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Arab American youth are a complex and diverse population in America who are often 

misunderstood, misclassified and misrepresented. These youth face a socio-political climate in 

the United States that has painted the Arab culture in a negative light. This has caused 

psychological and emotional stressors on them, some of which are negatively affecting their 

ability to embrace their Arab identity. Another reaction to these stressors is a complete rejection 

of their American identity, putting a strain on their ability to assimilate into American society. 

Coupled with this are the challenges Arab American youth face in navigating their identity 

through their home life and their school life, which at times contradict one another. At school, 

students are being discriminated against and othered. Moreover, Arab American students are 



 

xiv 
 

battling a disconnect between the social norms of their school life and home life.  Using an 

adapted framework from Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Model of Human Development, this 

qualitative exploratory case study examines the factors that lead to cultural identity development 

in Arab American youth. Through interviews of seven Arab American youth this study serves to 

enlighten administrators, faculty of K-20 agencies and parents on how to best support this 

population in positively forming their cultural identity. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

“I’m like the most far-off Arab you’ll find….You have to be a Muslim to be Arab. 

You have to listen to Arabic music all the time to be Arab. You have to be in love 

with going wherever your parents are from. You have to marry an Arabic girl to 

be Arab. Certain things. You’re not a real Arab if you’re like me” (Bayoumi, 

2008, p.49). 

 

What does it mean to be an Arab American youth in the United States? There was a time 

in United States history when the Arab American population was thought of as mostly invisible. 

The terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001 ended this invisibility and put Arab Americans in the 

spotlight both socially and politically (Shammas, 2015). Although Arabs are part of an ethnic 

group that incorporates different subcultures, nationalities, ideologies and religions from the 

Middle East region of the world, post 9/11 they were grouped into one population that the 

American public now knew about and started to fear (Kumar, Warnke & Karabenick, 2014). 

Arab Americans began to be the target of hate crimes and discrimination of all forms. The 

Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) released statistics that showed a 1600% increase in hate 

crimes against Arab Muslims from 2000 to 2001, adding that several years after the terrorist 

attacks, these hate crimes remained five times higher than previous years (FBI, 2005). Moreover, 

there was a reported increase of 219% in hate crimes against Arabs in the United States between 

the year 2014 and 2015 (FBI, 2015). Discrimination and negative perception of Arab Americans 

permeate across societal boundaries and into schools, blatantly evident today and manifested 

against Arab American youth. Significant emotional stressors put on this population raises the 

question of how this is affecting these youth’s construction of a cultural identity (Ahmed, Kia-

Keating & Tsai, 2011; Khouri, 2016; Kumar et al., 2014). Although discrimination and negative 

perceptions have grown over the past decade, many Arab American youth are growing up in 



 

2 
 

America proud to be both Arab and American (Britto & Amer, 2010). Moreover, this population 

does not often face failure in school, but rather does well academically (Khouri, 2016). 

Yet, because of the negative perceptions, I chose to focus on an asset-based approach to 

explore the factors that contribute to this positive formation of cultural identity in Arab American 

youth (Ebersohn & Eloff, 2006). This approach works from the bottom up and shifts to an 

internal focus on the population aimed at empowerment rather than service (Ebersohn & Eloff, 

2006). In other words, the voice of Arab American youth and the way they think about and 

perceive their Arab identity is at the epicenter of this research, driving the results and conclusion. 

This study begins by introducing the Arab American population to the reader and outlines the 

problem they face in developing their cultural identity in the United States. A brief discussion of 

the literature highlights the factors that have been found to both positively and negatively impact 

these youth’s cultural identity formation. With that, the researcher outlines the methodological 

approach used through the theoretical framework that shaped the way the researcher explored 

these factors in order to understand how these youth positively form their cultural identity. The 

findings highlight how an Arab American youth’s home, school and society impact their cultural 

identity formation, concluding with the implications of these findings for all stakeholders. 

