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Abstract
[bookmark: _GoBack]This study examines the experiences of Palestinian 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 Palestinian students, citizens of Israel as well as permanent residents living in East Jerusalem, reveals the challenges faced by them at a Jewish-Dominated university on both an academic and a social level. Participants reported that increased exposure to their Jewish counterparts and acquiring Hebrew skills facilitated improved intergroup contact with Jewish students, whereas the constraints of asymmetry and political tension and a lack of Hebrew proficiency acted as barriers, and were described as major 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.



	


Issues of integration, language and identity among Palestinian students at an Israeli Hebrew-speaking university 
Higher education can be an essential step toward empowerment and mobility for members of minority groups. However, minority students 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 in order to facilitate their entrance into academia and foster equality. 
Palestinian students make up about 17.3% of all students at Israeli universities (Israel Central Bureau of Statistics, 2022). The language of instruction in these universities is Hebrew, and in many cases Palestinian students 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 et al., 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. This is particularly evident when it comes to the situation of the Palestinian residents of East Jerusalem, whose legal status is also different from that of the citizens of Israel.
	Although the conflict between Israeli Jews and Palestinians is rooted in competition over material resources and political or territorial control, it has been termed an “identity conflict” by some (Amara et al,, 2009; Ron & Maoz, 2013), highlighting the importance of personal and group identity in this context. Hammack (2011) claims that collective narratives and the role they play within the discursive field of the conflict reinforce the polar national identities of both parties, as well as the array of beliefs and emotions that have been feeding the conflict for years. A similar picture is presented by other researchers: Bar-On and Adwan (2020) describe the manner in which the narratives of each side fit in with what they call "the Logic of Conflict and Contention". This while using codes of intergroup exclusion. Rotberg (2006) presents the manner in which historical consciousness and socio-historical narratives have nurtured the contemporary emotions and positions of Israeli Jews and of Palestinians regarding the conflict; and Bar-Tal similarly describes the role played by the collective memory and by the narratives of both parties in structuring collective identities negating each other, and in presenting the reality of the conflict as a "zero-sum game" (Bar-Tal, 2020; Bar-Tal et al., 2021). This can have an impact on intergroup interaction even within integrated spaces such as institutes of higher education.
	This study focuses on the experience of Palestinian Arab students, citizens of Israel as well as well as permanent residents living in East Jerusalem, at one of the most prominent universities in Israel. Recent studies dealing with the experience of Palestinian students (Arar, 2017; Halabi, 2016), as well as these examining the perspectives and experiences of academic staff with student diversity (Desivilya et al., 2017; Raz Rotem et al., 2021), have taken into account issues surrounding Palestinian identity and discrimination on Israeli campuses. Abu-Kaf and Khalaf (2020) revealed an association between acculturative stress and depressive symptoms among Palestinian Arab students in Israeli colleges and universities. Halabi (2016) found that Palestinian students commonly feel invisible and unwanted in Israeli universities; and Arar (2017) revealed how discrimination on campus stimulates awareness of inequality and social activism. The current 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 (Kirillina et al., 2021; Tannenbaum, 2009) and explores the interrelations between language use and the development of personal and group identity.

Theoretical Background
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 such as the "Nation-State Bill" enacted in July 2018 (Jamal & Kensicki, 2020; Wattad, 2021). There is much debate on this ideology, its implications for democratic values, and its impact on the Palestinian minority in Israel (Buettner, 2020; Jamal, 2009, 2011; Ron et al., 2010; Shafir & Peled, 2002). Some argue that conceptualizations of Israel as a Jewish nation-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; Jamal & Kensicki, 2020; Moore & Aweiss, 2007; Waxman & Peleg, 2020). Others contend that the identity of Israel as a Jewish state does not necessarily contradict the democratic component of its character or values of inclusion of minorities (Dowty, 2016; Gavison, 2016; Rubinshtein & Yakobson, 2008; Smooha, 2002).
Although Israeli society consists of many groups from varying national and ethnic backgrounds, the most prominent cultural divide is arguably between Israeli Jews and Palestinians. The Palestinian minority makes up about 20% of the population of Israel (Halabi, 2016). In Jerusalem the percentage of Palestinians is even higher: approximately 38% (Association for Civil Rights in Israel, 2019). Seeing that the ideology of Israel is largely influenced by the idea of a Jewish nation-state, the state does not provide substantial support for integrating 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; Agbaria, 2018; Arar, 2017; Hager & Jabareen, 2016).
