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Abstract

In this mixed-methods exploratory study, we examined a Virtual Exchange (VE) program
between students in two teacher training colleges, one with a predominantly Arab population and
the other with a predominantly Jewish population in Israel. Unlike traditional cross-border VE
interventions, the aims of the intranational program were to develop students' intercultural
communicative competence and enhance relations between students from both communities living
in the same country. Seventy-three students were divided into seven mixed Arab-Jewish groups

which conducted 16 discussion sessions in English as the lingua franca.

A thematic content analysis of the recorded sessions was conducted to evaluate
intercultural communicative competence throughout the program. In addition, at the end of the
program feedback surveys were filled out by the participants regarding their perceptions about
taking part in the program and satisfaction with diverse aspects of the program.

Findings indicated that students felt they benefited from the VE, especially from the
opportunity to meet and learn about students from other cultures with whom they share the same
country borders yet have little, if any, meaningful interaction. Also, their self-confidence in
speaking in English increased, as they do not have much opportunity to practice this skill regularly

in their classrooms.
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Introduction

Virtual Exchange (VE) has been defined as a form of online interaction between students
from diverse geographical areas and cultures for the purpose of developing language learning,
content learning, intercultural skills, and/or digital literacy skills (e.g., Dooly, 2017; Helm & Guth,
2010; O'Dowd, 2021; O'Dowd, Sauro & Spector-Cohen, 2019). It offers teachers of English for
Purposes of International Communication (EPIC) an authentic platform for their learners to use
language. As advocated by the CEFR, VE places students in real-life situations as students from

diverse cultures meet and learn about one another (e.g., O'Dowd, 2018; 2021).

VE has been around for several decades, but with the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic
which imposed emergency remote teaching and learning upon much of the world, practice of and
research on VE has surged. In the vast majority of VE programs, online interaction is conducted
between students from different countries in English as the lingua franca. In 2021, O'Dowd
conducted a qualitative content analysis of 345 student portfolios written by Spanish students.
These portfolios were submitted by students taking part in one of 13 VE programs, each with
partner universities spanning seven different countries across Europe, the U.S., and the Middle
East. O'Dowd's analysis revealed several distinct learning outcomes. These included dispelling
stereotypes and overgeneralizations, developing openness and curiosity, developing empathy and
the ability to accept and understand different perceptions, and improving successful

communication in the target language for authentic purposes.

However, O'Dowd (2021) also found, as have others (Ware & Kramsch, 2005), instances
of minimization as students fail to move beyond an attempt to find how similar they are, and avoid
exploring differences and a diversity of viewpoints (Bennett, 1993). This has been found to be a
result of discussions that remain at a superficial level of assumed cultural difference. Also
identified in the literature were situations of failure in communication and conflict due to language
or cultural challenges (Lawrence & Specter-Cohen, 2018; O'Dowd, 2021; O'Dowd, Sauro &
Spector-Cohen, 2019; Ware & Kramsch, 2005). These critical incidents can either deteriorate
relations between the groups, or be leveraged to teach negotiation and reconciliation skills. By
critical incidents, the current study refers to pivotal instances characterized by their potential to
significantly impact students' understanding of cultural differencesand their ability to effectively

communicate across cultures. With appropriate facilitation which encourages students to reflect
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upon them, they can prompt a shift in perception and an increased tolerance for ambiguity (Lee, et
al., 2014; Schoorman & Bogotch, 2010).

O'Dowd, Sauro and Spector-Cohen (2019) argue that facilitation is a key factor for
successful intercultural interaction in VE. They outlined three approaches: 1) introducing online
interaction strategies prior to the exchange; 2) taking part by leading the students in the online
exchange; and 3) integrating students' online interactions within class work. The first is
recommended as a way to prepare students for the exchange by providing them with cultural
background about the group they will meet and general key skills for coping in intercultural
situations. In the second, discussions in the exchange are led by a facilitator who has typically been
trained to some extent in how to lead an intercultural encounter with such skills as active listening,
asking appropriate questions, and providing a safe space for students to share their thoughts and
feelings. In the third, samples of critical incidents extracted from online exchanges are presented
to the participants in their respective classrooms to reflect upon and raise awareness of cultural

differences or misunderstandings.
Intranational Virtual Exchange

VE programs that are aimed at developing students' intercultural communicative
competence most often refer to cross-border collaborations between students from different
countries. However, VE can also be an effective tool for bringing together students of diverse
cultures who do not typically engage with one another within the same geographical area. This
type of exchange has been much less explored, and research on intranational VE, which focuses
on fostering connections and learning experiences between diverse groups within the same
national context, is limited. One notable example is Heritage Telecollaboration for heritage
language learners (Institute for Language Education in Transcultural Context, 2023) which
promotes expanding knowledge of students' own cultural heritage and enhancing relations between
heritage speakers of Spanish in the U.S. Within its framework, Vafio Garcia (2023) developed a
program in which students who were heritage speakers of Spanish from different Latinx
backgrounds in the U.S. collaborated online to deepen their knowledge of their own and other

Latinx cultures.

