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Going in Darca
With more than $50 million in hand for the next seven years, Dr. Gil Pereg, who heads the Darca Schools 
Network, is determined to smooth out the "15 percent" gap between the schools in the periphery and the 
center of Israel. So what if on the way he steps on the toes of the competing veteran networks. He also 
comments on the performance of his close friend Shai Piron.

Vered Kelner | [originally printed in Hebrew]
June 26, 2014

Dr. Gil Pereg’s memory is filled with all sorts of teachers who 

left their imprint on him. There's Perlov, the math teacher 

from elementary school, who succeeded in breathing life into 

simple fractions; and Rabbi Zerah Novogrovsky, the educator 

in 11th and 12th grades at the Yeshiva High School in Nahalim, 

who caused a group of frantic juveniles to become enamored 

with the Talmud and to study for hours late into the night—

far beyond what was required. People who not only opened 

seductive worlds of knowledge before his youthful eyes, but 

also instilled in him the rare seed of love of teaching; a seed 

that sprouted in his twenties, rose and flowered when he 

became principal of the Blich High School at the age of 35, 

and allows him today, a decade later, to command 21 high 

schools as CEO of the young schools network that answers to 

the name Darca.

For as long as he can remember, Pereg wanted to work in 

education. But, good boys from Tel�Aviv are not supposed 

to fantasize about a career in teaching, so he went to study 

law, and also philosophy, "for the soul." He snuck in obtaining 

teaching certificate while studying at the Or Ezion hesder 

yeshiva, which allowed him to earn a living during his legal 

studies as a teacher at the AMIT Bar�Ilan High School. He 

could have continued on to a successful legal career, but, a 

moment before it was too late, he was offered a job as the vice�

principal of the school. He was 27 at the time. "I understood 

that an opportunity to have a real influence had presented 

itself and that I would need to decide, and I chose."

Were there those who raised an eyebrow at your choice?

"Yes. People asked, 'are you still at the school? Are you still 

there?' behind which hid the assumption that if you are 

capable of doing something in the business or legal world, you 

don't need to waste your time and be stuck in education. But 

it appears to me that the legal world is doing very well without 

me. There are enough lawyers. Our aspiration as a society 

needs to be that people will stand in line to be accepted to join 

the educational system."

After a year as vice�principal, he was offered to establish the 

intermediate school, and after three additional years, when 

the principal of the high school retired, Pereg was appointed 

principal of AMIT Bar�Ilan. "The questions already had stopped, 

because to be a manager is considered legitimate." He 

demonstrates sarcasm and then adds, "We need to try to bring 

society to a place in which parents will want their children to 

become teachers. That being a teacher should be the object 

of their longing, not only that they become doctors or 'hi�tech' 

engineers. It is not just a matter of financial remuneration, 

albeit that is also part of the issue, but rather also a conceptual 

consciousness issue. To borrow the Talmudic phrase, what is 

the place that we, as a society, give to the teachers of children.”

At the age of 34, as part of the prestigious Wexner Foundation 

Fellowship, Pereg relocated for a year of studies at the Harvard 

University School of Government. During that very year, the 

mythical Blich High School found itself in an administrative 

crisis. The veteran principal, Israel Zinger, retired in order to 

run for the Office of Mayor of Ramat�Gan, and the school was 

unable to right itself. "Three principals were replaced there in 

a year," clarifies Pereg. "It is not simple for an institution with 

such a name and prestige to go through such a shake�up."

The City of Ramat�Gan gave notice of a tender and Pereg, whose 

position at AMIT was waiting for him, decided to throw his hat 

in the ring. "I understood that there was a huge challenge 

there, so I traveled especially from Boston in order to vie for the 

position," he recalls.

What was the attraction? Other than to predict the '77 
(political) revolution, what is so special about the school?

