Charting the Course: Israeli Educational Policy and Specialized Public Schools (1980-2020)

Abstract 
Recent education reforms have introduced quasi-markets in educational services, promoting parental choice. In Israel, Specialized Public Education Schools (SPES) exemplify this trend, offering practices typically associated with private education within a public framework. While expanding parental choice, SPES have sparked tensions regarding equitable access to education.

This study analyzes SPES policies in Israel from 1985 to 2022, examining the balance between choice and equity. Using an integrated conceptual framework from the field of qualitative research that synthesizes Schmidt's (2006) interpretive value-critical policy analysis model with Brighouse et al.'s (2018) equity evaluation approach.

Findings reveal a dissonance between the goal of promoting equity and SPES' selective recruitment practices, which favor students from privileged backgrounds. Despite intentions to diversify quality school options, the SPES model has exposed structural inequities in school accessibility. As a popular quasi-market structure, SPES policies require significant revision to align choice-driven reforms with educational equity commitments.
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Introduction
In recent decades, education systems in many countries have experienced  quasi-market reforms (e.g., Abrams, 2016; Kameshwara et al., 2020; Schwartz, 2000). A major manifestation of these reforms has been the proliferation of school choice options and specialized school models within public education sectors, such as Magnet schools and Charter schools in the United States, Academies and Free schools in England, and Specialized Public Education Schools (SPES) in Israel (Bialik, 2020; Goldring & Swain, 2020; Ladd & Fiske, 2020). Although they have expanded parental choice, the rise of these quasi-market trends has catalyzed tensions between choice and equity in education.
The Israeli education system exemplifies these tensions and conflicts, given the nation's diverse demographics coupled with persisting gaps in academic achievement across different socio-cultural population segments (Author, 2024a). Israel currently has 202 SPESs serving some three and a half percent of school-age children. However, this small share is rapidly growing, reflecting a growth rate of around 40 percent in the number of SPES in Israel within the past half-decade. SPES in Israel receive full public funding from the government yet are simultaneously permitted to levy supplemental parental tuition fees that are formally mandated to adhere to an upper limit established by the central government. Additionally, SPES employ selective admissions screening and draw students from open catchment areas. Thus, SPES exacerbate the tension between choice and equity.

 This paper analyzes the development and evolution of SPES within the Israeli public education system from their establishment in 1985 to 2022, spanning nearly four decades. Analyzing this nearly 40-year period enables an extensive longitudinal perspective on the interplay between policies enabling SPES specialized practices designed to promote choice, and those policies aimed at preserving equity amidst Israel's socioeconomically and culturally diverse population. To frame this analysis, we developed a synthesized conceptual model that integrates Schmidt's (2006) interpretive, value-critical policy analysis approach with Brighouse et al.'s (2018) equity-based model for evaluating educational policies and reforms.
Quasi-market in education
Quasi-markets in welfare services separate the state's funding and provider roles, introducing competition among diverse providers for state funding and service users (Grand, 2002). The state becomes primarily a funder, procuring services through competitive bidding from private, voluntary, and public providers.

In education, policymakers typically avoid full privatization, opting for quasi-market conditions (Abrams, 2016; Belfield & Levin, 2002). This approach introduces market-like competitive mechanisms while maintaining state oversight, funding, and regulation. It incorporates diverse providers, including for-profit and non-profit organizations, operating globally under quasi-market frameworks (Ball & Youdell, 2008; Wu, 2013).

Quasi-markets in education aim to harness the benefits of competition, choice, and efficiency while preserving public accountability, equity, and adherence to societal educational goals. A key aspect is facilitating parental choice among public educational institutions to elevate standards through competition (Levin, 2018).

This shift has altered the power dynamics in educational policymaking, reducing centralized authority and including more private sector and civil society actors (Amiel & Yemini, 2023). The approach manifests differently across jurisdictions based on local contexts and policy priorities.

Choice
The debate on parental school choice reflects the widening between the core values of equity and social justice, promoting social cohesion, versus the pursuit of choice and efficiency, as well as fostering competitiveness (Lavery, 2017).
Ladd and Fiske (2020) identified three driving forces underlying global choice programs: 

Pluralism: In diverse populations like the Netherlands, where historically, schools were church-owned but publicly funded, secular shifts led to publicly owned (30%) and privately owned schools receiving full public funding (Ladd & Fiske, 2020).

Empowerment of Disadvantaged Groups: Rooted in equity, this argument focuses on empowering disadvantaged groups. In New Zealand, market-oriented reforms aimed at this empowerment, which required significant external support for effective implementation (Ladd & Fiske, 2020).

Market Considerations: The idea that market incentives enhance school efficiency and responsiveness is driven by models like Milton Friedman's voucher program. Friedman's model, developed in 1962, brought private schools under the umbrella of choice, aiming to introduce market dynamics. The second model is based on developing special schools within public education open to parental choice (Hoxby, 2003).

