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Mideast: 'Shalom Gaza', Hebrew debuts at Hamas schools
After long ban. 'Necessary to understand Israelis'
(ANSAmed) - GAZA, MARCH 29 - 'Ehad, shnaym, shalosh, arba' - one, two, three, four - starting in September students in a number of schools in Gaza run by Hamas will be counting in Hebrew and learning a language banned for a number of years across schools in the Gaza Strip. The surprise initiative was announced recently. Hebrew was so far banned from schools in the Strip - run by the Islamic Palestinian faction since 2007 - and only studied at a university level.
Starting with the next academic year, 20 of the 180 local schools will be teaching Hebrew along with English as a foreign language, replacing French and German which are much less useful to Gaza residents whose foreign travels are extremely limited.
The director general of the education ministry of Hamas, Mahmud Matar said that 'by studying Hebrew we can better understand the structure of Israeli society and understand how they think'. 'We perceive Israel as an enemy', he said. 'We want to teach students the language of the enemy'.
However, many see the move as also having a practical nature. Many products and medicines used in the Gaza Strip include explanations and prescriptions written in Hebrew. Israeli television channels are broadcast in Gaza. Programmes for children and cartoons in particular, which are considered of good quality, are in Hebrew.
Many adults in Gaza are quite fluent in Hebrew because they worked in Israel until crossings were open, before the Intifada, or following periods of detention there. However many among them cannot read or write although modern Hebrew is in many ways similar to Arabic.
Teachers will be properly equipped in the next few months to prepare for the change and education officials are confident things will go smoothly: though Gaza has on average 50 students per class and daily teaching shifts, the system is considered efficient.
Thanks to aid provided by the UN and a number of international organizations, illiteracy is below 1% and the Gaza Strip has as many as five universities. Many in the schools involved in the programme hope that in the end everything will go 'tov meod', very well in Hebrew. 
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