Introduction
“Innovation” is an often used word. Almost everywhere in the world, every day, articles, books, and programs are published with the word “innovation” in their title—to the point of making it an muddled catch-all term for many things. In the educational discourse, too, innovation has become an inclusive name for many programs, defined in different ways by different educators. 
There is no doubt that innovation and entrepreneurship today are necessities amid the changing realities of life; their importance and necessity are unchallenged (OECD, 2008). Nevertheless, the question is: What action lies behind this concept? How can it serve educational endeavor? And what are the implications of the use of this concept in an education system that caters to many pupils who have diverse needs, a heterogeneous population from different backgrounds?
This chapter attempts to define innovation on the basis of twenty interviews that present the points of view of Palestinian teachers who work in the Israeli education system while clarifying the role of innovation education as they see it. An attempt is also made to explain why teachers often refrain from embracing innovations with open arms, to ask whether this state of affairs is necessarily negative, and to look into possible recommendations for the adoption of education in innovation.
Educating to be Innovative
Events of technological, artistic, political, religious, scientific, and pedagogical innovation run through human history like threads. In fact, they have surfaced in every area of human activity since the dawn of history. This matter is central in the public and academic discourse in Israel and around the world. The importance of research and discourse flows from the cruciality of innovation for the success of diverse organizations. Without innovation, after all, survival is impossible. 
Innovation is a relatively new concept in the field of education. Most researchers tend to invest it with psychological characteristics and link it to creativity and entrepreneurship. One may say, among other things, that creativity is the ability to generate ideas and alternatives and that innovation is the ability to generate useful applications from these ideas, leading to change and/or improvement in both learning and society. Goldsmith and Foxall (2003) propose three measures of innovation: it must be new, fresh, and something other than what is familiar. From this perspective, it is evident that “innovative pedagogy” defines the goals of education and the desired image of the twenty-first-century learner and describes the curriculum, the teaching-learning-evaluation processes, and the scholastic environment that should exist in the twenty-first-century school. The goal is that by means of all these changes, students will receive cognitive and meta-cognitive knowledge and capabilities with which they can cope with a changing and self-innovating world (OECD, 2008).
In recent years, it seems that innovation in education has been viewed as a prime factor in the education system, a cause emphasized in education ministry programs and recommendations all over the world, including Israel. The research literature points to achievements in educational innovation as crucial to the success of educational organizations (Seely Brown & Adler, 2008). Pedagogical innovation appears to impart meaning to educational activity in school and concurrently to facilitate it.
Many studies stress the immense importance and the advantage of using innovative pedagogy (OECD, 2019). It would seem, however, that the assimilation of innovation is a serious matter that entails meaningful learning and deep attention to the process; it cannot eventuate on its own just by introducing a technology. Fullan (2001) identifies factors that influence the application of an innovation, including the characteristics of the school (principal, teachers, pupils), its oversight (parents and counselors), and its environment (policies, resources, culture). Thus, whenever a change is introduced, it is also essential to reinforce the willingness and capacity of the surroundings to accept it. The evidence in the field of education suggests that it is an immense challenge to adopt a discourse of innovation in educational endeavor. What is more, it comes with a strong sense of opacity that this chapter wishes to contemplate as it makes room for the voices of teachers who, in great part, wish to implement innovation programs.
The Study
Twenty Palestinian teachers who work in the Israeli education system were interviewed for this study. For the purposes of the research, a semi-structured interview was developed in which the teachers were asked to tell “their personal story of educational innovation.” The data-gathering process began with the creation of a list of thirty Palestinian teachers countrywide using the snowball method; from the list, twenty teachers were chosen as an inferior sample to be interviewed. These teachers were given in-depth interviews in order to elucidate the research questions, which included the individual definition of innovation, how teachers perceive this definition, the way innovation programs are applied in the education system, the effects of the method used, and the opportunities and challenges that the application of these programs pose. The data analysis was based on a qualitative method that proposed to construct and understand the characteristics of the individual and of his or her environment by examining and analyzing the story told in the interview. The analysis began with the transcription of each interview, after which the interview was read in its entirety. In the last stage, the author attempted to identify main topics and themes that recurred in the participants’ remarks (Giorgi & Giorgi, 2008).
