
“Look, these are the jars that we decorated with pic-
tures of strawberries. Aren’t they pretty? Oh, and we 
also decorated glasses. Everything is for sale here. Did 
you see the letters that we are doing and that we are 
stick magnets on?”

Michal Adler who has special cognitive and emo-
tional needs, is proudly displaying the everyday items 
that she and her peers created in the ceramics cara-
van in the community of Gva’ot. All around her are 
shelves housing various articles in a myriad of colors 
and finishes and in the next room there is a working 
kiln. Michal is working sitting down, her hand cov-
ered with clay and a huge smile on her face.

“I really love working with ceramics. We want peo-
ple to enjoy the items that we are making and that I 
embellish and decorate. The pottery items from here 
are sold in the community’s coffee shop. I am very 
proud of myself”.

Michal is 39 years old, one of ten young adults of 
the special education system who live in the small 
community hidden in a pine forest in Gush Etzion. 
Four years ago, she joined this community after hav-
ing been a student at the Jerusalem based Feuerstein 
Institute for educational development.

“I am very happy and pleased that I am working 
here, that I am able to contribute to helping others as 
well. It also makes me happy to ride horses. I live in 
an independent apartment and go to Beit Ella to help”.

What is “Beit Ella”?
“It’s the apartment for less independent girls here in 

Gva’ot, and I help them. During Corona, I was very 
brave because I stayed here. I did not go home to my 
family on Kibbutz Ein Tzurim”.

Was that troublesome for you?
“What is troublesome”?

Great sadness.
“Sometimes, I am sad when I get stuck and I don’t 

know what to do. But I handle it, get over it. I keep 
myself busy in the apartment, write in my diary, take 
out the garbage or I go to Beit Ella and cut salad for 
the girls there, help whoever needs help, speak to the 
girls.”

Michal’s eyes lit up suddenly. “Do you know what 
my dream is really? To fly overseas. I really want to 
fly to the rain forest with someone from the staff here. 
Where is the rain forest? I have never travelled abroad, 
and I want to experience nature”.

• • •
The community of Gva’ot, in the Bat Ayin vicin-

ity, was established in 2012 by Tamar Heksher and 

 HILLS OF

HOPE
Michal does pottery, Rafi bakes 
delicacies in the bakery, Shulamit 
sells greeting cards in the local 
coffee shop.

• In the small community of Gva’ot 
(hills) in the middle of a pine forest 
in Gush Etzion, a very special and 
unique project has been operating 
for the last nine years: more than 20 
young adults with genetic disorders, 
neurological problems and behavioral 
issues of varying degrees live an 
work here as equal members of the 
community.

• Tamar Heksher, one of the 
project’s founders: “The important is 
that no one is overlooked here”.
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Noa Mandelbaum, two extraordi-
nary woman who had previously 
established an integrative school 
for “regular” students together with 
special needs students. In the pas-
toral setting, which epitomizes the 
values of integration and inclusion, 
45 “regular” families live alongside 
56 special needs individuals who 
come from all parts of the country. 

This exciting social project is 
simply called Sadnat Shiluv- Inclu-
sion Workshop. The project accepts 
persons with various neurological 
challenges, genetic disorders, and 
a range of behavioral issues, and 
integrates them in natural man-
ner within a “regular” community. 
Sadnat Shiluv participants work in 

the project’s carpentry shop, the lo-
cal bakery, the coffee shop (which 
was built entirely by participants 
and staff guidance), ceramics, the 
sheep pen or basket weaving. They 
have created a source of inspiration 
which transmits a feeling of hope 
and optimism to everyone who vis-
its the Sadna.

Tamar Heksher (56), who has 9 
children and 3 grandchildren, and 
Noa Mandelbaum, a 57 year old 
mother of six and grandmother of 
“many”, established Sadnat Shiluv. 
Today, even after 9 years, they see 
Gva’ot as a realization of an ideal. 
“I always looked for my calling, and 
even from a young age, I wanted to 

understand why its worth getting up 
each morning. From my standpoint, 
Gva’ot is the place for me to fulfill 
a mission” remarked Tamar with-
out any pathos. She grew up on the 
religious Ein Tzurim kibbutz. Her 
father, the late Gershon Shephet 
passed away from corona this year 
at the age of 92. “From the time I 
was a child, I did not function well 
within a structured framework, I 
always thought outside of the box. 
My favorite place of solace as a 
child was the cowshed of the kib-
butz. I began working there when I 
was in fourth grade, and it was there 
that the seeds of Gva’ot were plant-
ed in my head. It was through my 
work in the cowshed that I under-
stood the power that is inherent in 

giving duties and respon-
sibilities to young chil-
dren. How much prosper-
ity this brings”!