Models of Specialized Schools 

The English Experience

England's education system has shifted towards market-oriented reforms in recent decades, emphasizing school autonomy, parental choice, and competition. This transition was driven by concerns over educational stagnation, low achievement, and political ideology favoring reduced state influence (Bradley, 2020). 
Quasi-market reforms, introduced in the 1980s, led to parental school choice, published exam results, and increased school autonomy. These trends culminated in new school models like academies and free schools in the early 21st century (Bradley, 2020). Research indicates that school competition has modestly improved student achievement but has reduced educational equality, consequently increasing socioeconomic segregation (Bradley, 2020). The introduction of academies and free schools has intensified debates about social selection and inequality (Bertoni et al., 2020).

Whereas quasi-market reforms have faced challenges, target-focused governance frameworks have proven effective. Bevan and Scott (2021) proposed that effective governance systems use reputation-based incentives. The growth of market forces in England's education system reflects a complex mix of educational, economic, and ideological factors.

The U.S. Experience

In the United States, two major educational models have emerged: The "Magnet" school, designed for voluntary social integration through specialized content, enrolled 4.4% of the U.S. student population in 2020-2021 with federal and local support (Goldring & Swain, 2020).

The "Charter" School model, emphasizing autonomy for accountability, saw enrollment surge from 1.8 million to 3.7 million students between 2010 and 2021 (Gill & Nichols-Barrer, 2015; NCES, 2023). Charter schools, funded publicly, cannot charge tuition fees and are obligated to admit all students without a selection process.

Educational reforms regarding parental choice and funding methods vary across states (OECD, 2019). Jheng et al.'s (2022) meta-analysis suggests that choice policies benefit higher socioeconomic backgrounds, but consensus on their impact on academic achievement remains elusive. Hoxby (2000) found a positive correlation, whereas Rothstein (2005), in a review, found no significant difference, fueling ongoing scholarly debate and controversy.
Parental Choice: Specialized Schools in Israel
Background

In Israel's centralized school system, most schools are public, but those in high socioeconomic status (SES) areas can receive additional local tax funding without upper limits. Parental fees are also collected, despite government limitations.

Quasi-market trends in Israeli education emerged in the 1980s, driven by budget cuts, parental dissatisfaction, and political shifts (Dahan, 2018). Affluent parents in high SES areas exerted pressure for specialized schools, leading to the creation of various models within the public system, including SPES (Weinstein, 2002).

The government's Resolution No. 1953 (2010) aimed to formalize parental choice. Bialik (2020) suggested that this policy intended to keep upper-middle-class families in the public system, thus preventing the development of a parallel private system.

Definition

Israel currently has 202 SPES, serving about 3.5% of students (Israel Ministry of Education [ImoE], n.d.). These schools focus on specialized curricula or specific ideological orientations (Bialik, 2020). SPES were not initiated by the Ministry of Education.

SPES may have broader catchment areas and use undisclosed admission procedures. They have a hybrid budget, combining government funds with additional sources such as parental fees and philanthropy (Bialik, 2020).

This study examined SPES funding sources and how they challenge the education equity principles outlined in the Compulsory Education Law (5709-1949).

SPES Finance Policy in Israel 
Developed countries often prioritize equitable education funding, especially for disadvantaged students (Author, 2024a, 2024b). This study examined social justice in Israeli public-school funding. A key issue is the lack of limits on parental payments in SPES schools, allowing them to rely on contributions for specialization without proper oversight or regulation (State Comptroller's Report, 2011; IMoE, 2022).
Scope of this study
This research builds upon prior studies that investigated the evolution of quasi-market trends leading to the formation of SPES models. The study specifically centers on the contrasting core values of choice, and equity, which underlie the SPES model in Israel.
Research questions: 

1. What are the interplays among promoting SPES policies in Israel, the drive toward increasing choice, and the need to strive for equity?

2. To what extent is there accordance among the different “voices” of policy “actors”  regarding SPES in Israel?
Data analysis model 

The study amalgamates Schmidt's interpretive model of value-critical policy analysis (Schmidt, 2006), which concerns the field of public policy. Brighouse and colleagues proposed to  adapt the the first principle of the four-point conceptual model to education (Brighouse et al., 2018).

