of Israel’s Jewish culture was not 

well received. Still, this mentor insisted that he did not see his pupils necessarily in the army 

service unless they wanted to be there. He did not see himself encouraging them to join the 

armed forces just because that was what everyone was expected to do. 

For this mentor, exposing pupils to a pacifist approach was part of opening them to a 

broader, less provincial and ethnocentric world view than they were used to. It was part of 

his ideology about maturing and becoming critical of Israeli institutions, both the Bagrut and 

the army. Half the mentors felt that it was an important goal to open their pupils to the 

world, to expose them to other ideologies,  to develop a curiosity and interest in others 

different from themselves, and to be concerned  about the rights of other minorities 

(Meeting, April 1997). But not all felt this was one of Kedma’s aims, nor that they 

personally needed to promote it. They believed Kedma should focus on the youngsters’ 

studying habits, on providing what they needed scholastically for the Bagrut:  tampering 

with their world view was not relevant. 

After the army: going to university. A complete Bagrut certificate makes Israelis eligible for 

university. Outstanding Bagrut grades qualify them to choose a high-status profession such 

as law or medicine. For many of the mentors, going to university had been a profoundly 

transforming experience that they wished to make available to their pupils: 

It was the first time I was exposed to serious thinking, and learning was not a chore to 
get over with. People actually wanted to know, and wanted to understand what the 
world was about. I studied languages and philosophy, and suddenly realized how 
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many of the questions I had always wondered about were dilemmas -- not simple 
questions -- that world thinkers had deliberated over for centuries. It did a lot for my 
feelings of self worth (mentor interview, May 1997). 
 

Going to university, believed some of the mentors, would demystify the world of 

intellectuals their pupils were so afraid of. They believed that moving “into” the world 

meant that students needed to be confident and comfortable with themselves, and realize that 

people who use long words and English expressions are not always smarter than they. One 

mentor recalled: 

It wasn't only feeling that I am somebody, and that I was capable. Suddenly all those 
people who walked around as if they were God, who had always looked huge and 
brilliant to me, became my own size-- even tinier sometimes-- in my mind. All those 
years of my not daring to open my mouth, all those years that I waited until someone 
“smart” said the “right” answer. What a waste. Why should other kids from the 
neighborhoods have to go through that? They will come to university from Kedma 
with a knowledge of philosophy and scientific thinking. Nobody will be able to make 
them feel ignorant or insignificant (mentor interview, June 1997). 
 

The third reason that mentors considered going to university to be important for their 

pupils was that in academia they would mingle with different youngsters their own age. 

They would meet many who came from more privileged backgrounds, and more importantly 

they would encounter a few who, like themselves, came from poverty and were determined 

to do something meaningful with their lives. These social ties, they felt, were more 

important than the relationships they might establish with those from wealthier backgrounds, 

because finding each other would give them the kind of companionship they could build on 

without having to pretend. Also, these connections might create the context for social and 

political campus activities. Many of the mentors remembered their college days as 

ideologically formative, and their college friendships as the most significant they had had. 

Without the Bagrut their pupils would be barred from such opportunities.   
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Finally, a university education, the mentors agreed, would also provide the “normal 

goodies” that anyone else might expect to derive from an education. Their students would be 

able to earn more, work less, and pursue careers. They might even decide to become 

professors. One Hebrew University graduate said:  

You have no idea what it did to me in my second year at the university, to walk into 
the classroom, and realize that the dark guy at the front, who looked like my first 

cousin, was the professor. He was Meir Buzaglo, a Moroccan thirty year old, whom I 
had never heard of. When he opened his mouth, I was sure I was in the wrong 

classroom. There had to be some mistake. He spoke with a strong Mizrahi accent, and 
walked with the shchuna  gait. What was this character doing teaching a philosophy 
class, I thought? Maybe he was the teaching assistant, but the professor? Something 

did not fit. Not only was he the professor of the course, but he was up for tenure, and 
had just returned from a post-doc at Harvard. If this guy can do it, I thought, so can I. 

My entire view of myself was completely transformed (Interview, June 1997). 

 

This professor was unlike other educated Mizrahim who downplayed their ethnic 

origin  or ignored it. He kept his accent and deliberately used low status expressions in 

Arabic or “street talk.” He was making a nice income, he had learned “the rules of the 

game,” and  had achieved prestige in society. Furthermore, just by being on campus and 

teaching he was making a tremendous impact on Mizrahim and Ashkenazim alike. He was 

alerting both groups to challenge their assumptions about ethnicity and academia, and 

inspiring Mizrahi youth to strive towards excellence. The vision of any of their pupils 

becoming a “Meir Buzaglo,” successful yet uncompromising about who he or she was, was 

a source of sustenance and a goal worth striving for.  

 

Participating fully in Israeli social and political life. What more did the  Bagrut, higher 

income, and knowing the “rules of the game” represent, besides the choice of upward 

mobility? For some this was the entrance to Israeli society: taking part, impacting, and even 
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changing its course. The mentors  hoped to provide their pupils with the skills to escape the 

passivity, marginality  and alienation of many shchunot-dwellers. However, the staff 

members differed considerably over what they meant when they said “participating in Israeli 

society.” Some saw their pupils joining the mainstream. At the same time, they did not want 

them to lose their own world. They not only wanted them to have the best of both worlds, 

they also wanted them to set the pace and influence what those worlds ought to be  about:  

We will decide what it means to be Israeli. I am sick and tired of being told by others 
what belongs and what doesn’t belong.  Let them decide for the mainstream what 

music to play, and how to dance to it. I want them to have both university and football, 
they don’t have to choose. And whoever says they have to choose, well, whoever says 

that, is just wrong (Meeting, June 1997). 

 

But others worried about the pupils “selling out,” leaving the shchuna, “going  

Ashkenazi” and forgetting where they came from, by hiding the traces of their neighborhood 

and their Mizrahiness.  

I want them never to forget where they came from. I want them to feel a sense of 
responsibility for the people in their neighborhood, to want to come back here often 

and help, maybe even live here and continue to do what we are doing: not just to find 
themselves a smug corner in the mainstream society which suits their  personal 

comfort. No way (Meeting, May 1997).  

In contrast, one mentor, who did not grow up in a shchuna, was critical of this 

“Spartan” and “ideological dogmatism,” and  insisted on an ideal for the kids that was very 

close to her own actual or aspired-to reality: 

Why not? Why shouldn’t they find a comfortable corner in which to relax and just be? 
Aren’t our pupils also entitled to a little peace and quiet, a little fun, a piece of the 

cake? What cake are we talking about? If they are to be part of the Israeli society, I’d 
love to see them travel abroad twice a year, like other Israelis- meaning that they have 

earnings which allow them that luxury and the choice- I would like to see them own 
their own car, and live in a home of their own. (Meeting, May 1997).  

Ariela Bairey Ben Ishay /Doctoral Dissertation presented to Harvard Graduate School of Education 1998      



 111 

The same woman, as she continued, took the discussion into its next phase: the topic 

of  political participation. In Kedma, there is a hope that pupils will take an active role in 

politics, even help to shape it. But the big point of contention is how:  

...politically, well- I was at the huge demonstration at Itzhak Rabin’s  memorial.  I 
would love to see them there, standing and identifying with those values which are so 
central to the country’s future peace and cooperation with Palestinians. I would like 
them to feel the way I do about what happened, and to participate in national 
movements for democracy and peace. If you ask me, that’s what would make me 
happy. Maybe it’s narcissistic for me to say this, but yes- I’d like them, in this respect, 
to turn out just like me (Meeting, May 1997). 

 

Another mentor saw Kedma’s pupils’ political participation in Israeli society from a  

different perspective. An old-timer at Kedma, Mizrahi, and having grown up in a shchuna,  

he prefers to envision Kedma’s pupils setting the tone, rather than blending in with the 

predominantly Ashkenazi  mainstream liberal youth. Although he would like to see them 

participating in, and even organizing, peace demonstrations, he does not envision his pupils 

simply “pasted on” next to all that already exists. The image of them being  “pasted on” to 

the demonstration made his “blood curdle.” It  reminded him of the socialist Labor party 

rallies of the fifties, when his parents and other shchuna-dwellers were bussed by the 

governing Ashkenazim to “fill up the demonstration” without really being a part of the event, 

or even knowing what they were demonstrating about. Nothing would upset him more than 

to see history repeat itself, and to know that he had contributed to his pupils’ belief that this 

is what they ought to do.  
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On the other hand, he does not see enough “space” for his pupils standing next to the 

“Meretz and Shalom Achshav5 youth” who comprise these peace demonstrations today. 

Rather, this mentor insisted:  

There is no space for them there [at the demonstration against Rabin’s murder]-- they 
can’t stand there next to you and other hippie-types who are wearing earrings and 

playing their folk songs and guitars. They just can’t. Even if they were to identify with 
Peace and the other goals you mentioned, they can’t bring themselves to a 

demonstration where those types are setting the pace- it’s a different culture - they 
have to find their own way without mimicking. Find  their own way which feels right 

to them, and then impact society. It can’t be right- that in order to be a part of that, 
they have to be like the Aviv Gefen [a rock-star, anti-militant Israeli youth hero] fans. 

Forget it. It’s not going to happen. I don’t want it to happen. Let them get out of the 
way, for once, and make room for our kids, just exactly the way they are (Meeting, 

June 1997). 

The strong emotional import of his message could not be ignored. Those who agreed 

were beaming,  others listened carefully, but some looked aside. The issue of redirecting the 

flow of Israeli society was not a simple matter.  

 

The Bagrut as a political statement and a symbol of the school’s success   
  

The mentors view the school’s  mission as also being related to their pupils becoming 

“successful human beings” who are confident, competent, and proud of who they are. The 

proof of their success will be for  their pupils not only to gain the full Bagrut, but also to do 

something productive, and even impressive, with their lives. For some,  most notably the 

founding members of the team, their pupils’ success in the Bagrut  is the living proof that 

their efforts are not in vain, and that they were right all along to believe in their pupils.  

                                                           
5  Meretz is the “Civil Rights” political party, and Shalom Achshav is the Peace Now Movement, both 
predominantly composed of  liberal, Ashkenazi, middle and upper class Jewish adolescents and adults. 
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Furthermore, they did not consider their pupils’ success as only their personal 

achievement: their pupils’ full Bagrut would be the triumph of the marginalized Mizrahim, 

and the disenfranchised poor. The success of the first cohort would be living proof, under 

the very noses and scrutiny of the disbelieving Israeli Ministry of Education,  that their 

educational policies had failed the neighborhood youth since Israel’s inception. It would:  

demonstrate to the Ministry of Education and all the other doubters out there, that 
Kedma’s pupils and others like them, are fully capable of what the world assumes they 

are not (Interview, July 1997). 

 

If the first group of Kedma pupils reach the level of proficiency to take and pass the 

national Bagrut examinations, chances would increase that Kedma would receive full 

government funding and to be officially recognized as an ordinary school, not merely an 

experimental one. The Kedma system and educational philosophy would replace the “special 

education”  and vocational tracks available today from the federal government to 

neighborhood low-income youth. If this occurred, then: 

Kedma or Kedma-type schools can sprout like mushrooms in every low income Israeli 
neighborhood and thereby ultimately transform the educational system, and the social 

structure of the country (Meeting, May 1997). 

 

Eventually, many of the mentors postulated, educated Mizrahi intellectuals from 

Israel’s poor neighborhoods would  transform Israeli culture and its political system, 

rendering them more equitable. The mentors saw themselves at this historical crossroads, 

with the possibility of navigating society into a new direction. 

The pupils, however, cannot conceivably build up to and succeed in the Bagrut in 

isolation. Mentors considered their relationships with their pupils to be the crucial link, the 
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pivotal factor to create the necessary momentum. However, while some of these teachers 

saw the relationships between the mentors and their pupils as an end in and of itself, others 

believed  the relationship to be merely a means to reaching the school’s ultimate purposes. 

There are distinctive differences among the mentors in their focus on the relationships with 

their pupils as part of their educational perspectives, how they conceive of their task, and 

how they proceed to accomplish it. These will be addressed in Chapter Four. 

 

II. The objectives: three levels of educational philosophy or 

  three levels of implementing the vision 

The Bagrut results are a clearly quantifiable, measurable goal. There is no confusion 

as to what constitutes a good Bagrut. The biggest problem, though, with making the Bagrut 

the main focus of the mentors’ work is that the final answer to their efforts can come only in 

the year 2000, when the first group of students is scheduled to finish the battery of 

examinations. In the meantime, the mentors have six years to equip their pupils with what 

they believe they need to “make it to the finish line.”  

This section depicts the mentors’ views on what they believe they must do to facilitate 

this process for their pupils. The complex ingredients they believe are necessary for 

preparing for the Bagrut were not easily prioritized. The team members were polarized on 

many of the subgoals, yet the hierarchy that emerged from the data lends itself to two 

different, though not mutually exclusive, analyses: the first depicts the three levels that they 

believe must be tended to in preparing their pupils for the exams; the second describes three 

emerging espoused educational philosophies among the mentors, which were related to their 

consciousness complexity. The data will initially be reported, and subsequently interpreted 

in two alternative and possibly complementary ways.   
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Mentors’ polarized priorities on how to prepare pupils for the Bagrut 

As mentioned in Chapter Two, every interview and meeting yielded rich data. 

However, because each mentor addressed different issues, it was difficult to compare and 

contrast the mentors views. I constructed a questionnaire (Appendix E). I focused on topics 

that recurred most often, but that not all mentors had spoken of specifically. From the 

mentors’ responses to this questionnaire, stances on certain key issues became clear.  

With respect to the fourteen Kedma subgoals, or aims, in the questionnaire, the 

responses of the mentors not only affirmed the diversity of the team, but showed it to be 

extremely polarized. For instance, the same goal was ranked first  by some group members 

and last by others. For this reason I did not compute an average score for each item, but 

rather ordered the items by the number of people who chose a particular item as first or 

second in importance. For example, “loving the pupils” was chosen as first or second by the 

most number of mentors, while others chose it last. I mention this because this polarized 

tendency persisted and has implications for the manner in which the mentors work as a team, 

and the leadership they can exercise together as they shape the school and its philosophy. I 

will discuss these  further in Chapter Seven, which presents the conclusions and implications 

of this study.  The following is the collective prioritized list: 

Aim      Category # 

1. To love the pupils     1    

2.  To encourage the pupils    1 

3. To teach the pupils how to think   2 

4. To guide them to make the right decisions  3 

5. To solve the pupils’ problems for them  3 

6. To prepare them for life    2 
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7. To open them to the world    2 

8. To develop pupils’ political/social awareness  2  

9. To teach the pupils to solve their problems  2 

10. To help the pupils to open up emotionally  2 

11. To teach them to be respectful   3 

12. To help Kedma’s students with their homework 3 

13. To create a group     - 

14. To teach pupils to challenge authority  - 

 

Three groups of aims emerged as I organized the mentors’ responses. There are two 

alternative and perhaps complementary interpretations of the meaning of the three 

groupings, and what they symbolize in the Kedma setting. The first interpretation is that 

these groupings represent competing philosophical world views about education, and that 

those people who fell into these groups, who preferred one set of aims over another, espouse 

an educational philosophy different from their colleagues. The second analysis is based on a 

hypothesis that the different categories represent, in sequence, what the mentors believe is 

necessary for them to provide their pupils with, on their six-year climb towards the Bagrut.   

 

Each group of aims represents a world view, or an educational philosophy 

Each category represents a characteristic educational world view, which some mentors  

tended towards more than others. Each is named according to its educational essence, and 

placed in the order that most approximated what I understood Kedma’s educational 

intentions and ideals to be. A few of the individuals had some overlapping choices, but in 

general, they fell into three distinct sub-groups. 
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1)  Educational atmosphere-e.g.,  love, encouragement and emotional support:  Those 
concerned  more with the atmosphere in which the educational intervention takes 

place. 

2)  Educational intervention:  e.g., teaching pupils how to think and solve their 
problems: tends to encourage the development of independent adults, by educating 

in accordance with a philosophy that pupils should learn life skills at Kedma. 

3)  The direct  intervention- e.g., solving pupils’ problems: doing it  to “to” or “for” the 
pupil. Fundamentally, this approach may promote people who are more dependent, 

less self-sufficient. 

 People in the mentors group agreed that the most important goal was loving their 

pupils, and the second most important encouraging them. The combination of the two 

established the atmosphere in which Kedma’s mentors believe they must work. Still, one 

person plus the principal, when asked to rank the mission statements, placed loving the kids 

at or near the bottom of their lists. This surprised me, because when I first came to Kedma 

two years earlier, this was the goal that all teachers spoke about as being most important to 

their work. It was Kedma’s motto, and many teachers still quoted one of the founders, who, 

they said “Gave us permission to love the kids.” He made it a specific feature of the Kedma 

education. “Loosen up. You’re allowed to love the pupils here,” he’d say. “In fact, I 

encourage it!”  

The mentor who now ranked “loving the pupils” as among the least important was one 

of the founding members of the team, and had once been one of the strongest advocates of 

the belief that “loving the kids is the most important aspect of Kedma’s approach.” Perhaps 

the three years of experience had  taught her and the principal that, although loving the 

pupils was humane, it was not the central ingredient that would make them perform better in 

school. However, a belief in “loving the kids” was still of prevailing importance. Nine out of 

the ten mentors ranked it fourth or higher.   
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The first category (Educational atmosphere) was the group of aims that the biggest 

number of mentors agreed on. Five of the ten mentors ranked the aims in this group as their 

first choice. Comprising this group were mentors who were: old timers and newcomers; men 

and women; Mizrahi  and non- Mizrahi; from poor neighborhoods, and  not. 

The next largest group in size voted for the items in the second category, (Educational  

Intervention).  This group had four members, men and women,  experienced and not. I found 

an association between more complex consciousness levels, and a preference for the 

Educational Intervention approach. The last  category, the direct “doing for” and “doing to” 

rather that “teaching how” was preferred consistently by only one person.  

The three categories: representing three levels of educational intervention 

This analysis of the aims and resulting categories is based on Kedma’s construction of 

the  “Bagrut” building and what each pupil must have erected to sustain the next level of the 

edifice. In this analysis, each mentor must be capable of all three types of  educational 

approaches mentioned in the previous section as 1) educational atmosphere, 2) educational 

intervention, and 3) direct intervention. These are not presented here as competing 

approaches, but rather as complementary and sequential. The appropriate approach must be 

selected by the teacher at the appropriate time, as a function of the particular pupil’s 

situation.  

 The goal to pass the Bagrut may be viewed as an edifice that is being constructed. To 

reach the Bagrut level it is necessary that each block rest securely on the one beneath it, so 

that when the next block is placed on it,  there is a sustaining infrastructure. The basic level 

is the foundation: basic problems the pupil needs to be resolved immediately, such as his 
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missing school or trouble he or she has gotten himself into. The mentors feel that on this 

fundamental level, it is their job to intervene and solve the pupils’ problem immediately. The 

next level is that of the atmosphere in which real learning can happen, such as whether the 

pupil feels valued and respected, whether she feels that someone cares and believes in her, 

and whether she feels encouraged. The third and highest level concerns itself with the actual 

learning: study habits, critical thinking, and problem solving. This is the level of educational 

intervention. If the pupils’ basic problems have been tended to and there is an atmosphere of 

love and encouragement, the pupil can be free to tackle the material.  Unless there are strong 

foundations, the mentors believe, the pupils may not succeed scholastically. 

For some of the pupils, the present position of the structure is like an upside down 

triangle. The first, and most basic level of functioning is so narrow, that any attempt to build 

on top of it would topple the construction. What is necessary at this early stage is to 

“intervene directly” and attempt to scaffold the construction with support which is helpful 

immediately. As the basic security grows,  the pupil can settle into a positive atmosphere, 

that will eventually be conducive to her learning. If she is too perturbed by the trouble that 

she is in, she may not be able to utilize the encouraging atmosphere around her, let alone 

study effectively. In this analysis, the mentors are called on to identify what is the present 

state of each of their fifteen mentees, and give what is needed to facilitate the next level. 

 
III.  The fundamental Kedma belief in the possibility for human change:  

                              “Anyone can do it.”   
 

 It is clear that so much needs to happen within the six years that the pupils are 

studying at Kedma, that it would be hard to even imagine such an undertaking without a 
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deep belief in the possibility for human change. Kedma’s favorite “slogan” is “Anyone can 

do it!” For this reason they take pride in not turning anyone away and feel it is part of their 

mission not to give up on any of the pupils. In the few cases of pupils having been expelled, 

it has been a major crisis for the team.  

The desire for change permeates Kedma, and it is clear that the mentors see 

themselves as the central agents in the school responsible for promoting these changes. 

Their desire for change encompasses every level of their environment. Most of the  mentors,  

the Mizrahi ones in particular,  believed that Israeli society needs to accept the fact that 

Israel is in the Middle East, and therefore ought to cease looking to Europe and the United 

States as the ideal cultures to emulate. They bitterly criticize the Israeli social-class system, 

the poverty and lack of opportunities for people of the shchunot, and the mainstream’s 

attempts to turn everyone into middle-class Ashkenazim. The mentors believed, on some 

level, that their work with Kedma’s pupils would ultimately change these realities. 

The  mentors speak mostly of changes they believe must occur in attitudes of outsiders 

towards Kedma, its mission, and its pupils. For instance, the  mentors believe the shchuna 

community needs to cease being so apathetic and to participate more, and that parents’ 

beliefs and aspirations for their children need to become more positive. They feel that the 

Ministry of Education needs to allot a higher budget to narrowing the social and political 

inequalities between Mizrahi and Ashkenazi Jews, and that Israeli society needs to change 

by ceasing to refer to these pupils as lost cases. The  mentors feel responsible for making, or 

at least contributing to, these changes. 

This section, however, focuses primarily on the essential changes, the foundation,  the 

mentors were striving for in their pupils, so that they can succeed on the Bagrut. This was 
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the main, most immediate goal, the one they felt they could most directly influence.  On the 

other hand, when I asked the  mentors what was hardest about their work, what tended “to 

break the mentor the most” and make her lose heart, they all responded that it was seeing 

little or no change in pupils with whom they had tried so hard. 

Usually, however, the mentors had an upbeat, positive outlook and spoke about what 

needed to happen, and how it was going to happen. Curiously, though, one of their most 

common expressions was “ein ma la’asot,” meaning in Hebrew, “there is nothing you can 

do about it,” i.e., throw in the towel. Hence, I discovered parallel, diametrically opposed 

feelings: “omnipotence” on one hand, regarding the mentors’ aspirations and commitments, 

versus an underlying feeling of their “impotence” in the face of a changeless reality. 

Although the mission is change, nothing specific said about “change”  

Towards the end of the analysis of my data, I realized that, despite Kedma’s mission to 

effect “change,”  specific information as to how the mentors actually visualized such change 

was virtually nonexistent. What exact changes did they hope to see that they were not 

seeing? To what degree did they believe these changes were really possible? How much 

influence did they feel they could have on their pupils to promote these changes? Thus, from 

the answers in their interviews I constructed a questionnaire (Appendix F) which the 

mentors completed at the “findings meeting.”    

 

Results of the Change Questionnaire 

All of the mentors believed very strongly that their pupils could change, and most of 

the mentors felt that it was their own responsibility to bring about that change. However, not 

all of the mentors were convinced that they were capable of impacting that change. All but 
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two, however,  were positive that Kedma as an institution could promote the desired 

changes, despite the fact that maybe they personally were less effective in doing so.  

Interestingly enough, the two who thought it was possible, but were not certain that 

Kedma could actually accomplish the desired changes, were two mentors who had been at 

Kedma the longest and who were perceived by the others as being “relentless in their belief 

in Kedma’s mission.” This may be because, as indicated in later chapters, some of the 

founding members felt they needed to promote an image that was not always consistent with 

their private feelings. Also, their longer years of experience relative to others may have 

tarnished some of their idealism, and replaced it with some skepticism.  The list below cites, 

in order of consensus, the changes the mentors most wanted and expected for their students.  

•1     a. to believe more in their abilities 
•2     b. to respond with less aggressiveness 
•3     a.   to increase their love of learning 
•4      b.   to fail themselves less 
•5      a.   to improve in their studies 
•6      a.   to be more critical        
•7       b. to learn to be more considerate of others  
•8       c.  to be prouder of their ethnic background 
•9       a.  to be calmer          
•10       a.  to want to join the Kedma “revolution”  

 
The two areas in which they all agreed that they most desired change their pupils were 

in their academic achievements (the mentors hoped that their pupils would improve 

scholastically) and aggressive behavior (the mentors strongly wished their pupils would 

respond with less aggression).   

It was surprising that only two mentors indicated they equally hoped their pupils 

would both enhance their love of learning and  improve in their studies. I was surprised by 

this.   Only three members of the group indicated that it was more important to them that 
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their pupils grow to love learning, than “merely” to improve in their studies. Two other  

mentors desired that their pupils improve in their schoolwork, but they did not feel it was so 

important for the pupil to love learning.    

The two mentors mentioned above had been very eager to tell me about two success stories 

that had made then very excited, in which a pupil had sought out a specific mentor This 

thirst for knowledge, this desire to study with them, was a huge compliment, and a real 

source of inspiration. Their faces lit up when they recounted how one pupil who had been 

failing consistently, had sought them out -- that “he had come to them” in contrast to so 

many other pupils who had to be coaxed or even pushed into studying. 

 

The more things ought to change, the more they stay the same 

I maintained earlier that  even towards the end of the data collecting phase and through 

the analysis, the study was permeated with a desire for change, but specifics were 

nonexistent. I concluded that this omission may not be coincidental. I did not, however, 

understand what the omission truly meant, nor did I believe I ought to guess. 

As mentioned earlier, the expression “ein ma la’asot” -- “there is nothing you can do 

about it”--  consistently emerged in interviews, observations and informal conversations. 

The expression was always accompanied by a dramatic rolling of the eyes, and both hands 

turned up in acceptance. When I began hearing this sentence over and over in the interviews 

and meetings, I took some time to listen to conversations of other Israeli Jewish contexts in 

the city and in the neighborhood, to try to identify whether this sentence was in any way 

special to Kedma. I rode more buses for a few mornings and listened more carefully to 

people talking all around me. Although this expression is certainly used by Israelis, it was 
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not nearly as common with non-Kedma people as it was with the Kedma staff. The 

expression, naturally unprompted, was sprinkled generously throughout all the interviews, 

indicating inevitability and apparently differentiating what was and what was not in the  

mentors’ control:  

•11 I have no control over it. That’s the way it is, and there is nothing I can do about 
it: When referring to aspects of the pupils’ lives which the  mentors felt they and 
their pupils had no control over (for example, pupils’ parents who fight a lot, or a 
pupils’ father who believes his kid is a “good for nothing”). 
 

•12 This is a fact of life, accept it: When referring to situations either in “God’s 
hands” (like it being too hot, or there not being enough hours in the day to do all 
that was expected of them) or part of institutional policy of the Ministry of 
Education (like there was one fan, and there was not more money to buy a few 
more). 
 

•13 I’ve done all I know how, and still I did not achieve the result I wanted: for 
example, when despite their efforts, a pupil still did not show up at school or 
continuously got himself into trouble.    

     

I entertained the idea that it was possible that this was just an expression that had 

become commonplace in Kedma. My strong hunch, though, was that this sentence was 

expressing, in an acceptable way, a feeling that prevailed for many in Kedma, but that was 

less permissible to discuss openly: the ongoing sense of discouragement and despair in the 

face of the very little change they see happening in their pupils’ attitudes and behaviors.   

When I met with my informants at the “findings meeting” in December, before  

administering the questionnaire on change summarized above, I told the mentors that I had 

found that this sentence had recurred over and over in their interviews and meetings. The 

moment I said “ein ma la’asot” there was roar of laughter and, for several minutes the   

mentors could not get over what they had heard. They went on and on with hilarious jokes 

about the sentence ein ma la’asot (for example, a take-off on Theodore Herzl’s proclamation 
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which kicked off the Zionist dream: “If you will it, it will not be a dream!” ... they said, “If 

you will it, ein ma la’asot” and “Ein ma la’asot, Tzarich la’asot” meaning: “There is 

nothing to do, you must do!”)  When I offered the mentors my interpretations of what I 

thought they meant, they said that was only a small part of it. One said:  

ein ma la’asot  not in terms of  ‘I am getting up and leaving,’ or giving up- No! Quite the 
contrary. ein ma la’asot  meaning ‘This is the way we chose, and nobody is going to change 
our direction.’ (Mentors’ findings meeting, December, 1997). 

 

They added several more meanings to the ones I had: 
 

•14 ein ma la’asot :  you can’t make us give up...we are not giving up on you, even 
though you want to give up on yourself. Despite your kicking, ein ma la’asot, 
we will keep at it. (There is no way you can get rid of us). 

•15 ein ma la’asot: this is what we do here, habibi* We study. You will get to 
 where you want to go, by hook or by crook 
•16 ein ma la’asot : this is the way, and nobody is derailing us from it. 

  

I said that it might just be an impression of mine, in which case we could forget about 

it altogether, and not look into it any more. The   mentors said “No! It really is something of 

ours” and  agreed that this was a valuable finding, that the sentence was definitely an 

expression characteristic of them, telling perhaps more than what it seemed. Nevertheless, 

they denied that they have a feeling of ongoing despair, or that the statement is only about 

resignation. Rather they say it is about inevitability. I was not entirely convinced. Then one 

very small voice from the end of the room said:  

There are many moments in the work here when you come up against a solid wall. It 
could be a negative answer from the Ministry of Education, or an unreceptive fellow 
teacher, or a parent who just doesn’t care, or doesn’t want to care, or a kid who just 
won’t learn. He just doesn’t want to learn. And you  hit your head against that solid 
wall, because, ein ma la’asot, there is nothing you can do about it. In many instances I 
face the limits of my own abilities to influence the world. These are moments, and 
then they pass. But the feeling is definitely there (Findings meeting, December 1997).  

                                                           
* Habibi : My dear, in the Arabic language. 
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Nobody responded, nobody agreed or disagreed. Her words were left hanging in the 

room, in silence, for a few minutes. Then, someone made another joke, and the group  

moved on in their interpretations. They were beside themselves about this finding, and kept 

coming back to it. They asked how I had come up with it. I said I went over all the 

transcripts, and then one of them asked in jest: “Ein lach ma la’asot?” (Haven’t you 

anything better to do?) . We all roared. This was the last time I met them before finishing 

this thesis. I knew I had hit an open nerve, and that they would never be the same: they 

would  never be able to say the sentence ein ma la’asot again without a smile coming to 

their faces, or at least a twinkle in their eye, a question mark. 

 

Summary 

In this chapter I have recounted what passing the Bagrut signifies for the Kedma 

mentors, and why they consider it to be their main goal. I have explained how, in the views 

of the mentors, the Bagrut represents a vision of personal, social and political change, which 

they see as the reason for Kedma’s establishment. I have summarized the mentors’ views on 

the three levels of educational intervention they believe are necessary for their pupils to 

succeed in taking these nationwide examinations during their last two high school years. In 

doing so I explained that the mentors feel they must fundamentally build a foundation of self 

worth in their pupils, and a belief in their own abilities on which all their learning can 

securely rest. Kedma mentors believe that as the students gain confidence, learn how to 

study and understand what they are learning, they will become more prepared to tackle the 

Bagrut, and their chances of succeeding will improve.  However, these changes are slow and 
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wrought with struggle since both pupils and mentors are engaged in a major transformation. 

In the last section, I examined the teachers’ beliefs about the possibility of human change, 

and how it underlies the entire vision of the Bagrut and its implementation. Without this 

vision, it would seem impossible that anyone would dare imagine, let alone embark on, such 

an ambitious mission. 
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              CHAPTER FOUR 

       The High Expectations of Kedma Mentors 
 
 
 

The mentors  were overwhelmed with the endless expectations of them that they 

experienced in their work, but only two admitted that they found the expectations too high. 

Rather, most were convinced they must, and could, live up to what they expected of 

themselves and what others expected of them. In the background was also a general 

expectation of what society at large expected of Kedma as an institution. Kedma, still 

within the three-year trial period, was trying to prove that Katamonim youth could succeed 

academically, despite the fact that the Israeli educational system does not believe in them.  

This chapter summarizes and explains, from the vantage point of their work with their 

pupils, the two expectations that emerged as central to the Kedma mentors’ mission:   

1) that they create positive relationships with their pupils and 
2) that the work and relationships should “flow” 

 

I. The expectation  to create positive relationships with pupils 

 The idea of relationship and connection was the central theme Kedma mentors most 

spoke and thought about. All were preoccupied with the quality of human relationships,  

their own as well as others’ ability to form them. Some gave importance also to 

uninterrupted connection between all aspects of Kedma life. They spoke extensively in 

terms of the continuity in their connection with Kedma’s ideas, ideology,  work, staff, 

pupils, methods of teaching, pupils’ parents, and other mentors. Some spoke also in terms 

of either “connecting” or “not connecting” to the principal, colleagues, subject teachers, the 
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school as a whole, parents and the neighborhood. Despite the fact that the complexity of the 

relational web in Kedma was one of the more stressful aspects of working at this school, it 

was also part of the school’s attractiveness to most of the mentors. 

 The reader will recall that Hebrew is the mother tongue of all but one of the Kedma 

mentors. The meanings enveloped in language can provide insight into the nuances of the 

mentors’ experience, and in this case, of the expectation to create positive relationships. As 

a window into these nuances, we will briefly consider the rich meanings embodied by the 

Hebrew words most used by mentors,   hibbur meaning “connection” and  kesher meaning 

“relationship.” Each word connotes a different essence of relationship. Hibbur, the word 

most used by the mentors to describe human connection,  is not the common Hebrew word 

for relationship. It means “a joining,” or “a bond.” In Kedma the word is used mostly as an 

adjective in the sense of being joined, such as “being connected” or “not being connected” 

(to the ideals of the school, the pupils and other teachers), and in general as an ongoing 

state and way of life.  Hibbur as a root becomes and active active verb (lehaber), depicting 

differing degrees of fusing, and in the reflexive form (lehithaber), to actively “connect 

oneself.” In other words, in the mentors’ minds, it was up to them to take the active step of 

connecting themselves, if they were not in a natural state of being or feeling connected.  

Someone who does not, or can not, successfully do or exist in a state of “hibbur” is 

considered to be lacking the most important talent at Kedma. The way most mentors saw it, 

not connecting leads to netek, or disconnection and alienation. It interrupts an essential 

continuity that allows life to flow between people. In extreme cases, however,  hibbur 

could also lead to a symbiosis, a negative undifferentiated fusing. 
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The second word, kesher, connotes “contact,” warmth, affection, and “being related 

to.” The word is also, like  hibbur, used in the Kedma setting as both a state of being and as 

an active verb: “being in contact with” as an ongoing situation, such as “staying in touch” 

with pupils, parents, and other teachers; and as a proactive activity of “creating a 

connection.” Interestingly,  kesher also means “knot”-- so that a relationship might also be 

or become a knot, i.e., “entanglement.”     

Each of the mentors had unique ideas concerning relationships as part of an 

educational world-view, of what encourages a relationship, and what damages or destroys 

it. There were also differences in the mentors’ capacities for creating relationships, and for 

mending them when communication broke down.  What the mentors did have in common, 

though, was their belief that without a “real” and strong student-teacher connection, the 

learning process breaks down and all efforts towards the pupils’ progress are in vain. It is 

the foundation on which all else rests. Relationship was viewed as the very  “heart of the 

matter,” and the key to their pupils’ success. They believed their efforts: 

are not worth anything without a relationship that is real and continuous. All these 
words will be nothing but good intentions, unless a deep connection, based on caring 

and concern,  evolves  (Meeting,  May 1997).  

 

 The mentors believed that they were expected to initiate and successfully establish a 

“good relationship” quickly with the pupils, the pupils’ parents, the subject-teachers, the 

current team of mentors, and the principal. They believed that all of the relationships 

contributed to the relational web in Kedma which was designed to ensure their pupils’ 

success. Some believed that relationship-building was a value to be lived in Kedma, and 

that the corrective experience of nourishing and fulfilling relationships was the purpose of 
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their work as mentors.  Although all the mentors considered relationships to be central to 

achieving their educational goals with their pupils, most agreed that relationships in Kedma 

had ultimate purposes and were a means to achieving Kedma’s goals. They maintained that 

without a strong and solid relationship, there was little chance that their  pupils would 

become motivated and remain involved. They believed that:  

It would definitely not be sufficient if we all left Kedma, years from now with strong 
personal connections with our pupils and their families, and having become friends 

for life. It would be nice, granted, but what would we have accomplished then? So the 
kids would have someone in the world who cares about them and whom they love, 

and visit and can tell all their problems to. What comes out of the whole story? You 
have to remember what the whole point of it is, after all (Meeting, May 1997). 

 

The “whole point” was for their pupils to pass the Bagrut examinations and move on 

confidently to the outside “world.” The primary relationship, they believed, the one most 

crucial relational link that must be in place and functioning well, was the mentor-pupil 

relationship. For this reason I will focus in the next sections specifically on Kedma’s 

mentors’ perceived expectation of creating  a “positive relationship” with their pupils. 

 

Mentor-pupil relationship: joining with, and connecting to, Kedma pupils 

 The central expectation of the mentors was to “reach” the pupils, and to sustain a 

successful relationship with them. The mentors struggled with the definition and 

characteristics of the desired relationship. They had invented  the “mentor” role, and they 

were shaping the concept with their work experience. The founding team did not have a set 

model except for the negative examples of teachers in their past they “shuddered to think” 

of being like.  Those who joined the team after the first year had the founders to look to as 
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their models, but as there was no formal training process they felt that they, too, must shape 

the role as they went along.  

 The team members experienced a conflict between being a teacher and being a 

combination friend,  brother, mother, father, counselor, “therapist,” and tutor. They 

struggled between being gentler facilitative mentors on one hand, and maintaining authority 

as teachers on the other hand. They grappled with finding the ideal balance. For those who 

had or still taught at “ordinary” schools, the most common way of describing what the 

mentor-pupil relationship was, was to describe what it was not:   

...it is not like an ordinary homeroom teacher, in any other school, who has forty kids 
she is supposed to connect with and get to know. How well can you get to know so 

many kids? The mentor  really cares, though--he has 12-15 pupils, maximum, which 
is a reasonable number of kids to stay in relationship with. Besides, she cares, the kid 

is not just a number for her (Interview, July 1997). 

 

 This was the most common comparison—juxtaposition of mentors  and homeroom 

teachers’ roles. I had the distinct impression as they spoke, however, that they felt the 

mentors were far better than homeroom teachers. Mentors did not “just” do the work 

because they were supposed to, but rather “really care.” This caring is a what gives the 

pupils a “sense of security” and: 

...a belief in their capacity, yes. But without a real relationship, the encouragement 
is shallow. Again, it is not real, from within, and that’s very important. The 

pupils... I don’t know. I, at least, I can feel it. Someone can come and say to me: 
‘you can do it’ and encourage me in a shallow way, and... when someone comes 

from the heart, there is a difference, you can feel a huge difference (Interview, 
June 1997).   

