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The Israel Academy of Sciences and Humanities was founded in 1959. Its membership currently 
comprises close to 100 top Israeli scientists and scholars. The Israel Academy of Sciences and 
Humanities Law, 1961, declares that its principal objectives and tasks are to foster and promote 
scientific activity; to advise the Government on research activities and scientific planning of 
national importance; to maintain ties with foreign academies of science; to represent Israeli science 
at international institutes and conferences; and, to publish articles that can further science.

The Initiative for Applied Education Research (the Initiative) places up-to-date, scientific, 
critically-appraised knowledge and information at the disposal of decision-makers in the field 
of education. This kind of information is crucial for the intelligent formulation of policy and for 
optimal planning of interventions to improve educational achievements in Israel.

The Initiative’s vision: Research knowledge is an essential component for planning public policy 
or comprehensive interventions. In the planning phase, critically-appraised research knowledge 
supports the formulation of policy whose chance of success is greater, and at a later point, enables 
rational public discourse to take place. The Initiative implements this vision in the field of 
education.

The Initiative’s method of operation: The issues the Initiative addresses are those raised by decision-
makers and it consults with senior Ministry of Education officials and other stakeholders. The 
Initiative’s steering committee, appointed by the president of the IsraelAcademy, is responsible 
for the Initiative’s work program and the peer-review processes of documents it creates. 
The Initiative operates by means of expert committees and by convening joint symposia for 
researchers, professionals in the field and decision-makers. It publishes a variety of reports and 
makes them available to the public. Members of expert committees carry out their work on a 
voluntary basis. 

History of the Initiative: The Initiative was established in late 2003 as a joint venture of the Israel 
Academy of Sciences and Humanities, the Ministry of Education, and the Rothschild Foundation 
(Yad Hanadiv). Since the beginning of 2010, the Initiative has been operating as a unit of the Israel 
Academy. In the summer of 2010, the Israeli Knesset amended the Israel Academy of Sciences and 
Humanities Law, regulating the Israel Academy’s advisory role vis-à-vis government ministries 
seeking its consulting services. The Initiative directs the consulting activities on education related 
issues which the Israel Academy provides to the government and various authorities.
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The Informal Education Expert Team

The steering committee of the Initiative for Applied Education Research established an expert 
team in response to a request from a philanthropic foundation to guide a learning process on the 
topic of informal education in Israel. The objectives of this process were:

	 To develop familiarity with theory in the field

	 To develop an initial familiarity with practice and practitioners in Israel 

	 To understand methods of operation used in the field (in Israel and abroad) which research has 
found to be effective in promoting social, academic or other aims

The concept “informal education” serves as a gateway to a wide world of objectives, organizations, 
methods of operation, target audiences, and players in the field. Different researchers define the 
field in different ways and the array of definitions covers different types of learning that take 
place throughout life as well as specific educational activity intended for a certain audience and 
characterized by defined goals and aims (for example, participation in a youth movement or 
learning computer skills late in life). Consistent with the richness of goals and the different needs 
of the diverse target audiences, it is also an arena filled with multiple players and, by its very 
nature, devoid of a central governing body. The main players in the informal education field 
are government ministries, local government authorities, the non-profit sector and the business 
sector.

The tradition of informal education in Israel has existed since before the founding of the State. 
Over the years, informal education has become more diverse – both in its goals and methods of 
operation – paralleling changes in society, leisure culture, needs and lifestyles.

The expert team’s learning process was spread over the period of a year with the goal of mapping 
part of the widespread activities that take place in the field and in order to create an initial empirical 
and conceptual infrastructure.

Expert team members:

Prof. Shlomo Romi (Chair) – Bar-Ilan University
Ms. Nasreen Hadad Haj-Yahya – Tel Aviv University
Prof. Gad Yair – Hebrew University of Jerusalem
Dr. Hagit Klibansky – Beit Berl Academic College

Expert team coordinators:

Dr. Naomi Mandel-Levy
Itai Artzi
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Executive Summary

This report summarizes a year long learning process in the field of informal education for 
children, teenagers and youth in Israel. Its main purpose is to briefly present and describe a small 
fraction of activities and practitioners working the Israeli non-formal education scene – their 
objectives, methods of activity, achievements, as well as the challenges and obstacles with which 
they cope. The title, “Informal Education for Children, Teenagers and Youth in Israel,” is reflected 
in everyday life in innumerable activities of different types that have varied goals and which are 
operated and funded by a diverse range of organizations and institutions – governmental, local, 
philanthropic, and private. In this learning process we sought to meet with the central players in 
the field and also with a range of organizations and institutions in the area of informal education.