Intranational VE can be especially beneficial in enhancing relations between groups with

socio-political conflict. White et al. (2019) found that online interactions between Protestants and

89 JEPIC, Vol 1:1, 2023



Hellerstein, Leitner, Hamarshi & Taha

Catholics in Northern Ireland decreased intergroup anxiety. Another study examined the impact
of an online exchange program in Turkey based on email correspondence between Turks and
Kurds and found enhanced attitudes toward one another (Bagci, et al., 2021). Yazbak Abu Ahmad
and Hoter (2019) carried out a year-long program on culture through minority literature which
comprised ten online meetings between Arab-Palestinian and Jewish-Israeli students from five
education colleges in Israel. Results indicated that fears about working together decreased and

perceptions of the other culture improved.
The Israeli Context

Israel’s population is widely diverse. It is inhabited by nine and a half million people
comprising 74% Jewish citizens, 22% Arab citizens, and 5% citizens of other minorities. The
Jewish population has been largely formed by immigration waves and 20% of today's Jewish
population immigrated to the country, most recently from Russia, France, US, Ukraine, and
Ethiopia. Among the Arab population, 84% are Muslim, 9% are Christian, and 7% are Druze
(Central Bureau of Statistics, 2023). In addition, both the Arab and Jewish populations are further

variegated by levels of religiosity, ranging from secular, traditional, religious to ultra-religious.

This diversity of culturesin the Israeli population serves as fertile ground for intercultural
exchanges that focus on the development of intercultural competence. However, this process is
hindered by the overall segregation of Jewish, Muslim, Christian, Druze and Bedouin
communities, each of which may be further divided according to religiosity levels. Schools and
other services cater to the needs of each community. Consequently, little interaction takes place
among children from the different communities. In particular, due to linguistic and socio-political
barriers, meaningful interaction between the Arab and Jewish populations is infrequent. At the
same time, efforts are made to promote shared living and gradual changes towards greater
opportunities for integration in several areas of life have been reported (Kuttner, 2017; Shwed, et
al., 2014).

Often, the first framework where young adults from Israel's diverse communities interact
is higher education. Unfortunately, research findings indicate that even when studying side by side,
little meaningful engagement occurs between students from the Arab and Jewish communities. In

a large-scale comprehensive study aimed at exploring relations between Jewish and Arab students
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in higher education, 4,697 Arab and Jewish students from 12 higher education institutions were
surveyed about their perceptions and attitudes towards their own group and the other group, their
sense of belonging to the institution, and their perceptions of discrimination and racism on campus.
Among the findings, an increase in the number of friends from the other group during their studies
was found, though the motivation for proximity was limited to the framework of their studies and
did not increase beyond. Among Arab students, motivation for proximity dropped in their final
year before graduation. Most encounters at the institution did not lead to changes in attitudes,
with the exception of collaborative work in academic courses which was found to have the greatest
impact on increasing motivation for proximity. One of the main conclusions of the study was that
the academic space has the potential to enhance relations between students from both groups,
however, "simply being present together in the same space does not lead to positive social change
if the encounter remains minimal and there is no additional intervention™ (Aslih, et al., 2020, p.4).
These findings support earlier reports of "missed opportunities™ in higher education for enhancing
positive attitudes of Arab and Jewish students towards each other (Abbas et al, 2018; Skye &
Arnon, 2017). Nevertheless, Aslih et al. (2020) did find that attitudes of Arab and Jewish students
towards one another were enhanced as a response to structured interventionsthat aimed to promote
dialogue and collaborative work. As such, sharing a virtual space in a structured manner may prove
more effective than merely sharing the physical space of the classroom without an intended aim
and a structured intervention to promote meaningful interactions. In the current absence of
extensive valuable face-to-face interactions in higher education in Israel, VE can provide
opportunities for Arab and Jewish students to interact in a constructive manner that can lead to
enhanced relations by increasing intercultural communicative competence (Yazbak Abu Ahmad
& Hoter, 2019).

Informed by literature on the potential of VE to develop intercultural communicative
competence, the current study explored a VE English discussion program between students in two
teacher education colleges in Israel, one with predominantly Arab students (the ‘Arab college’)
and the other with predominantly Jewish students (the ‘Jewish college’). While the vast majority
of VE aims to develop intercultural understanding and enhance intercultural communication
between students in different countries, the present study examined the effect of VE in English as

the lingua franca on enhancing the intercultural communicative competence of students from the
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same country, but from diverse cultural communities. It aims to contribute to the limited, yet

steadily expanding body of research in this field.

The following research questions guided the study: (1) How would a VE in English affect
the intercultural communicative competence of Arab and Jewish students in Israel? (2) How would

students perceive this experience?
Methods

The study employed an exploratory mixed-methods research design and is mainly framed

within a qualitative research paradigm (Patton, 2002).
Participants

Undergraduate students (N=73; F=56 and M =17 male; mean age = 20.5) from two teacher
education colleges took part. Forty-two attended the Arab college and were studying in diverse
academic programs, with the majority in the English teacher education program. Thirty-one
students attended the Jewish college studying in a physical education teacher education (PETE)

program.
Procedure

Following approval by the Ethics Committee of each institution, students from both
colleges were recruited to take part in the English conversation program. In one college students
participated in the program as an integral part of their English course and in the other college
participation was optional and awarded the participants extra-credit points towards their final

grade.