 

The mentor’s relationship with his pupils was much more intense than that of a 

homeroom teacher in “ordinary” schools, the contact “really  personal, more frequent and 
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deeper.” As a mentor you needed to get to know each of your pupils very well, so you 

could “anticipate problems and do what you can to help pupils avoid them” (Interview, 

June 1997). For this reason, “the groups are smaller, half of an ordinary class. It is possible 

to care deeply about fifteen pupils:”   

there is much more personal connection, and crossing of boundaries. They share 
more together and the trust is greater. The mentor is a real part of the pupils’ life, 
and pupils and mentors really feel connected to each other (Interview June 1997). 

 
Without strong relationships, pupils were not open to the close follow-up that 

mentors were expected to carry out. The next section describes the mentors’ views on the 

meaning and function of reaching the pupils, and the significance of knowing everything in 

the pupils’ lives that might affect their staying “on track” in school. 

 

“Reaching” the pupils and  close pupil follow up  

Most mentors reported that “reaching” the pupil was the first and sometimes the 

most difficult challenge they faced. Without reaching the student quickly, the mentors 

could not motivate them to confide in them. They could help them overcome their 

difficulties only if mentors know what problems pupils are dealing with and    

... what is going on in their lives. When you have the connection, they come to you, 
they tell you about all sorts of things, the conversation flows and you don’t have to 

pull out the information from them.  They want to share their lives with you. You 
know their home situation, you know who their friends are, and what’s on their 
minds, and everything. Some kids need to be followed up very closely- you see 

them a few times a day in the halls or in recess, and ask “What’s up?” If the 
connection is good, they will tell you. If not, they’ll say “fine,” just smile or not 

even answer you. That’s when I worry (Interview July 1997).  

 

Mentors did their best to know, but asserted that the best scenario was for the 

information to come from the pupils voluntarily. Mentors had to earn the right to know 
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what life was like for them. Are their parents supportive of them? Is there fighting at home? 

Are they in love? Do they have to care for their younger siblings? Are they working part- 

time? Do their friends outside of Kedma make fun of them? Have they been separated from 

their parents or are they living with a relative? Some of the Kedma pupils had balanced 

homes which were a source of nurturance and support. Other students belonged to families 

that were in economic straits or had parents who were emotionally troubled and therefore 

could not actively be involved in their children’s schooling. Others were recent immigrants 

from Ethiopia, and had no family in Israel. Knowing this information was a very important 

aspect of the mentors’ work because sometimes the mentor was the only adult the pupils 

might trust enough to turn to if they were in trouble.  It was also a difficult expectation to 

live up to because: 

at this age they don’t always come and tell you things. You need to be aware of 
their expressions and their movements. If you have a strong connection and you 
know them well, you pick up on the cues and find the right way to approach the 
youngsters. And that is not easy. You have to be 100% present all the time, and 

pay close attention. Sometimes you hear something from someone in the class, a 
rumor or an off-hand comment that says it all. Then you need to approach gently 
and hope the student will open up. Besides, it’s hard because it is a lot of work to 

remember every detail... what happened before, what is the pupils’ next step. In 
some cases, following up means checking their notebooks every day and making 

sure they do their work. In others, it’s making sure they are not getting into 
trouble, or drifting off. You have to know each pupil’s special codes, his moods, 

and how far you can push him. Every kid is different (Interview, June 1997). 

 

Mentors are expected to take active steps to help their pupils cope.  Mentors are 

ultimately held responsible when pupils fall behind or fail to live up to their 

responsibilities. The mentors met as a team with the principal every week to listen to each 

other’s updates, go over students’ progress, and discuss special problems. In those weekly 

meetings, mentors were expected to know exactly what each pupil’s situation was, both 
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scholastically and personally, and to be prepared to respond to any questions about the 

pupils. One said: 

I know that if in one of our meetings the principal asks what’s going on with so 
and so, and his mentor doesn’t know, really has no inkling as to what to say, it’s 
considered a real mess-up. It’s totally unacceptable. And if he doesn’t know what 
happened recently in his family, or what is happening with the student lately with 
his studies in every subject, well -- that is a very lamentable situation and not 
good at all (Interview June 1997).  

 

He said that that year, when the principal had been on maternity leave, the mentor  

team had been overwhelmed by both trying to work and administer the school. There had 

been situations when certain mentors had not been able to maintain the follow-up procedure 

and:  

there have been extreme cases, cases when kids just slipped by, imperceptibly, 
with no progress at all. Last year for example,  there was a whole grade of kids 
that nobody knew anything about what was going on with them. Shocking. 
Nobody knew-- not the mentors, not the coordinator of the grade level, not the 
principal, nobody (Interview June 1997). 

 

Repairing the damage from such negligence, he thought, was going to be very 

difficult and, worse, some of the students, realizing how behind they were, might just “give 

up.” This, he considered, would be not only a terrible failure of Kedma as a school, but 

more so of the team, and specifically of these pupils’ mentors. 

 

 

 

Pupils trusting the mentors, and trusting they will be there for them 
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In order to be informed, to be on top of things, to know the truth about exactly what is 

going on in all relevant aspects of their students’ lives, mentors believed they must 

establish a trusting relationship with their pupils: 

...and they won’t be open with you unless they know that you can be counted on, 
that you won’t go and pass on the information, and you will try to take care of 

their grievance... not hold a whole ‘symposium’ on something private they told 
you. If they feel you can’t be trusted, you are not worthy of their trust, the 

relationship will not happen (Interview July 1997). 

This trust is clearly, in the mentors’ eyes, the essential element of the relationship. If 

pupils are to be encouraged to really open up, they need to know that: 

you won’t fall off the chair if you hear about something horrific that has happened 
to them in their lives, or if they tell you about something terrible that they have 

done, that you won’t go to the police or betray them. That you won’t do anything 
that will hurt them (Interview, July 1997).  

But this expectation, that “they don’t fall off the chair” when they hear about 

traumatic things that have happened to pupils, is a very difficult expectation for some of the 

mentors, even for one veteran, a member of the founding team who has encountered many 

difficult life situations in his work: 

When X came to me, and told me “listen, I was raped,” I don’t know. It’s very 
hard for me, I get very anxious. I didn’t know what to do, because I don’t know 

how to treat such a case. I am not a specialist. I don’t have the qualifications. 
Empathy and all, OK. I can do that, but it’s not enough. It’s treating the problem. 

Even when  I pass on the information to the principal,  I still try to find the way to 
really help her (Interview, July 1997). 

But there are times, like the above situation, when most of the mentors feel they do 

not have the “tools” to cope with their pupils’ pain and problems. The pupils, they said, 

have gotten used to coming to them for every hurt and grievance, both physical and 

emotional, whether or not it is school-related. A few of the mentors  have come to feel that 

the pupils have extremely high expectations of them, believing they can solve all their 
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problems, fix their home situation, heal their wounds, and  reeducate their parents. 

Sometimes, says one, she feels  pupils see her as some sort of a doctor, or a magician who 

can make their dreams come true. I did not get the impression, either from the interviews 

with the mentors or during their meetings, that any of them were actually aware of what 

they might have done to stimulate this image or fantasy of their pupils. 

There were times, some said, when the trust their pupils expected: 

borders on the non-ethical, and you don’t really know what to do with what you 
have heard. You know you cannot help the pupil alone, and might do damage to 
the kid by not telling the principal or anyone who can help, but you can’t not tell 
anyone, because that would be irresponsible. A few kids do things that border on 
petty crime, or even real criminal behavior. Somebody’s gotta stop them, to help 
them stop themselves, but on the other hand, you don’t want to betray their trust  

(Interview June 1997). 

 

One of the newer mentors was so flattered by his pupils’ trust that he got carried 

away and “lost all sense of direction in his role” with some of his “more troubled” pupils. 

He told me of an extreme case he encountered with one pupil under his care, and of what 

happened in the context of their relationship: 

I had one kid who, I am sorry to say, is in a juvenile penitentiary today. He dealt 
in drugs, grew marijuana, and stole a motorcycle. I used to come over to him, and 

he used to show these things only to me. It made me feel so good that someone 
trusted me that much. He wrote songs, but listen, how was I supposed to deal with 

it?  He wrote songs about what he was going to do, how he would steal the 
motorcycle, where he would go with it. Detail by detail, really a brilliant 

youngster, and very talented.  I thought to myself, talented kids are born, then they 
become either cardiologists or first rate criminals (Interview, June 1997). 

 

Occasionally the trust was mingled with such caring that mentors were blinded and 

did not recognize a pupil’s self-defeating behavior, thus failing to confront him on it. If 

mentors could not detect a problem, they could not help “bail him out,” when a pupil 
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behaved in ways that threatened to “fail him,” like lying to or deceiving himself, and lying 

to the mentor. In one case, the mentor, looking back on the year, felt that there had been 

one case where she had loved and trusted a certain pupil so much that she had been totally 

“taken in” by his charm, and had not been able to see through “his game.” She felt totally 

betrayed, but most of all she felt like a fool, and she knew that she had failed to be 

professional by trusting him so blindly. Thinking she was being supportive, she had not 

fulfilled the expectation to be “on top of things” and, in the end, had cooperated with the 

pupil in failing himself. He was expelled at the end of the year, a near-to-never Kedma 

occurrence. 

The mentors believed that pupils needed to know that there was someone in school 

to be there for them, someone who would not fail them. They felt that “being there for the 

pupils” actually meant  that during school hours, mentors must give the highest priority to 

the needs of their pupils. All other needs, their own and those of anyone outside of their 

group of pupils, came second. Knowing that their needs came first to one special person 

was very important to the pupils:    

What I saw is most important to the kids is that you be with them-- that you be for 
them and with them, every minute of your time, when you are at school, they want 

it-- it doesn’t matter when or where-- they need you, so you be there for them. It 
doesn’t matter if you are nervous or tired, you must be there for them-- to help 

them stay in touch with the staff, with the directors of the school, someone who is 
close by them, a big brother- I don’t know, a Dad, or a Mamma sometimes- be 

there close by them (Interview, June 1997). 

The mentors took very seriously their awareness that pupils needed to know they 

would keep their word and follow through on their promises. When mentors did not live up 

to their own expectation of really “being there” for the pupils, they confessed their own 

shortcomings, worried that their failure might undermine the process:   
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I know this is terrible. I see them first thing in the morning, when I rush into class. 
I tell them I’ll meet them in the break, and there are a thousand other things I need 
to do in the break, so they wait till next break, and pretty soon the day is over and 

everyone goes home, and what have the kids learned? That my word doesn't 
count, that they can’t trust me to keep my word. But not only that-- they learn that 

they don’t have to keep their word, either, if it ‘doesn’t work out’. I am not 
pleased with that message they get from me. But I can’t help it. I get too 

overwhelmed and then I mess up (Meeting, June 1997). 

 

The mentors had to face the fact that, despite their high ideals and their awareness of the 

importance of living up to them, it was not always possible to do so in reality. These were 

frustrating cases that mentors could not forget.  

Becoming significant in pupils’ lives,  in order to have “pull” with them  

The relationships work best if mentors become significant people in the lives of 

pupils, if they become people whose opinion counts and whom they “allow into their soul” 

(Interview). When a pupil “allows a mentor in” it means that she opens up to being 

influenced by the mentor: what the mentors say and think becomes important, their views 

and values become guiding voices, first sought directly in conversation with the mentors 

and, after their voices are internalized, consulted in the pupils’ own minds. The mentors do 

not see this as “brainwashing, or telling the pupils what to do or how to live,” but rather 

becoming guiding forces, where guidance can be helpful and is often necessary. Unless 

mentors are fairly important figures in their pupils’ lives, the mentors feel they have 

insufficient “pull” with their students to counteract other outside influences. One spoke 

regretfully about one of her pupils, the one and only pupil whom she “lost” that year:   

The kid was very very violent. He was yelling for help. I knew he was living in a 
violent situation at home. His mother who lived out of the house with her second 

husband, and his stepmother too, both had given up on him. His mother said “he’s 
a criminal, forget about him,” and I well, I couldn’t forget about him. But I had to 

wonder who I was for him- I was barely a figure in his life, I mean- he barely 
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came to school. How significant could I be to him? He liked me like a friend, I 
could tell. I sometimes helped him with his work. He needed help with 

everything. But he was more [experienced] than me,  in terms of “street 
experience.” He knew when to sell the drugs and how to do it without being 

caught. What am I going to tell him? ‘Sit at home and do your work?’ His world 
was heavier than my weight inside his heart. I finally gave up. I was crushed, but I 
couldn’t keep sacrificing all the other kids on his account (Interview, June 1997). 

 

Treating all pupils fairly 

The mentors believe they must be “fair” in their treatment of pupils in Kedma. By 

“fair” they mean that they should neither give preferential treatment to one pupil over 

another, nor prefer their own pupils over the others when they are teaching class or 

conducting other activities in school. The issue of treating the pupils fairly was also one on 

which the pupils tended to test the mentors about continuously. According to the mentors, 

students did this more in Kedma than in other schools because they knew that the teachers 

were concerned with equity and fighting discrimination. They examined the mentors’ 

actions to test their declarations, and tugged at the more delicate seams of the school’s 

fabric to test its strength.   

Many of the mentors felt it was wrong for some pupils to be treated with a heavy 

hand while others were treated more leniently for what they considered to be the same 

behavior. They knew that unequal treatment was common in other schools and in life itself, 

but claimed that, precisely because of this, Kedma pupils ought to be treated fairly.  They 

were specially bothered when other mentors or the principal consistently gave certain 

pupils preferential status:  

Everyone knows that x [a pupil] has stretched the boundaries way out of proportion. 
He has been warned time and time again, but he bounces back to his petulance and 

lack of respect for others and school property over and over again. But is the 
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principal going to be harsh on him? Hell no. Everyone knows she cannot do it 
because she cares for him in a special way. His mother was her neighbor growing 

up, and she feels a special commitment to the boy. And he knows it, and he uses it 
beyond belief. Other pupils ask me “how come you are so tough with me, when I 

have done nothing worse than x?” and I have nothing to say to him except that I go 
by my own standards, and that I believe he can do better. But these unbalanced 
reactions to pupils have an impact on the mentor relationships with pupils, and 

sometimes make it very difficult for pupils to feel they really do have a fair chance. 
We who have such high ideals to treat pupils equitably, fail them. All it takes is one 
pupil to get off the hook easy, and they start wondering. The trust  erodes, not only 

in the principal but also towards the mentors individually and the school at large 
(Interview, 1997). 

   

The opposite situation, of a pupil being treated more strictly than others, also occurs 

at times, and was mentioned more than once with concern. Most difficult for these mentors 

were the cases in which the pupil “treated unfairly” was one of their own. They felt that it 

was their job as mentors to advocate on behalf of these pupils, but they could not always 

confront the teachers whom they held responsible for the unfair treatment:  

I know x [one of his pupils] gets treated by some of his teachers very badly. They 
would never dream of saying to other pupils what they say to him. They just don’t 

believe in him, and have given up on him. Everyone knows that it is because of 
what he did to X [a teacher] that people have just written him off as a lost case. But 

I know he can do better, and if they treated him fairly and gave him a real chance, 
he would overcome the stigma of his actions, and move on. But nobody can tell her, 

and they have not clarified the incident in a way that gives both sides a chance to 
say their truth. I just cannot let him stay where he is, but I do not know how to help 

him out (Interview, May 1997). 

 

An equally difficult task was treating pupils impartially in a class that included 

pupils both from their own and from other groups. Knowing them better, they were 

sometimes more direct or friendlier with their own pupils. In these instances, the other 

pupils expressed jealousy; when a pupil was sent out of class or reprimanded, they might 

respond by saying “If you were his mentor, you would never get upset with him like that.” 

Or other times, mentors felt that their own pupils actually expected them to treat them 
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better than others. When they did not, their own pupils were disappointed, accusing them of 

being unfair. At a meeting, one mentor concluded that: 

It is just like having your own children in a class you teach. I have heard that this is 
not allowed to happen in kindergartens and schools for the very same reason. On 

one hand you feel protective over them and care for them in a special way. You 
know why they are behaving the way they are and you tend to forgive them more. 
On the other hand, you know them better and expect more from them. When they 

fool around you feel they are betraying your trust, that they somehow owe it to you 
to be good, and you get angrier at them. It isn’t fair, really. It is such a complex 
relationship in the school, and it is hard to stay balanced. Over the course of the 

year you find some balance, but you need to be ready to rock with the boat when 
something you do shakes it out of balance (Meeting, June 1997). 

  

At Kedma-- where the rhetoric about social awareness, unfair treatment, and 

discrimination is so central to the school’s philosophy, indeed its very reason for existing-- 

the sensitivity to this issue is especially high. The mentors expect themselves to treat 

everyone equitably, despite the fact that it is not always easy, or even possible, to do so.  

Possible “paths” of  the Kedma mentor-pupil relationships 

The mentors strive to create a balanced relationship with all of their pupils. The two 

extremes experienced by the mentors in their relationships with their pupils are netek, or 

total disconnection, on one hand, and hibbur totali, or total fusion,  on the other. Both are 

considered to be undesired results of a relationship problem. The desired relationships the 

mentors hope and generally succeed to create with their pupils ranged somewhere between 

these two extremes (see Figure 4.1). Interestingly, what was omitted from the mentors’ 

accounts were the  pupils’ contributions to the evolving relationship. This reflects an 

interesting finding about the views of the mentors: the majority of them believed creating 

and sustaining the relationships was almost entirely their own doing.  
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The pupils’ input is included in the mentors’ accounts only in those instances when 

the mentors speak about the importance of respect. They felt pupils ought to respect their 

mentors for two reasons: 1) because of their belief that all human are entitled to respect, 

and 2) because of their desire for reciprocity in relationships. Some mentors stressed that 

being respectful was a basic human conduct that must be promoted at Kedma:  

I ask that you respect me because I am a human, just like you. I  recognize your 
humanity. I expect you to recognize the humanity of others, including myself  
(Meeting, July 1997). 

 

On the other hand, others stressed the importance of reciprocity. Referring to a 

conversation one mentor had had with one of her pupils, she explained why she felt she 

deserved better treatment from him:   

I respect you, so you must respect me. I expect this from you, because this is the 
treatment that I have given you. I don’t deserve your disdain, because I have 
treated you well (Meeting, July 1997).   

 

She did not say the pupils must respect her because she was their teacher, or because 

she was older or knew more than they.  However, in more than one instance, what appeared 

to follow from the concern for reciprocity, though not explicitly stated by the mentors, 

might be: therefore, if a pupil is humiliated or not respected, the mentor-teacher invariably 

“deserves what s/he receives in return.”   

One extreme case, perhaps unrepresentative of the whole group, was that one of the 

mentors who felt he could not handle the demands of the task. He expressed his view in the 

following words: 

That’s the way it works [at Kedma]. Nobody knows exactly what to do in the 
group. We didn’t take the time to plan [the activity] carefully. It was always rush 
rush rush, until last minute the very morning when we had to lead the group. And 
you know what? We deserve what we get from the pupils in return: their disdain, 
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their attitude... it pains me to see it, but on the other hand I understand the kids 
(Interview, July 1997). 

  

Implicit in this mentor’s view is that not preparing was a result of mentors’ lack of 

consideration for pupils’ needs, which he considered to be a sign of disrespect for the 

pupils. This lack of respect, in his eyes, made mentors “deserving” of the pupils’ contempt 

and disdain, and justified the pupils’ behavior towards the “unprepared” mentors. The 

logical conclusion might be: “when I treat you right, I expect the same from you” and  “If I 

don’t treat you right, you can treat me wrong as well.” But, if “I treat you right, and you 

treat me wrong, then this is a violation of the contract: I am hurt and disappointed. I feel 

betrayed.”   

In general terms, most of the mentors viewed “the relational story” between mentor 

and pupil in the following manner (see Figure 4.1):    

Mentors believe they succeed in creating a positive connection when pupils feel they 

are being treated well. But the relationship can go wrong in two ways: mentor and pupil 

may lose the connection and suffer netek, or alternatively lose the boundaries and become 

so fused that the mentors’ needs may outweigh the pupils’. The worst of the two ways, 

believe the mentors, is for the relationship to suffer a netek. When a netek occurs, mentor 

and pupil become estranged from each other, the pupil retreats into herself, and she will not 

talk or open up. The two most common ways in which the netek occurs, in the mentors’ 

view, are either that they did something wrong, or that there are problems in the life of the 

pupil, usually family problems or friends with “bad” influence, that have a stronger “pull” 

on the pupil than does the mentor.  
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Saving the relationship is of supreme importance. If the netek was caused by the 

mentor’s behavior, there are two common ways in Kedma to repair the connection. The 

best is for the mentor to initiate a conversation, to reestablish contact. However, if netek is 

more severe and the mentor is unable to overcome the disconnection alone, he or she must 

make an effort to include a third party: the principal or another mentor can bridge the gap. 

If this transaction works, the relationship gets “back on track” and is revived. But if not, 

mentor and pupil may become even more estranged from each other, and eventually feel 

totally alienated. This is rare at Kedma, but there have been a few such instances. The pupil 

might then be transferred to another  mentor, but if the situation is more severe, the pupil 

might decide to just leave. Nearly the worst thing a pupil can do at  Kedma, in the eyes of 

the mentors, is to “just leave,” and pupils know this. Some of them threaten to leave when 

they feel they have been mistreated, or when they feel they failed to receive something they 

wanted. This is perceived by the mentors and  as very threatening and hurtful: a personal 

rejection, a rejection of the idea that Kedma represents, and a betrayal. When a pupil leaves 

Kedma, the mentors feel a deep sense of failure. 

Identification by personal example  

 What is most important to all the mentors is that the pupils learn to believe in their 

own abilities and become convinced that it is possible for them to achieve what they desire. 

When I first came to Kedma, what mentors most wanted for pupils to learn was that “the 

sky’s the limit!” When I asked what the sky was a limit for, the teachers were unanimous in 

saying that the neighborhood pupils did not dare want anything for themselves beyond what 

they saw around them. Kedma’s mentors believed their purpose was to pierce this closed 
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assumption and imbue them with a belief in the possibility that they could achieve anything 

they set their minds to.   

Is it possible for Kedma’s pupils to go to the university? The pupils need to dare 

question the “inevitable,” believe the mentors. They should change the question mark for 

an exclamation mark, and reverse their doubt to: “Yes, it is possible!” Only if their pupils 

dared to dream, could they prepare themselves realistically to pass the Bagrut.  Kedma’s 

lead staff strongly believed it was part of their job to encourage their pupils to dream 

begadol-- meaning  “big-time.” As I write, I hear the echo of Theodore Herzl’s 

unforgettable proclamation about the Zionist dream for a homeland for the Jews: “If you 

will it, it will not be a dream.” The Kedma mentors did not quote directly quote Herzl, but 

in response to one teacher’s declaration that “It’s cruel to raise the kids’ hopes falsely. It’s 

impossible! Yes, the kids can learn, but they won’t ever be able to do the full Bagrut, ” one 

of the founding mentors said: “They succeeded in establishing a state, didn’t they? 

Everyone thought it was impossible, but they showed them!”    

How do the mentors  believe their relationship with the pupils engenders a belief that 

their dreams can come true?  For one, they are living examples that achieving what one 

aspires to is possible. They believe  their own individual success is living proof of their life-

philosophy and, specifically in the Kedma context, of the feasibility of succeeding in school 

and gaining a full academic Bagrut. Four of the ten mentors had grown up in low-income 

Israeli neighborhoods like their pupils,  and the principal was even born and grew up in the 

Katamonim, the very same neighborhood where Kedma is located. All but two mentors had 

completed or were in the process of finishing their University Bachelor degree or teaching 
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certificate, and one was even enrolled in graduate studies at the same time they were 

teaching at Kedma. The motto was: “If I could do it, so can you!” 

For this spirit to work,  the mentors believed the students had to identify with their 

teachers. To do so, pupils had to believe they “are like” them in some fundamental way. A 

common ground was needed. For some of the team members, their own ethnicity and 

socioeconomic backgrounds might facilitate or in turn encumber, the process of 

identification. Eight of the ten mentors believed that where they grew up had an impact on 

the relationship they had with their pupils and on the degree to which the pupils identified 

with them. All of those who had grown up in low income Jewish neighborhoods stated that 

their own experience of poverty and life in the shchuna helped their students identify with 

them, and contributed positively to their capacity to establish and sustain good relationships 

with them.  

One of the founding mentors who grew up in a  shchuna was convinced that this 

aspect of her background strongly impacted her connection with her pupils and the degree 

to which her pupils identified with and looked up to her: 

The kids say: “Wow! You went to the University?” They know I grew up just like 
them. I know where they buy their bread. I have relatives, cousins and nephews 
who are their neighbors. We are kin, we share the same experience. They know 
that and say “If you did it, then I can too!” That is the most powerful tool for 
them to believe it’s possible (Interview, July 1997). 
 

She knows what it is like to live in poverty, to move back and forth between the two 

worlds, and to be labeled “teunat tipuah6,”  and believes it is important for her pupils to be 

aware of this. She is no longer ashamed of where she grew up, nor does she try to hide it. 

                                                           
6 Hebrew for “in need of nurturing.” The official definition of  the Ministry of Education is:  a son or daughter 
of a father  of Asian or African origin who had little formal education and many children. “This discriminatory 
designation, based on country of origin, was made nearly 30 years ago and is still being employed today” 
(Svirsky, 1992). 
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She hopes her openness will inspire her pupils to strive to succeed. She remembers that for 

years she avoided saying where she was from because of the “stigma” attached to the name 

of her neighborhood. She hopes her present attitude will serve as an example to her pupils.   

I know what they are going through. I grew up in a “shchuna” and went to school 
in a rich neighborhood. I experienced, daily, the gaps between these two social 
realities. According to ‘them’ I was a  “teunat tipuah” girl. I suffered my own 
personal feelings of being discriminated against. I am sure that as result of this I 
developed a great sensitivity, and a strong desire to do things differently 
(Interview, July 1997). 

She says the fact that she was and still is a part of the shchuna life, encourages pupils to 

“let her in”: 

I am just like them, in many ways invisible to others, but recognizable to the kids. 
The way I carry myself. The little things I do which are natural to me. For 
example, kissing the mezuza when I come in and out of a classroom. Only the kids 
who grew up in the shchuna are used to doing that. I don’t have to say a word. Or 
do anything deliberately. It’s just a habit of mine (Interview, July 1997). 
 

For another mentor  who grew up in a similar shchuna, the identification works 

through what he calls the street-wise “rules of the game” in a poor neighborhood. He feels 

this is an advantage to establishing a “no bullshit” relationship with the pupils. “Maybe I 

am stricter with them,” he says, “but they also know we are ‘broadcasting on the same 

wave-length.’”   He is able, he says, to use the appropriate codes to “level with the kids:” 

I grew up in a neighborhood which is very similar to where the kids live. I am very 
well acquainted with the rules of the game. Nobody can pull the wool over my 
eyes. I understand the dynamics... I know what their struggles are about- I was 
there- I am there, a lot of the time, I still live the life of the neighborhood inside of 
me, even if I have moved out. The kids know that. They can see it (Interview, July 
1997). 
  

One mentor recalls a morning when the girls were sitting together on the steps, before 

the school had opened. They were talking about the last episode of “Celeste,” a TV  soap 

opera. She sat with them, she said, and slipped right into their discussion. They were 
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disagreeing about something one of the protagonists had done, and the fact that she had 

watched the program, she thought, made it possible for her to be closer to the girls. They  

looked at her as if saying: “You watch Celeste?” which she interpreted as “You, who are 

successful and have so many other things to do, you also watch Celeste?” This mentor, 

like the kids,  also believed that “respectable,” rich, or intellectual people  do not watch 

Celeste. This was another way she believed she was just like the kids, which brought them 

closer to her. Having been poor and being Mizrahi, she said, are almost inseparable for 

her, and for many other people she knows. She continues:   

It’s much more than that, though. It’s the TV programs we watch, it’s the 
Mimouna [the Moroccan Passover celebration], the way we talk Hebrew, our slang 
and the customs we have. Living in the “shchuna” and being Mizrahi are 
intertwined, since most of the people in the “shchuna” are Mizrahi and of Mizrahi 
origin (Interview, July 1997). 
 

Six of the seven Jewish Mizrahi mentors agree that their Mizrahi background helps 

the students identify with and open up to them. One of the mentors who believed his 

ethnicity had no impact on the relationship said he thought most of the pupils did not even 

know what his ethnic background was. He was less aware than others, I think, of how he 

was really perceived by the pupils. I realized this when this subject came up in a 

conversation with the principal, who found evidence of this teacher’s image his pupils 

feedback sheets, on which some of them said he dressed like “a neighborhood gangster.”  

This mentor agreed that the identification of the kids was an important element of the 

pupils’ belief in their own capacity, but he did not relate to his own ethnicity and 

socioeconomic background as a strength or weakness in the process of identification. He 

was also one of the very few mentors who felt he had not been able to create a significant 
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relationships with the students, that they had not really opened up to him. He believed this 

was because of his being “cold,” or perhaps because he was not a woman.   

But for another Mizrahi mentor, the identification occurs through the common 

language:  

Many times the connection through using the same language solves a good deal of 
the problem, and makes communication much more immediate. They understand 
my words, but they also really get the gist of what I am saying, and I can 
understand them too (Interview, July 1997). 
  

The one  mentor who states bluntly that his SES background and ethnicity  give him a 

real advantage over the Ashkenazi mentors  of a more privileged background, says “they 

[the Ashkenazim] will never understand what the experience of these kids is about, and the 

kids know it” (Interview, July 1997). He does not believe it is impossible for the pupils to 

work and flourish under the guidance of a non-shchuna Mizrahi mentor, but he is 

convinced it is much more difficult for them to create a connection. He feels that, 

ultimately, the connection with a non-shchuna Mizrahi is unlikely to succeed. He recalls: 

The other day one of the kids brought me a little bird-leg with a ring around it. I 
recognized it immediately. My father used to do that before going out on a 
dangerous mission. He worked in construction, and sometimes when they used 
dynamite, he would wrap one in a napkin, to protect him. If I didn’t know about 
this belief, I might be shocked or make fun of it. This would distance the kid, shut 
him up like a clam. Because I am closer to their experience, they are more likely to 
believe they can grow up and be like me (Interview, July 1997). 
 

The non-shchuna Mizrahi mentors  (two Ashkenazi and one Arab-Israeli)  believe 

also that where they grew up makes a big difference in the ease with which mentors  can 

establish their relationships with their pupils. They agree that they each have to work 

harder to gain their pupils’ trust, partly because that they do not share the same background 

with their pupils. One of them states that not having grown up in a “shchuna,” and the fact 

that the kids know this: 
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Makes it so I have to work much harder to gain my pupils’ trust (Self-report  
questionnaire, December, 1997). 
 

This woman also uses the tool of her pupils’ identification with her to promote her 

goal, but she must rely on her other natural attributes and behaviors for the identification to 

occur and be effective. She stated that one of her goals for the pupils is: 

not to be afraid to be who they are...that they don’t have to dress-up [convert 
themselves, as in wearing a costume] or feel that they have to embody a different 
personality, like coming from a specific neighborhood. I mean, I wish them to 
really understand that just because people expect you to fulfill a certain role in 
society, or a certain behavior in the world, doesn’t mean you have to fit into that, 
necessarily... you can choose what you want to do and still not think that you have 
to be someone else to do it (Interview, June 1997). 
 

When I asked her how she believed she accomplished getting that point across to her 

pupils she used herself as an example, and said: 

Yes, I can laugh with them, and have a good time with them, at the pool, for 
example, when we were on the annual outing. That is to say, what they are is 
good... like myself, true- I am a teacher but I can allow myself the freedom of 
behaving differently [than they expect me, their teacher, to behave]. That it’s not a 
contradiction, to function in a certain role, and at the same time preserve their 
personality within that function (Interview, June 1997). 
 

The second Ashkenazi mentor states a different aspect:  

It is possible that because I came from such a different background--different 
childhood experiences and totally different life-style-- may make it much harder 
for me to understand the kids and be close with them (Self-report questionnaire, 
1997). 
 
She had a hard time, in her view, “connecting” to many of her pupils as a mentor. She feels 

she is slower at building a relationship, and also that she herself cannot be an identification 

figure for her pupils. She says she truly believes it is possible for the students to achieve 

what they set out to do, but they need to work very hard, harder than people who come 

from more privileged backgrounds, who are more compatible with the mainstream, and 

economically comfortable. She has seen others like her pupils succeed, she says, and knows 
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this reality from her close-up experience. She is married to a Mizrahi who was born and 

raised in the Katamonim, under similar conditions as Kedma’s pupils:  

His whole family is very impressive. They were many siblings. who grew up in 
very difficult conditions, much the same as the kids at Kedma. Each one of his 
brothers in his own way is unique and impressive, and they have all succeeded 
incredibly, by any standard. I don’t know how they did it, in the dire conditions 
they had, growing up. I really don’t. I don’t think I could have done it. I admire 
them and feel fortunate to be married into their family (Interview, July 1997). 
 

The team members are aware to differing degrees of their being a figure of 

identification for their pupils as part of their educational role. Many of them speak of 

knowing they offer a “personal example” to their pupils, and tell stories of how their 

chance and deliberate encounters with the pupils outside of school provide opportunities for 

their pupils to take them as examples (in their homes, in town, late at night, leaving a bar, 

etc.).  They have either felt they were good examples for their pupils, or have provided non-

educational or negative optional behaviors for their pupils, which they do not wish them to 

emulate. What they agree on is that their pupils examine who they are as individuals, and 

are influenced to varying degrees by what they see. None of them felt their pupils were 

indifferent to the example they set.    

 Other relationships beyond the scope of this study 

 In this section I have analyzed some central components of the relationship 

between mentors and their pupils that the team of mentors believe are necessary for the 

relationship to “work.” I focused on the mentor-pupil relationship because the mentors  

believe it is the central, most important part of their work. It is important to note here that 

all of the mentors believe their relationship with the pupils, though vital, is not sufficient 

for their pupils’ success: they are convinced that the parents must be involved in this 
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process. The mentors see themselves as the “link” between home and school for the pupils, 

in much the same way that they feel they are the “link” between their pupils and the other 

teachers and mentors at Kedma. They believe it is their job to integrate all the different 

“pieces” of the puzzle, and orchestrate the policy which will lead each of their pupils to 

eventual success.  

The relationships between the mentors and the pupils’ parents, other mentors, 

subject-teachers, and the principal are, however, beyond the scope of this study. These 

relationships mentors  are expected to foster require a separate comprehensive analysis. 

Close examination of these relationships, both as unique to the Kedma context and in 

comparison to other educational philosophies and institutions would be very interesting and 

I think would make a valuable contribution to educational theory and practice.  

 

Peer relations : It is important to note that, despite the fact that the mentors are aware that 

peer relationships are important in the crystallizing of adolescent identity, Kedma’s mentor 

team hardly, if at all, mentions them. The team does not report feeling an expectation that it 

foster and nurture these relationships, similarly to ways they speak of the mentor-pupil 

connection. Most of the mentors speak only briefly of their group work with the pupils, and 

most of them do not see the group work mainly as a vehicle for creating strong peer 

relationships. Many of them feel they are not competent or equipped to guide their pupils 

well in a group. This feeling of incompetence and frustration is a source of pressure 

addressed in Chapter Five. Not all the mentors  are even convinced that the group activities 

with half of the home-room are the best way for two mentors to effectively “reach” all 

pupils. Consequently, some mentors conduct small group activities and others do not. 
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Almost all the mentors rely most heavily on their one-on-one relationships with their 

pupils. 

This, I believe, could be of special significance, as will be explained in the 

concluding chapter, both in terms of fostering and strengthening the values Kedma is 

attempting to promote in each of the pupils, and in the light of Kedma’s goal to be an 

institution that  educates individuals who will think as independent adults and who promote 

social change. 

  

II.  The Expectation of  “flow” 

“Flowing” is a special Kedma expression that refers to almost every aspect of the 

mentors’ work lives. Difficult to define, the expression receives its meaning from the 

context in which the “flowing” occurs. Generally, Kedma teachers use the word in a 

positive way, for example referring to a good connection between people, the ease with 

which a class is taught, or a frictionless encounter in which neither party had to struggle to 

communicate.   

In the text of almost every interview all the mentors used repeatedly, to differing 

degrees, the expression lizrom which means “to flow.”  The word in Kedma expresses an 

expectation for everything to “flow.” It revealed itself to be so fundamental to mentors’ 

beliefs, that it became a useful lens through which to analyze strengths and weaknesses of 

the ways in which they experience their realities. The discovery of the “flow” lens strongly 

influenced my perception of the Kedma mentors’ desire to promote change, and of their 

existential challenges in sustaining their commitment over time and resisting the threats of 

burnout. I realized that, appealing as the concept of “flow” was, as an educational 
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undercurrent it contrasted with some practical aspects of the Kedma mission. This contrast 

generated tension between the ease of “flow” and the Bagrut pressure, which unresolved, 

could potentially undermine the Kedma enterprise.    

Again, it is useful to consider the nuances of the Hebrew word, since the use of it was 

consistent and unprompted in the mentors’ interviews and in meetings. Lizrom in its many 

forms is used to describe a special kind of continuity in movement, like the flow of water in 

a river or  the flow of electricity in a system. For the most part, the mentors used the word 

when referring to the communication in their relationships “flowing” or not “flowing,” or 

their work “flowing” or not “flowing.” Yet a closer look at the data revealed a richer, 

broader, more comprehensive world view.   

Considering Kedma’s ethnic context, it is important to contemplate its cultural 

dimension and the expectation to “flow.” People from Middle Eastern cultures tend to take 

pride in their emphasis on process and relationship, i.e., the more “flowing” aspects of the 

life experience. They value the time, patience, attention and care they devote to people. The 

culture encourages this as opposed to “rushing off to accomplish more important things,” 

which Middle Eastern people tend to view as typically Western (Ashkenazi). I have heard 

many Mizrahim, both in Kedma and elsewhere, mock Western people for being so 

“controlled,” so “planned and structured,”  so unspontaneous, that they never have time for 

the “important things in life (human connection)” At times, I have also heard people of 

Western heritage express disdain for those from the East. They characterize members them 

as “getting carried away,” not “being relevant to the point,” “being overly relaxed” and 

“wasting time on unimportant things.”  In Israel, many believe that Mizrahi Jews’ 

“flowing” epitomizes low desire (or capacity?) to structure strategy and/or plan ahead, a 
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spiral rather than linear mode of thinking, that holds them back from making technological 

progress.   

It is apparent that the founding Mizrahi majority of Kedma has set the tone on the 

priorities of the institution, partly in an effort to resist what they disapprove of in 

mainstream education: large impersonal institutions, obsessed with structure and  

bureaucracy, and expressing no regard for the individual. However, there are mentors  in 

Kedma, both Mizrahi and Ashkenazi, who have had to work very hard to get to where they 

are. They consider themselves to have had to learn planning, structure and inner discipline, 

“the hard way.” None of their achievements have “flowed easily.” These are people who 

had paid a heavy price, in their view, for not having  grown up with a sense of discipline or 

organization. They, too, are imbued with the “flowing” so heralded at Kedma but on 

another level,  they question its overall educational value. They struggle, quite unpopularly, 

against fitting into the “flowing” norm. 