Tamar’s eyes are pen-
etrating, and she exudes 
confidence. She studied 
art at Oranim college and 
received a teaching cer-
tificate. She worked as a 
homeroom teacher and 
taught art in the school 
system. “As a homeroom 
teacher, you develop a 
closeness to the kids in 
your class and can iden-

tify what their needs are. You can 
fully understand the challenges of 
the education system in Israel. Five 
years was enough for me to realize 
that I am not prepared to play a part 
in this system. I met Noa, who came 
from the special education sphere, 
through mutual friends. Noa and I 
immediately came to the conclu-
sion that we were going to create an 
alternate educational system”.

In 2000, the two women estab-
lished the “Reishit” school in Bat 
Ayin in order to promote integra-
tion of special needs students into 
the regular school system. “I know 
that this can be a controversial is-
sue, but it was always our belief 

that a society needs to include all 
of its components”, explains Tamar.

“Actually, the most important 
things in my life, I learned from 
my interactions with special needs 
individuals. It is from them that I 
learned not to be judgmental, to 
refrain from criticism, and to adapt 
a good attitude. Special needs per-
sons view the world from a good 
place, they tend to have good hearts 
without harboring feelings of ven-
geance or revenge”.

Did they learn this behavior 
from you?

“No, on the contrary, we learn it 
from them constantly”.

Noa, who grew up in Kibbutz 
Lavi, explains that the special 
needs community deserves equal 
treatment. “It’s true that they are 
challenged, but in some ways, they 
are flawless. They have good emo-
tional health which enables them 
to enjoy their work and their com-
munity- even more than the aver-
age person. When we established 
Gva’ot, the idea was to give them a 
home, a place where no one would 
say that they are not suitable to read 
from the Torah; a place where no 
one would refuse to sit next to them 
in the park”.

“This place gives them a sense 
of confidence, a feeling of belong-
ing to a community and essentially 
offers them an opportunity to ex-
press their inner happiness. It’s a 
more protective environment that 
provides them more freedom. If 
someone is singing or shrieking to 
himself outside in a different envi-
ronment it can be disruptive, here it 
is seen as an exciting and pleasant 
experience”.

It almost sounds optimistic.
“Yes, we are the “new kibbutz” if 

you like.

• • •

“I am baking bagels in the bak-
ery now, but I like to prepare every-
thing”.

Rami (pseudonym), nearly 22, 
was born and grew up in Haifa and 
has been living in Gva’ot for five 
years. He is tall and skinny with 
a kippa on his head and “payot” 
(sideburns for religious purposes) 
that express a certain simplicity 
mixed with a bit of sadness. 

He takes a piece of dough, 
stretches it, creates a hole in the 
center and dips it into a pile of ses-
ame seeds. He works slowly but 
focused. “My apartment as well as 
the bakery here in Gva’ot are very 
good for me”, he explains. “I plan 
on staying in Gva’ot at least until I 
am 28. I hope to find a wife and be 
married by then. A lot of the people 
here want to get married. I totally 
hope and believe that g-d will help 
me get to the point where I am in-
dependent enough to raise a family. 
I also want a profession – these are 
my goals in my life”.

What is holding you back actu-
ally?

“i get into moods, my emotion-
al stability needs to improve, but 
I’ve made progress in my rela-
tionships with others. Now, my 
reactions to situations are differ-
ent than they were a few years 
back, this is something I really 
have been struggling to achieve. I 
feel that I must be persistent and 
work very hard to acquire the 
skills that I need to succeed and 
overcome challenges.”

We all need strength to be vic-
torious.

“There are people who don’t have 
the issues that I have, g-d gave them 
special material and tools to cope 
with their feelings. I didn’t receive 
this gift and therefore it is harder for 
me. Why didn’t I get this? – science 
has not yet been able to come up 
with the answer. There are things 
that science does not understand”.

