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About This Paper

Arab citizens of Israel lag significantly behind their Jewish counterparts on multiple
socioeconomic indicators. Experts and stakeholders recognize that failing to address these gaps will
result in compounding negative effects both on the Arab communities in Israel and on Israel’s
prosperity overall. Limited Hebrew proficiency has often been identified as one of the prominent
obstacles to Arab citizens’ economic well-being because it precludes them from participating in the
Hebrew-dominated mainstream Israeli labor markets. In this paper, we consider avenues for Israel to
improve Hebrew proficiency among its Arab citizens, and we place Hebrew learning by Arab citizens
in Israel within its social and political context. This paper can be of interest to policymakers,
administrators, educators, and stakeholders in Israel and other locales with interest in language policy,
majority-minority language issues, and second-language education in settings with sociopolitical
tensions and contested histories.
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To Improve Hebrew Proficiency
Among Arabs in Israel, Make It
Worthwhile

Arab citizens of Israel lag significantly behind their Jewish counterparts on several socioeconomic
indicators. According to the results of Israel's most recent census survey, in 2021, 76.5 percent of
Jewish households could cover their expenses with their monthly income compared with only 53.7
percent of Arab households. The average net income per person—a measure of the standard of
living—was twice as high for Jewish families compared with Arab families (“Arab Israelis Have Less
Income, Die Younger Than Jewish Peers, Data Shows,” 2023). Furthermore, in 2018, over 45 percent
of Arab families—compared with 13 percent of Jewish families—were below the poverty line
(Friedman, 2024). Arab men and especially Arab women were also employed at much lower rates
than their Jewish counterparts, shedding light on some of the root causes of disparities in Arab and
Jewish citizens’ financial well-being (“Arab Israelis Have Less Income, Die Younger Than Jewish
Peers, Data Shows,” 2023). Experts and stakeholders recognize that failing to address these gaps will
result in compounding negative effects both on the Arab communities in Israel and on Israel’s overall
prosperity (Levi and Suchi, 2018).

Research shows that acquiring second-language proficiency can serve as a critical economic booster
for members in the minority of a society in which this language dominates (Budria, Colino, and
Martinez de Ibarreta, 2019). In Israel, limited Hebrew proficiency has been identified as one of the
prominent obstacles to Arab citizens” economic well-being because it precludes them from
participating in the Hebrew-dominated mainstream Israeli labor markets (Doviner, 2014; Jabareen,
2010; Habib et al., 2010). In response, various governmental actors have launched wide-ranging
initiatives to address the Hebrew proficiency gap. In 2015, Israel's Ministry of Education mounted
pilot programs to improve approaches to Hebrew learning in Arab schools, focusing on elevating the
quality of Hebrew instruction (Skop, 2015). The Authority for Economic Development of the
Minority Sectors within the Ministry for Social Equality launched an initiative to enhance Hebrew
instruction for children in schools, for youth pursuing vocational training, and for adults in vocational
training or already in the labor market (Tehawkho and Kalisher, 2023). The Joint Distribution
Committee’s Technology and Advanced Vocational Training program in Israel—a network of
employment centers in several Arab localities—offers Hebrew instruction as part of efforts to improve
Arabs’ employment outcomes. Multiple other programs support Hebrew improvement in Arab adults
who pursue vocational training, retraining, or higher education (Marom, 2015). Most of these efforts
have thus far been focused on ensuring better access to and instruction of Hebrew for Arab citizens of
different ages and career stages.



In this paper, we argue that generally high-quality instruction is essential for better language
acquisition (Hightower et al.,, 2011); however, in a divided society, solutions targeting educational
strategies only are not sufficient to ensure widespread linguistic change among the populations in the
minority and their socioeconomic integration.' If greater rates of Hebrew proficiency among Israel’s
Arab citizens are the goal, efforts to foster Arab citizens’ motivation to learn Hebrew should be
prioritized and should focus on removing socio-structural barriers that impede such motivation. In
addition, such efforts must recognize the ethnopolitical reality that frames the Jewish-Arab
coexistence and divides within the State of Israel. Hebrew, the language central to Zionist ideology,
carries a heavy emotional charge for many of Israel’s Arab citizens and, therefore, is often viewed as a
barrier to—and not an opportunity for—Arab citizens’ socioeconomic success.

