
 

 

 

 
åäîÙ -  åáßàñÙ åÛØÜ òÝáÝãÞä áäØðñáÜ êÛáæÜ Þãðæ)ê.ð.( 

-

BôTselem ï The Israeli Information Center for Human Rights in the Occupied Territories 

 

 

 

 ÜááñêòÜ ÙÝßð8, ò.Û .53132 ,åáäñÝðá 91531 , çÝìäà6735599) 02( , éïì6749111) 02 (

 8 Hataôasiya St. (4th Floor), P.O.Box 53132, Jerusalem 91531, Tel. (02) 6735599, Fax (02) 6749111  

mail@btselem.org                               http://www.btselem.org 

 

 

 

                      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Closure of Schools and Other Setbacks to the Education System in the 

Occupied Territories 
 

 

Information Sheet: Update September - October 1990 



Table of Contents 

    

Introduction .......................................................................................................................................... 4 

Structure and Organization of The Education System in The Westbank And Gaza Strip .................. 6 

Closure of Educational Institutions During The Intifada .................................................................. 10 

Some Ramifications of The State of The Education System During The Intifada ............................ 17 

IDF Response ..................................................................................................................................... 21 

Conclusion ......................................................................................................................................... 23 

Intifada Fatalities Totals .................................................................................................................... 25 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



                                   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

B'Tselem, the Israeli Information Center for Human Rights in the Occupied Territories, was 

founded in February 1989 by a group of lawyers, intellectuals, journalists, and Members of 

Knesset.  

The objective of B'Tselem is to document and to bring to the attention of policy makers and the 

general public, violations of human rights in the territories. 

B'Tselem's data are based on fieldwork, independent investigations, and official Israeli sources, as 

well as on the data of Palestinian sources, especially human rights groups such as PHRIC and al-

Haq. 
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INTRODUCTION                       
 

Article 50 of the Fourth Geneva Convention (1949) states: "The Occupying Power shall, with the 

cooperation of the national and local authorities, facilitate the proper working of all institutions 

devoted to the care and education of children." Israel is therefore obligated to ensure the orderly 

operation of the educational institutions in the territories.  Since the start of the Intifada, the Israeli 

authorities have closed down a very large portion of the education system in the territories for 

extended periods.  The education system has also suffered from strikes and from clashes with the 

security forces; troops have forcibly entered schools, sometimes opening fire;  many students and 

teachers have been arrested or physically injured.  This state of affairs led a group of Israeli 

educators to organize themselves as B'Tselem's Education Unit in order to monitor human-rights 

issues in the realm of education. 

 

This report describes the state of the education system during the Intifada, focusing on the 

elementary and high school levels.  The situation in higher education is noted only as background.  

The report is based on information collected by the Education Unit from official Israeli sources, 

Palestinian sources, and via field trips and interviews.  The field trips included visits to schools and 

meetings with Palestinian educators and with Civil Administration officials responsible for 

education in the territories.  Also included are statements by Israeli educators, psychologists and 

jurists on various aspects of the setbacks sustained by the education system in the territories during 

the Intifada. 

 

Following the publication of this report, B'Tselem's Education Unit will continue to monitor the 

education system in the territories and help ensure that the system functions normally, as obligated. 

 

                                                                         

 

 

 

                                                                   



On the Right to Education 

 

Prof. Zvi Lam, School of Education, Hebrew University of Jerusalem 

 

The idea of human rights was accorded world recognition with the United Nations' adoption of the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 1948.  This recognition did not stem from general assent 

to the full significance of those rights.  What is agreed, in the main, is that human beings have 

inalienable rights which transcend laws and regulations promulgated by states. 

 

The right of children to receive an education belongs to this category of rights which are 

irrevocable under any claim or pretext.  Historically, peoples and states that prevented children 

from exercising their right to education have been viewed as barbaric.  Humanity having 

recognized, in the lengthy course of the formation of civilization, that children have the right to 

education - that is, that education is no mere favor conferred by parents, states, churches, or 

whoever implements the right -considers all those who infringe this right to be acting inhumanely.  

Categorically, such behavior is no different from any other abridgement of human rights. 

 

The right to education, as a basic human right, encompasses several areas.  The first is recognition 

of the parents' right to educate their children.  Totalitarian regimes have generally trampled on this 

right.  The right of children to receive an education also includes recognition of the right of all 

children to benefit from all the formal-education services that the state and other social 

organizations provide, on the basis of universal criteria (such as equal testing).  Today, formal 

education -meaning, above all, the school system -is a need which, left unsatisfied, is liable to warp 

the child's development; this, indeed, is almost invariably the consequence of a lack of education.  

