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TALMA, The Israel Program for Excellence in English, was founded by 
the Schusterman Foundation, The Steinhardt Foundation and the Israeli 
government. Its flagship program is an immersion summer program for 
Israeli elementary schoolchildren, which was a resounding success in 
2018. For the fifth summer in a row, TALMA uniquely brought together 
highly dedicated Israeli and non-Israeli teachers to work in a co-
teaching format that engages students in an interactive and effective 
manner. TALMA once again served as a value-added “11th month of 
public education" in Israel in low-income communities.

TALMA successfully expanded its footprint from 70 schools in 10 
communities in 2017 to 100 schools in 18 communities. The number of 
participating non-Israeli teachers, Israeli teachers and principals has 
increased by 53% to a total of 400 (166 non-Israeli, 166 Israeli and 68 
school principals).  

The participating American teachers, mostly young professionals aged 
25-33, overwhelmingly indicated their satisfaction with the program at 
the end of their experience. Although the number of non-Israeli teachers 
has grown by 66% since 2017, the mark of 98% that have reported that 
the experience deepened their connection to Israel was maintained 
(98.4% of 166 teachers in 2018 vs. 98.8% of 100 teachers in 2017).  
95.3% agreed or strongly agreed that stepping out of their comfort zone 
helped them further understand their leadership style, value and voice, 
an impressive 85% shared that they would strongly consider returning 
to the program next year, and 50% would strongly consider returning to 
Israel in order to teach English for an entire school year. 

Following the successful fourth summer of 2017, TALMA implemented 
some key improvements to pre-program teacher preparation, as well 
as to the program’s curricula and format. The sections below highlight 
various key aspects of this year’s program, and some of the key changes 
made from 2018.



TALMA in Numbers 2018 vs. 2014-2017 

Host Cities: 
# of Participating 
Schools

6 host cities/
towns:
Jerusalem (14)
Nazareth Illit (9)
Migdal HaEmek (5)
Jezreel Valley (2)
Kiryat Malachi (8)
Mizpe Ramon (3)

10 host cities/
towns:
Jerusalem (21)
Nazareth Illit (9)
Migdal HaEmek (5)
Jezreel Valley (2)
Kiryat Malachi (8)
Mizpe Ramon (3)
Marom HaGalil (2)
Kiryat Haim (4)
Sderot (8)
Rehovot (8)

18 host cities/
towns:
Jerusalem (35)
Rame (2)
Beit Jan (3)
Ofakim (8)
Ashkelon (9)
Ramat Negev (2)
Menashe (2)
Nazareth Illit (6)
Migdal HaEmek (4)
Jezreel Valley (2)
Kiryat Malachi (8)
Mizpe Ramon (3)
Marom HaGalil (2)
Rehovot (8)
Ben Shemen (1)
Hevel Yavne (2)
Dimona (7)
Yeruham (2)

4 host cities/
towns:
Jerusalem (6)
Nazareth Illit (9)
Migdal HaEmek (5)
Jezreel Valley (2)

2 host cities/
towns:
Nazareth Illit (9)
Migdal HaEmek (5)

Total Participating 
Schools 24 (+71%) 41 (+70.8%)70 (+70.7%)100 (42.8%+)

1,250 
students

2,900 
students

3,500  
students

5,800 
students

75 (+66%)87 (+16%)100 (+13%)166 (+66%)

65 (+44.4%)90 (+38.4%)100 (+10%)166 (+66%)

24 (+71%)

164 (+57.6%)

41 (+70.8%)60 (+46.3%)68 (+13.3%)

221 (+34.7%)260 (+17.6%)400 (+53.8%)

14

1,150
students

45

45

14

104

Total Participating 
Students (enter-
ing grades 4-8)

Total US 
Teachers

Total Israeli 
Teachers

Total Israeli  
Principals

Total Participating 
Teachers and 
Principals

201620172018 2015 2014



RAMA Findings

At beginning of 2018, The Israeli National Authority for Measurement and Evaluation in Education 
(known by its Hebrew acronym ‘RAMA’) presented the main findings of a 3 year research that they 
have conducted regarding the effect of TALMA on the school system, its students and its teachers. 
While the first stage related to the immediate effects of our 4 week English ‘accelerator’ summer 
program in public schools located in low income communities, the second stage reflected the mid-
term effects 6 months down the road (tested in January 2017 and in January 2018). For example: 
In August 2017- at the end of the summer program, 84% of the teachers have strongly agreed that 
TALMA enriched their ‘teaching tools’. In January 2018- 79% of the teachers still strongly agreed 
with that statement even though 6 months have passed since the end of the program.