The first element from Brighouse's model, which enables a broad and deep observation of the issue of values in education, anchors Schmidt's model from the field of public policy to the field of education. Both Schmidt and Brighouse refer to the need to identify the values in the conflict, but there is a difference between them that stems from the way each of them chooses to relate to the values in the analyzed conflict. Schmidt seeks to identify the values within the analyzed conflict without providing a set of potential values, unlike Brighouse, who draws an extensive and detailed navigation map for the set of values that must be considered. Our merger of these models enables the creation of a third model that anchors the analysis to the field of education policy.
Schmidt's model, rooted in the interpretive approach, focuses on analyzing policy conflicts by carefully examining the policy goals against the values ​​underlying these goals. Given the lack of consensus on fundamental values (Liberty and Equity) within the Israeli specialized schools landscape, we determined that an integrated interpretive approach tailored to the field of education policy would better suit our analytical process.
By encompassing all five stages of Schmidt's (2006) model and introducing a significant modification involving the first principle from the Brighouse model (Brighouse et al., 2018) into the third stage, our approach addresses issues related to values, which were categorized into three distinct reference groups. These groups include Educational goods, Distributive values, and Independent values, which contribute to revealing the equilibrium within the Israeli model and defining the desired equilibrium point.

Our composite approach is structured to achieve the following:

1. Recognize the issue and identify key actors.

2. Investigate the social context surrounding the phenomenon.

3. Describe central arguments within the discourse in light of the underlying values.

4. Conduct a critical analysis of these arguments.

5. Formulate an optimal policy recommendation based on our findings.

Research process design, research tools, and data collection

This study's dataset, sourced from various channels (Shkedi, 2014), comprises two main components: First, five in-depth interviews with senior national policy-makers illuminate the principles guiding SPES policy development. Second, an analysis of 37 policy documents, including position papers, Knesset Education Committee minutes, IMoE circulars, Supreme Court rulings, and an SPES briefing, provides a comprehensive overview of SPES policy evolution.
Data analysis
This study used a two-stage thematic analysis based on Braun et al.'s (2019) framework. The first stage involved thematic content analysis to explore the topic's centrality and interpretative subtext. The second stage mapped and analyzed findings using the Schmidt-Brighouse model.
The first stage involved data breakdown and reorganization using ATLAS.ti 9 software. This process included (1) open content encoding, where significant sentences were marked and categorized, (2) axial coding to group-related codes into conceptual sub-themes, (3) creating thematic topics by organizing sub-themes under main headings, and (4) finally, organizing themes around three axes to address the research questions accurately.
The second part involved a cross-sectional analysis using Schmidt's (2006) and Brighouse et al.'s (2018) composite model. This approach explored relationships among themes such as 'Central Government - IMoE', 'local government', and 'parents'. The analysis examined their interrelationship and impact on policy. This method provided a systematic framework for interpreting the complex data set and illuminating various aspects of the research topic.
Findings 

Findings from the thematic content analysis

We examined the presence of core values - choice and equity - in relation to policy evolution and the influence of additional actors. We identified three periods in SPES evolution: Establishment, Liberty and Choice, and Regulation; however, Choice and Parental Autonomy consistently outweighed Social Justice. Parents and local authorities emerged as dominant actors with shared interests, significantly influencing the balance between Equity and Choice, ultimately favoring Choice. This shift in values reflects the dynamic interplay between policy development and stakeholder influence in the SPES context.
Findings from the three evolutionary periods

Initial establishment period: 

The period of establishment (from 1985 to 2003) is characterized by glaring data deficiencies. Specialized schools were established and operated as such for approximately two decades before any definitions were formulated and published in a special issue of the Director General circular in 2003 (IMoE, 2003).

The earliest discussion of the phenomenon of their appearance can be discerned in a policy paper framed in 1988, which noted:

This is a new phenomenon in the education system, whose scope and characteristics have not been the subject of research to date (Shapira, 1988, p. 3). 

An analysis revealed that the reasons behind the establishment of SPES originated with macro-socio-political changes in the early 1980s that led to extensive cuts in the education budget; the outcome was that parents demanded authorization of private funding for curricular hours in public schools.

It has been ten years since some 150,000 hours were cut in the education system and students started going home earlier. Many enrichment subject areas disappeared from the curriculum entirely – and parents stepped in to fill this vacuum. (Minutes, Education Committee Meeting No. 134-141, jointly with the State Comptroller’s Committee, 1990, p. 5).

During this period, the process of defining SPES was at an early stage of crystallization, and it appears partial and somewhat ambiguous:

Scrutiny into the mandatory administrative procedure for the purpose of approval of the SPES program found it difficult to point to the application of a uniform and clear procedure in the approval of establishment of a SPES or the functioning of a specialized setting within an existing school (Shapira, 1988, p. 3).
The absence of a budgetary component in the definition: There are three significant findings in relation to the financial footing at the time of establishing SPES and its early development in Israel.
(1) It is evident that there is an absence of any budgetary component in the formal SPES definition; moreover, the budget was compiled in an undisclosed manner as well as separately from the definition of SPES in the Director-General circular: 
A unique program of SPES or specialized programs in regular schools requires special approval in advance from the district director and the pedagogic administration of the IMoE and will be conducted in accordance with the provisions for Additional Learning Programs, without reference to the budget component (ImoE, 2001, S.K. 16.(
(2) It is apparent that there was no limitation on supplementary parental payments or organized enforcement by the Israel Ministry of Education in relation to their collection by the schools.