Improving Instruction Has Been a Primary Approach to
Cultivating Hebrew Proficiency Among Arab Citizens in Israel

As previously noted, when it comes to improving Hebrew proficiency among Arab citizens of
Israel, much attention thus far has been directed toward developments in the educational domain.
Given the role of government in overseeing the educational system, this domain is a logical lever for
short- and medium-term changes to the quality of language education intended to produce long-term
effects.

Quality language instruction demands coordination among many components. At the core of
quality language instruction are

e coherent program design, characterized by defined mission and goals with associated actions
and systems to help achieve them (Fatihi, 2003; Walqui, 2000)

e curriculum that incorporates culturally relevant educational content that helps attain learning
objectives, guidelines for methods and pedagogic practices to help students meet these
objectives, and systematic assessments of progress (Hinkel, 2012; Organisation for Economic
Co-Operation and Development, 2021)

o well-developed instructional practices (i.e., the actual teaching that happens in the classroom)
(de Graaff and Housen, 2009).

To facilitate these characteristics, effective language teachers should possess high language
proficiency and language awareness (Chambless, 2012; Andrews, 2001); they should benefit from
strong teacher preparation, and their students should have consistent and early access to second-
language instruction. Critical for overall success are sufficient support and resources, from funding to

learning materials, and systemwide assessments and accountability to help capture and mitigate gaps and
redundancies (Wright, 2017; Tehawkho and Kalisher, 2023).

! For research on this paper, we interviewed five subject-matter experts from both Jewish and Arab communities with extensive
knowledge of Israel’s sociopolitical and educational landscape. We interviewed Hebrew and Arabic language teachers, politicians,
and activists working to enhance coexistence and equality among the Arab and Jewish citizens of Israel. The interviews took place
over phone and video calls in fall 2021.



When it comes to Hebrew language education for Israel’s Arab citizens, most—if not all—of the
components of effective second-language instruction noted above demand improvement or reform.
Program design and curriculum are among the notable challenges. At present, the predominant focus
of Hebrew instruction in Arab schools falls on grammar, reading, and writing, with little emphasis on
conversational skills (Faraj Falah, 2017; Marom, 2015).2 The curriculum and associated learning
materials are heavily skewed toward Jewish culture and Israeli national identity and values, with
limited relevance to Arab students’ daily reality (Abu-Rabia, 1999; Faraj Falah, 2017; Ilaiyan, 2012;
Landry, Allard, and Théberge, 1991; Or and Shohamy, 2016).> These texts tend to ignore or even
antagonize the Palestinian narrative (Rudin, 2020). The learning materials’ limited scope further
hinders Arab learners’ reading comprehension and acquisition in Hebrew (Abu-Rabia, 1999; Landry,
Allard, and Théberge, 1991); these materials also create significant barriers in motivating students to
engage with the language more generally (Wray and Bloomer, 2012).

In addition, Hebrew instruction starts in the 2nd or 5th grade for most Arab students, which is
later than recommended if high-level second-language proficiency is desired (DeKeyser, 2000;
Lenneberg, 1967; Pinker, 1994). Furthermore, all Arab students must learn formal Arabic, which
differs significantly from the informal, daily form of spoken Arabic (Albirini, 2015). Because of this
requirement, learning Hebrew (and then English) is an additional linguistic task on Arab students’
already heavier native language acquisition load (Al-Karbouli, 1960; Baghana et al., 2018).

Teachers’ abilities to provide high-level Hebrew instruction are also lacking. In Israel's Arab
education systems, Arab students are rarely taught by native Hebrew speakers—for Hebrew
instruction or other subjects. Even though Israel's Ministry of Education has adopted a plan to boost
the number of native Hebrew speakers in Arab schools, there continue to be significantly fewer Jewish
teachers in Arab schools than the need dictates (Kadari-Ovadia, 2020). At the same time, the level of
preparation available to and required from Arab Hebrew teachers is often inadequate for high-level
language instruction (Vidergor, Magen-Nagar, and Ilaiyan, 2018).