The  mentors expressed an intricate world view of both the positive and the negative 

sides of flowing and the consequences of each.  

The light sides of “flowing” in Kedma 

All the  mentors  used the word “flow” in a positive way. When something is flowing 

it is proceeding naturally; one needs not use force to make it happen. The action is open, 

free, and effortless. For the mentors, flowing is associated with being creative, spontaneous 

and intuitive, and is considered a positive attribute. When things flow, there are no conflicts 

and no confrontations, only unobstructed ease. When the flow is uninterrupted, it is like a 

continuous dance, an evolving of melody, a joint movement in which, simply and 
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effortlessly, “things happen.” When things are flowing, it is possible to “roll on together to 

unanticipated things, new discoveries, and surprises” (Interview, June 1997).  

The expectation that Kedma  mentors  “flow” applies to their relationship with every 

aspect of school life, but mostly to their relationships with their pupils. The positive 

outcomes of flowing, in the mentors’ eyes,  are connection and community. Flowing 

engenders more flowing. The mentors believe that flowing is not a mere technique; rather, 

the capacity to flow is considered to be a personality trait, a natural gift and, only possibly, 

something that can be learned. Nearly every aspect of the Kedma scene is perceived of by 

the  mentors  as either “flowing” or “not flowing.” 

At Kedma,  mentors  feel it is positive for them to flow with themselves and their 

ideas, fantasies, feelings, and instincts. The relationship of mentors with their work peers is 

considered more positive the more they flow: one mentor’s idea builds on a thought of 

another, and so on. When the two mentors flow together, they lead their group in harmony. 

The  mentors speak positively of times when there is a flow to the individual relationships 

and conversations with students; it facilitates communication among pupils as a group. 

When mentors flow with the principal and other Kedma adults, they are pleased. Likewise, 

they feel their relationship with parents to be successful when the latter “flow” with them, 

thereby reaching a common ground on how to help the children succeed. Finally, in the 

classroom, they feel their teaching is successful when they are able to flow with the 

material and the pupils.  

This was seen as the heart of the educational process in Kedma. “Flow” enables one 

to “meet the kids where they are, and lead them where you want to take them:” 

It wouldn’t work otherwise. No matter how much you prepared and no matter how 
clear your class plan was and what you wanted to teach them. As teacher in 
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Kedma, but more so as mentor, you need to listen and tune in on the pupils’ stream 
of consciousness. It is absolutely vital that you be able to “flow” with where the 
kids are, if you want them to go along with you (Interview, July 1997). 
 

The result of flowing is hibbur, connection, merging, through which the relationship 

develops. Without it there is netek, disconnection, the relationship becoming forced and 

stuck. When the communication is disturbed mentors feel they have failed, and they need to 

plan a strategy to find a thread for the relationship, and deliberately expand that thread to 

weave a fabric. In contrast, when there is “flow,” both mentor  and pupil move along in 

concert and the experience of being together automatically creates the fabric. The mentor 

and the pupil then “are of one mind,” and agree to progress together. Both mentor and 

pupil  like and  want to go somewhere new together. It is very important for the  mentors  

that there be mutual agreement to embark together on the joint venture. A situation of 

cooperation in the absence of mutual agreement is seen as counterproductive: 

Whatever is achieved by force, OK-- so the pupils will do what you want them to 
do, and they will be obedient and compliant. But if you can reach the pupil, and 
flow with him, then he will want to take what you offer- that is an entirely 
different story, in the learning process. If you can flow with him, and he is 
convinced that he wants to go with you, then he will internalize these values, and 
they will be with him long after you are gone (Findings meeting, December 1997). 
 

This is seen as the very essence of the mentors’ work and absolutely vital for the 

success of the relationship. One cannot force something to flow. In the eyes of the  Kedma 

mentors, making something flow is an oxymoron. 

Having to prepare ahead of time, not being able to “just walk into class and flow” 

with teaching the class or facilitating a small group discussion, was considered by Kedma’s  

mentors  as less professional. The successful mentors were considered those who had this 

natural gift, those mentors who did not have to “slave” and “prepare all night” for each 
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session with the pupils. One of the  mentors, who felt that her “work with the kids didn’t 

flow” as it did for some of the others, said in her interview: 

...it’s hard work for me- I am not a natural the way Y is. I can’t just come in the 
morning and whip out a magical topic and flow with it- I need to prepare... and 
sometimes, when something happens which needs to be discussed, and the topic I 
prepared just doesn’t fit, I am just stuck. Most of the time, I need to really work at 
it (Interview, July 1997). 
 

 Most striking in these accounts of “flowing” were the comparisons many of them 

made between themselves and one of the more experienced mentors, who gave the general 

impression of being very calm and easy going. He was an example, for all but one, of how 

mentors ideally should be. He was seen as being spontaneous and not losing “his cool” in 

the face of anger, frustration, or disappointment. A few of his colleagues criticized his 

relaxed attitude as being “in a constant state of nirvana which borders on negligence,” but 

most mentors admired him for “flowing” with the students and with the Kedma work. 

Although  mentors believed “you either have it, or you don’t” when it came to 

“flowing,” they recognized that even for those who “had it,” there were times when one 

was more able to flow that others. One mentor looked back with regret at the school year 

that had just ended, reflecting: 

It just didn’t flow this year with me. I wasn’t there. I had many internal 
complications inside which made it very hard for me to be free emotionally for the 
kids. I wasn’t open to them, and could not tune in on them. My private and inner 
life was much too upsetting. I hope this coming year will be better (Interview, June 
1997). 
 

It is believed that the positive outcome of flowing is for pupils to feel free to seek out 

the  mentors and be voluntarily open with them. When the process is natural, the mentors 

believe the pupils can discern that the mentors really care. Then pupils stories “flowed” 

freely, and the mentors were informed all the time. The more the mentors know about what 
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was going on in pupils’ lives, the better they understand what are the obstacles in their 

pupils’ way and the more the pupils trust them and are willing to receive the mentors’ 

guidance.  

While most mentors spoke of their influence on the pupils by means of “flowing,” not 

all of them perceived of the flow as a one-way street of influence. They recognized that not 

only did the pupils change as a result of flowing, but that they too were affected by the 

pupils. Two were actually convinced that “flowing” occurred only when they themselves 

were open for change, when they allowed themselves to be impacted by their pupils.: 

It begins first of all with us. If you come knowing all the answers, if you come like 
an arrow, or a one-way street, then the kid knows she is supposed to understand 
and accept what you are telling her, and that’s that- she can either take it or leave 
it. If you want things to happen, you can’t bring closed ideas. You come open, 
with doubt, with your own unknown. Sometimes pupils can add to your pool of  
knowledge. We also must stay open to new things we don’t know- otherwise it 
doesn’t flow (Meeting, December 1997). 
  

Mentors compared themselves to each other with respect to their capacity, or their 

perceived capacity to live up to that expectation of “flowing” effortlessly and painlessly. 

Those whose work was viewed as less rocky took pride in its “flowing” and those whose 

work appeared to be a struggle felt that there must be something wrong with them. These 

mentors became anxious if their work “didn’t flow” the way it appeared to for the others. 

Perhaps some of the pressure and fatigue they experienced stemmed from the contrast 

between their expectation, or perhaps the fantasy, that everything in Kedma ought to “flow” 

and the reality of their experience of struggle and hardship. The reality that the mentors 

consistently revealed to me was day to day trial and error, hard work to find solutions to 

problems, and frustration about pupils’ slow progress. The “flowing” moments were few 

and far-between, like “raisins in the bread.”   
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The dark sides of “flowing” in Kedma  

However,  not all aspects of Kedma’s “flowing” are considered positive by everyone 

in the group of  mentors. There is a dark side to flowing due to the nature of the work at 

Kedma. There exists a “sporadic and non -professional” side that some of the  mentors  

believe has a negative influence on the pupils and the school’s effectiveness. Some mentors 

are concerned that this emphasis on  “flowing” could even have dangerous effects on the 

pupils and their present and future capacities to cope in the “real world,” thereby 

undermining one of Kedma’s educational aims.  There is also a side of the “flowing” nature 

of Kedma’s work that some  mentors  experience as personally very hurtful, threatening, 

and frightening. It pertains to an aspect that undermines their authority, control,  and order 

in their work, as well as exerting detrimental effects on their teamwork.   

The negative aspects of the “flowing” nature of Kedma are related, in the minds of 

some mentors, to: losing control; a lack of clear boundaries in the school; a lack of  even 

minimal “restraint” on the part of pupils and some teachers; giving in to the momentary 

“whims” of teachers, or worse still, of pupils; allowing pupils, instead of the staff,  to “run 

the school;” doing whatever people “feel like” at the moment, without any consistency, 

regularity, or predictability; insufficiently clear definitions of people’s tasks and formal 

functions. A few of the mentors spoke extensively about this aspect of Kedma during the 

private interviews, but never in the presence of others. They said they worried that speaking 

with such opposition may have negative consequences for them, which they did not 

specify.  

One mentor (to whom I refer here as W) felt that “flowing” with the students, in the 

sense of doing what they preferred much of the time, was unhealthy for them. She 
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expressed a concern that, by “flowing” with the students, mentors were not giving them the 

sense that someone was in charge, something W felt they needed. Furthermore, W had 

observed that some teachers at Kedma, especially certain of the more senior and therefore 

more central mentors, needed the kids to love them. By “flowing with the pupils’ moment-

to-moment whims,” W suggested, these teachers gained their pupils’ love and loyalty. By 

choosing to “flow” in this way with pupils, said W, these particular teachers behaved 

disloyally to colleagues, succumbing to pressure by pupils, thereby showing they preferred 

the pupils’ love over solidarity with their colleagues, or over proper ethical principles. W 

felt that some of the pupils’ favorite mentors used this technique, while teachers who did 

not were less popular: 

They [these teachers] love the energy to focus around them, for everything to 
revolve around them, but it is not relevant. It’s like being a child who wants 
everyone to love them. There is no way something that I say can have any impact 
on the pupils against what they say. They have the kids eating out of their hands... 
they create a sort of dynamic where everyone loves and admires them... it’s not 
relevant whether he loves or doesn’t love...and they do this by doing what the kids 
want, and then the kids feel great (Interview, July 1997). 

 

W described numerous instances when this “need to be loved” by the pupils and “flowing” 

with them reduced solidarity among mentors, a dimension essential for the school to 

function as an educational institution. W’s most detailed illustration is summarized below:  

The example I have is from the end of the year trip. They  [these teachers] don’t 
really like hiking, I think. So there were a few girls who told them that morning, 
before we left school,  that they did not want to go on the outing if they had to 
hike. These teachers wanted them to come with us, so they promised them 
privately that they would not have to hike. The rumor spread like fire in hay, so 
when it was time to start walking, all the girls said they didn’t feel like getting off 
the bus and going hiking with everyone, and said X and Y [who did not come on 
the outing] had promised them they would not have to. So, these teachers I told 
you about, what do you suppose they do? They get sucked into this lack of desire 
to go down, and get tossed around with pupils’ momentary whims, and then they 
go and show the kids how wonderful  they [the teachers] are ... and promise the 
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girls they can stay on the bus. Did they discuss it with anyone? Did they consult 
the other teachers and mentors about what we thought? No. So we end up being 
the ‘bad guys’ pulling them off the bus, and coaxing them to go on the hike 
(Interview July 1997). 
 

This problem, W said,  manifests itself when these mentors “suddenly buy ice cream 

for everyone, or dismiss pupils in the middle of the day with no previous notice, because of 

the weather and everyone feels like going home. No principle is involved here. It’s not clear 

who decides, or what guidelines underlie the decisions.” At a June meeting, a different 

mentor spoke publicly of a specific example of what W protested of privately:  

I am not happy about how we are letting the kids go home early every day this week, 
just because it’s hot and we feel it is very hard to teach them. Believe me, it’s not that 
I don’t like going home early. You know me. I also feel like going home -- it’s like a 
furnace and there’s one fan for the whole school. School is almost out, the kids are 
bouncing off the walls. But by letting them go, with no advance notice, we are 
saying: ‘OK, we can’t handle you. Just go home.’ What are they supposed to learn 
from that (Meeting, June 1997)?  

 
He alluded to the importance of teaching the pupils to persevere, even under 

uncomfortable conditions,  when giving up was so tempting. He felt the mentors in 

particular ought to model the capacity to resist the temptation when studying became most 

difficult.   

  One mentor, S,  was particularly concerned about the “havoc” that sometimes 

resulted  from the “flowing” atmosphere in the school. Sometimes, he said, when he tried to 

teach a group of students, he could not get the class to settle down  and focus. These teens, 

S felt, were used to teachers “pampering” them. S said that the Kedma mentors accustom 

their pupils to a norm in which it is the teachers’ job to tune in to them, and that 

consequently  pupils learned that they need not make even a “minimal effort to tune in to 

the class or what is going on if they don’t feel like it.” S blamed the institution for being 

partly responsible for this. Some mentors, by being “lax and forgiving” made it more 
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difficult for other teachers  to be strict in gaining their pupils’ attention. In the short and 

long-run, “flowing” with the pupils was not completely in the students’ best interest:     

It detracts from the work, from the process, and from the benefit to each pupil, 
much more than it hurts me. Maybe it happens that I don’t succeed in teaching the 
information for one class, or for a year. But for them, it’s more. It is their [the 
pupils’] life, their future, their education (Interview June 1977). 
 

S believed the Kedma’s students were not learning inner discipline. The pupils were 

failing to learn that sometimes one must do things even if one does “not feel like it.”  The 

pupils were missing the rare chance, S argued, to overcome the unpleasant initial moments 

that often accompany “getting started.” He insisted that pupils were not encouraged enough 

to transcend these moments for the sake of  long-term benefits. In this respect, S  felt 

Kedma failed to prepare its pupils for coping with the “real world”: 

Take one of our veteran pupils, one of the first group who came. Say if for some 
reason or other she had to move to another school. If Kedma fell apart or her 
parents transferred her. She’d never manage there. She has internalized a model of 
a certain relationship between teacher and pupils in which the teacher is very 
attentive and flows with her wherever she may, caring about every little thing that 
happens in her life. Imagine she goes to another school where teachers behave 
normally, she would be shocked, she’d never manage there (Interview, July 1997).  
  

More importantly, S was concerned that when the time came to prepare for the 

national  Bagrut examinations, the pupils would not have had the experience of forcing 

themselves to study  and resist their natural “flow.”  The pupils, having to forget everything 

they had learned in Kedma, would have to totally change their attitude, and master even the 

subjects that they hated. In preparing for the Bagrut, “flowing” would not work, and 

nobody would be around to tune them onto their mission. Quite the contrary, it was going 

to be “sink or swim” for them, and they would not know what hit them: “It’s a factory, 

learning for the Bagrut. It’s a dictatorship,” said S. There is no “free-flowing spirit” about 

it. S knew. S had  gone back to school as an adult, after serving in the army, to do the 
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Bagrut in a  University Preparatory program. He had gone through  two full years of 

intensive hard work that had nothing to do with what he “felt like” doing. “The teachers 

there were dedicated and caring, but very tough. They didn’t wait around for anyone. If you 

got it, you got it. It was up to you to make sure you did.”  

A few other mentors also worried about what would happen to the pupils in the 

future,   that they might get themselves into serious trouble because they had never been 

taught to do as they were told without being consulted: 

Even take the example of the army, they will go straight to jail. That is what 
happened to me on my first day. I came to the baku’m* and the minute I opened 
my mouth to protest what they had told me, I was shipped out to detention for a 
week. It wasn’t so bad, after all, but it wasn’t pleasant (Interview, June 1997). 
 

Although mentors expressed some concern about the present state of confusion and 

unclear boundaries in the school, they mostly worried about the future negative 

consequences that the Kedma “flow” may have for the lives of their pupils.    

Summary 

This section reviews the two central expectations found to be shaping the experience 

of Kedma’s mentors during the year these data were gathered:  to create positive 

relationships with their pupils and to “flow.”  Mentors believed that having “good 

relationships” with their pupils meant that there was mutual trust,  and that mentors could 

best help their pupils when the latter voluntarily told them about what they were really 

dealing with in their lives. The staff believed the relationship worked best when pupils 

could identify with mentors in fundamental ways, and many were convinced that sharing 

the same ethnic and SES backgrounds contributed to the positive process of pupil-mentor 

                                                           
* The Army base where all soldiers are inducted and assigned to their respective units                        
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identification. Creating these relationships, individually and through group processes, was 

considered by the mentors to be primarily their own responsibility.  

The second expectation was for the Kedma life, and the pupil-mentor relationships in 

particular, to “flow.” “Flowing” was related to Eastern culture in that this Kedma notion 

resonates with  a primarily non-Western emphasis on process and human relationships in 

contrast to personal gain and achievements. The positive aspects of “flow” included 

creativity, spontaneity, and harmony in the school, while the negative aspects of flow 

expressed themselves in a loss of clear boundaries, teacher solidarity, and authority. The 

two main mentor concerns were that “flow” does not prepare pupils to learn the inner 

discipline necessary to study for the Bagrut, and that having accustomed themselves to 

“flowing,” Kedma pupils would be unprepared to cope with outside environments that 

would not “flow” with them (e.g., other schools and the military).  

 In the introduction to this chapter I cautioned that the mentor expectation of “flow” 

is appealing, but that it could also undermine aspects of the Kedma mission. It is 

imaginable that  the Kedma goals (personal and social change through education) are in 

some ways antithetical to “flow.” For one, in order for Kedma as an institution and the 

mentors  as educators to change what they believe needs transforming (for example, for 

pupils to learn different habits, for pupils to believe in themselves, for pupils to break out of 

patterns they have been conditioned into, and for social-class change to occur and 

transform society) the natural “flow” of events must be interrupted. There is nothing less 

free-“flowing” and more turbulent than deliberate change. Second, the mentors’ view that 

one either has the capacity to flow, or one does not,  appears to counter the idea that people 
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can change, and therefore could learn to do many things they never knew before, for 

example, to “flow.” 

An awareness of the positive and negative aspects of flow could help maximize the 

advantages, and limit its disadvantages. It is possible that pupils’ early Kedma years might 

work best with a “flow” approach, while the last three years in preparation for the Bagrut 

and for the world outside, ought to be characterized by a shift in attitude that will facilitate 

a process by which pupils develop more inner discipline and ownership of their studies. 

This suggests that the mentoring relationship may be defined differently as pupils evolve 

and stress different aspects as pupils’ needs change. These thoughts will be elaborated in 

the concluding chapter of this thesis.   

 Furthermore, “flow” as an expectation throws into question the Kedma notion of a  

“good relationship” with pupils. Mentors and pupils will be fortunate if there are many 

“flowing” harmonious moments between them. However, it may be unrealistic to expect 

relationship to “flow” all the time. Conflict and dissonance are bound to be part of any 

strong relationship. Not to anticipate these may be disappointing and frustrating.   

Lastly, with respect to sustaining mentors’ commitment to Kedma’s mission and the 

pupils, the “flow” view may be misleading. To expect that there will not be moments, or 

periods, during the course of working as mentor, when one is desperate and feels like 

screaming, is to misperceive the struggle for personal and social change. The school’s 

mission requires such an effort and denying and fighting against the predictable struggle 

may generate stress for many of the mentors. The following chapter examines the mentors’ 

experience of pressure as they strive to fulfill their Kedma role.   
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 
         Kedma pressures and mentors’ views on coping with them  
 
 
 

This chapter analyzes the pressures experienced by the Kedma mentors, and their views 

on how well they cope with them. The mentors consistently reported feeling overwhelmed by 

the magnitude of the task they had undertaken. The pressure and stress they experienced 

resulted from the tension between their goals and their expectations  and the day-to-day 

realities of striving to live up to their ideals. 

 The first section of this chapter examines the mentors’ definitions of pressure, the 

degree to which the mentors felt pressure in their work, and the varying sources of their 

experienced pressure (pupils, parents, the principal, the Ministry of Education, and finally, 

themselves as internal generators of the pressure). The section continues by considering the 

domains in which the Kedma mentors felt these pressures: 1) keeping the promise of their 

goal of preparing all their pupils for the Bagrut national examinations within their six years 

at Kedma, and 2) creating and sustaining a special kind of “flowing” relationship with pupils 

over time. This section examines the tension resulting from the combination of these two 

expectations, and the perceived contradictions between them. This combined tension was, in 

essence, the pressure to succeed as a Kedma mentor. Throughout, some attention is given to 

ways in which mentors express the pressure they are under (e.g., falling apart at home or 

shouting), and to their attitudes about these. 

The second section of this chapter is dedicated to understanding the mentors’ views on 

the nature of their coping with the above pressures: their definitions of effective and 

ineffective coping, and the resources they believed were available to them to cope most 
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effectively with the pressures of their work as Kedma mentors. Associations between the 

mentors’ levels of consciousness and mentors’ views on their pressures and coping will be 

discussed in Chapter Six. 

     

I. Pressures in the work-lives of Kedma mentors 

The Hebrew root from which all pressure-related words are derived is  “lachatz.” In 

its various derivatives it can be used in a multitude of forms: as a noun, a transitive and 

intransitive verb, and an adjective. Expressing a central experience in the lives of modern 

Israelis, the word lachatz in Hebrew has a contextual richness that does not translate easily 

into English. The derivatives of the word, connoting a mixture of anxiety, tension, emotional 

pressure, and a feeling of being “squeezed and compressed” as a result of such pressure, 

offer an accurate image to convey to the reader the essence of this aspect of the Kedma 

mentors’ experience with which it is difficult for most of them to live. The Kedma mentors 

team use lachatz repeatedly, in all its forms. The pressure they experience within the Kedma 

setting, compared to other settings in which they have worked, is so acutely intense that, 

despite their wish to be able to, they cannot imagine sustaining their work as mentors for life 

or even for a period of more than six or seven years. 

 

Mentors’ views on being pressured at Kedma  

Despite the Kedma expectation that their work should “flow” with ease and harmony, 

all the mentors spoke about an atmosphere of intensity and pressures that permeates their 

life as Kedma mentors. When asked what pressured them the most, they cited numerous 

examples and described pressure mostly in negative terms. For most of them, being 
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pressured was associated with feeling nervous, edgy, or insecure. Mentors who described 

themselves or others as “pressured” were also seen as panicking in stressful situations, being 

tense or even behaving frantically. “Pressured mentors” were seen as less able to “flow,” 

and hence as less effective. Furthermore, they  were resented because they were thought to 

add tension to the school atmosphere, and thus to cause others to feel even more nervous. 

Mentors were ashamed when they confessed to feeling pressured,  and viewed succumbing 

to pressures as a weakness.  Sometimes having been under pressure was used as an 

explanation or as an excuse for not having followed through on a task or a promise. 

 But pressure was not considered only to be negative. There were a few positive 

aspects of pressure that some mentors mentioned. One mentor actually felt he worked best 

when he was under pressure. He recalled his own superior performance during examinations 

and in competitions, when his being pressured had caused him to be most alert and focused. 

This mentor believed that pressure was inherent and unavoidable considering Kedma’s goals 

and expectations, and that the school’s mission could succeed only under pressure. In fact he 

thought that pupils ought to learn to work well under pressure. There were instances, he 

said, when the Kedma pressure caused him to overcome momentary hardships and to 

transcend when others tended to become impatient or frantic.   

Another mentor spoke seriously about Kedma not being “pressured enough” in terms 

of not systematizing the pedagogy quickly, and thoroughly diagnosing the problems facing 

the school. In her view, Kedma’s leadership was overly preoccupied with the immediate day 

to day problems and neglected to think through its overarching long-term concerns. In her 

view, these issues were urgent and should not be postponed. She advocated “getting the 

adrenaline flowing” to catalyze the process of conceptualization and systematization.   
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Agreeing with her, another mentor felt that several of the mentors were “taking their 

time” with pupils who needed immediate, firmer responses, i.e., more pressure placed on 

them, because they were “getting out of hand.” She advised that these mentors “get 

themselves into a little more pressure” if they really intended to accomplish something with 

these pupils by the end of the trimester. However, expressions of the positive aspects of 

pressure were rare. 

  

Variations in pressure  

Not all the mentors were pressured to the same degree. The level of pressure of each 

of the mentors was assessed by means of two quantitative questionnaires (Appendices C and 

D, and Appendix E, page 3) and the qualitative data from interviews and meetings.  The 

self-report questionnaires (Appendices C and D) asked the mentors to rate themselves and 

their colleagues on a scale of 1-10 as to how stressed or pressured they were, in comparison 

with their colleagues. The respondents were asked also to name the three mentors they 

considered to be the most pressured as well as the three they considered to be the least 

pressured. It is interesting to note that although the questions on stress and coping were on 

different questionnaires, the mentors’ responses unanimously equated being pressured with 

coping poorly, and being not being pressured with coping well. This attitude will be 

discussed further in the second section of this chapter, which examines the mentors’ views 

on coping.  

The mentors’ responses ranged (on a scale of 10) from 2 to 9, and there was almost 

unanimous agreement about who were the most and least pressured mentors. The founding 

team members tended to perceive of themselves and to be perceived by others as the least 
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pressured. In addition, two mentors who were neither new nor members of the founding 

group, were among the team members rated as being relatively unpressured. All of the new 

and veteran non-Mizrahi team members were seen as being extremely pressured by their 

work, particularly in comparison to the others. Associations between mentors’ perceived 

pressure and their consciousness complexity are elaborated in Chapter Six. 

A more detailed view of the mentors’ pressures was obtained by the  36-category list 

of pressures cited in Appendix E. This questionnaire asked the mentors to indicate on a scale 

of 1-4 how pressured they felt by each of the items.   The list was a comprehensive 

inventory of the pressures most mentioned by the mentors during their interviews and 

meetings. In contrast to the general data provided by the responses to the pressure scale 

reproduced in Appendix C, the list in Appendix E  renders insight into specific mentor 

pressures in a variety of school-related experiences: goals, objectives, resources, role-

definition, role implementation, and salary. The mentors’ responses to this inventory also 

revealed an inner assessment of their source of experienced pressure: self (internal 

standards); other mentors; parents; and pupils (external standards). The findings on this 

question will be discussed later in this chapter.  

 Overall, the results revealed a gap between the general reputation of some of the 

mentors as to how pressured they were and their self-assessment as to how pressured they 

actually felt, when queried privately and specifically. This was true especially of all of the 

male founding mentors who had the unanimous reputation of being unpressured, but when 

asked specifically and privately, revealed themselves to feel under extreme pressure.  

This gap between externally perceived and internally experienced pressure was not 

found in two women on the team who were considered to be among the least pressured. In 
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their case, their inner experience of stress on the job was relatively low on all the items, and 

was consistent with the way they were perceived by their colleagues. This may be related to 

the cultural sanction that “allows” women to express their feelings more publicly, and to 

seek support more freely when in need of stress relief. It seems that the founding Kedma 

male mentors believed they needed to conceal their sense of pressure, and did so 

successfully. Their experience of tension at Kedma was presumably exacerbated by the 

added pressure not to expose the degree to which they felt stressed. More will be said on this 

point in the section analyzing the sources of pressures experienced.   

 The sources of the greatest pressure for the mentors were the Bagrut and the mentors’ 

relationships with their pupils. The most “pressuring” aspect of the Kedma mentors’ work, 

in terms of anxiety produced, was keeping the promise mentors felt they had made: that of 

successfully positioning all their pupils to test for the full Bagrut by the end of the twelfth 

grade. The mentors felt they had given their word (to the pupils, the parents, the 

neighborhood, the Ministry of Education, and themselves) that they would succeed in this 

goal. Kedma mentors were overwhelmed by their feeling of responsibility to live up to their 

promise. Other Kedma domains that generated pressure for some of the mentors include the 

definition of the mentors’ role, the day-to-day implementation of their role as mentors, 

fulfilling their promises and expectations of them, grappling with the limited physical 

resources available, trying to meet the objectives and overarching goals of the school, and 

working for a regular teacher’s salary, which they considered to be low relative to the 

number of hours they invested.     

In terms of their relationship with the pupils, mentors felt most pressured by the 

expectation to care for all of Kedma’s pupils, but especially to “give all of themselves” to 
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the fifteen students who were under their direct care: to be in touch with them, to know what 

was happening in their lives, to be informed about everything to do with their school work, 

and to make sure that they were improving consistently. Mentors felt they must work 

intensively with these adolescents both individually and as a group in order to successfully 

motivate, encourage and support them and to foster the vital development of positive self-

awareness and study habits. Finally, they felt the pressure not to abandon any of their pupils 

or Kedma’s mission. 

  

The sources of pressure 

Many of the mentors shared common views on the pressures they experienced, and on 

the anxieties that had resulted from the gap between the expectations of them and their 

perceived ability to live up to these expectations. However, in the analysis of specific 

pressures, the data revealed consistent differences between mentors’ attributions  of the 

source of these pressures. No relationship was found between the degree of pressure and its  

source. 

In previous chapters it was established that Kedma mentors maintain high standards, 

both in terms of the academic and personal results they strive to achieve and in terms of the 

quality of the relationships they expect to develop with their pupils. In assessing the actual 

sources of the pressures, various questions emerge: Who sets the standards? Whom are the 

mentors most concerned about disappointing if they fail to live up to the Kedma ethos? In 

this section I will give examples of what are perceived to be the sources of pressure, and the 

different meanings these sources held for the mentors. These question are relevant to 

previously cited findings that teachers who most tend to burn out are those who primarily 
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feel the need to live up to others’ expectations of them (Chapter One). Associations between 

the source of the pressure, the mentors’ consciousness complexity, and the burnout risk to 

specific mentors are examined in Chapter Six. 

For instance, some mentors spoke of most fearing the possibility of failing the parents, 

and the anxiety provoked by the thought of “falling out of grace” in the parents’ eyes was 

almost unbearable. Others worried most about  the lives of their pupils, and how the Kedma 

experience would affect these students for life. Others  fretted over what their colleagues 

thought about them, and some were most anxious about disappointing the principal. Some 

mentors even lost sleep over the thought that the possible failure of their ambitious 

enterprise would be a personal failure from which they may never recover, and panicked 

about possible implications Kedma’s failure would have on other efforts of Mizrahi political 

activism. In sum, the pressures most commonly cited by the mentors during interviews, 

meetings, on the their self-report questionnaire, and in informal conversations, were either 

from the self or from one of several external sources: 

•1 parents 
•2 pupils  
•3 staff 
•4 the principal 
•5 the Ministry of Education 

 

One of the two mentors, mentioned earlier, who had been perceived by his colleagues 

as generally low pressured, revealed by means of his detailed questionnaire that he was 

extremely pressured by nearly every aspect of the work, except his personal relationship with 

pupils and their parents, staying in positive contact with them, and preparing the weekly 

activities. Although these three aspects of Kedma work were a major source of pressure for 

most of the other mentors, he was noteworthy for the sense of low pressure he reported from 
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them. On the other hand,  compared to other veterans, he stood out in the high degree of 

pressure he reported to experience primarily from outside sources. For example, his strongest 

fear was facing parents, particularly if Kedma failed to prepare their pupils adequately to take 

the full Bagrut: 

I think what is most pressuring are the expectations of the parents and the mentors 
from school...How will I face the parents of these kids if we don’t deliver what we 
have committed ourselves to? (Interview June 1997). 

 

The other mentor who had been perceived by his colleagues as unpressured  revealed 

that in reality he was under considerable pressure internally. In contrast to the previous 

example, this mentor was relatively unpressured by external sources, but he reported feeling 

extremely pressured from his own internal sources.  For example, he circled the highest 

possible number (4) on the item asking how pressured he was about not living up to his own 

expectations of himself. I interpret this finding to mean that this mentor was confident and 

comfortable with the outside requirements of the work, but that he held very high standards 

for himself that were unrelated to how others perceive him.  Also, I interpret the gap between 

image and experience as attributable to an intense awareness of his role in the Kedma setting:  

With me, the pressure expresses itself mostly at home. At least at school I try to 
radiate it as little as possible. At home I simply fall apart. Instead of coming and 
doing other things when I come home, I don’t do anything, I am very uneasy, I can’t 
sleep well at nights, that sort of thing. But at school, both in front of the pupils and 
towards the other mentors, I am... I don’t know. In an image scene, also towards 
parents: to be at my best, to show that everything is under control. It gives power to 
the whole school, the entire enterprise. I think there is a definite problem with those 
mentors who let loose at school. It gives a feeling of giving up, as if saying “I can’t do 
anymore”  (Interview July 1997). 

 
 Both of the above veteran mentors were most concerned about the enormity of the 

responsibility of the endeavor the school had undertaken: 
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Look, it’s much more than the parents. It’s a huge responsibility. In fact, we 
promised. We  are committed “big time” to the school, and the world: and of course 
the mentors are the pillars of the school. We committed ourselves to the fact that our 
kids will leave school with a full Bagrut, with a good Bagrut. We need to live up to 
this. There is a lot of pressure due to parents, but not just the parents, it’s the future of 
the pupils! I could never forgive myself if I felt we had led the pupils astray 
(Interview June 1997). 

 

While one mentor was most concerned about facing the parents, if the school failed, 

the other was far more concerned about facing and living with himself.  I found an 

association between the source of the pressure, whether internal or external, and the mentors’ 

consciousness complexity, which will be discussed in detail in Chapter Six.  

 

The Bagrut pressure and Kedma’s special  pupil-mentor relationship   
  

This section details the mentors’ views concerning these two key areas of pressure, 

and explores the tensions arising from their combination and the resultant contradictions 

perceived by mentors. The first area, which was defined as Kedma’s central goal yet was 

less detailed in the mentors’ accounts, concerns the pressure to keep the Bagrut promise. 

The second, mentors’ relationships with their pupils, was one of the two main expectations 

of mentors, and was greatly detailed by the mentors. 

 

The pressure to keep the promise: “Full Bagrut to all” by the end of high school Looming 

over the heads of everyone in Kedma is the pressure of the Bagrut examinations. I felt as if 

this pressure were a huge clock ticking, as the mentors perceived the “hour of truth” drawing 

nigh for their first cohort of pupils. What most pressured, or frustrated,  all the mentors was 

to work so hard and to see so little change. The ticking of this clock was so loud that it made 

it difficult for mentors to notice small but important improvements that did occur in the 
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study habits and behaviors of many of the Kedma pupils, and in the development of the 

budding school. These successes appeared to be taken for granted by the mentors and were 

usually considered to be insufficient, certainly compared with the changes they knew had to 

be achieved in the short time they had.  

The mentors all constantly felt pressured by the lack of time of time and the deadline 

for the exams. This unremitting anxiety was probably transmitted to the pupils. The 

importance of succeeding in their mission was underscored by the mentors’ desire to prove 

their claim that they had a solution to the problem the Israeli Ministry of Education had 

failed to overcome: why more shchunot youth do not strive for and succeed academically 

and economically. The system, the mentors assert, blames these youths for their failures and 

believes they are not intelligent enough to achieve academically; hence the government fails 

to provide the support these youths’ need to overcome their disadvantaged backgrounds.   

Kedma has only a few years to prove that it is “right.” It is not surprising that the 

urgency of this situation created enormous pressure. The mentors fretted that the Ministry of 

Education would cut Kedma’s budget or close the school for political reasons, if it failed to 

produce the results it promised. The media had also been preoccupied with Kedma and its 

declared goals. Most of the newspaper and televisions coverage had been skeptical, if not 

blatantly critical or cynical about Kedma’s vision and declared goals, and considerable 

controversy and public debate had ensued about both. Many people knew vaguely about 

Kedma’s existence, and despite the fact that there were some Ashkenazi teachers and pupils, 

the school was considered to be a marginal Mizrahi initiative. The mentors perceived the 

“world outside” as being incredulous of their ability to realize what they had set out to 

accomplish, and as “just waiting for them to fail.”  
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The mentors did not seriously consider the possibility of their failure. Rather, it seems 

they projected outward their own fear of failure, perhaps because the pressure of this fear 

was so immense. Only a few team members were beginning to wonder whether it would 

actually be possible for them to “fix all the societal damage the pupils have suffered” in the 

short time they had. But these mentors were also  determined to succeed. Some mentors, 

however, confessed to me privately that perhaps a few of their pupils would not succeed in 

catching up to their more privileged counterparts during their years at Kedma. At the same 

time, the team recognized that there were many other extremely important goals for their 

pupils, besides and perhaps even more important than the Bagrut.  Such goals as learning to 

view critically the material they studied and believing in their ability to really understand 

and not only to recite it, might help their pupils to take the examinations eventually, even if 

not take in high school. Still, most mentors felt they could not afford to reconsider their 

goals and adopt new, equally worthy, and possibly more achievable, ones. The team became 

increasingly more anxious as the time drew near for the first of the Bagrut nationwide 

examinations, scheduled to take place one year after the completion of this study.   

   
Pressures generated by the special student-mentor relationship.  After concerns regarding 

passing the Bagrut, the complexity of the pupil-mentor relationship was the  second 

strongest source of pressures experienced by the mentors. As established in earlier chapters, 

the mentors viewed their relationships with their pupils as central to their students’ ability  

or willingness to study for and succeed in achieving the Bagrut. Despite the anxiety these 

concerns generated, the relationships with their pupils were  also the mentors’ main source 

of satisfaction, and a strong motivating factor in their decision to accept a position at 

Kedma.  
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The three aspects of the relationship that most pressured the mentors were the 

expectation to:  

1)  “give all of yourself” in their relationships with the pupils;  

2)  produce quick and visible results in their pupils’ study habits, achievements, and 

behavior; 

3)  work with their pupils not only as individuals but also as a group.  

In this section I report the mentors’ views on these three pressure-generating aspects of their 

relationships with their students. 

 

1)  The expectation to  “give all of yourself” 

   

The mentor expectation to “give all of yourself” in the relationships with the pupils 

implied a total devotion of time and attention to the pupils, both in and out of school. 

Because this expectation, like many other expectations at Kedma, was not clearly defined or 

quantified, “giving all of yourself” was interpreted very differently by the mentors. Mentors 

compared themselves with other mentors, and used each other as a standard to assess their 

own competence to live up to this goal. These comparisons between the extent to which 

mentors “gave all of themselves” to their pupils was a source of stress for many of them. 

Most mentors understood  “giving all of yourself” as meaning being available at all times, 

especially during school hours, but also, in many cases,  after school by phone or by 

appointment. However, being available at all times (six days a week during school hours 

and by phone in the afternoons, evenings and week-ends), while at the same time needing 

some time to themselves, generated pressure that was not easy for the mentors to live with. 

Ariela Bairey Ben Ishay /Doctoral Dissertation presented to Harvard Graduate School of Education 1998      



 182 

Some mentors complained that the teachers’ lounge was always filled with pupils, and 

that many of their school days went by without their having had a quiet moment to “drink a 

cup coffee or to go to the bathroom” or be by themselves.  The school was small and 

crowded, and some mentors complained that they had no real private space in which to meet 

with pupils. This was particularly problematic during the winter, when sitting outside was 

not possible.  Despite repeated decisions to restrict the lounge to teachers and staff, there 

were often cases when mentors used the space to meet individually with students. In 

addition, pupils who had been sent out of class were often asked to wait in the teachers’ 

lounge until their mentor was free to see them.  Obviously, many mentors felt they had no 

other option, and, being ambivalent about the lounge boundary, did not enforce it.  

