
Welcome to the Ramallah Friends 
School newsletter! Friends United Meet-
ing has recently undergone a change 
in leadership, bringing on board Colin 
Saxton as our new general secretary. 
Under his leadership FUM staff members 
have felt open to changes on many levels, 
including the look of this newsletter. In 
March, Joyce Ajlouny, RFS director, was 
in the FUM office in Richmond, Indiana, 
where this newsletter is edited by Katie 
Terrell Wonsik and designed by Shari 
Veach. These three women put their heads 
together to bring you a fresh look, while 
continuing to bring you important updates, 
photos, and features from the Friends 
School. We hope you enjoy this edition! 

Reason to Celebrate!
RFS Named an IB World School

By Mohammad Habbas, Math Teacher and MYP Coordinator

Previously when seventh grade English students were as-
signed Romeo and Juliet, accompanying classroom activities 
were limited to reading and interpreting the complex Shake-
spearean text. To most students, this was an arduous task that 
left them bored and unengaged.  

Collaboration between the English, Art, and Technology 
departments has made the classroom a much more vibrant 

place this year. Studying the text now includes drawing, designing, and acting. Stu-
dents have ventured into a new world as they study the text through these various 
mediums and plan to perform the play in April. They have designed a stage set, 
designed and sewed beautiful costumes, acted out various roles in the classroom, 
worked on creative writing assignments, analyzed the play’s theme and conflict 
through classroom discussions, and created invitation cards and brochures for their 
big performance.  

Another example of these tangible changes to our classroom curriculum was 
seen in the eighth grade history class. A true measure of understanding is being able 
to teach what you have learned. Thus, while students were studying the ancient 
Greeks, they simplified what they were learning into short stories with simple sen-
tences and pictures, suitable for kindergarteners. They then spent one morning at the 
kindergarten, sharing the stories with their younger schoolmates (pictured above). 
This activity made very clear links between teaching social science and service to the 
community.  

These changes and many more came about as a result of our school’s accep-
tance into the International Baccalaureate’s (IB) Middle Years Program (MYP)—a 
program that emphasizes concepts of human ingenuity, innovative approaches to 
learning, community and service, social and health education, and the environments 
we live in.   

In 1999, the Upper School received authorization to offer the IB program in 
grades 11-12, and we were granted the highly regarded MYP authorization on Feb-
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ruary 20, 2012, for grades 6-10. This gives us the green light to refer to our school 
as an “IB World School”—the only such school in Palestine and one of a handful in 
the Middle East. Following many years of preparing to meet the International Bac-
calaureate Organization’s high standards, staff and faculty are celebrating the fruits 
of their hard work and accomplishments. 

For more about the IB MYP, visit: http://www.ibo.org/myp/.   
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Lower School News in Brief
By Hendrik Taatgen, Lower School Principal

Library Renovation and Reading Month
Significant progress has been made in making the library a more inviting place for children 
to read. With the help of parents and students, Librarian Tala Karkar has created reading and 
study corners using comfortable seating arrangements, including beanbags and colorful carpets. 
New curtains will brighten up the entire room, and one corner is designated as an audio-visual 
space where children can listen to music and watch educational films. In January, the library 
hosted various activities during Reading Month. Students used “passports” to keep track of 
the books they were reading, parents participated in read-aloud sessions, and professional sto-
rytellers captivated students with dramatic renditions of fairytales, folktales, and other stories. 

Landscaping Project
Decorated with almond and fir trees, the Lower School campus is one of the most beautiful 
spots in Ramallah. Yet its location on a steep hill has for many years been a cause of safety 
concerns. Last summer we began creating terraces on the hillside with stairs and railings. In 
mid-February, the project was completed with the addition of decorative planting boxes and 
benches. Teachers are already making plans to use the largest terrace as an outside classroom 
when the weather warms up. (See photo on outside cover, page 8.)

Above: Seventh graders examine the costumes they drew and designed for their rendition of Romeo and Juliet

Above: Lower School students reading 
in the library
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Effective Educational Program 
An effective educational program is designed to fit together like the pieces of a puzzle. Last 
October, faculty adopted a “homework policy” to confirm that homework is given to students 
for the purpose of practicing or deepening an understanding of concepts learned in class; 
homework is not meant to be busy work. Our next step was to issue a planner to help students 
organize their homework assignments, and for parents to keep track of these assignments. For 
years parents have been complaining that their children’s book bags are too heavy. Recogniz-
ing the seriousness of their concern, we adopted the “2/2 homework rule”: no more than two 
homework assignments per day, no more than two tests or exams per week. Homework planners 
are a useful way to ensure that this new rule is followed. We also purchased a batch of hallway 
cabinet spaces, called “cubbies,” for students to leave the books that they don’t need to take 
home. The final piece in the puzzle was to create a homeroom period at the end of the school 
day, during which teachers instruct students in these new end-of-day routines. 