An important background to many of these challenges is the separation of Jewish and Arab
education systems and historical underfunding of the latter. Disparate and inequitable funding has
had a direct effect on the overall quality of education that Arab students receive in Israel (Resh and
Blass, 2019; Zuzovsky, 2010).* As a result, Arab students in Israel have lagged significantly behind
their Jewish peers on several subjects, languages among them (David, 2021; Winer, 2019; Inter
Agency Taskforce on Israeli Arab Issues, 2019).

Policymakers working to improve Hebrew instruction among Arab citizens in Israel recognize
many of these issues. In recent years, agencies within different ministries in Israel launched programs
to bolster access to Hebrew instruction for Arab learners of different ages and occupations; the Israeli
Ministry of Education also mounted efforts to start Hebrew learning in Arab preschools (Skop,
2015). Although disparate at present and not without challenges (Tehawko and Kalisher, 2023),
these efforts can serve as a basis for building a comprehensive multiagency strategy for bolstering
effective Hebrew instruction among Arab learners.

2 Two Hebrew language instructors in schools serving Arab students, interviews with the authors, September—October 2021.
> This lack of relevance hinders Arab students’ reading comprehension and Hebrew acquisition.

# See the Israeli government report on budgeting distortions in economic integration of Arab citizens, as discussed in Inter
Agency Task Force on Israeli Arab Issues, 2016.



Furthermore, despite the general climate of educational separation, there are several prominent
initiatives that bring Arab and Jewish learners together in educational settings, place Jewish teachers in
Arab schools and vice versa, and introduce innovative curricula into instruction of Hebrew. One
prominent example is the Hand in Hand network of seven fully integrated bilingual schools across
Israel. In these schools, Jewish and Arab students study together and are instructed by Jewish and
Arab teachers, power asymmetries and divergent historical narratives are acknowledged, and the
mission to build partnership and equality between Jewish and Arab citizens persists despite frequent
ethnopolitical crises and flare-ups of conflict (Hand in Hand, undated). Though not always free of
problems (Cook, 2016), the Hand in Hand experience offers a valuable foundation on which other
integrative efforts can be based (Bekerman, 2005; Schwartz, Moin, and Klayle, 2013). Additional
examples include such organizations as Givat Haviva and the Abraham Initiatives, which reimagine
the existing segregated systems, including by fostering quality Hebrew instruction and teacher
exchanges (Friends of Givat Haviva, undated; Abraham Initiatives, undated).

Looking Beyond Instruction to Improve Second-Language
Proficiency

Context and Motivation Are Key Moderators of Second-Language Learning

Although improvements to instruction are essential for better language acquisition, changes to
instruction are not sufficient to cultivate widespread Hebrew proficiency among Israel’'s Arab
population. For example, an important component of second-language acquisition is having plentiful
and varied opportunities for practice with native speakers in a social environment conducive to
tension-free interactions (Carhill, Sudrez-Orozco, and Pdez, 2008; Clément, Gardner, and Smythe,
1980). Such opportunities improve mastery of the second language, build stronger ties with the
native-speaker community, and, in turn, foster greater interest in improving one’s linguistic mastery
(Pettigrew et al., 2011; Carhill, Sudrez-Orozco, and Piez, 2008).

Learners’ desires and abilities to acquire high language proficiency can also greatly depend on such
sociocultural factors as their parents’ educational backgrounds; their parents’ integration within the
majority-dominated society; and support for second-language learning among a learner’s family,
broader community, and friends (Li, 2007; Shum et al., 2011). In divided societies, members of the
minority group who speak the language of the majority group might be perceived by others in their
minority group as norm-breakers or even traitors (Jetten and Hornsey, 2014; Ritchie and Bhatia,
2012; Van Vugt and Hart, 2004). Given the importance of community support for learners’ pursuit
of a second language, fears of social disapproval and exclusion can become a formidable barrier.

Particularly in environments in which tensions exist between majority and minority groups,
minority group members’ motivation to attain high proficiency in the majority language becomes an
essential determinant of second-language outcomes. A motivated language learner will have a desire to
learn the language, will apply effort to do so, and will have positive feelings in the process of mastering
it (Gardner, Lalonde, and Moorcroft, 1985; Gardner and Smythe, 1975). Such motivation is strongly
affected by the sociopolitical and cultural context in which language learning takes place (Gardner,
Lalonde, and Moorcroft, 1985).