Science has developed medica-
tions that can help.

“Even if I took all the pills avail-
able, it wouldn’t be the same as a 

person who can succeed naturally. 
My work in the bakery for example, 
helps me a lot, but there is still room 
for improvement. I still get moody. 
In fact, I had a crisis a week ago”.

Tamar interjects” Rami, I am also 
still making progress. Everybody 
progresses all the time- everyone 
in their own way, and you are pro-
gressing very nicely. Even if you 
have a crisis or setback, you still 
continue forward”.

• • •
From Tamar’s standpoint, the first 

and central value that comes form 
working at the Sadna in Gva’ot is 
respecting others as they are. The 
second benefit is consideration and 
the third is acceptance. According 
to Tamar, the place also operates on 
the intrinsic values of Judaism- “not 
necessarily observing the mitzvot 
but, rather adopting a Jewish view-
point of the world”.

“To love someone like yourself is 
the easy part! I love my husband- 
what is the problem with that? But 

I am very 
happy and 
pleased 
that I am 
working 
here, that I 
am able to 
contribute 
to helping 
others as 
well.

I always 
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and even 
from a 
young age, 
I wanted to 
understand 
why its 
worth 
getting 
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the place 
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let’s see you love someone who is 
different from you, different in race, 
religion, behavior or abilities”.

“At Gva’ot, we implement a val-
ue system that is based on accepting 
the other. Children can understand 
and accept this better than the rest of 
us. I bring special needs persons to 
visit kindergartens and first grades, 
the children there don’t view their 
visitors as different. The first time 
we put severely challenged students 
into a class at “Reishit”, we stood 
on the side and observed. To our 
pleasant surprise, the reaction of 
the “regular” students to the special 
needs group was extremely natu-
ral. I saw how they know how to 
integrate and accept. From a broad 
perspective, this sharpens their abil-
ities to be empathetic, express their 
feelings and understand challeng-
es”.

There will always be those who 
argue that it is too young of an 
age for children to be exposed to 
these types of life challenges.

“No, this is the way of the world- 
with all of its anguish. We don’t 
wrap the kids in bubble wrap. Did 
I create these challenges? No, but I 
will teach my children and my stu-
dents about them.”

Noa: “This is definitely difficult 
work, but in the long run, we have 
a lot more satisfaction than disap-
pointment. The process is slow, and 
that is exactly why we are here. 
When we succeed, the pleasure and 
satisfaction is immense.”

As we continue our walk through 
the community, we pass the horse 
farm where one of Tamar’s children 
is training the horses. In another 
area, one of the older residents is 
riding a horse under the supervision 
of one of the riding therapy coun-
selors. Near the climbing wall, we 
pass three of the special residents 
who, on their way to the carpentry 
shop, greet us warmly. Everything 
here is pleasant and pastoral, we 
walk through the forests accompa-
nied by the sound of birds tweeting. 
Another special resident is herding 
sheep not far from us. 

Tamar explains that the employ-
ment system in Gva’ot provides 
those with special needs with im-
portant tools for mainstreaming 
into the community. “Their work 
gives the young adults a sense of 
self-worth. They are made to feel 
that they are essential workers 
who have a lot to contribute to this 
world- not just to receive. The Sad-

na is a healing place, one that incor-
porates flora and fauna”.

During the three coronavirus 
lockdowns, everyone stayed in the 
community without exception. The 
last lockdown lasted for two months 
with everyone staying in Gva’ot.

 “It was very difficult but at the 
same time there was happiness 
here”, Tamar recalls. Everyone 
flourished when they realized that 
we were all staying and that we 
would all do good things togeth-
er. There was clearly a big boost 
in work, in energy- basically there 
was a very good atmosphere here. 
Outside there was a pandemic, but 
we protected ourselves and contin-
ued to work”.

Special needs persons don’t 
always react well to changes in 
their normal environment and to 
being restricted from seeing their 
families. 

“There were certainly issues in 
this regard, it was not so simple. At 
the onset, it was difficult to cope 
and there was a lot of frustration 
but as soon as it became routine- it 
worked fine. Additionally, we built 
a safety net of empathy and con-
versation together with constant 
contact with the families of the 
residents. We were diligent about 
sending videos and messages home 
to maintain high morale.

