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Abstract

The Fund for Demonstration Projects of the National Insurance Institute supported a
program designed to introduce high school and college girls students to the “World of
the Special Child”. .-The project was initiated and operated by the “Sulam”

organization.

Religious students from Nationa!l Religious and Orthodox high schools and teachers’
~ colleges participated in two-day workshops. The goal of the workshops, as defined by
Sulam, was “to deepen the knowledge concerning the special child and his
rehabilitation, in order to increase the openness and understanding of the workshop
participants.” The students’ exposure to this topic should increase their readiness to
study and work with special children. It was hoped that through the students, the
messages of Sulam would be transmitted to the religious communities and eventually
would bring about an improvement of attitudes of religious populations towards

special children,

878 students from 32 classes of orthodox, sepharadic-orthodox, hassidic, and
national-religious schools and colleges participated in the workshops which were held
during the first experimental stage of the project. Students from other 15 classes

participated in the second, extension period of the project.

Almost all of the students participating in the first experimental period of the project
took part in the evaluation study (N=845). The students evaluated the workshop in a
‘before - after - after 3-6 weeks’ design. Another 53 adults (parents and friends of the
students) were interviewed in order to evaluate the extent of transmission of
knowledge and opinions acquired in the workshop about the special child, from the
workshop participants to the community, During the extension period of the project,
four focus groups with the students were held, and five school presidents were

interviewed.

The workshops were properly designed and were administered satisfactorily. The

students’ satisfaction from the workshops was high.



The participants positively evaluated the contribution of the workshop to their
knowledge on topics concerning the special child (understanding of handicapped,

therapy methods, types of disabilities, etc.).

Contrary to expectations, participation in the workshop did not significantly increase
the openness of the students to special children. Probably, this result can be explained
by the fact that even before coming to the workshop, the students were not reluctant to

have contact with special children.

Similarly, no significant increase was obtained concerning the students’ readiness to
be involved with the special children. The result can be attributed to the fact that
before coming to the workshop, almost 50% of the students expreésed their readiness
to be involved in activities such as volunteering with the special children and working

with this population after finishing college, etc.

These results can have an alternative explanation — social desirability. It is possible
that the positive attitudes of the participants reflect what they thought orthodox girls’

attitudes towards special children “should be”, and not their true attitudes.

The evaluation results show that students are good agents for transmission of
knowledge and attitudes to religious communities. A high percentage of the students
(almost two-thirds) reported that after participating in the workshop they talked to at
least four people about their impressions. It can be estimated that information and
messages concerning the special children were transmitted through the students to

several thousand people in religtous communities in the country:.

The interviews conducted with community members with which the students
conversed show that in a high percentage of the cases, at least part of the information
and message of the workshop were-absorbed by the community members who were
contacted by the students.

A comparison between students from different religious groups (orthodox,

sepharadic-orthodox, hassidic, and national-religious) show significant. differences in




the way. the workshop. was perceived. Generally, students from the hassidic
educational institutions express the most positive reactions to the workshop, while
students from the national-religious institutions express the least positive reactions.
This pattern of results was obtained in all the variables measured: satisfaction from
the workshop, evaluation of the contribution of the workshop to knowledge, openness
and willingness to have contact with special children, and readiness to be involved in

activities with these children.

It is possible that part of the low evaluations by national-religious students can be
attributed to a methodological problem: these girls were all high-school students (and

not college students), a group which generally expressed lower evaluations.

The evaluation results show that a high-quality workshop was designed, which is in
keeping with the willingness of the students to get more acquainted with the world of
the special children. In addition ‘Sulam’ demonstrated impressive organizational

capabilities needed to design and administer the workshops.

In spite of all this, it seems that the aims of the workshop should be reevaluated.
According to the original plan, the workshop was intended to increase the awareness
of the religious communities to the problems of special children. The evaluation
results show that even before participating in the workshop the level of awareness of
the students was not low. A relatively high percentage of them expressed interest in

topics concerning special children even before coming to the workshop.

In redefining the aims of the project, ‘Sulam’ shoyld take into consideration two
major findings of the study: the differences found between students from different
religious sectors, and thé initial positive attitudes of the students. It is also suggegted
to consider designing similar workshops, or shorter activities, for populations - such
as children and youngsters — who may hold less positive attitudes towards the special
children.

A revision of the administrative procedures concerned with finding the appropriate
educational institution to participate in the workshops, and their invitation to the

workshops, may improve the marketing of the project.



If the alternative “social-desirability” explanation is correct then further research
using different research paradigms is needed to measure the effects of participation in

the work-shop.
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