A learner’s motivation to know the language of the majority group stems from (1) their interest in
integrating with native speakers and the majority group’s society and/or (2) pragmatic or instrumental
reasons for which language is viewed as an essential tool for socioeconomic well-being or ascent
(Gardner, 2001). Other factors that might affect one’s motivation to learn a second language include
the extent to which an individual's social identity is affected when confronted with the second
language and the language learner’s attitudes toward the second language and its native speakers
(Norton Peirce, 1995; Gardner, Masgoret, and Tremblay, 1999).

The Israeli Context Presents Many Challenges for Arab Citizens’ Hebrew
Acquisition

For many Arab citizens in Israel, Hebrew is not a neutral language (Buchweitz and Mar'i, 2023;
Suleiman, 2006). Arab citizens in Israel are far from a monolithic group and differ in many ways—
including their degree of identification with the Palestinian cause, sociopolitical views, religion, and
culture (Robinson, 2023)—but, for many Arab citizens, Hebrew has become the language of
confrontation (Susan and Dubi, 2006); a tool of Zionism and assimilation (Amara, 2017; Khader,
2021); and a force to fight against to protect and reinforce one’s ethnic, national, and linguistic identity
(Abu-Rabia, 1999; Cummins, 1986; Hasan-Aslih et al., 2024; Klar et al., 2020; Wong Fillmore,
1991). Research shows that the Hebrew language triggers an identity response in many Palestinian
Arab citizens in Israel and that Arab citizens who speak Hebrew might encounter negative reactions
from their peers (Hasan-Aslih et al., 2024; Klar et al., 2020).

Furthermore, Arab citizens in Israel usually lack informal opportunities to advance and practice
Hebrew through organic interactions with native speakers. Especially since the Second Intifada, Arab
and Jewish citizens have led segregated lives; the two groups do not cross paths or interact regularly.
Even for the 10 percent of Arab citizens who reside in Israel’s mixed cities, intergroup contact is
limited (Goldblatt and Omer, 2014; Tannenbaum and Yitzhaki, 2016). Although media can offer
additional language exposure, the current landscape of Hebrew-language media fails to engage Arab
audiences at scale because it lacks meaningful Arab representation (Avraham, First, and Loffler, 2004;
First, 2016; Yonay and Shor, 2014); rarely features programming that accurately reflects the Arab
sociocultural and political reality; often alienates Arab audiences by presenting them in a negative light
(Glazer, 2021); and, overall, does not consider Arab viewers as a target audience (Kadari-Ovadia,
2020). For these reasons, the majority of Arab citizens in Israel do not turn to Hebrew-language
programming for news and entertainment, and they overwhelmingly prefer consuming media in
Arabic (Shomron and Schejter, 2021). At the same time, few Jewish Israelis learn Arabic well enough
to communicate with Arab citizens with ease, which severely limits possibilities for alternative power
dynamics between the two groups. Street signs—the majority of them in Hebrew, even in major
cities—reflect the asymmetry between Jewish and Arab Israelis in the shared state (Bloomer, 2016).

Unsurprisingly, the intergroup dynamic between Jewish and Arab citizens of Israel can be
described as an uneasy coexistence, characterized by a notable power difference in most areas of life;
Arab citizens’ perceived and experienced disenfranchisementand compounded socioeconomic
disadvantage (Okun and Friedlander, 2005; Yaish and Gabay-Egozi, 2021); and mutual perceptions



of animosity, distrust, and threat (Rayan, 2019; Smooha, 2016).> As Mudar Younis, the mayor of
Arara in Central Israel, stated, “Some young adults [in the Arab community] have a problem with
Hebrew because it reflects the current discourse, which is largely hostile toward the Arab community.
The young people don't feel they're part of Israeli society” (Kadari-Ovadia, 2020). More recent
developments—such as the Nation-State Law (see box) that removed Arabic as Israel’s official
language; the 2022 election of a right-leaning Israeli government; the attacks on October 7, 2023; and
the deadly war and societal anguish that followed—have only served to exacerbate these tensions.’

The Nation-State Law

Passed in 2018, the Nation-State Law reaffirmed Israel as the nation-state of the Jewish people and granted
Jewish people the unique right to exercise national self-determination in Israel. Additionally, the law
downgraded Arabic from an official language to a “special status” language.

