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The Middle East Children’s Association (MECA) was established in 1996
jointly by Israeli and Palestinian educators who seek to make the peace process
a stable reality for both peoples. While policy makers decide on borders, water
supplies, and security measures, the civil society has the responsibility for
creating a solid, lasting and just peace between peoples. MECA was created as a
response to this obligation by focusing on the education systems of the two
communities. MECA works with leaders in the educational systems, teachers,
and students, and provides them with a time and a place to explore tolerance,
difference, human rights, democracy, and mutual respect (Abdullah & Shapiro).
In January, 2001, MECA decided to start a group for elementary school
mathematics teachers. We were chosen to be the facilitators of this group. Since
we both live in Jerusalem, we were easily able to meet (not all facilitators had
this privilege).
Our first task was to create an Action Plan for our group. This plan had two
main goals. Firstly, we feel that mathematics is an international agreed language
and by concentrating on teaching and learning mathematics, we can try to avoid
most political conflicts. Secondly, we agreed on educational goals such as: 1)
Fostering tolerance, respect and understanding in mathematics class for all
students (all levels, all social classes, all religions, etc.). 2) Making mathematics
class more interesting for all students. 3) Making it possible for all students to
succeed in mathematics class.
These educational goals were chosen based on the reality of both Israeli
and Palestinian teachers today who often need to deal with very heterogeneous
classes. Teaching in the spirit of reform mathematics (e.g., NCTM, 2000), we
felt that teachers needed tools to cope with these classes. We looked for goals
which would interest the uni-national groups too – that is, a professional reason
the teachers would want to meet, and not that they should just meet for “peace
purposes”. There are many resources which discuss effective professional
development (e.g., Friel & Bright, 2001).
We planned several bi-national meetings with uni-national meetings
between them. The idea was that in uni-national meetings the teachers would
prepare activities and then in bi-national meetings would share these activities.
The sorts of activities we were talking about at this stage were games and/or
number puzzles which allowed for maximum student participation. Resources
P. Valero & O. Skovsmose (2002) (Eds.). Proceedings of the 3rd International Mathematics Education
and Society Conference. Copenhagen: Centre for Research in Learning Mathematics, pp. 1-4.

2
for good activities for heterogeneous groups are often based on solving a
common problem. (e.g., Robinson & Taizi, 2000). We planned a product which
would be a booklet of mathematical games and/or activities in both Hebrew and
Arabic. Like for students, for “bonding” a heterogeneous group of teachers, a
joint product is crucial.
Questions which we planned to address with the teachers were: How can
we motivate students? How can I manage a class with lots of different levels?
How do I work with students to practice skills (like multiplication tables)? How
do I teach mathematics for understanding? Which games / activities have value
– are worth doing in class time? These are basic questions which connected
ideas of reform mathematics to the realities of our current situations.
These were good plans, but the political situation was such that there were
no bi-national meetings. The uni-national groups each met several times,
although it was hard to motivate the teachers without the bi-national meetings.
Also, the Palestinian situation was such that travel problems made uni-national
meetings almost impossible for them.
We decided to talk to the uni-national groups about their feelings. We
wanted to see what they thought and what their stereotypes of the other were.
We asked the teachers two questions: What effect does the situation have on the
daily math learning? What is different in the Israeli-Jewish school from the
Palestinian school?
What effect does the situation have on the daily math learning?
Israeli teachers who work in schools whose neighborhood is being shelled
reported that the children quickly became accustomed to the situation, and the
lessons progressed as before. Sometimes the teachers held a special lesson to
discuss what had happened the previous evening, to let the children express their
fears, but otherwise the school lessons were normal. They felt that maybe there
would be long-term rather than immediate effects on the pupils, and that these
would not be especially in mathematics but rather in their pupils’ general
emotional growth.
The Palestinian teachers’ comments dealt with student achievements, the
irrelevance of school, and increasing student self-esteem. The Palestinian
teachers reported that student achievement had suffered. Lessons were often
canceled or shortened, which meant that there was no time for practice and drill,
for review, or for dealing with individual student difficulties. The result was
that weak students were often just left behind.
They said that students’ motivation was low. The students complained of
the lack of connection between mathematics and their “real life”. They had
problems concentrating. They did not feel safe. They were under stress. They
tended not to do homework or to practice skills to make up for lost lessons. The
general feeling was that school was irrelevant – not just mathematics lessons.
The third main issue was the students’ increasing self-esteem and courage, their
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feeling of independence. This led on the one hand to disrespect for teachers and
authority in general, and on the other hand to increasing cooperation among the
students. The students were more willing to help each other. This self-esteem
also resulted in increased mathematical thinking, in an improved ability to solve
problems. However, the situation sorted the students into two groups – the
excellent ones who benefited from working alone and the weak ones who were
ignored.
What is different in the Israeli-Jewish school from the Palestinian school?
The Israeli teachers thought that Palestinian schools were not necessarily
democratic. Also, they thought that the teachers let, or even encourage, the
students demonstrate, even on school time. They also thought that the
Palestinian pupils would be much more politically aware than Israeli pupils.
They felt that the curfews and the economic problems would have to affect the
pupils’ lives. In addition, they though, although they said they did not really
know, that the school system was affected by the political situation – for
example, the textbooks and the curriculum. They felt that the two cultures were
quite different, and talked about the value placed on an individual person’s life.
The teachers were very affected by the suicide bombers in Israel, and thought
that all Palestinians accepted this.
The Palestinian teachers thought that there were large differences between
their schools and Israeli ones. Israeli schools would have modern equipment and
more extra-curricular activities. In general, they would have more freedom. The
Palestinian schools all have the same curriculum and textbooks. Teachers are
given a year plan and must follow it. They felt that the system was very
centralized. They felt they had no professional freedom to make adaptations, no
way to express their philosophy, even if they were more educated than those
who wrote the plan. Yet this centralization can lead to good things too. For
example, throughout the country on the same day, all math teachers teach only
three hours and then attend weekly workshops. Many of the problems of this
system are a result of organizational ones relating to not enough math education
leaders to allow different things to happen (there are only three math education
leaders for all the math education in the whole country).
Conclusion
The political situation did not improve, and the bi-national group never met. At
this point, we, the facilitators, are continuing to meet and hope that the binational group will be able to meet. We are sorry that the teachers did not meet.
We feel that the only real way to remove stereotypes is by face-to-face meetings.
Having teachers meet and realize how similar their teaching situations and
problems are can lead to a real dialogue which then can continue into other more
personal subjects.
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Mutual respect, so necessary for true peace can come only after people
really know one another. The first step in this direction is easier when people
have common interests. After getting to know someone, which is based on
continued contact, then even when formal frameworks break down, relationships
can continue. We are all human beings!
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