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THE INTEGRATION OF TEACHERS FROM THE
ETHIOPIAN COMMUNITY IN SCHOOLS

Abstract

Background

Integrating teachers from the Ethiopian community in the educational system has
become an important goal for the Ministry of Education, towards which resources from
a variety of areas are allocated. One of the main examples of this is the "Tespa”
program, which provides aid and support for teachers of the Ethiopian community, from
the years of training at various teacher’s colleges to assistance with job placement in
schools. Despite the high importance that the system places on this, up to a few years
ago, most of the research has focused on the integration of Ethiopian students in the
education system, and the research-based information on integrating teachers is very
limited. This study was conducted with the goal of closing the informational gap on the

subject of integrating teachers of Ethiopian origin in schools in mind.

The Study’s Objective and Questions

This study was conducted through the initiative of the Merchavim institute and it
illuminates the personal and professional experiences of teachers from the Ethiopian
community in the classroom and in the school. The questions presented in this study are
as follows:
How do teachers from the Ethiopian community perceive their integration into the
school-wide system?
What are the factors that promote or inhibit the integration of teachers from the
Ethiopian community into the education system?
How does the integration of teachers from the Ethiopian community impact the
school?
How does working in the school effect the identity of teachers from the Ethiopian

community?
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The Research Method

With the goal of reaching as full an understanding as possible of the subject matter of
this research in mind, we applied both a quantitative and a qualitative method for
gathering and analyzing the data. For the quantitative part we used a structured
questionnaire that was given to 77 teachers of Ethiopian origin and a comparison group
of 78 teachers who are not from the Ethiopian community. All teachers work in
elementary or post-elementary schools in the secular and religious school systems. The
length of time the teachers had worked in the education system is similar in both groups
(approximately six years). The groups differ with regard to the type of job the teachers
do: management jobs (grade coordinator or coordinator of subject matter) are more than

twice as common in the comparison group (37%) as in the Ethiopian group (17%).

The questionnaire included four topics: job satisfaction (an example statement being “I
am satisfied with my job as a teacher™), the perception of the tolerance in the
environment (an example statement being “in the school they work hard to promote
tolerance and acceptance of those who are different”), being exposed to racist comments
(an example statement being “I have received racist comments from the students™), a
feeling of belonging in the school (an example statement being “I feel like I belong in
the school community™). Teachers from the Ethiopian community were also asked to
describe a well-remembered event in which, according to their opinion, their origin
influenced their process of integration into the school. The quantitative data was
gathered through 15 interviews, among them 9 interviews were with teachers of
Ethiopian origin who are currently teaching, three interviews were with school
principals and three were with teachers from the Ethiopian community who had quit
teaching.

The study’s limitations: the data for this study was collected almost exclusively from
teachers who had integrated into schools and were teaching at the time. Teachers who
had not integrated successfully into schools after attending teacher’s college, or those
who had quit their job, were not included in the study. A separate study is needed for

teachers who didn’t succeed at integrating or those who quit their job.

Quantitative Findings

1. A very high sense of self-efficacy- more than 85% of the teachers—in both
groups—perceive their teaching abilities as high. General job satisfaction is at a
high-medium level (approximately 70% are satisfied) and no difference between
Ethiopian and non-Ethiopian teachers was found.

2. Thelevel of tolerance and respect for other people in the schools was seen as
medium: approximately 60% of the respondents—in both groups—think that the
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atmosphere in their school is one of respect for all members of staff and that the
school does much to promote tolerance. Teachers of Ethiopian origin believe more
than other teachers that the school in which they work reflects Israeli society in full
and teachers of Ethiopian origin believe much more than their colleagues that
integrating teachers of many cultural backgrounds in every school is important.
Exposure to racist comments: overall, about a quarter of the teachers reported
being exposed to racist comments (whether about themselves or others). More
specifically, 30% of both groups reported being exposed to racist comments from
students, 24% of Ethiopian teachers reported being exposed to racist comments and
13% of teachers from the comparison group (the difference is marked) and being
exposed to racist comments from parents was reported by 28% of Ethiopian teachers
and 20% of teachers from the comparison group.

