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Building Common Visions for the Future of Jerusalem: A Bottom-Up Approach 

Executive Summary 
 
This paper is part of the “Building Visions for the Future of Jerusalem: A Bottom-Up 

Approach” project, which engages Israeli and Palestinian residents of East and West 

Jerusalem and aims to dignify diverse voices, enhance the knowledge of the complexity of 

Jerusalem, and contribute toward constructive public and civil society engagement on the 

future of the city. The paper focuses on the question of youth and education, and it is based 

on discussions that took place among three groups—Palestinian, Israeli, and mixed—of 

young Jerusalemites.  

The median age in Jerusalem is low: twenty-four years old. The ultra-Orthodox and 

Arab population groups have a young age structure due to the large number of children per 

family. The education system in West Jerusalem is divided into ultra-Orthodox, state, and 

state-religious educational systems. The education system in East Jerusalem is divided into 

public schools, which include official schools and “recognized but unofficial schools,” and 

private schools, run mainly by The United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine 

Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA) or the Waqf (Islamic Endowment). There are various 

problems and challenges in terms of the city’s education system. In East Jerusalem, the 

problems are especially severe, there is a serious lack of informal educational frameworks, 

and the dropout percentage is very high.  

The participants of the Palestinian group discussed the problems of sexual 

harassment on public transportation and bullying at school. They also complained about the 

lack of facilities in schools, such as science laboratories and libraries, and also about the 

impact of the separation wall and the checkpoints on their daily lives. The Israeli group talked 

about restrictions in terms of dress and behavior, mainly regarding women, imposed by 

religious groups, and they complained about the lack of leisure facilities for young people to 

spend their time using. The mixed group discussed the problems of hate, racism, and 

violence on a political and national basis. 

When they were asked about their vision for the future of the city, the young 

participants described a city with free movement and without checkpoints and with better 

public transportation. In their vision, the girls and the women feel that they are protected 

and that everybody shares the responsibility for fighting against violence. They also 

envisaged a green and clean city, with more trash cans, trees, and parks. 



2 
 

 
 

Building Common Visions for the Future of Jerusalem: A Bottom-Up Approach 

The paper raised a few policy recommendations on education in Jerusalem, such as 

creating more informal frameworks for youths, building new schools and classrooms in order 

to solve the problem of overcrowded classes, establishing social programs to support poor 

families that push their children to leave school and go to work, and building centers for 

professional-guidance.  

 

About the Project  
 
“Building Visions for the Future of Jerusalem: A Bottom-Up Approach” is a Leonard Davis 

Institute (The Hebrew University of Jerusalem) and Israel-Palestine: Creative Regional 

Initiatives (IPCRI) collaboration funded by the European Union. The project engages residents 

of East and West Jerusalem, urban planners, students, women, youths, and local leaders to 

work together to shape the current and future reality of their neighborhoods and the city as 

a whole. Urban planning and formal negotiations in Jerusalem have generally ignored the 

voices of the residents, in particular those from marginalized and diverse communities.  

This project aims to dignify diverse voices, enhance knowledge of the complexity of 

Jerusalem, and contribute toward constructive public and civil society engagement with 

respect to the future of the city. The project includes surveys of residents of Jerusalem, the 

mapping of local needs, community projects, and the increased efficacy of local residents of 

Jerusalem in shaping the future of the city. In its first stage, the project engaged residents 

from different Jerusalem neighborhoods in generating equitable solutions to local problems. 

The project provided and utilized capacity-building and participatory techniques to empower 

local communities and work with residents to create small interventions that would improve 

their reality. The community projects were decided on by the residents and included the 

creation of green spaces, public gardens, and libraries, as well as the beautifying of 

neighborhoods and any other initiatives or actions they prioritized. We believe that focusing 

on current inequalities while building partnerships at the neighborhood level can empower 

marginalized communities and answer some of their needs. 

In the final stage of the project, Jerusalem residents working in thematic groups 

discussed wider issues of concern. Israeli, Palestinian, and mixed thematic groups gathered to 

talk about four main themes: 1) Youth and Education, 2) Infrastructure and Public Spaces,  

3) Political Leadership and Representation, and 4) Safety and Protection. . We also asked 
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them to imagine and create new visions regarding what they wish their reality to look like. 

The results are a baseline for the following policy papers, which will hopefully contribute to 

local input toward short- and long-term solutions in Jerusalem. In the end, the participants’ 

visual visions, the leaders’ verbal visions, and the policy papers will be presented in a 

traveling exhibition that will uncover some of Jerusalem’s wishful future. Through this 

approach, we aim to engage and inspire residents, policy designers, and other activists to 

work on local creative initiatives, increase the knowledge of the complexities of Jerusalem, 

and contribute toward a negotiated solution for the city.  