Students who registered for the VE took the EF-SET-50 online English evaluation test
(efset.org). They were then placed into seven interinstitutional discussion groups based on their

proficiency level (See Table 1).
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Table 1: Students' English proficiency level at baseline

Al A2 Bl B2 C1 C2
Students from the Arab college 0 6 6 6 6 0
Students from the Jewish college 6 9 14 4 2 4

Due to the imbalance in proficiency levels between the two institutions, groups were

slightly heterogeneous, but with no more than one CEFR level of difference between the students.

Each group included an average of ten students, approximately half from each institution.

Discussions were facilitated by four volunteer teachers and three students. Participants met online

for one hour weekly during two semesters, experiencing occasional interruptions due to holidays

and exams. Each semester consisted of eight sessions. In the tenth session, they met in a face-to-

face event held on one of the college campuses, intended to strengthen the connections that had

been developing. The visit included events with recreational activities, which added a physical

contact component, and a shared meal.

Seven facilitators from diverse backgrounds were recruited to guide the discussions (See

Table 2).

Table 2: Description of facilitators (group numbers as they appear in the findings)

Group Position Nationality Religion Gender

1 Graduate Student American Christian F

2 Graduate Student Arab-Israeli Muslim F

3 Teacher American Christian F

4 Teacher American-Israeli Jewish F

5 Teacher Arab-Israeli Muslim F

6 Undergraduate Jewish-Israeli Jewish M
Student

7 Undergraduate Jewish-Israeli Jewish M
Student

93
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Each session focused on a specific topic and discussion facilitators were provided with
activities to prompt dialogue, such as interactive games designed on the online platforms Wordwall
and Kahoot!, breakout room discussions involving 3-4 students of mixed backgrounds on
questions regarding cultural practices and personal views on diverse issues, and collaborative
tasks. The discussion topics that were chosen aimed at increasing knowledge and raising awareness
about diverse practices around the world and the participants’ own cultural backgrounds. To
illustrate, in one session the topic of exploration was dating and marriage customs. Initially,
students worked collaboratively in breakout rooms, tasked with researching practicesin a certain
culture. Subsequently, they reconvened with the larger group to share and discuss the information.
Students then drew upon their own cultural backgrounds to exchange insights, actively engaging
with one another through questions aimed at gaining a deeper understanding of the customs,
symbols, and ceremonies specific to each culture (See Table 3 for the program timeline and session

topics and modality).

Table 3: Program Timeline, Topics and Modality

Week Topic Modality
1 Introduction to program Online
2 Work practices, values and ethics Online
3 Homes around the globe Online
4 Entertainmentand cancel culture Online
5 Holidays Online
6 Datingand courting practices Online
7 Cultural do's and don'ts Online
8 The life cycle and aging Online

Semester Break
9 You and your personality Online

JEPIC, Vol 1:1, 2023
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10 Visit of students from Arab college at the Jewish college | Face-to-Face
11 Diverse meanings and expressions of friendship Online
12 Wedding customs and their reflection of culture Online
13 Gender issues Online
14 Diverse education approaches Online
15 Concepts of honesty and truth Online
16 The future — individually, socially, and globally Online

Four external researchers observed the recorded sessions for analysis. Two were Jewish
American-Israelis who were native English speakers and two were Muslim Arab-Israelis who were
native Arabic speakers. All four researchers were English language teachers in the institutions that

collaborated in the program.
Data Collection Methods
Qualitative Content Analysis of Discussion Sessions

With the informed consent of the participants, online sessionswere conducted and recorded
on Zoom, totaling 105 hours of recordings. A process of both a deductive and inductive thematic
analysis (Braun & Clark, 2006) of the observed sessions was conducted. In the first round of
analysis each researcher sampled two groups using an initial observation sheet that was prepared
with key themes informed by O'Dowd (2021): (1) Openness (to learning about the other group’s
culture); (2) Accepting diverse viewpoints and dispelling stereotypes; (3) Discussion of difference;
(4) Miscommunication; and (5) Conflict. Each observer also coded the discussions for constructing
additional potential themes. Four of the seven groups were then selected for observationand each
pair of researchers observed and analyzed two of them (15 hours each). During the second round
of inductive observations, a theme that was not predetermined emerged — 'shared global identity,
referring to a sense of belonging or identification transcending national, cultural, or regional
boundaries by recognizing commonalities or values that unite them (Castells, 2010). For the third

stage of observations the key themes that were finalized for analysis were (1) Openness; (2)

95 JEPIC, Vol 1:1, 2023



Hellerstein, Leitner, Hamarshi & Taha

Accepting diverse viewpoints and dispelling stereotypes; and (3) Shared global and professional
identity. Each sessionwas observed for critical instances and discussions exemplifying the themes

identified and recorded.
Student Feedback Form

An anonymous online feedback form was filled out by students in the last session. It
comprised four sections. Demographic information was provided in the first section. Seven
statements regarding student satisfaction with the program were evaluated ona 5-point Likert scale
(1-very unsatisfied to 5-very satisfied) in the second section. Five questions about students'
interpersonal and intercultural familiarity with students from other cultures in their discussion
groups were posed. In the final section students were asked nine open and closed questions

regarding their experience and recommendations for future programs.
Findings
Thematic Content Analysis

Thematic content analysis of the English discussions between Arab and Jewish students
yielded evidence for three key themes: (1) Openness (to learning about the diverse culture); (2)
Accepting diverse viewpoints and dispelling stereotypes; and (3) Shared global identity.