Curriculum Changes
Understanding by Design (UbD) is the overall framework of our curriculum improvement ef-
forts. It is a planning device that asks teachers to specify in advance what they want their students 
to learn. Student learning takes various forms but is focused on understanding concepts and 
demonstrating mastery of skills. Assessment of student progress no longer relies solely on tests, 
quizzes, and exams, but is primarily authentic and performance-based. Teachers are becoming 
adept in designing UbD unit plans that integrate various subjects in interesting lessons. Students 
become enthusiastic learners when they are challenged to use their creativity and imagination. 

Above: Lower School students engage in math activities 
in a successful “Understanding by Design” lesson pre-

sented by their math teacher, Miss Maha Atallah.

I have served the Ramallah Friends School for 
twenty-eight years as a teacher and head of preschool. 
In those years I have seen, in action, what an educa-
tion at the Friends School has to offer students and the 
community as a whole. 

The kindergarten building that has served students 
for generations could no longer be sustained with the 
transformational growth and needs of our students. 
We teachers, students, and parents are humbled and 
grateful for the loyalty that the old building has pro-
vided for all these years. But it was time to move into 
the new building that was finally opened at the begin-
ning of this school year.

Our new building has made it easier for us to pro-
vide an environment that will support different teach-
ing approaches, students who have disabilities and 
differences in learning styles, physical and emotional 
capacities, ways of perceiving the world, and abilities to communicate and relate to 
others. Further, this will allow us to offer our education to even more students from 
the community. 

It has been difficult to say goodbye to a building that has transformed the lives of 
130 students each year; a building where, twenty-five years ago, I taught the children 
who are now parents of our current students. However, while buildings change and 
programs evolve and students grow, our foundations, built on our Quaker values, 
remain unmoved and are the reasons for our perseverance.

New Building, Same Quaker Values
By Duha Masri, Head of Preschool

Kindergarten students in front of the 
old KG building
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Upper School News in Brief
By Mahmoud Amra, Upper School Principal

MUN Conferences
Our Model United Nations (MUN) club managed to participate in six MUN conferences 
this year, in Greece, Qatar, the Netherlands, India, and two in Jordan. Approximately fifty 
students participated in these conferences, representing countries from all over the world. 
In these conferences, participating students researched major topics concerning different 
countries, developed position papers, and argued their opinion. Through such activities the 
school aims at fostering understanding of different cultures and points of view. 

Community Service
Over the past few months, the Upper School has organized service projects for our stu-
dents in Al-Amari Refugee Camp, Al-Jalazon Refugee Camp, Al-Mazra’a Al-Sharqiya 
Village, Al-Jahhaleen Bedouins Area, Beit Sahour Town, Al-Nabisaleh Village, and Ne’lin 
Village. Students visited several charitable organizations in these locations, learned about 
their communities, and helped farmers in picking olives. In addition, the Student Council 
raised funds through bake sales and several other activities to support Alnahda Women’s 
Association, which aims at developing teaching and training programs for disabled people 
and children with special needs.

For over twenty years, working at the Ramallah Friends School, I have had the 
chance to meet many visiting educators and students from Friends schools in the U.S. 
I have learned from them about their schools, how they incorporate Quaker values 
and traditions, how they implement a Quaker approach to education, and how they 
provide excellent education for their students. I have benefited greatly from the long 
conversations and interaction with fellow educators from these schools. 

This year I was privileged to spend two weeks visiting some of these schools in 
the U.S. and actually see firsthand what I have been hearing and reading about for 
all these years. I started my visit by spending five days at Sidwell Friends School in 
Washington, D.C. I met many members of the faculty and the staff. I was honored 
to attend the weekly Meeting for Worship, many classes, and hold conversations with 
the students. 

Following that visit, I attended a two-day workshop at Pendle Hill for educators 
new to Quakerism, organized by the Friends Council on Education. Prior to register-
ing I was hesitant to participate since I am not new to Quakerism. After attending 
the workshop, however, I am glad that I signed up. I have learned new things about 
Quakerism and Quaker education, and got to know more than twenty teachers and 
administrators from different Friends schools across the U.S. Interacting with the 
participants in the workshop was a unique learning experience. It was clear to me that 
we share a common pride in working at our Friends’ schools. Attending the workshop 
gave me the feeling that we, at the Ramallah Friends School, are not alone. 