Findings and Discussion
The Challenge of Innovation
Plainly, no one challenges the importance of educating in innovativeness. All of the interviewees indicated that innovation is necessary and important. It seems, however, that innovation in many schools has become an end and not a means. Most interviewees suggested that they perceive a gap between willingness to innovate and what actually happens in school. One teacher, for example, remarked: “We all know that education has to make progress and ‘adjust to the twenty-first century,’ but in practice, in the field, innovativeness isn’t assimilated quickly and teachers do not always greet the innovations with open arms.” Teachers even claimed that many programs that appropriate the word “innovation,” as in “Education in Innovation,” “Educational Innovation,” and so on, are no different from other programs that are not outcomes of innovation.
To probe this sense of stagnation in the face of innovation processes, this section of the study begins by presenting reasons for the challenges that arise in implementing processes of innovation in the education system, as perceived by the teachers who were interviewed.
First of all, the interviewees stressed that innovation has become a magic word in the education system. Consequently, many schools have adopted it in order to respond to demands from the system and to prove that they are implementing one reform or another and keeping parents satisfied; some even flaunt their pro-innovation credentials on social media. This finding corresponds to that of Perrotta (2013), who claims that innovativeness in education may often be part of a strategy—a medium for self-promotion and marketing of the school—as opposed to a true wish to effect change. One of the interviewees, for example, argued: “To put an innovation program to work […] it felt fake to me, taking pictures of action and computerization to show the world and the local newspaper. […] There’s really nothing that’s true, nothing of principle.”
In the course of the interviews, some participants stated that implementation is difficult due to a sense of murkiness and vagueness that accompanies the process and not due to the wish to market the school. Every teacher, principal, teaching faculty, and education department defines innovativeness differently, they claimed. This lack of clarity has given rise to confusion and difficulty in applying the various programs. Several teachers, for example, stated that they did not understand what was expected of them when innovativeness programs were announced or even when they attended in-service activities on the topic. Thus, a woman interviewee remarked: “Innovativeness has this nebulous feeling. […] It isn’t understood. […] It gives the illusion of being understood […] but really it isn’t. […] Each us grasps it in a totally different way. […] What it is still isn’t clear. […] Lots of principals sign up for anything that has the word ‘innovation’ in its title without any personal or organizational criticism. In fact, a covert rivalry begins—who will do the most to make the school more innovative?”
Many teachers believe that this competition in school has crowded them out of the process and undermined their functioning. Innovation processes in school, which are usually determined by senior school faculty without consulting with the teachers, have made teachers feel as though they are “job-doers” and not partners. Thus one of the teachers alleged in his interview: “There’s no process of shared thinking about how to assimilate an innovation collectively and optimally, in a way that will help us as a team, as educators, and in the learning and teaching process. So really, we’re just obeyers of instructions that we don’t really understand. If so, there’s no way we can do the job optimally. Without partnership, nothing gets done.”
These remarks make it seem that, according to the teachers, the neglect of these processes rules out serious assimilation. The authors propose that a deep understanding of teaching and learning processes would be helpful in assimilating changes that would cope with this problem. According to the teachers, however, knowledge that can be acquired in various training activities is not enough; knowledge, norms, and skills that are essential for better implementation are also needed, and these may be acquired through practice and shared team discourse.
Another explanation for the difficulty in applying innovation programs also ties into the sense of non-partnership, much as other studies have found (Fullan, 2001). This explanation centers on the mismatch between the proposed path of a given innovation and classroom practice. Many innovations fail to take account of the priorities and needs of educators in the field and of their pupils’ needs. One of the teachers said as much: “I’m supposed to be the expert for my class. […] The moment they don’t consult with me, there’s no doubt that the program won’t be a good fit for the needs of the class. It’s no surprise that innovation, at the end of the day, is really a process of preservation.”
The assimilation of innovations is also impeded by teachers’ internal inhibitions. Given that teachers are the professionals who hold the ultimate responsibility for assimilating change in class, their attitudes are material in success or failure in assimilating changes in teaching (Fullan, 2001). If, for example, we relate to the topic of integrating technology into education, we will see, as the research shows, that teachers understand the need for change and consider it important to make progress by adopting innovative technologies and teaching methods, but do not believe enough in technology or in their own ability to assimilate it as required to make substantial changes. Consequently, the process of assimilation is impaired.