Openness

The data provided evidence of student openness to learn about the customs and habits of
diverse cultures. However, many students also showed a significant lack of knowledge, not only
about the culture of the other groups, but also about their own. In one of the earlier sessions in the
program, which focused on food and dietary laws, the majority of Arab students did not know the
meaning of keeping 'kosher' and the majority of Jewish students were unfamiliar with the meaning
of keeping 'halal’. While the assumption was that such basic customs practiced by both
communities in Israel would be common knowledge, the discussions revealed that many students,
in fact, did not know, and some had never heard of, these practices. Some also struggled to explain
their own practices to the students of other cultures. The following discussion illustrates this

complexity:
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(Group 1, Session 1)
- Muslim student: What is 'kosher'?

- Jewish student: kasher

- Muslim student: What is it? What is 'kasher'?

- Jewish student: ... you know, 'kasher'

- Druze student: (In Arabic) - you are not allowed to eat pork or seafood.
- Jewish student to Druze student: How did you explain it?

- Druze student: It's like 'halal’.

- Jewish student: What is 'halal'?

- Muslim student: What you can/cannot eat.

The above excerpt shows that the Jewish student was at a loss for words when asked to
explain the meaning of 'kosher." Since earlier in the discussion it was made known that the student
keeps 'kosher’, he knows what it means, but it seems that he was surprised to encounter a situation
in which someone might not know its meaning. He assumes — 'you know, kasher' — that the other
student simply didn't understand the pronunciation, but of course, must be familiar with the term.
When his Druze peer explains the term in Arabic, he is interested to learn how to explain something
that seems so obvious to him and which he had never considered needing to explain. Interestingly,
it is the student who is neither Jewish nor Muslim who succeeds in mediating the terms one to the
other. Another possibility is that explaining the term in English was difficult due to language
limitations. However, in other instances, the students resorted to speaking in Hebrew for the

purpose of clarification and the other students in the group would help explain the ideain English.

A discussion on holidays similarly showed an interest in understanding one another's
holidays and practices, but again highlighted the lack of knowledge each possessed about their
own and the others' cultures. In one discussion, a religious Muslim student wearing a hijab gave
an inaccurate explanation of why Al Qadr Night (the night on which God first revealed the Qur'an
to the Prophet Muhammad) is celebrated. Similarly, many Jewish students were not able to
properly explain the Passover Seder night, other than the fact that there is a large meal. As such,
many of the tasks intended for students to share their knowledge about basic termsand customsin
their cultures in fact became opportunities for them to learn about their own. The role of the
facilitator became crucial, as in some groups he/she assisted the students in the search for
information and guided them in developing their curiosity and skills of discovery (Byram, 1997)
about their own and others' customs and practices.
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A topicthat particularly attracted the interest and discussion among the students was about
dating, marriage and wedding practices (Session 12). At this later stage in the program, students
showed that their openness to learn about the others' cultures had increased. While conversations
at the start of the program took shape in a ping-pong style of question-answer between the
facilitator and the students, at this stage the students were asking one another questions directly
and provided their own comments and views. Through discussions on this topic, students not only
increased their knowledge on the basic customs practiced by each group, they also practiced
‘interpreting and relating' practices (Byram, 1997), pointing out similarities and differences
between them. For example, Arab students learned about the Jewish wedding canopy, or ‘chupa,’
and the tradition of the groom stomping on a glass cup to break it at the end of the ceremony.

(Group 3, Session 12)
- Muslim student (asking about a photo, laughing): What is he doing? Breaking his leg?
Jumping?

- Jewish student (laughing): He's breaking a glass cup. It's a tradition for the groom to break
the cup. It's for good luck.

- Muslim student: Why? Is there a meaning to breaking it? | know that when Jews break a
glass, they say 'Mazel Tov' (‘Congratulations’)

- Jewish student: Yes, but | don't know why.
- Muslim student: We have something similar — breaking a vase.

Jewish students learned from their Arab peers the tradition of the bride and groom drinking
from a vase and breaking it together, but again the meaning of this tradition (signifying the break
from the past and the start of a new life together) was not known. The students further compared
the celebration of a single day in Jewish weddings, with the week of celebrations for Muslim
weddings (referredto as liali [nights in Arabic]. Other regional and social dialects call these
celebrations as liali falastiniya [Palestinian nights in Arabic] or t'alil [aspiring hope in Arabic],
and asked one another their views of such ceremonies. In one of the groups, the Muslim facilitator

had just been married and shared photos of her wedding:
(Group 2, Session 12)

- Muslim facilitator: Our weddings are so complicated.
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- Jewish student 1: I heard you have three days, lots of parties
- Muslim student 1: We have a whole week, every day somethingelse.