Arab Immigration to America 

Arab Americans have been immigrating to the United States since the 1880’s. Since then, 

there have been three significant waves of immigration by Arabs to the United States. The first 

wave was composed of mostly Christian Arabs who were classified as undereducated laborers 

(Nassar-McMillan & Hakim-Larson, 2003). Moreover, the question of naturalization was 

looming, especially for Syrian immigrants who were denied their White classification. The 

Association of Syrian Unity worked to appeal the Caucasian status of these Arabs in the United 
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States, where the issue was not put to rest until 1923 when Arabs were classified as White 

(Samhan, 1987). By the 1920s, there was rapid assimilation by these Arabs through 

acculturation, economic prosperity, and educational and occupational mobility (Samhan, 1987). 

 The second wave saw mostly well-educated Muslim Arabs who came to the United 

States post World War II. Although Christian Arabs make up the majority of Arabs in the United 

States, ever since the 1950s, Arab Muslims represent the fastest growing segment of the Arab 

American community (Samhan, n.d.). These Arabs suffered different degrees of economic and 

political instability in their homeland and came to the United States with more resources than the 

immigrants from the first wave. They also brought about a revitalization of Arab ethnic 

institutions into the United States (Samhan, 1987). 

 Finally, the third and most recent wave occurred after the Persian Gulf War, when many 

Iraqi and Syrian refugees immigrated to escape their war-torn countries (Arab American 

National Museum, n.d.). This group of Arabs, along with those from the second wave, are less 

likely to relate to the White culture in the United States. In addition, Arab Americans who live in 

ethnic enclaves limit interaction outside of their Arab community, which includes intra group 

marriages and business (Samhan, 1987). And, it is important to note that life in America has not 

always been easy for Arab immigrants and Arab Americans as they continue to struggle with 

subjugation, discrimination and profiling, when political tensions arise between the United States 

and Arab nations (Nassar-McMillan & Hakim-Larson, 2003). Literature on Arab American 

cultural identity explores how this population attempts to navigate their identity as they hurdle 

over these socio-political challenges they face. 
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Navigating Identity 

Literature on Arab Americans in the United States, specifically youth, describes how this 

population attempts to explore their cultural identity as they develop their individual identity. 

Notably, Middle Eastern Americans are not even considered a minority in official government 

data, but rather are classified as White. Despite their White classification, they remain to be 

socially and politically marginalized (Tehranian, 2009). In particular, research describes the 

boundaries placed on these youth that keep them from wanting to identify as either American or 

Arab, which include their society, schools, peers and families (Velez-Agosto et al., 2017; Rivas-

Drake, Hughes & Way, 2009; Tabbah et al., 2012). Each of these factors play a role in both the 

positive and negative perception that youth develop regarding what it means to be an Arab 

American growing up in the United States. A further discussion of these factors is required in 

order to understand how they contribute to cultural identity formation. 

Factors that Contribute to Identity Formation in Arab Americans 

Role of the Arab American Family 

The family system is the strongest influence on adolescent development and thus is an 

important microsystem to consider when looking at cultural identity formation (Tynan et al., 

2015). Family is very important in the Arab culture and the identity of the child is very closely 

connected with the identity of their parents or immediate family members (Umana-Taylor et al., 

2006). In addition, Arab parents are perceived to be the strictest with their parenting style when 

compared with other ethnic groups in the United States. In turn, this can conflict with the youth’s 

sense of individuality and autonomy, which can influence their cultural identity (Mousavi, Low 

& Hashim, 2016). The research shows that the more individuality Arab American youth were 

given, the more they were accepting of their Arab culture (Chen & Sheldon, 2012). In other 
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words, when these adolescents were given autonomy, they felt more comfortable exploring 

different aspects of their identity. 

Another factor to consider within the family unit is religion. Cultural discrimination, 

which has been connected to cultural identity formation, has been closely linked to religion and 

Muslim Americans rather than cultural background and Arab Americans. In other words, despite 

their religious background, Arab Americans experience more anti-Islamic discourse than cultural 

discourse (Brown et al., 2017). For example, Muslim girls have reported that they are perceived 

as victims of a strict religion by their peers (Aroian, 2012). In fact, many studies emphasize the 

struggles associated with the misunderstanding of Muslim Arab American youth in schools by 

peers, teachers and administration (Arioan, 2012; Tabbah et. al, 2012). This brings into question 

how the perception of Arab Americans by their peers, as well as school-based considerations 

contribute to the cultural identity formation of this population. 