The separation of Palestinian and Jewish society in Israel is visible in public settings, education, work and social life. Palestinian children attend Arabic-speaking schools while Jewish children attend Hebrew-speaking schools from first grade through high school, with integrated bilingual Palestinian-Jewish schools being rare exceptions (Bekerman, 2016; Flum & Kaplan, 2016). Moreover, people move in separate public spheres, with most Palestinians living in their own villages and cities. While some cities have a more mixed population, public spheres remain separated in these places as well (Abu-Saad, 2006; Diab et al., 2021). The segregation is even deeper in Jerusalem in which a clear geographical and political boundary separating the Jewish areas from the Palestinian neighborhoods in the Eastern part of the city (de Vries & Majlaton, 2021; Shtern, 2016). 
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 (Wattad, 2021). Shohamy and Kanza (2009) claim that Hebrew is central to the ideology of Israel as a Jewish nation-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; Henkin-Roitfarb, 2011). 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 Jews to speak Arabic (Mendel, 2014). In other words, the aforementioned asymmetries in Israel are partly constituted by power relations expressed by language policies (Henkin-Roitfarb, 2011; Mendel, 2014; Rass, 2021).	
A study conducted by Amara (2007) 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 Jews. Hebrew skills are also perceived as necessary for the advancement of the peace process (Amara, 2007). In line with this, motivation to learn Hebrew among Palestinians 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 Palestinian 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. 
Suleiman (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.
Ethnic and linguistic 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. 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 suggesting 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 Palestinian students in Israel. 
	Students in higher education who are members of ethnic minority groups tend to have higher dropout rates (Museus et al., 2017; Severiens & Wolff, 2008). 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 et al., 2018). Persisting in studies until graduation has also been linked to a sense of belonging among African American students in the United States (Hausmann et al., 2007). 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 et al., 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.
One’s 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 (Edwards, 2009; Kirillina et al., 2021). Unfortunately, linguistic minorities can be exposed to language-based ethnic stereotyping and social exclusion (Kulkarni & Sommer, 2015). In higher education, language policies can foster existing linguistic hierarchies. Lacking space for the mother tongues of minority students in the curriculum can threaten their well-being, self-esteem and furthermore contribute to language loss. The notion that language is closely linked to identity and to students’ sense of self has led researchers of higher education to call for recognition of language varieties in academic institutes (Leeman et al., 2011).
Recent studies have begun to consider the experiences of Palestinian students in Israeli institutes of higher education (Abu-Kaf and Khalaf, 2020; Arar, 2017; Desivilya et al., 2017; Flum & Kaplan, 2016; Halabi, 2016; Raz Rotem et al., 2021). Israeli universities are seen as a manifestation of the Zionist endeavor and teaching is almost exclusively performed in Hebrew (Halabi, 2016). Apart from language-cued stereotyping, in the political situation prevailing in Israel, discriminatory attitude towards the Palestinian minority is also present in institutes of higher education (Bar-Tal & Labin, 2001). Recent studies on Palestinian Arab students in Israeli higher education have stressed that campus environment tend to strengthen Palestinian group identity and increase students’ motivation to engage in social activism in order to escape marginalization (Arar, 2017). Participants in other studies have also reported experiencing acculturative stress (Abu-Kaf and Khalaf, 2020), as well as injustice and feeling rejected and discriminated against on Israeli campuses (Halabi, 2016). 
In summary, the volatile political situation may encourage stereotyping and separation between Palestinians and Israeli Jews in institutes of higher education, as elsewhere (Bar-Tal & Labin, 2001). These stereotypes become more prominent and 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 (Arar, 2017; Arar et al., 2013). Furthermore, if we consider language as not only a pragmatic means of communication but also as an expression of identity and ideology (Suleiman, 2011), language could be a cue that elicits stereotypes (Kulkarni & Sommer, 2015). Therefore, it is particularly important to explore the relationship between language and identity in the context of higher education. The present study aligns itself with other studies conducted on Palestinian minority students in Israel (Abu-Kaf and Khalaf, 2020; Arar, 2017; Halabi, 2016). Whereas some studies have focused on perspectives and experiences of academic staff with student diversity (Desivilya et al., 2017; Raz Rotem et al., 2021), and others have dealt with issues of identity formation, social activism or social and academic exclusion (Arar, 2017; Halabi, 2016), this study aims to explore the specific role played by language use and its effects on personal and group identity in an academic and interpersonal context.