- Muslim student 2: Yes, my sister just got married. We have ‘#'alil’ before the 'henna’ night,
then 3 days of celebrations...

- Jewish student 2: What do you think about this?
- Muslimstudent 1: It's great.

- Muslim facilitator: You won't like it if it's at your home...people come all day, and you
have to prepare food and then clean the next day. It's exhausting...

At this later stage of the program, the students are less surprised by the lack of familiarity
with their customs by the students from other cultures and more prepared to provide explanations.
While still lacking knowledge of the significance of certain traditions, they were more apt at
'suspending disbelief' (Bryam, 1997). That is, they appeared to set aside preconceived notions
about the familiarity of students from other cultures with their own, showing greater openness and
an ability to take into consideration the perspective of someone who is unfamiliar with their own

traditions.

Another opportunity to learn about the diversity of cultures enabled by VE was the
acquisition of unspoken knowledge gained through exposure to each other's natural environments.
In one instance, for example, an Arab student was conversing with a Jewish student in a breakout
room. In the background a muezzin (calling from the mosque summoning Muslims to prayer)
began sounding in the background. When asked about the sounds, the Arab student explained that
she lived across from a mosque. In another instance, one of the students was observed by his
conversation partner sitting outside with horses behind him. He explained that he lived on a
moshav and gave his group a 'tour' on camera of his home and yard. The VE allowed the students
to virtually visit one another's homes, whether in an Arab village or a Jewish moshav, which many

had never physically done previously.
Accepting Diverse Viewpoints and Dispelling Stereotypes

During the discussions, a range of perspectives came to light, revealing that students sometimes
held different viewpoints from peers within their own cultural background while sharing similar
views with students from different backgrounds. For instance, this can be seen in discussions

related to single-gender and mixed-gender schools (Group 4, Session 14)
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- Jewish student 1: Of course boys and girls should study together.

- Jewish student 2: Well, I'm not sure. In some religious communities, it's [single-gender
schooling] the way they have always studied. It's part of their tradition — how their fathers
and grandfathers learned.

- Arab student 1: Yes, | agree with you. Same in some Arab communities, it is better for
them to learn separately, because of the religion.

- Arab student 2: I think this isn't right. | agree with (Jewish student 1). If a boy goes to
school only with boys, he won't know how to behave around a girl when he meets her.

- Arab student 1: Well, I accept what you are saying, but | disagree.

As demonstrated in the preceding exchange, Arab and Jewish students came to realize that
they could hold a shared perspective, even if that viewpoint was not in agreement with a fellow
student from their own cultural background. Furthermore, they exhibited a metacognitive

awareness by acknowledging their ability to agree to disagree.

Other situations indicated that the discussions led to dispelling stereotypes about the other

culture.
(Group 4, Session 13)

- Jewish student 1: | imagine that soccer isn't encouraged for girls in your village [Arab
village].

- Arab student 1: Actually, they really encourage girls to play soccer in my village. There is
a very strong women's soccer team!

The Jewish student assumed that sports would be discouraged for girls in the Arab
community based on assumptions regarding gender role differences in that community, and was
surprisedto learn that his assumptionwas false, and in fact the contrary was true.

Assumptions among some of the Arab students about their Jewish peers were generally
related to the belief that the latter lacked knowledge or interest about Arab culture, as illustrated

by the example below about food.
(Group 5, Session 4)

- Arab student: My favorite dish is makloubeh
- Jewish student: I love it too.
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- Arab student: Oh, you know it?

- Jewish student: I make it often. You should follow my recipes on Instagram. | also make
knafeh.

The Arab student was genuinely surprised that a Jewish student would not only be familiar
with Arab dishes, but also knew how to prepare them. Following this session the students reported
that they started to follow one another on Instagram.

Shared Global Identity

In many discussions, a common global identity surfaced through instances of international
values and popular culture figures that participants incorporated into their conversations. For
instance, during a discussion about gender roles, students shared awareness of the transformation

in women's status since their parents' generation, as illustrated below:
(Group 2, Session 13)

- Arab student 1 (female): I'm glad that today men believe that women should be equal with
men. In the past a woman couldn't do anything. She should just be a woman, stay at her
house, sitting there, making food, taking care of her kids. But not today. Today women
should be whoever they want to be, just like men.

- Arab student 2 (female): It's like in that song by Taylor Swift —"I'm glad I live in a world
where boys can play princessesand girls can play soldiers'™

The students were able to identify with an international pop culture heroine, Taylor Swift,
to express their shared values of gender equality. Identification with international heroes and
values emerged in discussions among many of the groups and on diverse topics. For instance,
when discussing their views of education (Session 14), the majority of the students, whether
educated in Arab or Jewish schools, recounted studying in predominantly overcrowded teacher-
centered classes. They similarly shared views that education should be experiential and student-
centered, relating to the international Korean television series, 'School," about an alternative arts

school.

