Chapter 11: The Contribution of the Peer Group to the Participants’ Teaching Development
The initiators, planners and many of the teachers of the Revivim program attributed great  importance to the existence of a group of outstanding students preparing themselves to teach Jewish subjects. While the Revivim program planners were confident that such a group of students would be able to influence academic departments and encourage a high level of achievement among their students in the future, it is unlikely that any of them anticipated that the participant group itself would serve a source of learning or personal and pedagogical development in the same way as did study sources and other opportunities offered by the university
. It seems that those responsible for Revivim regarded the participant group as a collection of individuals, albeit individuals with higher academic potential than their peers in the university departments. Nonetheless, it is doubtful that any of the Revivim leaders expected that the participants themselves would consider the group of great importance, despite the fact that the program did include group components, such as educational studies in a closed group framework, a number of unique content courses and “learning in small group” enrichment sessions conducted outside the academic credit program.
The findings of this study, which are based on the participants’ narratives, were remarkable for their revelation of the high regard in which the group was held by the program participants during the years of study and training. The participants valued not only the pleasures of social encounters with their peers and the help that participants offered each other in working  together to tackle their required workload, such as copying and translating articles. Participants also appreciated the contribution of their group of colleagues to their personal and professional growth and development in various relevant fields.

In the first chapter of the book discussing the motives for joining the program, the participants emphasized that Revivim’s closed and rather defined group framework was an important motivation for joining the program. Some of the participants had already experienced one or two years of academic studies at universities, and the phenomenon of being one of many anonymous students filling a lecture hall alienated them. Therefore, when they were offered the opportunity to join a relatively small group and advance together on a journey of studying, they were favorably impressed. In addition, the fact that this group was identified as one with an outstanding group of high quality members was an attractive factor for them. Nevertheless, none of the participants expected that the program would create a cohesive group of students who would maintain a dynamic among them over time leading to their personal and professional growth. This chapter will review the group’s place in the growth of the participants during and after their years of training.
The First Year

In the first year of the program, which, more than others, was characterized by formal courses and meetings of the student group, participants rarely referred to the student group. During this year, the academic requirements were high, particularly in the humanities departments, which sometimes created tensions. Toward the end of this year, the students’ relationships began to coalesce. “Suddenly I knew a lot of colleagues. Everyone is completely different. Everyone is a unique person. We have views and beliefs all over the political and religious spectrums. At the beginning of the year, there were a lot of arguments and friction. Towards the end of the first year, there is more patience in informal discussions. You see the problems of other people and how they live” (Orna
).

The Revivim students began taking the first steps of cooperation and collaboration similar to those acceptable among students sharing academic courses together: “I had no problem taking it upon myself to organize the copying of the texts to make it easier for everyone. Or to study with someone else, so we could learn from each other. We are a group of twenty-four students and this is a very significant advantage” (Rami). Towards the end of the first year, there were already group social activities not directly or indirectly related to the academic study framework. “I can give you an example. Tonight we had a meeting of the whole group to celebrate the coming holidays. Something beautiful has been created here that is also new to me
.” It seems that while the participants did not originally consider themselves as a separate social group, there was a natural process leading to this outcome. 

The Second Year

In the second year of the program, the participants began to practice teaching inside a real classroom, which presented them with challenges and difficulties. They came to realize that mutual assistance with their colleagues could help: “I have to consult with friends who study with me a lot. We sit together and prepare lesson plans” (Shirley). Assaf, a great believer in the power of group organization, still was not enthusiastic about these new interactions, feeling that they were merely coincidental and utilitarian: “These meetings occur unintentionally and are not very meaningful. They happen because we’re working together now, teaching the same material at the same time. It is comfortable working together. We definitely enrich each other. This informal group activity needs to be institutionalized by the program and its leaders.”
Despite Assaf’s comment, some participants were positive about the group’s contribution, emphasizing the intellectual atmosphere which characterized the Revivim group. “I learn a lot from the group discussions on several subjects. I really feel I’m learning from the group. There are specific friends from whom I have a lot to learn” (Shira). “I know that I am able to work at and reach the level I have today mainly because I am around good people” (Rami). There was one participant who was less enthusiastic about the group, especially when he looked back at the first year, judging that some participants had pushed themselves more and some less so. “This year is better and those who spoke less now have an opportunity” (Amos).