J. Ram: In other words, adherence to supplementary curricular program is not being sustained, the Ministry of Education is not enforcing the Curriculum Law – and is not implementing its oversight in compliance with the provisions of law (Minutes, Meeting No. 134-141, jointly with the State Comptroller’s Committee, 1990, p. 11).

(3) Finally, this period is characterized by an absence of oversight and enforcement of the opening of school registration catchment areas. Only towards the end did permission appear in the Director General circular to enlarge catchment areas, in response to pressure from parents and local authorities:
There is a growing involvement of parents in education, with increasing pressure and demands to expand their capacity to choose their children's education through pressure to open and/or enlarge district catchment areas and open supra-district frameworks (Kashti et al., 2001, p. 23).
The period of liberty and choice:
The second period (from 2003 through 2011), where the national policy emphasis was placed on liberty and choice, is characterized by the formulation of a clearer definition and a fuller development of operative principles for SPES. During this time, the activities of the Experimental and Entrepreneurship Division, responsible for guidance and the professional administration of the Committee for SPES, also moved to a formal footing. The committee was administratively subordinate to the IMoE Director-General. The IMoE also first published a formal definition of SPES and operational guidelines (IMoE, 2003, 2011). 

Although this period is characterized by clearer definitions of SPES, there remain two components, by definition, that afforded SPES a clear advantage over public schools. The first was administrative, in that they enjoyed supra-district status, allowing them to admit students over district catchment boundaries. The second was the broad degree of autonomy they enjoyed (IMoE, 2003, 2011).
In addition to these advantages, budgetary facets of SPES continued to appear only in amorphous terms (e.g., the absence of a ceiling on parental funding or explicit details relating to funding sources) and there is a dearth of directives specifically addressing the issue of SPES funding:
Subordination to mandatory national standards: 
School curricular programs should demonstrate that the school will be compliant with ministry decisions regarding the (core) curricula, standards (equality of opportunity, strategic considerations, etc.), funding, appointment of personnel and examinations common to the entire system" (IMoE, 2011, par. 4.3.10).
It was found that the competence to justify an exception, if any, lay solely with a national committee, creating a situation whereby no limit was placed on the fees charged. 
In specific instances, where the nature of the school demands a difference (e.g., in examinations), it should have the right to substantiate that difference and submit a proposal to the authority/regional/national committee explaining how it plans to integrate ministry requirements with the school’s pedagogic philosophy. The decision will lie ultimately with the national committee..." (IMoE, 2011, par. 4.3.10).

From the analysis of the second period, it emerges that the IMoE relaxed the official government policy on student catchment area restrictions and adopted a tactic of turning a blind eye to budgetary issues, thus affording the SPES a significant advantage over 'regular' schools. From theaw findings, clearly, the value of parental choice prevailed over that of equity during the second period of SPES.
Regulatory period:
The third period (from 2012 to the present), some three and a half decades after their initial establishment, is characterized as the period of regulation, with regulatory protocols being developed in the wake of the State Comptroller's (2011) annual report.
Three major operative changes were identified:
(1) In 2012, the IMoE published a special guideline paper (IMoE, Pedagogic Administration, Experimental and Initiatives Division, 2012) unifying the recognition process for SPES.

(2) In 2013, a Licensing and Oversight Authority first came into existence within the IMoE, in the wake of the recommendations of the State Comptroller’s report. One of its functions was to regulate excessive parental contribution requirements, including those in SPES:

We are currently establishing an Administration with a remit for Enforcement, Licensing and Oversight; one of this unit’s primary areas of purview will be enforcement in instances of excessive levels of parental contributions (Minutes, Meeting No. 622, 2012, p. 4).
(3) In the Director-General circular (IMoE, 2014), the vague definition of "compliant with mandatory norms in Israel" was therefore replaced by stipulated conditions that permitted collection of higher parental payments to SPES; they were defined as additional fees for extra hours dedicated to specialized tuition (e.g., art schools and science schools), over and above such payments as is customary in public schools. 
This provision regulates all matters related to… the collection of parental payments in SPES… it clarifies who is permitted to collect tuition and registration fees, the level of said fees and their collection methods (IMoE, 2014).

The adjustment trends of the third phase notwithstanding, it can be clearly seen that the value of parental choice has preference over that of equity. The definition of their components appearing in Director-General circulars from 2014 onwards has been consistent; thus it has preserved the advantage of these schools vis-à-vis regular schools, even though the level of fees incurred is three times higher than those set for extra-curricular programs in regular schools (IMoE, 2022).