"Blich School is famous for two central reasons. Both of them 

are not reasons for which it should have become famous. The 

first is the election educational project. This began as an 

educational exercise which predicted several elections' results, 

and there's a reason for this. The school community represents 

a very large sampling with more than two�thousand students 

and a very diverse population. Other than the Arab and Haredi 

[ultra�Orthodox] populations, there are representatives in the 

school of almost all parts of society. The second reason for the 
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fame of the school is the basketball team from which many 

of the best players in Israel came, such as Doron Jemchi and 

Lior Eliyahu."

And what should have made Blich famous?

"Its educational richness, its pluralism, its high moral education 

level, the fact that the school fights for every child there, that it 

conducts itself in an awe�inspiring way."

Does it have a different number of students per class 
than what most of Israel is familiar with?

"Definitely not. Albeit this is not popular, but I don't think 

that the number of students in a class is the main key to 

educational success. Of course, it is not comfortable to teach 

40 students in a class, but excellent teachers with whom I 

worked at Blich held classes of 40 students enthralled with 

eyes open in wonderment and curiosity. And a lot of studies 

that attempted to examine the causal connection show that 

there's no correlation between a low number of students [in a 

class] and success."

But not everybody has the privilege of excellent teachers. 
Maybe an average teacher would succeed better with a 
class of ten students.

"I will say this simply: all of us would want our children to study 

in small classes and enjoy personal attention. And with that, 

in a world of limited resources and the dilemma between 

improving quality of instruction and the increase in the number 

of hours versus the reduction in the number of students in the 

class, I believe, even if it is not popular, that we must prefer the 

first option. The reason is that I am convinced that if there is a 

teacher who feels himself the world's richest man, truly loves 

people, loves the teaching profession, sees it as his calling, 

and knows how to teach beyond what is written in the books, 

and that if a child asks a question which deviates left or right 

from what's written in the school book, he has what to say about 

it, he will be able to deal successfully as well even with 40 

students in the class."

"It is correct that personal attention is a little hard to give to 40 

students, therefore, we at Darca integrate models of mentoring 

or individual work in small groups, but education as education 

can also be in large classes."

"Putting egos aside"

Pereg's (who is 44) mandate, and that of the Darca Network 

which has not yet celebrated its fifth birthday, seems albeit 

like an oily election slogan; yes, they too want to narrow the 

gaps in education. Except that in their case it comes with the 

backing of numerical data, proven means, an organized list of 

goals, and a solid financial back which is not at all evident. It 

began in December 2010, when Darca was born at the initiative 

of the Rashi Foundation and Alliance�KIAH, which provided 

it with $25 million for the initial five years of operations. And 

this support continued just this last week, when the American 

operating organization Youth Renewal Fund (YRF) joined the 

party.

The three Jewish philanthropic entities that always saw 

education as the important tie to their activities decided to work 

together for the benefit of an educational organization, which 

other than a state budget, now brings with it an additional $53 

million for the next seven years. "What's especially exciting 

here is the ability by leading figures in the third sector to look 

at the task together, and to put their egos aside," says Pereg. 

"This is not a foregone conclusion, and this is the main reason 

why most oftentimes it does not occur. During the course of the 

negotiations about the partnership, the entire time we reminded 

ourselves why we were there: in order to narrow gaps in Israeli 

society. Then we looked at it and we put ourselves aside."

Pereg, in fact as one who began his educational career in 

the heart of the affluent center, is convinced that he knows 

well why a young girl in Kiryat Malachi goes home at 12:30 

p.m., at an hour where her friend in Kfar Sabba receives two 

additional hours of mathematics, and why a principal of a high 

school in Givatayim succeeds in managing a school budget 

with a far higher level of skill than that of his counterpart in 

Ashkelon. This is the backyard of public education, the one that 

is a little less comfortable to look at. Where the financial gaps 

between parents multiply themselves at the expense of the 

next generation. 