The two main conclusions of the overall report were persistent as in  
previous years:

A | “The program has reached its main goals: raising the level of confidence, self-image and 
general feeling of capabilities that students have when speaking English, as well as introducing 
local teachers to unique teaching methods”.
B | “The levels of satisfaction students had from the experiential atmosphere during the program 
stood out boldly”.

Thanks to assessment tools that RAMA has provided TALMA with since 2014, we were able to 
broadly assess immediate aspects of the 2018 summer program and compare them to the 2017 

In addition, Israeli and non-Israeli teachers have reported unanimously their success with the 
following goals:

A | Students going into the 4th-5th  grades have learned an average of 200 new words in English 
(total number of words is correlated to the class learning level prior to the summer program, as 
well as the age of the students and the number of years they have been studying English).  
B | Students going into 6th-7th grades have learned an average of 300 new words in English.
C | Students going into 8th grade have learned an average of 350 new words in English. 

RAMA Findings 
2018 vs. 2017

% of Israeli teachers that 
agreed or strongly agreed 
that TALMA strengthened 
their classroom management 
methods

56%

2018  
(166 Israeli teachers)

2017 
(100 Israeli teachers)

50%

% of the Israeli teachers 
believe that TALMA will 
help improve their English 
teaching during the year 

75% 74%

86% 78%% of the teachers believe 
that TALMA has raised 
student's level of confidence 
when speaking English



The final stage of the RAMA assessment 
The Ministry of Education has announced it would restore the Meitzav national exams and 
standardized testing system using them to evaluate schools every three years.

The tests are given in random cities to second, fifth and eighth-grade students, and internal exams 
devised by each school are administered in the interim.

Second-graders henceforth undergo the Meitzav test that assesses their reading levels in Hebrew, 
while fifth-graders will be examined in their own mother tongue, as well as in math and English.

At the request of TALMA and the Ministry of Education, the final assessment stage of the RAMA 
research included a comparison between the Meitzav scores of 5th grade students that have done 
the TALMA summer program to those that haven’t. Due to the inconsistency of the cities that were 
chosen for the Meitzav each year, and the fact that they are not conducted annually, we are only able 
to present the scores of the cities that were in the TALMA summer program in 2015 (as shown below). 



However, in the summer of 2019 we will be able to announce more accurate 
findings - scores of students that took the 2015 Meitzav (while they were in 5th 
grade) and compare their academic achievement to the Meitzav scores of 2018.  

Although it is difficult to pinpoint one specific program or one specific 
interventional action that allows students to advance in the core subject, it 
is interesting to learn about the towns that have provided their students the 
opportunity to go through the English accelerator that the TALMA summer 
program is, and how in fact their academic achievements were raised in the long 
term. Here are two examples that have been announced publicly by the Ministry 
of Education:

2010 463 No Meitzav that year

2012 No Meitzav that year No Meitzav that year

2014 No Meitzav that year No Meitzav that year

2016 528 No Meitzav that year

2011 No Meitzav that year No Meitzav that year

2013 No Meitzav that year 537

2015 No Meitzav that year No Meitzav that year

2017 No Meitzav that year 559

As opposed to the 2010 5th 
grade students that didn't 
go through TALMA, the 5th 
graders of 2016 had gone 
through the summer program 
in 2014 and then again in 2015. 
By the time they took the 
exam in 2016, they had gone 
through additional 150 English 
hours led by native speaking 
TALMA teachers.

As opposed to the 2013 5th 
grade students that didn't 
go through TALMA, the 5th 
graders of 2017 had gone 
through the summer program 
in 2015 and then again in 2016. 
By the time they took the 
exam in 2017, they had gone 
through additional 75-150 
English hours led by native 
speaking TALMA teachers.