Role of Schools and Peers 

Another system that affects a youth’s cultural identity formation is the education system. 

The first layer of this system is peer perceptions of their Arab American classmates and how this 

may influence the Arab American youth. These, often negative perceptions, can be attributed to 

stereotypes youth are exposed to regarding Arabs in the media (Jones, 2017). In turn, these 

perceptions can turn into discriminatory behavior against youth who are labeled as having an 

Arab background. Being discriminated against or bullied in school can negatively impact a 

youth’s self-worth and sense of belonging. In addition, these negative perceptions in the schools 

can create a sense of shame regarding cultural identity, which in turn leads to negative self-

identity (Tabbah, Miranda & Wheaton, 2012). In contrast, high classmate support was associated 

with a high sense of global worth (Tabbah et al., 2012). For example, students who feel 



 

6 
 

supported in their schools by both teachers and their peers are more likely to have a positive 

concept of self. This support includes relationships with classmates, as well as peer approval. 

This leads to a lower feeling of embarrassment regarding their Arab culture (Tabbah et. al’s 

study, 2012). 

The concept of global worth transcends beyond peer to peer relationships and into the 

classroom. For example, recent work has indicated that the curricula students are exposed to may 

be biased in regarding Islam (Britto, 2008). In an examination of history textbooks across the 

United States, researchers found that almost all material painted a negative image of Arabs 

historically (Eraqi, 2015). Teachers rely on these textbooks for information on Islam and the 

Middle East, which could become problematic (Eraqi, 2015). When students receive information 

regarding their cultural background in school that conflicts with the information they are 

receiving at home, it creates a dichotomy that can hinder their development of a cultural identity 

(Britto, 2008). As students develop their identity in their adolescent years, their social contexts 

become central in this process especially for youth who grow up within two cultures: the 

customs of their parents’ home country and those of the United States (Paat, 2013). Noteworthy 

is the way society has contributed to some of this misinformation and the way in which it has 

been transmitted within the United States. 

Role of Society 

Research has shown a strong correlation between stereotypes constructed by society and 

the effect on cultural identity for minority ethnic groups in the United States (Kiang, Yip & 

Fuligni, 2008). To add, there is strong evidence that discrimination experiences may be useful 

predictors of ethnic identity beliefs in adolescence (Rivas-Drake, Hughes & Way, 2009). Despite 

the strides in the Civil Rights Movement in the United States, Arab Americans experience 
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discrimination at alarming rates. In fact, they have been targeted by the government despite 

efforts by the Arab American Anti-Discrimination Committee at the federal level. Moreover, 

many individuals in the United States believe the only way to respond to terror threats is to target 

Middle Easterners (Tehranian, 2009). As a result of this discrimination, Arab American youth 

find themselves hiding their cultural Arab identity in order to protect themselves (Awad, 2010). 

Their foreignness is highlighted in their communities, in public spaces, and in the media in a 

negative manner. The concept of foreign therefore becomes a process of othering, seen among 

many ethnic minority groups in the United States. To add, stereotypical images of Arabs in the 

terrorist role have dominated the big screen for decades (Tehranian, 2009). In fact, they are the 

only immigrant group whose question of allegiance to their citizenship is closely rooted to the 

stereotypes they face (Khouri, 2016). Thus, these youth struggle with identifying as Arab 

American for fear of being grouped with these stereotypes. These trends are in line with research 

on other minority groups and their struggle with the development of their cultural identity 

(Rivas-Drake, Hughes & Way, 2009). 

