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Proud of their school: Principal of the Beit
Jann Comprehensive School Ali Salalha
is on the right, seated on the desk is Jalal
Saad, the pedagogical adviser who heads
the Start program and seated on the chair
is high school principal Zaid Kabalan

excellence
An intensive study regime has catapulted
a remote Druse village school to the top
of matriculation results in Israel
By Shula Kopf Photos by Ancho Gosh / JINIPIX
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Israel

Students go to class under the watchful eye of principal Ali Salalha

THE ASTONISHING success of the Beit
Jann Comprehensive School reads like a
script for a Hollywood movie ‒ against
all the odds, poor Druse village makes
it to the top.
The opening scene might be the phone
call this summer from Prime Minister
Benjamin Netanyahu to the school’s principal to congratulate him. That call and
others that followed caught Ali Salalha
by surprise in Germany, where he was
touring with a group of students. Data
just released by the Education Ministry
had catapulted Beit Jann to first place
with the highest percentage of students
passing the rigorous matriculation exams
(bagrut) in 2013-2014, outperforming
wealthy Jewish towns.
What generated the media buzz around
the students’ 100 percent success rate at
the Beit Jann Comprehensive School is
the socioeconomic level of the village,
which is rated by the Central Bureau of
Statistics in the second-lowest bracket.
Most of the students’ grandparents barely
finished elementary school. Flashback to
the year 2000 and the school was at rock
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bottom with a dismal 12 percent success
rate, among the lowest in the country.
“We are proving that all students can succeed,” says Salalha speaking to The Jerusalem Report in his office. It is the first week of
school and a steady stream of students and
teachers walk in through the open door. Out
of the corner of his eye, Salalha monitors the
hallway, which is surprisingly quiet.
“I told my weaker students that I don’t
want them working in agriculture or in
cleaning jobs with low wages and low status. Nor do I want them working as kindergarten assistants, cleaning toilets or wiping
the child’s nose. I tell my students that I want
them in key positions in the economy with
academic degrees, good salaries and good
status.”
Although, in Israel, one may graduate
high school without it, passing the bagrut
tests is the key to upward mobility, a prerequisite for acceptance to university.
To get to Beit Jann, you turn from the
main Acre-Safed road, negotiate seven
hairpin turns while driving eight kilometers
up a serpentine mountain road to 940 meters above sea level ‒ the highest inhabited
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location in the country. With a population
of 12,000, the village in northern Israel
has grown organically over centuries with
two- and three-story houses haphazardly set
down the slopes of seven hills that converge
at the historic center.
The narrow streets run at steep San Francisco-like angles. There are few sidewalks.
Elderly women wear the white flouncy
Druse headscarves that cover their heads
and billow down their backs. It’s a closeknit community where almost everyone is
related by blood or marriage. The village is
known for the bravery of its IDF soldiers.
THE THING you notice at the school after
walking past a pair of marble lions guarding
the entrance and bucolic paintings that cover all the walls is a look of fierce determination in the eyes of administrators, teachers
and students. They have secured the No. 1
spot in the country and will not yield it. The
school has already gotten the matriculation
results to be published next summer and,
again, the Beit Jann Comprehensive School
will take the No. 1 spot with a 100 percent
success rate.

The stone lions at the school entrance convey a message of power, says Salalha

The school has become a clarion call for
the Druse community.
“The change has been so quick and intensive that it is amazing,” says Mohana Fares,
who headed the country’s Druse education
system for seven years. “Other schools are
saying that if Beit Jann can do it, we can do
it. The entire Druse community is proud and
there is a ripple effect. The story of Beit Jann
is not just about the Druse, but shows that
all schools in the periphery, in low socioeconomic communities can succeed if there is
the right thinking and the right investment
in education,” he tells The Report.
So what is the secret behind Beit Jann’s
success?
If you were to visit in the evening when
darkness blankets the village, you would see
lights in a few classrooms. The weaker students are back for an afternoon session that
runs until 8 p.m. in an intensive, accelerated
learning program called “Start.”
“If not for the Start program, these students would have zero hope for a better future,” says Jalal Saad, the pedagogical adviser who heads the program in Beit Jann.
Nissim Cohen, an education sociologist

who himself was a dropout in his youth, is
the one who dreamed up the Start program.
He is general director of Yeholot (Abilities),
which is funded by the Rashi Foundation, a
private NGO, the Education Ministry and
private donors including Gil Shwed, CEO of
Check Point Software Technologies, one of
Israel’s most successful companies.