Findings about the entry of actors into the policy domain
The findings of our study indicate the entrance of two cohorts of dominant actors – local authorities and parents – into the policy domain; these actors de facto initiated and promoted the establishment of SPES. This process was neither organized nor institutionalized. It began with groups of parents, most of whom were from affluent backgrounds and lived in affluent neighborhoods in central large metropolitans. These parents demanded different schools, and sometimes the local authorities in which they resided encouraged their demands. Each local authority had its own response to the parents' demands. For example, in the major cities, notably Jerusalem and Tel Aviv, influential groups of parents organized to establish SPES, receiving strong support from their respective local authorities.
This can be traced to two underlying factors:
(1) Decentralization processes that favored pluralistic ideologies, which created a basis for an education policy that promoted autonomy and parental choice. A more significant role was thus granted to the local authority as the body that best understood the needs of the local community under its purview: 

The principle of decentralization has dominated the thinking of the government education administration for a long time, and in a practical way... In recent years, decentralization has been extended to the schools themselves (Kashti et al., 2001, p. 9).
(2) Significant budget cuts in the education system, which created pressure on parents to cover the hours that were slashed from their own pocket (Minutes, Education Committee Meeting No. 134-141, jointly with the State Comptroller’s Committee, 1990, p. 5).

In the early 1980s… we needed to provide a solution to a clear urban imperative… namely… how to somehow retain the stronger population in the city, how to encourage others to return and how to attract newcomers to the city. One of the front-running ideas proposed was… investment across the entire education system. The idea I raised was to establish a specialized school along the lines of the Milwaukee model as a school for the Arts on the abandoned premises of a former senior high school… (Interview with D. S., former Director General, from July 16, 2018).
This situation emphasizes the ascendant power of affluent parents and high SES local authorities, relative to those of the IMoE, with the consequential, ensuing disturbance of the equilibrium between the public and private sectors. Note that in terms of affordability, some of these specialized schools offer scholarships and tutoring to gifted or excellent students from low SES backgrounds. However, most of the students in these schools are from affluent backgrounds, since low SES students do not even try to apply to these SPES schools, sometimes due to the competition between students or in other cases due to lack of knowledge of these choices. 
Findings from the composite model 
The findings were mapped, together with their analysis in the composite explanatory model, combined with scrutiny of policy issues related to SPES development and growth in Israel, versus the dual core values of social equity and choice.
Identifying the primary issue (the first stage)
The primary issue is the tension between the governmental responsibility to determine the nature of public education around social goals and values (e.g., social integration and equity), and the parental right to an autonomy that advocates choice and liberty. The latter is a preferential right because it derives from the Israel Basic Law: Human Dignity and Liberty, which allows parents to determine what type of education their children should receive. This tension is further reflected in the establishment of SPES.

Therefore, the essential policy question is  whether or not to allow the establishment of SPES within the public system or to establish private education alongside public education. The Israeli response is to promote along the lines of the former, as can be seen from the interview with a senior official:
The state's decision was not to separate it from public education but, rather, the contrary – to permit this choice within the public system. (Interview with M.S., former Director General, p. 1, 23-27; p. 2, 1-7).
Description of the context and policy proposals by each side (the second stage)

SPES and the ensuing conflict around these schools developed against a broader political-social backdrop, which was itself the outcome of macro-political changes that were taking place in the political and social arena in Israel during the 1980s. The most prominent and influential of these changes was the political rise of the right-wing in the 1977 elections, which reinforced neoliberal economic trends that led, in turn, to changes in public policy.  

The extensive budget cuts in the education system led to the repositioning of parents as significant policy actors, thus accelerating the establishment of SPES. These processes encouraged parents to become actively engaged and to demand to be allowed to fund, at their own expense, those hours that had been slashed. 

In the context of these social transformations, one may perceive two approaches used by education policy makers to create the new and emerging reality, alongside proposals for policy revision: some academics and senior officials in the system joined the bandwagon that sought to establish a pluralistic ideology within the education system; the most prominent emphasis was on school autonomy and parental choice. These factors facilitated the growth of different school models, among other things, SPES.
From society's perspective, opening SPES with tracks to choose from may rejuvenate the public system, encouraging initiative to diversity, while responding to the changing needs of society (Shapira et al., 1991, p. 37).
On the other hand, other academics opposed these proposals, arguing that encouraging improvement in the quality of the schools could also be accomplished within existing district catchment areas (e.g., Kashti, 1991). 
Kashti (1991) was a prominent opponent from academia who criticized the development of SPES in Israel. He argued that these schools would have a negative impact on the equality of educational opportunities within the Israeli education system. 

By asserting that SPES would reduce the equality of educational opportunities, Kashti was warning that these schools could exacerbate existing inequalities in the Israeli education system and society. 