Minority Groups and Cultural Identity 

Post-colonial theory defines othering as the process whereby ethnic minority identities 

are placed in a context that they are conditioned by (Jensen, 2011). The literature on othering in 

the United States when it comes to minority groups is plentiful yet offers mixed findings 

(Jaramillo, Wello & Worrell, 2015).  The concept of othering is linked to interlocking systems of 

oppression (Jensen, 2011) “Unfortunately, as many minority group adolescents find themselves 

vulnerable to the pressure to conform or subjugate their native ethnic identity to that of the 

dominant culture, adolescents with strong ethnic identities are more capable of effectively 

handling negative stereotypes and prejudice” (Phinney, 1992). In other words, the literature on 
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Arab Americans shows there is a strong link between strong ties to one’s culture and the ability 

to bypass negative rhetoric on Arab Americans present in several facets of society (Kumar, Seay 

& Karabenick, 2015)) in addition to high self-esteem (Kiang, Yip & Fuligni, 2008).  

Despite the United States being applauded as a “melting pot” that embraces people from 

all cultural backgrounds, negative perceptions of minorities, especially of African Americans and 

Hispanics, still prevail (Coletrane & Messineo, 2000). Traditionally, this melting pot has been 

defined as a blend of immigrant and minority cultures, stressing conformity into the White 

society (Kulcsycki & Lobo, 2001). Foley (1945) describes this positive connotation of the 

concept of a melting pot as a myth. He explains that although the ideal defines it as a fusion of 

cultures, allowing each culture to keep aspects of their own ethnicity, this is not the case. In fact, 

he highlights that immigrants fall into three groups: a group that assimilates to the American 

culture and loses all ties to their culture of origin, a group that keeps to themselves through 

ethnic enclaves, and a group that completely rejects the dominant culture and society (Foley, 

1945). 

Purpose of the Study 

 This study puts Arab American youth’s cultural identity at the epicenter and examines the 

factors and variables that play a role in its formation. Through the literature review, we are able 

to gain a deeper understanding of the factors that are currently contributing to Arab American 

youth’s identity formation. For example, the literature review explores the conflict these youth 

have with being classified as “White” on the census tract because the Arab culture is 

significantly different from the White culture and often contradicts it (Ajrouch, 2004; Jones, 

2017). Moreover, these youth battle with the dichotomy that an American society presents to 

them between their home life and their school life. In fact, there is acculturative stress and an 
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acculturative gap present within this minority due to these variables. Most of the research on 

Arab American youth alludes to this negative psychological reaction, namely stress, that results 

from these adversities (Britto, 2008; Ahmed et al., 2011; Jones, 2017). In contrast, this study 

attempts to fill the gap in knowledge on the factors that reap a positive psychological reaction 

from youth, helping them build a healthy cultural identity. 

The purpose of this study is to explore the factors that positively contribute to the 

formation of a cultural identity in Arab American youth. Specifically, it explores the role of 

family, schools/ peers and society in the positive development of cultural identity formation of 

Arab American youth. 

Research Questions 

To further build understanding of this context, the following research questions are used 

as a guide for this study: 

1. In what ways do factors outside of the Arab American youth self contribute to their 

cultural identity formation? 

2. In what ways do Arab American youth's attitudes and perceptions of their own cultural 

identity contribute to overall identity formation? 

Theoretical Framework 

This study uses Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Model of Human Development as a 

framework. Bronfenbrenner’s model is a holistic framework that helps interpret youth’s 

perceptions of their identity. The model places identity in the epicenter and factors, or as the 

theorist calls them systems (Hendry, Mayor & Kloep, 2007). This framework helped add to my 

understanding of factors that make up a youth’s identity and how they work together in systems 

to contribute to that youth’s cultural identity formation.  In this original model, Bronfenbrenner 
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labels five concentric, nested environmental systems that include the interactions that occur 

within an individual’s life that contribute to identity formation (Dooley, 2018). The model 

distinguishes between microsystems that are placed closer to the center of the child's identity, 

such as family, and macrosystems, placed closer to the periphery, such as society. The researcher 

posits that the closer to the center a system is, the more influence it has to the child’s identity 

(Dooley, 2018). This study specifically looks at culture and how it fits into this framework. In 

the context of this study, culture should not be thought of as a separate system, but rather is a 

factor within each of the micro and macro systems in the ecological model. This includes 

activities, practices and routines (Vélez-Agosto et. al, 2017). 