• • •
As we noted, before Tamar and 

Noa founded Gva’ot, they estab-
lished the “Reishit” school which 
has educated more than 700 stu-
dents since it was started 21 years 
ago. The school, currently run by 
Yifat Yagel, who lives in Gva’ot, 
has become an impressive success 
story and serves as a role model 
for integrative schooling. “When 
Reshit was opened, parents of 
special needs children practically 
stood in line to enroll their kids as 
there were very few options like 
this available in the country. We re-

ceived enquiries from all over Isra-
el. I remember one particular family 
that moved from the north to Gush 
Etzion so that one of their kids can 
learn at Reishit”.

“At the beginning, it was difficult 
to find parents who were willing to 
enroll their “regular” children in 
the integrated school. They thought 
their children would be “infected” 
by the special needs kids. We need-
ed to explain to them that Down 
syndrome is not a contagious dis-
ease and that the seemingly strange 
behavior of the special needs chil-
dren was just how they express 
their feelings. There were also 
parents who were concerned that 
the educational level of the classes 
would not be up to par, but I think 
that we have, over the years, proven 
the opposite to be true”.

During its first 8 years, Reishit 
only taught grades 1-8. However, 
when the “regular” students left to 
go to high schools, Tamar and Noa 
started a middle school program for 
special needs with an emphasis on 
employment. In Gva’ot they built a 
stable, a sheep pen, kitchens, a bak-
ery, and a coffee shop. Four years 
later, when the first pupils were al-

ready too old for the school system, 
Tamar and Noa established the Sad-
na in Gva’ot.

According to Tamar, due to the 
success of Reshit, residents of oth-
er Gush Etzion communities un-
derstood the merits of integration 
and wanted to set up special needs 
apartments in their communities as 
well. Six adult special needs indi-
viduals live in each apartment. 

“The framework is religious and 
therefore the apartments are gen-
der separate, other than for married 
couples. We have one married cou-
ple, and both work here. He works 
in computers in a unit of Mobileye 
that is geared for special needs per-
sons and she works in the coffee 
shop. They receive all the support 
and services that we can offer. At 
the end of the day, all our residents 
want to be “like everyone else”- to 
go to the army and get married, but 
this is not necessarily suited for ev-
eryone”.

“And they all want to have chil-
dren of their own in the future. One 
of our residents once met a woman 
who was pregnant and he told her, 
in all sincerity, that he hoped that 
the child she is carrying will have 

Down syndrome. In his mind, this 
is a blessing. There was another 
Down syndrome boy who told me- I 
will get married with someone who 
has the syndrome and we will have 
children with Down syndrome, that 
is my dream. 

Can something like this happen 
in Gva’ot?

“No, that’s pushing past the 
boundaries we set for ourselves. We 
aren’t able here to raise the children 
of special needs parents. We can’t 
take that kind of responsibility”.

According to Tamar, all the spe-
cial residents of Gva’ot enjoy a full 
life, filled with nature and opportu-
nities to learn and grow. “Every day 
we think of what will help enrich 
their lives. We go on a lot of hikes 
and trips, learning through field 
trips. For instance, on one such trip, 
we learned about pre-state Israel 
and visited the Burma pass and the 
gates of entry to pre-1948 Jerusa-
lem. There is a picture hanging here 
of the Sadna girls dressed as pio-
neers who developed the land”.

The Gva’ot framework places an 
emphasis on personal growth and 
progress, and as such, each older 
student has a customized program 
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which was designed by the “dream 
team”. We are referring to a small 
mentoring group in which the stu-
dent, his family and the educational 
team set goals according to individ-
ual aspirations and abilities. The 
educational staff then tries to find 
ways to turn these dreams into re-
alities. The staff of Gva’ot includes 
140 employees and 15 national 

service volunteers. We have spe-
cial education teachers, assistants, 
coordinators, logistic teams, care-
takers, speech therapists, physical 
therapists, kindergarten teachers 
and even shepherds.

The Sadna’s main source of fund-
ing comes from the Ministries of 
Education and Welfare. This fund-
ing is supplemented by crowd fund-
ing and private philanthropists. The 
funds raised have helped build such 
items as a climbing wall, a covered 
playing field and a workout room. 
Tamar dreams of raising funds that 
will help expand the coffee shop 
and turn it into a venue for events 
in the winter. 

