
POSEN FOUNDATION  JUNE 201622                 

Bridging gaps  
of knowledge

The Posen Foundation is training teachers around 
Israel to educate students about Judaism as culture

• BY LIDAR GRAVÉ-LAZI

Jewish education is relevant to all 
the people of Israel – secular and 
religious alike, Yael Nakhon-Har-
el, director of the Posen Founda-

tion recently told The Jerusalem Post.
“A lot of decisions made in our 

country are related to Jewish Halacha 
and it seems that the religious person 
has become the authority on such is-
sues while secular Jews have little or 
no say,” she said.

According to Nakhon-Harel, this 
stems from a lack of knowledge by 
many secular Jews of Judaic studies 

and Jewish philosophy.
“Judaism is built on the fact that 

there is a lot of commentary, a lot 
of different voices, but today there 
is a hierarchy that religious people 
are more of an authority on Judaism 
than secular people,” she said. “Sec-
ular Jews need the Jewish knowledge 

STUDENTS ENGAGE 
in conversation in a 
classroom at Ofakim. 
(Courtesy) 
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to be involved in the discussion and 
in Israel this is knowledge that all 
citizens must have.”

The Posen Foundation, she ex-
plained, was established on this prin-
ciple and has sought to provide Jews 
with a Jewish education – and to edu-
cate them about Judaism not only as a 
religion but as a culture.

“If we see Judaism as a culture, then 
it applies to everyone from every back-
ground and then we can include all 
the people of Israel in the discussion,” 
said Nakhon-Harel.

In order to achieve this goal and to 
better equip a new generation with 
knowledge of Judaism, the Posen 
Foundation launched a teacher train-
ing program in collaboration with Tel 
Aviv University – Ofakim.

The Ofakim program, established in 
2004, is an intensive undergraduate 
program which aims to provide all the 
necessary tools for aspiring teachers to 
educate youth about Judaism as a cul-
ture and as a civilization.

“We found that in the state educa-
tion system, secular students knew 
very little about Judaism and Jew-
ish philosophy – it was one of their 
weakest subjects,” Nakhon-Harel ex-
plained. “It was clear to us from the 
very beginning that we needed to in-
vest in the teachers, because no matter 
how good the texts are, it is the teach-
er and their teaching method that can 
ultimately make a difference,” she 
said.

The highly selective Ofakim pro-
gram accepts only 15 students per 
year, with graduates earning both a BA 
in a chosen humanities field as well as 
a Teacher’s Certification in Jewish Phi-
losophy.

The students are awarded full schol-
arships by The Posen Foundation and 
in exchange must commit to teaching 
for at least three years upon complet-
ing the program.

Ron Margolin, head of the Ofakim 
program, told the Post that the stu-
dents enrolled in the program are the 
“crème de la crème” of academic can-
didates.

“We accept students who excel in 
their studies and who could choose to 
study to become doctors or engineers 
or anything,” he said. “They join 
Ofakim out of ideology and belief that 
education, and Jewish education in 
particular, is one of the most import-
ant challenges.”

As part of the program, in addition 
to the traditional teacher’s certifica-
tion program, students gain a year and 
a half of real-world practical experi-
ence teaching high school students on 
a weekly basis.

“The program is very intensive and 
very in depth,” he said. “The students 
are very dedicated and they are aware 
of the difficulties in entering the 
teaching profession, but they swim 
against the stream – they are very ide-
alistic.”

The students are also provided with 
tailored courses in the field of Jewish 
Philosophy, tackling issues such as be-
lief and disbelief, religious and secular 
Judaism, Israeli culture, as well as cre-
ative methods to teaching holidays in 
schools, to name a few.

“The central idea behind the pro-

gram is that for most of the Jewish 
people, Judaism is a cultural asset, not 
something that is binding from  Hala-
cha. Despite this, Judaism needs to be 
inseparable from the world of values of 
people living in Israel,” he explained.

MARGOLIN SAID it is a ridiculous no-
tion that students would only learn 
about Judaism through the Bible.

“Judaism has developed for over 
2,000 years since the Bible – and much 
of modern Jewish thought has devel-
oped only in the last 200 years,” he 
said.

As such, he said the program trains 
teachers to study and then develop 
texts that fit into the “reality that 
most Jewish people live in.”

“We see Judaism from an historical 
and cultural perspective and our real-
ity is a new reality and we don’t want 
students to be apathetic to Judaic 
studies,” he said. 

“We provide the teachers with all 
the tools so that they can encourage 
students to remain open people and 
to learn about Jewish culture out of in-
terest and desire.”

According to Margolin, graduates 
of the program are placed in schools 
around the country, primarily teach-
ing Judaic studies and Jewish philoso-
phy, or Machshevet Israel in Hebrew.

OUR STUDENTS join Ofakim ‘out of 
ideology and belief that education... is 
one of the most important challenges.’
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Currently offered only as an elec-
tive course for high school students, 
Machshevet Israel has in recent years – 
in large part due to the ongoing efforts 
of the Posen Foundation – become a 
popular choice of study for Israeli sec-
ular teens.

“Our teachers open up new worlds 
to the students that they wouldn’t 
reach otherwise and provide a wider 
view of Judaism,” he said. 