For the remaining days of my trip, I visited the Friends Council on Education, 
Westtown School, William Penn Charter School, and George School in Philadelphia. 
I also met with their administrators and teachers to learn about the schools and how 
they are functioning. 

I was overwhelmed with the generosity, kindness, and hospitality of all the Friends 
who hosted me. RFS is a leading educational institution in Palestine, and this trip gave 
me much energy and many ideas to continue in this work.

My Visit to Friends Schools in the U.S.
By Mahmoud Amra, Upper School Principal

Above: RFS students participate in olive picking as 
part of a community service project in the village of 
Ne’lin near Ramallah City.
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Student Exchange Program 
The school was once again proud to announce scholarship exchange program opportunities 
in partnership with four schools in the U.S.: George School, Penn Charter School, Sidwell 
Friends School, and Westtown. The four Quaker schools have generously offered to accept 
one student each and to provide scholarships for the academic year 2012-13. The Upper 
School is now in the process of selecting students for this opportunity.

Sports for Life
We have contracted the organization “Sports for Life” to manage our afterschool sports 
program. Starting second semester, the organization will provide coaches for basketball and 
football (soccer) to work with different groups of students on developing their skills in these 
sports. (See photo on outside cover, page 8.)

Westtown School Students in Ramallah
For the third consecutive year, we hosted a group of students and staff members from West-
town School, Philadelphia. The group of eighteen students and four staff members spent six 
days in Ramallah with host families, attended classes with our students, visited the Friends 
Play Center at Al-Amari Refugee Camp, attended several lectures and documentary films, and 
participated in sports activities with our students. The partnership with Westtown School is 
growing year after year and is enriching the experiences of students at both schools.

“Here’s to the rest of our lives.”
“It is not the end; it is only the beginning.” 
These are the usual senior year quotes that we are told to try to help us embrace 

the future. These quotes make me think about time; time that does not give its own 
self the opportunity to settle down and be in the present. Time is merely a silhouette 
that passes us by, and decides to slap us in the face just a few months before we gradu-
ate, sarcastically screaming, “Hey you! Reality check!” Time’s up.

The Friends School has been more than a home to me. We entered the school 
twelve years ago with backpacks that were heavier than us. At the Lower School we 
played tag and had “junk food picnics.” We then came to the Upper School think-
ing we owned the world. Since then, which seems like decades ago and yet feels like 
yesterday, we’ve been on the most thrilling rollercoaster around: growing up. Here we 
are today, leaving as totally different individuals. We still hold on to the innocence and 
silliness we had, but we have grown up in ways that even we might not fully realize. 

I walk around this school and think of every incident that happened here and 
happened there. I think about the people I’ve met, the memories I’ve cherished, and 
every single thing I have been through. The past six years somehow flash into my head 
all at once. And then, they are gone, replaced with the darkness of the idea that it’s all 
over. The only static element is the smile I see on our faces.

Being a part of the Friends School is something I wouldn’t replace if I had to do 
it all over again. It is the best community one can grow up in. It allowed us to flourish 
in our own ways, and to see life from different perspectives. It really did prepare us for 
the “rest of our lives.”

And here we are welcoming the future, cherishing the past, and trying so hard to 
hold on to the present. Class of 2012, we were taught to change the world. Trust me,  
we will!

A Word from Our Students
By Areen Bahour, Upper School Senior

Areen Bahour will be attending
MIT in the Fall of 2012

Above: Westtown students learn Debkeh 
(folk dance) from RFS students.
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Strategic and Action Planning  
Only a thirty-five minute car ride away, we traveled from 

a very chilly Ramallah to the desert warmth of Jericho, where 
we held our strategic planning retreat. Samir Hulieleh—RFS 
board member, alumnus, and parent—offered his winter 
home and pampered us with wonderful food as we deliber-
ated the future of our school. A joint team encompassing 
board and staff members met and planned the next five years. 

While some questions posed dealt with immediate aca-
demic concerns, others were more strategic in nature. Mem-
bers did not shy away from questions such as: should we start 
a two-year liberal arts college? Should we re-establish a board-
ing school element? All of the queries challenged us to think 
about how to leverage our successes and move the school to 
the next stage in its history. An inspirational introduction by 
Samir helped us recognize the importance of focusing on an educational program that 
encourages students to think, learn, and discover for themselves, especially in this fast 
changing technological world that we live in. 

