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[bookmark: _Toc8483871]Abstract
This study examines the experiences of Arabic-speaking students at one of the largest universities in Israel, where most of the faculty members and students are Jewish and the language of study is Hebrew. A thematic content analysis of 15 in-depth interviews conducted with students who are native Arabic speakers reveals the challenges and difficulties faced by Palestinian students at this Hebrew-speaking university on both an academic and a social level. Students reported that acquiring Hebrew skills facilitated improved intergroup contact with Jewish students, whereas a lack of Hebrew proficiency acted as a barrier and was described as of the main causes of separation between Palestinian and Jewish students. Furthermore, constant exposure to Jewish majority culture and the Hebrew language is found to be linked to a strong sense of Palestinian group identity. These findings expand our understanding of the interrelations between language, power and identity in asymmetric intergroup relationships.
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[bookmark: _Toc8483872]Introduction
Higher education can be an essential step toward empowerment for members of minority groups. However, they often face multiple challenges while navigating academia, from language problems to identity incongruence and other challenges associated with academic and social integration (Al-Krenawi, 2016). It is therefore crucial to improve our understanding of the university experience of these students to facilitate their entrance into academia and foster equality. 
Palestinian students make up about 13.9% of all students at Hebrew-speaking universities in Israel (Arar, 2017). The language of instruction in these universities is Hebrew, and Palestinian students usually only start learning that language when they enter higher education. Considering that Jewish and Palestinian adolescents do not commonly interact in primary and secondary schools, the transition to more integrated institutes of higher education is a crucial moment for these students in terms of their exposure to the other culture (Arar, Masry-Harzalla, & Haj-Yehia, 2013). The situation of the Palestinian national minority in Hebrew-speaking surroundings such as institutes of higher education is complex, given that they belong to a group which is historically in conflict with the Jewish majority.
	The conflict in Israel has been termed an “identity conflict” by some (Muhammed Amara, Azaiza, Hertz-Lazarowitz, & Mor-Sommerfeld, 2009), highlighting the importance of personal and group identity in this context. The charged political situation likely increases the salience of collective identity (Moore & Aweiss, 2007; Rouhana, 1998). This can have an impact on group interaction. However, social interaction generates a sense of belonging in university, which has been shown to impact both the academic achievement and the well-being of students in higher education (Hausmann, Schofield, & Woods, 2007). 
	The present study focuses on the experience of Palestinian Arab students at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem. Recent studies dealing with the situation of Arab students have taken into account issues surrounding Arab identity and discrimination on Israeli campuses (Arar, 2017; Halabi, 2016). Arar (2017) revealed how discrimination on campus stimulates awareness of inequality and social activism. Halabi (2016) found that students commonly feel invisible and unwanted in university. This study expands on these insights, examining the role of collective identity in encounters with the Jewish majority and the particular role language might play in this context. This study sees language as a medium to express ethnic and cultural identity (Suleiman, 2003; Tannenbaum, 2009) and explores the effect of language use on the development of personal and group identity. 
[bookmark: _Toc8483873]Theoretical background
[bookmark: _Toc8483874]The Palestinian minority and the linguistic landscape in Israel 
Israel defines itself as the nation-state of the Jewish people, as evidenced by its national symbols and particular laws (Ron, Maoz, & Bekerman, 2010). There is much debate on this ideology, its implications for democratic values, and its impact on the Arab minority in Israel. Some argue that conceptualizations of Israel as an ethnic-Jewish state and as a full democracy are mutually exclusive, and that the result of this ideology is structural discrimination against the Palestinian Arab minority (Hager & Jabareen, 2016; Moore & Aweiss, 2007; Yiftachel, 2000). Others contend that a Jewish-ethnic definition of Israel does not necessarily contradict democratic values and values of inclusion of minorities (Smooha, 2002).
The Palestinian minority makes up about 20% of the population of Israel, excluding the occupied areas of the West Bank and the Gaza Strip (Halabi, 2016). Seeing that the ideology of Israel is largely influenced by the idea of a Jewish-ethnic state, the state does not provide substantial support for integrating and assimilating non-Jewish minorities such as the Palestinian minority (Abu-Saad, 2006). Furthermore, some policies impose particular hardships on the Palestinian minority. One example is the asymmetries present in the education system, for instance, in budget allocation and quality of education. These asymmetries result in differences in academic achievement, with Palestinian students attaining lower levels of achievement than Jewish students throughout their time in school (Abu-Saad, 2006; Arar, 2017; Hager & Jabareen, 2016). These policies contribute to the separation of Palestinian and Jewish life in Israel. Although the situation of Arabs in Israel has improved in recent years, separation and inequality between Jewish and Palestinian people persist (Halabi, 2004). 
The separation of Arab and Jewish society in Israel is visible in public settings, education, work and social life. Arab children attend Arab schools while Jewish children attend Jewish schools from first grade until high school, with bilingual schools being rare exceptions (Flum & Kaplan, 2016). Moreover, people move in separate public spheres, with most Arabs living in their own villages and cities. While some cities have a more mixed population, for example, Haifa and Jaffa, public spheres remain separated in these places as well (Abu-Saad, 2006). 
Language policies and the linguistic landscape in Israel can provide a valuable perspective on minority-majority relations in the country. While Hebrew and Arabic are both acknowledged as official languages in Israel, the status of the two languages is asymmetrical. Shohamy and Kanza (2009) claim that Hebrew is central to the ideology of Israel as a Jewish-ethnic state. According to Tannenbaum (2009), the reason for this is that one aspect of the Zionist endeavor was reviving Hebrew as a spoken language. Hebrew is the language of public life in Israel, while the Arabic-speaking minority uses Arabic almost exclusively. Given the dominance of Hebrew in public life, learning Hebrew is a necessity for Palestinians in Israel (Amara, 2007). The imbalance between the languages is evidenced by the fact that while most Palestinians in Israel are proficient in Hebrew, it is not common for Israeli Jewish people to speak Arabic. In other words, the aforementioned asymmetries in Israel are partly constituted by power relations expressed by language policies. 		