For other mentors “giving all of yourself” meant that, during the school day, the pupils 

must be their mentors’ main or even only concern. Some mentors found that the breaks 

between classes were among the most stressful moments of their day. The breaks were short, 

and were the primary opportunity for pupils to connect with their mentors, outside of 

planned individual and group sessions. One mentor actually found himself looking forward 

to class in anticipation of the end of the ten-minute break between classes. He laughed with 

amazement as he recounted his experience:   

As soon as I leave the room when class ends, there is a bombardment of pupils at the 
door. Everyone needs something, and they are all talking at the same time. I compare 
the experience with the other school where I teach, where I leave the classroom and I 
feel an immediate sense of relief: the class is over. I stroll over to the teachers’ lounge 
with one or two pupils by my side, and leave them behind me as I enter. It’s just the 
opposite here at Kedma. I feel the relief immediately when class starts. Everyone is 
sitting down, and I begin with the material. I need to maximize every break to follow 
up where I left at the end of  the previous one with every kid.  Still, catching the kids 
in school and talking face to face is better than calling them in the afternoon. I can see 
their eyes and connect to their experience, and solve problems on the spot.  But the 
intensity is incredible. Not only do I need to seek them out, but they too know it’s their 
chance to see me. They swarm like bees to honey, every single break. When the next 
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class starts, the buzzing fades, and I know it is a short interlude until the next break ( 
Interview, May 1997).  

  

This intensity of keeping the relationship “in flow” during school hours, of being 

always available to speak with pupils, was a key source of stress for all the mentors. They 

were anxious about their awareness of the expectant faces of certain students whom they 

saw at every recess, but had not made time for by the end of the day. Certain mentors tended 

to blame themselves for not making the time, and they felt guilt and remorse when they 

remembered these adolescents who had waited patiently and had not received attention: 

Eventually I will find the time during the course of the week, or the month, but I hate 
myself for putting him off every break, and then finding that he has gone without. It 
hits me, when I am on the bus going home or walking to the store, that he was there, 
hoping to discuss something. What? Who knows. What if tomorrow is too late? What 
if he just decides that this person who is supposed to be his mentor just doesn’t care 
enough to make time for him. He’ll say “Nobody cares. Kedma is just like any other 
school,” and give up. That would be terrible (Interview, June 1997). 
 
But this mentor felt that there simply were not enough hours in the day to reach everyone, 

and unfortunately only the more aggressive pupils got her attention. She felt pressured by 

her awareness that often the more passive and less demanding pupils, who were also entitled 

to her support and care, received none of her time.  She felt she was not being fair to them, 

and worried that they were “getting lost in the shuffle.” Worse, she felt she was not living up 

to her promise in the relationship. 

One mentor decided, at the beginning of the second term,  to do something active to 

reduce her stress.  After some years of experience, this mentor had arrived at  the conclusion 

that the problem with the mentor role was that it was not clearly defined, and the problem 

with Kedma was that it was not sufficiently institutionalized. Expectations were too 

“amorphous,” she felt, and she had had enough of trying to live up to the all encompassing 
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“twenty-four hours a day superhuman demands.” The previous year she had suffered 

“endless anxiety” trying to “give all of herself” like everyone else, and yet discovering that 

no matter what she did it was never enough.  Despite her being available at all times, she 

still sometimes reached the end of the month without having met some of her pupils even 

once. Besides, the never-ending stream of human connection exhausted her, and she was 

beginning to feel the need to disconnect from the pupils to save herself. 

As a way of coping with what she saw as the demands of being a mentor and what 

she viewed as her low effectiveness, she structured her time in school into fixed hours for 

meeting with her pupils. Since the school had not structured and organized tasks, she 

decided to do this for herself. It was her third year. She sounded triumphant when she told 

me: 

I began the year very matter of fact. I took a total of four hours a week, two hours 
each on the two days that I stayed late after school, in order to meet with kids. I’d tell 
them to come between this and that hour, and I didn’t care [if they didn’t like it? 
what people said?]. I thought whatever it was, it could wait until the end of the day. I 
need my breaks to relax and talk to other teachers, and to prepare for the next class. I 
was very bounded, and systematic. I knew what I had accomplished and what not. I 
really felt I was doing my work wonderfully, but I got terrible feedback from other 
mentors and the principal (Interview, June 1997). 

 

Although this mentor felt triumphant and was convinced that she was doing her work 

very professionally, she was troubled by others’ responses to her decision. She was 

convinced that by working systematically she had more chances of achieving “real” results 

and feasible outcomes, yet the change she had initiated had not been well received by the 

staff and the pupils. They felt that she was demarcating “visiting hours” for the students 

during school hours as a substitute for connecting with them during the day, and judged this 

to be a violation of the Kedma expectation to really relate to and be available for the pupils. 

Ariela Bairey Ben Ishay /Doctoral Dissertation presented to Harvard Graduate School of Education 1998      



 185 

Many mentors spoke of her decision as not giving of herself to the pupils, as having become 

“cold” and not “connecting” with them. They began to feel that she was not “flowing” with 

the pupils, for the sake of behaving “professionally.” This last word was said with definite 

disdain. She was perceived of as having violated Kedma’s fundamental  norm to “give all of 

yourself” in the relationship with pupils. One mentor even referred sarcastically to her 

solution: “Oh, excuse me for wanting to commit suicide right now. I guess I’ll wait for 

office hours” (Interview, June 1997).    

Most mentors expressed an understanding that “giving all of yourself” meant also 

being available to receive phone calls from pupils and parents in the afternoons and 

evenings, and using one’s home to meet with students and parents. One relatively new 

mentor felt trapped between the pressure from pupils to speak on the phone for hours, and 

his desire not to reject them. He found no way to ease his pressure. Although he usually 

answered the phone and conducted long conversations with his students after school, he was 

often unsatisfied with doing so. He had other work to do and responsibilities outside of 

Kedma. He noticed that he was becoming increasingly  resentful of his pupils for taking up 

all of his free time. He brought up the problem at one of the meetings, and learned, to his 

relief,  that “giving all of yourself” did not have to mean being available twenty four hours a 

day.  A few of the veteran mentors had some advice to offer him from their own experience 

in redefining the demand to “give all of yourself,” especially as this expectation related to 

afternoon and evening hours.  

One veteran told the members at the mentors meeting that the year before he was 

never off the phone until almost bedtime. He was either calling a pupil,  speaking to 

someone’s parents, or discussing the progress of one of his pupils with another teacher. The 
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minute the phone was on the hook, it rang again. This year he had made a decision about the 

afternoon hours, and was finding that it worked:  

I simply learned how to do the job correctly. I feel I put less time in, but the quality 
of my work has not diminished. During the first and second years, telephone calls 
came from right and left at my home. I think I have learned how to do the work 
during school hours, and I do it better. The kids also learned to come to me during 
school hours, and not wait for the afternoon. That’s it. I make it possible for them to 
see me during the day. I make sure I am available for an hour or two every single 
day. Some kids need to just check in, others want to have longer heart-to-heart talks, 
and others need real help with their work. It’s not to say that they don’t call home at 
all. They call. But you can’t compare it with last year (Interview, July 1997). 

 

His colleague, also a mentor since the beginning of Kedma, recounted what he had 

learned about his own need to separate school and home, in order to function well: 

First of all, it’s what you put out. Really, that your home is your home. They can 
understand that, and they call you less. They call really when there is an emergency, 
when there is a real problem that can’t wait. This summer one kid called a few times. 
He needed to know whether he was going to continue  next year. That was something 
that could not be postponed. Or for example, there was a girl who was in trouble and 
she called a lot. I actually asked her to please call me a few times a week so I ‘d 
know how things were going. (Interview July 1997).  

   

By the end of Kedma’s third year, the veteran mentors did not feel as guilty as they 

had during the first and second years about creating a separation between their home and the 

school lives: 

I set for myself certain things which are unwavering, which I will not do in the role 
of mentor.  For example, inviting pupils over to my house. I want to keep my home 
as something safe and not belonging to work. I know there are those mentors who do, 
especially in the first years. I decided I wouldn’t, because it’s not for me. I did 
deviate from my decision once or twice. But I try to give the message that, simply, 
there is me at home, and there is me at work. (Interview June 1997).  

 

This was a protective measure, something he felt he needed, because: 

I know myself. I know I can get swallowed up otherwise... with no clear boundaries, 
and then all of a sudden to begin to feel that something is not right, to feel frustrated. 
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So I thought ahead and planned it that way this year. I structured the role, without 
connection to the home (Interview June 1997).  
 

But other mentors, the newer ones in particular, still felt “tormented” by the many 

visits of pupils to their homes, and “torn apart” between their feelings of guilt and a desire 

not to reject their pupils on one hand, and the need for privacy on the other. In contrast to 

the early years, by 1997 the veteran mentors were beginning to become more comfortable 

with the idea of not making their home available to pupils. For some, the main reason for 

this seemed to be a change in the degree to which the mentors needed contact with their 

pupils: many of the mentors started families during the course of Kedma’s first three years. 

A baby and budding family filled the need to care that, for some, had previously been met 

by the abundant caring they had bestowed on Kedma’s pupils. Also, the family unit filled 

their home with someone else, and this “someone” had  immediate needs that could not be 

postponed. This new family entity left, literally, little space for pupils in the late afternoons 

and evenings. While there was only one mentor with a family in the first two years of 

Kedma’s existence, three of the founding mentors had babies during the course of the third 

year, and a new mentor started her position as a parent of an infant. By the middle of the 

third year, five of the ten mentors were in the process of creating their own families, and 

seeking a new balances in their lives.  

In addition, the pressure from the mentors’ difficulty with living up to the 

expectation to be available to pupils at all times, was taking its toll on their ability to be on 

time in the mornings. Toward the end of the school year some of the mentors were 

increasingly arriving at school later and later. At a meeting, one of the mentors expressed his 

being upset about the last few weeks when teachers, but specially mentors, “allow 

themselves to swagger in two or three minutes before 8 AM,” instead of coming to school, 
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as had been the norm,  at least fifteen minutes before school started. Other mentors 

complained that they never knew, lately,  whether certain of the teachers were going to show 

up, or just be late, and were bereft with what to say to “the mobs of kids” crowding the 

secretary’s office in anticipation. After a lengthy discussion, one of the mentors finally said: 

Do you know why I come only a few moments before class starts lately? Because in 
the last few weeks, the connection with my pupils is so intensive, and the pressure is 
so high, that I do all I can to come here as late as I possibly can. I know this is not 
right, and  until this discussion I think  I wasn’t even aware of it. But to tell the truth, 
there are mornings when, despite all my ideals, I just can’t face it. So I have been 
postponing leaving my bed just as long as I possibly can. When I rush into school if I 
see X standing up there at the top of the staircase, waiting for me, I can give her a 
warm smile, and usher her into class. I can thus avoid having a wrenching 
conversation first thing in the morning, and go straight into class  (Meeting, July 
1997). 

 

This confession helped other mentors become aware that their tardiness was, at least 

in part,  a response to the pressures of the position. The tension between the expectation to 

“give all of yourself” and the reality of trying to fulfill the expectation with only relative 

success,  was upsetting to them and causing them to avoid, or postpone, their encounter. 

However, one mentor’s own recognition of the problem and his willingness to share it with 

others opened the possibility of wrestling with the dissonance it created, rather than avoiding 

confronting it and feeling guilty instead. 

 

2)  The pressure for the mentor-pupil relationship to produce quick, visible results in their 
pupils’ attitudes, behaviors, and achievements  

 

The mentors valued the relationships with their pupils per se, but as noted earlier, most 

of them felt the relationships were not ends in and of themselves, but  had a clear purpose. 

The purpose was to motivate the pupils to take an interest in their own development, to 
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become active participants in their own learning, and to be actively involved in creating the 

school’s activities and culture. Most of the pupils, they felt, participated enthusiastically in 

the making of the school and were very eagerly involved  in school activities, such as 

ceremonies and performances, writing and distributing the school newspaper, decorating the 

school, and even gardening and beautifying its surroundings. This was a source of joy and 

satisfaction for all the mentors. They said that most pupils participated in these activities, 

both under teachers’ leadership and on their own initiative. The pupils’ feelings of 

belonging and identifying with the school as a community were such that often they did not 

want to go home at the end of the day. Mentors said many students “hung around after 

school even on days when they did not have to” so that sometimes, when mentors came out 

of afternoon meetings, they found a group of pupils talking in the yard or sitting on the 

sidewalk in front of the school building.  

The problems the mentors were concerned about, and felt pressured to change, related 

to the self-defeating attitudes and behaviors that many of their pupils demonstrated. They 

saw the purpose of their relationship with their pupils primarily as a means to catalyze and 

produce visible changes in their pupils’ destructive ways, in and outside of school. The 

range of negative school-related behavior they spoke of included: “drifting off and losing 

touch” with the material, becoming discouraged and giving up, missing school, disrupting 

class, being blatantly disrespectful to uncontrollably wild, and involving themselves in 

violent conflicts with others or vandalizing school property. Outside of school a few of the 

students got into trouble with neighborhood authorities and at times the police,  as a result 

of such activities as damaging cars, participating in petty thefts, or dealing with 

neighborhood gangs.        
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All of these activities were seen by the mentors as threats to their pupils’ ultimate 

success. They felt that engaging in these behaviors  the pupils and their classmates from 

accomplishing their goal. They felt that these activities and temptations made it  impossible 

for them or others to concentrate on their work and study well. Mentors felt it to be their job 

to put an end to these negative tendencies, and to keep the pupils on track and out of 

danger. 

Mentors believed it was primarily their responsibility to “have their finger on the 

pulse” of each of their pupils, and to make sure they refrained from negative behaviors. 

They also realized that, by engaging in such conduct, pupils were virtually guaranteeing 

that they would receive the attention that they were seeking in the mentor-student 

relationship. Mentors, other teachers, and the principal all expected the mentor-pupil 

relationship to be the schools’ central vehicle to monitor their pupils’ difficulties, and to 

prevent their difficulties from manifesting themselves behaviorally.  

The pressure to keep their pupils in line and focus on school work was so immense,  

mentors were held personally responsible by their colleagues, the principal, and the parents 

that when pupils fell behind in their studies or their misbehaved. At the same time, when 

pupils “pushed too far,” the mentors were protective of their pupils and acted as their 

advocates. They negotiated with teachers to give them another chance, and made 

“contracts” with their pupils. In many of these instances, when  mentors reported that “it 

worked,” they felt triumphant and proud of these youths, and felt they had been successful 

as mentors. But every time their pupils behaved poorly or failed to study, the mentors felt 

betrayed and disappointed, and viewed it as a sign of their own failure.  When their pupils 
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became involved in trouble,  everyone turned to the mentors to “do something” to steer their 

mentees back on track. 

The cases in which the mentors had done everything they possibly could to foster  

their pupils’ success, but had not achieved it, were the most frustrating. Almost all of the 

mentors indicated that what was most personally difficult, what “broke” them the most in 

their work, was pupils’  failure to progress, despite the mentors’ efforts: 

Sometimes, you work and work and work, and nothing. You sit with the kid, listen to 
her, advise her, make contracts and reach an agreement. Then two minutes later, or a 
week afterwards, she is in trouble again, and we are all back to square one.  There is 
nothing more frustrating than that in my work as mentor (Interview July 1997). 

 

 But there are other cases when mentors feel that they have not been as aware as they should 

have been of the severity of a pupil’s problem, and consequently it has become very serious, 

and in some instances, irreversible -- for example, a pupil who has gotten into trouble with 

the law, or who has fallen impossibly behind in his work. For in the mentor-student  

relationship, knowing the pupils’ actual situation is, in the eyes of the mentors, half the 

battle. In such cases, mentors blame themselves, and are blamed by others, for their 

negligence and failure to identify the problem quickly enough.  In their eyes, this lack of 

competence can cause grave and irreparable damage to the pupils’ progress, and the mentor 

is seen as the one who is primarily responsible. Sometimes pupils who were falling behind 

in their work, but were not identified early enough by the mentor, were discovered by the 

principal, or a parent. Instances when the mentor’s attention needs to be directed to a 

problem are among  the most unpleasant for a mentor in Kedma. In such cases, the chances 

of the pupil improving sufficiently by the end of the school year are nearly non-existent and 

there is little hope of rectifying the situation. 
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There were a number of such cases discussed in the interviews and meetings at the 

end of Kedma’s third year, when this study was conducted. In one case the parents learned, 

two months before the end of the school year, that their daughter was so behind her studies 

that she might not be able to go into the next grade. The worst part of the incident for the 

mentor was dealing with the pupils’ parents and the feeling of disappointing them. They had 

“trusted him with their daughter, in all good faith” and his negligence had removed him 

from their good grace. Filled with regret and shame, he experienced tremendous pressure 

from her parents:  

I had an experience with her parents which was terrible, just terrible. I didn’t let her 
parents know that she was not making any progress in her work. I didn’t really know 
how bad it was until it was too late. They gave me hell, when they discovered it 
towards the end of the year. They called me and were livid, and spoke to the 
principal. They said I was incompetent, and that I had let them down. I called a 
million times to apologize, but they saw me as the person to blame. I felt terrible. I 
said to myself: God, find me a place to bury myself. They accused me of not having 
done a thing with their kid. It was a terrible feeling of having disappointed someone, 
of totally having let them down. This was one of the only moments I thought to 
myself, who needs the heartache? I didn’t sleep for nights after that, until her father 
called and said to me “I understand you. It’s not easy. Just make sure next year the 
same thing doesn’t happen”  (Interview, July 1997). 

 
Only her father’s forgiveness released him from the tremendous pressure and restored  his 

confidence. By forgiving him, the pupil’s father was saying:  

“I respect you very much, and I know you work hard, and well with the kids, and 
that you are a person whom the pupils love very much.” These words, actually, 
helped me regain my confidence again (Interview, July 1997). 

 
The terrible pressure to succeed with each pupil, to create the relationship where one knows 

everything relevant to the pupils’ success at all times, and to make sure that  pupils feel 

committed enough to the contract between pupil and mentor to “stick with it” is 

extraordinarily difficult to sustain. The parents’ blame added unbearable anxiety.   
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The pressure of the knowledge that “the buck stops with us” is difficult to cope with. It 

is not part of the Kedma ethos to expel pupils. On the contrary, for some pupils Kedma was 

their last resort, and the mentors were determined not to repeat the same experiences that 

had caused the pupils to be expelled from other schools. For some of the mentors, giving up 

on a pupil, was not only an admission of their own failure to create an effective relationship. 

It was also seen to “be joining the enemy” (mainstream society) who blamed these students, 

labeled them as “teunei tipuah7,” and considered them hopeless cases. There was nothing 

Kedma’s mentors wanted less than to be agents of yet one more experience of failure for 

their pupils.   

Consequently the mentors often blamed themselves for their pupils’ failure to achieve 

the Kedma standards. With this self-blame came remorse and regret about what they might 

have done differently. Worst of all, when a pupil failed to progress some mentors 

experienced a shattering of the significance of their involvement in the Kedma enterprise:  

when the pupil gives up, or when I give up on a pupil, my whole dream shatters before 
my eyes. I have this very clear image of all the kids at the graduation  ceremony, 
holding their diplomas, and beaming with pride. I see all the teachers who started off 
together, standing there, feeling very proud and knowing, finally, that it was all worth 
it. I just can’t allow that image to shatter. It’s what keeps me going when things are 
tough (Interview, July 1997). 

 

The frustration and the anger in such situations was tremendous for some of the 

mentors. When their pupils did not do well, they often felt they were about to “explode” or 

“break down.” Many of them indicated that what helped them was the understanding that 

“tomorrow is a new day.” What kept them going and how they coped  will be discussed in 

the second section of this chapter. Very rarely did one hear the mentors say: “I did all I 

                                                           
7 The expression used by the Ministry of Education meaning “in need of nurturance” which many Mizrahim 
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could, all I know how and all that is possible. This pupil chose not to fulfill his side of the 

bargain. He chose to say ‘no’ to the academic path Kedma offered him. I am sorry about 

this, but there are some things that are beyond my control.”  In general, the mentors in 

Kedma’s third year sustained the belief that they should, and could, change the attitudes and 

behaviors of all their pupils. 

All mentors expressed a preoccupation with the way the pressure was expressed in 

school. Some of the mentors were especially preoccupied about times when they and their 

colleagues shouted at the pupils or at each other, especially in front of the students. They did 

not believe that there was more shouting in Kedma than at any ordinary school. In fact, they 

believed that Kedma mentors and teachers shouted less than teachers at other schools. What 

was outstanding was the degree to which they were preoccupied about shouting in school as 

a negative expression of pressure. 

 The mentors believed shouting was an indication of losing control, and said that 

shouting at the kids is the most common violent response in Kedma. One  mentor was 

adamant: 

I will not shout at a pupil, because they are human beings, and the same way that I 
won’t hit them, I will not shout at them... It [shouting] is something violent, in my 
opinion (Interview, July 1997). 

 

Despite the fact that the mentors do not believe in shouting, they report that it 

occurred quite frequently at Kedma, especially by certain subject-teachers, and a few of the 

mentors themselves.  Shouting is a major topic of conversation in Kedma, and has been since 

I first interviewed the school principal and the school’s leading staff. In May 1995, we talked 

about the school and what characterizes it. The principal spoke extensively about the 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
experience as being derogatory and patronizing.  
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importance of “building a relationship based on respect between us as human beings” and 

how this could help avoid debasing behaviors like shouting. “Shouting is a sign of a lack of 

relationship, a total lack of relationship” (Pilot interview, May 1995). The shouting, to which 

she said she also found herself succumbing at times, could be avoided by: 

Remembering that he is still a child, and you are the adult. If you can remind 
yourself, then you don’t lose control, because shouting is really a loss of control. The 
message that is transmitted to the pupil is: “I can not do this. I don’t know what to do 
with you anymore. I am desperate.”’ And that’s exactly the cycle we are trying to 
interrupt with the kids. So shouting destroys it all, the thread of the relationship (Pilot 
interview,  May 1995). 

 
The mentors consider some of their peers to be “shouters” and others to be “non-

shouters,” and  the  mentors’ assessment of themselves in this regard is identical to their 

peers’ assessment of them. There are men and women in both groups, veterans and 

newcomers, and Mizrahim and non-Mizrahim. The “non-shouters” are consistently “low 

pressure” and are also considered to be “high copers.” The mentors who are considered 

“shouters” by their peers, even though they are loved and respected, generate a great deal of 

discomfort on the part of the staff:  

It is very hard for me to watch X yelling, the same way it is hard for me to watch Y. 
It is very difficult for me. I just can’t. Really, there is something violent, in the act, in 
my eyes. Simply violent (Interview, July 1997). 

 
Part of the discomfort on the part of some of the mentors comes from their personal 

fear of shouting and being shouted at, which they feel stems from their own life experiences. 

This awareness creates an identification with the pupils, focusing on how they would feel, if 

they were the pupil the teachers were shouting at: 

It is very scary for me to be around shouting. When someone shouts at me, I just 
crumple up... I see what happens to me when I get yelled at. I never got yelled at 
[directly] but I see what happens to me when I am in the presence of yelling. ...but I 
can see that yelling is not a scary thing for everyone. Some people don’t get shaken 
by shouting. For me, it is very hard. For example, my husband can get really angry 
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suddenly and really shout. He doesn’t do it around me, anymore, ever since he saw 
how scary it is for me. I don’t want them [the kids] to feel in school, that there is 
another figure in their lives whom they fear (Interview, July 1997). 

 
Furthermore, for most of the mentors the desire to avoid yelling comes from  a 

philosophy of what is right and wrong: 

It’s the kind of thing that produces an atmosphere of fear, or terror. It’s wrong to do 
that. These kids are not in need of more fear in their lives. They have no lack of 
shouting in their lives, and they have no lack of even being beaten, sometimes...just 
because of that, it doesn’t mean that they have to accept it as part of their lives. No. 
You don’t have to accept the fact that you get yelled at. Nobody does (Interview, June 
1997).  

 
According to another mentor: 

 
Not all shouting is so horrible. But there are some levels of shouting which are utter 
humiliation. I can’t. I just can’t come to a kid and shout at him. It’s not right 
(Interview, July 1997). 

 
In most of these cases, the opposition to shouting is anchored in an educational 

philosophy about what mentors want to teach the pupils by not yelling at them: 

I am talking about shouting at a certain level, which can totally shut    them [the 
pupils] down. The kind of shouting I hear from X, sometimes, or Y, or even Z, mostly 
last year... you have to hear the kinds of shouting [to know what I mean]. I am talking 
about the kind of screams that scrunch and  shrivel a person. That  kind of shouting is 
particularly not good for certain of our kids... some of my kids have begged me not to 
call their father. “He’ll beat me to a pulp” one said. I can show them [the pupils]  
another way to handle anger than to  shout (Interview, July 1997). 

 

All mentors agreed that they ought not to shout, but not everybody succeeds in 

refraining from doing so. One of the mentors who is considered to be a “shouter” agrees with 

the negative views regarding this behavior, and is bothered by the fact that he shouts. He 

understands that his shouting has negative consequences for his pupils and what they learn 

from him:  

I know it’s terrible when I shout. I hate myself for it. I am the adult here -- I am the 
one who needs to take responsibility -- I am the one who is supposed to teach them 
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how to behave, through my own behavior. What do they learn from me when I lose 
control like that (Interview, June 1997)? 

  
He is aware of his role and of the more positive impact he could have on the pupils’ 

lives if he were calmer and did not raise his voice. Furthermore, he expresses  an awareness 

that by shouting he is not responding to pupils’ needs in a way that is as helpful as 

expressing anger or displeasure in a calculated or controlled manner: 

It’s very important not to lose your cool... they are kids and they need our love, and I 
do love them. But it’s not good when I shout at them, because it has very negative 
effects on the kids... it’s not educational, it is not “controlled reprimanding.” It is 
beyond that. It’s a loss of control, a type of an explosion, not something I have judged 
and weighed the consequences of (Interview, 1997). 

 
Nevertheless, this knowledge is not sufficient for him  to change his behavior and 

cope better with his anger. He suffers, he says, from a failure of his own: 

I don’t know if there is any damage that I have caused with the expression of my 
anger and frustration. But I think about it a lot and it’s what bothers me the most in 
my work--that I don’t live up to my expectations of myself-- I ought to be behaving 
differently by now (Interview, July 1997). 

 
Beyond the educational or philosophical concerns presented here, there are practical 

implications to the fact that there are some mentors who shout more than others, and that 

team members are so preoccupied with shouting as an expression of the pressures at Kedma. 

Recall that the mentors work together in pairs in the classroom and take joint responsibility 

for a full homeroom. Being considered “shouters” or “non-shouters” could have real 

implications for their wanting to work together in the first place, and for their working 

partnership, both  with each other and vis-a-vis their pupils. Mentors are concerned whether 

their different ways of expressing the pressure they are under will have negative influence on 

how they lead their class together. In anticipation of working with one mentor known to 

shout at pupils, a “non-shouting” mentor said: 
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X will shout, and they will shout at her in return, and it won’t bother her in the least. 
And I won’t agree for my class, the class we are educating  together, to follow that 
norm. Pupils will not shout at us, and we will not shout at them. Mostly we will not 
shout at them. They are adolescents and are building their identity, so they might and 
probably will shout. But we will not. I will see to that  (Interview, July 1997). 

 
As is apparent from her declaration, this mentor is determined to have the joint class  

conducted in a style free of shouting, yet it is unclear from her account exactly how she 

intends for this to occur.   

Furthermore, even mentors who are not paired together live and work very closely with 

each other. They talk continuously with and about each other, they see and hear each other in 

action in and outside of the classroom, and many of them are close personal friends. They are 

aware of their own images in each other’s eyes, and often reflected on them in the 

interviews:  

I know that Y thinks that I am giving in when I don’t shout back at a pupil [who has 
shouted at me]. But not shouting back is not “giving in”. It’s minimal respect for 
myself. I wouldn’t be able to face myself later if I allowed myself to shout. What 
good would it do to shout (Interview, July 1997)? 

 

Nevertheless, a few mentors do believe that some shouting is necessary at times when 

the pupils are in danger or have done something really unsafe. The purpose of shouting in 

these cases would be to come across “loud and clear” about an issue that “they [pupils]  must 

understand.” However, even in these cases, those who advocate shouting are not fully 

convinced that it produces the desired results:     

Maybe in cases of danger, you think you might have to shout. I know that Y does-- 
like the time the kids went into the pool, even when they were told not to. She said 
they need to understand how dangerous that was, with no lifeguard around. So she 
shouted at them. Did they understand? I don’t know (Interview July 1997). 
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Most uncomfortable are instances when mentors encounter such a situation together, 

but disagree on the tactic to be employed:    

There was one case when the kids were climbing on someone’s car outside, when the 
car was moving, and one of the teachers went outside, and started yelling her head off 
at them. They just looked at her and didn’t budge. The more she yelled, the less they 
looked at her. She finally gave up. Then I came. I explained to them why it was so 
dangerous for them to be sitting on the car while someone was driving. I don’t know 
if they understood, but pretty soon they came down. That was the end of it (Interview 
July 1997). 

 

Confronting each other openly on the issue of shouting does not seem to be 

normative, nor is it usually possible:  

We often talk about Y’s shouting. I have never told him that I think it is very 
violent... I think he just isn’t aware of the implications of his shouting. I have tried to 
tell him in indirect ways, but I don’t want to hurt his feelings. I don’t want to say to 
him that I think he is violent. If he was aware he wouldn’t do it.  He thinks, “OK. I 
blew up, and I am a human being too.” I am also a teacher, and I am human. Sure I 
get very very angry sometimes. People think that the reason I don’t shout, is that I 
don’t get angry. It’s a matter of an attitude: one doesn’t shout at one’s children, or at 
people on the street. One simply does not shout at people (Interview July, 1997). 

 

Mentors expressed a desire that the shouting stop, or at least decrease considerably, 

as part of their expectation that the Kedma team be “better” than teachers they knew 

elsewhere. They proposed two approaches to eliminate shouting. One is to “just decide” that 

one will not shout at pupils. Once  one makes that decision, one finds more effective ways to 

express frustration and anger:  

I will not come to a pupil and shout at him because he didn’t do something. I will 
explain ten times. I will punish him, if necessary. I will limit his privileges and tell 
him firmly: “You are not going there now” and be very strict. Mentors just need to 
decide that they will not, under any circumstances, shout. Once you have made this 
decision, you just make yourself stick to it (Interview, June 1997). 

 
The other approach is to view the issue in terms of mentors’ attitude or world view, 

rather than improper behavior: 
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You need to build the general situation in such a way that pupils respect you, as a 
baseline. That you will come to them calmly and ask them, for example, for the tenth 
time, to please get out of the teachers’ lounge. It’s a matter of building the 
relationship in such a way that without shouting, they will do what they have to do. If 
they see that you are consistent and that you keep asking them civilly, eventually they 
do what you want them to do and also learn a new attitude from you  (Interview 
1997). 

 
 While some mentors believed shouting was a form of misconduct that could be 

stopped by deciding to do so, and others considered shouting to be a symptom that could be 

changed only by a transformation of one’s entire outlook on life, all of the mentors 

expressed a desire for shouting to stop. 

  

 
 
3) The pressure from the expectation to work with pupils not only as individuals but also 

as a group 
 
During the third year of Kedma’s work, the mentors as a team decided that it was 

important to extend their connection with the pupils from functioning either as classroom 

teachers or in individual/interpersonal relationships, to include more small-group interactive 

work with the students. The purposes of the group work were interpreted differently by 

different mentors, as reflected in the pressures they attributed to their work. For some of the 

mentors, anxieties were mostly generated by perceived conflicts between the roles of teacher 

and group facilitator. Others felt the they ought to create a “safe space” for their pupils to 

“connect” with them and each other by means of interacting in small group activities, but 

felt pressured by not feeling equipped to do so successfully. Some, but not all, experienced 

the added pressure to use the group as a vehicle for processing (clarifying and questioning) 

the school’s ideology and mission, and for examining with their pupils the significance of 

their life choices and their pupils’ future visions.   
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The first source of anxiety was in acting as facilitators of group processes, which was 

perceived as work of a specialized nature, different from standing in front of a class and 

teaching. The mentors were anxious both because of the conflict in roles, and because they 

felt they lacked the skills for facilitating a group. The second source of anxiety was related 

with using group activities to teach interpersonal skills (self-awareness, interpersonal 

communication and listening skills), to build interpersonal cohesiveness and mutual support 

among the group members, and to achieve the school’s ideological goals to strengthen the 

pupils’ cultural identity and their capacity to function well in both their own social 

surroundings and in the mainstream society. Some of the mentors felt the pressure most as a 

result of the need to conduct a group that succeeded in eliciting the pupils’ participation and 

personal sharing. Others experienced as additional pressure the need to “elevate” the level of 

discussion among the pupils to include the ideological ethos of the school, and to promote a 

deeper understanding of the pupils’ attitudes towards their own ethnicity, especially with 

respect to the  school’s goal of social and political change.  

To understand this last pressure it is important to remember the founders’ primary 

reason for initiating Kedma, which was their strong dissatisfaction with the deep social, 

economic, and political gaps between Mizrahi and Ashkenazi Jews in contemporary Israeli 

society. Kedma’s visionaries created Kedma out of outrage against the social injustice that, 

in their view, victimized their ethnic/class group and perpetuated the poverty and the 

marginalization of Mizrahim, who comprise Israel’s majority population. They saw Kedma 

as the embodiment of their desire to express their outrage productively, by creating what 

would become a movement with the potential to transform Israeli society. Thus, they viewed 

the education of the disenfranchised shchunot youth and their empowerment to succeed in 
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Israeli society, and ultimately to participate in its transformation, as the mission of Kedma. 

They viewed their educational enterprise as part of a grassroots revolutionary initiative to 

change Israel’s status quo. Hence, these mentors’ view of their role as group facilitators 

included raising their pupils’ awareness of these issues and, through their group facilitation, 

developing their pupils’ dialectic skills so that they could contribute to this movement for 

social change. 

The pressure felt by the mentors from the expectation that they develop a relationship 

with the pupils beyond their personal connection was not the same for all mentors. The less 

experienced mentors tended to struggle mostly with the mere expectation of conducting a 

group. They felt they did not have sufficient knowledge and skills in group processes to 

create a group atmosphere that would enable their  pupils to feel free to participate in such a 

setting.  

These mentors felt it was difficult for them to enter the classroom during school hours, 

move the tables aside to create a circle for their pupils, and accustom their students to a 

more interactive mode of learning. On rare instances, they said, the group went very well: 

the pupils cooperated in setting up the chairs in the classroom,  sat down, and proceeded to 

participate according to their instructions. In these few successful instances, they recalled, 

pupils were engaged in the conversation, listened patiently to each other, and expressed their 

thoughts and feelings. These mentors were excited about these meetings, which were rare 

for them. Most often, though, they were relieved when the session was over. They felt 

reasonably satisfied if they had been able to conduct a group where pupils had not protested 

much, had listened and responded to each other, and had behaved with basic consideration.   
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However, these mentors felt that they were not entirely sure how to best conduct such 

a group, and also that their pupils tended to resist their efforts to do so. They accepted group 

leadership as a requirement of the mentor role, but they felt so pressured by their own 

perceived lack of experience in groups, and by the need to coax or even force their pupils to 

adjust to this mode of interaction, that they sometimes avoided conducting the group 

altogether. They viewed this avoidance as a definite failure. In these cases, instead of 

conducting a group, they sometimes structured the time like an ordinary class, using the 

opportunity to teach more material and to advance their pupils in their scholastic work. At 

other times, these mentors expressed relief when other activities (such as school-wide 

ceremonies or outings) took place on the day when their regular group activity was 

scheduled. They felt more relaxed on these days, and although they felt guilty for not having 

had a group session that week, they felt  thankful for having been “saved” the unpleasant 

experience. They were aware of some of their other colleagues’ anticipation of the weekly 

group sessions, and knew that other mentors viewed these as opportunities to strengthen 

their relationship  with their pupils as a group. All that was left for them to do, they felt, was 

to envy this skill of the veteran mentors’ and to be frustrated by their own failure to lead a 

successful group. They expressed an overall feeling of self-disappointment when they spoke 

about their failed efforts in group relations.      

The mentors who looked forward to working with their pupils in a small group felt 

that group work was an important component of their relationship with the pupils, which 

facilitated insights beyond the personal domain. They relished the idea of finally having the 

opportunity to guide their pupils in a discussion, and of hearing what they had to say, to 

each other and to them, on a multitude of issues. They believed it was not only important to 
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provide a safe space for the pupils to share and strengthen their ties with each other, but also 

that the group work must be a vehicle to guide their pupils beyond individual and 

interpersonal sharing. They viewed the group as an opportunity to hear their pupils’ views 

on their Kedma experience, to discuss issues that were related to their socio-economic and 

ethnic backgrounds, and to try to understand the relationships among these different levels 

of experience. These mentors felt that, without their help, pupils may not make the 

connections between their own feelings and the larger systemic issues embodied by 

Kedma’s vision. The associations between the mentors’ views on the purposes of group 

work and their consciousness complexity are exemplified in a display in Appendix  K. 

 
The overall pressure to succeed as mentors: managing the tensions between Bagrut,  

“flowing” mentor-pupil relationships, and being in the mentor group. Overall success as a 

Kedma mentor depended on fulfilling three essential aspects of the mission:  First, being 

capable of keeping the Bagrut promise; second, sustaining positive and flowing 

(harmonious) relationships with their pupils; and third, being an integral part of the mentor 

group (socially, professionally, and ideologically). The overall pressure to succeed as 

mentor on all of the above levels was considered an additional pressure. This section 

examines some of the complexities of combining different levels of “successful mentoring” 

expected by Kedma, and the tensions experienced when mentors perceived these levels as 

contradictory to each other. 

 

 1) The tension between keeping the Bagrut promise and sustaining harmonious 
relationships  
 

Ariela Bairey Ben Ishay /Doctoral Dissertation presented to Harvard Graduate School of Education 1998      



 205 

High expectations of the pupil-mentor relationship are not unique to the Kedma 

setting. Close and highly supportive relationships between teachers and their pupils are a 

common expectation of many educational settings, especially in small alternative schools, 

where they are considered to be essential to pupils’ academic achievements. What is unique 

to the Kedma setting is the totality of the expected relationship and the particular kind of 

“flowing” expected in the mentor-pupil relationships in the school.  

The flowing nature of the expected connection with their pupils is expressed by the 

idea that the relationship should be characterized by continuity and harmony.  Only if the 

connection is not broken, and if the relationship flows with an ease generally devoid of 

conflict, do the mentors consider themselves successful. As noted earlier, this view of the 

nature of personal relationships is consistent with Mizrahi culture, which values 

interpersonal connections and views successful human relations as effortlessly flowing. 