The literature on teacher training indicates that in some training programs, generally structured training programs which provide the student group a long period of study, the students constitute a distinct learning group. “Learning community,” “group of learners” or “group of colleagues” are terms that define situations in which the social environment allows a group of students to develop interactive relationships and influence one another. The theory of social learning emphasizes participation in the community as a basis for learning and the process of building a professional identity. Such cooperative learning requires trust and a sense of belonging within the group, and emphasizes the maintenance of support as one of the most important roles of “learning communities.”
In comprehensive interdisciplinary studies in the fields of psychology, cognition and brain science, which track the human learning process, a number of learning concepts are examined. One study presents the strong impact of “group learning” on consciousness and thinking. Lev Vigotzky
 was one of the most important thinkers in this field, his theory introducing a new constructivist stream called “social constructivism
.” Vigotzky’s approach differs from other constructivist approaches, such as that of Piaget, in its relative detachment from the environmental context. Generally
, social constructivism emphasizes
 the environmental and cultural factors which affect consciousness and thinking. According to this approach, cognitive development is created through dialectical interaction between the individual and the social world. The individual constructs the social dimension, and at the same time, the social dimension constructs the individual. Learners or students are  both the products and creators of culture. Learning is perceived as a dynamic activity in which learners participate in the community and in the learning process, becoming part of it and contributing their part in its construction. Consequently, learning requires social interaction, discourse, communication, and negotiation.

The Third Year

The extra-academic group activities that seemed seemed sporadic and random in the first two years of the program became virtually essential in the third year. “We consult and build the lesson plans together. It’s very helpful” (Naama). In this year, the participants in the program often taught the same curriculum and their joint work was actually helpful professionally. Beyond the professional benefits, participants also experienced personal satisfaction. “I work very well with my friends. It’s fun that there are people you can talk to and work with. We exchange ideas. The fact that we teach the same curricula is certainly a major advantage” (Ziva). The collaboration among the student teachers took place without institutional intervention and was based on friendships and a sense of personal enrichment. “I am building the program with my friends. It’s something I’ve been dreaming of doing for years. This is the right way of working for me. It enriches me a lot” (Iris).

There were also partnerships between the students and teachers. These were not limited to joint planning, but also involved the professional development of the program participants and carrying out functions that were usually reserved for the academic staff. “We consult a lot together, watch each other” (Kfir). However, there was one participant who did not share this enthusiasm and expressed reservations about the idea of ​​being together as a group for four years. “I think that this group structure is not healthy for four years old. People should meet with more people, to experience more worlds. It is not healthy at this stage of life to be in such a state for so long. It undermines the participants’ development.
” Yoel, too, pointed to what seemed problematic to him in the group: “The students became like a workers’ committee, with which the academic teachers should negotiate, instead of dealing with studies.” 

The Fourth Year

In the fourth year, the student teachers had more or less completed most of their obligations for the theoretical courses in education. They had already received their bachelor degrees and they were in the midst of their master’s studies. At this stage, the teaching internship, amount to five teaching hours a week, assumed a more dominant position. The participants were now teaching in many schools; indeed, each one was teaching in a different school. Under these circumstances, it could be expected that the group interactions would dissolve. In fact, the opposite occurred, with the importance of the group framework peaking in this year. “In preparing Bible lessons, there was mutual work with a few of us, and it was really important. This is amazing support” (Kinneret). Assaf emphasized that he preferred working with his student colleagues than with the program’s pedagogic advisor: “I don’t really get help from academic training; many times we do it ourselves. We just build lessons together, talk about them, and consult with each other.”
Towards the end of the training period, the participants were able to evaluate the impact of the group. Some noted that their colleagues had “opened their minds.” “I had contact with specific people in the group. It was a significant group. This has greatly expanded my horizons” (Reut). “I met some of the best people in the world. Really, I think these are the highest quality people. I have no words to express it. It was truly a privilege for us to be together, more than what we learned in the program. It was something amazing” (Iris). At the end of the study period some acknowledged problems with such intense group meetings. “There are those who speak a lot and there are those who are silent. I was silent. There is always a division” (Naama).

The connection among the members of the group was deepened by the fact that they underwent similar personal experiences during the four years of the program. “We went through similar things, got married, had pregnancies, joint joys. It was a significant period in life. I could tell my friends from the program how hard it was for me, and they would share with me what had happened to them, and that was mutual” (Shirley). The very deep connection among the members of the group and the knowledge that within a few months the program would come to an end, with everyone going their own way, led some participants to raise the possibility of finding ways: “to continue in some way. To establish some kind of community in the town of Beit Shemesh, to live together, create together, do together, try to build significant things” (Rami).