A study conducted by Amara (2002) showed that Palestinian Israelis have a rather positive attitude toward learning Hebrew when the language is learned for the practical purpose of acquiring a means of communication with Israeli Jewish people. Hebrew skills are also perceived as necessary for the peace process to advance (Amara, 2002). In line with this, motivations to learn Hebrew among Arabs seems to be little more than instrumental. This attitude toward the language is also supported by research conducted by Tannenbaum (2009), who found that while Arab participants held positive views about acquiring Hebrew as a language of modernization that is essential to maintain professional relationships with Jewish people, negative emotions toward Hebrew as the language of the Jewish majority persist. These negative attitudes became especially salient in the context of emotional or identity issues. Findings by Ibrahim, Eviatar, and Leikin (2008) suggest that this attitude divergence is also expressed through the use of Arabic accents, with Arab Israelis deliberately keeping their Arabic accents when speaking Hebrew as a marker of group affiliation. According to these studies, Hebrew and Arabic can be seen to serve distinct purposes and symbols in the intergroup dynamic.
Suleiman (2003, 2011) explores the link between identity and language in the Arabic-speaking world. He sees Arabic as a marker of Arab national identity and acknowledges its role in group identities and, consequently,  in the conflicts in the Middle East. According to Suleiman, under normal conditions, language and its connection to identity is not particularly relevant in everyday life. However, language becomes crucial when people experience an urgent need to demarcate the group and the self as a form of self-defense. Suleiman recognizes that language plays a particularly important role at the intersection of personal and collective identity in the context of Middle Eastern conflicts.
[bookmark: _Toc8483877]Minorities in higher education
Opinions are mixed on whether the Palestinian minority in Israel can be usefully compared to minorities in other regions, and on whether minority research mainly conducted at American universities can be applied to Israeli institutions. According to Halabi (2004), it is possible to draw purposeful comparisons between the Palestinian minority in Israel and oppressed minorities in other societies, and research has shown that the Palestinian minority in Israel faces similar issues as oppressed minorities elsewhere. Arar (2017) argues that the identity dilemmas experienced by Palestinian students in Israel cannot be understood through comparisons with other groups. However, there is a body of research to suggest that Palestinian and other minority groups face overlapping challenges when it comes to academic achievement as well as language and identity issues (Halabi, 2016). For this reason, considering existing research on other groups can provide valuable insights into the situation of Palestinians in Israel. 
	Students in higher education who are members of ethnic minority groups tend to show higher dropout rates. In the United States, Native American students report experiencing higher levels of academic stress, which can be partly explained by a lack of cultural congruity between their ethnic identity and the campus environment (Chee, Shorty, & Robinson Kurpius, 2018). Persisting in studies until graduation was also linked to a sense of belonging among African American students in the United States (Hausmann et al., 2007). “Sense of belonging” is understood as a measure of integration that consists of cognitive and affective elements that account for a feeling of connection to the campus community (Hurtado & Carter, 1997). Research has also shown that universities can actively create a climate of diversity that enables minority students to thrive and develop a more positive sense of belonging (Museus, Yi, & Saelua, 2017). Institutes of higher education can, therefore, have a significant impact on the psychological well-being and academic success of their students by intentionally creating a culturally diverse space. 
“Sense of belonging” is related to identity, and language use is an aspect of identity formation. Language is an expression of identity for group members, and also a means to be recognized by others as a member of a group (Miller, 2000). Unfortunately, linguistic minorities can be exposed to language-based ethnic stereotyping and social exclusion (Kulkarni & Sommer, 2015). 
Quantitative and qualitative studies have recently begun to consider the experiences of Palestinian students in Israeli institutes of higher education (Arar, 2017; Flum & Kaplan, 2016; Halabi, 2016). Recent studies on Palestinian Arab students in Israeli higher education have stressed that campus environments tend to strengthen Palestinian group identity and increase students’ motivation to engage in social activism in order to escape marginalization (Arar, 2017). Students in other studies have also reported feeling rejected and discriminated against on Israeli campuses (Halabi, 2016) and perceiving injustice (Hertz‐Lazarowitz, 2003). 
In summary, the volatile political situation may encourage stereotyping between Palestinians and Israeli Jews in institutes of higher education, as elsewhere (Bar-Tal & Labin, 2001). Considering that these two groups tend to be the most significant other in the context of the social identity group members exist in (Rouhana, 1998), the stereotypes become more prominent in the context of institutes of higher education. This prominence is especially relevant as students transition to university, as this is often where they will experience regular contact with the other group for the first time. Furthermore, if we consider language as not only a pragmatic means of communication but also as an expression of identity and ideology (Y. Suleiman, 2011), language could be a cue that elicits stereotypes (Kulkarni & Sommer, 2015). That is why it is particularly important to explore the relationship between language and identity in the context of higher education. This study, therefore, aligns itself with other studies conducted on Arab minority students in Israel (Arar, 2017; Halabi, 2016). Additionally, it aims to explore the specific role played by language use and its effects on personal and group identity in an academic and interpersonal context. Previous studies have focused not on language use but rather on identity formation and social activism (Arar, 2017) and social and academic exclusion and racism (Halabi, 2016).