The focal points of the problem, he analyzes, are twofold: the 

first � in the large and strong cities, the municipalities maintain 

a skilled and experienced education department which 

provides a strong administrative and pedagogical backbone 

to the schools; in the periphery this for the most part does 

not exist. The other focal point Pereg refers to in short as the 

"15 percent." These are the percentages of the extra budget 

which the rich municipalities like Raanana, Kfar Sabba and 

Ramat� Gan provide the schools, beyond the budget from 

the state, at the expense of the payers of municipal property 

tax. These are the percentages which allow the educational 

institutions in the financially well�off areas to enjoy another 

theatrical presentation, more laboratory hours, more choice 

of administrative programs, another technological study track, 

another cultivated yard. The task, as Darca Network sees it, is 

the smoothing out of these two humps and the equalization of 

the starting conditions between the center and the periphery. 

"Darca acts in order to balance and equalize the financial 

situation between a school in Netivot and Kiryat Malachi with 

that of a school in Raanana," explains Pereg, "and in addition 

to this, also provides professional support, as a sort of mobile 

education department, which is strong, which is composed of 

excellent excelling former school principals whom we recruited 

to our headquarters, who work with our school principals and 

maintain the work that the Ministry of Education and the local 

authorities have done up until now."

Can any school integrate into Darca?

"The school needs to be in the periphery from either a 

geographic or social standpoint. The school needs to be a 

complex place with challenges. For example, there is the 

Emek Hama'ayanot School, which took upon itself the task of 



establishing a large and comprehensive program for autistic 

children, alongside an additional varied population. Complexity 

can also be dealing with a large population of immigrants. 

Complexity can be a school located in a neighborhood which 

has a lot of unemployment."

"We are not scared of challenges. We seek them out. A school 

in a buffer location, a school on the border. We look for places 

that need change and want it. It is very easy for a local authority 

to see the network as a sort of ATM. But we don't want to be 

in such a place. We want to work in the location with the local 

leadership which places education at the top of its agenda and 

is prepared to keep working on this."

How do you know if the local authority wants to keep 
working on this?

"It is not easy to know, but you figure it out. You converse with 

people, visit, see what they ask you."

But every politician will declare that he wishes to improve 
the educational system?

"True, but when you converse with the head of the municipality, 

and you feel that the person who stands before you is looking 

to roll the problem over to somebody else, then no, thank you. 

The local municipality is a central part of the story. And by 

the way, the municipality will also take part in financing this 

whole story. If in prior years they invested in the school, they 

will continue to invest even after Darca enters the picture. As 

Darca's chairman, Jimmy Pinto, continually emphasizes to us, 

the philanthropic funds which we bring with us are precious 

and substantial amount of money, but we want to see that it 

is not simply replacing money which was there previously. Its 

purpose is to create supplementary power, not in order that 

somebody take the money and build a boardwalk in his name."

Many claim that the local municipalities are a den of 
corruption. Do you also feel this way?

"Some of the heads of municipalities are dealing with very 

difficult pressures, and some of them fail. I am thankful that 

in the places in which we work, we have encountered people 

who are very impressive and dedicated, which we find to be 

a privilege to work with them, but as we all read in the press, 

there is no doubt that there are also islands of corruption."

"There are schools which are
 flooded with programs"

Let's say a few words about the structure of the high school 

educational system in Israel. Contrary to elementary schools 

which belong to the state and are administered by it, high 

schools operate under one of the two following umbrellas: 

the local municipality or a school network (such as ORT, 

Amal, and AMIT, the three large networks). In Israel there are 

approximately 1,000 high schools, a third of them are owned by 

networks.

Why are there even networks?

"ORT and AMIT are older than even the years of Israel's existence. 

Everything comes back to the Compulsory Education Law, 

which during its first stages covered only elementary education. 

These outside networks were funded by philanthropic groups of 

Jews around the world wanted primarily to provide professional 

technological education."

With the years, more schools' networks went and grew, such 

as Atid, Branko Weiss, Morasha, Dror and more. Some of 

them have an ideological justification, a specific educational 

platform which they seek to promote. Some of them see it as a 

good business. Why business? Because the budget that comes 

from the state finances not only a network's schools, but also 

the network headquarters: the CEO, his second in command, 

this person in charge of that and that person in charge of this…

even the rugelach for the meetings held. Pereg, albeit, is 

careful not to spar with the competing networks, but it is fairly 

clear that in his opinion some of them conduct themselves 

shiftily, with the objective of financing a bloated headquarters 

for no good reason.