TALMA's 
contribution 
to the many 
city efforts

English city score of 5th 
graders on Meitzav tests in 
Nazareth Ilit

English city score of 5th 
graders on Meitzav tests 
in JLM



Funding for TALMA 2018
Regardless the absence of promised funding from the Ministry of 
Education for the English Summer School initiative- TALMA has 
successfully expanded.
 
Local municipalities that wanted to offer the TALMA summer 
program were obligated to take a larger financial role, and 
sometimes even find additional sources of funding. The 
willingness of 18 municipalities to fund the TALMA program at 
their schools was a major test that TALMA passed successfully, 
a test that included the participation of students from various 
Jewish and non-Jewish sectors.  

In addition to funding provided by the municipalities themselves, 
The Associated Jewish Community Federation of Baltimore aided 
in filling in part of the funding gap for Ashkelon. In Kiryat Malachi 
it was filled by the “Seed the Dream” Foundation that has also 
fully funded the program at the Ben-Shemen Youth Village. In 
Jerusalem, it was filled by the Aronson Foundation and by the 
Levine Foundation. 
In Rehovot, Marom HaGalil, Beit Jan, Rame, Nazareth Ilit, Migdal 
Ha'Emek, Jezreel Valley, Dimona, Yeruham, Ramat Negev and 
Mizpe Ramon, the funding gap was filled by the municipalities 
themselves, occasionally using different government grants 
earmarked for special educational initiatives.

Pre-Program Preparation of  
American Teachers in US
In 2018, preparation methods were continued for pre-program 
teacher preparation:
•	 Accepted candidates received short YouTube videos (ranging 

from ~1.5-3.5 minutes) once every two weeks (7 videos 
total) prior to the summer program. Featuring former TALMA 
teachers talking about their experiences in 2014-2017, each 
video focused on a different aspect of the program (e.g. what 
a school day looks like, and how to plan free time in Israel). 

•	 Teachers were invited to regional meetings in North 
America where they could meet the TALMA CEO and receive 
extensive information.

•	 A webinar on lesson preparation was led by Naama 
Wrightman, Director of Teacher Residency at the Relay 
Graduate School of Education in NY, and TALMA Pedagogy 
Leader. 

•	 A webinar on pedagogical goals and the 6 different learning 
levels taught during the summer- led by the pedagogy 
team that Naama headed (returning TALMA teachers which 
rewrote the curricula with the input of former TALMA 
teachers).

"Teaching in Israel has 
shown me how to firsthand 

advocate for myself and 
my students, reaffirmed 
my love for the arts, and 
altered my pedagogy, in 

the end ultimately making 
me stronger more effective 

teacher, learner, artist  
and human" 

Hayley Wright, NYC

“I think that one of the biggest 
things I’ve l learned in Israel 

is that there are chaotic 
moments in a classroom and 
that “learning” comes from 
those moments. Together 
with my Israeli co-teacher, 
we’ve worked through the 

chaos and made something 
great out of it”  
Sari Goldstein,
Charlotte, NC

95.3%  
of teachers agree that 
stepping out of their 
comfort zone helped 
them further understand 
their leadership style 
value and voice



Teacher Orientation Workshops  
in Israel
Prior to the start of the program, non-Israeli teachers took part 
in a 4-day orientation training in Shefayim, and then they took 
part in an additional national orientation program with all Israeli 
teachers and principals. The orientation subjects included: 
"Setting a Classroom Vision", "Co-Teaching Models", "Language 
Teaching" and "Setting a Classroom Culture". 

The national and regional orientation programs included two 
main elements: 

•	 Professional development sessions led by superintendents 
from the national English team of the Ministry of Education, 
TALMA pedagogy leaders and returning teachers, as well as 
sessions with Ms. Naama Wrightman from Relay.

•	 Creating a “community of educators” (sessions led 
by Hotam- Teach 1st Israel Mentors) as well as an 
introduction to the enrichment program on “Israeli Social 
Entrepreneurship” and the local educational system.  

Professional Development Goals included acquainting 
teachers with:
•	 Basic understanding of the theories behind language 

instruction
•	 Basic elements of language proficiency levels and the criteria 

used to assess the levels
•	 Tools that provide meaningful and comprehensible 

communication in the target language
•	 Basic tools for activating learners in the instructional process

It is therefore that workshop topics included:
•	 Understanding language acquisition theories and 

approaches, leading to proficiency-based language 
instruction.