[bookmark: _Toc8483882]Findings
Three major categories of answers emerged from the interviews: (1) academic efforts required to overcome the language barrier; (2) limitations on encounters with others determined by language proficiency; and (3) language as a means of demarcating group identity. 
Academic efforts required to overcome the language barrier
Palestinian students at the Hebrew-speaking university usually encounter multiple challenges brought on by cultural differences and being forced to study in an unfamiliar language. These challenges impact their well-being in the classroom and their academic performance. All participants reported that hardships felt greatest in the first weeks. They experienced a gap between their previous education and their new academic environment, feeling unprepared for the new demands being made of them, especially compared to their Jewish counterparts.	Comment by Yiftach Ron: We should not mention the name of the university throughout the paper, just to point out that it is one of the largest universities in Israel	Comment by A: Dear client, I removed mentions oft he university’s name after the first mention.
All participants reported difficulties adapting to the university environment and consequences for their mental well-being. Maya[footnoteRef:1] reported feeling uneasy and experiencing difficulties, primarily related to the challenge of learning Hebrew: [1:  All names have been changed] 

The first month it was hard. Like—I couldn’t interact with Jewish students. I used to be scared to speak in Hebrew because I didn’t want to make mistakes or sound like I didn’t understand what something meant. I used to understand just three or four words in lectures. One time, I took a lecture, then found out that I didn’t have to take it, like, it wasn’t mine. (laughs) Oh my god, what the hell? But then, I started to understand things better. A big change.