Thus the expectation that mentor-pupil relations should flow is totally consistent with the 

pressure to strengthen the pupils’ cultural identity and heritage. 

However, this special view of a flowing mentor-pupil relationship was not always 

easily reconcilable, in the minds of the mentors, with the image of what achieving the 

Bagrut traditionally entailed or symbolized: efficiency, success, self-discipline, and a drive 

for personal achievement. These values, in their view, were characteristic of the 

predominant mainstream, mostly Ashkenazi society, toward which the mentors were 

ambivalent. They entailed a deliberate, calculated, and focused effort, which was not 

necessarily “natural” or flowing.   

Other schools, for example those the mentors had attended in their adolescence or 

Bagrut preparatory post-army institutions,  were perceived by them as gearing their pupils 
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for the “Bagrut crunch” by functioning like pressure cookers on a high flame: they were 

likened to “grade factories” where the pupils were like soldiers marching towards their goal. 

The contrast between the Kedma view that the process “flow” and the assembly-line, 

faceless image that preparing for the Bagrut traditionally entails, created  a dissonance for 

some of the mentors that generated additional pressure. This pressure was not often 

discussed directly, but was prevalent in almost every interview and meeting. Most mentors 

believed it was possible to bring their pupils to Bagrut level without the impersonal, and in 

their view alienating, atmosphere of the “Bagrut factory.”    

Consequently, the mentors felt the pressure of these contradictory messages:  the 

smoothness of flowing relationships on one hand, and the almost “mercenary” Bagrut 

discipline on the other. The pressure came from the juxtaposition of two world views, 

perhaps Mizrahi and Ashkenazi, perhaps Eastern and Western, which generated a high level 

of pressure for some of the mentors. These mentors struggled with how to maintain the 

relationships harmonious and still “generate the pressure” necessary to make up for lost 

time, to learn all that is necessary, and get the Bagrut process “rolling.” 

 The most pressured on this issue were the mentors in charge of the first class, which 

was ending its  9th grade when I was gathering these data, and entering their first year of 

high school after the summer. But other mentors also felt pressured to various degrees 

because they taught subjects to this class, and looked to it with great expectations of success. 

The pupils of this first class were considered to be at the spearhead of the school, Kedma’s  

“first born” progeny leading the way, and mentors who worked with them had to cope with 

the additional pressure of everyone expecting their success and fearing their failure.  
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This was not the only contradiction the mentors experienced in the pairing of these 

two aspects of successful mentoring. Some mentors accepted the Bagrut as a legitimate 

measure of the pupils’ success, and proceeded to teach the material as they had been taught. 

Other mentors felt their role included being critical of the Bagrut curriculum. They felt 

Mizrahim were misrepresented and underrepresented in the Bagrut curriculum (particularly 

in the subjects of history, Hebrew literature, and Jewish philosophy). While the first group 

preoccupied itself with doing their best to provide their information to their pupils so they 

could do well on the examinations, other mentors felt pressured to rebel and rewrite the 

material, or at least to encourage questions such as: “To what degree does this curriculum 

represent us, and take us into proportionate consideration, as Israel’s majority?” Therefore, 

the task of teaching and questioning the material simultaneously was, for some of the 

mentors, a source of added pressure. 

   

2)  The pressure to be fully integrated in the mentor group and in Kedma  

“One cannot survive alone in Kedma,” the principal said when I asked her, at the end 

of Kedma’s third year,  to share with me what she thought characterized the people who  had 

stayed in Kedma and had not given up. She stated: 

Life here is very intense,  the premises are very small and we spend long hours 
together. We need to be a very tight team of teachers, especially the mentors, and we 
are very close. Each of us has a thousand things on our minds, but we need to work 
together to succeed, and to know each other well. We must coordinate between us on 
how to approach  certain adolescents and together join hands in moving them along. 
When you get stuck, you  need to be able to draw on the experience of others and 
figure out a way that works. When you get discouraged, you have to approach others, 
and be approachable. Nobody can work here in isolation. When I go into the teachers’ 
lounge I notice many things. If I see someone consistently  alone, in a quiet corner, I 
begin to worry. Not everyone can work under these pressures, let alone by themselves. 
I know how hard it is as principal having to be alone a lot of the times. But being 
isolated in Kedma when you are part of a team, is about the worst experience one can 
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have. I have seen that you can’t stay isolated for long in Kedma -- you either connect, 
or find that you cannot stay here  (Interview with the principal, May 1997). 
  

Most of teachers who successfully integrated into and stayed at Kedma, both among 

the founding members and those who came after the first year, were those who were 

strongly oriented towards people and relationships, and who had become part  of the Kedma 

fiber.  These people worked long hours together, and  spent many hours outside of school 

together as well. Some of them even vacationed on the Sinai beach together, took the same 

courses in educational institutions, and developed strong personal friendships. Two of the 

single mentors even shared an apartment, so that Kedma and its social circle were their 

“whole world.” 

 The ten mentors worked closely together, both as dyads in the classroom and as a team 

who organized activities and led the school. They met regularly with the team to discuss 

pupils’ progress, and in sub-groups directed toward specific school missions (preparing the 

social studies classes for each age level on topics such as pupils’ rights in school, human 

rights, Arab-Jewish relations, minority and majority relations, and organizing outings). For 

some of the mentors, the group was their main social circle: their closest friends were part of 

the mentors’ team.    

   

II. Mentors’ views on coping with the pressures, and resources available for effective 
coping 

 

What did it mean to the mentors to cope or not to cope effectively with the pressures 

of their undertaking? How well did the mentors believe they and their colleagues were 

coping with the above-mentioned demands? What resources did they feel were available to 

assist them in their coping with the tensions and stress generated by the goals and 
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expectations of their mission?  To understand the mentors’ views on coping with their work 

pressures it is important to keep in mind that this study was conducted during Kedma’s early 

years, during which a few of the originators of the idea were still the major driving force of 

the institution.  

The mentors’ definitions of coping with the Kedma pressures and their views on what 

they considered to be effective and inept coping focused almost entirely on the external, 

visible aspects. They judged their own coping and that of their colleagues mostly by the 

criteria of appearing calm, not losing control, and generally not showing the degree to which 

they experienced inner pressure. They seldom made reference to aspects of their inner 

coping, or to their feelings of despair. Effective coping was almost always equated with the 

absence--or more specifically the apparent absence-- of pressure.  

Similarly, examples of inept or “bad” coping were almost always instances visible to 

others, and thus perceived as obstructing or even marring their view of the institution’s 

successful and harmonious achievement of its mission. The most common examples of bad 

coping were visible expressions of pressure, for example, losing ones’ composure, shouting 

at or otherwise humiliating pupils, or giving up. As noted in the introduction of the thesis, 

these behaviors might also be signs of mentor burnout, as such responses have been 

identified in caring professionals who have been exposed for too long to frustrated, suffering 

clients.  

The mentors, the founding ones in particular, were preoccupied with surviving under 

the pressures and saw themselves as the carriers of the school’s revolutionary ethos. They 

considered it to be vital for them to “hold it together” on the job and serve as examples to 

other teachers and pupils. Whether the mentors internally experienced emotional stress and 

Ariela Bairey Ben Ishay /Doctoral Dissertation presented to Harvard Graduate School of Education 1998      



 210 

anxiety or “fell apart” at the end of the day  was less often expressed as a coping concern, as 

long as they were capable of staying composed at work  This view may not be surprising, 

considering the magnitude of their vision, the perceived urgency of their goal, and the 

degree to which they felt committed to Kedma’s mission. The early years were viewed as a 

prolonged state of emergency requiring their maximum effort. The newer members, those 

who had not conceived of Kedma, but who were entrusted with carrying out one of its 

important missions,  internalized this sense of a state of emergency and the institution’s 

standards of what constitutes effective versus inept coping. 

This section depicts the mentors’ views on what helped them to cope under the stress 

of their goals and the pressures of their perceived expectations, and what resources were 

available to them. Two types of resources stood out.  The first, over which mentors had 

virtually no control, is the status of seniority in Kedma, especially “founding seniority,” and 

accumulated experience as a Kedma mentor. Associated with this status was a strong 

ideological commitment to Kedma’s revolutionary ethos. Most of the founding mentors 

were characterized by this strong ideological commitment, which was also a source of 

sustenance for them and a resource for effectively coping with the pressures of their Kedma 

reality. Newcomers who were most similar to the founders, ethnically and ideologically, 

found their similarity to the founders to be a resource in coping with the complex of Kedma 

pressures.   

The second coping resource was the internal capacity to live in an ongoing state of 

uncertainty, which as an internal capacity, which can presumably be developed over time, 

and over which the individual has the most control. Mentors who could function well 
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without knowing all the answers to the uncertainties inherent in Kedma’s first years were, in 

their view, better equipped to survive and even to thrive, in the Kedma setting. 

 

Having founder status, seniority, and accumulated Kedma experience   
 

All the components first set of resources that were associated, in the minds of the 

mentors, with effective coping are, with the exception of the ideology,   essentially 

biographical, and thus are impossible to alter. Of first importance is having founders status 

within the staff. Three of the mentors and the principal were part of the team since Kedma’s 

beginning. The first year was wrought with difficult political struggles and demonstrations, 

and having to move their then fifty pupils (the two pioneering seventh grade classes) and the 

staff three times, that year were characterized by a strong sense of solidarity among the 

mentors with each other and the Kedma cause. Not surprisingly, this year had taken on 

mythical proportions in the collective memory of the school. Anyone who came after this 

crucial year wished to have been a part of it.  

The founders were considered to be the people on the staff who most embodied the 

school’s ethos and its vision. On the whole, mentors who were most similar to the founders 

of the school with respect to their ethnicity, socio-economic background and revolutionary 

ideology were found to have an advantage over those mentors who did not share these 

characteristics.  Earlier this study established that good coping was strongly based on visible 

coping, or a mentor’s reputation. Therefore, it is worthwhile to assess how similar, or 

different, the mentors were to each other and in comparison with the founders, with respect 

to these background and ideological variables.    
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 For this purpose I developed an index of what I call the Mizrahi revolutionary profile 

in Kedma, which summarizes the degree to which each mentor on the team embodied the 

ideological ethos of the school. This index (Table 5.1) is a composite of six independent 

variables, each of which was mentioned by at least five of the mentors in interviews, 

conversations, meetings, or questionnaire as being important to them, contributing to 

successful mentoring in Kedma, or indicating “belonging” to Kedma. Eight of the ten 

mentors indicated in the questionnaire that having grown up in a low-income neighborhood 

and Mizrahi ethnicity influenced  the degree to which one succeeded in mentoring. These 

variables were therefore included in the Mizrahi Revolutionary measure.  

 
Table 5.1   Mizrahi-Revolutionary Profile 
 
 Mizrahi 

world 
view 
(revolu- 
tionary 
ideology) 

Mizrahi 
ethnicity 

Grew up in 
shchuna low-
income 
neighborhood 

Suffered 
discrimination   

Has known 
poverty, or 
“has had to 
go without” 

 Ranks  
“raising 
awareness 
to social and 
political 
inequalities” 
as high  

Total 
Score 

A* 1 1 1 1 1 1 6 
B - 1 - - - - 1 
C - - - - - - 0 
D* 1 1 1 1 1 - 5 
E 1 1 1 1 - - 4 
F 1 - - - - - 1 
G - 1 - 1 - - 2 
H - - - - - 1 1 
I - 1 - - - - 1 
J* - 1 1 1 1 1 5 
* Founding members of Kedma/ three years+ 
 

Table 5.1 presents the mentors’ scores on the Mizrahi revolutionary profile. The data 

for all six columns were derived from the mentors’ responses on the self-report 

questionnaire (Appendix E) and from the interviews. The score in each cell was either one, 
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if the feature was present, or zero if the feature was absent. Thus, the maximum total for 

each mentor was six (6) . The first column refers to the world view motivating each of the 

mentors to work in Kedma in the first place. Mentors who defined themselves as having 

Mizrahi identity, and not only Moroccan or Israeli, and also included in their response a 

concern for social or political change, e.g., by viewing their work as educators in Kedma as 

part of a larger movement directed towards rectifying the marginal status of the Mizrahim or 

of Israel’s disenfranchised shchuna youth, or whose response was resonant in any way with 

these preoccupations, received a score of 1. Mentors whose primary motives were unrelated 

to the Mizrahi/class cause (for example, the challenge of teaching Bagrut in a non-academic 

school, the opportunity to be significant in a small developing alternative school or teaching 

with a staff who were socially close-knit) did not receive a score of 1 in this category. 

The second category is straightforward and was simply given a yes/no (1/-) rating 

depending on the mentors’ ethnicity: whether or not they are of Mizrahi heritage (either 

having parents who are ST [Sepharadi Tahor-meaning of Sephardi or Spanish origin, with 

over 6 generations in the Middle East], or having emigrated to Israel from the Orient, mostly 

North Africa and other Arab countries). Seven of the ten mentors were ethnically Mizrahi. 

The three non-Mizrahim were two Ashkenazi mentors and one Arab-Israeli. The third 

category refers to having grown up in a shchuna, presumably sharing elements of a common  

experience with the Kedma  pupils. Four of the mentors grew up in one of Israel’s low-

income neighborhoods. 

The fourth column (“Suffered discrimination) refers to the mentors’ responses to the 

question about having suffered discrimination of any sort during the course of their lives. It 

is interesting to note that not one of the non-Mizrahim indicated that he or she had suffered 
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any discrimination (even as a woman, as an Arab, or as anything else they thought worth 

mentioning), and that not all of the Mizrahim felt they had undergone biased treatment of 

any kind in their lives. Furthermore, it is interesting  to note, that the responses to this 

question did not correspond identically to the responses given for Mizrahi world-view. That 

despite having felt discriminated against, J (who scored a 1 on all other questions) was not 

primarily motivated by a revolutionary ideology, while F identified with the revolutionary 

ideology, despite not being Mizrahi, not having grown up in a shchuna, and not having 

suffered discrimination.    

The fifth column referred to mentors’ perception of having experienced poverty, or 

having had to go without, as many of Kedma’s pupils do. Only three respondents, all 

founding-Mizrahi mentors, felt they had personally experienced  poverty. Finally, the last 

column refers to the centrality of their ideology in their educational perspective as Kedma 

mentors: to what degree do they rank raising social and political awareness among the first 

five goals listed in the self-report questionnaire (Appendix E). Only two of the three 

founding members ranked raising social and political awareness as high.   

Table 5.1 shows that there are mentors who were ethnically Mizrahi  who did not have 

a “Mizrahi world view” and vice versa, a non-Mizrahi  mentor who had the Mizrahi view. 

The table also shows that one mentor has none of the components of the “Mizrahi 

Revolutionary.” This individual was not a newcomer to Kedma.  

   The highest total scores were those of the founding group of mentors. The principal, 

who is not represented on the chart, had a total of 6 points, the maximum, as did mentor A. 

They  were most characterized by the “Mizrahi revolutionary” world view,  ideology, and 

ethnicity but their scores are not composed of identical components. For these mentors, 

Ariela Bairey Ben Ishay /Doctoral Dissertation presented to Harvard Graduate School of Education 1998      



 215 

having the personal history and also the ideology were stated as a source of pressure, 

because they were driven by the aspiration to produce a total, lasting change through the 

pupils on all of Israeli society. Ideology was a source of pressure because they often 

overidentified with their pupils, both by psychologically reliving past experiences and 

feeling the urgent need for change. However, ideology also proved to be a source of 

sustenance because, when Kedma’s reality was difficult to cope with, they could remember 

the reasons why they established Kedma, and this helped them to transcend the day-to-day 

hardships.  

But for these individuals, there was an added element of sustenance in their being the 

founding “parents” of the school, as was increasingly the case for members of the team who 

were accumulating years of experience. All members felt that the longer you were a mentor, 

the easier the job became.  In general, the veterans were thought to cope better with Kedma’s 

pressured environment than new-comers, especially regarding their relationships with the 

pupils; presumably this was due to their greater experience and their more established social 

standing in Kedma. One of the mentors said: 

The longer you’ve worked here, the better the kids know you, so they are more used 
to you, and respect you. They aren’t testing you as much. They know you are OK. It 
definitely gets easier every year. When you are new, the kids just want to see how 
far they can push you. After a while, they get used to you, and your style, and it 
takes them less time to settle down. I think it took me half of the first year before I 
was able to get beyond just settling the kids into a learning atmosphere (May 
interview, 1997). 
 

 In addition to being more accepted by the pupils, veteran mentors seemed to have the 

advantage of having grown accustomed to the daily pressures, and they did not speak of them 

as frequently and with the intensity that the newer mentors did. Perhaps these more 

experienced mentors had simply come to accept the tension and pressures as part of the 
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Kedma reality. Relative new comers, however, felt at times that they were falling apart under 

the intensity of the human connections, and spoke extensively about the difficulties they were 

having in really connecting to the pupils. They felt the pupils did not trust them yet, and still 

have not accepted them as significant figures in the lives of their pupils. New mentors 

believed, and veteran mentors agreed, that if you had been in Kedma longer:  

•1 the pupils trusted you more 
•2 the principal trusted you more and valued your input 
•3 you were less afraid of taking on responsibilities 
•4 things “flowed” with greater ease 
•5 you had more experience, more connectedness 
•6 you were better acquainted with the school and the system 
•7 you had a better understanding of the “souls at work” 
•8 your relationships were tighter and pupils approached you more easily 
•9 the “work” became routine and you knew where you were going with it 
•10 you knew pupils better, understood their problems, and could expect more of them 
•11 you had more impact on the pupils 
•12 you knew the  place, the expectations, the codes by which the staff members work 

•13 if you made mistakes, the institution was more patient with you 
 

 Furthermore, it was still an accepted norm that the longer one had been in Kedma, 

the more eligible, entitled, or obligated (depending on one’s perspective regarding 

participation) one was, to enact institutional roles and be trusted with responsibilities. The 

longer one was in Kedma, the longer one could be predicted to stay. Also, the longer one 

was in Kedma, the more likely one was to be advanced in the school hierarchy and therefore 

have increased access to power and centrality in the Kedma setting. Being more central was 

a definite resource for better coping. 

Table 5.2 depicts the mentors in the order of their reported coping, as based on 

mentors’ responses to questionnaires in Appendices C and D. The table includes such 
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indicators as seniority, reported feelings of belonging to Kedma, and the degree to which 

mentors said they had wanted the mentor role. 

Those mentors  who received scores between 8-10 are referred to as “high copers”; 

the mentors with scores above 5 and below 8 are referred to as “medium copers,” and the 

mentors with scores below 5 are referred to as “low copers.” Only eight of the ten mentors 

responded to the question asking them to by name the three most and least pressured team-

members; the two who did not respond were a “high coper” who was a veteran in Kedma,  

and a “low coper”  for whom this was the first year.  The responses to the question were 

consistent with the numerical ratings of coping, which suggests that not being pressured on 

the job was considered by the mentors to be part of “high coping.” 

 

Table 5.2   Kedma mentors in the order of their coping  

 Mentors by  
coping order + a b c d e f g h   i j 
score 9.4 8.4 8.4 8.2 7.1 6.4 5.7 4.4 4.3  2.1 
Pressured 
( self- and 
colleagues’ 
report)  

least * 
most ! 

* *  *   !  ! ! ! 

yrs in Kedma 3 2 3 3 2 2 1 1 2 1.5 
Feeling I 
belong 

1 1 1 1 2 1 2 2 2 2 
“Mizrahi 
Revolutionary” 
score 

6 1 5 5 1 1 2 4 0 1 

family status 
  

couple 
+  

couple  
+  

 single 
no 
children    

couple  
+  

 single, 
no 
children 

 single 
no children 

couple   
+  

 single 
 no 
children 

couple 
+ 

single- 
no 
children 

Family status—
affects your 
work? 

yes-   no yes  no no yes no - yes  - 

 to what degree 
had you wanted 
the job as 
mentor  

yes, 
very 
much 

so-so   yes  yes, 
very 
much 

yes, very 
much 

yes,  
 pretty much 

yes, 
very 
much 

so-so 
there was 
nobody 
else 

so-so not 
really 

Note:  letters for the mentors are not the same as the Mizrahi Revolutionary profile (e.g., a is not A). 
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All of the “high copers” also had a strong feeling that they belong in Kedma. All but 

one of the “high copers”: were part of the founding group (3+ years in Kedma); were high on 

the “Mizrahi Revolutionary Scale” ; and indicated that they had very much wanted to work 

as mentors. I interpret this to mean that the mentors who had developed the best coping skills 

were, in most cases, those who had most wanted the job. The medium copers also wanted the 

job, which suggests that wanting the job may be a necessary but not sufficient condition for 

being able to cope well.  Seniority and wanting the job also contributed, in most cases, to a 

reputation that helped these mentors work with the pupils with greater ease.  

I also interpret this association to mean that the mentors’ coping was associated with 

how much they believed they belonged in Kedma. Also, in all but one case, coping had 

something to do with how similar their views and social backgrounds were to the founding 

mentors of Kedma. This finding was not surprising to me, given the size of the group, the 

newness of the organization and the intensity with which they worked. I was left puzzled 

about what characterized the “high coper” (b),  who had not really wanted the job in the first 

place, when she had replaced a mentor who had to leave temporarily. Despite being of 

Mizrahi ethnicity, she scored low on the “Mizrahi Revolutionary” measure, unlike the other 

“high copers.”  Still she earned the reputation of being a “high coper” and was considered to 

be among the three least pressured by most of the team. Her social standing among the team 

was high, and she was considered to belong to Kedma by all the mentors. She was perceived 

to be close to the “core,” represented by the principal and the founders.   

Thus, a feeling of belonging to Kedma could develop by way of an alternative to 

ideological solidarity with the mission. One could be quickly incorporated into the Kedma 

fiber if one was perceived to be close to the school’s locus of  power and influence: first the 
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principal, then the core mentor group (being part of or at least close friends to someone in 

this circle), and finally at least having one or some  friends in Kedma. Mentors felt they had 

more control over this resource, which they felt could and did change over time.  

On the lower end of the coping scale, I found that all the mentors had less of a sense 

of belonging at Kedma, compared with others on the team, and all but one (i) of the mentors  

had been at Kedma less than a year and a half. The one mentor who was considered a low 

coper, but had been in Kedma for two years, was also very low on her “Mizrahi 

Revolutionary” score (0). Did the mentor not really want the job, or was this statement a  

retrospective view, expressing the feeling of lack of success on the job and failure, after two 

years, to develop a strong sense of belonging at Kedma? In the interviews this mentor 

indicated that the feedback from the pupils was extremely bad, that his/her standards were 

different from those of the others, and that most of the staff and the principal were very 

critical of him/her. I concluded that being so different from other members of such small a 

group of people, who both worked closely and intensively and made such difficult demands 

on peoples’ time and energy, created conditions under which it was increasingly more 

difficult to cope. Being so different she was increasingly under more pressure, but less able 

to cope. This mentor was also the only one who had started mentoring after already having 

children, so that Kedma was less the “center of the universe” for this mentor as it was for 

others.  

Of the three “low copers, ” the two who had been in Kedma less than two years, had 

scored low on the “Mizrahi Revolutionary” scale, and had not really wanted to be mentors. 

Mentors (h) (high on the Mizrahi Revolutionary scale) and (j) had indicated that they felt 

“there had been no other options to fill the mentor slot,” so they had agreed to take the job. 
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Both said they felt they should take the position, and were expected to if they “cared enough 

about Kedma,” but had not felt prepared to take on the task of being mentors.  

  

Living with high levels of uncertainty 

 
Kedma’s third year was still one of considerable uncertainty. For one, the building that 

served the school was the empty wing of a dwindling neighborhood vocational high school. 

After having moved four times since their founding, Kedma  was in the best premises it had 

known: a building that was physically solid and had potential. However, by the end of the 

year the school had a small office, a teachers’ lounge and library room, and just enough 

classrooms to house their present student population.  There was no playground, no sports 

facility, nor any other facility considered essential, such as a biology laboratory. The 

building was crowded and there was no certainty as to whether the Ministry of Education 

would see to it that more classrooms were added to accommodate the incoming class of 

seventh graders. 

As the first class was preparing to enter the tenth grade, the first year of high school in 

the Israeli educational system, the school still had no official permission to operate as a high 

school, which requires entirely different teacher credentials and official accreditation. Pupils 

(and teachers) did not know what school they would attend after the vacation. They were 

informed only three weeks before school started that Kedma had been given permission to 

teach on a high school level. 

Other areas of uncertainty included institutional, pedagogical, and curricular concerns. 

Institutional uncertainties included what pupils and teachers would stay on as part of the 

school, whether there would be sufficient money to pay everyone at the end of the year, 
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what outside staff would be available, and what formal levels of authority besides the 

principal would be institutionalized. The curricular concerns that lacked clarity included 

how closely the teachers would have to follow the standard Israeli curriculum, and, if not, 

whether they would have an organized alternative. Pedagogically, there was a budding 

system in place for conceptualizing  the emerging pedagogy, but not a sufficiently 

methodical one for educating teachers and implementing a vision. These concerns were but 

a few of the ambiguities for many of the team members. 

With respect to the role of mentor considerable ambiguity remained. Although the 

expectations and requirements of the role were no doubt beginning to crystallize, the 

definitions of what characterized a mentor were still multiple and the scope of the role was 

still open to interpretation. Kedma provided little direction or supervision of the mentors. 

Some perceived this as a sign of being trusted and exhibiting what they appreciated most in 

Kedma: the “freedom” to conceptualize and construct their own role. Other mentors 

experienced this lack of directive as anxiety-provoking: they felt abandoned, had unclear 

ideas about the definition of their role, and were often frustrated because of this perceived 

lack of clarity. The more experienced mentors were generally so overextended with doing 

their best in their own work (in their view, their primary concern), that they were not readily 

available to train and advise other mentors. 

   

Summary 

This chapter has examined the Kedma mentors’ views on pressure, the degrees to 

which they felt pressured, the sources of their experienced pressures and a few of the 

manifestations of the stress and pressure in their work. The chapter has also discussed the 
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mentors’ views of their ability to cope with the pressures Kedma presents, and the resources 

they perceive themselves as having to best cope under the conditions governing this 

alternative school. 

Mentors in Kedma are pressured to differing degrees and from different sources. The 

newer mentors tended both to appear highly pressured and to perceive themselves as highly 

pressured in most areas of their work as Kedma mentors. Not so for the veteran mentors. 

These mentors, especially the men, tended to appear calm while experiencing high internal 

levels of pressure and anxiety. Kedma’s senior women, on the other hand, both appeared the 

calmest and also experienced the lowest levels of internal pressure. 

 It seems that under Kedma’s stressful and ideologically compelling circumstances, 

being able to appear calm in the face of pressures and creating a calm atmosphere around 

one was considered to be a definite asset.  The team members who were high copers were 

also considered to be the calmest. In general, having seniority at Kedma made life less 

stressful both for reasons related to the pupils’ attitudes toward veterans, and for reasons 

related to the staff’s attitudes towards each other. 

Coping with Kedma’s pressures was facilitated by biographical, social, and internal 

resources. Being Mizrahi  and having background features such as SES in common with 

each other and the pupils appeared to make life less stressful for mentors, as did sharing an 

ideological world view with the founders of Kedma. Popularity among the central figures 

and an internal capacity to live in a prolonged state of uncertainty and ambiguity were also 

found to help mentors sustain their commitment to Kedma over time. In general, the longer 

the mentors stayed, the longer it appeared they would be able to stay, and the more 

comfortable they appeared to be with their work.  
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The degree to which mentors felt they could live up to their expectations was one 

consideration in determining whether they were running the risk of burning out. How 

mentors interpreted their challenges influenced both the way in which they viewed their 

expectations and the degree to which they allowed themselves to be pressured by them. 

Chapter Six examines the structurally  different ways that the Kedma mentors tended to 

think about their work. Towards the end, the chapter suggests different ways in which each 

manner of mentor knowing may put the different mentors at risk of burning out.    
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CHAPTER SIX 
 
  Kedma’s mentors’ views through the lens of their consciousness complexity  
 

 

This chapter reexamines this study’s findings through the lens of Robert 

Kegan’s consciousness complexity theory. I revisit the data to consider how a 

developmental framework contributes to understanding the Kedma mentors’ 

experience of the demands made on them, their perceived pressures and their 

struggles to cope with them, and their proneness to burnout. My purpose in 

uncovering systematic consistencies in these associations is to highlight the 

differences in their meaning-making, and to illuminate advantageous as well as 

problematic dimensions of each developmental position as it relates to the Kedma 

setting. In the concluding chapter, I will use these insights to point to burnout threats 

and to suggest different kinds of supports that must be in place in order to encourage 

the mentors’ development. The final chapter also discusses implications of these 

findings to pupils’ changing needs, hiring criteria, staff diversity, staff development 

and the healthy development, of the school as an educational system.    

Kedma’s ten mentors were found to be making meaning, as most adults do 

(Kegan, 1982; 1994), in the characteristically different ways represented by Kegan’s 

third (“Interpersonal” or “socializing”) and fourth (“Institutional” or “self-authoring”) 

levels of consciousness, and in a number of transitional positions between the two 

levels. Some interesting associations emerged between the mentors’ consciousness 

complexity and the formulations of their goals, their perceived expectations, their 

sources of  experienced pressure, and the nature of their coping. I also related the 
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mentors’ meaning-making to a number of personal background and mentor attitude 

variables, and identified several interesting associations.  

In the first section of this chapter, I will explain constructive 

developmental theory in more detail than covered in the introduction, focusing 

especially on the transition between “socializing” and “self-authoring” 

reasoning. The purpose in doing so is to re-orient the reader to the contribution 

of Kegan’s developmental approach to Kedma’s mentors’ experiences and to set 

the foundations for relating  these findings to the different mentors’ proneness 

to burnout.   

The second section of this chapter examines key themes that are special 

to and typical of Kedma (the mentors’ goals, perceived expectations, and 

pressures, and the nature of their coping) as seen through a developmental 

framework. This chapter, unlike previous ones which provided thematic 

analyses, focuses less on the content of the mentors’ thinking than on the 

structure of their reasoning, and brings to bear the developmental implications 

of this study’s findings. For this reason,  only a few examples from the 

numerous goals, expectations, pressures, and ways of coping, written about 

extensively in the earlier chapters, are presented.  

In the third section of this chapter, I present a comprehensive table (Table 6.11) 

showing the associations of different variables in the mentors’ background and 

thinking to their consciousness complexity. The final display (Table 6.13) in this 

section summarizes the examples of the different burnout risks faced by mentors 

making meanings from different orders of consciousness.   
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In the text I elaborate on the findings, examine the implications, and attempt to 

explain the exceptions. Table 6.11 does not show the variables that were not 

associated with the mentors’ consciousness complexity (e.g., mentors’ ethnicity, 

seniority in Kedma, age) for reasons of confidentiality since given the small size of 

the group, having these variables appear in the Table would reveal the identity of each 

mentor. Also, the inclusion of these variables would not contribute new information, 

except to demonstrate visually that these variables were not associated with mentors’ 

consciousness complexity.  

 In this developmental analysis, the mentors’ voices are collected into their 

respective developmental groups, as was determined by their scores on the Subject-

Object interview. The mentors’ voices will be brought into the text by citing  people 

from each developmental subgroup together, to contrast the characteristic constructions 

of the topic under discussion, from their developmental vantage. In this chapter and in 

chapter seven, advantages and limitations of each developmental threshold will be 

discussed.  

I include the voices of all the mentors in the displays, but I quote them as 

subgroups and not as individuals for two reasons. The first is to protect the mentors’ 

privacy and the confidentiality of the data they have entrusted to me.  The second 

reason is that combining the responses of a number of people allows me to illustrate 

more richly the common characteristics in the responses of mentors in each 

consciousness level.  Nevertheless, I wish to give the sub-group members names, to 

prevent them from becoming totally anonymous and, thereby, to remind the reader that 
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the words in the text were uttered by real people, experiencing real feelings, and 

thinking actual thoughts.  

In these accounts I give one generic name to the women and the men in each 

developmental subgroup: I use the names Aliza and Asher, when quoting mentors with 

an  Interpersonal, or socializing, epistemology. When quoting the mentors in transition 

between the third and the fourth orders of consciousness, I use the names Bilha and 

Benny for those who are more strongly identified with the socializing side of the 

spectrum. And I use the names Calanit and Caleb when quoting the fully and nearly 

self-authoring knowers. Naturally, these are all pseudonyms, but they are typical Israeli 

names of the mentors’ generation. The alphabetical choice is deliberate, to make each 

speaker easily identifiable with his or her position on Kegan’s continuum. 

I. The consistent patterns of adult meaning-making in different consciousness levels  
 

  This section aims to expose, rather than to judge, the advantages and 

problems of people’s ways of meaning-making in each evolutionary threshold, and 

their suitability to meet the psychological demands (Kegan, 1994) of the settings in 

which people are called on to function. In order to appreciate what developmental 

theory offers to our understanding of the experiences of the mentors in the Kedma 

setting, it is helpful to give a more detailed theoretical account of these meaning-

making thresholds.  

Kegan’s theory of human development is the conceptual framework through 

which this chapter examines the mentors’ perceptions. I have selected Kegan’s theory 

because  1) he elaborates on the cognitive, the socio-cognitive, and the affective 

domains as they evolve in concert beyond adolescence and throughout adulthood, and 
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2) he examines the meaning-making of teachers and professionals in their work 

environments. Furthermore, Kegan is one of the few developmentalists who has 

specifically considered burnout in his theory of human  knowing. 

Kegan’s theory depicts the human knower as continuously constructing and 

reconstructing her view of the world, which transforms in a dynamic way as her 

meaning making evolves. In Kegan’s view, all humans are characterized by a non-

static process of negotiation between what we perceive of as being object-- that which 

we can examine, look at and take “as object,” and as being subject-- that which we 

are “embedded in” and are unable to step out of to examine and perceive of as object, 

as separate from ourselves. The essence of the theory is in that the human knower is 

engaged in a life project of  increasingly “taking charge” of more and more  aspects of 

his  perceived reality.  Kegan’s five theoretical thresholds are characterized by what 

the knower is mentally “in charge of” and therefore has control over and can with 

awareness mentally manipulate, and what he is “subject to,” or has no control over 

and is therefore, in a way, at the mercy of.   

 Because my sample ranged between the socializing  and self-authoring 

epistemologies on Kegan’s continuum, I will focus on the nature of these two adult 

orders of consciousness, though these compose neither the totality nor even the most 

complex positions of Kegan’s framework. Socializing knowers characteristically tend 

to be “made up by” their relationships or their social surroundings, meaning that their 

very identity is defined by their association with, or loyalty to, the persons, values, 

and beliefs to which they are bound. They do not really “have” relationships in the 

sense that they see themselves separate from their relationships,  but rather they are 
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undifferentiated from them and feel themselves to be defined by them. They may have 

a great capacity for empathy in relationships, and the mutuality they are able to create 

with people they are in relationship with may be very fulfilling for them. It is this 

mutuality that sometimes makes it difficult for them to step back and evaluate a 

relationship, or set boundaries within its contexts. Often they find themselves in 

situations in the relationship where they can not discern how things “went awry.”  

Interpersonally oriented or socializing knowers are usually very pained by the 

criticism or judgment by others around them, especially people on whom they rely, 

such as friends or authorities. They feel safe in an environment that gives a clear 

message about what is expected of them, and they are not typically critical of their 

surroundings because, as in the case with their relationships, they feel themselves to 

be identified with the culture, values, and norms of the surrounding. They feel most 

comfortable when “things are running smoothly” and people are performing 

harmoniously together. Not surprisingly, they thrive in environments where social 

support is strong and mutual relations are warm.   

These meaning makers typically report having difficulty in confronting people 

whose views are different from their own, or in living with enduring dissonance and 

conflict in relationships, because they feel threatened by the differences of opinion. 

Their inner integrity comes into question for them when they perceive dissonance, 

and so naturally they work to avoid it. In terms of their work, interpersonally oriented 

individuals tend to be conformists. They have a strong sense of duty, and of “what is 

expected” of them, and are generally uncomfortable if they feel they must protest 

about the way they are being treated on the job. Often they will look for peers or 
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colleagues with whom they can validate their feelings, and with whom they can take 

refuge. It is unusual for them to decide to confront their boss, or colleagues who have 

the authority at work: the thought of what these people might think of them, or what 

they might say to others about them is often enough to deter them from pursuing a 

confrontation. They seem to be most comfortable with others who both like them and 

are similar to them. 

Self-authoring knowers also appreciate warmth in relationships and experience 

anxiety in the face of dissonance or conflict. It is difficult to imagine anyone who 

does not. However, when faced with conflict or situations with which they are not in 

agreement, they tend to feel freer to step back and evaluate what they want to do in 

the situation, rather than being automatically driven to adapting, or leaving to avoid a 

conflict. They appear to be more ready to engage in a disagreement, without feeling 

that the entire infrastructure of the relationship is undermined or threatened. In fact, in 

many cases, self-authoring thinkers welcome the difference in others as a source of 

challenge to themselves, and search out the “adrenaline” of the incompatibility. It is 

not that they do not need relationships. Those who are relationally oriented naturally 

value relationships and dedicate considerable time and energy to nurturing them. The 

difference is that in a fundamental way they  are more creators of the terms of their 

relationships than “made up” by them. They have constructed an internal authority or 

personal ideology through which they can reflect upon, and prioritize, the many 

evaluations and expectations they encounter from other persons and settings. 

Self-authoring knowers are not “at the mercy” of what other people think of 

them as much as socializing meaning-makers, but they are defined by their 
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ideological and belief systems, so that it may not be easy for them to have close 

relationships with people whose beliefs are in opposition to theirs. This is because 

they cannot really step out of their  belief system and see that it is only one system 

among a multitude. Most commonly the people who are self-authoring in their 

reasoning have a difficult time thinking of the system they are part of as a sub-system 

of an even larger, interdependent, and dynamic set of systems, with an underlying 

organization totally different and perhaps even contradictory to their own, and 

nevertheless compatible. This more interdependent way of knowing is characteristic 

of Kegan’s fifth order of knowing, a rarer way of reasoning, not represented in the 

current sample. Therefore, for the present analysis, it is unnecessary to go beyond the 

description of socializing and self-authoring orders of consciousness. It is now 

possible to return to examining the Kedma mentors’ ways of meaning making, and to 

begin to identify their implications.          

 

II. Mentors’ perspectives though a constructive developmental lens  

To present the points succinctly and clearly, I have constructed exemplary 

tables which illustrate “socializing” and “self-authoring” thinking of the mentors on 

key issues related to the main research findings. In most cases, the texts are direct 

quotes of  individual mentors from their open-ended interviews and the team 

meetings.  In some instances, however, where two mentors speaking from the same 

subject-object position dealt with the same topic, I combined their views into one 

comprehensive statement.   
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Many of the topics on the displays appear in the developmental literature 

and are not specific only to the Kedma context. In the displays I juxtapose 

socializing and self-authoring reasoning on the following topics: 

•1 Goals: The meaning of passing the Bagrut examinations; what it means to 
the mentors for Kedma’s pupils to go on to university; mentors’ views on 
participating in Israeli society; mentors’ perspectives on living in two 
worlds. 
 