Methods
The analysis presented in this article is based on 15 in-depth interviews with Arabic-speaking students at one of the largest universities in Israel. In line with grounded theory (Strauss & Corbin, 1998), the analysis proceeds by identifying meaningful themes that emerged in the interviews, rather than imposing preconceived categories and classifications. 
Research Population
The research population comprised 15 interviewees, 12 women and three men. Their ages range from 19 to 35. All interviewees are native Arabic speakers, defining themselves as Palestinians. Eight of them are undergraduate students and seven are graduate students at one of the largest universities in Israel, where most of the students are Jewish and the language of study is Hebrew. Seven of the interviewees are Israeli citizens and eight live in East Jerusalem, therefore hold a permanent residency of Israel.
The Interviews
The interviews were semi-structured and included two main parts: the first was more open and dealt with the interviewee's individual story, while the second part posed questions about the topics addressed in the study. Nonetheless, both parts included open components as well as more focused ones (Berg 2004; Kvale 1996). The interviews were conducted in English (with the exception of two that were conducted in Arabic) at a location chosen by the interviewee, generally on the university campus. All interviews were recorded and transcribed for analysis.
Data Analysis 
In line with the grounded theory approach, several stages of analysis were undertaken (Berg, 2004; Strauss & Corbin 1998). The first phase included a thematic analysis of each interview.  Next, the interviews were integrated based on the categories that they had in common. Through a process of reading and re-reading the transcripts, the number of categories was reduced by combining similar categories and focusing on those that emerged as most relevant. These categories were scrutinized again for centrality (repeated appearances across interviews), for the connections between them, and for their relevance to theory, to the subject of the study, and to the questions it addresses (Ron & Maoz, 2013; Roth, 2005). 
The analysis process revealed major thematic categories, which are presented in the following section.

Findings
Three major thematic categories emerged from the interviews: (1) language as a barrier to academic achievement; (2) language and the ethno-political conflict as barriers to intergroup contact; and (3) Issues of integration, belonging and group identity. 
Language as a barrier to academic achievement
Palestinian students at a Hebrew-speaking university usually encounter multiple challenges brought on by cultural differences and by having to study in an unfamiliar language. These challenges impact their well-being in the classroom and their academic performance. Our interviewees reported that the hardships they experienced were greatest in the first weeks. They experienced a gap between their previous education and their new academic environment, feeling unprepared for the new demands they had to face, especially compared to their Jewish counterparts.
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.
Similarly to Maya, Suha described her difficulty in following and understanding the lectures held in Hebrew, as well as her embarrassment to ask for further explanations or for any help in this aspect:
The lectures were so hard to be in and to understand, especially when they speak fast, so I felt shy to ask them to slow down or to explain more. I was like, okay I will just pass this. I need to think about it more, just stay in this place and it will be better somehow, it is okay. Especially when I see my Arab friends as well, they are all experiencing the same thing. It helps.
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, 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-long 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.
In addition to the difficulty in understanding and following the lectures, the interviewees described how the language barrier prevented them from expressing themselves and participating in the discussions during the class, which may affect their academic achievements. Abed, for instance, explained this as follows:
So I was the only Arab in my group, with fifteen other students (…) we had a grade for participating, and we had to talk about it, discuss the theoretical learning, discuss it. I was very quiet there. I knew what I would like to say, in Arabic, I really did, I knew the point, but it would be hard to translate it in Hebrew; or when I try to say it, it would be like longer than the point itself, what I wanted to say; and that also happened during the presentations, and people don’t really get me, so I would have to stay quiet in courses like that.
Our interviewees described the language barrier as making it difficult for them to express themselves not only in classes but in written assignments and exams as well. As Lina explains while reflecting on the difficulty in dealing with academic writing in a foreign language, this has a direct effect on academic achievement:
It is sad because if you, let’s say you have open questions in an exam; open questions like your own thoughts, your own things of what you learned. So if your problem is the language, points are gonna be deducted over that. Not because you are less smart or you paid less attention in class, but because it takes more effort and more time.
Nadia reflected on why she put in more effort and expanded her ambitions, and how this was a way for her to demonstrate 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 foreign language means I can only be less, that I will be less successful or achieve less; but no, I would never do that.
Nadia's reflection is not only about the efforts she had to make to succeed in her studies but mainly about her struggle to preserve her self-esteem despite the language barrier; The struggle to feel equal to Hebrew-speaking students in a Hebrew-speaking academic environment.