Methods Overview 

In order to understand the factors that positively contribute to the cultural identity 

development in Arab American youth, an asset based qualitative exploratory case study research 

approach through the use of interviews is used (Patton, 2015). Participants include seven Arab 

American youth ages 17-21 that currently attend schools in the United States. Individual video 

conference interviews were conducted to gather in depth, thick descriptions about the internal 

and external factors that are contributing to their cultural identity formation. The interviews 

follow a semi-structured format that allows for probing when necessary (Patton, 2015). 

Limitations of the Study 

The study has limitations which must be addressed, including a small sample of 

participants that encompass the entirety of the United States (Creswell, 2012). The study 

acknowledges that these youth and parents do not represent all Arab Americans in the United 

States (Patton, 2015). Furthermore, as stated by Stanko and Richeter, methodology used in the 

study is limited since interviews were conducted over video conference rather than face to face 
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(as cited Salmons, 2012). To reduce any study limitations, the video conference program that 

was used for interviewing participants allowed for real time face to face communication and had 

the capability of transcribing the interview.  James and Busher argue that in some cases, 

participants may be more comfortable to speak freely in a face to face interview rather than on 

screen (as cited in Gubrium, Holstein, Marvasti & McKinney, 2014). However, others may feel 

more protected behind their personal computer screens. In either case, considerations were made 

for camera shy participants (Creswell, 2012). These included the option of being interviewed 

with no video and only voice if they choose. Moreover, the recording could be turned off 

temporarily at any time if the participant wanted to take a break or recuperate. 

The researcher conducted these interviews in her home office in order to adhere to the 

confidentiality and safety of the participant. Electronic communication is safeguarded within a 

login-only accessible computer where the researcher is the only person with access. Since the 

researcher is working alone, nobody else has access to any of the recordings or data. 

Additionally, pseudonyms are used. The researcher also provides findings upon any of the 

participants’ requests. 

Furthermore, the researcher’s Arab American background was acknowledged as being 

capable of setting forth biases. However, these are seen as an asset to this study rather than a 

limitation. For example, one bias the researcher has is a need to over protect the participants due 

to the fact that they too share their vulnerability when it comes to openly discussing and 

understanding their own cultural identity.  However, Carter and Bolden argue that by using a 

constructionist approach, all interview data is viewed as a collaborative product of interactions 

between the researcher and the participant (as cited in Gubrium, Holstein, Marvasti & 

McKinney, 2012). In addition, according to Lillrank, the fact that I have a more in depth 
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understanding of Arab cultural norms was seen as an asset due to the fact that the stories and 

responses given by the participants are linked to the norms of their cultural community (as cited 

in 2014 Gubrium et al., 2014). 

Significance of Study 

The issue of cultural identity formation in Arab American youth is one that has not 

received attention in educational research nor identity research. In fact, this population receives 

the least amount of attention among other minorities (Albdour, Lewin, Kavanaugh, Hong & 

Wilson, 2017). Underlying this problem is the fact that schools lack the knowledge to understand 

these children and their particular struggles with identity formation (Brown et. al, 2017). 

This research answers questions regarding why this population struggles with cultural 

identity formation. Specifically, it serves as a starting point in understanding some of the several 

factors that contribute to cultural identity formation in adolescents. Understanding the child’s 

relationship to each of these factors and their influence on cultural identity formation helps us 

develop a set of asset-based approaches to identity formation. This can pave the way to further 

understanding how educators and/or families can help Arab American youth form a healthy 

cultural identity in order to have a stronger concept of self and become positively visible in 

schools and their communities. Furthermore, learning and identity are social and cultural 

processes that influence the manner in which students experience schools (Nasir, 2012). 