•2 Expectations: The expectation for Kedma mentors to create good 
relationships with their pupils; mentors’ perspectives on their role in the 
pupils-mentor relationship. 
  

•3 Pressures: The pressure to sustain commitment to Kedma over time; the 
pressure to work with the pupils in small groups; the pressure to strengthen 
the pupils’ ties with their own culture and heritage; the pressure to be the 
same as others at Kedma (mentors’ perspectives on sameness and difference 
at Kedma). 
 

•4 Coping: Examples of mentors’ views on positive and negative coping.  

In each of the following Tables, socializing and self-authoring thinking are not 

meant to be dichotomous. The self-authoring thinker does not discard his or her 

socializing thinking and views, but rather expands and reorganizes them to include a 

broader, more complex and more comprehensive view on the same issue. In each of 

the four sub-sections below (goals, expectations, pressures, and coping) I have chosen 

issues that are both prevalent in the developmental literature, and pertinent to the 

thoughts of the Kedma mentors.  

 

Mentors’ goals through the constructive developmental lens 

This section considers the central goal of the Kedma pupils passing the Bagrut 

examinations, through a developmental framework, and examines several of its 
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implications: going to the university, participating in Israeli society, and living  in two 

worlds. 

 

On Passing the Bagrut.  It took me over a year to realize the true magnitude of the 

Bagrut  as  a Kedma goal, to understand the multitude of meanings embodied in 

passing these national examinations, and to grasp fully what the Bagrut symbolizes in 

the minds and hearts of the Kedma mentors’ staff. But despite the unanimous 

agreement of the staff as to the importance of passing the Bagrut, not everyone on the 

team has the same explanation as to why it is important, or what it represents. I have 

separated the responses of the staff into characteristically socializing and self-

authoring thinkers. Table 6.1 highlights the different ways in which the mentors think 

about the Bagrut goal. The text that follows explains what typifies each order of 

thinking. 

The socializing knowers on the mentors’ team tended to focus on the Bagrut as 

an end in itself. On the whole, they tended also to accept the Bagrut (an external 

standard of success) as their own standard of their pupils’ success. They conceived of 

the national examinations as an important  hurdle to be passed, which would prove the 

worth of their pupils, to themselves and to others.  Their position was that  if Kedma’s 

pupils passed the Bagrut, it would reflect well on the school, and on them. The 

validation they were seeking was primarily external, and their 
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Table 6.1  The meaning of passing the Bagrut examinations from the mentors’ 

 vantage 
       
Kedma Goals “Socializing” Knowing   “Self-Authoring” Knowing 
Preparing for the 
Bagrut exams 

They  need to learn all the 
material and have the skills to 
pass the tests 
they need a set of techniques to 
pass the exams, and get the exams 
over with 
I don’t know how anyone here 
imagines, in their wildest dreams, 
that many of these kids are going 
to be able to take the Bagrut in 
three years. They don’t know 
how to study, and they are 
lacking the basics. I don’t know 
how to begin preparing them for 
the exams.  

 They need to understand what they 
are learning, and  develop a context 
for their own views 
First they need to get in pace and feel 
comfortable with who they are. Then 
they can be taught to really focus and 
concentrate on the exams as a goal 
They need to understand what they 
are studying, realize the unspoken 
curriculum of the Bagrut, and how it 
perpetuates their marginalized status 
in Israeli society, but they still have 
to pass the exams to achieve 
anything. 

Passing the Bagrut 
Exams 

Other kids are no better than our 
kids. They’ll show them. 
We’ll show them (the Ministry of 
Education, and everyone else) 
that our kids are capable of 
reaching the general standards of 
achievement. They can do it! 
 
 
I don’t sleep at night, worrying 
about the day when the kids have 
to take the Bagrut. You know, 
just between you and me, I think 
some of the kids are not going to 
pass. I could never say this at a 
staff meeting. Everyone would 
think I did not believe in the kids. 
But honestly, what are we going 
to say to their parents, if they 
don’t pass? I dread that day. We 
will be the laughing stock of 
Jerusalem schools, and then 
what? 

Passing the exams is a means to give 
the kids more control over their lives. 
The exam is a symbol of their 
evolving feeling of worth and 
success. Through their success in the 
exams we can demonstrate that their 
abilities have been underestimated, 
and that given the proper support, 
they can do it. 
You know something? I know 
everyone here is set on the kids 
passing the exams. But I don’t think 
it’s the main thing, and I don’t think 
it’s going to happen. There are more 
important life values and learnings I 
want them to learn here. If they don’t 
do the Bagrut now, they can do it 
later. They will have the self-
confidence and the knowledge, know  
who they are and how to think and 
study.. so they’ll do it in a year, after 
the army, like I did. 

 
 

predominant concerns were in proving they had been correct in the first place and in 

their pupils’ positive image. There was a certain amount of information the pupils 

must master, and they needed to learn exam taking techniques. On the whole, they 
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were excited by the thought of how it would reflect on them as teachers, and how they 

would be seen by others (e.g., their parents, their neighbors, and the Ministry of 

Education) if their pupils actually “made it” to the other side of the Bagrut impasse. 

In contrast, self-authoring knowers in my sample tended to de-emphasize the 

validity of the Bagrut  as a real standard for their pupils’ success, but understood that 

this externally imposed measure counted in society and could not be avoided. They 

tended to believe that even though Israeli society values the Bagrut as a way of 

evaluating whether one is educated or intelligent, in their own eyes it was not the 

main measure of their pupils’ knowledge and ability. Self-authoring mentors stressed 

the value of the Bagrut as primarily an instrumental tool with which to attain other 

societal benefits. They recognized that some of the pupils might not actually pass, or 

even take, the Bagrut exams during their high school years, but they were confident 

that, given the pupils’ newly acquired self-knowledge, self-confidence, love of 

learning  and study habits, they would eventually succeed on the Bagrut, and move 

on.  One of the mentors, ranking high on Kegan’s scale, was primarily preoccupied 

with his own aspiration to rewrite the Bagrut curriculum, especially the material for 

the Jewish History Bagrut.  He resented that it was so heavily Eurocentric, and that 

out of 490 pages to be learned virtually by heart by 12th graders, the Middle Eastern 

and North African emigrations to Israel and Mizrahi contributions to Israeli society 

were covered in five pages, at most. 

 

 Kedma’s pupils attending university.  For their pupils to attend, or at least to have the 

choice of attending an academic institution was a dream for all the mentors. Still, 
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what concerned the socializing and self-authoring mentors was qualitatively different. 

Table 6.2 highlights some of the concerns specific to mentors in each order of 

consciousness.  

 
Table 6.3  Mentors’ views regarding their pupils attending university 
  
 “Socializing” Knowing “Self-Authoring” Knowing 
Attending university How proud I would be to run into my 

pupil at a class in the university. I 
would feel such a sense of 
accomplishment and success. Just for 
that moment, all the present difficulties 
will have been worth it. 
Her parents wouldn’t believe she could 
really be a student- X, a student at 
Hebrew University! Then her parents  
would finally appreciate what we did 
for their kid. 
But then what if they feel out of place 
on campus, if they don’t fit in and 
people make fun of them. Our work 
will have put them on the spot and 
given them the illusion that the 
intellectual world would accept them. 

They need to have the choice, at least, 
so they can fully evaluate the benefits 
and the price of going to university. I 
am not sure they would necessarily 
find their place there. But at least they 
would be confident enough to try. 

Some of these kids will just bloom in 
University, once they master the 
necessary skills. They can learn the 
study habits here and gain a love of 
knowledge they could not get at home. 
Some of them will struggle to find 
their place, but eventually they will be 
leaders on campus, . They might be 
intimidated by long words in English, 
or nebulous “academese,” but they 
won’t be paralyzed by them. 

  
Socializing knowers stressed how proud they and the pupils’ parents would be 

to see them in a university setting, despite the odds against their being able to achieve 

such a goal. To these mentors, their own college education remained a source of 

pride. They felt that if their pupils reached the point where they could also be part of a 

university world, it would be one more part of their lives they could share with and 

have in common with their pupils. However, they were concerned whether their 

pupils would be rejected by other students,  and were not confident that they could 

face and overcome the hardships going to university would entail. 
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Self-authoring mentors expressed the importance of their pupils’ having that 

choice and not being locked into a dead-end  future by societal conceptions of them. 

At the same time, they were eager to open these students to the worlds of knowledge, 

to the enjoyment of learning, and if they could do so at a high level institution, so 

much the better. They expressed a strong belief in their pupils’ capacity to face and 

overcome the predictable hardships that their attending university would evoke.  

 

Participating in Israeli society .  On the issue of full participation in Israeli society, the 

two examples I cite are related to their pupils’ entering the Army and taking part in 

the mainstream of Israeli society. Table 6.3 summarizes the views of the Kedma 

mentors on these two issues. 

The socializing knowers in the team stressed conformity-related aspects to their 

joining the army. They stressed the significance of fitting in and being like others in 

Israel’s general populace, and joining the consensus with respect to performing their 

army duties, like everyone else. These mentors felt they should prepare pupils to stay 

out of trouble and learn to do as they are told, at least in the army, so as not to 

jeopardize their future. On the issue of joining the mainstream they tended to stress 

the benefits of learning the ways of the educated and the powerful, and being accepted 

by others as legitimate members of society. The outcome of this acceptance was to be 

able to partake of societal benefits, like everyone else. 
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Table 6.3  Mentors’ views on participating in Israeli society   

 “Socializing” Knowing   “Self-authoring” Knowing 
Entering the Army They ought to go to the Army, and be 

like anyone else in Israeli society 
We need to prepare them to do as they 
are told in the army so they do not get 
into trouble. 
They need to understand that being 
Israeli means performing your 
obligations like everyone else,  and 
getting the high status jobs. If you don’t 
go to the army, you can forget about 
getting ahead.   

They ought to have the choice, and 
understand what they are getting 
themselves into. 
They will learn that different 
environments require different 
behaviors from you, and you can be 
flexible by being aware of the 
consequences of disobedience in the 
army. 

Participating in 
Israeli mainstream  

They will learn the ways of the people 
who have the power and education in 
Israeli society. Eventually they will be 
valued by them for who they are, and be 
accepted as legitimate members of  
Israeli society. They can do this without 
“selling out,” or being someone else 
other than themselves. They can be who 
they are, but still feel like vital citizens 
who can be part of the Israeli reality. 

They can become leaders in their 
communities, or on higher levels of 
social organization. They can learn that 
they have what it takes to set the pace in 
Israeli society, not just to tag along and 
imitate the establishment. Some people 
might not like them, or what they are 
doing. So? They need to learn not to be 
put off by them, and focus their 
attention on their purpose. 

 
 

Self-authoring knowers stressed preparing the pupils for what being in the army 

would be like for them, and developing in them the wisdom to discern and the 

flexibility to behave in ways that were both appropriate and in their own interest. 

Their idea was to make these students aware of the obedience required in the army, 

and  to teach them to weigh the consequences of their actions: to be cognizant of the 

requirements, not blindly obedient, but not unthinkingly rebellious. Their central aim 

was to strengthen their pupils’ abilities to be flexible and choose wisely. On the issue 

of participation in Israeli society, self-authoring mentors stressed repeatedly that they 

did not want their pupils to simply “fit in” but rather hoped that after they found their 

place in society, they might be active participants in the shaping and creating of its 

fundamental precepts. 
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Living in two worlds.  It is not uncommon for the mentors, especially the Mizrahi  

mentors who grew up in a shchuna, to speak about “living in both worlds.” In 

previous chapters this issue was examined as it relates to becoming a role model for 

the pupils: Mentors considered it important to demonstrate the psychological capacity 

to “hold” both their world of origin and the mainstream world within themselves. Live 

in both worlds did not appear to be easy for either socializing or self-authoring 

mentors, but the difficulties it presented for each were qualitatively different. Table 

6.4 illustrates several of these differences between the mentors. 

Socializing mentors expressed strong concern whether exposure to mainstream 

Israeli society and learning to navigate in it, would eventually force their students to 

choose between both worlds. Speaking perhaps from their own struggles with the 

dissonance of living in two disparate ethnic and socio-economic worlds, they 

presented the dilemma as a dichotomy, which would eventually lead to having to 

choose one world over the other. These mentors also tended, as exemplified earlier, to 

want to protect their pupils from suffering engendered from feeling torn between 

worlds. Despite the fact that in their perspectives on going to university they express a 

desire that their pupils not “sell out” or “go Ashkenazi” (common expressions often 

used as accusations, when directed to Mizrahim), they tend to want to encourage their 

pupils either to stick with what they have, or “move on” to better pastures. They 

suggest that strengthening their ties with their ethnic music and heritage will only 

make it harder for the pupils to be like others. “They want pop music and to be like 

everyone else their age.”  This is probably less a recognition of the pupils’ natural 
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adolescent needs to be like everyone else than expression of their own feeling that 

they are compelled to be like everyone else.  

 

Table 6.4  Mentors’ perspectives on living in two worlds 

 “Socializing” Knowing   “Self-authoring” Knowing 
The relationship 
between the world 
they grew up in and 
the mainstream 
society 

I worry about confusing them, and 
giving them false hopes. They love their 
neighborhood, so why are we imposing 
our views on them. When you expose 
them to all those possibilities, they go 
back home and realize it’s only a dream. 
Eventually they will have to decide 
between each world. You can’t have the 
best of both worlds. 
They need to forget about their past if 
they want to succeed. The other mentors 
here who are so heavily oriented towards 
Mizrahi culture and music and all that, 
are just making it harder for the kids. 
The kids don’t want any of that. They 
want pop music and to be cool like 
everyone else their age. 

There will be benefits to gain, and prices 
to pay, for these changes. We’ve all 
gone through it, and it isn’t easy living 
in both worlds. Eventually you find a 
way to accommodate both worlds, and 
be the richer from it. But it is hard. It 
makes you realize that though people 
can help you  here and there, you can 
mostly depend on yourself in life. 

There are ways to remember your past, 
to be connected to your roots, without 
harboring bitterness, hatred or a 
superiority over Ashkenazim. How can 
they decide where they are headed, if 
they have no notion of their origins, their 
roots, or why they are who they are?  

Going back to the  
shchuna 

 I hope they will stay in the shchuna, and 
do not become alienated from their family 
and friends. The world outside will never 
fully accept them so they should not turn 
their back on their homes. They might 
even be teachers in Kedma when they 
grow up. 

4 They need to get away from the shchuna, 
to move on. Staying  will perpetuate the 
“stigma” of the place. 

 I know I could never go back and live in 
the shchuna, but I would love to see our 
kids having the courage and strength of 
character that I lack. I just can’t do it 
today. It’s too painful. 

  
 

Self-authoring mentors in this sample tended to stress the capacity to pick and 

choose from both worlds. They remembered the difficulties they had encountered and 

did  

not deny the hardships  of living in two separate worlds, but they had come to accept 

the inner experience of living and moving between numerous worlds, and gave the 

distinct feeling that living in both was possible. They did not paint an ideal picture of 
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smooth “coexistence” between dissonant realities, but they did recognize their 

capacity to “hold” both worlds within them, even if they all did not physically live in 

their old  shchuna.  

 
Mentors’ expectations through the constructive-developmental lens   

 

To reiterate briefly, the two centrally perceived mentor expectations were that 

everything should “flow” and that positive relationships should be created. As the 

analysis progressed, it became apparent that these two expectations were inextricably 

linked: the predominant, directly stated desire by all the mentors was that they be 

capable of creating and sustaining good relationships, primarily with their pupils, but 

also with everyone else (e.g., their peers, the principal, and the parents); “flow,” in all 

its ramifications, was the prevailing undercurrent which, although it was never 

expressed  directly as a crystallized world view, permeated all mentors’ 

conversations. “Flow” qualified the way these relationships were expected to evolve, 

the atmosphere that was supposed to ensue in the school as a result of these 

relationships, and the nature of the  connections between people at Kedma. 

Ultimately, “flow” was the unwritten, implicit criterion with which to evaluate mentor 

success and ability to impart the school ethos, and there were no systematic 

differences between socializing and self-authoring mentors’ views on “flow”.  

In this section I draw on the mentors’ views regarding the relationships they expected 

themselves to create and sustain with their pupils, and the role they believed they ought to 

play in their pupils’ education. Table 6.5 presents socializing and self-authoring mentor 

views on their relationships with their pupils.
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Table 6.5   Views regarding expectations to create good mentor-pupil relationships  

 “Socializing” Knowing   “Self-authoring” Knowing 
Criteria to 
evaluate the 
mentors’ ideas of 
what they 
consider to be 
good relationships 
with their pupils 

When students come to me and tell 
me everything. I know they like me, 
and  that they  can open up to me, 
and that I am worthy of their trust. I 
like knowing there are things they 
tell me, their private secrets, that 
they have never told anyone. 

The kids really cared about me, and 
were worried about me when I did 
not come that day.  They came all 
the way over to my house to give 
me flowers at the end of the year. At 
that moment I felt it was all worth it.  

I feel a good connection when they 
participate in the class discussions, 
or help me settle the other kids 
down, or clean up and organize the 
classroom. I expect them to be more 
considerate of me, and not to make 
as much trouble as those students 
who are not my mentees.  

I need my own space sometimes, 
when I have had enough. Where 
nobody can reach me, and nobody 
wants anything from me. Then I go  
to a friend’s house, or to the library 
at the university, so I won’t be home 
when anyone calls. I know this is 
crazy and it’s terrible, but when I 
hear their voices on the phone, I 
can’t ignore them. If I don’t pick up 
the phone I feel terrible, like I am 
neglecting them.   
When they respect me and they trust  
what I am saying is for their own 
good. 
What moved me most last year was 
when one pupil who wanted to 
leave, said finally “I thought of you, 
and then I just couldn’t leave.” The 
fact that I was so important to her in 
her life, and that she would stay, for 
me, was a sign that the relationship 
was strong. 

I know when the relationship is 
working when the kids are being 
honest with me. When they are not 
afraid to tell me even the worst 
things they do or think, and when I 
can handle it and stay engaged. 
 
After I lost the baby and I was gone 
for a few days. When I came back 
the classroom was impeccably clean 
(for a change) and the pupils were 
very quiet and considerate. I could 
tell it was not a show, or something 
other teachers had told them to do. 
They understood that even teachers 
hurt, and took my feelings into 
consideration. Eventually we talked 
about my loss a little bit, and I led 
them into recalling times in their 
lives when they had lost something 
they really wanted. I felt that the 
experience made them somehow see 
my complexity, and it helped them 
to grow, inside, too. 
I need to have some healthy 
distance from the pupils, so that 
they can accept my authority. They 
need to feel that they are well held, 
that I am not just another friend of 
theirs and that I can handle 
whatever they bring to me, even if it 
is difficult.  
One of the boys I felt really close to 
last year said he was leaving at the 
end of the year. I could tell he really 
cared about what I thought.  I felt 
my role was to help him really 
clarify for himself what he was 
looking for, what he likes here at 
Kedma, and what he was 
fantasizing about at other schools. 
We had a  good talk. I said “Look, 
if you really want to go to another 
school, I can help you find one. I’ll 
miss you, but it’s really up to you.” 
I was glad he decided to stay, but I 
was pleased  he did it for himself, 
not for me. 
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The most striking characteristic of the socializing mentors’ views on successful 

relationships with their pupils is their focus on the interpersonal and reciprocal 

aspects of these relationships. They were pleased when the pupils helped them calm a 

class or were considerate when a teacher was ill. One felt very flattered when he knew 

a pupil had stayed at Kedma because of him. Also, their accounts tended to stress 

themselves and their side of the relationship, and what the pupils must think of them. 

In one form or another, they spoke about the pupils liking them, staying in Kedma for 

them, confiding in them, and caring for them. 

Self-authoring mentors also appreciated being liked and cared for by the pupils. 

However, the focus of their attention was on the pupils: how a sense of emotional 

distance served and also protected the interest of the pupils; what the pupils would 

learn from the pain their teacher had experienced because of the loss of her unborn 

baby; and how to encourage a pupil to make her own decision, for example not to 

leave Kedma. In the accounts of the self-authoring mentors, dissonance is often 

perceived as a factor that contributes to the relationship. They tended to view their 

own mistakes as impasses in the relationship, but also as opportunities for students to 

recognize and face their own mistakes and learn to overcome them.     

As to the way mentors thought about their role vis-a-vis their pupils, I found  

that the mentors had many overlapping views, perhaps because of their intensive 

interaction as a team and their evolving shared vision. There were, however, some 

distinctive differences that are worth noting. Table 6.6 highlights some of these  
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Table 6.6  Mentors’ perspectives on their role in the pupil-mentor relationship 
 “Socializing” Knowing   “Self-authoring” Knowing 
Role of the mentor 
in the relationship 

I see my role as solving their 
problems as efficiently and as 
thoroughly as possible. 

There are things the students need the 
mentors to take care of and solve 
immediately. But what is most important 
is that they begin to learn to solve their 
problems on their own. I feel I need to 
teach them what I know about thinking 
before you do something, or considering 
the consequences, or just learning how 
to get out of a jam, once you get into it. 
Or even avoiding jams. 

Sharing 
information with 
others about the 
condition of any 
of their pupils 

I don’t think it was right to talk 
about what the student told me 
in confidence. It feels like 
gossiping to me, especially if I 
have promised not to tell. How 
would you feel if you knew that 
other teachers around you knew 
things about you, without your 
telling them? So I kept it to 
myself, and he got into real 
trouble, and all I could think of 
was, God forbid anyone should 
find out. Everyone would say it 
was my fault. 

Even when he asked me not to tell 
anyone, I didn’t promise. Because I 
knew I couldn’t handle the information 
myself, and I knew I had to let the 
principal, and the school counselor 
know that he was feeling like he wanted 
to kill himself. I knew they would not 
gossip. I needed to know that  nothing of 
what I had heard would ever get back to 
him. It would be disastrous if he heard it 
from someone. He’d know I had told, 
and never trust me again.  

Having pupils 
visit mentors in 
their homes 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
When pupils see 
mentors in 
contexts that 
might be 
considered 
“uneducational,” 
or inappropriate  

Then X coming over became 
more and more of a problem. 
The kids in the class got jealous 
about why X was getting special 
treatment, coming over and all 
that. Then they all began 
blaming me for not inviting 
them. I felt terrible. I should 
never have had him over. I was 
upset that he told his friends. I 
hoped he would keep it between 
us. 
 
 

4 I was leaving a bar after midnight 
when I saw X hanging around 
outside. I thought to myself, what 
is a fifteen-year-old doing in a 
joint like this, and then I thought,  
what she must have thought about 
me, and maybe she lost  respect 
for me. I wish it hadn’t happened. 
I dread having to talk to her about 
it. 

Most of the time, it’s not a good idea, 
for the kid or the mentor. You need 
some space that is private, and a way to 
put an end to the day. In some cases I 
think it’s OK though, when you know a 
kid needs a place to piece himself 
together. I have made a few rare 
exceptions. Kids talk to each other, and 
others find out and wonder.  So you 
need a reliable explanation. In one case 
last year, I had x over a few times. One 
day I heard all the pupils and teachers 
kidding about how much beer I drink. I 
guess he saw some beer bottles in the 
kitchen. Most of the time it caused 
unnecessary trouble. 
I feel constrained sometimes. Jerusalem 
is a small city, and everybody knows 
each other. So I think a million times 
whether I should go out to a bar to have 
a beer- what if I meet one of the 
students’ parents, or one of the pupils’ 
sees me. I have to think about my role 
all the time, and be conscious of the 
repercussions of my behavior in my 
private life. I worry that pupils will be 
confused or afraid. 
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distinctions between socializing and self-authoring knowers with respect to the role 

the mentor plays. Most of the socializing mentors were pleased with themselves if 

they were active and successful in solving pupils’ problems; they felt it was their most 

important task. Sometimes, if they thought they had done the wrong thing, they 

worried about how this would affect their reputation, and were concerned about 

having disappointed the principal. Also, when they “messed up,” some of them 

worried about being blamed, and were so filled with regret they “felt terrible.” These 

mentors believed they ought to be loyal to pupils who confided in them but when they 

discovered that what the pupil had confided was too much to handle alone, these 

mentors felt “torn” about revealing what they had heard, even when it was absolutely 

necessary.  With respect to their role vis-a-vis the pupils after school hours, they 

tended to feel that they should set an example and be seen doing the right thing. When 

one of them accidentally met a student at a bar, he was ashamed and embarrassed 

about the bad example he had set for the student, and was frantic about having to face 

the pupils’ parents. 

Self-authoring mentors on the whole tended to be less concerned with directly 

solving their pupils problems. Rather, they were more committed to helping the 

students  think out their problems and find their own solutions to them. These mentors 

were very much aware of their role vis-a-vis the pupils and the need for them to 

consider the consequences of their actions, including how their actions would be 

perceived by pupils. Aware that Jerusalem is a small city with limited centers for 

night life, they were uneasy, like socializing mentors, about being seen by their pupils 

at a bar. One mentor felt uneasy mostly about how the pupils might react to his 
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drinking at a bar, and was concerned about their possibly becoming confused or afraid 

that their teacher is unreliable, and cannot be trusted. He said that if this happened, it 

would have to be discussed openly because the students would talk about it. His 

preference was to be present in the conversation, so they could address him directly 

and he could guide their questions and conclusions in a productive manner. He felt it 

was fine to have been seen at a bar. He was less concerned with his own reputation, as 

his interest was in constructively addressing whatever thoughts or doubts the pupils 

may have.  On the whole, as reflected in Table 6.6, self-authoring mentors were clear 

and comfortable about boundaries, both between them and their pupils, and between 

their own private and professional lives.   

 

 Mentors’ Experienced Pressures 

As stated previously, the pressures experienced by the mentors at Kedma are 

many and varied. I found that “being pressured” was the norm, as was doing their best 

not to let the pressures show. Mentors constantly feel pressured to succeed, to 

persevere, to strengthen their pupils’ ties with their cultural heritage, and to 

accomplish these tasks as a team. I have selected for this discussion three of the most 

common pressures developed by the mentors in their accounts. In this section, I 

examine the following three pressures through the lens of consciousness complexity,: 

•1 to sustain mentor commitment over time 
•2 to be like others on the team 
•3 to strengthen their pupils’ cultural ties 
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Tables 6.7, 6.8 and 6.9  illustrate differences between the socializing and self-

authoring epistemologies regarding the mentors’ interpretations of these three 

fundamental Kedma issues.  

  

The pressure to sustain mentor commitment.   The pressure to sustain their 

commitment over time is experienced by all the mentors. However, the mentors 

explain differently why it is important to persevere and to remain committed to the 

students and the staff. Furthermore, what helps them to stay when they consider 

leaving is not identical,  nor do they have common fantasies of being somewhere else. 

Table 6.7  presents mentors’ thoughts on their commitment to Kedma and its 

mission, on relevant levels (the school, the goals, the pupils, the staff, and being fully 

present rather than wishing they were elsewhere). Socializing mentors tended to 

consider themselves  flattered (or ashamed) to be part of the Kedma project. They 

tended to focus on being accepted or rejected as a result of being associated with 

Kedma and the mentor team, and to focus on their responsibility to fulfill the 

expectations of the principal, their friends, pupils, and other team members. With 

respect to their view of themselves as members of the profession, socializing mentors 

tended to be thinking rather vaguely about settling into the teaching profession, or into 

any other long-term commitment. Their fantasies of where they would rather be were 

consistent with their perceptions of where others their age and professional status 

would be. Finding themselves in a non-mainstream framework, intermittently  
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Table 6.7  The Pressure to sustain mentor commitment to Kedma  

   
“Socializing” Knowing   “Self-authoring” Knowing 

Teaching, and 
working at 
Kedma 

 I feel I can help and be a part of this 
special project. I’ll teach here as long as 
the kids and the principal want for me to 
stay. I feel honored to be a part of this 
special enterprise.  
 

 One would have to be crazy to live this 
way forever. The work and the atmosphere 
are too intense, it’s not normal. I can take 
it for a year or two, or maybe until the first 
group graduates. Then that’s it. 
 

 I might eventually go for a teaching 
certificate. It is foolish not to, considering 
the difference in pay and status when you 
have the credentials. For now it’s OK for 
me to teach. I feel very committed to the 
students. I couldn’t leave now. That is the 
main purpose, besides teaching the 
material, being there for the students. 

 If I weren’t teaching here, I would be 
teaching elsewhere. I see myself as a an 
educator. This is my profession. As long 
as I feel this work is satisfying and I am 
capable of living up to what is necessary, I 
see myself teaching here. 

 It is very difficult to think of staying here 
for life. Like you don’t think of leaving 
your hand in the fire for life. But maybe 
we’ll get used to it, or as the school 
institutionalizes and we are no longer 
inventing everything from scratch, 
working here won’t be so hard. 
Eventually, with a family of my own, I 
cannot imagine “living” at school the way 
I do now.  

 This is a temporary lull in my professional 
life. I am a political person, and do not see 
myself as a teacher in the long-run. I think 
when I settle into a profession, it will not 
be education. I  am more interested in 
policy-making. But I like teaching here, 
and I am learning a lot in Kedma about 
what the implementation of policy is like 
in reality. 

The mentors’ 
commitment to 
Kedma and its 
goals 

I love the idea of Kedma and agree with 
the goals of the school. I do everything I 
can to live up to those goals. Sometimes 
it is too difficult, but I remember that 
tomorrow is a new day, and there is a 
always another chance 
I don’t really believe that the kids can 
finish the Bagrut.  I think that, and so do 
others, but they would not dare say it. 
The kids remind me of myself, when I 
was younger. They will need more than 
four years of  caring for them to get over 
their jumpiness.  
I can’t really imagine Kedma without the 
principal. She represents all the goals and 
character of the school.   As long as she 
stays, I’ll stay. 

 If you leave Kedma you are like a traitor. 
Everybody sees you as abandoning the 
ship. I could never face being seen that 
way.  

It’s hard to know at this point what the 
goals will be in the future. If I continue to 
feel that we are evolving, and continue to 
be relevant,  I can see myself staying on 
for a long time, as long as the school is 
open to change. Otherwise, the kids 
would have to understand. 
Team members who disagree with the 
school’s goals are free to express and 
discuss their qualms, and try to convince 
others that their goals are flawed. But it is 
unacceptable in an organization to decide 
that you will do your own thing just 
because you don’t agree with a certain 
policy. 
The principal. She is the driving force of 
the school. I can’t see the school without 
her, nor  do I know if I’d stay. But 
eventually I imagine the school will move 
into a new phase and require different 
leadership. 
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  Figure 6.7  The Pressure to sustain mentor commitment to Kedma over time  (cont’d) 
                
 “Socializing” Knowing   “Self-authoring” Knowing 
Mentors’ 
commitment to 
the students 

 For three years I have been accompanying 
him in his struggles, on the roller coaster 
between belief and disbelief. How could I 
just leave now, when he needs me to be 
here. Just like I expect him to stick it out 
and not give up, he expects me not to just 
pick up and leave. I couldn’t do it. Besides, 
I love the kids and they love me. 

 Sometimes when I have reached the end of 
my rope, I feel I cannot go on any further 
with the institution. Things don’t work very 
systematically yet. But if I give up for 
reasons  unrelated to the pupils, they might 
still  think I gave up on them. One more 
person who has given up on them  Then 
they’d give up on themselves I couldn’t do 
it. It would break my heart, and theirs. 

Mentors’  
commitment to 
others on the 
staff 

 I don’t have the heart to leave, even though 
I have moved out of Jerusalem, and it’s 
such a hassle taking the bus every morning 
to come in. I couldn’t just abandon the 
project. I have talked so much about it, my 
friends would  never believe it if I left.  

 We started off together, and I expect us all 
to stick with it, even though it is hard. I 
expect others on the team to stay on at least 
until the first group of pupils finish the 
Bagrut. 

Mentors’ 
fantasies about 
being 
somewhere else 

 I never realized that mentoring would take 
up so much of my time and energy. I am 
still too young  to be so devoted to these 
kids. I want to enjoy life, and be free and 
figure out who I am, before trying to help 
others figure out who they are.  I don’t 
have enough to give yet. Sometimes I wish 
I was in India with my friends, sitting on 
the banks of the Varanassi, or driving 
cross- country in the U.S. That’s what 
people my age are doing. Not struggling 
every morning with solving the world’s 
problems. 

4 Sometimes I wish I was in an ordinary 
school, where I did not have to invent or 
question everything and I could just teach 
the material the way I was taught. 
Sometimes I have had it with Kedma’s 
preoccupation with thinking and rethinking 
everything, and its relevance to history and 
politics. It’s not relevant to the purpose, 
which is learning.  

 I would love to be able to live in many 
worlds simultaneously. I feel that be 
putting all of myself into Kedma and the 
kids I am missing out on many other things 
which people my age do. I would like to be 
somewhere else, without having to give up 
being here. But that is impossible. 

4 I don’t think about being anywhere else. I 
chose to be here, and am complete with 
being here, despite the difficulties. 
Sometimes I wish the school was more 
developed, more mature. And yes, 
sometimes I wish I had more time to be 
with my own son. But I have reached a 
more or less livable balance. 

 I have always dreamed of being an interior 
designer, but I prefer to teach here. I think 
of designing when I feel like I’m a failure 
here, when I feel I am unable to connect 
with the students and really help them 
succeed.  

 

the nostalgia to fit in and to be like everyone else became a major part of who 

they were.  

Self-authoring mentors tended to be aware of their choices with respect to their 

professions, even if they did not consider themselves professional teachers. They 

referred to their professional commitments as enduring characteristics of who they were 

Ariela Bairey Ben Ishay /Doctoral Dissertation presented to Harvard Graduate School of Education 1998      



 250 

(in Table 6.7, indicated as either educator or policy maker).They, like socializing 

mentors,  believed that the principal was the driving force of the school, but were also 

able to imagine a time in the future when the institution would require a different form 

of leadership.  Despite their difficulty in imagining the details of such a scenario, they 

were thinking of a time when they may have to decide whether to continue teaching at 

Kedma without the principal.  

Considering their commitment to their pupils, self-authoring mentors tended to be 

extremely aware of their role and how their actions might be interpreted by their pupils. 

Nonetheless, it seemed possible for them to decide to leave Kedma and they appeared 

confident that they could successfully explain to their pupils that, despite leaving 

Kedma, they had not given up on them or on Kedma’s goals. 

 

The pressure to conform to the team. When mentors referred to the diversity among 

them, some mentioned differences in personal style while others noted variations in 

their approaches to policy. Some of the mentors seemed to be quite bothered by 

discrepancies among them and questioned whether these could undermine their team 

cohesion, while others appeared to be enthusiastic about the differences and viewed 

them as a source of team strength.  

Socializing mentors (Table 6.8) were often undecided about how strictly they should 

enforce boundaries in the classroom, and actually became more confused when they 

heard the views of pupils and other teachers regarding this dilemma. Moreover, they 

were bothered by the inconsistency in policy and felt confused as to which was “the 

right” way to set clear boundaries. Furthermore, they felt that, if they found these
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Table 6.8 The pressure to conform  

 “Socializing” Knowing   “Self-authoring” Knowing 
Differences in 
world view among 
mentors   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Consistent school 
policy  

It bothers me that there are no set 
guidelines about how we should all  
behave with students. When I am too 
easy on the kids, other teachers and even 
the pupils say I need to be stricter. But 
then when I am strict, other pupils get 
upset and end up hating me. They say: 
“You have no right to boss us around this 
way. If only you were like X who really 
cares about us.” I just can’t win. 
 
There is nothing that upsets me more in 
Kedma than the inconsistency between 
the mentors approaches. One day X tells 
me to do one thing, and the next day Y 
tells me to do another thing. There is no 
set policy and this is terrible for me-- I 
feel I am being pulled in different 
directions all the time. 
Yes, the policy after all was created at 
school. We decided on certain rules, and 
we didn’t live up to them. I confess, I 
went along with it, because... there is 
nothing you can do about it, I am part of 
the system. 
Such a variety of teachers here, all the 
colors of the rainbow-- unrepresentative 
of the regular Israeli society. I don’t see 
Kedma moving anywhere with such 
differences among the staff. 

I don’t worry much about different 
views between the teachers. Teachers 
are naturally different, and the kids 
get to know the teachers, and learn to 
adjust to the differing demands from 
them. I think it’s actually good for 
them to be exposed to different 
approaches. Eventually they are 
going to have to make up their mind 
what they take from the different 
approaches, as they evolve their own 
approach. 

The mentors are sometimes going in 
all different directions, which I think 
is very confusing to the students. It’s 
one thing to have your own teaching 
style and to create your own 
relationships with kids,  and it’s a 
very different thing to contradict 
other mentors, undermining their 
authority, or to make allowances for 
not adhering to school regulations. 
There need to be minimal conditions 
that everyone agrees to, with no 
exception. As an institution, this is 
essential and necessary. What those 
specific rules are, is a matter of 
discussion. But once discussed and 
agreed upon, mentors should be 
unwavering in maintaining them.  

Diversity of team 
members 

I wish I could be like X. She never has to 
plan ahead, she always has a good idea 
off the cuff. I get stuck a lot, and can’t 
usually think of something appropriate if 
I haven’t planned ahead. 
There are those that flow, and those that 
don’t. It’s something that comes 
naturally. Some have it, others don’t.  

I have my strengths, and I have my 
weaknesses. I understand the norm 
here is different from what I am used 
to. 
 I appreciate certain things in them, 
but I don’t always find a common 
language with the more easy-going 
members of the team.  

Differences in 
coping styles 

I think it’s confusing for pupils when 
they see that some teachers blow up and 
others are calm all the time. It’s 
confusing to me, so it must be even more 
confusing to them. I’m thinking all the 
time, so what is the best way to be here? 
How am I supposed to behave, when I 
get upset about something? 

People are different. As a team, we 
cover all the areas from different 
angles. Some of the pupils need 
someone to be very tough with them, 
and others need a very gentle hand. 
You need to be flexible, and realize 
that someone who is different might 
be more effective with X than you. 
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differences in style confusing, they were probably even more difficult for the pupils to 

accept. The mentors seemed virtually to yearn for clearer instructions and explicit 

directives.  

Self-authoring mentors appeared to be, on the whole, less bothered by personal 

differences in style and opinion. They viewed the abundance of diversity as a source 

of team strength, and felt that watching how other mentors deal with problems added 

more options to their repertoire of choices, particularly in dealing with the recurring 

situations. Self-authoring mentors were, however, definitely concerned about 

differences in basic principles which they believed Kedma must enforce to achieve its 

goals.  They spoke of the need for consistency in principles, even if mentors 

implemented the same policy in different ways. In general, though, the self-authoring 

mentors appeared to accept and to be clear on what their own views were, and where 

they coincided or conflicted with those of others. 

 

The pressure to strengthen the pupils’ sense of their cultural heritage. There 

were characteristically different ways that socializing and self-authoring  mentors 

experienced and made sense of the pressure to strengthen their pupils’ cultural ties. 