We did not end up with an elaborate final document that focuses on our long-
term future, but a simpler one that addresses the pressing issues of the day. It incorpo-
rates all of our thoughts and decisions, but rather than a “strategic plan,” we consider 
it our “improvement action plan,” that we intend to follow, monitor, and update as 
we go along. We didn’t feel we had enough time to tackle the big questions, but hope 
to discuss more strategic issues in the near future. 

Commercial Development 
The FUM-RFS joint development team has been working hard to finalize the 

paper and legal work relating to our commercial development project. It’s been a very 
sharp learning curve for many of us as we review the lease agreement, memorandum of 
understanding, development service agreement, register a new special purpose vehicle 
(i.e., company), prepare financial projections, apply for the loan, review the building 
design, contract the best bidder, and market and find good tenants. We are excited 
to see our to-do list diminishing as we now wait for the loan funds to arrive from the 
Overseas Private Investment Corporation (OPIC).   

We thank all the FUM staff, Trustees, and General Board members, as well as our 
pro bono lawyers from Vinson and Elkins, for their hard work and commitment to see 
this project through. With this project, we hope to be able to generate funds that will 
help increase our endowment and operational revenues to the school.    

Honorary Board Membership  
The Ramallah Friends School Board of Trustees honored two special people who 

have been instrumental in raising awareness and funding for the school. The first is 
Mr. Khaldoun Tabari, RFS student in the late 1950s, who donated over $220,000 
to help complete the new multi-purpose hall at the Lower School. The second is Ms. 
Hala Jayousi-Malhas, an attendee in the late 1970s, who was instrumental in orga-
nizing two fundraising events in Dubai during the past five years. Together with her 
husband, Rami Malhas, she has given generously to the school. We are grateful to our 
new honorary board members, knowing that they will continue to help raise aware-
ness in support of our school.

RFS Board of Trustees and 
staff members at the strategic 

planning meeting in Jericho

From the Director’s Office
By Joyce Ajlouny, RFS Director



Participate in the 
future of the

Friends School, 
with your tax-

deductible gifts! 

q  Yes, I would like to contribute to the Ramallah Friends School:

q  Scholarships and Child sponsorship*
 q General Award (any amount)	 $_____________ 
 q ESJ Award (min. $2,500)		  $_____________
 q Preferences (age, gender, other): _________________________

q  Where most needed   $_____________ 

q  Enclosed is my total contribution of U.S.$_____________ 

Name

Address

City, State, Zip

E-mail

U.S. $ Gifts:  Tax-deductible gifts should be made payable to the Ramallah Friends 
School and sent to: Global Ministries, Friends United Meeting, 101 Quaker Hill Drive, 
Richmond, IN 47374-1926, or online at www.fum.org.

Sterling (£) Gifts: should be made payable to the Quaker International Educational 
Trust (QuIET), noting “for Ramallah” on the back and saying if Gift Aid may be 
claimed, and sent to: QuIET,  Yew Tree House, Church Street, Bloxham, Banbury, OX15 
4ET or Brian Morphy at QuIET, Tel: 01295 720019;  e-mail: brianmorphy@tiscali.co.uk.

*Donate either to the General Award Fund (partial, any amount) or ESJ Award Fund 
(full). Tuition fees for 2011–2012 range from U.S. $2,500 to $2,700.

For further information and inquiries, feel free to contact our office at development@
palfriends.org or Tel:  +972-2-295-2286, www.palfriends.org.

Support RFS through Online Giving!
Through an initiative aimed at saving money and resourc-
es, we have begun to shift much of our correspondence 
online. Donations can now be made with the click of a 
mouse on our completely secure online donation page 
(designed and supported by eCommerce, a U.S.-based 
company). Donations made through this secure site are 
U.S. tax-deductibe; please visit our web page for other 
donation methods. As always, we will never share your 
information with a third party. Visit www.palfriends.org 
and click “Donate” for more information.

Donor Thanks We would like to thank the following people for their recent donations to Ramallah Friends School:

Friends School, Ramallah/Al-Bireh Scholarship Donors,
Restricted and General, October 1, 2011–February 29, 2012
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Above: Students stretch before a soccer 
game at our sports field.

Far right: New stairs with a railing and 
planting boxes.

Right: The school’s organic garden is 
producing many seasonal vegetables.
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