The language barrier remains a hindrance even after students acclimatize to their new environment, requiring Palestinian students to put more effort into their studies than their Jewish counterparts. Ameer, who is studying for a health degree, reported comparing himself to the Jewish students, feeling academically inferior to them, and feeling hopeless as a result of that comparison. He particularly emphasized the extreme amounts of effort required to overcome language difficulties,and the high degree of university-related stress that results:
It was frustrating, because you’ll be sitting in an hour-and-a-half lecture. A full hour and a half of listening to a language that’s not even close to your mother tongue, that makes you feel like no matter what you do, you’re not going to succeed as much as the people around you. (…) Like other students, they go to the lectures, they understand and then study for the exam. But I have to make double, triple the effort.

Apart from the language barrier, students face further struggles related to being a member of the Palestinian minority on a majority-Jewish campus. Suha explained how feelings of proximity—or lack of such—to university staff also affect academic achievement:
Most of the lecturers are Jews too, so the other students might understand them more or feel closer to them. I think that’s it, basically. But as an Arab student, I have to do more, try harder. Just to be on the same level.

Nadia reflected on why she put in more effort and expanded her ambitions, and how for her, this was a way for her to express that her abilities were equal to those of Jewish students in spite of the language difficulties she was facing:
So I think I worked very hard, to be the same, to not be different from who they are, the Jewish students. Because I didn’t want to feel like learning in a strange language, means I can only be less, that I will be less successful or achieve less. But no—I would never do that.	Comment by Stock, Friederike (Stud. FPN): I think what it means might be a concise heading but I don’t like the wording—do you have a better idea?	Comment by A: Dear client, I would propose using „limitations on encounters with others determined by language proficiency.“ 
Limitations on encounters with others determined by language proficiency
All the interviewees reported that their friends all have an Arab background. Many participants, especially students from East Jerusalem, did not interact with Jewish people regularly until they began to attend university. Most students report experiencing culture shock and encountering cultural differences when they first begin their studies. However, even after some time to adapt, relationships between Palestinian and Jewish students at the university remain superficial and exist exclusively in an academic context. Reportedly, the reasons for this are language barriers on the one hand and expected political differences, or expected mutual mistrust, on the other. The language barrier is very salient, especially for the intergroup contact aspect of the university experience. Mena, who did her master’s degree at the Hebrew-speaking university, considered the language barrier the main reason why she struggled to build friendships with Jewish students. She found this very unfortunate: 
We lose an opportunity. We’ll finish the master, and we won’t make friends with Jewish students. Language is key to a relationship. Without language, we can’t do it.

Ameer reported on feeling excluded in social situations. One example he gives is humor, which relies on language and can therefore lead to problematic situations caused by language difficulties. Two other students also explicitly mentioned humor as something the language barrier prevented them from participating in, contributing to their separation from other students:
And then—they start talking and making jokes. And I don’t really understand jokes. Not because I don’t get them, but it depends on the context, you know—every language has its own. So when somebody tells a joke and I don’t laugh—and I don’t, really. I have either to fake it or admit that I don’t know what’s going on. That’s one of the things that make it hard. It’s very awkward.

While some students consider language the main contributing factor to their separation from their counterparts, others, such as Lina, saw the political situation and intergroup hostility as the main reason why friend groups split the way they did:
It doesn’t make sense to come here and go, “Oh, we’re friends.” No. You were in the Zawa (military service, F.S.) last year, you were holding a gun, and this year you’re my—maybe last year you killed my brother, and this year you’re my friend? It doesn’t make sense.

Especially during periods of heightened political tension, the Israeli-Palestinian conflict affects Palestinian students’ interactions with Jewish students and how the interviewees feel and behave in their university, as Sahar explained:
So, when there are periods of political tension, I sometimes feel unsafe. And maybe hated, a little bit. (…) They (the Jewish students) wouldn’t say it out loud. But I can tell by the way they act. And by the way they look at us. Or try to avoid us. I do the same—in return, I avoid them more, especially when I’ve just looked at comments on Facebook, very racist comments. I feel like I know, I just hate them, I don’t want to talk to them. Even to my friends, I say such things, and think about them. But—at other times, basically, in general, despite these difficult periods, I think it’s okay.