•	 Tools for maximizing instruction (including classroom 
management)

•	 Understanding proficiency levels, using the matrix from the 
American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages 
(ACTFL)

•	 Elements in lesson design and activating the learners
•	 Language acquisition processes, mainly Comprehensible 

Input/Intake

92.1%  
of teachers agree that 
they were able to develop 
meaningful relationships 
with school staff, teachers 
and students

“I wait for TALMA all year 
long, and after every summer 
I take back what I’ve learned 

in TALMA to the class that 
I teach in throughout the 
school year. That’s how I 

become a better teacher” 
Gilad Blinder,  

Pardes Hanna, Israel

98%  
of the Israeli teachers 
believe that TALMA will 
improve English teaching 
during the school year



Main variances between the different 
teaching tracks
Teachers at all 18 towns had been divided into 6 different living 
locations: 
1. The teachers that taught in Marom HaGalil, Beit Jan and 

Ram'e stayed at a local inn in Sefad.
2. The teachers that taught in Nazareth Illit, Migdal HaEmek, 

Jezreel Valley and Menashe stayed at a local Kibbutz hotel 
called “Nof Tavor”.

3. The teachers that taught in Jerusalem stayed at the “Lev 
Yerushalayim” and "Migdal Yerushalayim"  hotel apartment 
buildings.

4. The teachers that taught in Rehovot, Ashkelon, Ofakim, 
Hevel Yavne and Kiryat Malachi stayed at the “Regina Goren” 
inn in Ashkelon. 

5. The teachers that taught in Mizpe Ramon, Dimona, Yeruham 
and Ramat Negev stayed at the apartments TALMA rented in 
Mitzpe Ramon for the full year program. 

6. The teachers that taught in Ben Shemen stayed at the Ben 
Shemen Youth Village staff quarters.

Activities for non-Israeli Teachers
Weekends: Of the four weekends in Israel, two were 
programmed and two were free. The first programmed weekend 
was aimed to allow everyone to prepare together for the 
upcoming challenge, learn from the returners about the previous 
best practices and create new friendships that led to spending 
future free time slots together. 
The second programmed weekend took place in Jerusalem, and 
was aimed to celebrate a successful month achievements, group 
evaluations and closure of all kinds.   
Programed weekends aimed to give teachers the sense that 
they are part of a larger community of educators, and grant 
them time to reflect on what could be achieved on personal and 
professional levels. 

Weekdays: Teachers participated in two activities each week:
•	 Mentor evening: one small group session with an Israeli mentor 

(all mentors were members of Hotam-Teach First Israel);
•	 Enrichment program: one large group (region-based) session 

about social entrepreneurship in Israel.

Each “mentor evening” was divided into three parts:
•	 Learning on subjects related to education and teacher-

student relationships in Jewish sources (sources were chosen 
by Bina and Kolot, two organization dedicated to Jewish 
pluralism and social action in Israel, while study sessions 
were written by a “Teach for America” trainer Carli Gribov);

•	 Small group dinner;
•	 An opportunity to share in a small group setting both 

“meaningful moments” and “challenging moments” 
experienced at school during the past week.

This activity framework proved to be highly age appropriate for 
the participating non-Israeli teachers, most of whom were young 
professionals aged 25-35.

86%  
of the teachers believe 
that TALMA has raised 
student's level of 
confidence when 
speaking English

98.4%  
of teachers agree that 
the TALMA experience 
deepens their connection 
to Israel



Israeli Mentors for American 
Teachers
In 2018, all of the 22 Israeli mentors were alumni of the Hotam 
(Teach First Israel) program, which is dedicated to closing social 
gaps by providing quality education to Israeli children (based on 
the Teach For America model). 

Each Mentor was responsible for 10-15 non-Israeli teachers.  
The Mentor also served as a mediator bridging language 
and cultural gaps between the local teachers and the school 
principal. The Mentors also served as one of the Israeli teachers 
at her or his school.

The mentors were also responsible for planning and leading  
the weekly “mentor evening” sessions held with the non-Israeli 
teachers. 

Key Statistics Related to  
Israeli Teachers

90% of the participating Israeli teachers are on staff at the same 
schools during the regular school year, which provides important 
continuity. Some 92% of the Israeli teachers who participated in 
2017 applied to teach in 2018 once again.