Language and the ethno-political conflict as barriers to intergroup contact
Our interviewees reported that their close friends all were native Arabic speakers. Many participants, especially students from East Jerusalem, did not interact with Jewish people regularly until they began to attend university. Reema, for example, explained it as follows, when asked how it is possible that Palestinian residents live in Jerusalem without knowing Hebrew:
It’s possible, you can live all your life without Hebrew and it wouldn’t matter, because in Jerusalem it’s like more the separation is clear. You can see that. But at the same time there are those spaces where there is like connection… for example, universities, and maybe the governmental offices; but also at governmental offices you don’t need to learn the language to wave through things.
The experience in the first days and weeks of studies was described in several interviews as an experience of loneliness, extreme embarrassment, and even fear. Abed, for example, described as follows how he felt on the first day of his studies at the university:
So the first day we came, I came a little 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 the two other Arab girls and we started to be friends. It was hard for making friends. Even though most of the students are very nice, but still it was very hard.
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 and expected political differences or expected mutual mistrust.
Mona, who completes her master’s degree, considered the language barrier the main reason for her difficulties in building friendships with Jewish students. She found this very unfortunate: We lose an opportunity. We’ll finish the master’s, and we won’t make friends with Jewish students. Language is a key to a relationship. Without language, we can’t do it.
While language was described by many students as one of the main contributing factors to the separation from their Jewish counterparts, others, such as Lina, who grew up in East Jerusalem and experienced the violence accompanying the Israeli-Palestinian conflict firsthand, described the ethno-political conflict as the main reason for avoiding close relationships with Jewish students:
It doesn’t make sense to come here and go, “Oh, we’re friends.” No. You (Jewish students) were in the Zawa (military service) last year, you were holding a gun, and this year you’re my—maybe last year you could kill my brother, and this year you’re my friend? It doesn’t make sense.
Especially during periods of heightened political tension, the ethno-political conflict affects Palestinian students’ interactions with Jewish students and how they feel and behave in the 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.
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 and engaging in contact with Jewish students improves their relationship with them. This is how Lina described it:
We were not afraid of Jewish people, but we were not 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 our interviewees 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 wouldn't 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 Jewish Israelis increased, within the limitations posed by the political situation. Despite the difficulties imposed by the language barrier, the ethno-political conflict and significant cultural differences, the students perceived that their relationship with the other group had improved. 
Issues of integration, belonging and group identity
The dominance of the Hebrew language, Jewish-Israeli culture and Zionist ideology in Israeli universities might keep Palestinian students from developing a sense of belonging to the institution. Lina, for example, reported that being a member of the Palestinian minority group made her feel disconnected and alienated from her environment, in this case, the Israeli Jewish dominated 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.
However, many other interviewees describe a gradual process of assimilation and integration into the academic and social environment. Daya noticed a significant difference between the sense of belonging she experienced during her bachelor studies, where she mostly socialized with other Palestinian students, and her master’s studies, where she interacts more with other students:
It’s mainly socializing. I’m feeling more like I belong, feeling more like I belong to something. During my bachelor’s studies, I felt like a minority in a huge building. Now I feel like we are- me personally, more a part of it, but not any less a minority.
This gradual process of integration of Palestinian students into the Jewish-dominated academic and social environment is accompanied by issues of cultural, religious and linguistic identity. Several students seemed very clear about their identity. Hiba, who reflected on her increasing use of Hebrew and her instrumental attitude to the language, expressed confidence in her identity as a Palestinian despite her repeated use of the Hebrew language, even in conversations with Palestinian Arabic-speaking interlocutors. Unlike other Palestinians who oppose the increasing use of Hebrew, Hiba allows herself to use Hebrew as a means to connect with other people without feeling that her identity as a Palestinian has been compromised as a result.
I see Hebrew only as a tool to connect. You can find people who really find it disrespectful… they don’t want to mix Hebrew and Arabic. We have a lot of people who really comment when you use Hebrew while speaking Arabic. But I really don’t see it like that. I view languages as a tool for people to connect. And I don’t see (how) speaking Hebrew can affect my identity or anything that I believe, or my identity as a Palestinian. It won’t be affected If I speak Hebrew.
Unlike Hiba, Other students felt 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.
The fear of becoming disconnected from the Arab identity concerns not only the aspect of language. Ameer reflected on the tension between his deep connection to the Arabic culture and language as well as to the Muslim religion and his assimilation into a Jewish and Hebrew-speaking environment. Similarly to Nadia, Ameer emphasizes the daily attention and deliberate effort required of him to preserve his identity:
First of all, I feel so connected with my culture. My religion. My identity. So it’s not easy to take me out of this cycle and just change it, I feel deeply connected to that part of me. I still have problems to be really me though, I think I should do more activities that are connected to being Arab and being a Muslim as well… Basically I should be careful and notice that something is going wrong,.. So I try to be all the time careful and pay attention. 
