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ABSTRACT

This document is part of the publication series, “Master Plan for
Employment in Arab Society,” which includes two additional publications:
one on the state of social services in Arab society and one on Arab society
in the labor market. The underlying assumption of this paper is that
higher education is a decisive factor in the integration of Arabs in the
Israeli economy and society. Based on the ramified academic literature
on the subject and the findings presented in this paper, we believe that
a proper education policy for Arab society will lead to equal opportunity
in obtaining a higher education, which in turn will substantially improve

social and economic mobility for Arab society.

The Israeli education system is marked by deep disparities between
students from different socioeconomic backgrounds. One of the most
prominent gaps is that between Arab and Jewish schools. The disparities
are manifested in two main interrelated areas: budgeting and academic
achievement. For years Arab schools have suffered from budgetary
discrimination vis-a-vis Jewish schools on all grade levels—in elementary
schools, junior high schools, and especially in high schools. Particularly
disturbing is that the largest disparities are between schools attended
by students with low socioeconomic status. The average investment per
disadvantaged pupil is thousands of shekels greater in Jewish schools than
in Arab ones. The fact that most of the students in the Arab school system
come from disadvantaged backgrounds only reinforces the urgent need
for budgets that will eliminate the disparities. As a result of the Ministry
of Education’s policy to expand differential budgeting, the budgetary
disparities have decreased somewhat in recent years in elementary and

junior high schools, but there are still unjustified differences.

iii



iv

Policy Paper 159 | Education in Arab Society: Disparities and Signs of Change

The disparity between resources invested in Arab schools and those
invested in Jewish schools is not manifested solely in the budgeting of
teaching hours. The teaching infrastructure and tools available to teachers
and principals in Arab schools also inhibit significant learning, especially
for disadvantaged students. There is a severe shortage of classrooms,
physical infrastructure, and digital equipment for teaching. In addition,
both the curriculum itself and the ways in which it is implemented do
not impart the knowledge and skills essential for the future integration of
students from Arab schools in Israeli society and in the 21st-century labor
market. And as if this were not enough, there are indications of a decline
in the caliber of teachers hired for Arab schools—an area in which Arab
schools were actually doing better until recently, in certain senses, than
Jewish schools.

Naturally, these fundamental problems have an impact on students’
achievements. The Arab education system does conspicuously poorly on
the Meitzav achievement tests, in eligibility for matriculation certificates,
in the caliber of matriculation certificates, on international tests, and in
terms of dropout rates. Although a few of the indicators have improved
in recent years, and in general there is a trend toward reducing the gaps
between the achievements of students in Arab and Jewish schools, in many
of the indicators there are still disparities that sabotage the Arab students’
chances of admission to higher education and high-quality employment.
Several studies have shown that the disparities in achievements stem to
a large extent from the Arab students’ socioeconomic background, and
that given a similar background an Arab student’s chances of succeeding
are similar to, or even greater than, those of a Jewish student. These
findings accentuate the Israeli education system’s inability to offer equal

educational opportunity to students from different backgrounds.

The disparities in the education system continue in higher education.
Matriculation-certificate eligibility rates and caliber and scores on the
psychometric exam are major barriers for many young people in Arab

society. Arabs account for 17.7% of all college and university students
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in Israel, even though they represent about 28% of the population in
the relevant age range for college students (20—24). The percentage of
Arab students working toward master’s degrees and doctorates is much
lower: 13.6% and 6.6%, respectively. These figures attest to a substantial
improvement over previous years, but the percentage of Arab college and
university students in Israel is still disproportionately low compared to
the percentage of young Arabs in the population as a whole, especially in
advanced degree programs. The stagnation in the rate of Arab men going
on to higher education in recent years is particularly worrisome. Unlike
the rate among young Arab women, the rate of young Arab men in higher

education has hardly increased at all in the past decade.

Another problem is the lack of diversity in the Arab students’ fields of study,
which s liable to hinder their ability to find jobs in general and high-quality
employment in particular. Arab students are overrepresented in fields with
limited job opportunities and low wages, such as education, languages,
and literature, whereas they are conspicuously underrepresented in fields
such as engineering, architecture, the sciences, and law. The difficulties
the Arab population has in gaining admission to institutions of higher
education in Israel, especially in medical fields, force many to apply for
higher education abroad. According to estimations, almost a quarter of
Arab students who hold Israeli citizenship attend institutions of higher
education abroad, with most of them studying medicine or paramedical
fields.

Aside from formal and higher education, this study examined disparities in
early childhood and nonformal education. Although these two fields have
received little research attention, especially in the context of Arab society
in Israel, an understanding of their importance to individual development
is solidly grounded in research. Studies around the world have shown
that investments in preschool education have the highest return, and
cumulative disparities at these ages, from birth to age 5, are liable to have
lifelong effects. The fact that in Israel the Compulsory Education Law only

applies from age 3 mainly harms disadvantaged populations, including
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the Arabs, who have difficulty financing care for children below this age. As
evidence, only 18% of Arab children aged 0-2 are in educational settings
(private or public), compared to 68% of Jewish children. The positive
impact of nonformal education is also seen from studies conducted
around the world. Nonformal education can meet individual needs and
instill group values that formal education cannot. Until the government
passed Resolution 922 in 2015 for the economic development of the Arab
population, this area suffered from even greater inequality than formal
education. Since then there has been an improvement; it was decided that
budgets allocated to Arab society for this purpose would be proportional to
the Arabs’ percentage of the population. But this rate of allocation cannot
close pre-existing gaps, especially since there are problems utilizing the
existing budgets. It is no wonder, then, that the rate of participation of
Arab children and teenagers in nonformal education remains low and has
not grown substantially.

This study points out the main educational disparities between Arab
and Jewish society in Israel. The government policy for reducing gaps,
manifested in several programs stemming from Resolution 922, is
indeed important, but it is not sufficiently extensive to meet the existing
challenges. The study suggests several policy measures for addressing the
main barriers preventing the Arab population from having genuine equal
educational opportunity. The main ones are as follows: equal budgeting
of the education system on all grade levels; real improvement of physical
and digital infrastructure in Arab schools; personnel planning for Arab
schools; improvement of the caliber of new teachers and expansion of
professional development programs for them; expansion of language
study (Arabic, Hebrew, and English) at a young age through appropriate
allocation of hours; expansion of the academic guidance system in Arab
high schools; expansion of college preparatory courses for Arab students;
diversification of the academic fields of study of Arab students, with
increased representation in high-paying fields where they are currently
underrepresented; construction of preschools and daycare centers;
increased investment in nonformal education and training of professional

personnel in this field.
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