Informal education: Definition and its Israeli characteristics

There is no single accepted definition of informal education. For the purpose of this report, 
informal education is defined as an organized and systematic educational activity (Coombs 
& Ahmed, 1974; Hamadache, 1991) that takes place outside the formal education system and 
provides unique patterns of education to diverse groups in the population in order to attain defined 
educational goals – knowledge acquisition and skills (such as, cultivating or training in personal 
abilities and competencies), leisure education and recreational activities or ideological education 
(Klibansky, 2007; in Hebrew). It is a pattern of education characterized by a unique code whose 
main attributes are its voluntary nature – free choice with respect to joining, participating, or 
leaving the activity; symmetry – reciprocal contact based on equal relations; moratorium – broad 
permission for trial and error; multi-dimensional activity – activities characterized by a wide 
range of skills of equal value; recreation and productivity; peer supervision – oversight through 
explanation and persuasion rather than through prohibition (Kahana, 2007; in Hebrew).

Klibansky (2008; in Hebrew) describes the characteristics of informal education in Israel. One 
central attribute is the perception that informal education is an activity intended mainly for children 
and teenagers (up to age 18). The emphasis on the young ages stems from the common perception 
of the period of childhood and adolescence as the stage of formative and significant education, 
and is also due to the fact that during the period of the yishuv (the Jewish population living in 
Israel prior to the establishment of the state), informal education was shaped mainly by the youth 
movements and was later absorbed by the Ministry of Education. Another attribute is multiplicity 
and diversity, on the one hand, and lack of a center, on the other. In other words, in Israel there 
is an abundance of initiatives and initiators in the field of informal education and diversity is 
seen in almost every aspect and dimension: goals and content, methods of action, sponsors and 
funding sources, the academic background and professional experience of those involved in 
the field, the type and methods of staff training, the scope of activities and their dissemination. 
The multiplicity and diversity enlarge the individual’s freedom of choice, broaden the selection 
available to different populations with different needs, but often create overlap and duplication 
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with respect to both content and resources. Needless to say, there is no official organization in 
Israel today whose role is to support and assist entrepreneurs in the field of informal education 
in terms of guidance, mentoring, advice and logistics. Such an organiztion would be able to 
assist in creating connections and cooperation between organizations promoting similar aims and 
likewise, in pooling knowledge and resources. In sum, informal education in Israel is a large 
field in which many autonomous organizations operate in line with their objectives, their target 
audience, and their ability to raise funds. Generally speaking, cooperation between organizations 
is minimal or occurs on an ad hoc basis in order to promote a specific issue. Furthermore, many 
of the organizations active in the field do not view themselves as part of the informal education 
scene. 

A wide-ranging view of this field in Israel reveals the significant disparity between the level of 
development of informal education in the Arab sector and the Jewish sector. The gap is expressed 
in the number of activities, their quality and in the significant shortage of physical infrastructure 
in Arab localities, such as courts for sports, community centers, structures designated for youth 
activities. The low place occupied by informal education on the agenda of Arab sector local 
authorities is expressed by the fact that until recently, most Arab local authorities did not appoint 
a Youth Unit director. Likewise, most local authorities in the Arab sector are ranked among the 
low socioeconomic clusters, a fact that makes it difficult for them to allocate budgets for informal 
education activities held in cooperation with other organizations that require full or matching 
funding. In addition, in the Jewish sector, there are foundations that fund activities and also do 
so in the Arab sector, but often to a lower extent. Agbaria (2007; in Hebrew) argues that the two 
most significant players in informal education in the Arab sector are the Ministry of Education’s 
Youth and Society Administration and the Israel Association of Community Centers. These two 
entities create content and activities for the Arab sector, but these are often translated from Hebrew 
to Arabic and are not necessarily culturally appropriate. Moreover, broad swaths of informal 
education activities in the Arab sector are overseen by the state, a situation which may reduce the 
motivation to participate. 