“It is amazing that the foundation 
has taken upon itself this tremendous 
undertaking of teaching a young gen-
eration about Jewish philosophy and 
culture,” he said. “It is quite sad that 
the State of Israel is not providing 
more backing for this and it is high 
time the state joins this effort and sup-
ports this field.”

Maayan Morag, a graduate of the 
Ofakim program, told the Post that 
ever since she studied Machshevet Is-
rael in high school she knew her call-
ing was to teach other students about 
Jewish identity.

“When I was released from the IDF 
it was obvious to me that I wanted to 

be a teacher of Machshevet Israel and 
the Ofakim program was the perfect 
match for me,” she said.

According to Morag, the program is 
very unique because of its “intimate” 
nature where students are given a 
sense of belonging among the thou-
sands enrolled at the university.

“You really have a sense of belong-
ing and you get to know all the faculty 
and lecturers personally and they in 
turn, get to know you really well,” she 
said. “The Ofakim office was like a sec-
ond home to all of us – from making 
a cup of coffee to having deep philo-
sophical conversations with whoever 
was in the office.”

From an academic perspective, Mor-
ag, who now teaches Machshevet Is-
rael to 10th graders, said the Ofakim 
program equipped her with the best 
tools possible to fulfill her dream of 
teaching.

“It was exactly my field of interest 
and I had so much fun to learn in an 
environment that was a bit different 
and with courses that were specifical-
ly designed for the program and my 

interests and not just general courses 
with hundreds of students,” she ex-
plained.

Regarding the teaching certification 
program, Morag said “there is nothing 
like it in Israel.”

“From the beginning we are given 
the opportunity to go into schools 
and gain experience in teaching and 
in our third year of the program we 
have a class that is our own and we 
teach students on a weekly basis,” she 
said.

“Most teachers get a bit of a shock 
teaching their first year and this is 
when most decide to drop out,” she 
explained.  “But we go through our 
first year of teaching with close pro-
fessional guidance from our educators 
and with our friends.”

As such, she said, the program pro-
vided her with a “feeling of confi-
dence” as a teacher.

“In my first official year teaching as 
a graduate I was already accepted as a 
professional coordinator for the field 
in my school – you usually don’t get 
such a position in your first year, and 

THE OFAKIM program is very unique because of its ‘intimate’ nature. 
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I credit the program for this.”
Morag also explained that the 

method of teaching Machshevet Isra-
el is very different than teaching oth-
er subjects because it requires a lot of 
class discussions.

“Running a discussion with 40 high 
school students is a skill and expertise 
that you must learn,” she explained. 
“The point of the subject is to develop a 
Jewish identity and to understand var-
ious identities and you cannot do this 
without many discussions. It is a very 
emotional and intellectual process for 
students – and the teacher needs to 
know how to guide them,” she said.

“I just want to add that I recommend 
that any student who wants to teach 
this subject apply to the [Ofakim] pro-
gram,” she added.

WHILE THE Ofakim program is de-
signed specifically for undergraduate 
students, the Posen Foundation also 
saw a need to invest in and profession-
ally enhance the knowledge of veter-
an teachers. As such, the foundation 
launched a Master’s Degree training 
program in Jewish Philosophy for 
veteran teachers at the University of 
Haifa and Seminar HaKibbutzim in 
Tel Aviv.

Dr. Eyal Ben-Eliyahu, head of the 
program at Haifa University, told the 
Post that the aim of the Master’s Pro-
gram, which is currently in its fourth 
year, is to expose the teachers to the 
different streams and ideas of Judaism.

“The program is for teachers or for 
people who are interested in teach-

ing studies related to Israeli culture,” 
he explained. “The program allows 
professional as well as cultural devel-
opment and we hope that in the end 
the participants will become better 
teachers.”

As part of the program, the students 
learn a number of fields related to Is-
raeli culture, with an emphasis on Bib-
lical Studies, Jewish Philosophy and 
Jewish History.

“We aim to expose the students to 
the different streams of Judaism – we 
have very secular teachers to ultra-Or-
thodox teachers and our demand of 
the participants is simply for unity 
in listening,” he said. “Each teacher 
can adopt his own belief but we want 
them to be open to learning about the 
different streams.”

Ben-Eliyahu explained that most 
teachers in the field of Judaic studies 
do not have the certification to teach 
this subject, “but they are teaching 
this anyway,” he said.

“We are providing them with an in-
troduction to this field and a Master’s 
above their general teacher certifica-
tion and most importantly we provide 
them with a feeling that someone cares 
about their progress and is willing to 
invest in them as teachers,” he said.

According to Ben-Eliyahu, the 
uniqueness of the program is that it 
is held under very “comfortable con-
ditions” enabling teachers to contin-
ue working and teaching throughout 
their studies.

“The Posen Foundation helps to 
fund the program and also provides 
scholarships to the teachers as well as 
provide them with the best lecturers 
and the best learning environment – 
it gives the teachers the feeling that 
someone is interested and willing to 
invest in them,” he said.

“As an academic man it is incredible 
to work with the Posen Foundation 
because it provides us academic free-
dom but at the same time it accom-
panies and guides our students with 
a real interest to help and support,” 
he said, “and this is not something to 
take for granted.”  ❖

‘It was clear to us from the very beginning  
that we needed to invest in the teachers’ 

  – Yael Nakhon-Harel