Table 6.9 illustrates how mentors typically perceive this need. First of all, socializing  

mentors saw culture primarily as folklore and music, and tended to identify with the 

pain and humiliation experienced by their pupils. They focused on the students’ sense 

of shame and denial of their Arabic roots, e.g. music, which are a part of them as 

Mizrahim. They pondered over what culture really was, and although some of them 

spoke about having learned to accept who they were, I was not convinced that  
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 Figure 6.9  The pressure to strengthen pupils’ cultural ties  

   
 “Socializing” Knowing   “Self-authoring” Knowing 
Why it is 
important to 
strengthen 
pupils’ cultural 
ties 

 The students go home, and are ashamed of 
their parents. I know many of them actually 
like Farid el Atrash and Um Kulthum 
(famous Arab singers). I hear them 
humming the tunes sometimes. But they 
behave ashamed, and turn off the radio 
when their parents hear Arab music. I 
remember when I felt this way. It is a 
horrible feeling not to be able to connect to 
your parents because you are so ashamed of 
them and what they represent. To this day it 
is not easy for me. I still wince when 
friends come over who are not Mizrahi, 
knowing what they think and how they 
view my parents. I think it is very important 
because I was cut off  from my own roots 
for so long, and until today I am not even 
really sure what it means to be connected to 
my own culture. What is my culture? My 
parents never taught me to speak Moroccan. 
They were made to feel ashamed of who 
they were when they came to Israel. I’d like 
to save our pupils the agony I went through, 
as I learned to accept myself for who I am. 

I disagree with all this Mizrahi stuff. It is 
confusing to the kids, and false. The 
teachers are just imposing their own views 
on the kids. This generation’s youth are no 
longer any different from other Israelis. 
Stressing the culture is artificial, and only 
makes it harder for them to find their place 
in society. 

A lot of the students’ parents came from 
countries like Iraq, Morocco, and Algeria. 
They were born into families where their 
Jewish  culture was filled with the Arabic 
language and wisdom. They are ignorant 
of anything of value from this culture, and, 
living in a state of ongoing conflict with 
Palestinians and other Arab nations, today 
they  identify anything which is Arab, as 
“the enemy.” They don’t want to think 
anything about themselves is Arabic in any 
way.  It is important for them to connect to 
this authentic part of themselves, to 
reclaim their roots and give them new 
meaning. They can learn to give them a 
different meaning than the others, non-
Mizrahim, have given the culture. They 
have internalized these negative views on 
being Arab, and have turned against their 
own parents and the part of themselves 
which is like their parents.  

I think it is a mistake to emphasize the 
cultural aspects of being Mizrahi, or 
anything else. It is important for the 
students to know themselves and their 
heritage, but then they must link up to 
overarching human values which, though 
inclusive of difference and culture, do not 
remain stuck in a separatist view which 
breeds isolation. Don’t forget they do not 
live on an island. In order to succeed they 
need to be able to recognize others too. I 
would be very upset if I saw our pupils just 
turning the tables around, and beginning to 
hate non-Mizrahim. Over time this would 
be most destructive. 

 
 

all had been able to resolve this dilemmas even for themselves. A few of the 

socializing mentors questioned whether kindling Mizrahi heritage was little more than 
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imposing a view on the pupils, and would  ultimately make it more difficult for them 

to function in “the real world.” 

Self-authoring mentors held Mizrahi-internalized oppression accountable for  

their characteristic rejection of the Arab culture that their parents had brought with 

them when they emigrated from their countries of origin. They tended to link this 

cultural rejection to the tendency of Mizrahim in Israel to see all Arabs as “the 

enemy.” They stressed the importance of Mizrahi acceptance of their own roots, 

thus reclaiming their natural links to Arabs in the area, and possibly even serving 

as a bridge in the peace-building process. One Mizrahi self-authoring mentor 

expressed the concern that an overemphasis on Mizrahi culture might engender a 

chauvinism of Mizrahim, thereby reversing the discrimination. His view was that 

this would be a lamentable and even destructive outcome of Kedma’s emphasis on 

Mizrahi culture. 

 
Examples of mentors’ views on coping with the pressures 

In the realm of mentor coping, several interesting distinctions became 

apparent between socializing and self-authoring mentors. This section highlights 

four aspects of teacher coping that were mentioned by all the mentors as important 

in their work, and as criteria for evaluating the quality of Kedma mentors. The four 

aspects are: 

•1 staying calm in the face of pressures 
•2  doing all you have to do in the time you have  
•3  being critical of the school, its goals and policies 
•4  recognizing your limits 
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 Figure 6.10  On Coping with the Pressures of being a Kedma Mentor 

 “Socializing” Knowing   “Self-authoring” Knowing 
Remaining calm in 
the face of pressures 
(not blowing-up, 
falling apart, arguing 
in front of the 
pupils, or otherwise 
“losing it” at school) 

Look, it’s not pleasant to suddenly find 
yourself losing control. You don’t want 
to be the way your teachers were to you, 
the way you hated them to treat you. I 
want to give the kids a better example, 
and have them remember me 
differently. So I think about that, and 
take a deep breath. 
You’re trying to teach the kids to 
breathe deeply and think before hitting 
someone, or stomping out of class, and 
then someone ticks you off, and you 
can’t hold it long enough to breathe. I 
hate myself when that happens. The 
principal walks in and sees you  looking 
like a mad rhino. It’s very embarrassing. 
The kids need us to be calm and 
coherent as a team. How can they 
respect us if we argue in front of them, 
and they see we don’t even agree 
among us. Why shouldn’t they  then try 
to play us against each other? Even if 
you are very upset, you should not show 
it. 

I know people look to me for 
encouragement and support. It is 
important for me to stay cool, be calm, 
not become frantic or “lose it” with the 
students or the teachers.  
I won’t blow up in school, even if I feel 
I need to explode. Then I get home and 
just fall apart, I just get very anxious 
and can’t unwind from the day’s 
happenings. I know that is very 
important in my role, and I know that 
with effort, I can do it most of the time. 
Sometimes you need to show your 
anger, when kids have let themselves 
get carried away- but you need to do it 
in a way that is not  “out of control.” 
You need to let students know you are 
in charge, and you won’t let anything 
bad happen to them, or anyone else. 
That’s your job!  Sometimes you may  
need to do it forcefully. 
 

  Working within 
time constraints 

I try to follow up on everyone’s 
notebook, and speak with each of my 
students at least once a week. But 
sometimes it’s too much to follow up on 
each one, and prepare classes.  I know 
X is always fully informed about every 
detail in the students’ lives, and I don’t 
know how she does it. I am unable to 
keep up the pace.  There is always 
someone or something I have forgotten. 

You need to make enough time in your 
week to see every pupil at least once. 
You need to plan ahead,  consider all 
the pupils and their needs, so that you 
do everything you have to do, and don’t 
later say “I didn’t have the time.” 

Being critical of the 
school, its goals and 
policies 

All she does is criticize, and that is not 
helpful when we are trying to move 
ahead and create a positive atmosphere. 
People are working so hard. It just takes 
the wind out of you,  and discourages 
other people. So look for the good 
things, and forgive more. 

There are so many things we need to 
change here. At meetings it is very hard 
to say anything oppositional because 
people immediately think I am  tearing 
them down But criticism is the only way 
to improve. Maybe I don’t always find 
the moment when they can really listen.  

 Recognizing one’s 
individual limits 

 I felt I did not want to bother the school 
counselor. She has so many people 
asking her for help. I thought I could 
handle the problem and things would 
work out. But then things got worse, and 
by the time I realized that the kid was 
really in trouble, other teachers were 
involved and everyone knew I had 
messed up. It was just terrible. 

 I am learning my limits. There are certain 
things I can’t deal with, and I sometimes 
need  help from more experienced ones.   

 I did not realize how bad things were 
with X. I did not realize that he was 
losing touch with school and reality. I 
messed up, and he is gone now. Maybe 
he would still be here, and not in 
penitentiary, if  I had been more alert. It 
is a terrible feeling. 
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Table 6.10 cites the views of socializing and self-authoring mentors 

regarding how they cope with the pressures of being a Kedma mentor. Both 

socializing and self-authoring mentors tended to be concerned about the 

importance of keeping calm,  or at least appearing to be calm, especially during 

stressful moments. Socializing mentors were very concerned about the negative 

example they were setting for the pupils when they lost control, stressing the 

importance of their pupils’ learning to control their own impulsive behavior. These 

mentors also did not want to lose their pupils’ respect or disappoint the principal.  

The very presence of the principal made them aware of how they must appear to 

others from the outside, which helped them take a deep breath and reconsider their 

options. Socializing mentors were also struggling with their desire to be better 

teachers than those they had had when they were pupils in high school. 

On the topic of  recognizing their own limitations, socializing mentors tended 

not to ask for help from supervisors, but recognized in afterthought that at times 

they had overestimated their competence instead of seeking professional advice.   

Self-authorizing mentors were very concerned with their role in the school 

and with being looked to for guidance and inspiration by their colleagues. They 

experienced a great deal of pressure, but their awareness of their role at Kedma 

made it difficult for them to express their pressure and, in their terms, caused them 

to maintain their composure at school while falling apart at home. They were 

learning to be more aware of and accept their limitations, and to recognize when 

they needed assistance. One self-authoring team member whose reputation was 
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favorable did not worry about losing status, but rather struggled the most when he 

felt he did not live up to his own standards.  

   
  Degrees of association between  mentors’ consciousness complexity and other  .ג

                                                              variables 
 

As predicted, the Kedma mentors were found to range between the Socialized 

(Position 3 ) and the Self-Authoring (Position 4)  levels of consciousness complexity 

on Kegan’s continuum. There was one Subject-Object interview that neither I nor the 

professional scorer were able to analyze properly due to the respondent’s 

communication  style and my own inability to elicit detailed responses from him. He 

is  positioned on Table 6.11 according to our combined “best guess” and identified 

with a question-mark next to his score.   

Table 6.11 shows the mentors’ positions on the Subject-Object interviews, and 

relates this variable to other variables. The mentors are divided into three groups 

based on their scores on the Subject-Object interview. I have given the mentors 

pseudonyms in this section, beginning with A, B, and C in the order of their position 

on Kegan’s continuum. In this way, the three groups of mentors are easily 

identifiable. They include mentors who are in the socializing consciousness (Level 3),  

those transitioning to the self-authoring  consciousness but remaining close to the 

socializing level, and those at or near self-authoring consciousness (Level 4). 

I identified two groups of variables, according to the degree to which they 

were associated with consciousness complexity, that are important to understand in 

the Kedma mentoring context: 1) variables that are not associated, but whose lack of 

association is important to understand, and 2) variables that are associated, some of 
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which are associated in a way that allows rather straightforward explanations, and 

others where the association is more complex and therefore requires a more complex 

explanation. In these cases I triangulate the findings with other data in the attempt to 

interpret their complexity.  

In this section, I will examine the non-associations and the associations: 

  
          Variables not associated with consciousness complexity 

•1 age 
•2 gender 
•3 ethnicity 
•4 SES background 
•5 academic education 
•6 ideological-political orientation (Mizrahi revolutionary profile score),  
•7 relationship orientation (identical to “flow” orientation) 
•8 seniority  in Kedma 
•9 whether or not the teachers quit mentoring the year I gathered my data 
 

 
Variables associated with consciousness complexity 

•10 good coping 
•11 being pressured more from inside rather than outside sources 
•12 espousing a “higher educational philosophy”  
•13 being considered to be an excellent mentor by one’s peers 
•14 degree of pressure experienced on the job  

 
 
Variables not associated with consciousness complexity  

 
 Mentors in different complexity positions on Kegan’s scale were found to 

have similar scores on the first group of variables. Some of these variables are 

interesting to note precisely because of their lack of association with consciousness 

complexity.  
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Gender, ethnicity,  ideological perspective, SES, and academic education.  The 

critical claim has been made that the Subject-Object measure is related to gender, 

SES, culture, and academic education.  In my own study, which admittedly had a very 

small sample, I did not find this to be the case. With respect to education, all the 

mentors either had a Bachelor’s degree or were working toward one, or had a teaching 

certificate. Their educational levels proved unrelated to their consciousness 

complexity. It is possible that no relationship was found between consciousness 

complexity and mentors’ level of education because there was little variability in the 

latter. However, it can be argued that universities in Israel (compared to teachers’ 

seminaries) provide a less practical and more academic and abstract orientation in 

their curriculum. Nevertheless, there were university graduates on both ends of the 

meaning-making continuum.    

Furthermore, mentors with high Subject-Object scores included men and 

women,  Mizrahi and non-Mizrahi individuals, people who grew up in poor 

neighborhoods and those with middle class backgrounds, and individuals who 

ranked high and low in ideological orientation (Mizrahi revolutionary profile). 

Interestingly, mentors who were strongly ideological did not express their 

ideological views identically. Political orientation was expressed differently by 

mentors on different positions along Kegan’s continuum.  
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 Table 6.11 Kedma mentors’ consciousness complexity, and how it relates 
              to relevant work-related variables 

 
 

Consciousnes
s- 

complexity  

 Fully 
Institutional 
or self- 
authoring 

Transitioning from “Socializing” to “Self- 
                      authoring” consciousness-complexity  

Fully Interpersonal or 
     “Socializing”    

 Using the generic “C” names    
for 4 and 4ish knowers  
Caleb (men) &  
                Calanit (women) 
 

Using the generic “B” names for 
Transitional 3ish knowers 
    Bilha (women)  & Benny (men) 

Using the generic “A” names 
for fully stage 3 knowers 
Asher (men)  & Aliza  
            (women) 

Subject-
Object 

     score 
4  4(3) 4/3 3/ 4  

   ? 
3/ 4 3(4) 3(4) 3 3 3 

Educationa
l   

 Philosophy 

high medium high high high high medium low medium medium 

Relationshi
p  

 
Orientation 

yes no yes yes no yes yes yes yes yes 

    Coping high low 
 

high high low low  high medium  low medium 

Self-report 
on 

   pressure 

      

high    low   low      low  medium high     high  medium  high   high   

Primar  y
 source 
    of pressure 

inside inside/ 
outside 

inside inside/ 
outside 

inside/ 
outside 

outside outside outside outside outside/ 
inside 

Considered  
successful  
    mentor 

 excellent no excellent yes no OK  good good no OK 

Percentag
es 

high 
pressure 

low pressure 
Average 
pressure 

score 
 (if l=1,  
     m=2, 
     h=3) 

 
 

Group 1 
33% 
67% 
 
 
1.67 

  Group 2 
50% 
25% 
 
 
2.25 

   Group 3 
67% 
0% 
 
 
2.67 

 

 

Benny, for example, had a firm commitment to social change. Having 

grown up in a shchuna and a strong desire that his pupils have a different 

experience from his own: 
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I don’t want my pupils to go through the shame and humiliation that I had to go 
through, and then to have to work so hard to overcome all the internalized 
oppression and low self-image. I am not altogether over all of that myself, but I 
want to save my pupils from having to experience that. I will do everything I can 
to support them in their efforts. I will always be there for them, as they take steps 
in the world that make a difference. I will be very proud to see X as a successful 
doctor, and Y running for public office-- holding themselves high and making a 
difference. The situation between Mizrahim and Ashkenazim, between “haves” 
and “have nots” in Israel has got to change, and maybe these youngsters can be 
the pioneers. Some of them I know will do great things, and I will always know 
that somewhere in their early development, I made a difference in the paths they 
chose, and the confidence they had in themselves to lead a real revolution in 
Israeli society (Interview, June 1997). 

 

Benny is interpersonally committed to his pupils and their succeeding. He 

hopes they will positively impact Israeli society and perhaps make a difference in 

the broader world as well. His commitment is to his pupils, to their lives and to 

his role in their lives.  In contrast, though Caleb is also strongly connected to his 

pupils, he tends to focus more on what the pupils will do and what kind of people 

they will be, and stresses the free choice he believes they must have: 

I used to sit in the back of the class at university and never understand why my 
hands were sweating so much. I was so anxious trying to figure out what I wanted 
to say, and whether others in the class would approve,  or not. I hope our pupils 
will be better prepared to value who they are, regardless of what others might 
think or say. They will represent a generation of shchuna youth who are not 
subordinate and who do not feel inferior to Ashkenazim and rich people. I can 
only hope they will have the originality that will lead them personally to a place 
in society where they can really make a difference. They may never remember us, 
or stay in touch, or look back and understand where they got the revolutionary 
spirit and freedom of the mind. But the values they internalize here will stay with 
them forever. Whatever they do will create ripples in society that will eventually 
change the foundations on which Israeli societal paradigms rest (Interview, 
1997). 
 

Caleb sees his students as part of a movement that represents new values 

and may even lead to a paradigm shift in Israeli society. 
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Relationship orientation and seniority in Kedma .All but two of the mentors were 

identified as relationally oriented, and ranged along the entire span of Kegan’s 

Kedma adult continuum. The team member who was highest on Kegan’s scale 

was strongly oriented towards relationship, as were other Self-authoring mentors 

and the founding members, without exception. Relationally oriented mentors 

were the ones who were considered to “flow” the most, and who valued 

“flowing.” For this reason there is no separate row  that relates “flowing” with 

consciousness complexity in Table 6.11. The two mentors who were not oriented 

toward relationship were pre- and post-transitional between the third and fourth 

orders of consciousness. 

In terms of team seniority, no relationship was found between the number 

of years mentors had been at Kedma and their order of consciousness.  Of the 

three founding team members (with three years and more), one was fully self-

authoring, and the other two transitioning from level three to level four on 

Kegan’s continuum. None of the founding members made meaning with an 

entirely “socializing” form of reasoning. This is understandable since they had to 

have some ability to take a critical perspective on, and step out of, their own 

society, in order to initiate an alternative to mainstream schools in the first place.  

All the team members who had been in Kedma for two years were in 

transition from third to fourth order reasoning. None of the “brand-new” mentors 

was high on the Subject-Object measure, but I think this was coincidental. The 

year I collected my data the new mentors were also relatively young and 
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inexperienced, compared to earlier years. It was not my impression that new 

members in earlier years had consistently been less mature psychologically.  

 

Resigning from one’s position as a mentor. The year these data were collected 

four team-members resigned. The three who quit at the end of the year continued 

teaching their subjects at Kedma, while the person who quit mentoring mid-year 

continued regular teaching until the end of the year and then left Kedma. I did not 

find any association between quitting that year and consciousness complexity. 

 Two who quit at the end of the year were transitioning into the self-

authoring order of consciousness, and they were the only ones not strongly 

“relationship oriented.” They spoke of themselves as having a hard time 

connecting with the pupils and characterized themselves as being slow in 

personal bonding in general compared to others they knew. This orientation, and 

therefore their lack of compatibility with others on the team, may have been the 

main reason why they were not considered successful mentors and eventually 

left. 

The two others who quit that year were on both extremes of the 

developmental continuum, and quit for very different reasons. One was fully 

Interpersonally oriented (“socializing”) when I interviewed him. In addition to his 

teaching and mentoring in Kedma, he was also working elsewhere part time, 

pursuing higher education, and trying to excel as an athlete. He described himself 

as being too young for the job,  too busy with outside commitments, and not 

feeling “fully enough equipped:” 

Ariela Bairey Ben Ishay /Doctoral Dissertation presented to Harvard Graduate School of Education 1998      



 264 

More and more I realized that, despite all I did,  I did not have the training to do 
what  was necessary. I saw that the kid was very hurt inside, and although I could 
listen and listen, he expected me to help him. I did not know how to help him 
with his problems. Today I know you need people with a lot of personal import, 
who have a lot of space to carry the hurt and pain and hardships of their pupils 
(Interview, 1997). 

 

Furthermore, he had no previous experience teaching, and despite his 

relationship orientation and his popularity with many of the pupils, he was 

considered by most to be a poor mentor. They felt he was overcommitted to other 

pursuits and thus could not dedicate as much time and energy to his work as was 

expected. More important, he did not exercise “good enough judgment” when it 

came to the pupils.  He believed that the expectation to succeed as a mentor with 

no guidance or support was unrealistic: 

I called the principal many times, and I knew she was very busy. But when she 
did not call me back, I thought, listen, I am a human being, you are dealing with 
human beings. I am not a machine. The very fact that I had jumped into the water 
[taken on the mentor task] meant: “OK, swim on your own then, in whichever 
direction you like. Like in the open ocean. There are no boundaries. Flow where 
you need to flow. If we happen to be there with a life-boat, and you can come 
aboard, fine. Otherwise, you sink.”  What can I tell you, I know X [another new 
mentor] also felt that way. That was one reason why he and I connected so well, 
relatively speaking, I mean, even though I barely saw him (Interview, May 1997). 
 

When the principal came back from her maternity leave in February, she 

and this mentor agreed that he should not continue mentoring that year. When I 

interviewed him he said the conversation with the principal had made him feel 

better: 

I couldn’t go on anymore. It was too much, and I couldn’t handle the pressure. I 
needed a chest of tools I didn’t have, and I couldn’t make it work. And then the 
principal called me in and said to me, "This job is not for you. There were too 
many mess-ups this year that you did nothing about. These are real kids, with real 
problems, and what we do or do not do has real life consequences. I don’t think 
you can really dedicate the time and care this year that is necessary to be a good 
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mentor. Maybe in the future, the picture will be different. You will always have a 
place here, and you are welcome to stay as part of the Kedma community.” I was 
so relieved. I realized she was not angry at me or anything, and she said she 
appreciated all I did. I felt better about the whole thing (Interview, 1997). 

 
 He terminated teaching at the end of the school year. 

The other team member who left was promoted to a higher position, that 

is, to take the place of the principal during her maternity leave, thus ceasing to 

mentor. She had been considered an excellent mentor, was presumably promoted 

because of her  success in the position, and had excellent connections with the 

pupils. She was, based on her Subject-Object score, transitioning into the self-

authoring consciousness when I interviewed her. At the interview she said that 

although she was pleased and flattered to be promoted, she was sorry to stop 

mentoring and would be glad to return to it any time in the future. 

 

Variables associated with consciousness complexity 

The following six variables were qualitatively associated in a positive way 

with mentors’ more evolved meaning-making: 1) good coping, 2) being pressured 

more from internal than external sources, 3) espousing a “higher educational 

philosophy,” and 5) being considered to be an excellent mentor by one’s peers.   

“Good coping” with mentor pressures .  Chapter Five detailed what mentors  

considered to be  “good coping” given the challenges and the pressures of the job. 

The reports (self and other) filled out by the mentors on the nature of their coping 

were based on what was visible to them, and on each mentor’s reputation. The 

mentors’ examples of good coping almost unanimously referred to keeping calm, 
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treating the pupils as equals (with respect), and neither humiliating them nor 

yelling at them.   

In general, what was considered high coping was consistently associated 

with the higher levels of meaning-making, and low coping with less sophisticated 

consciousness complexity.8 Mentor coping and a relational orientation were both 

descriptive of visible reputation-based variables, and are strongly related both to 

each other and to  Kedma’s relationally-oriented culture. For example, being low 

on the relational orientation, and not being perceived of as “flowing,” were in 

almost every case associated with low coping. Many examples of effective and 

ineffective coping were presented in the interviews, but mentors tended to focus 

on the negative. A self-authoring mentor who was among the best-rated copers 

volunteered a description of good coping: 

You need to do what you can to prevent or avoid some of the unnecessary mess-
ups. If you are on top of things and know your pupils, you can predict possible 
trouble. For example, I had a pupil whom I knew has a hard time sitting still. He 
comes to me in the morning telling me he can’t learn today. That puts me on 
alert. First thing to do is to talk to him. To listen. This was a special moment 
when I felt that he was falling apart. Just to sit down with him and be with him. 
Sometimes he needs to be quiet, to have someone steady him. Other times I get 
pupils who have been trying to talk to their mentors all day long. Sometimes a 
mentor is busy and has no time all day long. That bothers me, when the mentor 
can’t make a few moments to be with her pupil. Sometimes it is just a matter of a 
few moments, and off she goes back into class. Just needed to touch base. But if 
you neglect to give the attention at the right moment, the day can begin badly and 
gradually get worse, so that by the end of the afternoon, everyone is aggravated 
with the kid, and attacking you, his mentor (Interview, 1997).  
 
 

                                                           
8 There were two exceptions to this association, one on the higher end of Kegan’s spectrum, and the other on 
the     lower end of the developmental continuum, which will be explained in the following section. 
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He focused primarily on the pupil and his needs, thinking ahead and 

avoiding difficulties in an active manner. Another self-authoring mentor brought 

an example from an overnight field trip. He was called to come quickly because 

one of his pupils was in his cot crying: 

And I know this kid, he gets these unexplained attacks, and won’t let anyone talk 
to him. All sorts of problems any kid might have, but because we live so 
intensely here, you get to know your kids’ quirks. And he had been rejected by 
his classmates during the first  trimester, and was just beginning to be accepted. 
Anyhow, it turns out he had never been out of home overnight. He had taken his 
blanket to another tent, and I went over to talk with him. I felt it was a social 
thing, and that he just missed being home. He was convinced he needed 
immediate hospitalization. So I started to ask him where the pain was, in his 
belly, and terrible headaches. We started to talk, and then he said to me: ‘Listen, 
brother, I just miss being home.’ And I just listened, and he talked. Then I told 
him three of the boys in the class wanted to help, could they come into the tent, 
and after a half hour, I just went and everything was OK. He could have gotten 
into a fight, or just turned into himself, and it would have ruined the whole outing 
for him. So half an hour well-spent saved him a lot of hassle (Interview, 1997).  
 

This mentor’s coping was internally focused. There is no mention of other 

considerations besides the well-being of the pupil and the trusting of his inner 

judgment. There is a deep awareness, on the part of this mentor, to this pupil’s 

needs and to his role in helping him. Furthermore, he is aware of the toll of his 

composure when he “falls apart” at the end of the day. When I asked him what he 

meant, he replied:   

 What I mean by falling apart is just staring into air or falling asleep. When I go 
home, I think that is all right. But when a mentor gets hysterical, or becomes 
paralyzed and can’t do anything, or improvises without thinking, off the cuff in 
situations which require you to be very aware of the consequences of your actions 
and words. I mean during school hours, this is a problem. Doing all sorts of 
things which are not right, which are not respectable, even, not professional. And 
because we are a very tight team, and we are such good friends, sometimes 
people think that means that you can just let yourself go. And that is not 
appropriate (Interview, 1997). 
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Despite what he considers to be a norm followed by his colleagues and 

friends in school, his own view of what is appropriate is distinctive and 

unwavering, and not dictated by others. He gave an example:  

 
This is a small example, without mentioning names, because it really doesn’t 
matter who it was. It is just to illustrate to you. Suddenly there was a situation 
with a pupil where her mentor talked to other mentors about a problem they 
confronted, and she just became paralyzed. She just did nothing, that is what she 
did, nothing. That is what I mean by bad coping. Another form is shouting at a 
pupil hysterically, out of ...frustration. or God knows. It’s not the right direction 
to go. It’s from loss of control, and it can be changed with awareness. My heart 
winces, and I see the immediate damage to the pupil,  irreversible damage. And 
for what?  What reason is there to glare and shout like that? Granted, it’s little, 
compared to all the shouting in the lives of the pupils. But the damage is 
cumulative (Interview. 1997). 
 

Compared to other schools, there was not much shouting in the school. 

But the preoccupation of the mentors with shouting was much greater than in 

other schools. On the whole though, the self-authorizing mentors tended to dwell 

on the long-term consequences of mentor shouting to pupils. Socializing mentors 

tended to worry about having done the wrong thing, and disappointing others 

despite their best efforts. It appeared that more socializing mentors were shouters, 

on the whole, but both groups were very preoccupied with the phenomenon. 

 

Self-authoring mentors generally evidenced low levels of pressure .  The self-

reported degree of experienced pressure was one variable that is with mentor 

meaning-making associated in a complex way.  All but three of the mentors 

reported medium and high levels of pressure in their work. It is interesting to 

note, though, that the three mentors who reported low pressure were women, all 
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of whom were transitioning into Kegan’s self-authoring meaning-making level. 

Although they were not fully in the Self-authoring balance, they were visibly on 

the higher end of the consciousness spectrum (see Table 6.11). 

In contrast, the mentor with the highest Subject-Object score reported 

privately that he suffered from high levels of anxiety and pressure in his work. 

Kegan’s claim is that the higher-order meaning makers experience less pressure 

because they have a greater capacity to set boundaries, do  not to take on 

responsibilities that are not their own and, in general, are more “in charge.” This 

study’s findings are not necessarily contradictory to Kegan’s. This mentor was 

indeed able to set clearer boundaries and was able to differentiate between others’ 

responsibilities and his own, so that he was outstandingly “in charge.” Despite 

these abilities, and his high level of functioning,  he felt anxious and pressured. 

His heightened internally generated anxiety was due to inner reasons,  

explainable in two complementary ways.  

First, he was the only team member who was fulfilling several additional 

formal and informal duties at the time these data were collected. He spoke to me 

at length about how heavily he felt the principal was relying on him, and how 

sometimes he felt frightened by knowing that his behavior and views had such an 

impact on her: 

I have learned to be cautious in the last few months. I used to worry that 
everything was being run by the principal, and that she was too centralist in her 
leadership. But lately I have discovered things I mention in passing have such an 
impact, that I am more careful about what comes out of my mouth. The other day 
we were talking about X and her teaching, and I had to think very hard about 
what to say, so I could be both truthful and at the same time, not say anything that 
might damage X’s reputation as a teacher. You have to remember that we are not 
only colleagues, but also friends. Here is where my personal life and my 
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professional role sometimes clash. I have become more and more aware of the 
authority my word carries, even though I do not have a formal position in the 
school (Interview, 1997). 
 

These formal and informal institutional roles gave him more visibility in 

the school in addition to his mentoring role. He also felt he should set an example 

for others and be a calming  influence when the principal was not present or the 

school was in disarray: 

I found myself leaving the house almost half an hour before I used to. It was so 
out of character for me to get here before anyone else, and sit in the lounge over a 
cup of coffee, as people begin trickling in. It wasn’t me, and I couldn’t believe it 
was happening to me. I just watched myself more and more becoming responsible 
for holding the school together, even though I was not appointed to the job during 
her [the principal’s] maternity leave. I knew that the balance was very fragile and 
that with her not at school, we all had to be super dependable and set an example 
for others. I could literally feel everyone’s eyes glued to me, and I couldn’t 
behave any differently. When she came back I felt myself suddenly ten tons 
lighter, and I went back to being my old self. It was such a strange experience 
(Interview, 1997).  
  
 

 I believe these roles and the way he interpreted his functions increased his 

internal stress and added to his feeling that he should not show it.  He expected 

this of himself, and he was his own role-conscious judge every step of the way. 

He was not concerned about making an impression, nor about what others would 

think. Rather, he was conscious of his genuine influence on the school 

atmosphere and of the leadership thereby invested in him. He spoke to me at 

length about how important it was for him to keep himself together throughout 

the day:  

 For me the feeling of responsibility expresses itself mostly at home. At school I 
try as hard as possible not to radiate the overwhelming feeling of responsibility 
and pressure. When I come home,  I simply fall apart. Instead of coming home 
and doing all sorts of recreational things, I don’t do anything. I just sit there 
sometimes, and I am preoccupied. I don’t sleep well at nights sometimes, that 
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kind of thing. But in school, both with the pupils, the other teachers and the other 
mentors, I feel like I am in a sort of performance. Also with the parents, I feel I 
need to be in the best of conditions, for everything to be under control. As if my 
being in charge gives power to the whole school. I have a problem with mentors 
who fall apart in school, because it creates a feeling that, that’s it, I can’t do 
anything more (Interview, 1997). 
  

No wonder he found himself “falling apart” at the end of the day.  This gap 

between his inner experience of anxiety and the external expression is not 

uncommon for people in the helping professions (Pines, 1988), since such gaps 

have been known to put these professionals at special risk of burning out. The 

concluding chapter discusses  this burnout risk and what the school as a system 

can do to diminish it. 

 The second explanation for this gap between the perceived pressure and 

the external impression of being unpressured could be associated with the Kedma 

culture, which  may, like the surrounding Israeli culture, give more “permission” 

to women than to men to express anxiety and pressure. Thus, women who raise 

their voices or cry sometimes may be judged less harshly than men. This 

explanation is strengthened by the experience of Benny who, although lower on 

the consciousness complexity measure, also is considered a high coper by his 

peers. As a highly pressured mentor he also exemplifies the gap between his inner 

experience and outer appearance.   

 

Exceptions to the association of consciousness complexity and coping.  There 

were two exceptions to the association between coping and consciousness 

complexity.  In the conforming culture of Kedma, mentors whose style was 
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incompatible with the norm may have been visibly pressured by this 

incompatibility, and consequently may have not been perceived as coping well. 

The most classic example of this incompatibility, I think,  is Calanit, who ranks 

second highest in the team on Kegan’s measure, but is considered to be among 

the four lowest copers. I believe there are three main reasons for her low coping 

score, despite her relative seniority and her low self-report of pressure.  

The first  reason is that she is not relationally oriented: she does not tend to bond 

quickly nor does she connect easily with many people. Kedma mentors must connect to many 

students and gain their trust quickly. She also disagrees with the closeness expected in the 

Kedma mentor-pupil relationships, believing that they create an unhealthy dependency of 

students on the mentors. Thus her lack of compatibility with the staff was a combination of 

personal inclination and an educational philosophy different from others. She said in 

numerous instances that, unlike others on the staff, she had her own family and was not 

looking for the pupils to be her central source of love. She saw the relationship with her 

pupils as very matter of fact, and said she cared about them, but did not think about them 

every minute of the day, like other on the staff might do. She did not “fit in” well at Kedma, 

so life was not easy for her. Nevertheless, she understood why and retained her inner voice:  

It all depends on how you see your work. Caring and doing your work well and 
conscientiously has nothing to do with love, the way people here see it. Love, I 
think, is not relevant here at all. I do not come here to love and be loved, although 
there are some people here I truly do love. Besides, I cannot love all the pupils 
equally. What I am saying is that I don’t come with the need for everyone to love 
me, and I don’t see that as the main purpose. The issue comes up all the time in 
meetings, and you can see I don’t connect to it. It’s work. These are not my 
private children and I cannot love them as if they were my own. I still feel I do 
my work well, and accomplished a lot with each of the pupils. And just because a 
person is not as warm and as outgoing, and does not spread themselves over so 
many people, this does not mean they are incapable of love. They just can’t love 
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as many people as much. And this position of mine gives me a bad image and a 
bad reputation in the team and with the pupils (Interview, May 1997). 

 

 In addition, she cannot stay late after school like other veteran members, 

and set an example for others, because she lives far from Kedma and has a family 

of her own.   Related to this last point is that, having a family of her own, Calanit 

does not see Kedma as her “whole life,” as several other mentors do. During her 

Subject-Object interview, she spoke primarily of non-Kedma topics that fill her 

life besides the school, and during the other interviews, she stressed that:   

I love working here, and I love the small school atmosphere. I love being able to 
have a lot of impact, and I feel that I belong. But I am different from many others 
here. When I go home, I have my  children and my extended family and I don’t 
mean this in a bad way, but Kedma is not the only thing in my life. Last year I 
felt there was something wrong with me because, unlike others on the staff who 
talked about and thought about their pupils all day long, I was not dreaming about 
them every night or puzzling over them every waking minute of my day. When I 
was in school, I was concerned with them, as I was on afternoons when I needed 
to speak to parents and set up appointments. At first I felt uncomfortable with this 
because I felt so different from other mentors. Then I said to myself “this is me, 
and this is what I think is right” and left it at that. But there is a lot of pressure 
here to conform, to make Kedma the center of your universe, and maybe it is 
important. But that is not the way it is for me, and I do not think I am less of a 
good mentor because of it (Interview, 1997).     

 
Despite her pain about being judged and not having had good feedback, her 

standards are different from those of her peers and Calanit does not change them 

to fit in.  

The second exception was Benny, who was on the socializing end of Kegan’s 

continuum and was considered a good coper by all of his colleagues. I believe there 

are three reasons for this: 1) his seniority, 2) his outstanding dedication to the pupils 

and the school, and 3) his strong relationship orientation, in line with Kedma’s  
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predominant culture. Compared with the other team members who have his seniority 

and social standing, Benny was considered by his peers as a helpful and supportive 

colleague, who is warm and considerate and can be counted on. However, despite 

his being loved by team members, he was not considered to be among the excellent 

mentors. He recognized his difficulties as a mentor, and worried about them: 

She came to me and said ‘I need to say something to you which I haven’t told 
anyone.’ Then she tells me she thinks she is pregnant, and I was very anxious, first 
of all because I have never been in such a situation. I do not know how to treat such 
a case,  I do not know where to start. I am not a specialist, and I do not have the 
skills. OK, empathy and good listening, and caring, but after all, it is not enough. I 
don’t know what her next step might be. Maybe it’s my fault for inviting such 
openness. And also maybe I get too attached to the kids, and then it makes it harder 
for me to focus on school. They are here to break out of their behavior patterns and 
learn, and I am here to support them in their progress. I am not always sure I know 
how to make that link between their private problems and that step further they need 
to make (Interview, 1997). 

In addition, Benny is respected on the staff  because he is loyal, empathic, 

and  extremely responsible when it comes to making things happen in school, 

especially putting on school functions. Yet, he is at a loss when trying to grapple 

with external pressures. He worries about what others will think of him, and how 

that will affect the way he feels:  

 The time I  did not realize how badly X was falling behind in her work, and 
when I suddenly realized it, it was almost the end of the year, and I knew that the 
principal would be so upset, and so disappointed. And she really let me have it 
and said that I had let her down. And I wished at that moment that the earth 
would swallow me and that I had never been born. I felt absolutely terrible, 
realizing that the parents had trusted me, and so had the principal, and if you 
think of it, the whole school was counting on me, and I messed up. And I was so 
upset, and so sorry, and so ashamed. I would have given everything for it to have 
been different (Interview, May 1997). 

Despite his seniority at Kedma and his being seen as a central figure, Benny 

is not perceived of by the team as a leader. Then, too, despite the fact that he is 
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considered to be calm and generally a good coper by  his colleagues, the level of 

his pressure from his self report is very high, and the source of his experienced 

pressure is mostly external. In a conversation with the principal, she said to me:  

He is wonderful with the kids. They love him, and he will do anything for his 
pupils. Last week one of his pupils’ brother jumped off the roof, and the boy 
called him in the middle of the night. He went right over. He follows through 
from beginning to end, and never forgets a detail. He is the best when it comes to 
support and caring for pupils and staff. But I worry that he cannot offer the pupils 
a wider view, he does not push their understanding of what lies ahead of them or 
how it all hangs together—the wide angle (Informal conversation, June 1997).  
 

Nevertheless, Benny was the only team member who spoke extensively 

about how misjudged he felt Calanit was on the team. He spoke of this to me, but 

he never said a word to others about what he believed. He knew that others on the 

team disagreed with her style, and could not publicly confront them. His 

empathic stance was outstanding in his accounts of his work with her, how he had 

come to know Calanit through working closely with her, and how wrong others 

were about her:  

It took me a whole year to really discover her. And  when I saw how 
conscientiously she works, and how thoroughly she follows up on her kids, and 
cares about them, I felt terrible because I knew what others on the staff thought 
about her, and I realized how wrong they were. It was too late though, by then, 
and it was clear that she would not be continuing. But it was only then that I 
discovered who Calanit really was. And I felt it was a pity. A real shame to lose 
her as a mentor (Interview, 1997). 
  