The difficulty that the education system and its stakeholders—pupils, teachers, principals—encounter in adjusting to rapid changes in communication, technology, and global innovativeness in the internet era is associated with the massive bureaucracy that exists in the education system, which makes change at the local and national levels difficult, but no less with a paralysis of the mind that affects all players in the system in relating to the role of teaching and the way the learning process should take place and be seen as taking place.
Another challenge is the parents’ grasp of the innovation processes. According to the teachers who were interviewed, no few parents desire change in learning methods and seek it relentlessly. From their standpoint, technology-based teaching methods are the essence of innovation. In this spirit, parents meddle in the educational work and present demands and even complaints to teachers who, they say, fail to encourage innovation. One of the women teachers said as much: “I’m not against a parent getting involved, but he mustn’t interfere. And there’s this vanity: It’s claimed that everything technological is new. It’s educational innovation. Parents often approach me with complaints about how I’m not a good enough teacher […] because I don’t encourage innovation […] innovation as they perceive it, of course.”
Despite the general consensus about parents’ ability to challenge innovation processes, several participants in the study pointed to a challenge that corresponds to their Palestinian national background. Five interviewees indicated that even as the State of Israel is considered a leader in the field of innovation (Barber, Donnelly, & Rizvi, 2012), its Arab population is sometimes left out in budgeting, as Blass (2018) documents in his book on education. Inequality in education also manifests, according to the interview findings, in specific innovation-promoting programs. Teachers asserted that Arab education settings face budgetary exclusion, causing the possibilities of promoting innovation processes to dwindle if they exist at all. A woman interviewee remarked, “Really, there’s no way to accept all the programs. […] Everything requires budgeting. Even if I want to go ahead with an innovation program, it’s not really up to me. Palestinian schools don’t get the same support.”
Many interviewees offered a different interpretation, one related to the social and economic characteristics of the Palestinian population in Israel. As they see it, poverty is not the main challenge. Data from the Israel National Insurance Institute (2013) show that most pupils in the Arab education system are of low socioeconomic status: more than two-thirds of Arab children in Israel (68.9 percent) as against 23.7 percent of Jewish youngsters. A poor population, the interviewees explained, sometimes lacks the emotional and economic disposition to assimilate a process of innovation. One teacher expressed it thus: “A poor child has no spare room for innovation […] at least not the kind that we offer. That is, even if I bring in computers […], get a budget, and give a computer class even though I know that the pupils in my class are poor, that they don’t have computers […] what have I accomplished by doing this? Innovation? I’ve done the opposite: I’ve made them feel bad.”
These challenges indicate that when we wish to analyze the process of innovation in education, we should treat it like the imparting of a new language in a standard and culturally sensitive way that would accommodate the span of differentness among the various consumers of innovation—such as students or society at large, as well as those who deliver it, such as teachers or the education system—a language that speaks the needs and the singularities of each education system and of every society that has one.
Innovation as a Language
Despite the immense challenge that the teachers found in assimilating the language of innovation, they offered recommendations that may help it along in any school—with emphasis on Palestinian schools in Israel—and that may even mobilize every teacher as a partner and make innovation programs more likely to succeed.
First, the teachers regard innovation as a comprehensive process that addresses itself to all systems and programs at the school and not as just another project or scheme. Innovation, they say, is a language that schools and teachers should adopt and one that should correspond to the needs of society and, within it, the education system. Without such a language and process, they insist, every innovation program is doomed to fail.
The interviews show that to impart a language of innovation, a preliminary process is needed and the entire educational team should be mobilized for it. In this process, a language of full partnership should be created and the question of the content and, foremost, of “for what purpose?” should be discussed. This is the overarching question in assimilating an innovation; it should be the point of departure from which the path should be paved and any innovation program should be built. One of the teachers expressed this point: “Before introducing any innovation program, we have to ask why? What? Whom does it really serve? This should be the language of innovation—in fact, this is the innovation.”
The teachers stated that, to carry out educational innovation, preparatory steps have to be taken and an organizational culture should be created that allows its participants to broach ideas, learn from each other, learn from errors and successes, and give room for experimentation even if there is no assurance that the experiment will succeed. These aims resemble the argument raised by Hargreaves & Giles (2002), who looked into the conditions that should exist for innovation processes to persevere. Just the same, the interviewees realized that instilling a new cultural language comes at a steep price. They are fully aware that assimilating innovation, educational entrepreneurship, and start-up conduct as an essential value in education entails continual investment and intensive involvement in learning, development, evaluation, and feedback (OECD, 2019). 
