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My concerns in writing this review of Teaching Israel: I S RAEL
Studies of Pedagogy from the Field, carefully edited by

Sivan Zakai and Matt Reingold, likely echo the S d N f
concerns of some of the teachers either interviewed tu ICS O
for or authoring chapters in this book. How can I d

possess enough knowledge to delve into such a PC agogy
complex topic in today’s political climate? Given the fr h
timeline for publishing an edited book, this text, Om t C
published in 2024, was surely written and ready for - 1

press before the full implications of the Hamas attack FIC

and hostage taking in Israel on October 7, 2023, ey
unfolded. Thus, I have been plunged into studying a SIVAN ZAKAI and MATT REINGOLD

text about pedagogical approaches to teaching about
Israel across a wide range of students, instructors, and milieux. While I will begin by
stating that both the introduction by Sivan Zakai and the conclusion chapter by Matt
Reingold are excellent in terms of giving structure, explanation, and meaning to the
variety of chapters the reader encounters, including some focus on the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict, the current existential threats to both Israel and Gaza could not
possibly have been included. This has created a conundrum for me as a reviewer.

For many of the potential readers of this book, the questions are even more
fraught: what shall I teach and how should I teach it? How will I help my students
make sense of the current events they see on the television: the demonstrations, within
Israel, both supporting and protesting government policy; the newspaper and social
media articles condemning Israel, of all places, of genocide; protests on college
campuses; in U.S. cities; and the rising tide of anti-Semitism world-wide. The
curriculum expert’s age-old question generally refers back to Herbert Spencer in 1875
here paraphrased as “What do I want my students to know and be able to do when
they complete their studies?”” has now become my focus for this review. What do the
teachers in these chapters want their students to know, understand, value and be able
to explain or defend when they are discussing the modern country of Israel?
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Sivan Zakai states in her introduction: 1. Israel as a subject matter unites and
divides (p.11), and 2. Teaching Israel as a political endeavor unites and divides (p.13).
As the editor mentions, this can be true of many countries at this time in the world’s
history; however, Israel is acknowledged as a political lightning rod almost whenever
the topic is mentioned. To approach the task of “teaching Israel,” the editors have
divided this text into four sections: Part I: The Reflective Teacher; Part II, Using
student voices to examine teacher choices; Part I1I, Navigating the teaching of politics
and the politics of teaching; and Part IV, When teachers learn. As stated previously,
the range of students covered in these chapters is huge — from preschool through
adult education. For example, the first chapter focuses on teaching about Israel as a
case study in migration in a college setting with non-traditional students. One
pedagogical tool the professor uses is to have her students draw maps of the Middle
East. Not surprisingly, these maps vary widely not only both in terms of the territory
mapped but also in terms of the names of locations on these maps. This small
assignment opened students to intense discussions in class as to the veracity of these
maps. The second chapter, authored by a professor at the Marine Military War College
in Quantico, Virginia, focuses on Israel in terms of understanding strategic defense and
military issues. There is also a chapter (8) on activism and identity, teaching about the
Boycott, Divestment, Sanctions (BDS) movement in a college political science class.
These together with discussions within chapters about teachers’ reticence to even
engage in this material was quite enlightening. The introduction, the conclusion and all
13 chapters in between have extensive reference sections that can be used by the
reader for further research.

In fact, it is these very reference sections that I found quite interesting. As I read
the references for each chapter, a very clear pattern emerged. I was able to quickly
divide the references into sources that focused specifically on Jewish education, often
the same or similar citations in each chapter, and those that focused on curriculum
issues or what is commonly referred to as “best practice” in instruction. I was familiar
with most of these latter sources and they do focus on instructional excellence. To
illustrate, Chapter 10 focuses on a pre-school simulated trip to Israel that is apparently
common to Jewish day schools and Hebrew or religious schools throughout North
America (personal communication, Rabbi Debbie Stiel, September 2, 2025). The
simulation reminded me of the History Alive program used by many social studies and
history teachers in a variety of grade levels (https://www.teachtci.com/). The issues in
this chapter focus on the fact that while the activity may have been fun for the
students, the focus for the researcher was if the teachers had formulated learning
objectives for this exercise and its developmental appropriateness to achieving these
desired learning outcomes (see e.g., Tyler, 1949). This, as in several other chapters in
the book, simply reveals best pedagogical practice regardless of subject matter.

