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The Impact of Jewish-Arab encounter in higher education institutions on 

relationships and attitudes of Jewish and Arab students 

Study abstract, December 2020 

Many Jews and Arabs in Israel live in separate domains, and in many cases higher 

education is the first setting in which they encounter each other. This study seeks to 

examine the character of the encounter between Arabs and Jews in academia, and to 

understand the role the shared academic space plays in shaping the mutual attitudes and 

perceptions of these Jewish and Arab citizens. Does partnership exist in the academic 

domain between students from both groups? And how do institutional policy and the 

inter-group encounter influence the desire for social proximity between Jewish and Arab 

students, their sense of belonging to the academic institution, their experiences and 

perceptions of discrimination, and their tolerance toward the other? Most importantly, 

the study examines the impact of these actions and experiences on the attitudes and 

intentions of these students regarding coexistence after they complete their academic 

studies. 

This large-scale and pioneering study examines the extent to which the participants agree 

with a wide range of statements relating to different types of encounter in the academic 

domain (e.g. participation in leadership groups); perceptions and attitudes about their 

group (e.g. a sense among Arabs that their group faces discrimination); and perceptions, 

attitudes, and feelings toward the other group (e.g. anger among Arabs directed at Jews). 

The participants were also asked how they perceive the policy of the institution they 

belong to on issues such as encouraging tolerance, combating racism, and critical 

discourse. A total of 4,697 Jewish and Arab students and graduates from 12 academic 

institutions in Israel participated in the study. The use of a broad-based and diverse sample 

of institutions permits the presentation of analyses and comparisons based on the national 

groups (Jews and Arabs), the stage of studies (undergraduates in their first year compared 

to undergraduates in their final year and graduates during their first year after graduation), 

the type of institution (colleges and universities), and the proportion of Arab students at 

the institution (which ranged from 8% to 60%). 

The mapping of the findings was undertaken based on the model of the graduate in the 

sphere of coexistence. This model defines the set of optimal perceptions and attitudes 

graduates should ideally hold in order to enable them to contribute to advancing equal, 

tolerant, and respectful relations between the different groups in Israeli society. The 

model includes four components: personal action (a willingness to engage in social 

proximity); identity (a sense of belonging to the academic institution); collective actions 
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(sensitivity to inequality); and perception/emotion (stereotypes and feelings about the 

other). The study findings cast light on the nature of the relations between Jews and Arabs 

as these are shaped during the period of study in the shared academic domain: 

• Motivation to social proximity: students report an increase in the number of their 

friends from the other group during their studies. However, the motivation to social 

proximity with members of the other group outside studies does not increase 

significantly in any of the groups examined, and in fact the level of motivation falls 

sharply among Arab students as they near graduation. Of the types of encounter 

currently implemented in academia, it was found the joint work in courses is the 

strongest predictor of the creation of friendships in academia and of increased 

motivation to social proximity between the members of both groups. 

• Sense of belonging to the academic institution: On average a similar and relatively 

strong sense of belonging was found among Jewish and Arab students (43% and 47%, 

respectively, stated that they feel that they belong to the academic institution to a 

large extent). However, Arab students nearing graduation reported a much weaker 

sense of belonging than students beginning their studies. Among both Jewish and Arab 

students, a stronger sense of belonging is found in institutions they regard as 

encouraging critical discourse and tolerance. Arab students reported a stronger sense 

of belonging at colleges and institutions with a higher proportion of Arab students; by 

contrast, Jewish students reported a stronger sense of belonging at universities and 

institutions with a lower proportion of Arab students. 

• Sensitivity to inequality: Approx. 41% of Arab students believe that they face 

discrimination as a group, whereas only 12% of Jewish students believe that Arab 

students face discrimination. Arab students’ experience of discrimination in the 

institution increases gradually in each stage after their first year of studies, and they 

report that the most significant source of discrimination is Jewish students (as 

compared, for example, to the academic or administrative staff). Approx. 58% of Arab 

respondents report that they have experienced discrimination on campus to a 

moderate or great extent, compared to just 13% of Jews. Jewish and Arab respondents 

at institutions they regard as encouraging critical discourse and tolerance reported 

less of a feeling of discrimination. Arab and Jewish students who participated in 

dialogue groups reported more discrimination against Arabs at the institution and less 

discrimination against Jews.  

• Tolerance: It was found that most of the respondents do not have stereotypical 

perceptions of the members of the other group. However, over their years in 

academia, the stereotypical perceptions of Arabs among Jewish students became 

increasingly negative. Moreover, Arab and Jewish students report higher levels of 

anger toward the other group during the later stages of their studies (the final year 

and after graduation, respectively). Among Jews who participated in courses on 

Jewish-Arab relations, more positive stereotypes about Arabs were found. However, 
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among Jews who participated in dialogue groups, less positive stereotypes were 

reported, highlighting the importance the type of the encounter plays in changing 

perceptions.  

An examination of the connections between institutional practices and messages on 

campus and the relations between students emphasized the importance of institutional 

policy and the types of inter-group encounter as key factors that shape the students’ 

mutual attitudes and perceptions. The study found that: 

• In the academic domain there is a potential to promote a shared identity and affinity 

between Jewish and Arab students; players in the academic field should use this 

potential to the maximum. 

• Although the academic domain invites more frequent encounters between Jews and 

Arabs than other domains, simply being present together in the same space does not 

lead to positive social change if the encounter remains minimal and there is no 

additional intervention.  

• Joint work in courses is the most effective encounter in terms of strengthening 

positive stereotypes and promoting friendship and affinity between the groups; 

however, leadership groups are the most effective encounter in terms of raising 

awareness of discrimination.  

• Institutional policy perceived by the students as encouraging critical discourse and 

tolerance is related to a stronger sense of belonging to the institution and weaker 

feelings of discrimination. 

• The prevailing perception of a zero-sum game, which assumes that steps to enhance 

the feelings and status of one group inevitably harm the other group, impede efforts 

to promote optimal relations between the groups. Accordingly, the management of 

the institution should present diversity and heterogeneity as an inalienable value of 

the institution and a common goal in order to create better research, teaching, and 

learning experience for all. 

• Actions that strengthen personal relations, such as joint work in courses, help to 

create a more containing environment for all students, but they do not necessarily 

encourage them to grapple with the challenge of inequality. Accordingly, it is 

important to take proactive steps to increase awareness of the existing power 

relations and ways these can be corrected in academia and in society. 

The study findings show that in academic domain, which is sometimes the first arena in 

which Jews and Arabs meet, is not managing to realize the potential to promote positive 

and equal relations between Jews and Arabs. These findings should encourage decision 

makers to take action and to formulate policy that can create a shared and more equal 

environment for Jewish and Arab students on campus. Such policy will improve the 



4 

 

relations between the groups even after the graduates continue on their independent 

paths and integrate in various areas of employment and society in Israel.  

  