Several students report that racism exists at the university, having either experienced it personally or heard about racist incidents perpetrated by staff or fellow students. Fadia frequently experienced prejudice at university because she wore a hijab:
Okay, I was in the bathroom of the university. And I was fixing my hijab. So there were two Jewish students, like, female. And they thought that I was a cleaner because I was wearing a hijab! So they were like, “Slicha, ym anachnu yochelim lekanes,” like, “Can we enter?” and I said, “Yeah, of course, I’m not the cleaner.” (…) It gives me a bad feeling, not because of the cleaning—again, it should be respectable work—but because of the ideas that are behind these situations.

In spite of the segregation fueled by language barriers and political issues that they experience, most interviewees feel that the university experience is a chance for them to understand Jewish culture better. They also feel that learning Hebrew is empowering and that coming in contact with Jewish people improves their relationship with them:	Comment by Stock, Friederike (Stud. FPN): There is nothing about language in the previous quotes, it is a little hard for me to think out oft he given text already, do you think any of these quotes are redundant?	Comment by A: Dear client, assuming that this comment is directed at the editor: I see your point about language being absent from the quotes. However, I also think that they contribute to presenting a fuller picture of the difficulties students face. I would suggest keeping the quotes, but noting in the text (as you did in this comment) that you are aware these quotes do not discuss language, and that you are adding them simply to paint a fuller picture oft he students‘ circumstances.
We were not afraid of Jewish people, but we didn’t used to interact with them. Being here lets me experience another culture, another people, another language; it means a lot to me. There are a lot of advantages to learning here, and I’m happy, I’m still happy to learn here.

Regarding the interactions with Jewish students, it can be said that participants judge the other group differently as a result of increasing contact facilitated by learning Hebrew. While hostility might remain, it is more limited to specific occasions or periods. Suha, for example, reported developing a more nuanced view of Jewish individuals after increased exposure and contact:
I think I have closer relationships with Jews; I dare to be in closer relationships with them. To communicate more with them. I think I avoided them more, before. I think that I would not paint all Jews with the same brush; some can be fine and kind, some are not. So I should try it for myself, try to communicate with them to form an opinion. So I think I do judge them less harshly now.

The interviewees suggest that their respect for and understanding of the other group increased, within the limitations posed by the political situation. Despite the difficulties imposed by the language barrier and significant cultural differences, the students perceived that their relationship with the other group had improved. 
Language as a means of demarcating group identity
Israeli universities are sometimes referred to as Jewish-Zionist institutes (Halabi, 2016), the implication being that the identity these universities promote among students is not primarily inclusive of the Palestinian students. This might keep interviewees from developing a sense of belonging to the institution. Most participants report that they strongly identify as Palestinian. However, they also talk about a shift inwards and about assimilating on the outside to get through university unscathed. This does not prevent them from feeling proud that they study at a prestigious university.
Ameer described how at first, being a linguistic minority left him feeling scared and lonely:
So the first day we came, I sat somewhere. And then, I came a little a bit early, people started to come in, and all I would hear is Hebrew. I was kind of scared. Because, would I be the only Arab here? And then, when we had to introduce ourselves, I heard two Arab girls, and we started to be friends. It was hard to make friends. Most of the students were very nice, but still, it was very hard.

Lina reported that being a member of the minority group and feeling that she behaved differently than dominant group made her feel disconnected from her environment, in this case, the university:
In class, there’s us, two Arabs, and all the others are Jewish. They talk, they interact with the teacher, their voices are loud, all of that. We feel that. This is not my place. Nothing connects me to this place. I’m saying that because I’m Palestinian.

Fadia described that she encountered prejudice, as well as cultural differences that kept her from assimilating. All participants mentioned issues of identity in their interviews. For Fadia, her decision not to participate in a particular act of assimilation, namely taking off the hijab, seemed to strengthen her connection to her own identity her ability to accept existing differences:
For a while, I thought about taking off my hijab. But it was very challenging, really, really. But I stayed, thank God. I proved to myself that this is what I really want and that you don’t have to do what others want you to do. If they don’t accept me as I am, that’s okay. It’s their problem. Not my problem. This is who I am, and if you don’t accept me, then don’t.

Dalia noticed a significant difference between the sense of belonging she experienced while socializing during her bachelor studies, where she was mostly surrounded by other Arab students, and her master studies, where she interacts more with other students. The feeling of being a minority did not become less acute, but she described how closer interaction can still lead to an increased sense of belonging:
It’s mainly socializing. I’m feeling more like I belong, feeling more like I belong to something. During my bachelor studies, I felt like a minority in a huge building. Now I feel like we are, me personally, more in it, but not any less a minority.	Comment by A: What does „in it“ mean in this sentence, please?