The investment should be proportionate to an internal difficulty that many teachers have: the feeling that adopting an “innovation” means throwing away their existing working methods. This finding, which makes them feel seriously threatened, shows that teachers are apprehensive about changes and what they may imply for their status (Zimmerman, 2006). The interviewees maintained that if the process is gradual, sensitive to teachers’ needs, and drawn from existing forces, the assimilation of the program will be successful. One teacher presented it thus: “It should be explained to teachers who are afraid that adopting one language does not necessarily mean giving up the other language; instead, it means adding new words to our lives […] that are adjusted to our culture.”
Adopting a language means that every teacher must, in effect, ask him or herself whether the innovation is suitable in terms of pedagogy and values and whether it serves his or her self-defined goal. To accomplish this, the teacher should examine the program in depth in order to see whether it is suited to the pupils and to h/herself and, if it is, in what way and whether it serves the values that the teacher wishes to promote. The teachers interviewed claimed that the current definition of innovation serves neither their own values nor the disadvantaged population; on the contrary: it may widen disparities. This perception causes them to experience a sense of failure.
One of the teachers stated, “Today, the innovation programs serve only the strong […] not the excluded; therefore, they need to be really overhauled.” According to the literature, innovation studies have the declared goal of equipping pupils with “twenty-first-century skills.” The focus on these skills indicates that an ideology originating in global economic and social changes has made its way into the educational discourse, a circumstance that is instructive of the influence of political and economic power centers (Ben-Peretz, 2009). Most of the interviewees wondered, as one of them said, “Who’s defined as a twenty-first-century person? Is the definition tailored to different cultures and doesn’t it widen the gap?”
The interviewees’ feeling that innovation widens disparities troubles many researchers, entities, and countries. For example, the OECD is running an inclusive innovation project in response to the need to deal with disempowered social groups at the bottom of the income scale. Its purpose is to show how innovation may be of utility to these groups by reconciling existing technologies, goods, and services with their specific needs (OECD, 2015).
In view of this argument, there is something unique in the definition of innovation that should be considered when an attempt to assimilate a process of pedagogical innovation is made. About half of the interviewees mentioned the need, first of all, to clarify the meaning of innovative education as teachers and other stakeholders in the process see it. Most of those interviewed agreed that innovation means making learning more intriguing, better adjusted to our changing world, more enjoyable, and, no less important, promotive of the exalted goal of creating a better world and making students into agents of social change. As one teacher said, “I want to change the world by means of innovative education. […] I want to create a world that children will be prepared for […] maybe not totally, but they should know how to solve existential problems such as poverty, the environment, etc. […]. That’s a twenty-first-century person, isn’t it?”
The teachers see that education, generally, is meant to serve a reformed world. For many of them, even if they use technology for innovation in an educational setting, the aim in doing so is to narrow gaps, save lives, encourage peacemaking, and promote other causes. They also wish to restore the crucial and important role of the teacher from one of a communicator of knowledge to an educator for life by means of educational action that encourages future generations to think out of the box, be creative, and have the audacity to believe that they can change the future for the better, particularly in view of the many changes under way and the sense that humankind is facing multiple perils.
“We teachers, before anything else, are educators. We’re not just schoolmarms; we impart values. That’s our mission: to teach values such as equality, responsibility, and acceptance of the other, that will allow humankind to progress. […] This is really how our labors will create the greatest utility. It’s also true in the pedagogy that we bring to the classroom. This, too, should be included in deep thinking about what’s appropriate in value and pedagogical terms. If we adopt this approach, we will restore the lost luster—a teacher for life.” So spoke one of the participants.
In the past few decades, the community of educators has come around to the belief that a school should aim to prepare pupils for life in a knowledge society and should equip them with perpetual-learner skills that will help them adjust to a changing world (Fisher, 2000). In practice, this means revising activities and instrumentalities such as curricula, learning materials, organizing of learning, lesson plans, tools, and resources, so that all of them will reflect the philosophy of preparing for a life of continual learning. Romero (2009) warns against squandering the wealth of knowledge that hides behind the enormous quantity of anonymous local educational initiatives. In her opinion, new practices will lead to radical and non-gradual change that will attenuate effects such as lack of socioeconomic and culturally equality, so that both the deprived and the non-deprived will have better access to the experimentation and knowledge that are crucial to the creation of equal opportunity and participation—matters that are largely disregarded.