And here Darca enters the picture. Like the other networks, 

Darca also receives state financing for the schools in its 

control, but as a declared policy, it does not take any of it for 

overhead. Darca’s headquarters, including salaries for Pereg 

and his staff, as well as the supplemental money that it invests 

in its, are funded from a different wallet—that of contributing 

philanthropists. "Because the goal is to narrow gaps, not 

increase them. We want children in Kiryat Shmona and Netivot 

to enjoy the same things that children in central Israel enjoy," 

states Pereg, who was appointed CEO of the network in April 

2011.

It begs the question why the Rashi Foundation and Alliance�

KIAH desired establishing a new network of schools of their 

own. As aforesaid, over the years they operated in the field 

of education in the periphery. They financed intervention 

programs such as the national school lunch program or 

advancement of excelling youth. On its face, they did exactly 

what philanthropists are supposed to do, but it turns out that at 

times, good intentions are not enough.

What's wrong with the intervention programs, for example?

"Intervention programs can be very helpful when they lead to 

implementation of structural change within the organization 

itself. I learned from the first chairman of Darca, hi�tech 

entrepreneur Avigdor Wilentz, that if intervention programs 

continue to be crutches for a weak organization, the 

organization will continue to atrophy because it will lean on the 

crutches more and more. Many intervention programs succeed 

in making a change ad�hoc, but the minute they disappear, the 

change disappears, and sometimes an intervention program 

itself is harmful."



Harmful?

"If you bring outside tutors who will do exercises with children in 

preparation for a math exam, at a certain stage the teacher can 

take less and less responsibility because somebody is doing the 

work for them. A useful intervention program needs to mentor 

the teachers, to give them the tools they need because they 

are the ones who remain in the school. What happens today 

is that at times the number of entities intervening in schools 

is so large, that the result is that they collide with one another. 

That the principal goes from being an educational leader to 

being a traffic cop. 'You go here and you go there.' There are 

schools riddled with programs because of all the people with 

good intentions who bustle about the place."

From � 13% eligibility for matriculation, to � 60%

Darca's financial policies—waiving overhead and adding 15% 

to the school's budget—caused uproar in the networks market. 

Less so for the ideological networks and more for the networks 

that are motivated by financial objectives. As far as they were 

concerned, Darca broke the dishes.

For a school to change owners, the local municipal authority 

needs to initiate a tender. In all of the tenders in which Darca 

submitted bids since its establishment, it won. The competitors 

were not ecstatic. "Ten claims have been submitted against 

Darca up to this point by networks which lost the tenders. In 

all ten instances, we have remained with the school," says 

Pereg. "In one of these cases, one of the networks was not 

embarrassed to claim that Darca's bid must be invalidated 

because it would mean we would operate at a loss and it is not 

commercially wise. Our attorneys' work was easy. In all these 

cases, we won because the court understood that these entities 

are trying to prevent competition, and if there's something that 

the marketplace, even the educational marketplace, needs—

it is that there be competition. ‘And the envy of scribes shall 

increase wisdom.’ It is good that now the other networks are 

trying harder. It is good that the schools are now benefitting 

from bigger budgets because Darca presents an alternative."

When Darca receives control of a school, before it does 

anything, it needs to learn about that school. "When the staff of 

Darca enters a school, it looks a little bit like the reality TV show 

Extreme Makeover. The analysis takes place over long weeks. 

We try to do this with a lot of humility and with cooperation from 

the educational staff. We do not change the staff. Only if we 

encounter a principal who is impossible to work with, then we 

reach an understanding and the principal is replaced."

One of the first schools into which Darca was integrated was 

the only non�religious high school in Netivot. "A high school 

that was in absolute crisis when we entered it three years ago, 

with 13% eligibility for matriculation. Inconceivable," he tells. 