In recent years, the “Local Authorities Law (the Director of the Youth Unit and Student and Youth 
Council), 2011,” has brought about an organizational change in the local authorities and in the 
coming years, might impact the entire field. The purpose of the law is to anchor in legislation the 
status and role of the director of the Youth Unit in local authorities which number at least 1,000 
children and teenagers. The law defines the role of the Youth Unit director in local authorities as 
responsible for informal education and for student and youth councils in the director’s locality. 
For the time being, the law is not supported by resources and only very loosely defines the role 
of the Youth Unit director and as such, its influence on the field is as yet unknown. At the same 
time, it may have the potential to be an organizational platform for promoting and improving the 
field in the future.
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Course of work: academic expert team and knowledge gathering

The learning process was spread over one year and included four concentrated study-session days 
in which practitioners in the field presented their activities and shared their experience in the 
field; visits to three informal education organizations; a literature review of informal education 
frameworks in Germany, Holland, and Ontario, Canada; a snapshot of mapping informal education 
activities in Mevaseret Zion and selected examples of museums, libraries and sports organizations 
that offer informal activities in Israel and other countries. Information about informal education 
activities was also collected via a call for information made to the general public. 

Like the learning process as a whole, the report, does not presume to present a systematic, 
comprehensive and complete picture of the field of informal education in Israel. Nonetheless, it 
briefly presents a non-exhaustive description of three “big” issues in the field of informal education 
for children, teenagers and youth in Israel: the first – modes of exposure and opportunities to 
participate in informal education activities; the second – the world of mission based communities 
and its relationship to informal education; and, the third – training staff. Another weighty issue 
examined is informal education in the Arab sector. Since most of this document is based on reports 
from the field, it does not present recommendations for action and only offers a description of the 
teams’ main findings.

Brief description of the three “big issues”

1. Opportunities of exposure to informal education

For those participating in its activities, informal education has the potential of summoning a 
meaningful long-term learning experience, often of an elemental nature. In this respect, exposure 
to informal education is an opportunity and a means of narrowing gaps between socioeconomic 
classes but at the same time, can serve as a corridor to their expansion. Below is a brief description 
of channels of exposure to informal education that were discussed during the learning process:

Local authorities: The local authority plays an important role in creating opportunities for 
exposure to informal education. Today, the degree of the field’s development in the authority 
depends on the authority’s head agenda, and frequently too, on the demands of the residents. As 
noted above, aside from the obligation to appoint a director of the Youth Unit, there is currently 
no “informal education basket of services” that requires the local authority to offer or even to 
enable any activity in the field of informal education. A local authority head who recognizes the 
importance of informal education will invest and foster it, will pass budgets in this area and will 
make sure to appoint a professional to lead this domain. In contrast, the field of informal education 
can also serve as fertile ground for non-professional appointments and can even not exist at all.

Youth and Society Education Administration: The unit in the Ministry of Education responsible 
for informal education – whether it takes place in the school setting (for example, through the 
development of informal pedagogy and curricula on topics of values, identity, ethics, student 
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council development and leadership, cultivating youth leadership, encouraging volunteerism, 
encouraging school trips and youth journeys to Poland), or takes place outside of this setting and 
mainly through the local authorities (for example, through financial support of youth movements, 
regulation, and training officials in the field). Because the Administration is a governmental 
arm, exposure to informal education through this channel is nationwide. The Administration’s 
main target audience is seventh to twelfth grade students.3 One of the Administration’s flagship 
programs is the National Student and Youth Council which counts, in all its stages – from primary 
school up to the national council – 32,000 students from all around the country.

The Israel Association of Community Centers: The Israel Association of Community Centers 
(cultural, youth and sports centers) is one of the large organizations operating nationwide and 
which offers exposure to informal education. The community centers are non-profit organizations; 
any profit resulting from their activities is invested back into the community center. Approximately 
700 community centers are scattered throughout 150 out of 250 authorities. There are roughly 
one and a half million participants in community centers’ ongoing activities. The Association 
promotes three guiding principles: involvement and volunteerism, identity development, and 
acceptance of the other – although each center and each center director adapts activities to the 
community’s needs – whether in promoting employment, enrichment activity groups, treatment 
of violence among youth, or any other topic.