New Daily School Schedule

Throughout the year leading up to the summer of 2018, TALMA’s 
Pedagogical Committee and curriculum designers worked on 
changing and improving the program. In addition to changes in 
lesson plans, the committee also changed the daily schedule. 
The first half of the day focused more on in-class instruction, 
while the second half of the day was characterized by class and 
school projects, elective activities, and workshops in English 
led by both Israeli and non-Israeli specialists. Additional English 
speaking facilitators led special workshops and electives in 
science, art, music, yoga, drumming, magic etc. as part of the 
day to day curricula.

85%  
of teachers believe that 
the TALMA experience is a 
professional development 
experience that they will 
benefit from when they 
get back home

"We have incredible kids that 
have soaked in everything 

we have taught them. On the 
first day they didn't really 

understand what I was saying 
or what I was asking and 

everything felt a little bit new. 
By the end of the program 

we had kids coming up and 
speaking to us or even writing 
paragraphs about themselves 
in English. This school is home 
for me now, and I hope I'll be 

back again next year"  
Michelle Bader,  
Toronto Canada



TALMA 2.0  
The Full year program

An internal report commissioned by the 
Ministry of Education from the Central Bureau 
of Statistics shows that the chronic shortage 
of qualified teachers has contributed to a 
consistent drop in English-language proficiency 
among Israeli high school graduates over the 
years.

According to the Central Bureau of Statistic, 
roughly 14,000 English teachers are employed in 
the Israeli school system. English is mandatory 
from Grade 4 on, and in many schools even 
earlier. However, the common estimation is 
that there are over 500 unfilled English teaching 
positions, mostly in elementary schools, for the 
existing teachers are referred first to the high 
school students needing to pass the English 
matriculation exam in order to receive a high-
school diploma. 

The Ministry of Education insists that the 
shortage is localized and not in the hundreds. 
In response to the issue, the Ministry has said 
that contrary to what has been claimed, the 
Ministry makes it difficult to bring in teachers 
who do not have the necessary certifications 
and will not allow reforms making it easier to 
bring in unqualified teachers. In the isolated 
places where there are shortages, the Ministry 
will provide the appropriate solution.

Acknowledging TALMA’s strengths and 
ability to create meaningful experiences for 
thousands of students led by Israeli and non-
Israeli teachers, The Ministry of Education had 
approached TALMA with a question about the 
ability to put together a full year program. This 
kind of a program could be a ‘game changer’ for 
peripheral communities throughout the entire 
school year, and not just during the summer. 
  

TALMA had respectfully decided to rise to the 
challenge, and had partnered with MASA Israel, 
the Atid Plus Foundation, the Rashi Foundation, 
the Seed the Dream Foundation, Ben Gurion 
University and 4 municipalities in the Negev, 
launching the first ‘Community of Educators’ 
in August 2017, and the second community in 
August 2018. Members of this community serve 
schools in Dimona, Yeruham, Mizpe-Ramon 
and Ramat Negev.  

This community of educators includes 20 non-
Israeli teachers that had previously taught 
English through the TALMA summer program, 
as well as 20 Israeli teachers that specialize 
in other subjects lacking certified teachers 
such as math, science, history etc. All teachers 
serve as true pioneering role models, in a 
framework addressing 3 main needs of young 
professionals:

1. A full time job and salary
2. Personal and professional development
3. A rich social life

Most teachers live in Mizpe Ramon and travel 
to the different schools 4 days a week. They 
study together once a week at the university 
and take part in prestigious courses about Israel 
and Israeli society along with additional English 
speaking students living in southern area. All 
teachers have access to all social clubs and 
events on Ben Gurion University campus, and 
take Hebrew lessons on a weekly basis. 
   