The German sociologist Ferdinand Tönnies (1887–1963) distinguished between the community (Gemeinschaft) and society (Gizlshft). The term community refers to a group of people who are committed to each other and to the common ideas they all share. They are a group of people with common interests. Society refers to the mass of people bound together in non-personal, even distant relationships. Society is usually characterized by large populations living in a defined place, such as a state or community, sharing a common administration and perhaps a common social and cultural heritage. Community, in contrast, usually consists of a much smaller group, enjoying social intimacy and membership in it is not merely a matter of formal action, as in a society, but depends on the will of community members.

It seems that many of Revivim’s participants, unlike most students studying together in academia, did not considered themselves a society made up of student teachers
 acquiring a shared profession. Rather, they considered themselves a committed community. Moreover, some participants did not want the completion of the program to result in the dismantling of the community. Instead, they wanted to maintain it. The existence of a community of students entails creating a significant partnership in learning and teaching or a collaboration of academic teachers and student teachers. This approach was largely overlooked in the traditional models of teacher education, leading some to believe that its absence contributed to the intensity of “the shock of reality” at the beginning of routine teaching in the school environment. Their assumption was that if student teachers maintained the peer relationships they developed during their studies, it would help them bridge the gap between what happens in the framework of training and what happenings in actual schools. The collaboration and dialogue among members of such a collaborative community could contribute to the growth of and support for their educational work, and the participants in such a learning community could contribute to each other in building personal and professional identities. Some even claim that creating teaching communities, as opposed to a teacher’s society, would promote significant changes in schools. 
Dan Lortie, in his classic book Schoolteacher: A Sociological Study uses the phrase “the mutual solitude of the teachers
,” which characterizes his understanding of an existing but undesirable situation. On the one hand, he notes that the group of fellow teachers has the most influence in terms of transmitting ideas about instruction. However, he also points to teachers’ tendency to work in isolation and to the fact that in the informal encounters between them, such as in the teachers’ room, teachers do not usually discuss educational and teaching matters. It seems that the situation described in this study of Revivim students is quite the reverse of the picture presented by Lortie, with the Revivim graduates’ desire to continue and maintain their community indicating an interesting and potentially productive phenomenon.
Fifth and Sixth Years

After the Revivim program had been completed and its graduates dispersed in schools throughout the country, there were those who expressed feelings of loneliness. “Today I’m lonely. Look, I actually have friends and I consult with them. Not always, because everyone is terribly busy. A lot of friends say there is no one to consult with. I try to create good lessons, but I don’t have anyone to talk with. It was very convenient for me to have someone to consult with during the program ” (Shira). Kfir, who found himself growing away from his friends, was very busy but also lonely in his school: “We were a support group when we were studying together. We would prepare our lessons together. I worked mainly with Giora and we would distribute the tasks between us. He is now far away from me. It was a group process but today I do not feel that there is a group.”
The four years of training and the unusual connections within the group members led some participants to decide to maintain their relationship as a group. “As a group we teach and live in Beit Shemesh. We are here together, living close to one another and helping each other. The group is very heterogeneous, and it enjoys a fascinating intellectual discourse that has reached a high level” (Assaf). The members of the Beit Shemesh group teach in several schools in the town and the surrounding area and meet every week for joint study. Everyone lives with their families, but they maintain strong connections among them, not only as a professional support group, but also as a community sharing a social vision. “We raise our children and work here in the belief that we have to do this and it is important to take part in a social change” (Shirley). 
In contrast to those Revivim participants who enjoyed and wanted to preserve the cohesion of the program’s social framework, there were those who felt, perhaps even more intensely, a lack of identification with the dominant tone of the Revivim students. “There was a feeling that the leftist-political tone dominated and I felt uncomfortable with this. It was very intense and often unpleasant to express an opposing voice” (Amos). Reut, who, after graduating, moved to a remote settlement, physically separated from most of the group. From her new vantage point, she reviewed the role of the group in relation to other elements of the program: “My criticism of Revivim is not about the program itself, but mainly about the dynamics among us. We spent some time listening to ourselves, and did not understand that we needed many pedagogical tools. We did not internalize theories, did not give ourselves any chance to study.”
Still, there were many positive voices. Benny, unlike Reut and Amos, appreciated the group’s contribution: “I can say that the students’ comments during the courses were usually much more significant than those of the academic staff. There was actually much mutual intellectual cultivation.” Shirley, living in Beit Shemesh, continued to belong to the group and agreed with Benny: “The most significant component of the program was the group. I want to continue the connection between us and even bring it to a higher level.” Iris, who also joined the group at Beit Shemesh, said she often had nostalgic thoughts about the group’s cohesion during the program: “There are days like this when I remember my friends and I remember the social sharing. We do it not just because it’s important generally, but because it’s important to how we live.”
A Few Years Later ...