Several students seemed very clear about their identity. Rajaa described how her minority identity interacts with the unfamiliar environment she finds herself in:
To me, my identity is clear. I am a Palestinian woman. But my environment is different. I am still Palestinian; I am still an Arab woman. But I am—I need to adapt, to my environment.

Other students feel conflicted about assimilating by speaking Hebrew, expressing a fear of becoming disconnected from their Arab identity. Nadia described how closely language and identity are connected for her, and how this affects her use of language:
Unfortunately, I speak more Hebrew during day to day conversations with Arab people. Sometimes that feels bad. I sometimes think that I’m losing my identity here. So I try all the time to remind myself that I’m Arab, that I should speak more Arabic and avoid Hebrew. Sometimes I manage to do that, sometimes I don’t—but I try.

Most students, however, have a social support group  that helps them deal with the challenges they face and functions as one kind of survival mechanism for them.
The students mention different strategies they apply to cope with the identity struggles they are confronted with in the unfamiliar environment: assimilation, clear and strong separation of their identity from that of the majority group or a social support system. Many students specifically mention the identity-environment interaction and how it develops as they come into increased contact with Jewish students and learn Hebrew. 
[bookmark: _Toc8483886]Discussion
This study explored the situation of Arabic-speaking students in a Hebrew-speaking university environment, focusing on the role of language use and its effects on personal and group identity in both an academic and an interpersonal context. It aimed to explore how language use impacts identity formation and encounters with the other. This was of special interest in the Israeli-Palestinian context, given the intergroup conflict in the region and the accompanying effects on individual and group identity. An improved understanding of the interplay of language, intergroup interaction and identity in an academic context can be of great help toward improving academic life for minorities in conflict zones and help empower them by mitigating the challenges they face in academic environments.
Our findings reveal interrelations between language use and identity in minority members in an asymmetric intergroup context. Our interviews indicate that language use influences the identity development of Palestinian students attending a Hebrew-speaking university. The participants talked about their Palestinian identity in a way that confirms previous findings on the high salience of collective Palestinian identity (Abu-Sa’ad & Yonah, 2001; Moore & Aweiss, 2007) and related their identity formation to their environment. The interviews revealed a discrepancy between the Palestinian identity of the students and the university environment they found themselves in. Considering that group identity has been found to gain importance in times of conflict (Moore & Aweiss, 2007; Rouhana, 1998), this study indicates that one way in which students cope with this discrepancy by developing a clearer identification with the Palestinian minority they belong to. This reinforcing of identity could, in turn, influence their interactions with Jewish students, which, again, is essential for developing sense of belonging. This finding reinforces previous findings on “sense of belonging” in higher education (Chee et al., 2018), which linked academic stress to cultural incompatibility of one’s campus environment and one’s own identity, and also expands these findings, given that the interviews suggest that language use can also demonstrate this incompatibility in practice. Palestinian students reported that language is crucial for social interactions and bonding with Jewish students. Acquiring Hebrew proficiency helps Palestinian students connect with the members of the other group; a lack of high proficiency in Hebrew was reported to be a key reason why many interactions with Jewish students remain superficial. Therefore, our results suggest that language is crucial for interactions and limits the extend to which contacts can develop.
The aforementioned discrepancy, in combination with intensive exposure to members of the other group, seemed to stimulate a process of reflection and reshaping of one’s own identity. This aligns with previous research by Arar (2017), who found that Palestinian minority students in the Hebrew academic sphere go through a reconstruction of personal identity. Our study expands on this finding, exploring how this the meaning of language and language use relate to this process of reconstruction. The interviews reveal that Arabic gains meaning because students cannot use it in the academic context, becoming a way to express identity and a personal characteristic that must be protected. This finding confirms Suleiman’s (2003, 2011) perspective on language and identity, namely that the identity-related aspect of language becomes meaningful when a need arises to demarcate the group. 
	Learning Hebrew is seen as empowering by the interviewees when they have to move in spheres where the Hebrew-speaking majority is dominant, but interviewees’ relationship to the Hebrew language seems to remain practical. This supports previous research by Amara (2002), who found that Palestinians have a pragmatic attitude toward Hebrew. The findings of this study also support research by Tannenbaum (2009), who found that while acquisition of Hebrew is seen as desirable, Palestinians’ relation to Hebrew is rather negative from identity- and emotion-related perspectives. The present study expands that finding: its participants do not wish to assimilate or integrate Hebrew into Arab spheres, considering Arabic a symbol of identity. The findings of this study therefore expand our understanding of the distinct meanings the two languages hold for the Palestinian minority.