91%  
of teachers have already 
requested to return to the 
program next summer

“I had the most incredible experience over the past 4 weeks and 
I am so grateful to have been chosen to partake in the program. 
I learned so much not only from the personal and professional 
development seminars but from my co-teacher, the American 

teachers, the Israeli teachers and all of the wonderful children at 
my school in Ofakim”  

Stephanie Fainman, Melbourne, Australia



The new TALMA initiatives 

TALMA will be launching two new initiatives in 
the fall of 2018:

A.
TALMA 3- A community of TALMA teachers 
in Ashkelon has been established by TALMA 
teachers that have made Aliya after finishing 
the full year program in Mitzpe Ramon. These 
teachers will go through a full absorption 
process, and will receive additional grants 
and opportunities from TALMA aside the ones 
presented to them by the Israeli government. 
Teachers will be offered full teaching positions 
in the area of Ashkelon and Kiryat Malachi, and 
will have the opportunity to study together with 
the teachers on the full year program at Ben 
Gurion University in Be'er Sheva once a week. 
The teachers making Aliya will also be provided 
with a full Ulpan program that can allow them 
to complete their Hebrew language studies as 
soon as possible.

B.
TALMA teachers at the new KAMA TECH 
center in Bnei-Brak for the Ultra-Orthodox 
seeking to join the Israeli workforce- Thanks 
to a grant from the Steinhardt Foundation, 
TALMA teachers will be teaching English to 
adults from the Haredi sector at a unique 
center established to facilitate a successful 
integration of the Ultra-Orthodox Jews into the 
Israeli high-tech workforce.  The Haredi sector 
comprises 12% of the population in Israel. 
However, based on the rapid growth of this 
sector, by 2030 it is estimated that over 40% 

of the population will be Haredi. The Ultra-
Orthodox community is characterized by low 
employment rate, sever poverty and hence a 
low contribution to the economy. Today, the 
Ultra-Orthodox (ages 25-65) comprise 7% of 
the Israeli workforce, but only 44% of them 
work. In 20 years, Haredim will represent 18% 
of the workforce in Israel. This means that the 
issue of Haredi employment is a top priority, 
and requires an urgent response.
Israel is known for its’ innovative and vibrant 
hi-tech ecosystem. Many leading international 
companies thus establish R & D centers in 
Israel. In recent years, a growing lack of 
engineers has developed in the local hi-tech 
industry, which could lead companies to seek 
personnel solutions outside Israel. At this 
point of time, the needs of Israeli society and 
the local hi-tech industry intertwine. The 
integration of talented young Haredim in hi-
tech companies can be an ideal response to 
the need of the hi-tech world in Israel for well 
trained and enthusiastic workers. The KAMA 
TECH management has identified a need for 
English lessons at the center. Haredi startups 
and entrepreneurs are seeking to learn English 
language foundations and "Business English" 
that could allow them to trade with potential 
partners and clients outside of the country. 
Thanks to the grant from the Steinhardt 
Foundation, TALMA teachers will be working 
at that center and advancing the Haredi adult 
students on a regular weekly basis.  

Ashkelon

Tel Aviv

Haifa

Jerusalem

Beer Sheva



Youth Villages are a novel and interesting concept; an idea 
unique to Israel. The key idea is: let’s create a place where kids 
ages 10 - 18 can escape a potentially dangerous or poisonous 
environment to a safe place where they can LEARN. 

 What does it mean to learn? Learning doesn’t strictly consist 
of a formal education. It is not simply waking up, going to class, 
coming home, and studying. The goals of education and learning 
are to prepare students (people of all ages) for what may come 
next. In Israel, what comes next is the IDF (Israeli Defense 
Force - mandatory military service). In the United States we do 
not have mandatory military service. Students have the option 
of enlisting in the military, entering the workforce, or going to 
college/university upon high school graduation. 

Does every student in the USA (the wealthiest country in 
the world) have this opportunity? Unfortunately not! There 
are too many of our children who grow up in broken homes 
and because of this are thrown into a cycle. A cycle that is so 
difficult to break out of that most never are able to. If a child 
is born into poverty or a broken home in the United States, 
chances are that she will attend unfunded, underserved schools 
throughout her educational career. This just makes it that much 
harder her to break the cycle of underperformance. 

So what are some of the examples of these types of students? 
They range from students whose parents are addicted to drugs 
or alcohol, students who have a single parent who is unable to 
or refuses to work, students who live in abject poverty, students 
who live in abusive homes, or even students who are going up 
in a single-parent household where the parent works multiple 
jobs just to make ends meet. All of these are examples of the 
sort of students who are in dire need of a youth village to help 
them break the cycle that might have affected their parents or 
other family members. 

Back to the idea of youth villages and how they can be game 
changers for children in the states. 