When a second language carries negative associations, when the decision to learn the second
language can be psychologically costly and bear negative social consequences, when there are few
opportunities to advance second-language skills through informal interactions with native speakers,
and when access to quality formal instruction is limited, it takes a highly motivated Arab learner to
pursue Hebrew fluency. For what reasons might most Arab citizens in Israel decide to learn Hebrew

at a high level, despite the challenges?

A Focus on Instrumental Motivations Could Be the Key

The Israeli-Palestinian conflict has created a domestic context in which, at least at present,
integrative motivation is unlikely to be a sustainable driving force for Arab citizens in Israel to learn
Hebrew. Unlike immigrant groups that enter new societies voluntarily to join their families—in
pursuit of a better life or to escape war and devastation, for example—Arab citizens in Israel are
indigenous to the region and have become a minority group within Israeli borders as a result of Israel’s
establishment in 1948 and subsequent wars with neighboring Arab nations (Jamal, 2009). Like the
Jewish citizens of Israel, Arab citizens in Israel consider the region their homeland and seek
acknowledgement of their plight, status, and power (Shnabel and Nadler, 2010). However, the
existing society designates them as a subordinate group in the minority, dwelling on Israel's
geographical, political, and economic margins (Devers et al., 2012; Rayan, 2019; Smooha, 2016).

It would be inaccurate, however, to present Israeli society as constantly ridden with Arab-Jewish
strife. Many Arab and Jewish citizens in Israel want to live in peace and work actively toward a vision
of a shared society; there are many examples of peaceful coexistence (Palestinian Center for Policy and

> Roughly four in five Israeli Arabs say there is significant discrimination against Muslim citizens (Lipka, 2016).

® In the sociopolitical context in which Arab citizens of Israel seek higher status and power (Shnabel and Nadler, 2010), the legal

acts and sociopolitical rhetoric that deprive them of both inevitably chip away at their desire to learn Hebrew with the purpose of
integration (Robinson, 2023; also see discussion with Dalia Fadila in Kadari-Ovadia, 2020). Additionally, since Hamas’ attack on
October 7, 2023, Arab citizens in Israel have expressed the feeling of alienation and living in an atmosphere of fear of retribution,

persecution, and distrust from Jewish Israeli citizens (Diaz and Frayer, 2023; Coles and Flanzraich, 2023).



Survey Research and Tami Steinmetz Center for Peace Research, 2018; Friends of Givat Haviva,
undated; Abraham Initiatives, undated; Prince-Gibson, 2023; Gilat, Gindi, and Sedawi-Massri, 2022;
Roots, undated). The majority of Arab residents in Israel consider the country their home, support
fuller participation in Israeli society, report positive interactions with Jewish Israeli residents, and
speak against intercommunal violence (Asad and Kaplan, 2023; Lavie, 2018; Scheindlin, 2019; Luck,
2023; Teller, 2023). As one Palestinian principal of a bilingual school in Jerusalem put it, “I live here,
so I need to find a way to live in peace and equality in a place where I feel I have a home” (Schwartz,
2016). In a sign of greater willingness to integrate within the Israeli society, in 2021—for the first time
in the history of Israel—an Arab party, the United Arab List (Ra'am), joined the governing coalition,
albeit briefly. And in the aftermath of the events on October 7, 2023, the majority of Arab citizens in
Israel condemned the violence perpetrated by Hamas and expressed solidarity and shared pain for the
lives lost (Asad and Kaplan, 2023; “Israel’s Arab Minority Feels Closer to Country in War, Poll
Finds,” 2023; Foundation for Defense of Democracies, 2023).

Despite these trends, there are still starkly divergent views—both within and between Jewish and
Arab groups—on what an integrated society in Israel should look like (Bar-Tal and Teichman, 2005;
Bourhis and Dayan, 2004). Until a vision of an integrated society is agreed upon and established, Arab
and Jewish citizens in Israel will likely continue to lead largely separate lives, and Arab citizens’
motivation to learn Hebrew as a means of integration will continue to be vulnerable to sociopolitical
volatility in the broader Israeli-Palestinian conflict.