	The findings of this study also underline the importance of higher education in the construction of identity for Palestinian students and, especially in Israeli society, as a place where Palestinian and Jewish students can interact. The interviewees reported facing initial difficulties and described how they reshaped their own cultural identities, learned to cope with stressful interpersonal situations and gained an improved understanding of the other. In this, the university can provide a special space that allows for encounters between groups, even in a volatile intergroup situation as sensitive as that involving the Arab-Palestinian minority and the Jewish minority in Israel (Hager & Jabareen, 2016). However, the contact hypothesis (Allport, Clark, & Pettigrew, 1954) entails that meaningful intergroup contact requires encounters between groups on an equal level. A Hebrew-speaking university, however, cannot necessarily provide such a space, given the dominance of Hebrew language, culture and staff. The interviews indicate that the asymmetry present in society seems to be reflected in a university context as well. While Palestinian students reported that increased exposure to Jewish students improved their relationship with and opinions of Jewish students, none of the participants considered any outgroup members as close friends, highlighting the failure of the Hebrew-speaking university to provide a space for encounters on an equal level. Although language barriers are often said to be behind this lack of close friendships, interviewees also mentioned the political situation as playing a role. The interviews suggest that in times of stronger political tension, attitudes toward the Jewish-Israeli students tend to be more negative and separation between the groups grows more acute. This complements previous research by Bar-Tal and Labin (2001), who similarly found stronger stereotyping behavior among Jewish-Israeli students toward Palestinian students in times of conflict compared to more peaceful times. Following that, this study showed that although the university can provide a valuable space for Palestinian students to learn about their Jewish counterparts, the constraints of asymmetry and political tension remain and continue to influence the quality of interactions. 
	The findings of this study contribute to our understanding of the circumstances of minority students and could have practical implications. Given the importance of of language for a “sense of belonging” suggested by the findings of this study, and considering that a sense of belonging has been found to be linked to persistence in studies (Hausmann et al., 2007), language policies at Israeli universities could be adapted to create a more inclusive university setting. This could be a crucial step toward empowerment of minority students. Furthermore, by expanding the insights on identity formation in Israel, the findings of this study on identity development can be incorporated in encounter and dialog sessions. 
Limitations
Despite its contribution to our understanding of the circumstances of the interviewees, this study also has limitations. First, it is essential to note that the study uses qualitative research methods and cannot provide exact measures of attitudes and changes in intergroup perceptions. Instead, the study aims to explore the self-understanding and perceptions of the interviewees in a university environment. This seemed suitable to account for the complex context the participants find themselves in and allows for broader insight into the students’ perspective. Second, while the study also discusses the relationship between Palestinian and Jewish students and how a university environment affects that relationship, only Palestinian informants were interviewed. To understand this group dynamic better, future research should also aim to understand the perspective of Jewish students and might make use of comparative methods. To gain a clearer insight into the process of identity development of Palestinian students, a longitudinal study following their experiences throughout their studies would be useful. 
[bookmark: _Toc8483887]Conclusion
This study explored the situation of Arabic-speaking students in a foreign university environment. It revealed the impact of language use on identity formation and on encounters with the Jewish majority, both for Arabic-speaking students as a group as for individuals. The findings of this study indicate that a university environment serves to strengthen Palestinian group identity, with the Arabic language becoming a meaningful aspect of students’ identity in this context. In combination with the increased contact between groups, the Hebrew proficiency acquired in a university setting served as a bridge to enable communication, helping participants develop more nuanced views of members of the other group, even as close friendships remained elusive. Besides the persistant language barriers, the social context of conflict that serves as the backdrop to these contacts limits the level of intimacy that can be achieved. This study also underlines the importance of institutes of higher education for intergroup contact and identity development of minority students.
[bookmark: _GoBack]	The present findings increase our understanding of how language use by Palestinian minority students impacts their identity development and shapes their university experience on an academic and personal level. 
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