Benny’s insight into Calanit’s different style and high level of functioning 

remains as  private knowledge which he turns into sadness and remorse. It is not 

easy for him to face his colleagues and disagree with them openly. 
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Pressured from internal rather than external sources. I found a positive qualitative 

association between the consciousness complexity of the mentors and the source 

of their experienced pressure: that is, mentors who tended toward the self-

authoring end of Kegan’s spectrum tended to be pressured more by sources 

within themselves, and those were closer to the socializing end tended to be 

pressured more by sources outside themselves. Transitioning mentors reported 

being subject to external and internal pressures alike. This was true except in one 

case, Calanit, who was considered a relatively poor coper. This mentor, like her 

self-authoring colleagues, was somewhat pressured by internal sources. 

Nevertheless, fully aware of others’ views of her, she was also very pressured by 

sources outside herself. Part of her reaction can be explained by the overall 

pressure on the team to conform to a relationship orientation -- a central demand 

of the role and a strong norm of the school-- that went against her natural 

inclination. 

Based on the data from the interviews and the meetings, I have reason to 

believe her pressure is generated in large part from her disagreements with the 

system, from the principal’s disapproval of her style, and from the criticism of 

her by teachers and pupils. She is the only one of the veteran staff  who is judged 

so harshly and is not fully considered “Kedma” by the others. The only other 

team member who is judged so harshly is one who was low on all other measures 

and resigned mid-year. The social scrutiny of mentors and their work may well be 

a source of pressure that is difficult to bear, given the closeness and intensity of 

their work, and the small size of the team. 
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Despite this outstanding pressure on her from the outside, Calanit indicated 

that she was “very pressured” only on two out of the 36 items in her self-report, 

which were in the “pupils’ domain”: feeling responsible for the pupils’ 

achievements, and feeling  responsible for the pupils’ future.  It seems to me that 

any of the other mentors under such scrutiny and unable to tolerate being so out 

of synch with school norms, would have long ago left either the school or 

mentoring. It is possible that in Calanit’s case, having inner psychological 

maturity was a strong positive force keeping her at the job and attempting to 

succeed, albeit in her way. 

Table 6.1 2 summarizes the internal and external pressures of mentors on 

different positions along Kegan’s continuum: 

 

 

Table 6.12 Internal and external pressure experienced by mentors 

 
                                     INTERNAL PRESSURE 
  HIGH PRESSURE LOW PRESSURE 
 
EXTERNAL 
PRESSURE 

HIGH PRESSURE Asher 
Aliza 
Caleb 
Benny 
Benny 

Aliza 

 LOW PRESSURE Bilha Calanit 
Calanit 
Bilha 

* The shaded mentors are the self-authoring and nearly self-authoring mentors on the team  
 

Table 6.13  (following)  summarizes examples of each mentor’s meaning-

making threshold, and suggests the burn-out risk run and the supports to try to 

alleviate the negative effects of the psychological exhaustion. It describes, in 
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short, how socializing and self-authoring mentors differ with respect to the causes 

and symptoms of their burnout, and consequently the supports to prevent them 

from burning out.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Summary 
 

 This chapter considered the relationships between the Kedma mentors’ 

meaning-making and a variety of variables. In the first section, Robert Kegan’s 

constructive developmental theory is reintroduced, highlighting the factors in the  

theory that particularly help explain the major aspects of my findings.   

In the second section, Kegan’s consciousness complexity theory is used to 

examine key issues in the mentors’ goals, expectations, pressures, and the nature 

of their coping, relating these to their individual and sub-group consciousness 

complexity. In doing so, emphasis is placed on differences between “socializing” 
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and “self-authoring” reasoning, to highlight the strengths of the different 

developmental positions.    

The third section examined the relationship between consciousness 

complexity and a variety of variables. The last section presented a summary of 

the mentors’ socializing and self-authorizing views (Table 6.13), and related 

these views to the degree to which these may subject the mentors who are in 

different positions  along Kegan’s continuum to different risks of burning out.  

The next and final chapter draws conclusions and suggests their 

implications for Kedma and Kedma-like settings, suggesting ways to help 

diminish or possibly even prevent, high burnout and mentor turnover.        
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CHAPTER  SEVEN 
 
                      Conclusions and Implications  
 
 

This chapter presents a summary of the conclusions of this study and their possible 

implications to new Kedma-like alternative schools. The theoretical foundations presented 

in Chapter One serve as reference points for the implications of the findings. New questions 

awakened by this inquiry that point to areas for further research are noted in the concluding 

remarks.  

This study examined the views of the leading core group of teachers (the ten 

mentors) in Kedma, a new alternative school serving mostly Middle-Eastern and North-

African Jewish (Mizrahi) youth in the low-income Katamonim neighborhood of Jerusalem. 

Specifically, this thesis investigated Kedma’s mentors’ in-depth perspectives about their 

goals, their expectations, the pressures they experienced, as well as their views on how they 

coped on the job. The study related these views to the mentors’ consciousness complexity, 

as defined by Bob Kegan’s theory of constructive- developmental psychology, thus 

identifying aspects in mentors’ thinking that either increase or diminish their risk of 

psychologically burning out. In doing so, the thesis offers the opportunity to learn from the 

Kedma mentors’ experience, highlighting considerations that pioneering alternative schools 

can take into account to reduce teacher turnover precipitated by the burnout condition.  

The first section of the conclusions deals with the burnout phenomenon in Kedma, 

examining the mentor features that seem to have protected the team from burning out, and 

the mentor characteristics that put them at risk. The second section discusses mentor ethnic, 

SES and meaning-making diversity in terms of its advantages to a team catering to a diverse 

student body with varying and changing needs.  
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The burnout phenomenon in Kedma 
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To reorient the reader to the meanings of the term “burnout,” the three most cited 

definitions, each highlighting distinctive angles of the phenomenon, are reintroduced: 

1) “ a state of fatigue or frustration brought about by devotion to a cause, a way of life, 

or relationship that failed to produce the expected reward” (Freudenberger and 

Richelson,1980 p. 13); 2) “a syndrome of emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and 

reduced personal accomplishment that can occur among individuals who do ‘people 

work’ of some kind” (Maslach 1982 p. 3);  and 3)  “physical, emotional and mental 

exhaustion caused by long term involvement in situations that are emotionally 

demanding”  (Pines and Aronson, 1988 p. 9). All three sources agree that burnout is the 

end product of a process of disillusionment of highly motivated individuals, and that 

teachers are particularly at risk.  

When this study was carried out, most of Kedma’s mentors were enthusiastic and 

committed to the school and its mission. However, there had been some turnover among 

them during the school’s first three years, and there were a few indications that all the 

team members could be, to varying degrees,  at risk of burning out. Many of the 

mentors did speak of physical and emotional fatigue, and felt concerned about being 

able to sustain their efforts over time, but none expressed feelings of disillusionment or 

depersonalization in their work. The following two sections summarize the factors that 

appear to have  1) protected the mentors from burnout,  and 2) put them “at risk.”   

Factors protecting Kedma mentors from burning out   

There are four main mentor characteristics that, based on the definitions of burnout 

in the literature, are likely to have protected the mentors from burning out: the strong 
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feeling of existential significance they derived from their work, their ideological 

commitment to social change via the pupils’ change, their strong social ties and the feelings 

of community that existed at the school, and their own continued professional stimulation 

and growth. This section briefly explains how each of the four factors applied to the Kedma 

mentors. 

 

Deriving existential significance from their work:  When the data for this study were 

gathered, all of the Kedma mentors viewed Kedma as very central in their lives, and derived 

a great deal of their existential significance from their work, their affiliation with Kedma 

and the relationships with their pupils. Some stressed the feeling that they were proud to be 

part of a revolutionary movement, and to be taking an active role in reshaping Israeli 

society. Others felt their lives had more meaning because they were, and could continue to 

be, pivotal in transforming their pupils’ lives. The mentors were additionally filled with a 

feeling of significance by being part of the select group within Kedma viewed as the 

school’s leaders. Many spoke of Kedma as their “whole world” or  “second home,” thereby 

expressing the totality of their involvement with the Kedma mission.  

Consequently, the mentors devoted most of their free afternoons and weekends to 

thinking about and meeting with their Kedma pupils and colleagues. They described their 

work as a “calling” (Pines, 1994), had high goals and expectations, and had a work 

environment that stressed the essence of their work while “minimizing the bureaucratic 

hassles.” When this study was conducted, the sense of significance that characterized the 

mentor group appeared to fuel them with energy and enthusiasm, thus protecting them from 
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emotional depletion. However, if they were to lose this sense of existential significance, 

Pines cautions that they could run a risk of burning out (1980, 1994).    

      

Strong ideological commitment to individual, social and political change. As mentioned in 

Chapter One, scholars have found that having an ideology can help prevent burnout in 

people in highly committed communities (Hallsten, 1993; Cherniss & Kranz, 1983).  In the 

case of Kedma, some of the mentors were strongly motivated by their ideological 

commitment to social change and their determination to bridge the socio-economic gaps 

between Ashkenazim and shchuna Mizrahim  through education. When these data were 

gathered, at the end of Kedma’s third year, many of the mentors reverted to their ultimate 

goals and purposes as a source of sustenance when faced with the difficult daily challenges 

of their work. The majority of the mentors were proud to be part of the pioneering Kedma 

enterprise, and looked forward to the future, when they would “reap the fruits of their 

difficult labor” (Mentor interview, May 1997). 

 

Strong social ties and a feeling of community: The Kedma mentors relied heavily on their 

social and professional ties on the team. Working alone or being isolated socially was 

considered the worst condition that a mentor or teacher might experience. In the end of 

Kedma’s third year, many of the mentors’ closest friends were team members and all of 

them considered themselves a part of the Kedma community. Furthermore, the mentors met 

regularly as a group, both for school-related meeting and learning sessions, to celebrate 

holidays and for social functions. A few even spent large portions of their spring and 

summer vacations together. This aspect of their work life, as predicted in the research, 
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contributed to their feeling of well-being and reduced their feelings of loneliness and 

isolation, thus presumably contributing to their resistance to burning out (Cherniss, 1980; 

Maslach, 1990; Pines, 1993). The mentors related many instances when talking to a 

colleague about a work-related problem or looking forward to seeing a close friend at 

school the next day, were encouraging and emotionally uplifting, especially when the work 

itself was emotionally draining or discouraging. 

 

Professional development and growth. Given the high expectations and complex demands 

placed on teachers of pioneering new alternative schools, it has been pointed out that both 

professional development and the nurturance of the teaching team is of special importance 

in reducing teacher burnout and turnover in these institutions (Langberg, 1993). Groups 

geared towards teacher learning and development have been found to contribute positively 

to the teachers' well-being. They offer opportunities for self-expression, teacher interaction 

and the discussion of issues of general concern. However, not all interaction is fulfilling and 

energizing. Burnout scholars emphasize that supportive social interaction is the sort that 

helps to reduce the chances of burnout, and can be “life saving” at critical times (Cherniss, 

1980).  

The Kedma team met weekly to update each other about ongoing practical mentor 

matters, help each other find ways to better cope with specific problems or with certain 

pupils, learn from outside lecturers and consultants, and cultivate their relationships with 

one another as a team. It is probable that the support they received from one another during 

these weekly meetings contributed to their feelings of well being and to protecting them 

from becoming emotionally depleted. Thus, one implication of this finding is that it is 
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particularly important for teachers working under emotionally demanding conditions to 

meet regularly as a group in a supportive atmosphere. The group may focus on self-

awareness and personal reflection, while teachers learn together in an atmosphere that 

encourages the expression of differences of opinion, mutual acceptance and empathy.   

 

 Factors increasing the Kedma mentors’ risk of burning out 

The Kedma mentors team, though not exhibiting symptoms of psychological 

burnout when this study was conducted, appeared to be in serious danger of burning out.  

The principal factors that appeared to put them at risk were: 1) the Bagrut goal was too far 

into the future, 2) there were no clear, measurable criteria for the school’s success other 

than the Bagrut, 3) mentors were expected to be in close relationships and constant contact 

with others in need, 4) mentors experienced low “psychological success” due to their 

disappointment in the slow rate of pupil change, 5) there existed a gap between many 

mentors’ experienced and expressed pressure, and 6) individuals exhibiting both 

"socializing" and "self-authoring" consciousness-complexity (Kegan, 1994) were in danger 

of burning out due to the (externally and internally generated) high expectations 

experienced by them. This last point is of particular interest because the distinct relationship 

this study examined, between individual consciousness complexity (as defined by Robert 

Kegan) and the burnout phenomenon, is not extensively documented in the literature.  The 

following section summarizes Kedma mentors' burnout risks.   

 
Mentors’ primary goal of “full Bagrut to all” is impossible to assess before the year 2000.      

 
 The mentors considered their main goal of achieving  "a full Bagrut certificate to all of 

Kedma's pupils by the end of the twelfth grade" as the first tangible step towards actualizing 
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their ideology of social and political change in Israel. However, this milestone of their 

success (passing the Bagrut examinations) was years away. There were no clear, agreed 

upon, tangible, and quantifiable sub-goals that could serve as measures of success 

throughout the six-year period. Consequently, mentors depended on their intuition and 

minute to minute assessments of their pupils’ fluctuating progress. When pupils appeared to 

be doing well, their mentors were filled with belief and enthusiasm. When pupils failed or 

regressed, mentors became discouraged and worried that their pupils would not progress 

rapidly enough to succeed in time. The prevalence of high ideals juxtaposed against a lack 

of stated sub-goals was a source of anxiety and frustration for all mentors. They sometimes 

panicked or even felt like failures. While a few mentors even doubted  that "all the pupils 

passing the full Bagrut" was achievable, they all insisted that “making realistic goals” 

would be compromising their ideals, and virtually giving up on the pupils.  

 

Burnout literature teaches that organizations that combine a strong sense of shared 

ideology with concrete, achievable goals and effective work methods can be expected to 

have lower levels of burnout (Hallsten, 1993). One implication of this finding is that a 

continued  lack of concrete sub-goals as milestones towards the final goal, and a reluctance 

to reassess the achievability of reaching this goal, may threaten mentors’ feelings of self-

efficacy and psychological success, especially if pupils do not achieve the hoped-for results. 

This situation could eventually lead to the burnout even of Kedma’s most committed 

mentors.  
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Not enough  clear, measurable criteria for the school’s success except for the Bagrut. The 

mentor team focused almost entirely on the goal of achieving the full Bagrut. The symbolic 

import of passing the Bagrut has been recognized, and detailed in Chapter Three. However, 

many of the mentors felt that “all pupils must pass the full Bagrut, or we might as well all 

go home.” Was this the only criterion for the school’s ultimate success? Even if all the 

pupils succeeding in achieving this goal, were there no other important goals for their 

pupils? The preoccupation with the Bagrut was so intense, that other goals were only 

vaguely considered. One burnout danger was in the possibility that the pupils would fail to 

reach the Bagrut goal. What then? Would mentors consider their  pupils, themselves and the 

entire Kedma enterprise to have failed? And if the pupils did succeed on the Bagrut, would 

this have been a sufficient standard of the school’s “success”? 

This narrow view of the school’s success created the atmosphere not only that “no one 

could breathe until the year 2000” but also that even if all the pupils succeeded on the 

Bagrut, the team was overlooking positive human qualities, values and skills that the pupils 

may have achieved in Kedma by the end of their high school years. Furthermore, other aims 

that were implicit in mentors’ expectations of their students (for example, pupils loving to 

learn, gaining the skills to succeed academically, becoming leaders in their community or 

being catalysts of community actions) were not formally being considered to be criteria for 

the school’s success. The dichotomous thinking of the mentors put them at risk of future 

burnout, if they ended up feeling that all their efforts had been in vain.    

 
Mentors were expected and expected themselves to be in close relationships and constant 

contact with their pupils: Research presented in Chapter One cautions that teachers, social 

workers, nurses, police officers, physicians, and therapists are among the professionals in 
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the human services who most tend to suffer from burnout. Maslach believes that burnout in 

these professions represents a response to the chronic emotional strain of dealing 

extensively with others, and especially others in need (1982).  Individuals who are 

especially sensitive to stress may exhibit the core symptom of burnout, which takes the form 

of emotional exhaustion (Shirom, 1989).  

The Kedma mentors believed positive relationships with their pupils to be the most 

important expectation in Kedma  (Chapter Four). They generally felt satisfied with these 

relationships and said that they were a source of satisfaction and fulfillment. Nevertheless, 

these relationships were also a central source of anxiety for most of the mentors. Many of 

them stated repeatedly how difficult it was for them to interact with the pupils who were in 

particular pain and whose life circumstances were very distressing. Even pupils who did not 

have tragic life stories always needed something, whether it was help, advice or a hug. One 

concern was their frustration and helplessness about not being able to alleviate their pupils’ 

suffering, “solve” all their problems, or fill their pupils’ needs..  

Additionally, some mentors were preoccupied by the lack of reciprocity in the 

relationships with pupils. They were upset when pupils they had trusted “let them down,” or 

when pupils they had respected did not respond to them in the same way. Buunk and 

Schaufeli suggest that individuals with a strong need for reciprocity in social relationships 

run a special risk of burnout, and that this condition may manifest itself as depersonalization 

(1993). One implication of recognizing the burnout dangers for teachers in close and 

ongoing relationships with distressed pupils is to watch for the budding of the above 

symptoms, so that measures can be taken early to prevent their aggravation.   
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Low “psychological success” of most of the mentors.  Psychological or perceived success 

encourages individuals to become more involved in their work, to challenge themselves 

more by setting higher goals, and to feel higher esteem (Hallsten, 1993). The Kedma 

mentors derived hope in their work principally from envisioning their pupils’ personal and 

professional futures, drawing psychological sustenance from looking beyond Kedma’s day-

to-day reality and envisioning the social and political equalities they strived for. However, 

in telling of their work, they generally felt that they were unsuccessful in accomplishing 

their goal of improving their pupils’ learning and well being. Their strong ideological vision 

was a source of sustenance on one hand, but as tends to be the case with  radical ideologies, 

it was difficult to identify and recognize gradual daily successes in individual pupils. They 

tended to focus on the pupils who were making little or no progress, their own failures to 

produce the desired results, and their feeling of disappointment. The mentors’ expectations 

for quick pupil changes (e.g., to learn, change their attitudes, and develop study habits fast)  

were daily met by the gradual nature of human change. Considering themselves failures, 

even though objectively they may be succeeding, is the burnout risk.       

One implication of this finding is the importance of finding ways to highlight positive 

changes and students’ achievements, as well as mentors’. The tendency to take the positive 

aspects of work for granted and focus on the negative is very common in institutions. 

Noticing the positive requires a deliberate effort, but may well help increase one’s feeling of 

success and thereby diminish the burnout risk. 

 

 A gap between experienced and expressed pressure. The mentors perceived themselves and 

were perceived  by others as the pillars of the school. They expected themselves to be 
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examples of excellence by encouraging the pupils and other teachers, not losing heart, being 

patient, and producing visible improvement in their pupils’ achievements. Any mentor who 

failed to live up to these expectations was seen as a threat to the school's future success.  

All mentors felt under extreme pressure to live up to their own and others’ 

expectations of them, and tended to hesitate to express their true feelings. Generally 

speaking, however, socializing mentors expressed their feelings of stress and anxiety more 

often and more readily than their self-authoring colleagues did. Socializing mentors who did 

not openly express the true degree to which they were anxious, were usually ashamed of 

how they felt and worried about what others would think about them  

The fully self-authoring and transitioning mentors gave the impression of not being 

pressured at Kedma. In the case of the women, the external impression was generally 

compatible with their inner feelings: they did not report feeling particularly anxious about 

most aspects of their Kedma work. However, the male self-authoring mentors privately 

reported suffering from pressures and anxieties in their work. It seems that self-authoring 

mentors in general had more control than socializing mentors over whether and when to 

expose their feelings. Self-authoring mentors generally felt responsible for creating a calm 

school’s atmosphere, and, aware of their influence on others, tended to keep these feelings 

to themselves or to share them with a few close friends. Also, since they tended to be less 

pressured by what pupils, other teachers, and the principal thought of them than were the 

socializing mentors, they could withstand many of the externally generated pressures. For 

example, they were better able to confront the principal and each other in areas of 

disagreement.   
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For this reason, self-authoring mentors were generally perceived of as coping well 

with the mentoring pressures. Being perceived of (and perceiving oneself) as a good coper 

contributed positively to one’s reputation as a good mentor. Such mentors could sometimes 

behave in unacceptable ways without the risk of losing their standing with pupils or other 

teachers. The “moratorium” time was also longer for these individuals. 

Unexpressed work-related stress is a major burnout risk in organizations, especially 

in professions where people are expected to be helpful and provide support to others in pain. 

Pines & Aronson (1981) have shown that nurses, for example, view their job as alleviating 

the suffering of their pained patients, and tend, to hide their own stress from their colleagues 

and patients. Nurses eventually burn out due to their isolation and the dissonance between 

their inner experience and expressed reality.  Similarly, mentors, especially the self-

authoring men, felt they must conceal their frustration from others. Like the nurses, these 

mentors felt it was their job to appear optimistic and cheery, despite often feeling panic or 

despair.  

It has been found that letting down defenses helps to alleviate stress. To apply the 

findings to the Kedma setting, or to other alternative schools exhibiting similar 

circumstances: in a safe environment, both third and fourth order mentors could be 

encouraged to express their inner feelings of pressure and deal with them. “Safe” for 

socializing mentors might mean that they would be free of outside judgment. To create a 

safe environment, others in the group would have to refrain from judging them, and show 

authentic empathy for their experience. For self-authoring  mentors, “safe” might mean that 

their role would not be in jeopardy. That is, others on the staff would eventually not be 

alarmed when they saw the vice-principal cry, and a norm would be established whereby 
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expressing one’s feeling of pressure would not be experienced as threatening to the others 

and the school’s mission.  The benefits to all would create cohesion in the team, and 

facilitate a new openness that would help the mentors be less guarded, increasing their 

chances of lasting longer on the job.   

 
 High expectations, both externally and internally generated.  High expectations that are not 

achieved have been established as a serious burn out risk. Some scholars (Crowley, 1990; 

Kegan, 1994) have argued that adults making meaning in the socializing epistemology are 

more at risk of burning out than self-authoring individuals, because they characteristically 

feel very pressured by the need to live up to others’ high expectations of them. This study of 

ten adults, found this to be only a piece of the story.   

To continue the example given by Crowley (1990), this inquiry found, too, that 

socializing mentors ran the risk of burning out due to the stress they felt as a result of others' 

high expectations of them. However, the findings suggest that self-authoring mentors were 

also highly at risk of burning out, perhaps even equally or more at risk than socializing 

mentors, but due to their own internally constructed high standards. Furthermore, the 

symptoms of the burnout condition in each level of consciousness complexity might be 

quite different, as might be the reasons for individuals’ developing this psychological 

condition, and the preventive measures that can be taken. Examples of these burnout risks, 

their manifestation, and remedies are summarized in Table 6.13. 

For example, while socializing mentors may tend to manifest the burnout symptom 

of depersonalization because of feeling betrayed or guilty in the mentor-pupil relationship, 

self-authoring mentors may tend to become alienated from the institution as an expression 

of the frustration from failure to achieve social change. The above socializing mentors' guilt 
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may be alleviated by reassuring group-support, thus diminishing the risk of 

depersonalization, while the self-authoring mentors may feel inappropriately supported by 

this response, and require, for example, more direct confrontation to diminish her alienation.      

One implication of this finding is that a variety of burnout-prevention supports need 

to be in place if individuals of differing consciousness complexity working together, are to 

be assisted in preventing their psychological depletion.  

Diversity as a strength 

 Although the pupils have not been in the direct limelight of this study, everyone in 

Kedma agrees that the school exists primarily to meet their pupils’ needs, which they 

perceive to be:  

•1   basic trust 
•2   meaningful relationships 
•3   belief in their own capacity  
•4   repeated success 
•5   stability and security 

In the first chapter of this study, Roland Barth was cited as cautioning against the 

dangers of homogeneity in alternative schools (1980). In accordance with Barth’s concern, 

this study also found the mentor team’s diversity to be an asset, especially with regard to 

responding positively to the varying needs of a diverse student body. This section sums up 

the advantages of diversity regarding mentor ethnicity and SES backgrounds, and their 

meaning-making.  

    

 Ethnic and SES mentor diversity: The diversity among members of the mentor team 

members contributed to their mentor-pupil relationships by providing the feeling that the 

team was able to reach every pupil in Kedma. Ethnicity (having both Mizrahi and non-
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Mizrahi mentors on the team) was the most visible and most commonly considered source 

of mentor diversity that was believed to contribute to mentor success with pupils.  

The reader will recall that seven of the mentors were Mizrahim, and four of them 

had a similar socio-economic background as most of the Kedma pupils. All mentors felt that 

being visibly Mizrahi and sharing the shchuna experience contributed positively to their 

ability to gain the Mizrahi pupils’ trust and successfully meet most of their pupils’ needs. 

Pupils’ identification with the mentors was a useful tool for connecting with the pupils, 

becoming significant to them, motivating them to aspire to succeed academically and 

professionally, and convincing them that they were capable of  realizing these aspirations. 

 Although most of the Kedma pupils are Mizrahi, several of the shchuna students 

were new immigrants from the former Soviet Union and from Ethiopia. The seven Mizrahi 

mentors felt they could reach both Mizrahi and non-Mizrahi pupils with greater ease than 

the non-Mizrahi mentors could. Non-Mizrahi mentors agreed that gaining their pupils’ trust 

was more difficult for them because of their different ethnic and SES backgrounds.  Most 

mentors felt, however, that non-Mizrahi  mentors contributed to their pupils’ first-hand 

experience with individuals different from themselves. The non-Mizrahi mentors 

represented the world outside the shchuna, with whom Kedma pupils must learn to 

communicate well and feel comfortable.  

However, being Mizrahi and shchuna-born, though helpful in the initial stages of the 

relationship, did not always suffice. All mentors felt that their pupils needed more than an 

identification to be motivated and believe they could succeed. The mentors felt the pupils 

needed  adults who could “flow.” “Flowing” was a crucial capacity in the minds of the 

mentors, that was related to being  flexible, tuning in to the pupils, and being strongly 
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oriented toward a special kind of unobstructed pupil-mentor relationship (Chapter Four). 

Although a connection was found between having the capacity to flow and being Oriental or 

non-Western, being Mizrahi was not sufficient for flowing.   

Nevertheless, a Mizrahi majority in the school best reflected the demographics of the 

immediate neighborhood (the shchuna community) and the fact that Mizrahim set the 

predominant tone of the school’s world view was a positive model for the pupils, who could 

thereby experience a reality that countered the marginality of Mizrahim in the outside 

world. By being in charge and running the school, Mizrahi mentors were embodying both 

their empowering belief that Mizrahim are fully capable, and actually living their non-

separatist ideas, including their belief that society can change by working together with the 

non-Mizrahim on the team. As can be imagined, this form of cooperation  was not without 

its tensions, for Mizrahim and non-Mizrahim alike.      

 

Meaning-making mentor diversity: In assessing the pupils’ diverse needs, let us briefly 

consider who these students are in terms of their psychological development. For 

consistency, Kegan's developmental framework will be used to describe the pupils’ maturity  

In their early and middle adolescence, the Kedma pupils can be assumed to be either 

moving into or well embedded in Kegan’s socializing consciousness. That is, they can be 

expected to be preoccupied with learning and mastering their social surround, identifying or 

becoming identified with its values and beliefs, and expressing their embeddedness in their 

relationships. Most probably their central psychological cultures of reference are their 

immediate family and their peer group. As they develop, many of the pupils may begin to 

be increasingly aware of circles outside of their immediate culture, and puzzle over their 
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own connection to these worlds. Some of the pupils in their late adolescence may be 

beginning to struggle with reorganizing their inner selves to take these many worlds into 

consideration, and may be gradually moving in the direction of what Kegan refers to as 

“self-authoring meaning-making.”          

 Some Kedma mentors were found to be fully “socializing,” and the others were 

either fully “self-authoring,” or "transitional" knowers ranging anywhere between these two 

epistemologies.  There were definite advantages to a mentor team that had both socializing 

and self-authoring members, particularly in the realms of creating relationships with the 

developmentally diverse pupils, and in enhancing the team's professional development.     

The advantages of the socializing mentor included his capacity to naturally “tune in” 

to where many younger pupils were psychologically. He did not have to  make a major 

effort  to recall what was important to his adolescent pupils. He, like his pupils, expected 

and valued mutuality and reciprocity in relationships, i.e., being treated the way one treats 

others. Thus, he and his students were likely to identify with each other’s expectations. The 

socializing mentor, like many of his pupils, was preoccupied with fitting in, and concerned 

about what others thought of him. Therefore he could identify with how his pupils felt in 

groups and in society. This mentor had the advantage of  knowing how “torn” the pupils felt 

between the Mizrahi shchuna and mainstream Israeli worlds, between their home culture 

and the surrounding values. He was convinced that becoming a part of Israeli society, 

serving in the Army, going to university and “succeeding” by societal standards make the 

effort to achieve the Bagrut  worthwhile. Thus, socializing mentors could credibly convince 

pupils of the benefits of passing the Bagrut examinations. They could easily connect with 

their pupils’ desire to “fit in” that the Bagrut promises, because they too felt the need to fit 
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in.  This study found that connection to be essential, especially during early high school 

years. As their pupils sought closeness, socializing mentors could offer them a kind of 

friendly professional companionship, which guided them to a broader view of themselves 

and life. 

However, as pupils’ meaning-making evolved, they began to question and struggle 

with new problems, and the socializing mentor’s shortcomings surfaced as the time came to 

guide the pupils into their next developmental threshold;  the socializing mentor was not 

himself fully prepared for that transition. He could successfully provide a positive culture 

and a nurturing relationship for the pupil to identify with and feel committed to, listen and 

be empathetic to the pupils’ struggles, and lovingly encourage his pupils. But beyond that 

he felt at a loss. Furthermore, for socializing mentors it was difficult to set clear boundaries 

in the relationship that allowed them to identify needs that were separate and different from 

their own.  When the pupils began to question the value of the Bagrut,  which some 

adolescents predictably did, the mentor may have, like his students, felt confused, baffled 

and inadequate. When pupils began to wonder who wrote the curriculum and why it did not 

include material depicting the Mizrahi experience, socializing mentors felt upset and even 

threatened, for the socializing mentor was still embedded in a way of reasoning that has not 

offered him the perspective outside the conventions of his own social surroundings. He was 

convinced of the value of the Bagrut primarily as a means of gaining social acceptance and 

becoming integrated into the surrounding society.   

 The self-authoring mentor had already embraced and come to terms with many of 

these questions within her. She understood that, whether she liked it or not, the Bagrut was 

a necessity  for anyone who wants to progress in Israeli society, yet she was cautious how 

Ariela Bairey Ben Ishay /Doctoral Dissertation presented to Harvard Graduate School of Education 1998      



 299 

she teaches the material, since she is critical of it and does not take it at face value. Her 

strength was in recognizing the subsequent phases of critical thinking that some of her 

pupils reached. Since she was some steps "ahead" of her pupils, she was equipped to guide 

them through their critical awakenings. Self-authoring mentors were more likely to succeed 

in  setting clear boundaries and thereby offering professional friendship and guidance, 

considering their pupils’ needs as primary and separate from their own.   

Her possible weakness, however, may be in posing these critical questions 

uniformly to all pupils. The pupils must learn and understand the material of the Bagrut if 

they are to pass the exams. Not all the pupils will be able to learn all of the material in the 

time given, let alone to question it. Self-authoring mentors must be aware of  and consider 

where their pupils are in their development. Trying to master the Bagrut and thinking 

critically about it simultaneously may be too difficult for many of their adolescent pupils. 

Likewise, for those mentors in transition between the socializing and self-authoring 

consciousness, simultaneously teaching pupils the Bagrut material and teaching them to be 

critical of it, may be an excruciating  experience.   

Following is a schematic summary of some advantages of socializing and self-

authoring mentors at Kedma:      

 

Table 7.1  Advantages of “socializing” and “self-authoring” mentors in Kedma 

Advantages of “socializing” mentors in    
pupil-mentor  relationships 

 Advantages of “self- authoring” 
mentors in pupil-mentor relationships  

 Passing the Bagrut : accept the goal as a value in 
and of itself and therefore can easily connect with 
and influence pupils’ acceptance of the Bagrut as a 
worthwhile aim; Without this acceptance pupils 
are not likely to embark on the Bagrut  venture in 
the first place 

1 Passing the Bagrut: can be empathetic  when the 
pupils begin to question the inherent value of 
Bagrut, and can find ways to encourage them to 
continue their studies. Can view Bagrut as a tool 
and as a means for achieving other goals; more 
critical view 
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2 Relationships with pupils: immediacy and 
closeness with pupils; strong mutual orientation 
which pupils can identify with and relate to 
naturally; they understand the pupils need to 
conform and their desire to please others; they can 
have a strong mutual connection necessary in the 
first few years, for pupils to begin to believe in 
themselves. In groups can develop strong 
interpersonal ties, which are essential throughout 
as support group. 

 
 

3 Pressures:  identify with the pupil's needs to 
conform, to be a part of a community, and to share 
common values. 

 
 

4 Coping: can be easily empathetic to difficulties 
encountered by pupils in coping with the high 
expectations and pressures of the Kedma life. 
  
“Socializing” mentors may feel most successful 
when meeting the needs of pupils during their first 
years at Kedma  (7th, 8th and 9th grades) when it is 
vital for pupils to undergo a process of socialization 
into the Kedma culture and values. 

•2 Relationships with pupils: can guide  more mature 
pupils through hardships; can confront pupils with 
contradictions and sustain the relationship through 
conflict; develop less dependency because they 
have less personal need for mutuality; can use what 
they know to develop more self-sufficient pupils. 
Can work in groups to develop relationships that go 
beyond the interpersonal (issues,  values, and the 
school’s mission); can set professional boundaries 
and distinguish between being professional friends 
vs. friendly professionals.  
 

3 Pressures: are less pressured by external sources, 
thus tend to succumb less to pupils' pressures;  
they are less pressured by living in two worlds. 

 
4 Coping: depend less on students’ feedback, which 

may be negative and unpleasant at times. 
 
 
“Self- authoring” mentors may feel most 
successful when working with pupils in the 
second phase of their Kedma life (10th, 11th and 
12th grades) : while taking the Bagrut 
examinations and as they prepare to graduate and 
move on into the world after their Kedma years.  

 

An example of such differences can be seen in the domain of mentors’ experienced 

pressures. This study shows that Kedma mentors equate ability to cope with an apparent 

lack of anxiety. It found that, in general, socializing mentors were considered by their 

colleagues to be more anxious (and therefore coping less well) than self-authoring mentors. 

Interestingly, in analyzing the mentors’ responses to questions in the self-report 

questionnaire (Appendix E), this study found  that the self-authoring men in particular 

tended to experience high levels of inner anxiety, despite their reputation of not being 

pressured, and "flowing." 

Furthermore, socializing mentors tended to be stressed more from sources outside of 

themselves (e.g., the principal, other teachers, pupils and parents), as opposed to self-

authoring mentors who tended to be more pressured, if at all,  from internal sources (e.g., 

their own high expectations of themselves). Thus, while socializing mentors appeared to 
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suffer from higher levels of pressure on the job, due primarily to others’ judgments of them 

and their work, self-authoring mentors, and men in particular,  suffered from pressure due to 

their own internal standards. 

Furthermore, the presence and perhaps dominance of fourth order mentors appeared 

to contribute to an atmosphere of order and predictability. Their views that went beyond the 

individual and interpersonal realm made it possible for them to consider educational issues 

from the vantage of principles, weigh the consequences of solutions as enduring precedents 

rather than solutions to individual problems. It was very important for the “socializing” 

mentors to be exposed to the thinking and reasoning of “self-authoring” mentors. For even 

if beyond their reach, the systemic considerations add depth and breadth to the judgment 

they exercise as well as become internalized.  At the same time, the socializing presence in 

the group appeared to strengthen the vitally important interpersonal considerations.  

In short, diversity among the mentors in terms of their meaning-making appeared to 

contribute to the quality of the mentors' work and to their professional and personal growth 

as individuals and as a group. 

 

Concluding remarks       

As is often true of qualitative inquiries, this study's sample is small and the 

generalizeability of the findings is limited. Still, the case of the Kedma mentors offers an in-

depth view of the experience of highly motivated and committed educational professionals. 

The Kedma initiative is being looked to by Israeli educators as having the potential of wider 

national impact. It is unclear what will happen to mentors’ ideals and high levels of 
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commitment in July of 1998, after the first Bagrut examination, and in the year 2000, when 

the first group of pupils is scheduled to finish its Bagrut series.  

The present study covered the questions it posed. Beginning its fourth year, it is 

reasonable to assume that Kedma school is still in its "honeymoon phase" (Center for New 

Schools, 1976), and it is unclear whether or when the idealism and commitment will fade, 

as predicted in the literature. Thus, it  is early to know whether the tendency for teacher 

burnout and loss of enthusiasm, known to occur at the end of the honeymoon phase in new 

schools, can be prevented. What the conclusions point to, however, are a few factors that 

appeared to diminish the mentors’ chances of burning out, and a larger number that 

presented burnout risks. This study's findings contribute to help identify the different 

burnout symptoms early, and point to ways of effectively supporting idealistic and 

committed educators whose needs are not identical to each other, thus diminishing their 

chances of developing the burnout syndrome as individuals and as a team. 

 This study raises new questions well worth examining in Kedma and in other 

pioneering alternative schools: how does the Kedma mentors’ experience compare to the 

experience of such teachers in other schools? Do other socializing and self-authoring  

educators exhibit the burnout risks similar to the Kedma mentors? What will happen to the 

mentors’ level of commitment as the school grows in numbers and becomes more 

institutionalized?     

The team continues to be immersed in action and tends not to take time to reflect and 

analyze its present achievements and long range goals.  Like anyone working to accomplish 

a difficult mission, the Kedma staff itself could benefit from good mentoring, that 

recognizes their present strengths yet challenges them further. Consistent ongoing research 
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ought to accomplish both. For these reasons I view this inquiry as only a first step in 

understanding the Kedma endeavor and its potential.    
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              Epilogue 
 
 

Fortunately for the reader, the final write-up of this thesis occurred in September, 1998, 

shortly after Kedma received the results of the first Bagrut examination. By then, the school 

was beginning its fifth year, student enrollment was still increasing, and the dropout rate was 

still very low. The pupils’ average on the first examination was 89%, over 20% higher than 

the national average. It is unclear how Kedma pupils and mentors will interpret these results, 

how people outside of Kedma will perceive them, or how they will affect the breadth of what 

the mentors view as “success.” 
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