Amir's heightened awareness of the tension between his cultural and religious identity and the environment in which he studies, just like Nadia's fear of losing her mother tongue and her deliberate attempt to speak more Arabic, reflect the identity issues of many of the interviewees and their recognition of the need to strengthen their cultural, religious and linguistic identity precisely because of their gradual integration into the Hebrew-speaking, Jewish-dominated, academic and social space of an Israeli university.

Discussion
Studies on majority-minority relations in Israel point to two main characteristics of the sociopolitical context of the conflict between Jews and Palestinians within the state: 1. Relationships of conflict and aggression alongside coexistence and cooperation. 2. Inequality in which Jews have greater access to resources and influence over the culture, religion and language of the State (Maoz, 2004; Ron, 2022). The tensions and disparities are even greater when the situation of the Palestinian residents in East Jerusalem is examined. Jerusalem is considered to be deeply segregated city, with a clear geographical and political boundary separating the Palestinian neighborhoods from the Jewish areas (Shtern, 2016). The number of Palestinians living in East Jerusalem in 2019 was approximately 241,000, which constitute 38% of the city's population. The residents of East Jerusalem suffer from a lack of infrastructures and basic services. 72% of Palestinian families in Jerusalem live below the poverty line, compared to 26% of Jewish families (Association for Civil Rights in Israel, 2019). Although the Palestinian residents of East Jerusalem were given "permanent resident” status, enabling them to vote and participate in the municipal elections, to work within- and move around Israel and to receive social rights such as welfare and health insurance, this status of permanent residency is contingent upon proving continuous physical presence in the city (de Vries & Majlaton, 2021; Shtern, 2016).
The characteristics of the asymmetric relations between Jewish Israelis and the Palestinian minority in Israel as well as the residents of East Jerusalem are particularly relevant to the reality faced by Palestinian students in Israeli universities, where most of the faculty members and students are Jewish and the language of study is Hebrew. This study explores the situation of Palestinian Arabic-speaking students, citizens of Israel as well as permanent residents living in East Jerusalem, in a Hebrew-speaking academic environment, focusing on issues of integration and on the role of language use and its effects on personal and group identity in both an academic and a social context. More specifically, it investigates how the constraints of asymmetry, political tension and language use may impact identity formation and encounters with the other in a university environment.
Our findings reveal interrelations between language use and identity among minority members in an asymmetric intergroup context. The interviews indicate that language use influences the identity development of Palestinian students attending a Jewish-dominated university. The participants talked about their Palestinian identity in a way that confirms previous findings on the high salience of collective Palestinian identity (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. Considering that group identity has been found to gain importance in times of conflict (Hammack, 2011; Moore & Aweiss, 2007), this study indicates that one way in which students cope with this discrepancy is by developing a clearer identification with the Palestinian group 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 students’ sense of belonging in higher education, which have linked academic stress to cultural incompatibility of one’s campus environment and one’s own identity (Abu-Kaf and Khalaf, 2020; Chee et al., 2018). The present study 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, which was common to most of the interviewees at one level or another, but was especially noticeable among the Palestinian students from East Jerusalem, was reported to be a key reason for the fact that many interactions with Jewish students remain superficial.
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 language use relates 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 previous findings on language and identity (Edwards, 2009 Kirillina et al., 2021; Suleiman, 2011), regarding the significance of identity-related aspects of language when a need arises to demarcate the group. 
	Learning Hebrew is seen as empowering and beneficial by the interviewees when they have to move in spheres where the Hebrew-speaking majority is dominant. This experience is especially significant for students from East Jerusalem, many of whom grew up geographically close to areas where the Hebrew-speaking majority is dominant. However, interviewees’ relationship to the Hebrew language seems to remain instrumental. This supports the picture that has emerged from a previous study 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. These findings, therefore, contribute to our understanding of the distinct meanings the two languages hold for the Palestinian minority in Israel and for the Palestinian community in East Jerusalem.