Youth movements and youth organizations: In the view of many, the youth movements in Israel 
are the epitome of informal education and are a significant channel (there are those who would 
say, the most significant) through which exposure is gained. According to a recently published 
report concerning the leisure habits of Israeli teenagers, 20% of teens in grades 7 to 12, sampled 
in a representative survey with respect to SES and gender, reported that they were members of 
youth movements (Romi & Cohen, 2015; in Hebrew).4

Secretary-generals of the movements who participated in our study sessions attested to the fact 
that most of their members are from younger age groups (up to eighth grade) and from relatively 
affluent socioeconomic (SES) groups. A Knesset Research and Information Center report (Sheleg 
Mey-Ami, 2010; in Hebrew) showed that 80% of the members came from upper-middle class 
SES groups and 20% from a low SES groups. Some of the movements invest a certain amount of 
effort and resources in disadvantaged areas but indicate that they come up against difficulties in 
recruiting members from low SES groups. One of the difficulties noted in this context was getting 
the parents to support the activity, whether due to the lack of their availability as a result of their 
day-to-day distress, or due to their perception of the youth movement as a factor that undermines 

3 The Administration is currently considering expanding the age groups of its target audience to include primary 
education, on the one hand, and on the other, formalizing the activity with volunteers carrying out a post-secondary 
year of service and with those in pre-military academies (and perhaps beyond).
4 A soon-to-be-published report by RAMA (The National Authority for Measurement and Evaluation in Education) 
will include data regarding the number of youth movement members. It is important to note that different reports count 
movement members in different ways (including members from lower grades or without them, with leadership training 
courses, or without them) and this is the source of the frequently appearing variances between one report and another.
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adult authority. In recent years, the Ministry of Education is encouraging and incentivizing 
youth movements to open new branches in the periphery and even subsidizes the participation of 
movement members from the periphery (Ibid).

Exposure to youth movements in the Arab sector is a complex issue. In some places, there is 
something resembling a youth movement under the auspices of political parties (for example, 
Hadash), or religious entities such as the Islamic Movement. Alongside these, in some localities 
there are special Arab sections of the Zionist youth movements. Thus, for example, the “Working 
and Studying Youth” movement currently operates in 32 Arab localities; 20% of “The Young 
Guard” movement’s members are Arabs who belong to “Ajial – The Arab Division of the Young 
Guard.” As part of the unification of the Boy Scouts with the Girl Scouts, there are five scouting 
organizations operating in the Arab sector: the Druze Scouts Association, the Arab Catholic 
Scouts, the Israel Muslim Scouts Association, the Arab Orthodox Scouts and the Arab School 
Scouts. Beyond the obvious challenge of holding Jewish-Zionist youth movement activity in 
Arab localities, the movements themselves hold worldviews that do not always correspond to 
Arab society’s political, cultural and religious views.

Philanthropic foundations and third sector associations: Another route leading to exposure to 
informal education is through philanthropic foundations and third sector organizations. In contrast 
with the state, which is obligated to offer universal services throughout the country, foundations 
and associations put a wide range of considerations into play in selecting their area of activity, 
their objectives and target groups. Below are a number of prominent characteristics and dilemmas 
that emerged from the meetings with associations and foundations during our course of study:

a. Tension between educating and content expertise: The content worlds of informal 
education activities – for example, robotics, the art of soccer – are, at times, seen as a 
means to attaining broader goals. At the same time, the fact that the content is merely 
the method does not mean that it plays a secondary role. On the contrary, in order for the 
content to truly achieve its objective in serving as the “inducement” and as a platform 
to achieve educational goals, the activity organizers are required to be outstanding on a 
professional level.

b. Cooperation with a local entity: Organizations that we met with noted the importance 
of cooperating with a local body, most preferably the local authority or in other cases, 
local non-profits or local leadership. Cooperation also takes place on the economic level – 
using a matching funds model – but it is also a way to ensure activity over the long-term 
and entrenchment through the local organization. During the meetings, representatives of 
Arab authorities related that it was more difficult for them to propose the idea of matching 
funds.