In a discussion on entertainment (Session 4), students across cultures shared their
admiration for K-pop bands, such as Stray Kids. However, as seen earlier, they were unfamiliar
with each other's local culture. Most of the Arab students were not familiar with either Arab or
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Jewish celebrities and cultural heroes on Hebrew-speaking television widely recognized by
virtually all of the Jewish students. The majority of the Arab students were studying to become
English teachers and were well read in English literature, yet had never heard of Sayed Kashua,
the well-known Palestinian-Israeli writer. At the same time, Jewish students were equally
unfamiliar with local or international Arab culture heroes. Discussions on the topic revealed they
had never studied at school or considered studying Arab writers in Jewish schools or Jewish writers

in Arab schools.

Another significant identity that students shared and discussed in depth was their teacher -
professional identity. They expressed acommon existential struggle to survive financially as future
teachers.

(Group 2, Session 14)
- Arab student: I'm going to start teaching next year, and I'm really scared. | mean | was

making more money working at a supermarket, and it is so much easier.

- Jewish student: Yes, we study for four years, and we can't make a living. It's really unfair.
| don't know what I'm going to do next year.

- Arab student: And the children don't respect you at all. They see your car when you drive
to school and laugh that their parents make more money and drive a better car than their
teacher.

The students clearly empathized with one another and shared the same fears for their
financial future as teachers and the little respect they get from students due to the low status of the
profession. They also shared teaching experiences and gave one another advice. As some of the
students were interning in schools, they shared challenges such as coping with unruly children in
the classroom. The students in the group supported one another and gave advice on discipline or

how to cope with diverse teaching dilemmas.
Feedback Form
Quantitative Findings

Of the 73 participants in the program, 65 filled out a feedback form in the last session. The
mean score of closed question items were calculated for each college and subjected to a

comprehensive analysis. Participants expressed high levels of satisfaction with the program, as
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evidenced by their ratings ranging from 4.5 to 5 (4 representing satisfaction and 5 indicating a high
level of satisfaction) (SD=4.85) across all assessed parameters (See Figure 1). In additionto high
satisfaction with the contents of the program (Arab College=5; SD=0; Jewish College=5; SD=0),
the atmosphere in the group (Arab College=5; SD=0; Jewish College=5; SD=0), the level of
cooperation and dialogue in the group (Arab College=4.53; SD= SD = 0.353; Jewish College=5;
SD=0), the group facilitator (Arab College=5; SD=0; Jewish College=5; SD=0) and general
enjoyment (Arab College=4.53=; SD= SD = 0.353; Jewish College=5; SD=0), the vast majority
of students believed they gained knowledge about other cultures in the program (Arab
College=4.53=; SD= SD = 0.353; Jewish College=5; SD=0).

Figure 1: Program Satisfaction
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In terms of intercultural and interpersonal familiarity, students from both institutions
perceived having a high level of knowledge regarding the cultures or communities of the
participants in their groups (Arab College=4; SD=0; Jewish College=4; SD=0). Put differently,
the available data does not confirm the knowledge the group members possess; it merely represents
their perceived familiarity. Students from both groups also perceived an increase in the knowledge
of the diverse cultures in their group (Arab College=4.5; SD=.0.71; Jewish College=5; SD=0), as

illustrated in Figure 2.
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Figure 2: Program Satisfaction (cont.)
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When students were asked whether they formed new social relationships in the program,
almost half of the participants from the Jewish college (49%) and more than half of the participants
from the Arab college (64%) answered 'Yes." Additionally, it is noteworthy that nearly all
participants (with the exception of one) expressed their intention to recommend this program to

their peers, highlighting the program’s perceived high value among the participants.
Qualitative Data

When asked whether they had been familiar with other cultures prior to the program and
to provide details, most of the students responded they had visited other countries or had met
people from other cultures. However, as one of the students commented, "I would say that | had
some knowledge about other cultures but not in-depth. So, during the meetings, it extended my

knowledge and interest to search more about the given topic of a specific culture/religion.™

When asked what they enjoyed about the program, many of the students reported they had
an opportunity to express themselves inacomfortable setting: "'l was very comfortable, | expressed
my thoughts and my opinions, all the group members and the leader were good listeners", "the
ability to express myself without being judged", or “talking freely and expressing my opinion.”
Moreover, students reported that their confidence to speak English increased and the program

provided them with an opportunity to practice their English speaking skills. Some students
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specifically attributed the increased confidence in speaking to the VE format: "In Zoom | felt |
learned more because | am not as shy to speak. When | am face-to-face when I am not so good in
the language, | become more quiet and embarrassed. In the breakout rooms when the number of

students is small, it's much less embarrassing to try and speak.”

Other comments related to the topics of discussion, as, for example, "I liked the topics of
each session. Each session included new exciting topics relating to culture, social life, everyday
life, and situations.” Additional comments related to the opportunity to meet new people: "The
people I met through the program", and "To meet with younger people and observe the way they
approached some subjects, such as cultural parties and thoughts about important issues, such as

marriage, for example."”

Feedback by students at the end of the program also showed high satisfaction with their
facilitators, and in the open question about the benefits of the program, many wrote that the
facilitators were a main reason for the sense of comfort and safety to speak freely and enjoyment

of the discussions.

