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Translation
May 21, 2008

Prime Minister Ehud Olmert’s Speech at the Tel Aviv-Jaffa Conference for Advanced Education Marking “60 Years in Israel: Where Will We Lead Education?”
Madam Minister of Education, Prof. Yuli Tamir,

My Friend, Mayor of Tel Aviv, Mr. Ron Huldai,

Madam Supreme Court Justice (Ret.), Ms. Dorner,

President of the Kibbutz Seminar College, Mr. Yossi Assaf,

Israel Prize Winner for Lifelong Achievement, my friend, the educator and a man who contributed to education and works for it and invests in it, my friend Dov Lautman,

Chairman of the Conference, Dr. Nimrod Aloni,

Director General of the Ministry of Education, Ms. Shlomit Amichai,

Distinguished Educators, Dear Guests,

I came here this evening to present you with my ideas and those of the Government, in the field which is perhaps closest to my heart – education.  However, before that I would like to dedicate a few words to the political developments of the past several weeks which, like the topic of education, shape the ability to ensure our future and security here in the State of Israel.

Today, as you know, an announcement was published simultaneously in Jerusalem, Damascus and Ankara regarding the initiation of peace negotiations between Israel and Syria, under the sponsorship of Turkey.  The announcement this morning constitutes the end of a phase in a process which has lasted over a year, during which we sought to establish a track which would allow for the existence of peace talks with Syria.  To my pleasure, the Prime Minister of Turkey, Recep Tayyip Erdogan met the challenge of mediating between the parties, and after long months of talks and contacts, the announcement was made this morning about preliminary talks.

The renewal of negotiations with Syria, after eight years of stagnation, is certainly an exciting topic, but beyond this it is a national obligation which must be exhausted.  Three prime ministers before me also reached this same conclusion: the late Yitzhak Rabin, Benjamin Netanyahu and Ehud Barak, who, each in their own turn, invested efforts in this channel and were even prepared to make painful and far-reaching concessions to achieve peace with Syria.  The years which have passed since the negotiations were frozen did not improve the security situation on our northern border, which still serves as our primary source of concern for regional deterioration.  In such a situation, it is always better to talk than to shoot, and I am pleased that both sides decided to do so.

I have no illusions: negotiations will not be easy, it will not be simple and it is possible that it will take a long time and may eventually involve difficult concessions.  At the same time, after weighing all the relevant data and hearing the opinions of all Israel’s security and intelligence bodies, I reached the conclusion that the chances in this case outweighed the risks, and with this hope, today we embark on this path.

And now on to the topic at hand;
“Respect your students, and if they are in your eyes children today, they are the people of tomorrow,” said the educator and author Zvi Sharpstein, and I believe this is not at all a simple mission, but it is supreme.

Ladies and Gentlemen, educators and teachers,

The mission confronting you is the most exhausting, and demands tremendous patience, but in my opinion, it is also the most rewarding of missions.  Almost every single child remembers his first teacher from the first grade – and believe me, I remember mine well – the teacher from high school, and all those in between.  You are the greatest influences on children – and therefore on the entire society.

You who work in education on a daily basis know that in education one does not speak, one does – through daily actions and activities.  This Government, which placed education at the top of its agenda, also knows this.  Therefore, we do.

2008 was defined through the activities of the Government of Israel as a turning point in education – and I believe that, in the future, this year will be marked as the year that the change was made, a year which marked the beginning of a revolution in the Israeli education system.

I remember well – and forgive me if I deviate from my written speech for a moment – but I remember well the night we sat in my bureau, I believe until 2 a.m., with the Minister of Education, Yuli Tamir, with representatives of the Ministry of Finance and with my friend Yossi Wasserman so that we could reach the agreement which launched the beginning of a new period with regard to Government investments in education and all related aspects, and we spoke of billions.  And that night, right at the end – and yes, under pressure from the Teachers’ Union, but also out of some inner sense of responsibility of the representatives of the Ministry of Finance, who are never too generous, and with rare persistence on the part of our Minister of Education, who does a tremendous job with extraordinary dedication to education.  We said, “Okay, we will add something else.”  It was zero point something percent, and later they told me it was an additional two billion shekels.  I said, “Ladies and gentlemen, it is two million shekels for education, it is what we need.”

This year the Government allocated NIS 5 billion to constructing 8,000 classrooms in order to permanently solve the chronic problem of lack of classrooms;

By the way, I must point out that 40% of these classrooms will be built for the non-Jewish sector after years of not receiving allocations to which they were entitled in the field of education.

This year the Government resolved that the number of students per classroom would not exceed 32;

This year the Government signed off on comprehensive reforms with the Teachers’ Union;

This year the Government raised the salaries of teachers – and in fact in many cases almost doubled it;

I know that Yossi Wasserman wants more, and so does Ran Erez.  However, this was a far-reaching and unprecedented step.  If I can quote the heads of the Teachers’ Union in that same 2 a.m. meeting, they told me that such a step had not been taken in 60 years – their words, not ours.

This year the State added thousands of private learning hours for students who are struggling and for those who excel;

This year projects like “A Computer for Every Child” and “A Laptop for Every Teacher” continued, a project which will lead to 60,000 teachers in Israel receiving laptops which will be with them always, and which will improve the possibilities, capabilities and quality of education in Israel.