c. Solution to a local need: Some of the associations in the field were created with the 
objective of providing a specific solution for the needs of a specific population.
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2. Informal education in mission-based groups and communities

In recent decades cooperative groups of different types have returned to the Israeli socio-cultural 
landscape, including communities of youth movement alumni, urban kibbutzim, and Torah-based 
groups. At present in Israel, there are approximately 200 cooperative communities in more than 
70 localities. About 10,000 people (not including children) are members of these groups. Many of 
these groups choose to live in Israel’s geographic and social periphery – 60% of the communities 
are located in localities defined as being in the 5-7 SES cluster, and 40% in the 1-4 SES cluster 
(Dvir, Ohayon & Zivan, 2012; in Hebrew). Most of the communities are made up of people 
who are not originally from the localities in which they live; about 25% are communities made 
up of local residents. About 70% of the community members are professionally involved in the 
education and welfare fields. Their mission is a “life-mission”: they live a cooperative lifestyle, are 
continually occupied with elucidating and clarifying issues within a framework that is something 
of a social-community study house, and are involved in fields such as education and welfare – all 
in an attempt to reduce gaps and to create social change.

An important point to think about, which emerged in the context of mission-based communities, is 
the tension between the commitment to a “private” agenda – whether the group’s or the individual 
educator’s – and the desire to develop and influence that often involves formal establishment in 
order to receive a “piece of the budgetary pie” and in order to raise the movement’s degree of 
relevancy in the locality and its ability to influence the culture and education scene. This tension 
raises the profit and loss question inherent in making the field more officially established and 
organized as opposed to activity that is free of commitment to an agenda dictated by government 
ministries via support and regulation. The state’s involvement in the activity can be subject to a 
certain loss of freedom – although, frequently, without such support, the activity cannot exist.

3. Training informal education personnel: Formal training and on-the-job training 

Except for directors of Youth Units in local authorities or those employed by the Youth and 
Society Administration, most of the informal education organizations have no legal licensing or 
official training background requirements of employees as a condition of employment (in contrast 
to teachers working in formal frameworks). Those working in informal education frequently 
have professional knowledge or academic backgrounds in diverse fields and most often undergo 
specialized training, or on-the-job-training at the organization where they work (Silberman-
Keller, 2008; in Hebrew). The Youth and Society Administration’s Content, Programs, Training 
and In-Service Education Division provides the training for the informal education position in 
frameworks subject to Ministry of Education authority. In order to introduce academic rigor into 
the field, the Youth and Society Administration and the Ministry of Education’s Training unit 
joined with a number of academic institutions and created study tracks for a Bachelor’s degree 
in informal education, granting graduates a B.Ed., an “Education Employee” certificate or a 
teaching certificate. Each institution offers its own program though they all incorporate theory of 
informal education and theoretical studies in sociology, developmental psychology, philosophy 
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of education, and practical experience. In general, there are two main tracks of study: the social 
community track and the youth advancement track. Differences between the institutions in their 
programs of study is related to a number of factors: the mix between education and treatment, and 
the mix between education and management of education systems. 

Practical training is an important and inseparable part of the studies. Practical experience enables 
students to think about educational dilemmas and challenges and to study through active experience 
(Bekerman & Silberman-Keller, 2004). One of the principles of study in the informal education 
tracks is the theoreticization of the educational experience. Hence, the educational dilemmas 
that come up during practical training and internship are conceptualized in the framework of the 
theoretical courses.

Similar to many other aspects of informal education, in on-the-job training, there is great variation 
between types of training offered by the different workplaces. Differences are found in the duration 
of initial training, in professional development over the course of employment, in the objectives 
of training, and obviously – in the content. Each framework defines its needs, aims, training 
methods and duration. There are frameworks – the large and established ones – that incorporate 
formal academic aspects into training, and in contrast, there are frameworks in which the training 
is itself almost informal in character. Despite these differences, three points of similarity came 
up in the meetings with respect to on-the-job training – mainly regarding the challenges that this 
type of training poses. 