"The national average that same year was 48%. The staff was 

frustrated and the head of the municipal authority, Yehiel Zohar, 

issued a tender. After we won the tender, he made his staff 

available to us and even took part in financing a portion of what 

we did. We brought a new principal there, who had previously 

managed an elementary school in Jerusalem. A leader. Kohi 

Cohen. We guided her, accompanied her. It was very hard 

in the beginning. But within two years this school passed the 

60% eligibility rate for matriculation. We estimate that in the 

coming years they will get to 70% and even to 80%. It is true that 

a matriculation is not everything, but in today's Israel it is still a 

tool for social mobility."

Beyond eligibility for matriculation, how do you measure 
success?

"You can see it in the increase in enrolment. From having 

schools in which children did not want to enroll and which 

stronger families sought ways to avoid, you now see an increase 

in the number of students. You see a balancing of the budget 

in the schools, an increase in the number of students that later 

go and serve in elite units in the IDF. You see more children 

active in youth movements, more children volunteering. You 

see a dramatic decrease in violent situations in the school. 

These are all things that can be measured."

Pereg explains that contrary to the schools in more strongly 

based areas, the Darca schools are not always able to rely 

on the students' families. "For many of our students, the 

teachers and the school serve in roles which in more privileged 

communities are filled by parents. For example, if a child in the 

seventh grade comes to us from a single�parent home, with a 

mother who works double shifts, with a second grade reading 

and writing ability, who is going to make sure he gets private 

lessons? Darca. The child needs professional analysis, but the 

mother does not have money or time to take care of it. Darca 

Network will take care to provide him that analysis, and also 

emotional support, and will also take care of all of his welfare 

needs. A sandwich in the morning, food in the afternoon, and 

sometimes even clothing and dental care. But what is most 

important is to do that in a way in which the student will not 

feel as if he or she is a charitable case. As far as the student 

is concerned this is all part of the daily care he or she receives 

from school in order to allow them to do well at studies. And 

when a child feels that his school is like family he would want 

to feel belonged, to progress, to excel. This, if you would like, is 

the entire Torah on one leg.”

French�American Collaboration

Thus was born the connection between Rashi and Alliance�

KIAH of France and the American organization Youth 
Renewal Fund (YRF).

The Darca Schools Network was born with a pronounced 

French accent. So it is, when leaning on two philanthropic 

organizations which are identified with French Jewry: the Rashi 
Foundation and Alliance�KIAH. The former is a fund from the 

wealth of one person, Gustave Leven, who passed away five 

years ago. Pereg did not have the privilege of meeting him, but 



he heard much about him from his nephew, Hubert Leven, the 

current president of the Rashi Foundation and one of the key 

driving engines of the Darca Network.

"Gustave Leven was a Holocaust survivor who made a fortune 

in water," tells us Pereg. "He bought a small water factory and 

turned it into the most successful brand in the world, Perrier 

water. He apparently was the private individual who contributed 

more to Israel than any other person. This is at least what the 

President of the Country Shimon Peres says of him. In the 30 

years of its existence, the Rashi Foundation invested hundreds 

of millions of dollars in the periphery in Israel, in three central 

fields � education, welfare, and health. Beginning with the 

School Lunch Project, which began and became a national 

project. Dozens of educational programs to develop excellence 

into narrow gaps, centers for youth in distress, shelters for 

women battered by family violence. Always quietly. Always 

humbly. There is almost no place named for the Foundation, 

and certainly not named for the founder. They invested in 

projects and in people. Gustave Leven, who was not a religious 

man, called his foundation the Rashi Foundation as a tribute 

to another French Jew (the 11th Century exegist Rabbi Shlomo 

Yitzchaki)."

The French connection permitted also the convenient 

connection with Alliance�KIAH, an organization which was 

established by French Jews already 150 years ago. "In fact, 

Gustave Leven's grandfather, Narcisse Leven, was one of 

the founders of Alliance�KIAH," Pereg tells us. "He, Carl 

Netter and Adolphe Cremieux and others were partners in 

the establishment of the organization which dealt both in 

defense of Jewish rights in Europe, as well as the advancing of 

education and learning in North Africa, in Eastern Europe and 

in the Islamic nations."