While VE made it possible for the students to meet on a regular basis, when asked what
they would suggest to improve the program, 23% of students wrote they would have preferred
meeting face-to-face. One face-to-face meeting took place at the end of the first semester which
enabled students to physically meet for the first time. Unlike cross-border VE programs which
make physical face-to-face encounters extremely difficult, the geographical proximity of the
institutions enabled students after a semester of meeting online to meet in person and spend the
day together. The encounter was described by the vast majority of the participants asamoving and
meaningful experience. While the relations were established through remote learning, the face-to-

face exchange seemed to have reinforced them and to bring them even closer.
Discussion

This study explored the effects of a VE English discussion program on the enhancement
of intercultural communicative competence among Arab and Jewish students in Israel. It also

examined the perceptions of the students regarding their participation in the program.
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Program Outcomes
Development of Intercultural Communicative Competence Through VE

The main facets of intercultural communicative competence that developed in the VE
sessions were openness, knowledge and skills of discovery, accepting diverse viewpoints, and
dispelling stereotypes (Bennett, 1993; Byram, 1997). These outcomes align with previous research
findings on the benefits of VE (Dooly, 2017; O'Dowd, 2021; O'Dowd & Dooly, 2020; O'Dowd,
Sauro & Spector-Cohen, 2019). Unlike those studies, however, the present study observed gains
among groups who live in the same country and share more or less the same geographic space,
government system, and similar official institutions. Yet, in many aspects such as cultural
background, language, and ethnic and religious environment, the distance is substantial, leading

to potential fears and preconceived notions about one another.

While VE has been traditionally implemented and widely researched in cross-border
interactions, existing literature on intranational VE is much more limited. In the U.S., Villa and
JesUs Barros Garcia (2022) initiated a VE program between 40 students from New York and 49
from Chicago from diverse Latinx groups studying in Spanish Heritage Language courses. Their
findings revealed that VE served as a powerful space for fostering dialogue, sharing experiences,
and facilitating critical analysis of the participants' diverse Latinx cultural heritages and bicultural

identities, particularly as minorities in the United States.

Other studies have indicated that an intranational VE can be particularly effective for
groups in conflict. White, et al. (2019) found that VE lowered intergroup anxiety between
Protestants and Catholics in Ireland. In Turkey, an email correspondence program enhanced
attitudes between Turks and Kurds (Bagci et al., 2021). Moreover, Yazbak Abu Ahmad and Hoter
(2019) observed that an intervention among Arab-Palestinian and Jewish-Israeli students of
educationin Israel reduced fears about collaborating on joint projects. Similarly, the current study
found that the intranational VE program had a positive impact on intercultural understanding and

relations between Arab and Jewish students.

We offer a possible explanation for the positive effects of the intranational VE. The
program provided an opportunity for students from diverse backgrounds to engage with one

another, leading to a deeper understanding of their own cultures and the cultures of those in close
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proximity, with whom they typically have limited or no meaningful interaction. The students, who
for the most part were unfamiliar with each other's local cultures within Israel, discovered common
ground through international figures and shared values that distinguished them from their parents'
generation. Notably, they valued principles such as gender equality, career advancement, and
student-centered education to a similar degree. As future educators, they also identified with a
collective "We Teachers" culture, and united around the common aspiration to make a difference

in education based on shared global ideals.

Furthermore, the use of English as a lingua franca for discussions served as a bridge,
facilitating communication between the groups. While Arabic-speaking students could have
conversed in Hebrew, the advantage to native Hebrew speakers is bound to have affected the sense
of equal status among the groups (Allport, 1954). The equal footing established by the fact that
none of the participants were native speakers of English, facilitated discussion.

Thus, the conversations took on an international dimension due to the physical distance of
VE, the use of English as the common language, and the discovery of shared international
identities. This 'distancing' ultimately fostered closer relations among the participants which at the
same time opened a door that enabled taking a closer look at the distinct and local cultures of each
group. This process seems to have laid the foundation for the successful face-to-face meeting that

took place following a gradual process of forming friendships online.
Student Perceptions of the VE Program

Students from both groups equally perceived the VE program as beneficial and gave highly
positive feedback regarding the various facets of the program. The vast majority reported they
gained knowledge about other cultures in the program. Many students also responded that the VE
discussion in English provided them with a safe and comfortable environment to 'just talk' and
discuss 'non-academic' subjects. They were able to exchange ideas, knowledge and views, without
the pressure of a teacher evaluation or a grade. This type of encounter made sessions enjoyable,
which may have played an important part in bridging between groups. While most of the literature
emphasizes the need for VE programs to require students to cooperate in a joint project of some
kind that culminates in a product within a study framework (Lawrence & Spector-Cohen, 2018;
O’Dowd, 2021; O’Dowd & Dooly, 2020; O’Dowd, Sauro & Spector-Cohen, 2019), the current

study found that removing the pressure of a task to be submitted for evaluation liberated students
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to conduct discussions out of pleasure, rather than obligation. Some students further reported that

this process increased their confidence to speak in English.
VE Facilitation

According to O'Dowd, Sauro, and Spector-Cohen (2019) emphasize the critical role of
pedagogical facilitation in successful VE. In the present study, discussions were led by facilitators
with varying levels of experience in intercultural exchanges, from highly experienced to
completely inexperienced. While all observed discussion groups exhibited enhancements in
intercultural communicative competence, less experienced facilitators sometimes missed
opportunities for intercultural learning potential. Nevertheless, students reported high satisfaction
with their respective facilitators, expressing gratitude by name in the feedback forms, including

both experienced and novice facilitators.