Our dealing with the education system is not limited to these examples.  It is a wide-ranging reshuffling of systems from the foundations to the ceiling.

The foundations were studied by the Schmidt Committee – headed by Prof. Hillel Schmidt from the Hebrew University – and its recommendation to expand the treatment framework for children through the age of six and children at risk is one of the most important steps to dealing with social problems and poverty in Israeli society.  My thoughts on this subject are clear – we must invest in prevention and not in repair; we must act early and not remember when it is too late.  We allocated NIS 400 million to the implementation of the Schmidt Committee’s recommendations.

The Shohat Committee dealt with the ceiling and was established to encourage research and instruction in institutions of higher learning in Israel and to deal with, inter alia, the problems of “brain drain” to other countries as well as to determine the tuition at universities.  The Government allocated NIS 277 million to begin implementing the Shohat Committee’s recommendations.

This Government has invested and continues to invest unprecedented funds – however it is clear to all of us despite the importance and necessity of the monetary investment, money alone will not resolve all the problems which exist in this field.  We need a renewed wind in the sails of those who work in education.

The State of Israel is more than a political entity with an economic system and military might.  The State of Israel is first and foremost a spiritual phenomenon, and its spiritual foundation has profound national significance.

Just as we need physical force and economic strength, we need in equal measure spiritual might for the ongoing strengthening of our national roots, for the ongoing nurturing of the tie each person in Israel with his past, the land, the history of the people, the values of volunteerism and helping one another, and encouraging the feeling of personal responsibility in each and every one of us as good citizen, as well as to connect all segments of the Israeli population together, Jews and non-Jews, Haredi and secular – to provide society with an inner sense of profound solidarity.

We need an education system which will instill in its students the awareness of each of these as well as the motivation to serve the public – whether in the IDF or any other national or social service.

Can an undecided society, one which is divided on many questions of substance, demand from its educators to be mentors to its children?  The answer is a resounding yes, and this is the difficult challenge facing the education system, and first and foremost its teachers and educators.

In the past, I expressed my opinion many times regarding the attitude towards teachers in the State of Israel.

Dear teachers, we know that we must provide you with the proper tools so that you will succeed in your mission of educating our children.  It is more than just appropriate salaries or proper and comprehensive professional training – it is also the respect of all citizens of Israel.

I am pleased to announce that I have decided, in coordination with Minister of Education Yuli Tamir, to set an annual day – “Teacher’s Day”.  This day will be combined with the day marking the activities of one of the greatest educators of our time, Janusz Korczak.  “Teacher’s Day” will include a long and impressive list of activities to which all state institutions and voluntary organizations who rightly view themselves as an inseparable part of the national effort in the field of education as partners, will add – I believe – an additional contribution to strengthen the status of teachers in Israel.

Distinguished Guests,

We must under no circumstances lose our ability to ask questions, even difficult ones.  It is the education of freedom which is, in the end, the secret behind the success of science and Israeli technological advancements.

Professor Isadore Rabi, an American Jew and Nobel Prize winner in physics, once told the story of how his mother made him a scientist.  While all the other mothers in Brooklyn asked their children, “So, did you learn anything new today?” when they came home from school, his mother repeatedly asked him the same question, “Did you ask a good question today?”  “That difference,” he said, “asking good questions – made me become a scientist.”

However, educating the young generation is not just the purview of the education system or the acquisition of knowledge.  It is woven through every stage of the life of a child or teenager: in kindergarten, at school, at his parents’ house, in enrichment classes, in youth movements and – unfortunately – in television.

We must limit the number of hours our teenagers spend in front of the television and have a say in the content and quality of some of the programs broadcast.  Is it appropriate to educate the young, impressionable generation on values of instant success and a culture of “I deserve”, on values of winning a prize or celebrity without their need to work hard and make an effort?

I believe that it is time that those who are responsible for this also examine the responsibility that rests in their hands to educate the young generation.

Dear Teachers and Principals of the Education System,

I wish to tell you something else about our clients, the students and pupils.  It seems at times very easy to criticize them; it is easy to say that “there once was a different generation”, but I think we do them an injustice with such statements.

Our children and teens are smarter, more sophisticated and perhaps more sensitive than we were at their age.  It is true that sometimes it appears the opposite is true, but I know that they have values, they have the desire to contribute and the ability to advance this country to new heights of success.

I meet with them, I talk to them and I see them later, when they serve in the army, full of motivation, and when they join the ranks of academia – with passion in their eyes.

There is no doubt that their abilities obligate different treatment, perhaps a different outlook on the way we educate, but these teens, who win international competitions for their electronic innovations, who know how to use technologies that we never even dreamed possible – these teens must be educated in their own way, and then we will see that the sky is not even the limit.

We love our children, but our large investment in the field of education is not solely the product of our love, but also of national, long-term considerations.  Only quality education can ensure Israel’s continued advancement to its proper place among the developed nations of the world.

I stand before you today after the significant strides in education of the past year.  I know how many efforts you are making to educate our children, and I am proud of this.  The subject of this Conference is “Where Will We Lead Education?” and I know that together we will lead it to better pastures, to achievement and success.

Thank you.
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