Without this program,
these children are
doomed to live
on the margins of
society
Shwed chose this project over the hundreds of requests for donations that cross his
desk due to its dramatic success with youths
on the fringes of society, he writes in an
email to The Report.
“I have never seen results such as
these. Yeholot is perhaps the only initiative
that succeeds in making a real, meaningful
THE JERUSALEM REPORT NOVEMBER 2, 2015

change in the lives of young people, transforming the trajectory of their lives to success and integration into society, and that
with an incredible rate of success. Without
this program, these children are doomed to
live on the margins of society: the system,
their family and, most of all, they themselves, having lost faith in their ability to
succeed.”
Yeholot, located in Holon just outside of Tel
Aviv, has implemented Start in 22 schools
for more than 3,000 students throughout the
country, all in poor communities – Jewish,
Beduin and Druse. The foundation offers
other educational programs in close to 100
schools. Although Beit Jann’s results were
by far the best, the other schools with the
Start program also experienced an improvement in the number of students who matriculate ‒ a 70 percent average compared to 56
percent in comparable schools, according to
Cohen. The Israeli average is 64 percent.
The program, he tells The Report, offers a
template for change.
“Beit Jann did an excellent job, but there is
a wider phenomenon that cannot be ignored.
This is the first time in the history of Israel
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Israel
that a non-Jewish minority has closed the
gap. This is the first time that you see that socioeconomic status does not dictate the success or failure of the student,” says Cohen
with the fervor of a TV evangelical preacher.
A Jewish school in Beersheba with similar socioeconomic statistics as Beit Jann just
graduated its first Start group ‒ pulling the
school’s matriculation average from 55 percent to 90 percent, he says.
A 2008 Ben-Gurion University study
showed that, overall, 53 percent of Start students obtained matriculation certificates as
opposed to none in a control group. “Beit
Jann is not a coincidence,” he says. “It’s not
magic and there is no hocus pocus. Our job
is to show that being a Beduin, or Druse, or
Jew from a low socioeconomic background
will not seal your fate.”
So what is the Start program?
Students with six to eight failing grades on
the verge of dropping out or being shunted
to vocational training are selected during
the last year of middle school. Teachers
trained by Yeholot visit the students at home
to recruit them to the three-year accelerated
learning program. This year, 54 Beit Jann
students out of a freshman class of 223 have
enrolled.
During the summer, while their friends
are at the beach or hanging out at the mall,
the students attend a three-week summer
session of six hours each day. They remain
together throughout the three years of high
school, tackling one subject at a time. They
begin with the hardest ‒ math, going back to
the third grade level and work their way up.
“The idea is that if a student can succeed
in the hardest subject, he will believe that
he can master the rest,” says Eyad Mohana,
the Yeholot coordinator for all the Druse
schools. “This program requires a lot of
faith, and the first thing is true faith in the
student.”
After several months of math, the students tackle the next subject, English, again
starting at the foundation ‒ the ABCs. For
some 20 marathon days they study from
morning until late at night. If a student in
a regular class gets more than 100 hours of
instruction a year in a specific subject, a
Start student gets about 300, which means
they study fewer subjects at a time, concentrating on the core curriculum. The
Rashi Foundation, Education Ministry and
private donors fund the extra annual cost
per student of about 6,500 shekels.
“It’s cheap given that the educational sys24