He asserted:

“Israeli society is increasingly differentiating its layers, and cultural pluralism is expanding. The school cannot be indifferent to these changes. Schools must strive to create a common cultural denominator. These tasks are especially important in a period of great immigration, which deepens diversity in society and culture” (Kashti, 1991, p. 20).
Senior education officials in Israel also expressed their opposition to the establishment of specialized schools (SPES) in the country. They raised several concerns about the potential negative consequences of these schools on the education system and society.

One of their main objections was that SPES could undermine the ongoing efforts to promote integration and inclusivity within the education system. These senior education officials argued that by creating specialized schools that cater to specific groups or interests, the education system would become more fragmented and less cohesive, making it harder to achieve the goal of integration.

Moreover, these officials warned that SPES could impair social equity by creating a two-tiered education system. They worried that these specialized schools would primarily benefit students from more privileged backgrounds and who have the resources and support to access them, whereas students from disadvantaged backgrounds would be left behind in the regular public schools. This, in turn, could widen the achievement gap and perpetuate social inequalities.

If school district catchment areas are opened up… we will have superb schools for the rich offering science, technology and arts, with other schools for the poor… This will act to exacerbate and deepen the currently existing gap, rather than bridging it...  (Minutes, Meeting No.293, Education and Culture Committee, 1991, pp. 2-3).

Core values and their critical analysis (third and fourth stages)

The third and fourth stages relate to the ‘voices’ of the primary policy actors and the core values mirrored therein. The pertinent values were selected from the three groups in the model (Brighouse et al., 2018) and a critical analysis was conducted. 

The ‘voices’. Two primary ‘voices’ are represented – those in favor and those opposed to the SPES. This is followed by key arguments that arose in response to specific issues created by establishing SPES, accompanied by a critical analysis.
The pro-SPES ‘voices’ stress the ability of these schools to foster quality education that exhibits variety and innovation, founded in the underlying value of excellence and success, according to Brighouse et al. (2018). 

Building an educational framework with different content, other than the standardized content in elementary education, and the shattering of uniformity… (Interview with D.S., former Director General, p. 18, 22-19)

Additionally, these schools are thought to be innovative field leaders that light the way for other schools in their district to follow:
Our examination shows that SPES provide a source of educational innovation that inspires their surroundings and thus constitute a positive role model for other schools (Shapira, 1988, p. 71).
Moreover, these schools are perceived as promoting parental involvement and contributing to the broad satisfaction of the partners, because the responsibility for the initiative to establish them, together with the choice to study there, rests with the parents who are an integral part of the school ambiance. Parental involvement includes, but is not limited to, elements such as determining the specialization of schools (e.g., music, science), adding tuition fees for extracurricular and additional curricular programs, and participating in special events. 
The specialized nature of the school contributed first and foremost to the creation of a unique atmosphere, expressed in partnership and the development of a positive relationship between students-teachers-parents, to foster increased commitment of teachers and parents to the school (Shapira, 1988, p. 66).

Furthermore, such schools promote social integration on the basis of choice, rather than by dictated social integration, where the key value is that of freedom of choice. 
But there is a breakthrough here; nowhere else in elementary education in Israel exhibits non-compulsory integration, i.e., one that is not imposed from above (an interview with D.S., the former Director General, pp. 18, 17-14).
The opponents of the establishment of SPES argue that these schools create a competitive ambiance with excessive emphasis on academic achievement and individualism. Moreover, it has been argued that parental involvement in these schools is disproportionate and might even be detrimental to the school, due to the weight of the ‘parental vote’ within the group of independent values (Brighouse et al., 2018).
Brighouse highlights the importance of considering parents' interests when discussing the values and decision-making processes in specialized schools. These schools often give parents a more significant role and voice compared with traditional public schools.

One of the key reasons for the increased parental influence in specialized schools is their involvement in establishing and managing associations that raise additional funds. These associations, often run by the parents themselves, play a crucial role in securing extra financial resources from the parent community. This funding enables the schools to implement and realize their unique educational approaches, programs, or specializations.

By contributing financially to the school through these associations, parents gain a greater stake in the decision-making processes and the overall direction of the school. They may have more opportunities to shape the school's policies, curriculum, and extracurricular activities to align with their values, interests, and educational preferences for their children.

However, it is essential to consider the potential challenges and complexities that may arise from the high level of parental influence in specialized schools. Although parental engagement can result in valuable resources and perspectives, it may also raise questions about equity, inclusivity, and the balance of power between parents, educators, and administrators in shaping the school's direction and priorities.

Specialization may occur due to parental pressure and may weaken the school as an organization (Kashti, 1991, p. 17).