We returned to the participants at the end of the ninth year, after their commitment to the program was completed and they had been teaching for five years as regular schoolteachers. From a distance of five years, quite a few of them relished their experience as part of a group. Kinneret, who did not hide her reservations about some components of the group experience, nevertheless saw the overall picture in a very positive light: “We worked a lot together and asked for help from one other. It was excellent. Today I feel far from the group. I would very much like to continue it.” As discusses, some of the friends decided to live and work close to each other in the town of Beit Shemesh, continuing to maintain a partnership community at one level or another. “The group decided on the move to Beit Shemesh and we are a part of this. It’s not easy at all, but when you believe in it, it’s important” (Shirley).

Most of the Revivim participants who had been drawn to the group meetings during the training period professed that the group had contributed positively to their personal, moral and professional growth far beyond its instrumental help in lesson preparation and joint work. “I think that from a moral point of view, I grew up on several levels thanks to the group. I was mostly silent, but I listened a lot and learned. There were very worthwhile people in the group” (Giora). Iris spoke about the comprehensive contribution of the group, which had affected almost all areas of her life: “I owe a lot to Revivim, to all the training and especially to the Revivim group. I can’t imagine my life without the group. It was a home. Really. The first thing I think of when I think about Revivim is my daughter. In the year she was born, I was at the university from eight in the morning until eight in the evening every day. Those who were with me and helped me in Revivim were my friends.” A similar picture emerges from Shirley’s words: “The most important part of this program was the group and that has influenced my life up to this day.”
Five years after graduating from Revivim, all the participants were deeply immersed in their personal lives, busy with spouses, weddings and children. At the same time, their professional development was flourishing. The Beit Shemesh group continued to maintain personal and group ties. However, in the course of time, even some of these connections dissipated. “The reason I went to Beit Shemesh was the friends. I wanted to continue studying with them. After the four years of intense and meaningful study in Revivim, it was clear that I wanted to continue to learn with them. Unfortunately, somewhat later, I felt that we could no longer learn together. Everyone was busy with their families and children and couldn’t attend  the group study meetings” (Iris).
Along with those who were enthusiastic about Revivim’s group both during and after the training period, there were, as noted, others who did not share such positive feelings. “Of course I did not get in touch with everyone and it’s natural that I connected with a few people with whom I enjoyed a great dialogue. But certainly not with everyone. I’m not in touch with anyone. Do if I miss it? No. I think I’m the only one with no contact with anyone” (Ziva). Kinneret, who had reported that she had not collaborated with her teammates, did not mince her criticism of what appeared to her to be a depreciation of the status of the female students: “As one of the female students remarked, there was something about the lessons that somehow made the females seem deaf. The men really took our self-confidence away. I remember coming to lessons and not being able to understand what they were saying.” Five years after graduation, Yoel’s academic agenda was no longer influenced by the group, but his remarks were measured: “They were very nice people. It’s fun to learn with nice people, compared to what usually happens at university, when you study without a group. But sometimes the group interfered with lessons and there was too much talk. I’ll repeat what I have already said: in general, the dynamics of the  group were not good” (Yoel).

Conclusion

Notwithstanding the reservations of some of the participants, it appears that the words of Iris can serve as a suitable summation of this chapter: “I think the program planners did not plan for it, but the group was the most central aspect of the training process. So you ask how my teaching has changed. It changed thanks to the personalities I met. We learned texts together and learned from each other. There is no doubt that this group encounter enriched me personally and shaped me as a teacher.”
Indeed, the unexpected and impressive discovery emerging from the Revivim program was the group’s place in the professional and personal growth of each of the student teachers. The literature dealing with teaching emphasizes the importance of the community of learners, and the literature on teacher development emphasizes the importance of the community of teachers. However, insufficient attention has been given to the power of a group of student teachers as a community of learners who help each other prepare themselves for teaching. In light of the current existing dissatisfaction with the teacher training programs, the testimony of Revivim participants should pose some interesting challenges and offer valuable lessons for anyone planning teacher training programs. This issue will also be discussed in the book’s closing chapter.
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