'We are not willing to give up on any student,' says Jalal Saad

tem spent 24,000 shekels a year on the student and only brought him to failure,” says
Cohen, pointing out that a university graduate holding a good job will pay the state
back in taxes. There is not enough funding
for all the schools that are on a waiting list
for a Start program, says Cohen.
“I have a dream that a bagrut will become the required norm, like literacy. Today, we know that everyone can, it’s been
proven. It’s up to the state to provide it.
But to dream is not enough. It’s got to be
done. Parents whose child has had 10 failures and now finally succeeds have tears
in their eyes. You should see the way these
parents cry. One father told me, ‘You gave
me back my daughter.’”
According to a 2014 Tel Aviv University
study, 31 percent of the first graduates of the
Start program are now studying in universities. Another Yeholot program, “Last Hurdle,” uses a similar technique with students
who are failing in only one to three subjects.
Beit Jann has both programs. More than 20
percent of the students who attained a bagrut in the Druse sector were enrolled in one
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of the programs, which likely played a pivotal role in the 23 percent rise in the matriculation rate in the last decade among Druse
students. Matriculation in the Jewish sector,
excluding the ultra-Orthodox population,
rose 12 percent during the same period.
When he took over as principal of Beit
Jann in 1999, Salalha made some sweeping changes. He cut down on the practice
of cheating, which plunged the school
to the 12th percentile. His car tires were
slashed four times that year, he says. By
the time Beit Jann began with Yeholot
10 years later, the school had worked its
way up to a respectable matriculation
rate of 71 percent.
“Without Yeholot we wouldn’t have been
able to rise above that rate,” he says.
Beit Jann seems to have turbocharged
the opportunity it received. In the winter
of 2012, snow began piling up in the village on a day that a math marathon had
been scheduled. School was canceled, but
Continues on p. 25

Beit Jann, renowned for the bravery of its IDF soldiers, is now gaining a reputation for the excellence of its students

the math marathon was not. Fuad Tafish, a
math teacher for 38 years, got into his 4x4
Jeep and started making the rounds in the
village to pick up the students. They studied until 11 p.m. while snow kept falling.
At night, Tafish scraped the ice off the
windshield and began to shuttle the students back home down the steep, icy village roads.
Last year, when teachers noticed that
one student’s motivation was slipping, a
four-person delegation consisting of the
principal, a teacher, the school’s pedagogical adviser and the regional counselor went
to speak with the student and his parents
at home.
“We are not willing to give up on any student,” says Saad.
It’s the first week of school of the 20152016 academic year and 15-year-old Fadi
Harb is already in his third week of the
Start program. By his own admission, in
middle school he was a mess ‒ throwing
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things in class, fighting with other students
or else sleeping in class because he had
gone clubbing until five in the morning.
While his friends played snooker this summer, he attended the summer session.
“I wanted to come because I promised my
parents. I want a bagrut and after my army
service I want to be a businessman. I want
to do it and I know I can,” he asserts to The
Report with steely resolve in his voice.
When asked where he was headed in
life if not for this program, he does not
stop for a moment of reflection. “I would
not have a bagrut,” he states. “I would
not have a career. Maybe I would work
in agriculture.”
At first, it was difficult to sell the program in Beit Jann, including in the teachers’ room where the idea that weak students could pass the bagrut exams elicited
snide remarks. “Everyone was captive of a
false theory that some students can’t succeed no matter what,” says Mohana, the
Yeholot coordinator for the Druse sector.
A math teacher advised two students not
to waste their money on a matriculation
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math exercise book since they could not
possibly pass the test.
“One of the students got 100 and wanted
to call out the teacher during the graduation ceremony, but we asked him not to, so
as not to embarrass the teacher,” says Saad.
Yeholot teachers are recruited from within the school and trained by the program’s
instructors. Mezna Salalha, the first Yeholot counselor at the school, went door to
door to recruit students.
“I had one parent tell me, ‘Nothing good
will come from my daughter, don’t bother
with her.’ That girl finished her bagrut and
is now enrolled in a college,” she says.
The program has become so desirable
that one father called Saad this summer
asking why his child had not been selected. Saad explained that a student needs
to fail in at least six to eight subjects to
be admitted and his son does not meet
the criteria.
“That is not fair,” the father complained.
“Why didn’t you let us know? I would have
made sure my son had failed the required
number of subjects.’”
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