While more preparation for inexperienced facilitators and the introduction of online
interaction strategies before the exchange may have further enriched the discussions as has
previously been recommended (O'Dowd, Sauro and Spector-Cohen, 2019), these were not deemed

essential to achieving the program's objectives.
Lessons to Be Learned

The findings showed that many students and, at times, facilitators lacked basic knowledge
about the cultural backgrounds of the participants. In some groups, these instances became
opportunities that were seized by the facilitators for developing skills of discovery and interaction.
In these instances, students were guided by their facilitators to search for information that would
fill the gaps of knowledge by mixed groups in breakout rooms. However, the potential of such
moments was missed in other groups and students were sometimes left with a sense of not knowing

or were unintentionally misinformed by one another.

Recent research has increasingly acknowledged a critical flaw in VE programs aimed at
developing intercultural communicative competence: the insufficient understanding of students'
own culture, which hinders their ability to effectively exchange knowledge about the cultures they
represent (Ismailov, 2021a; O'Dowd & Dooly, 2020; Vafio Garcia, 2022). While research has
recommended preparing students for a VE by providing them with cultural background on the
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group they will meet (O'Dowd, Sauro and Spector-Cohen, 2019), recent research has also
suggested enhancing students’ knowledge of their own culture prior to the interaction. In a study
investigating a VE intervention designed to enhance Japanese students' awareness of their own
culture in preparation for intercultural exchange with American students, Ismailov (2021b)
concluded that allowing students to engage online in exploring knowledge about their own culture
could significantly enhance future intercultural exchanges. The present study concludes that
intranational VE between diverse groups may benefit from a preliminary stage of preparation by
gaining knowledge of one's own cultural group prior to an exchange with other groups in order to

facilitate the discussion and mutual learning process.
Seized Opportunities

While certain opportunities were missed, the VE provided an opportunity for an encounter
between Arab and Jewish students which would not have occurred otherwise. While 20% of the
student body at the Jewish institution are from the Arab community, as former studies have found,
little meaningful engagement takes place even when studying together and sharing the same
campus (Abbas, Greenberg-Ra'anan, & Maayan, Y., 2018; Aslih, et al., 2020; Skye & Arnon,
2017). The English discussion program brought the students together in a shared space which
enabled an encounter of meaningful intercultural learning and dialogue. The students’ high
satisfaction with the program suggests that they may face challenges in independently engaging
with each other on campus. However, their enthusiasm for participation is evident when they are
provided with a structured and facilitated program. To illustrate, during one of the discussion
sessions, the sound of sirens was suddenly heard, warning of rocket fire. A few of the students
living in the area discussed whether they should disconnect from the discussion to go to a safe
room. After one of the students reassured them that it was only a practice drill and that they were
not in any danger, they continued with the English discussion. Over the sound of sirens, the
students continued a'Spin the Wheel' activity. An unspoken sense of the importance in maintaining

the joint dialogue despite the circumstances prevailed.
Limitations

A number of circumstances limited the discussion program that was implemented and its
examination. Although 16 sessions were conducted throughout the academic year, scheduling of

sessions took into account Jewish, Muslim, and Christian holidays and a number of academic
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events, which disrupted the continuity of the weekly sessions. For this reason, time gaps were
experienced between sessions which may have hindered greater ease of forming relations between
the students. In addition, the diversity of facilitators, ranging from non-native English-speaking
students to experienced native English-speaking teachers, resulted in differences in group
facilitation. Nevertheless, participant feedback indicated that students were satisfied with all the
facilitators and no criticism was reported about any of them. An additional limitation was the
difference in disciplines students came from, with the majority of the Arab students studying in
the English Teacher Education Program and the majority of the Jewish students studying in the
PETE Program. While discussions were nonetheless meaningful and the common interest of
teaching was shared by the students from both institutions, it may have been more beneficial for

students from the same discipline to take part in the program.
Conclusions

Based on the findings of the study, a VE program between Arab and Jewish students in
Israel enhanced intercultural communicative competence of both groups. Although students were
living together within the same borders, students from both groups displayed gaps in knowledge
of their own and others' cultures. Narrowing those gaps was facilitated by discussion in English as
the lingua franca by gaining knowledge about one another's diverse cultures, dispelling
stereotypes, and discovering a shared global and professional identity. In conclusion, VE emerges
as a valuable platform for nurturing relations and mutual understanding among groups with little
interaction, residing within the same country. We suggest incorporating an initial phase to help
students acquire insights into their own cultures as a precursor to the exchange program.
Additionally, providing foundational facilitation training, particularly for novice facilitators, is
advisable. If feasible, we also recommend organizing face-to-face meetings or events at the middle
or end of such a program, after relations have been established, as a supplement to online
interactions. These physical encounters can strengthen relationships and provide opportunities for

memorable shared experiences.
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