Furthermore, these schools create social segregation due to the selectivity practiced in them, in that it may compromise the value of equity. Claims of social segregation are based on the premise that there are underlying values in relation to the distribution of educational goods; according to Brighouse et al. (2018), these values are adequacy, equity, and dissemination – all of which are intended to work in favor of the disadvantaged, i.e., those with the least chance of flourishing.
The large number of applicants to the schools necessitates the adoption of screening measures... moreover, in light of the relatively high correlation that still exists between the students’ SES and their achievements, there is a risk that integration is being compromised (Shapira, 1988, p. 16).
In practice, the process of student selection in Israeli SPES can create significant barriers and inequalities, particularly for less advantaged students.

In addition, even if less advantaged students meet the selection criteria, they may face financial barriers to attending SPES. These schools often charge high tuition fees and other expenses, which can be prohibitive for families with limited financial resources. This creates a situation whereby only students from more affluent families can afford to attend SPES, further exacerbating the educational inequalities.

Moreover, less advantaged students may not even be aware of the possibility of attending SPES. These schools may not have sufficient outreach programs or information campaigns targeted at disadvantaged communities. As a result, students from these communities may miss out on the opportunity to apply to or be considered for SPES simply because they lack information about these schools and their admission requirements.

The combination of these factors – screening processes that favor more privileged students, high tuition fees, and limited awareness among disadvantaged communities – can create a significant barrier for less advantaged students to participate in SPES in Israel. This can lead to a concentration of students from higher socio-economic backgrounds in these schools, whereas students from less privileged backgrounds are largely excluded or underrepresented.

This situation raises serious concerns about educational equity and social justice. It suggests that SPES in Israel may contribute to encouraging social inequalities rather than providing equal opportunities for all students to develop their individual abilities and talents.

A review of the respective arguments yields two primary claims with respect to the above-mentioned phenomenon
First, concerning the value of equity, which examines what type of education policy in relation to SPES would be most favorable to disadvantaged populations, in terms of achieving social equity in Israeli society. 
This approach addresses the relationship between education policy toward individuals and social mobility, as expressed in the ability to attain higher levels of education, improved positions of employment, higher income, as well as gain wealth and social prestige.
Proponents of SPES in Israel, such as the former director general of the Ministry of Education (MoE), Shimshon Shoshani, and a leading scholar, Prof. Dan Inbar (1994), have a different perspective on social equity and equality of opportunity.
SPES proponents argue that social equity does not necessarily mean providing identical educational opportunities to all students. Instead, they believe that equity can be achieved by offering differentiated educational experiences tailored to students' individual needs, abilities, and interests.

From their perspective, SPES can serve as a means to provide students with specialized educational programs that cater to their specific talents and learning styles. By doing so, SPES proponents argue that these schools can help students maximize their potential and achieve better educational outcomes, even if the opportunities provided are not the same for all students.

Shoshani, as a bold proponent of SPES in Israel, most likely advocated for the expansion of these schools and the allocation of resources to support their development. He argued that SPES can serve to promote excellence and innovation in education, and that they can provide students with the skills and knowledge needed to succeed in an increasingly complex and competitive world.

Overall, the debate around SPES and their impact on the social equity and equality of opportunity is complex and multifaceted. Whereas proponents like Shoshani argue that SPES can promote excellence and cater to students' individual needs, critics argue that they can exacerbate social inequalities and create a two-tiered education system. Finding a balance between these competing perspectives and ensuring that all students have access to high-quality education remains an ongoing challenge in Israel and beyond.

In their view, exercising the right to parental autonomy will benefit those at the bottom of the socio-economic ladder. Dahan (2018) asserted that according to an approach fostered by the neo-liberal economic policy around the world during the 1980s, there was a school of thought in the sphere of education that sought to promote the legitimization of the parental right to purchase high-quality educational services, as in the case of SPES. Such schools aim to nurture socio-human capital to enrich society. 
By encouraging the most talented students, this approach suggests that it will benefit the entire society, similar to the famous statement, "When the rain comes down, it comes down on everyone." Thus, this line of thought sometimes ignores the distributional aspects of gaining wealth and prosperity.
A second argument about common benefits examines what type of public education policy for SPES would aspire to cultivate social and national cohesion in a society noted particularly for multi-culturalism.

Opponents of a pluralistic policy would point to the escalation of conflict and divisiveness within a society characterized by multi-culturalism, to the extent that it would endanger the common benefits. According to these opponents, granting legitimacy to social pluralism would favor the creation of sectoral frameworks that would, in turn, lead to consolidating social elites.
The proponents, for their part, would claim that in a society with a high degree of multi-culturalism, there is a need to create a wide range of different schools to meet the needs of the diverse populations within it. They argue that uniform, centralized education does not have the capacity to address the ever-growing pluralism in today’s society.
Factors leading to the establishment of many SPES: inter alia, a growing recognition of the inability of a uniform and centralized education system to contend with the pluralism that characterizes Israeli society (Shapira, 1988, p. 8). 
Optimal policy considerations: Conclusion (fifth stage) 

This study reveals a complex picture of Israeli education management, illuminating the erosion of centralized control since the 1980s. The findings highlight a discrepancy between official and unofficial policies, with SPES favoring affluent students despite being deemed successful.