According to those whom we interviewed, it is possible to educate for innovation even without advanced technology, robots, or any resource-intensive program in class. The school, they claim, exemplifies the fact that what matters in innovative learning, more than modern technology and sophisticated resources, is change of thinking about what learning is, under what conditions it takes place optimally, and how we should teach and for what purpose. One of the teachers whom we interviewed exemplified this: “It seems that we’ve forgotten why we’re teaching. We want a reformed world and education is the way to attain one.”
Some of the teachers singled out innovation as an especially important tool for a Palestinian population that is considered excluded and that is kept at arm’s length at budgeting time, particularly in view of its singular social and economic characteristics. Innovation is much more important in the Palestinian context, the teachers say, because it can create a better future for the new generation. In this context, the purpose of innovation changes accordingly. One teacher stated, “I think I bear a heavy responsibility as a Palestinian teacher. If I can teach my pupils that there’s hope and that they can solve social problems […] I’ve enabled them to dream […] an ability that many of my pupils have already lost.”
Comparative local and international studies, such as Israel’s national evaluation tests, indicate that the socioeconomic gaps in Israel are producing corresponding disparities in education that are large by other developed countries’ standards (Chanan, Casali, & Herskovitz, 2013). Our study shows that the lower the personal background of the student, parents’ schooling, and per-capita income, the weightier and more important the education system and the school become as potential agents of success in studies, assimilation of appropriate values and rules of behavior, and narrowing of socioeconomic disparities. Given the grim background data of most Palestinian schoolchildren, the weight of the education system as an agent that may contribute to scholastic success has grown immensely, and the young are increasingly dependent on the education system as a player that facilitates and paves the way to the acquisition of education and schooling and optimal occupational and social integration (Belikoff, 2014). This argument, in fact, may explain the way Arab teachers perceive innovation programs as sources that may affect the future of Palestinian children and may even transform all of society in view of the many challenges that it is facing.
These data contradict the claim, expressed by some of the interviewees, that they see difficulty in implementing innovation programs among a disempowered and low-income population group. Several teachers argue that the vague definition of innovation has created the illusion of zero innovation in Israel’s Palestinian schools. The moment one understands the importance of innovation particularly for a struggling population group such as the Palestinians, they say, at a time when teachers are allowed to be partners who can define innovation in their own way and in accordance with the needs of the population, and who can broaden the horizon of the definition of innovation, one may find evidence of innovative pedagogy that is meant to serve society.
The interviewees indicated that there are local innovative initiatives meant to serve students and the population by improving their social, economic, and environmental situation. This finding corresponds with Widden’s (1995) distinction between two types of innovations: those at the inclusive (national or regional) level and those at the local one. At the local level, some programs are meant to encourage reflective professional identity and strengthen sensitivity to social justice. One of our teachers argued in this vein: “If we examine our innovative initiatives, we’ll see lots of projects. […] If they define innovation correctly […] that is, creating a better world and equipping children with tools that will improve their future, we’ll see that many teachers are doing tremendous, even life-saving work that no one thinks is really innovative. […] But when you define innovation as tantamount to technology, few schools would meet this criterion.”
This finding corresponds to that of Leadbeater (2012), who reports that innovation in education often originates in venues that lack resources, of all places. Radical innovation, he asserts, often comes specifically from places where resources are desperately lacking, demand is intense, and the resources that would allow traditional solutions to work do not exist. Leadbeater then explains that education should begin with something that would induce change in the definitions of those being taught.
Conclusion
Education is the key to narrowing social disparities between center and periphery in Israel. Therefore, it is specifically in the periphery that the most profound and vigorous educational thinking and work should take place. Additionally, thought should be given to ways of implementing ideas of educational innovation and entrepreneurship in order to mobilize them for the cause of narrowing disparities, thereby giving these ideas a more social dimension. 
In this context, the literature does propagate the assumption that innovation is merely the integration of technology into teaching. However, it also references teaching methods that encourage active and processive study that, among its other benefits, creates critical thinking (Gibson, 2010).
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