How long do the older special 
residents stay in the community?

“Their whole life. Every year, an 
additional 4 or 5 adults joins and we 

have already begun to house them 
in neighboring communities. One 
of our dreams is to establish an old 
age home in the future which would 
accommodate the entire communi-
ty so that we can grow old together. 
We will sit around in our wheel-
chairs and they will feed us in order. 
We roll in laughter together.”

And if all this wasn’t enough, 
three years ago, Noa and Tamar 
established “Yuvalim”, a nature 
school in Gva’ot designed for stu-
dents with emotional difficulties to 
learn in a regular school environ-
ment. Noa is the principle of the 
school and builds a tailor-made pro-
gram for each of the students.

“I write almost all of the mate-
rials. The students learn math, To-
rah, and a host of other subjects. 
For example, they learned about 
vegetation as well as cells using a 
microscope. Each student has aims 
and goals of his own and we know 
exactly where we want to get to 
with each student. The school helps 
prepare them to progress in life. We 
tell the students that they can do al-
most anything if they are willing to 
work harder than others”.

Tamar comments that the Minis-
try of Housing is planning to cre-
ate a new city in the area. “From 
my standpoint, they should take 
our project and transform it into 
an integrated city, why not? I am 
prepared to help plan integrated 
cultural, youth and sport centers, 
an integrated school and suitable 
apartments within the communi-

ty. This could be the first special 
needs integrated community in 
the country and even the world. I 
am willing to commit to this my 
entire lifetime”. The head of the  
Gush Etzion local council, Shlo-
mo Ne’eman supports Gva’ot to 
the best of his ability. He has invit-
ed the Sadna’s choir to perform at 
official council events and is often 
seen standing up and applauding 
throughout the performance.

Ne’eman explains that settling 
the country, and in particular Gush 
Etzion, is meant to include all the 
different population groups in the 
Jewish nation. “The fact that these 
people live in Gush Etzion is not 
only a great honor for us but also 
a very natural process as it is an 
expression of settling the land as a 
home for everyone”.

Tamar: “The important message 
is look at who is surrounding you. 
No one is overlooked, we will be 
attentive to the other. If we all make 
an effort to help, to include and ac-
cept each other, our entire society 
will look different.”

Shulamit, (pseudonym) 36, who 
has a low intelligence level lives in 
Gva’ot with her husband. She ex-
citedly shows us a pack of greeting 
cards which she drew by herself and 
that are slated to be sold at the local 
coffee shop.

“It’s a privilege to be here. During 
the lockdown, I could not even see 
my parents and I felt very frustrated. 
I listened to music and did sports to 
take my mind off the situation and I 
worked in the coffee shop”.

“When I saw all the cards that 
I drew, I began to cry. I didn’t be-
lieve that they were really for sale. 
I thought I was doing them just for 
decoration. I can’t believe that it 
was so emotional for me. To me this 
is big success. It’s giving of myself 
to those I love here”.

During the upcoming holiday of 
Shavuot, Shulamit will mark one 
year since coming to Gva’ot. “Be-
fore this, I lived in Jerusalem with 
my husband and then we moved 
here. My mother told us about the 
place and that there is a lot of love 
and optimism here. We really mer-
ited.”

“I met my husband in Uman. 
When people ask me, I tell them 
I don’t have special needs. I am a 

regular person like everyone else. 
Here, in the coffee shop where I 
work, I feel just like everyone. I 
am the hostess, the cashier, the dish 
washer and the cleaner and I go on 
errands. It is great fun.”

“Sometimes, it’s hard for me to 
be here for a long period of time 
and I want to go for a walk. I am 
learning to ride the horses, learn-
ing to be a D.J. and learning how to 
drum. Basically, I am never short of 
what to do here in Gva’ot.”

What is your dream?
“To be a singer and to sing on 

the stage together with Sarit Hadd-
ad. Maybe it will happen, we have 
no way of knowing. G-d can make 
anything possible”.

A lot of the 
people here 
want to get 
married. I 
totally hope 
and believe 
that g-d will 
help me get 
to the point 
where I am 
independent 
enough 
to raise a 
family. I 
also want a 
profession 
– these are 
my goals in 
my life”.


