Parental Involvement in the Interaction between Educational Risk-taking and Social Status:
Anthropological Research on Private Initiatives 
to Establish Alternative Schools in Israel

Abstract
This work deals with campaigns conducted by parents, in conjunction with educators, to establish alternative educational institutions. It explores the worldviews and modes of action implemented by parents from hegemonic backgrounds in the Israeli middle class, in relation to their perceptions about the characteristics and role of proper education for their children, and with respect to their role as parents in securing such education. To this end, I carried out anthropological fieldwork in the years 2013-2017. The core of this research was the documentation of two educational initiatives. The first was an initiative of parents and educators who tried to establish a democratic school. The second was an initiative of parents who tried to establish a school in the Sudbury model, a particular type of democratic education that is perceived as radical in nature.

The parents in the study were mostly parents of children in compulsory kindergarten or lower grades of elementary school, as is typical of the founding groups of private initiative institutions in Israel. They all came from comfortable socio-economic backgrounds, were Jewish, mostly of Ashkenazic ethnicity, and all in the middle or upper-middle class. By joining the founding groups, they sought to shape the nature of the education that their children would experience, with an emphasis on creating an alternative to public education. The fieldwork focused on close-up and long-term documentation of the initiatives’ members’ positions and their modes of operation, and on the documentation of the educational environment in which they operated. The ethnographic research is based on participatory observation of group meetings and activities, in-depth interviews and conversations with parents and educators involved in the initiatives, and content analysis of relevant documents, social media posts, articles in the local and national press, and the internal correspondence of the work teams.	Comment by Author: Consider also “in-depth”

In this age of increasing privatization in public services and changing processes fueled by neoliberal and individualistic ideologies, the data collected throughout the fieldwork were examined with reference to the social, cultural, economic, and political context within which parents’ worldviews and strategies were shaped. In order to implement this approach, the study interacts with bodies of knowledge that deal with characteristics of the Israeli education system and the processes by which it undergoes change. It also engages with literature from the field of educational anthropology, which deals with the characteristics of intensive parenting in at-risk societies and the relationship between parenting patterns, social belonging, and identity building. The work presents a description of parenting culture that is reflected in the worldviews and behaviors of the respondents, with reference to the local and global influences that shape current development, and with attention to the distinctiveness of private initiatives to establish schools within the particular Israeli context.	Comment by Author: Unclear, perhaps instead use “and societal risk”?

The research questions are: 1) What are the characteristics of the views of educators and parents in relation to the status quo of the education system, the nature of suitable education, and the path leading to such education? 2) What action strategies do they implement to ensure the form of education that suits their views, and what characterizes their interaction with the representatives of the education system in the course of the processes involved in school initiatives? 3) What are the implications for the worldviews and characteristics of the subjects’ actions for their personal and family identity and their social status?

The findings of this work present a picture of parents extending the intensive parenting pattern that is common among the middle-class. They sought to take responsibility for the planning, management, and operation of the educational institutions in which they intended to educate their children. The fieldwork revealed patterns of action taken by parents who sought to assume responsibility for their children’s education, challenging established authority. They sought to shape their children’s education in accordance with their understanding of the world and of their place, and their children’s place, within it. With the help of supportive educators, the parents positioned themselves as emerging experts, who could take part in the processes of change and in the design of the education system. They perceived themselves as entitled to change the characteristics of a field that is officially under the responsibility and authority of its professionals, in an attempt to expand the range of resources — real and symbolic — that they invest in their children's education. 

This expansion of the intensive parenting pattern emerged out of the parents’ agency and entitlement, but also out of an active dialogue fraught with feelings of uncertainty, helplessness, and apprehension. The findings of the work indicate that parenthood is replete with anxieties, conflicts, dilemmas, and contradictory intentions. The parents’ choice to support the promotion of initiatives for the establishment of schools in the field of “unschooling” stemmed from a fear associated with sending their children to public schools, but also generated new risks and concerns. Their choice revealed concerns about children’s lives in present school frameworks, and about their chances for future success, especially with respect to academic development. Another concern related to the risks involved in supporting the establishment of a new school, in light of the possibility that the venture would fail, or some other unanticipated outcome would occur. Indeed, in both of the cases examined in this study, the parents’ attempts were not successful, at least not in the format that they had desired and despite their expectations and sense of security about their work.	Comment by Author: The Hebrew literally translates to “free education”, but the English term appears to be “unschooling”. Please confirm	Comment by Shani Tzoref: Note:  the Hebrew is בתורה 
בתוכה?

In spite of the parents’ feelings of confidence and entitlement, their agency materialized in conditions of uncertainty and in the face of limiting forces. The findings of this study attest to circumstances in which the involvement and influence of local and private forces confronted state control and institutional supervision. On the one hand, there was the prominence of “Israeli” organizational and political culture, which encourages informal action using the “wall and tower” method and transformational grassroots processes, as well as global influences leading to the glorification of personal choice and freedom for the individual. 	Comment by Author: Quotes are not necessary here	Comment by Author: This phrase doesn’t really translate well into English, I suggest replacing with “using a forceful method”	Comment by Author: Does this accurately reflect your meaning?

On the other hand, there was a historical tendency for the state to centralize control of the Israeli education system with an ambivalent attitude toward independent educational initiatives. The encounter between the two parties created a complex environment in which the parents exercised their agency and, accordingly, complicated their relationships with established representatives at the local and national level.	Comment by Author: Does this accurately reflect your meaning?

The close-up and long-term observation of the work processes in the initiatives allowed for documentation of the complexities that arose in the encounter between the dream of the school and the practical reality, and of the unexpected results and conflicts that accompanied the parents’ actions. Complex implications arose, among other issues, with regard to the efforts to establish schools as attempts to establish a community, since the members of the initiatives also belonged to a geographical community in which they sought to promote their initiatives. In addition, disputes and conflicting motivations also surfaced in analyzing the subjects’ discourse about their place in society and the state, the replication of social status and its erosion, and individual well-being relative to collective social action and solidarity.	Comment by Author: Consider also “in-depth”

The parents’ choice of action, which was fraught with uncertainty and risk regarding their children’s present and future success, was unconventional as compared to what is described in the literature regarding the choices and actions of middle class parents. It raises the question of why middle-class parents chose the course that they did. The answers to this question emerge through examining the lifestyle and identity characteristics of those who belong to distinct subgroups within the “new Israeli middle class,” which operate in light of a local culture that encourages risk-taking and produces “risk privilege” in their educational choices.

In this context, the study compared the two initiatives and detailed the connections created between the processes of parental choice and intervention in the field of education, and their identity-building processes. Although members of both groups sought to establish schools defined as democratic, the comparison between them highlights differences between the emphases of two extremes in the field of free education. The description of the similarities and differences between the initiatives reflects the distinctions that are made in the field between different types of schools that are perceived as more and less radical. The findings of this study show that those different types attract parents belonging to different social subgroups within the middle class, who exhibit willingness to take different risks with regard to their children’s education. In an age of uncertainty, lack of personal and community support resources, and growing individualism, these parents chose to make an unconventional educational choice, treating risk as an opportunity.	Comment by Author: Please see earlier comment regarding this term and change if necessary
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