The feeling of belonging to the school was equal in both groups and it can be
characterized as medium-high: about two thirds of teachers had a strong sense of
belonging to the school. We also found that 60% of each group feels that they can
advance and attain central positions in their school. The same goes for feeling that
one can stand their ground concerning their opinions and suggest improvements

which will be heard. No noticeable differences were found between either group.

Qualitative Findings

S.

One’s professional and personal identities are intertwined: during the training
process, students from the Ethiopian community learn that their professional
identity can not be separate from their cultural identity. Two central phenomena
exemplify this process. One is representing the community— all teachers who were
interviewed said that they play some part in the relationship between the Ethiopian
community and the school in which they work and feel that they “represent” the
whole community. The second is an ‘Ethiopian tax” (the phrase is a quote from the
interviewees), as one of the teachers describes it: “7 feel that I have to be the best I
can be in order to show that Ethiopian teachers can be good teachers too”.

An origin-based discriminatory experience: teachers from the Ethiopian
community described experiences in which they felt that they were discriminated
against by the principals, mainly when it came to promotion or attaining positions
within the school, or even when it came to getting hired by the school or expanding
the scope of their job. The official reason given to them for rejecting their request to
be hired or to receive a more important job was not their origin, but considering the
circumstances, they had no doubt that it was discrimination based on their origin
(for example another similar teacher being excepted to the job while the teacher

from the Ethiopian community was rejected).
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10.

Exposure to racism: the interviews showed that all the interviewees (from the
Ethiopian community) described experiencing racism. The racism was directed at
them or at students of Ethiopian origin in their school, or at the Ethiopian
community generally. The racism was expressed by students, parents, or staff
members—other teachers, school principals, or even supervisors from the Ministry
of Education. Some of the expressions of racism were direct and vitriolic, for
example when a boy said “hey, who's that nigger who’s going to teach me? Do you
think so? You re not going to teach me”. And another example of a parent’s
behavior: “/ will never forget this: when I came into the classroom, some mom says
to me: ‘where’s the teacher...’ so I say to her- ‘I'm the teacher’, so she just got mad
and stood at the edge of the classroom and wouldn’t leave. She must have been
waiting for other parents to come...”

Socialization agents for the promotion of the positioning of the Ethiopian
community: teachers described being asked to get involved in activities, the goal
of which was to raise awareness of and get acquainted with the Ethiopian
community’s culture, especially celebrating the Sigd holiday. One of the teachers
felt that she was acting as an agent for promoting tolerance of those who are
different generally, by “taking advantage” of her origin.

The origin’s lack of influence: a small percentage of the teachers felt that their
origin as members of the Ethiopian community was not noticeable to them as they
integrated into their job at the school: “7 don’t remember any situation in which my
origin was part of any consideration while I integrated into my current place of
employment. I suppose that there are some things that are secretly taken into
account, but I am not privy to them”.

The interviews showed that the principal’s role is critical to the success of the
integration by teachers from the Ethiopian community in the school. The principal’s
approach and actions are not just important to the teachers themselves, they also
help to create a school culture that promotes tolerance. The principals that were
interviewed took an ideological stance which sees promoting the integration of
teachers from the Ethiopian community as an important goal and acted in
accordance with this ideology: “and then she [the principal] said ‘I have an
Ethiopian teacher... who has been working here in this school for nine years, but
back when she was first hired, all the parents objected to her teaching the children.
And they all acted in collusion against that teacher, and the principal stood her
ground and spoke to the parents and made an effort so the teacher would stay, and

she did stay and nine years have passed and everything is fine.”
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Recommendations

Actions directed at principals: we recommend developing a ”*keystone” module, on
the subject of cultural diversity and its importance in the school system, that will be
incorporated into training for principals. As part of their studies, principals will learn
about the barriers that teachers from cultural minority groups face and about what they
can do to remove them. If additional hours for teachers of Ethiopian origin are still
granted, the principals must be told this and they must examine what this means for the

teachers.

Actions in the context of teacher training: for some of the interviewees, the training
process included figuring out how their cultural identity is perceived as well as what it
means to be labeled as “Ethiopian” by colleagues and instructors. We see the
importance of creating a space where members of the community can express their
cultural identity, if they wish to. The teacher’s colleges can choose how to encourage

and allow a space like this to be created.
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