Without near-term prospects for societal integration, the pragmatic benefits of acquiring Hebrew
as a second language for Arab citizens could become a focal driver for encouraging learning (Buchweitz
and Mar'i, 2023; Dustmann and Fabbri, 2003). Many Arab citizens in Israel already see proficiency in
Hebrew as a necessary instrument of socioeconomic ascent and actively pursue language proficiency
(Marom, 2015; Tannenbaum and Yitzhaki, 2016). Similarly, a growing number of Arab parents see
high fluency in Hebrew as critical to better life prospects for their children and generally support
efforts to enhance Hebrew instruction in Arab schools, despite serious concerns about the
implications for their group identity (Amara, 2017). Some Arab families even send their children to
Jewish schools, where acquiring accent-free Hebrew is considered an important asset for their

children’s future socioeconomic well-being (Bekerman and Tatar, 2009; Schwartz, Moin, and Klayle,
2013).

Arab Citizens’ Hebrew Acquisition Efforts Must Be Met with Real
Opportunity

Pragmatic motivations for Hebrew acquisition are grounded in the expectation of a circular
relationship, in which better Hebrew fluency leads to better economic outcomes and the promise of
better economic outcomes leads to greater motivation to pursue higher Hebrew proficiency. Yet, in
contexts burdened by power asymmetries and intergroup tensions, high proficiency in the majority

7 Fear of discrimination was mentioned frequently in our interviews with Arab citizens. They, along with many Arab parents
who send their children to Jewish schools, emphasized the importance of attaining accent-free Hebrew to access opportunities that
are afforded to their Jewish peers.



group language might not, in fact, help minority group members achieve equitable outcomes in
mainstream labor markets; instead, it might underscore systemic inequities, ingroup preferences, and
discrimination (Leppik and Vihalemm, 2015; Pisarenko, 2006). Widespread negative experiences, in
which Arab citizens in Israel continue to face formidable socio-structural barriers and in which the
complicated decision to invest in learning Hebrew may result in disappointment, will inhibit
instrumental motivation.

Given the many circumstances that have suppressed Arab Israeli citizens economically, it is
possible that Hebrew proficiency may be viewed as a wasted effort.® For example, Hebrew proficiency
can facilitate access to higher education, but lagging secondary education and insufficient preparation
for entrance exams, perceived cultural incompatibility of Israeli institutions, and limited availability of
academic seats all stand in the way of an advanced degree for many Arabs (Hadad Haj-Yahya, Schnell,
and Khattab, 2018; Eldar, 2016; Bigman, 2020; Halabi, 2016). Historically, Arab students have
studied at Israel’s institutions of higher learning at far lower rates than their Jewish peers (Kasir and
Yashiv, 2020). Even though the number of Arab students pursuing advanced degrees in Israeli
institutions has doubled in the decade between 2008 and 2018—an impressive increase—the duration
of studies for Arab students is 33 percent longer than that of Jewish students, and the dropout rate is
50 percent higher than that of Jewish students (Dattel, 2018; “Number of Arab Students More Than
Doubles in a Decade,” 2019; Kasir and Yashiv, 2020; Steering Committee on Enhancing Access to
Higher Education for Arab Society in Israel, 2017). Many Arab students studying in Israeli
universities admit feeling like outsiders and like they do not belong (Cohen-Azaria and Zamir, 2021;
Halabi, 2016; Mizel, 2021). Limited academic seats in some professional tracks, reluctance to study in
Hebrew, and insufficient secondary education for passing entrance exams drive a relatively large
proportion of Arab students to foreign institutions of higher learning (Eldar, 2016; Kasir and Yashiv,
2020).

The realities of the Israeli labor market serve as an additional barrier to Arab citizens’
instrumental motivation to learn Hebrew. For many Arab men, available employment is often based
on physical labor in occupations that usually do not require more than basic knowledge of Hebrew
(Fuchs, 2017). A 2020 modeling analysis revealed that “the high concentration of Arab men in low-
skilled occupations is the result of barriers they face in other occupations, rather [than] the result of
their preferences” (Kasir and Yashiv, 2020, p. 20). Although increasing numbers of Arab women are
acquiring advanced degrees and obtaining employment, many still stay outside the labor market or are
relegated to teaching jobs in the Arab education sector or sales jobs, for which high proficiency in
Hebrew is not required (Fuchs and Wilson, 2018; Kasir and Yashiv, 2020; Fuchs, 2017). These
choices are a result of both cultural and structural expectations and limitations. Many Arab women
prefer or are expected to work close to their hometowns, where there is a limited variety of
occupations and workplaces; at the same time, cost-efficient and convenient transportation routes for