Children's right to education is unqualified and unqualifiable.  There is absolutely no justification 

for depriving children of education.  Society custmarily justifies a person's arrest (i.e., the 

revocation of his right to liberty) by citing its need to protect itself against persons who infringe the 

rights of others or the binding norms of the society.  But to deprive children of schooling will 

hardly help protect the society. Prevention of education strikes at those with children of school age.  

Its sole rationale lies in an intent to suppress.  Closure of schools is a violation of human rights and, 

as such, manifestly immoral. 



STRUCTURE AND ORGANIZATION OF THE EDUCATION SYST EM IN THE 

WESTBANK AND GAZA STRIP  

 

In 1988/89 approximately 500,000 pupils studied in government, private or UNRWA-run 

elementary and high-schools in the territories.  Nearly 20,000 students were supposed to 

attend institutions of higher learning that year.  In talks with B'Tselem's Education Unit, 

Palestinian educators spoke about numerous operational problems, such as a serious shortage 

of classrooms, libraries, laboratories and sports facilities. 

 

 

Administration of the Schools 

 

The education system is operated by the Civil Administration. Staff officers for education directly 

run the government education system.  In private and UNRWA-run schools, these officers have 

pedagogical supervisory powers and are responsible for granting licenses and permits, as required 

by the education regulations. 

 

Teaching in the West Bank is based on the Jordanian curriculum and on textbooks imported from 

Jordan.  The final examinations in high school (thawjihi) are Jordanian.  In the Gaza Strip, the 

infrastructure and the final exams follow the Egyptian education system. 

 

Institutional Structure  

 

Three education systems operate in the West Bank and Gaza Strip. 

Government schools:  These include elementary, preparatory (i.e., junior-high) and high schools.  

Since 1967, the Israeli Civil Administration, through staff officers for education, has been 

responsible for the government school system.  In the 1989/90 school year, circa 320,000 pupils 

attended government schools,235,000 in the West Bank and 85,000 in the Gaza Strip.
1
 

 

UNRWA schools:  These include elementary and preparatory schools in which pupils study 

through the ninth grade.  The schools were established by the U.N.'s Relief and Works Agency 

beginning in the early 1950s in order to serve the refugee population.  UNRWA has also set up a 

limited number of vocational-training institutions. In 1987 a center for educational development 

was established in Jerusalem which develops learning materials.  Pupils in the UNRWA system are 

exempt from all fees.  In 1989/90, about 130,000 pupils attended UNRWA schools, 30,000 in the 

West Bank and 90,000 in the Gaza Strip. 

 

Private schools:  Ranging from kindergartens through high-schools, these institutions are operated 

by local bodies or international agencies, the majority with a religious orientation.  The pupils in 

these schools pay full tuition and tend to come from a relatively high socio-economic background.  

About 35,000 pupils attended such schools in 1989/90, 28,000 in the West Bank and 7,000 in the 

Gaza Strip. 

 

Kindergartens (ages 4-5):  Only private pre-school education is available.  Very few children attend 

kindergarten - only about 20,000 throughout the territories in the past school year.  (SeeTable 1.) It 

follows that the vast majority of Palestinian children do not begin their formal education until age 

6. 

                                                 
1 Data from Statistical Abstract of Israel, 1989, p. 750. 



 

Elementary schools (ages 6-11) and preparatory schools (12-14): Although the compulsory-

education law applies from the ages of 6-14, in the 1985/86 school year, 14.8 percent of the 

children in this age group did not study in an institutional framework.
2
 

 

 

Table No. 1 

Pupils according to level of institution 1988/89*  

 

Total of which UNRWA Region 

Judea & Samaria Gaza Ztrip 

Total 488,493 132,904 303,083 185,410 

Kindergartens 20,557 1,306 13,848 6,709 

Elementary 296,000 93,463 183,041 112,959 

Preparatory 108,773 37,083 67,544 41,229 

High schools 60,933 579 37,463 23,470 

Teachers' 

seminars 

2,230 473 1,187 1,043 

*  Source: Statistical Abstract of Israel, 1989, p. 750. 

