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Introduction

Excellence 2000 is a program for educational enrichment in the fields of experimental sciences and mathematical thinking.  It is implemented in middle schools and centres for excellence throughout Israel and is designed for talented, highly motivated students with a high learning potential.  The program was developed and is run by the Society for Excellence through Education (SEE), with the participation and help of the Ministry of Education and other organizations and foundations.

The Szold Institute has been asked by SEE to conduct an assessment study of the program.  The primary aim of this study is to evaluate how satisfied students and teachers are with the program and its various aspects.  The study conducted among the students assessed their level of satisfaction with the program run during the school year, with science enrichment activities, and with the summer camp.  The study conducted among the teachers tested their level of satisfaction with the syllabus, the teacher-training workshops and the study units written for the program.  The study also assessed the benefits of the program as perceived by teachers and students.

This study comprised in-depth interviews with the designers of the program and with teachers taking part in it, visits to some of the participating schools, and observations made during the summer training workshops for new teachers.  In addition, questionnaires were distributed to students during summer camp, and to teachers at their summer training workshops.  These questionnaires aimed to establish the respondants’ level of satisfaction with the program, and the benefits they derive from it.

We would like to thank the SEE team and in particular all the students and teachers who took time to fill in the questionnaires.  Special thanks go to the principles and teachers who welcomed us into their schools and were prepared to participate in in-depth interviews.
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Summary of Findings

In general, both students and teachers seemed to express positive attitudes regarding the program’s success in all parameters tested.  This is the result that arises from the assessment of the program’s benefits to students, to teachers, and to students from the teachers’ point of view.  Findings regarding the syllabus, the teacher-training workshops, the enrichment program and the summer camp all paint a similar picture.

a.  Students’ Attitudes

Most of the students reported their principal reasons for taking part in the program as “being proud to participate in the program” and “enjoying the program and the studies involved” (95.3% and 94.7% respectively).  Students’ responses indicate that they enjoy participating in the program because of the interest they find in the studies, the teacher’s attitude and the teaching methods, all of which “compensate” for the shortage of these elements in their regular classes.  Most students, however, reported that the academic level in their regular classes was not too low for them (65.1%) and that they did not feel bored in them (56.2%).  A factor analysis showed that the reasons for participating in the program could be divided into two types, “Pull” and “Push”.  The first describes an “attraction” to a new study framework – a desire to participate in the program out of pride in belonging to the group that takes part in it and a wish to broaden one’s horizons, as well as deriving academic satisfaction, a sense of challenge and a feeling of fun and enjoyment from the program.  The second term describes feelings of “dissatisfaction” in regular classes - boredom, a sense that the academic level is lower, not enjoying the company of other students in these classes, and impersonal treatment on the teachers’ part, compared to the teachers working within the program.

In all statements describing various aspects of the program’s benefits, there was broad agreement among the students (between 73.5% and 95.8%) that the program has been beneficial.  A factor analysis showed that it benefits the students on two main levels: expanding knowledge and encouraging individuality.  The program expands knowledge by fostering scientific curiosity, helping to increase motivation and encouraging independent work.  It encourages individuality by promoting an aspiration to excellence, independent thought and learning, initiative and creativity, and a willingness to rise to challenges.

The students’ attitude to all statements describing the syllabus was basically positive.  The students enjoy the program and see it as substantially good, but it has not had equal success in evoking enough interest and motivation to work independently outside of school hours.  A factor analysis defined two main components in the students’ perception of the program.  The first describes the “dynamic aspect” of the program, and the second its “static aspect”.  The dynamic aspect relates to statements asserting that the program promotes scientific activities during students’ free time and encourages them to ask questions and seek information independently, and that the classes taught boost curiosity.  This aspect manifests in a sense of continuity and of studying subjects in-depth.  The static aspect relates to the descriptive perception of the program – its being successful and varied, having an atmosphere of openness and so on.

In the section of the study that concerned characteristics of participating students, over two thirds of the students reported that at their schools, those who took part in the programme were “only the talented and motivated students” who were “prepared to put effort into independent study” and who had “the ability to study independently” (70.1%’, 67.7% and 64.7% respectively).  In addition, about half the students (48.8%) reported that in their schools it is very difficult to be accepted into the program.

All statements describing various aspects of the summer camp received an extremely high number of positive responses.  Factor analysis showed that enjoyment of the summer camp was both “cognitive” and “expressive”.  Cognitive enjoyment manifests in summer-camp learning experiences being perceived as interesting and challenging, the teachers as being good and having special qualities, and the activities as enriching.  Expressive enjoyment manifests in the students’ feeling satisfied with the summer camp, being pleased about their decision to participate in it, enjoying it and being eager for more.

It must also be noted that most statements describing the scientific enrichment activities were met with a particularly high positive response (86.1% to 94.3%).

b.  Teachers’ Attitudes

The teachers are unanimous in their assertion that “the program is characterized by an atmosphere of openness and directness” (100%).  The second most positive response was to the statement that the scientific enrichment activities “benefit and promote the Excellence 2000 program” (98.6%) and “include valuable activities” (98.5%).  Only third on the list is the teachers’ response to the syllabus itself as “combining theoretical knowledge with experience and trial-and-error in a balanced way” (94.9%).

All statements describing the program’s benefits to teachers received a very positive response from the teachers.  The items that drew the highest number of positive responses relate to two fields: the program’s contribution to the quality of teaching (92%) and the great significance of the good atmosphere in the classroom, which also seems to benefit teachers on a personal level (94.7%).

Responses to statements regarding the program’s benefits to students show similar results.  All items that describe the program’s benefit to students received a very high rate of positive responses (over 90%).  Highest on the list were the statements describing the program’s benefits on the theoretical-knowledge level.  The more practical benefits, such as those stemming from the methods of study used, received a slightly lower number of positive responses from teachers.  It must also be noted that the program’s benefit to students is the primary reason that teachers take part in it.

Most of the teachers describe their principals’ attitude towards the program as positive.  Similarly, only about a fifth of the teachers feel that “the school’s principal does not accord enough importance to the program”.  As for practical support, such as budgeting for the program, it seems that the financial support for the program itself is more satisfactory than the remuneration received by teachers.  Most of the teachers agree that “the principal allocates an adequate budget to run the program satisfactorily” (62.5%), whereas less than half think that “teachers taking part in the program are fairly rewarded for their efforts” (42.9%).

As for the program’s overall benefit to the school, the level of involvement in the program and application of its concepts among all the teachers at the school, the situation appears to be unclear.  Teachers report that “there is a significant response to the program among students and teachers” (62.7%), that “the program promotes an excellence-oriented atmosphere in the entire school” (54.2%) and that “other teachers at the school show appreciation towards teachers who participate in the program” (52.2%).  A very low percentage of teachers, however, report that “other teachers at the school are involved in the program and make use of its underlying concepts” (31.9%), while the majority state that “the principal and teachers who do not teach in the program show no involvement and do not apply its central concepts” (51.4%).  Nearly two thirds of the teachers also report that “the program takes place alongside regular studies without affecting them” (62.3%).  

Attitudes regarding teacher training workshops paint a fairly positive picture.  As for the relations with the Society for Excellence in Education, though most teachers think that “the interaction with SEE is good as it is” (81.2%), most would like to work even more closely with the Society (58.5%).
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