 

Photo-Voice: The Work Process 
 

Photo-voice is a visual methodology used in participatory research to document 

reality using images or videos and to reflect on them. During the process, participants take 

photos of their environment and/or topics they have agreed upon in advance. The photos are 

then brought to the group to initiate discussion. They help participants share their 

interpretation with other members, gain new insights about what they see, and 

communicate their findings to larger circles. Each participant shared their photos with the 

group and explained why they thought the photos were important and representative, and 

the presentations were followed by a group discussion. While each group had a slightly 

different selection process, each had to eventually collectively choose three photos that 

represented the main issues in the neighborhood, and these photos were later used to come 

up with a future vision. You can see the selected photos and the visual visions of the groups 

in the annex. 

 

Background: Youth and Education in Jerusalem  
 

During the 2017–2018 school year, there were 282,300 students in Jerusalem’s education 

system: 65,800 students in the Hebrew state and state-religious education systems, 107,900 

students in the ultra-Orthodox education system, and 108,600 students in the Arab 

education system.1 The education system in West Jerusalem is divided into ultra-Orthodox, 

state-secular, and state-religious components. The education system in East Jerusalem is also 

 
1 Choshen, Maya and Michal Korach, Jerusalem: Facts and Trends, JIPR, 2019, 82. 
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divided into public schools (84%), which include official schools and “recognized but unofficial 

schools,” and private schools (16%), run mainly by UNRWA or the Waqf. Most Palestinian 

high-school students study for the tawjihi (the Palestinian matriculation exam), but in some 

schools in East Jerusalem, the students study the Israeli bagrut (the Israeli matriculation 

exam). The diversity mentioned above reflects different educational and cultural 

backgrounds in the different sectors in Jerusalem.  

Jerusalem residents are young. The median age in Jerusalem (according to the data in 

2017) is twenty-four years old; it means that half the population is younger than twenty-four 

and the other half is older. By comparison, in Tel Aviv, the median age is thirty-six, and in 

Haifa it is thirty-eight, whereas in Israel as a whole, the median age is thirty. The explanation 

behind this difference in the median age in different cities compared to Jerusalem is the large 

proportion of two groups in Jerusalem: the ultra-Orthodox and Arab populations, both with a 

large number of children per family.2  

The youth population suffers from many problems in Jerusalem, such as violence, 

drugs, and insufficient educational and cultural places to spend its free time. In East 

Jerusalem, the problems are especially severe. There is a serious lack of informal educational 

frameworks for the youths in East Jerusalem, and the dropout percentage is very high at 

33%, meaning that a third of students do not finish their first twelve years of education. 

Moreover, students who go on to study in higher education do not find a job that is 

appropriate to their level of education. Despite the diversity in the city, there are common 

needs and problems that the various groups share but also unique problems, which are only 

relevant to specific groups.  

 

Analysis: The Main Problems  

 

The voices of the youth in the various groups reflect the different realities of young residents 

in the two parts of the city but they also show some similar concerns. Young Palestinian girls 

from Al-Abdallah School discussed a few problems and difficulties. Two main issues were 

raised: The first was sexual harassment on public transportation. The participants shared 

stories of sexual harassment, where, in some cases, the perpetrators were bus drivers or 

 
2 Choshen, Maya and Michal Korach, Jerusalem: Facts and Trends, JIPR, 2019, 25.  
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other passengers during the ride. The second was bullying at school. Some of the participants 

shared their stories of being bullied and complained that this was not addressed by the 

school management and that the bullies were not punished.  

The participants also raised problems that relate to the education system, such as a 

lack of interactive activities during the school year; a lack of facilities in schools, particularly a 

science laboratory; and a lack of neighborhood libraries. In addition, the education system is 

much too rigid, lacking flexibility and the freedom of choosing one’s own courses. They also 

complained about problems that are connected to the political context, such as the 

separation wall, and having soldiers and checkpoints between Shu’fat refugee camp and 

Jerusalem (Figure 1).  

As a result of the separation wall in Jerusalem, a third of the Palestinian population 

found itself beyond the wall with barriers and checkpoints when traveling inside Jerusalem. 

This makes life very complicated and difficult for people—young and old—in these areas. 

Many of the school students from these neighborhoods need to cross the checkpoints every 

day in order to get to school, and this affects their daily lives. The traffic when going or 

coming back is very heavy, with lots of traffic jams, and overall, it is unbearable. The 

participants also discussed the problem of public transportation and traffic and complained 

that sometimes they have to wait fifty minutes for the bus.  

 
Figure 1: A checkpoint in Jerusalem: “A blurry image of my daily frustration passing through checkpoints. The image is 

blurry but the reality is very strong and clear” 
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The following are the main issues that were raised by the Israeli group. The first is 

problems with public transportation. This topic was discussed among both young Israelis and 

young Palestinians, and it seems that both sides were bothered by it and had similar 

problems concerning public transportation. The Israeli participants explained that they are 

dependent on public transportation in order to get to school, and they complained that the 

buses arrive late, that there are always delays and overcrowding on the buses (Figure 2), and 

that the traffic causes them to be late to school. They also complained that public 

transportation is not available at night and on Saturdays.   