The tension between parental choice and equity is evident, with choice often threatening equity. This study suggests two conditions to resolve or mitigate this tension: capping supplementary parental fees and prioritizing funding for gifted disadvantaged students.

Israel's neoliberal approach emphasizes choice over equity, despite recent regulatory efforts. The SPES expansion in Israel differs from other countries: it evolved through a bottom-up process led by parents and local governments rather than a centralized administration.

Although SPES remains a very small sector (3.5% of schools), it has operated with significant freedom in its first two decades, including practices inconsistent with official education policy. This raises questions about built-in inequalities within the Israeli public education system.
Discussion
Our research adds to the ongoing research analyzing the development of SPES models. Our focus was on parental choice within public education, which appears in the context of policies that generally undermine the state’s role in providing direct services (Verger et al., 2019).
The study’s main findings indicate four focal areas of interest: The first is that SPES in Israel developed as a bottom-up phenomenon: initiatives toward the establishment of SPES originated primarily with parents rather than the central government. This characteristic points to a decline of power in central government, which adopted a strategy of 'turning a blind eye', while the power of other parties – namely, of parents and local government – was in ascent.

Thus, this finding diverges from those findings in previous policy research in countries such as the U.S., England, New Zealand, and Sweden, where, unlike the process in Israel, reform in parental choice was initiated by a central government (Goldring & Swain, 2020; Ladd & Fiske, 2020). There, it was accompanied by primary legislation that preserved the changes as law (Goldring & Swain, 2020).
In England, broad legislation was introduced to address dissatisfaction with the public education system's achievements. This legislation regulated school specialization in unique fields, such as language, science, technology, and art, allowing these schools budgetary priority and student placement priority (Taylor & Ryan, 2005).

Similarly, in the United States, two main models of schools of choice in public education were developed through legislation. The magnet school model was created in response to the Supreme Court's 1954 ruling in 'Brown v. Board of Education,' which abolished racially segregated schools (Siegel-Hawley & Frankenberg, 2012). The charter school model, introduced in the early 1990s, allowed independent boards led by qualified teachers to operate results-based schools with unique, non-sectoral goals (Abrams, 2016). These schools were seen as an alternative to traditional public schools, offering increased accountability and greater autonomy in decision-making (Brighouse et al., 2018).
The second focus is rooted in the financial aspects of SPES education in Israel, which is not mentioned in official regulations. This gap allows local actors to develop alternative funding methods, based primarily on private resources, without restrictions or oversight. 

Our findings iindicate that the Israeli model diverges from the literature on SPES elsewhere. In Israel, SPES funding is based on private supplementary funding, whereas in the U.S., the Magnet and Charter schools receive dedicated federal and state allocations as well as funds from government agencies (Loeb & Valant, 2020). Furthermore, in Sweden, despite the expansion of the voucher program, most Swedish students remain in traditional public schools, and there is also a ceiling on parental payments permissible in the private sector.

The third focus indicates that regulatory processes in Israel occurred solely towards the fourth decade of SPES activity, however, in the absence of primary legislation. This contrasts with U.S. policy, where various programs pertaining to school choice reform were created and controlled via a legal mechanism, and constitutional rules established the framework within which this policy operates (Garnett & Schoenig, 2020). 

Similarly, in England, school choice reform was accompanied by primary legislation.  Thus, the 1988 Education Reform Act passed, encouraging the government to establish 'subsidized schools'; however, in 2000, a subsequent law established what would become 'academies' (Ladd & Fiske, 2016).

The fourth and final focus of our findings indicates that in Israel the values of choice and parental autonomy have prevailed over those of equity. This finding is consistent with those values from other countries, for example, the United States, where Charter school reform has been criticized for its higher ratio of segregated learning environments and academic opportunities that are unfavorable to students of color, thus exacerbating the trends of urban racial, and social segregation in the U.S. (Dixson et al., 2020). In New Zealand, however, despite the introduction of parental choice to improve administrative efficiency and promote competitiveness between schools, the latter remain public entities; the the government provides their primary source of funding and therefore they are within the public education sector. School choice reform was introduced especially to provide specialized learning tracks for diverse population groups, such as the Maori population.

Thus, the main challenge to education policy makers in Israel remains how to reconcile public education and SPES by seeking a ‘school choice’ reform that enables adapting the SPES alternative to a model that would better serve the general population.
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