"Alliance�KIAH had a wonderful network, which at its height, 

before the large immigrations from the Arab countries to Israel, 

operated approximately 100 schools throughout the world with 

the motto 'all Israel vouch to each other.' But on the heels 

of the large immigrations, most of the schools closed and 

in the last few years Alliance�KIAH focused primarily on 

educational programs that it promoted and financed in the 

field of educational excellence and promotion of a social and 

pluralistic Jewish identity." Through Alliance�KIAH, Pereg met 

the person who would become the chairman of the Darca 

Network, the businessman Jimmy Pinto, the founder of the 

Founder of the Israeli subsidiary of the Edmond de Rothschild 

banking group.

When Darca began on its path in 2010, the two organizations 

provided it with $25 million, but approximately a year�and�a�

half ago the executive committee decided to expand the 

Network's horizon with the help of an association of friends in 

the United States. "During the course of recruiting additional 

donors, introductory and work meetings were set up with the 

management of Darca and the management of YRF, an 

acronym for Youth Renewal Fund, which was established 25

years ago by a group of leading businessmen in the United 

States, headed by Marc Rowan and Sam Katz." The meeting 

between Darca and YRF traveled to unexpected levels; a 

meeting that was intended to review the willingness to assist 

with donations turned into a strategic joining of forces of 

organizations possessing experience, knowhow and success, to 

create synergy with great power. Why shouldn't YRF operate 

its programs in an effective ownership framework and not only 

as an outside intervention program? This meeting created 

something almost without precedent in the third sector world 

and it is a journey of complete merger, collaboration and 

unification between organizations in Israel. 

"There is no 'school solution'"
Pereg on the first year in office of his good friend, Minister 
of Education Shai Piron

One of Pereg's close friends is Minister of Education 

Shai Piron, and on the background of this acquaintance, 

Pereg declares that "the matter of education is truly in the 

Minister's soul." The criticism regarding Piron's volatility, he 

waves off with the assertion that "we are only a year after his 

entering office, and very interesting things are happening. 

I am very often in the field and hear the big hopes, and 

alongside them, naturally, the fears as well. It seems to me 

that for the most part there is a broad consensus regarding 

Rabbi Piron's vision. The question is ‘what is the correct 

pace in which to do these things?’ To this question there is 

no 'school solution'."

In the last year, the ORT Network stood at the heart 
of the Sapir Sabah affair and her claims against the 
teacher Adam Verete. In your opinion, is it appropriate 
that teachers speak with their students about politics 
or about subjects which are embroiled in controversy?

"In the tension between the fear of indoctrination and 

the fear of critical thinking, because of the noise which it 

sometimes is likely to cause, I lean towards being far more 

fearful of indoctrination and I'm willing to therefore pay 

the price. In general, how can you deal with questions of 

Jewish Israeli identify, for example, without dealing with the 

difficult questions and loaded content?"

"The last elections provided us in many of our schools with 

challenges that were not easy. Some of our principals, 

mainly in small and relatively homogenous communities, 

found themselves under



great pressure from parents, some of which were active 

in various parties, who wished to expose the students to 

a narrow and one�dimensional worldview of the breadth 

of opinions in Israeli society. The principals got from us 

all of the support, instruction and encouragement needed 

to engage in significant activities in the schools which 

provide a response to the very broad spectrum of opinions 

in Israeli society today."

"More than once this caused us an uproar in the system, 

appeals by parents who thought that the school needs to 

be a sounding horn for one approach or another, and we 

continued with what we were doing. In the end, I believe 

that when you give principals as well as teachers the 

appropriate educational tools as well as encouragement 

and backing to deal with educational subjects with high 

explosive potential, everything for the most part goes 

smoothly. And when there is a mishap along the way? We 

deal with the mishaps, from an approach that sees these 

too as an educational opportunity." 