 

 

Teachers 

 

The considerable increase in the number of pupils was paralleled by a sharp rise in the number of 

teachers, beginning in 1967.  In the Gaza Strip, for example, there was an 82-percent increase in the 

number of teachers between 1967 and 1989.
3
 

 

Teachers organizations:  From 1979, teachers and headmasters began trying to organize on a 

professional basis.  This possibility was categorically rejected by the military government, 

supposedly because professional unions were also proscribed in Jordan.  In practice, officials of the 

Civil Administration stated (in a conversation with B'Tselem's Education Unit on August 31, 1990)    

that professional organizations serve as a cover for political activity and are therefore not allowed.  

Nevertheless, teachers organizations were set up informally;  their representatives are members of 

the General Federation of Workers in the Educational Sector. 

 

High schools:  There are three tracks:  humanities (about 70 percent of the students), sciences (27 

percent) and vocational or agricultural schooling (3 percent). 

 

Supervision of educational material:  Textbooks are examined by the military censor. Passages 

which the censor considers to be anti-Israeli or anti-Semitic are deleted.  Palestinian educators 

maintain that some of these deletions are unjustified, and that they include quotations from the 

Prophet Muhammad, and statements espousing Arab unity.  In some cases, entire books are banned. 

Between 1967 and 1987, 14 Jordanian and 23 Egyptian textbooks were banned in their entirety. 

 

 

                                                 
2  Salah al-Zaroo, Education Under Occupation (1988), ch. 4. 
3 Ministry of Culture and Education [Israel], Education and Culture in Gaza District (1990), p.15. 



Table No. 2 

Number of Teachers in the Education System in Absolute 

Numbers and in Percentages in the 1989/90 School Year 

 

 West Bank* Gaza Strip** 

Numbers Percentage Numbers Percentage 

Government schools 7,771 71.0 2,612 47.5 

UNRWA schools 1,781 16.0 2,753 50.0 

Private schools 1,382 13.0 136 2.5 

Total 10,934 100.0 5,501 100 
* United Nations General Assembly, Oct. 17, 1989, Supplement No. 13 

** Education and Culture in Gaza District, p. 15 

 

 

Higher Education 

 

Six universities in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip have been founded or have received academic 

accreditation since 1971.  The total number of students in 1989/90 stood at 14,265.  The institutions 

of higher learning are funded by students' tuition fees, contributions from the local population and 

donations from local and foreign organizations.  No funding comes from the Israeli administration. 

 

Also operating in the West Bank are 16 colleges (10 private, 3 government-run and 3 UNRWA 

schools).  The main subjects offered in the colleges are teacher-training, agriculture, commerce, 

engineering and paramedical courses. Between 3,200 and 4,000 students attend these institutions. 

 

 

  

In visits paid by the B'Tselem Education Unit in the territories, Palestinian educators noted many 

problems in running the education system which are not directly connected to the Intifada. 

The main complaints are as follows: 

                                                                

                                                                

1. Inadequate structures:  

a. Many schools operate in structures which were not intended for this purpose. Budget 

shortages have precluded the establishment of new schools, and as a result existing 

schools have been expanded provisionally and without being adapted to their 

purpose.  Classes are also held in rented    premises outside the school grounds.  

Many schools have been forced to do away with auxiliary units such as libraries, 

laboratories and auditoriums in order to provide space for classrooms. 

b. A high percentage of pupils study in two shifts.  In 1986/87 there were 122 classes 

in the West Bank, in which 4,620 pupils studied in two shifts.  In that year 63.6 

percent of the high-school pupils in the Gaza Strip studied in schools where there 

were two shifts.**  

c. In 1988/89 there were 378 combined classes (e.g., grades 1 and 2 sitting together  in  

the  same  classroom) in the West Bank, the majority in government schools. 

2. Overcrowding:  

a. Some classes have up to 60 pupils.  

b. The average number of pupils per class is 36.3 in the West Bank and 42.3 in the 

Gaza Strip.  By comparison, the average number of pupils per class in Israel is 26.6 

and in Jordan, 29.9 (1986/87 data) 



3.  Insufficient and unsuitable equipment: 

a. There is a shortage of libraries and laboratories.  About 73 percent of the 

government schools have no libraries at all.   Where libraries do exist, they are 

meager and inadequate.   Only in the Friends School in Ramallah (a private 

institution) did we see a library containing reference books. 

b. There is an almost total absence of sport facilities.  