Where the chapters become more complicated, they trend to older students,
primarily high school age, involved in the study of Israel in their Jewish Day schools,
community-wide Hebrew high schools or beginning college years. The problems these
chapters bring into focus include student’s Jewish identity given the political reality of
Israeli law (Chapter 4); the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, especially today (e.g. Friedman,
2025; Vilk, 2025), and antisemitism in their public schools and on their college
campuses. The point is made that some of the problems surrounding this teaching is
that there is a huge range of feelings about these topics by teachers, parents, and
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embodied in school curricular goals. There are many stakeholders and deep divisions
within the respective communities. Navigating these curricular waters is quite difficult
for teachers who are not even certain where they stand on some issues. Now they have
been charged with leading class discussions and preparing class materials on a very
controversial topic. Teaching controversial topics has always been a problem (Oliver &
Shaver, 1960). It is crucial that the authors of several of these chapters note that it is
important to be honest with young people when discussing controversial issues and
truthful when answering their questions and challenges. Students know when a teacher
is lying or obfuscating, and it creates alienation in the classroom. A focus on ensuring
educative lessons and experiences is of extreme importance, especially on controversial
topics (Dewey, 1938).

One suggestion is that even while centering on political events, it would also be
helpful to add materials on culture (e.g., movies, books, and music) to help students
understand that Israel is more than just a war-torn country; and Israelis have a vibrant
culture that contributes to the world in science, technology, educational advances,
medical research, and the like (personal communication, Rabbi Debbi Stiel, September
2, 2025). Chapter 7 on Kivunim, a gap-year program, is a wonderful illustration of
these ideas. While the students attending this program are living in Israel, they must
study both Hebrew and Arabic; and they travel widely both within Israel and to several
Diaspora communities — Spain, Portugal, India, Germany, Eastern Europe — to learn
to celebrate the diversity that comes with being Jewish and with Israel. As a sidenote,
this chapter mentions the importance of Jewish youth learning Hebrew, the language
of the Jewish people throughout the world. It occurred to me that rarely is
conversational Hebrew taught to young people in America; they are taught “prayer”
Hebrew to enable Bar/Bat Mitzvah rituals. I spoke with my daughter-in-law, a Jewish
professional currently employed by an organization trying to change this policy, and
she confirmed that teaching conversational Hebrew would enable young people to
engage with the music, movies, and the like that I mentioned above (personal
communication, Sara Rostolder Mandell, August 12, 2025). Then students could read
and understand for themselves about the complexity of issues in Israel.

Given that both of my grandchildren are in high school, have been to Israel on a
3-week vacation, attend a Jewish summer camp, and attend a community-wide Hebrew
high school, I asked my daughter-in-law what she wants the children to know and
learn about the current situation in Israel. Her answer was very clear: “When you love
a place, you work to change it for the better. There are no excuses for current Israeli
government policies.” I bring up this topic because one chapter is a discussion of
teachers’ goal of having their students form a relationship with Israel. The author of
this chapter questions whether anger at Israel for its current policy constitutes a
relationship. That teacher, my daughter-in-law, and two Rabbis whom I interviewed
agreed: Anger can be a legitimate response to the current situation and teachers must
accept authentic responses from their students or trust will be lost. Thus, maybe an
addendum, a supplement, or a Volume 2 is needed to address the current situation.

In conclusion, I found this book to be well researched, interesting, and most of
the chapters well written enough to not make the reader feel bogged down in academic
language. I learned many things as I read the chapters. I often found myself in the
position of the teachers in the chapters: I did not know or understand enough to write
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a cogent review. Hopefully, I solved this problem by undertaking a series of four
personal interviews with knowledgeable people and a semi-structured list of questions.
My wish is that this book does the same for those teachers either interested in or
charged with teaching about Israel, i.e., that it helps them on their search for
pedagogically meaningful experiences for themselves and their students.
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