	The findings of this study also underline the importance of higher education in the construction of identity for Palestinian students and as a place where Palestinian and Jewish students can interact. Our 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 sense, the university can provide a special space that allows for encounters between groups in a volatile intergroup situation as sensitive as that involving the Arab-Palestinian minority and the Jewish majority in Israel, and particularly in the explosive situation of Jewish-Palestinian relations in Jerusalem (de Vries & Majlaton, 2021; Desivilya et al., 2017; Hager & Jabareen, 2016; Raz Rotem et al., 2021). The picture that emerges from the interviews indicates that the asymmetry and separation present in society seem to be reflected in a university context as well. While Palestinian students reported that increased exposure to Jewish students improved their attitudes towards the Jewish outgroup, none of the participants considered any Jewish students as close friends. Although language barriers are often said to be behind this lack of close friendships, interviewees also mentioned the ethno-political conflict as playing a hindering 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. This complements previous findings about the infiltration of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict into classroom interactions (Raz Rotem et al., 2021), and about stronger stereotyping behavior among Jewish-Israeli students toward Palestinian students in times of conflict compared to more peaceful times (Bar-Tal & Labin, 2001). Following that, our 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 current study contributes to our understanding of the circumstances, the perceptions and the experiences of minority students in higher education. Compared to other studies on minority students in general, and on Palestinian students in particular, and in addition to its contribution to improving the understanding of the interplay of language, intergroup interaction and identity in an academic context, this study distinguishes itself by the close encounter that it provides with the experiences of Palestinian students from East Jerusalem - a community that is unique in its legal status, its life situation, and the nature of its relations with the state of Israel (de Vries & Majlaton, 2021; Shtern, 2016), and that in the last decade has begun to increasingly integrate into the Israeli higher education system. 
From a practical aspect, given the importance of language for a sense of belonging, as suggested by the findings of this study, and considering that a sense of belonging has been found to be linked to persistence in academic studies (Hausmann et al., 2007), social, academic and language policies at Israeli universities and colleges could be adapted to create a more inclusive environment, as has been previously suggested by various scholars (Desivilya et al., 2017; Hager & Jabareen, 2016; Leeman et al., 2011). Among other things, in addition to the preparatory year that takes place prior to the first year of studies, and to few sporadic and limited frameworks of support during the course of the studies, there is clearly a room for intensive, perhaps more personal, support in academic and language aspects, as well as in the emotional aspect, for minority students. For this purpose, more financial, human, and technological resources (the latter can be particularly relevant in the language aspect) are required.
Furthermore, there is a need for a critical mass of initiatives and programs of intergroup encounter and dialogue, including more academic courses on relevant topics that can provide a space for such dialogue. To this end, as well as for the purpose of increasing the awareness and sensitivity of the academic staff to issues of diversity and inclusion, more training programs for faculty and teaching staff are required. This could be a crucial step toward integration of minority students.
Methodological Issues, Reflexivity and Directions for Future Research
Despite its contribution to our understanding of the circumstances of minority students, this study also has limitations. First, it is essential to note that the study is based on qualitative research methods that are not intended to provide exact measures of attitudes and changes in intergroup perceptions or academic achievement. Instead, the study aims to explore the self-understanding and perceptions of Palestinian minority university students in Israel. This seemed suitable to account for the complex context the participants find themselves in and allows for broader insight into the students’ perspective.
Another issue to consider concerns the authors of this paper. The first author is a native German speaker. She was previously an international student at universities in the Netherlands and Israel, where she studied in English. These personal experiences were relevant to some of the aspects related to the research topic. The second author is an Israeli Jewish scholar who teaches at an Israeli university. His research on ethno-political conflicts and majority-minority relations have stemmed from years of professional activity in peace education and intergroup dialogue. The authors feel that the differences between them had a balancing effect. However, the authors are also aware of several aspects of power asymmetry between them, as well as of the limitations embodied in the gaps between them and the interviewees in terms of nationality and cultural identity. In light of these gaps, the authors shared the findings with a Palestinian colleague who reviewed the findings and added his perspective (for details see the Acknowledgments section).
One more limitation of the study relates to the research population. While the study also discusses the relationship between Palestinian and Jewish students and how a university environment affects that relationship, only Palestinian participants 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.
Conclusion
This study explored the experience of ethnic and linguistic minority students in a foreign university environment. It revealed the impact of political tension, asymmetry and language use on identity formation of Palestinian students - citizens of Israel as well as well as permanent residents living in East Jerusalem - and on their encounters with the Jewish majority in Israel. 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 persistent 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.
	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. An improved understanding of the interplay of language, intergroup interaction and identity in an academic context can contribute to the improvement of academic life for minorities in multi-ethnic societies and help promote social change by mitigating the challenges they face in academic environments.
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