8 There are efforts to remove some of the barriers to Arab citizens’ socioeconomic ascent. For example, since 2015, the Knesset
adopted two five-year plans to improve economic development in the Arab sector, socially integrate Arab citizens, and narrow
socioeconomic gaps between Arab and Jewish citizens; however, funding was frozen for most of 2023, per the initiative of the far-
right Minister of Finance Bezalel Smotrich (Friedman, 2024). Although government action has tried to focus on improving Arab
citizens' socioeconomic outcomes, progress has been slow because of budgetary, bureaucratic, and political hurdles (Lavie, 2018).



commuting to locations where there are more job opportunities are often unavailable (Kasir and
Yashiv, 2020; Levi and Suchi, 2018).

Arab citizens who do acquire higher education degrees often end up occupying positions for which
they are overqualified (Khattab and Lazarus, 2016). Over time, the barriers to Arab citizens’ entry to
low- and intermediate-skilled occupations are becoming fewer, while the barriers to highly skilled
occupations are on the rise (Kasir and Yashiv, 2020). And although Arab citizens’ participation in
Israel’s most productive industry—advanced technologies—has somewhat increased, it is still at a
meager 1.2 percent, and those who enter the advanced technologies industry often end up in less
prestigious and lower-paid positions (Fuchs, 2017; Zerachovitz, 2021).

Hebrew proficiency can open Arab citizens in Israel to new options and promote (some) economic
ascent. But if structural, cultural, and social barriers remain unaddressed, this ascent will only become
a vantage point from which Arab citizens will better see the opportunities they should but do not have
in the country they are called to share. Instead of better economic integration, this runs the risk of
accentuating existing divides, further alienating Arab citizens from Israeli society. With many factors
already working against Arab citizens” motivation to learn Hebrew, the decision to learn Hebrew
becomes even more psychologically costly and less worthy of the investment of time and effort. Thus,
if improving Hebrew proficiency among Israel's Arab citizens is the goal, addressing these political and
socioeconomic barriers should be prioritized.

Conclusion

In Israel’s current environment, in which multiple obstacles stand in the way of Arab citizens’ high
proficiency in Hebrew, it would take a highly motivated Arab learner to pursue such proficiency.
Those who see Hebrew fluency as key to Arab Israeli citizens’ socioeconomic ascent should ensure
that Arab citizens have strong reasons to acquire Hebrew at a high level, despite the challenges it
might entail. In this paper, we argued that, with Israel’s challenging intergroup dynamic that is
vulnerable to fluctuations in the broader conflict, fostering instrumental motivation to learn Hebrew
could offer more sustainable results. However, initiatives to enhance Hebrew proficiency among Arab
citizens in Israel must be paired with bold efforts to mitigate and remove barriers they might face in
their educational, professional, and social pursuits.” Failure to do so will only reinforce Arab citizens’
perception of Hebrew as a tool of coerced assimilation rather than an instrument of positive economic
change.

Finally, the view of Hebrew as a tool of forced assimilation will also persist if promoting Arab
citizens’ socioeconomic integration is conceived in isolation from dealing with—or even
acknowledging—the ethnopolitical divides at the root of current disparities. A call for Arab citizens to
learn Hebrew as a means to their socioeconomic integration cannot be sustainably heeded if Arab
citizens perceive that assimilation is the only way to become an accepted and valued part of Israeli

? As previously mentioned, Arab citizens in Israel are far from a monolithic group; different Arab groups might experience
different degrees and types of barriers to their motivation to study Hebrew and to their ability to do so (e.g., Diab, Shdema, and
Schnell, 2022). The argument of this paper—to look beyond Arab citizens’ ability to study Hebrew and to focus on factors that
shape their motivation to do so—remains consistent regardless of the group. However, efforts to remove barriers to social
integration, economic integration, and language learning should be specific to each group.



society. To that end, a critical question to consider is how to make more key areas of Israeli life,
including labor markets, thrive equally in Arabic. Engaging with this question is what could ultimately
lead to Arab citizens’ meaningful socioeconomic integration, which will serve both Israel's Arab
citizens and the country overall.
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