One main challenge is the diverse educational backgrounds of employees in the field, or the lack 
of it. As stated above, many non-profits do not require an education degree or a degree in informal 
education as a condition for employment. Frequently, the prerequisite for employment is related 
to the area of knowledge in which the organization or institution is involved (for example, the 
sciences or sports), and the organization focuses and supplements the employee’s training in the 
field of education in general, and in informal education, in particular, occasionally to the point of 
providing them with lesson plans. In other cases, the organizations seek people with a “gleam in 
their eyes.” A second challenge in on-the-job training is the high turnover rate of employees in the 
field. The third challenge relates to the young age of the instructors. In youth movements, some 
youth organizations, community centers, boarding schools and in non-profits, the instructors are 
in their twenties (often, in their early twenties). In youth movements, young people of 20+ occupy 
management and coordination positions and even mentor younger instructors. The instructors’ 
young age is an advantage in that they are close in age to the participants and as a result, their 
relationships can become more meaningful, for both parties. On the other hand, the instructors’ 
young age means lack of experience and lack of professionalism that is at times welcome, and at 
times, an impediment.
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Main findings

Below are a number of the main findings emerging from the learning process:

Differences in opportunities for exposure to informal education: In Israel, at present, there 
is no governmental organization that sets policy in the area of informal education and there is 
no requirement to provide this type of education to any group in the population. The existence 
of informal education in local authorities is dependent upon the authority head’s decisions. Our 
learning process showed that in this area, there are vast differences between local authority heads’ 
commitment to informal education and their financial support. Clearly, this difference increases, 
or reduces, opportunities for children, teenagers and youth to be exposed to, or to participate 
in, activities of this type. The differences in opportunities for informal education is expressed 
through many other aspects. Thus, for example, the Association of Community Centers operates 
only in places where the local authority wishes it to do so, and even in these places, the range of 
activities and their content is, to a great extent, dependent upon the community center’s director. 
A typical and significant difference is also manifest in the activities of philanthropic foundations 
and non-profit associations. They define their own vision, objectives and aims and work to realize 
them as they see fit. Such organizations are not obligated to provide universal services and as a 
result, they also contribute to the great variance between different places.

The unique contribution of young communities to informal education: These communities 
are formed around an ideological and value-related basis (socialist, religious, artistic, etc.) and 
generally choose to, together, settle in Israel’s socio-geographical periphery, being imbued with 
the idea of creating long-term social change. The involvement of these communities in the 
informal education domain is two-fold: first, their members lead informal education activities in 
the community in which they live, and second, their members are themselves involved in informal 
study and practice of different types – ideological inquiry, study of Israeli society, volunteerism, 
etc. While the “community” phenomenon is not new, during the past decade, young communities 
have flourished and been successful and their numbers are steadily growing.

Formal training versus on-the-job training: Today, it is possible to acquire a degree in informal 
education through a number of academic colleges for education. However, except for workplaces 
under the supervision of the Ministry of Education’s Youth and Society Administration, such 
academic study is not viewed as a prerequisite for employment in the field. Many non-profits 
and other organizations seek people with a “gleam in their eyes,” not necessarily those who 
possess a formal certificate or experience in education, and they themselves then take on the 
task of employee training. Moreover, in some places – primarily youth movements – “lack of 
professionalism” is perceived as one of the field’s fundamental characteristics and accordingly, 
it may also be perceived as an advantage. The tension between spontaneous activity and formal 
“organized” training which imparts tools, a conceptual basis and the ability to reflect, but impinges, 
to a degree, upon intuitive, spontaneous practice is one of the defining and challenging tensions 
characterizing the field as a whole. 
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Informal education in the Arab sector: There is a significant gap between the level of informal 
education’s development in the Arab sector and its level of development in the Jewish sector. The 
gap is manifest in the number of activities, their quality and their access to physical infrastructures. 
Sports fields, community centers, buildings dedicated to youth activities, libraries, etc., public 
buildings are greatly lacking in Arab localities and make it difficult, from the outset, for informal 
education activities to take place. In addition, informal education in the Arab sector has two other 
characteristics that make its development difficult: the first, the lack of a tradition and history of 
informal education, and the second, stemming to a degree from the first, is the lack of development 
of activities especially for the Arab sector and an over-reliance on “replicating” and translating 
activities from the Jewish sector to the Arab sector.
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