           

 ** Data from Education Under Occupation, Ch. 4.                

 

 



CLOSURE OF EDUCATIONAL INSTITUTIONS DURING THE 
INTIFADA 
 

 

Besides closures of individual schools, the security authorities have shut down the entire 

education system in the West Bank for extended periods.  The problem was compounded by 

general strikes held by the Palestinians, and by many curfew days.  As a result, three years of 

school were seriously affected, particularly in the West Bank.  Many Gaza Strip schools were 

also shut down for lengthy periods.  Even if the powers of the military commander enable 

him to close down schools for such protracted periods, it is difficult to find security 

justification for such a sweeping measure, nor does it conform with Israel's undertaking to 

maintain smooth functioning of the education system. 

 

The closure of schools in the territories during the Intifada results from one of three actions:     

 (1)  A strike declared by the Palestinians.  Such strikes, whether local or general, 

continue to paralyze the education system in the territories for a few days every month. 

 (2) Curfew - a measure which, even if not aimed specifically at schools, naturally brings 

about their closure.  In a number of locations, particularly the refugee camps, the imposition of 

curfews has caused the loss of dozens of study days.
4
 

 (3) Closure of schools by the security forces.  This is a measure taken against specific 

schools, and in the West Bank against the entire education system.  The following section of the 

report deals primarily with this form of closure. 

 

 

Higher Education 

 

By the end of February 1988, all the universities and colleges in the territories had been shut down 

by military order. They remained closed until March 1990, when a gradual reopening of colleges 

was permitted, which was completed that summer.                       

 

Most of the universities are closed to this day, although the military government has stated its 

intention to permit them to reopen gradually and has approved the reopening of al-Quds University 

and Bethlehem University.  Informal studies are conducted on the closed campuses, and the 

authorities have not interfered with this activity since March 1989. 

 

 

Elementary, Preparatory and High Schools 

West Bank 

 

In February 1988 closure orders were issued for all the schools in the West Bank, including 

kindergartens, elementary and preparatory schools, high schools and vocational institutions.  The 

orders affected 1,174 educational institutions and 303,000 pupils.   

 

Subsequently, the general orders were replaced by regional closure orders or closure orders for 

schools where clashes had occurred with the security forces.  In the second year of the Intifada, 

following a shutdown of six consecutive months, West Bank schools were permitted to reopen in 

                                                 
4 See B'Tselem Annual Report, 1989, pp. 68-69. 



late July 1989, so that the teachers could declare the formal conclusion of the school year.  The 

third school year did not commence until January 10, 1990, but ended on the scheduled date.  The 

following graph (opposite) shows the periods of collective closure of West Bank schools. Of 210 

scheduled school days in each of the first three years of the Intifada, the actual days of school in 

session were as follows: 

 

1987/88 School Year: 

West Bank schools were open on 147 out of a planned 210 days. 

Semester I: schools operated 96 days. 

Semester II: elementary schools       -51 teaching days   

preparatory schools   -44 teaching days  

  high schools          -35 teaching days   

1988/89 School Year: 

Schools opened in December, 1988.  Total:     

    elementary schools   -35 teaching days 

    preparatory schools  -26 teaching days 

    high schools         -20 teaching days 

1989/90 School Year: 

The school year opened on January 10 and concluded in the first week of July.  In the entire 

system, schools were open for approximately 140 days.  However, in many schools studies did not 

take place for extended periods.  For example, the five schools in the Tulkarm refugee camp were 

open for only 41 days.  As a result, schools were open for an average of 99 days. 

 

As  a  result  of  forcing   educational  institutions  in the territories  to shut down  for prolonged 

periods, the Israeli government was subjected to harsh criticism from the  academic community in 

Israel,  as well as from the  European Community and  the  U.S. Administration. UNRWA directors 

repeatedly protested orders which prevented them from operating their educational institutions in 

the refugee camps.  In May 1989, some 400 Israeli academicians held a demonstration in front of 

the   Defense Ministry, demanding the opening of the universities.  On October 6, 1989 the EC 

expressed a similar demand.  In January 1990 the European Parliament called for a halt to the 

allocation of resources and scientific ties with Israelis, by way of protesting the fact that the 

universities remained closed. On February 27, 1990, following the extension of the order shutting 

down institutions of higher education, Israelis and Palestinians held a joint press conference to 

express their vigorous objections to the move.  In February 1990,   the Knesset's Education and 

Culture Committee recommended the gradual reopening of the institutions of higher education.  On   

April 25, students at   Tel Aviv University held a day of solidarity with those opposing the 

university closings in the territories. 

                    

 



Data on School Closures in the West Bank Since the Beginning of the Intifada 

 