I just spent the past three weeks living and teaching at Ben 
Shemen Youth Village in Israel. The idea behind Ben Shemen 
is this: One: provide a quality education for all students. Two: 
teach all of the students about hard work by requiring all 
students to work on the farm in some capacity. Three: Pluralism. 
In the world we live in now it is so important that people learn 
to get along with one another. Everyone comes from a different 
background and in order for us all to strive we must be willing to 
work with those who differ from us. 

Ben Shemen accepts students from elementary school age all 
the way up through high school students. They provide housing, 
food, healthcare, clothing, education, and any other items/
necessities that a young person may require. For those who 
are unable to go home during the summer due to unsafe living 
conditions, Ben Shemen allows them to stay at school and earn 
money by working. 

This concept is unheard of in the United States. There are 
approximately 450 students who reside at Ben Shemen. Those 
students interact with 180 staff members, including over 20 
psychologist/therapists. Every three months (once per quarter) 
students are evaluated by every staff member who comes into 
regular contact with this him in order to determine whether 
or not it is in that child’s best interest to continue living and 
studying at Ben Shemen. 

When I learned about all of these things, I almost fell out of my 
chair. What an unbelievable amount of dedication, passion, and 
love it takes to run this program!
What is in the best interest of the child and other children in 
the village? Does this idea even come up when we discuss 
underserved low-income children in the states? When social 
services removes a child from his home because of abusive or 
drug addicted parents, what is the thought process? 

A youth village may sound like a group home, but it could not 
be further from the truth. The village has counselors that work 
with and stay with the kids each day/night. It has therapists 
that meet with the students each week to dive deeper into 
their backgrounds and emotions. There are teachers who 
come to work with students they know are coming from tough 
backgrounds. The students are required to clean their dorms, 
clean the dining halls, work around campus, put in work on the 
farm, and learn. 

When the students graduate high school and enlist in the 
military many come back and stay at Ben Shemen during their 
mandated leaves. And most importantly, when their service 
is up or they finish at university these former students (now 
grown adults) return to Ben Shemen to work. They come back 
as counselors and teachers to help the children that used to be 
like them. 

Although some of these ideas may appear to be all over the 
place the focus is clear. The United States needs to adopt a 
system such as this one to help our most vulnerable youth 
develop into some of the strongest and most capable members 
of our society. As a teacher for the last seven years, I have 
learned that any child has the capability to learn and be 
successful. It is our job as members of society to provide the 
best opportunities to allow them to reach their goals. 

I firmly believe that bringing this model to the United States 
would create an enormously positive impact in our fight against 
poverty, unemployment, and other societal woes. We can learn 
so much from Ben Shemen and know that taking this model to 
the states would serve the communities around the villages in 
ways we cannot even imagine. 

The current system is failing our youth. Our childhood homeless 
rates are embarrassing. We have too many children who are not 
sure of where they are going to sleep or where their next meal 
will be coming from. This is an opportunity to help put an end to 
childhood poverty and grow the next generation. A generation 
that, as Israel has shown, will not forget. 

Would we rather continue down the same path of removing 
children from their homes, only to put them in a situation that 
is only slightly better? Or do we want to give a young person 
an opportunity to grow, learn, and thrive? To work with and 
learn from their peers in the classroom, the living area, and the 
workspace. 

The opportunity is there. Ben Shemen has shown us how we 
can develop and execute a program such as this. All we need 
now is the leadership, the passion, and vision to see it through. 

Who will be the first to bring this novel idea across the ocean to 
the United States? 

Will it be me? Maybe. 
Will it be you? Hopefully. 
Let’s start dreaming on how to bring these lessons home…

Zack Kroll is a first year Talma Fellow ('18) teaching 
at the Ben Shemen Youth Village. During the regular 
school year, Zack is a high school math teacher at 
Fulton County School District in Roswell, Georgia.

Special thanks to our partners and friends at Seed the Dream 
Foundation, Schusterman Foundation, Steinhardt Foundation, and 
Ben Shemen for making this partnership at Ben Shemen possible.

The TALMA Fellows' Blog Stories from the TALMA website

Seed(ing) the Dream: Taking TALMA Home
by Zack Kroll, TALMA teacher in Ben Shemen
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