 
Figure 2: Overcrowded bus 

The second issue is restrictions in terms of dress and behavior, mainly for women. 

The participants claimed that they sensed the enforcement of certain dress codes that were 

being imposed by religious and ultra-Orthodox groups. They feel that these restrictions place 

limitations on their freedom. They also complained about the pressure to close shops and 

restaurants on Saturdays. The third issue is the lack of places for young people to spend their 

leisure time and to hang out. Because of that, many young people spend time on the streets 

drinking, and this leads, in many cases, to violence (Figure 3).  
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Figure 3: Street drinking in Jerusalem 

The Israeli participants also mentioned that there is no football team for women in 

Jerusalem. They argued that the girls deserve to have the opportunity to play in a football 

team like men. Another topic that was raised is the garbage in Jerusalem. They claimed that 

the city is full of trash, and this bothers them and damages the city. The analysis of the 

Palestinian and Israeli groups shows that even though their situations are very different and 

some of their problems are unique to their specific contexts (for example, the issue of 

checkpoints for the Palestinians and the issue of secular-religious rifts on the Jewish side), 

there are also topics that were raised by both sides, such as public transportation and 

violence.  

The joint group from the “Kids for Peace” organization also pointed out these issues. 

They discussed the problems of traffic, public transportation, and checkpoints and also talked 

about violence. They especially mentioned violence against women and girls. In addition, 

they discussed the problems of hate, racism, and violence on a political and national basis. In 

addition to this, they argued that garbage and pollution are also major problems in the city 

and are especially severe in the Palestinian neighborhoods, where there are very few trash 

cans and irregular waste collection. 
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The project’s survey3 show that education was one of the five most chosen issues by 

both Israelis and Palestinians in the city when they were asked about what issues need to be 

improved in Jerusalem. But, when they were asked open questions regarding the main 

problems in the neighborhood, the Palestinians focused more on education-related issues 

(crowded classrooms, the level of education, dropout percentages) while the Israelis scarcely 

referred to them. Figure 4 also shows the differences in residents’ levels of satisfaction with 

educational facilities.     

 

 

Figure 4: Jerusalem residents’ opinions of educational facilities. 

  

 

 

 

 
3 The public opinion survey included 612 Palestinian residents East Jerusalem and 516 Jewish residents of West 
Jerusalem. The Surveys were fielded, and responses were collected during January 2018. Full methodological 
information about the survey and results are available here: https://jerusalemvisions.huji.ac.il/book/survey-
report 

18%
8%

21%

9%

28%

35%

29%

36%

3%
9%

P A L I S R

S C H O O L S  A N D  O T H E R  E D U C A T I O N A L  F A C I L I T I E S

Not at all Satisfied Rather unsatisfied Neither satisfied nor dissatisfied

Rather satisfied Very satisfied



9 
 

 
 

Building Common Visions for the Future of Jerusalem: A Bottom-Up Approach 

The Vision for the Future 

The participants in the various groups regarding youth and education outlined a vision for the 

city that will address the main problems and change the current situation. They described a 

city with free movement and no checkpoints (or at least, until that happens, a more efficient 

and quicker checkpoint system). They also hoped for better public transportation and the 

placement of screens in bus stations to display real-time bus arrival data and to report if 

there are any delays. The Palestinians mentioned that these screens only exist in West 

Jerusalem. The vision also included a situation in which women and girls feel that they are 

protected and are not alone. The participants in the joint group clarified that everybody 

shares the responsibility for stopping the violence and that it is possible. In addition to that, 

they envisaged a green and clean city, with more trash cans on the streets, especially in East 

Jerusalem, and more trees and parks. The participants also hoped for a better education 

system with modern science laboratories in schools (Figure 5).  

 

 

Figure  5 : The vision - A science laboratory in school: “Having a modern science  
laboratory at school would allow me to practice science and not see it only as theory.  

Maybe I would become a scientist one day” 
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Conclusions and Recommendations 

We would recommend the following steps in the field of youth of education:   

1. Creating informal frameworks for youths in East Jerusalem and West Jerusalem and 

joint youth activities for both sides. 

2. Creating educational programs that deal with violence among youths and also spaces 

where young people will be able to release their anger and stress. 

3. Building new schools and classrooms in order to solve the issue of overcrowded 

classes.  

4. Assigning professional social workers to conduct a study on the problem of high 

dropout rates from schools and to outline suggestions to address this problem.   

5. Improving the quality of education and the teachers.   

6. Creating programs to attract students to stay within the school system.  

7. Involving families in school matters.  

8. Establishing social programs to support poor families that push their children to leave 

school and go to work instead.  

9. Building social groups and clubs for youths that will allow them to develop their skills 

and hobbies.   

10. Building support programs and centers for professional guidance.  

 

 

 