The rise in this population generally, and the student population specifically, is only one 

reason why education systems and academic research need to pay closer attention to this 

neglected minority. Currently, an Arab American adolescent falls somewhere between two 

categories. The first category describes an Arab American adolescent who has completely 

distanced themselves from their Arab identity and has immersed themselves in their American 
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one, therefore losing their cultural identity (Jones, 2017). The second is an adolescent who does 

not identify as American, but rather disagrees with being categorized as White and identifies as 

an Arab (Kumar et al., 2014). Therefore, there is a need for research to focus on understanding 

Arab American adolescent students and the way in which they form their individual and cultural 

identity (Britto, 2008; Ajrouch, 2004). Ultimately, all stakeholders are urged to move away from 

a ‘one size fits all’ treatment of this issue and reflect on current policies that may allow for the 

marginalization of these groups (Jones, 2017).  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Common themes found through the review of literature on Arab Americans can be 

labeled as factors that contribute to the formation of a cultural identity. The research highlights 

four of these broadly labeled factors, which include: society, school climate and family. This 

chapter provides a literature review that moves from the macro level, identifying outside factors 

influencing identity, to a micro level that focuses on the individual. Ultimately, this chapter will 

explore the relationship of these factors that contribute to cultural identity formation, including 

how they work together or, at times, against each other in the cultural identity development 

process. 

Arabs in America 

Who are Arab Americans? 

Arab American students comprise a wide variety of ethnic backgrounds (Goforth et al., 

2016). The Arab culture is thousands of years old and includes different ethnicities from the 

Middle East and North Africa, making up a total of 22 Arab countries (de la Cruz & Brittingham, 

2005). A person living in the United States who reported being Algerian, Bahraini, Egyptian, 

Emirati, Iraqi, Jordanian, Kuwaiti, Lebanese, Libyan, Moroccan, Omani, Palestinian, Qatari, 

Saudi Arabian, Syrian, Tunisian, and Yemeni was classified as being of Arab descent (Asi & 

Beaulieu, 2013). 

The number of Arab Americans in the United States continues to rise. The 2006–2010 

American Community Survey (ACS) five-year estimates shows a 91 percent increase in Arab 

households in the United States since 1990. And, there is an estimated 1.5 million people (0.5 

percent of the total population) with Arab ancestry in the United States (Asi & Beaulieu, 2013). 

The top states where this population resides include California, Michigan, New York, Florida 
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and Texas. Specifically, when it comes to the Arab American student population, 12% are in 

preschool and kindergarten, 56% are in elementary or high school, and 32% are enrolled in 

higher education (Arab American Institute, 2014). 

Cultural Identity Formation 

As referenced in Chapter 1 of this proposal, this study focuses on the formation of an 

Arab American youth’s culture identity and how it is shaped by the systems that contribute to it. 

In order to understand how cultural identity is formed, a discussion of youth identity 

development and ethnic and cultural identity is examined. 

Identity Formation 

Identity development is built around the individual, but also on the perceived context of 

their communal culture. This is especially true in the adolescent years because they are a 

significant time in a person’s life when identity is at the forefront of development (Erikson, 

1968). Seminal research shows that failure to successfully navigate through the stages of identity 

during this time may result in negative psychosocial outcomes for the individual (Erikson, 1968). 

Changes that adolescents face inevitably affect their understanding of self and increase concerns 

surrounding their social life and how they fit into a larger society (Phinney, 1989). 

Ethnic and Cultural Identity 

One of the many facets of identity is ethnic self-identity.  Ethnic identity was rated “very 

important” by over two thirds of the minority groups compared to one fourth of the White 

participants in Phinney’s work on ethnic identity development (Phinney, 1989). And, ethnic 

identity is central to the development of personal self-identity of minority group members. In 

fact, this is especially true in individuals of a minority group who are perceived as inferior to the 

dominant group. Phinney proposes a three-step model that people go through when trying to 
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establish their ethnic self-identity. This model goes from no understanding of ethnic identity and 

progresses through to an achieved identity. Early adolescence begins at the first stage of this 

exploration, where they do not understand the concept of ethnic identity either because they have 

not made a conscious effort to, or because of a lack of interest (Phinney, 1989). Often, 

adolescents move into the next stage due to the realization or experience of a negative stereotype 

on their ethnic identity (Phinney, 1989). Once they begin the exploration stage, these adolescents 

enter the moratorium stage. This stage may be filled with emotion and self-discovery, all which 

may contribute to the way in which these adolescents form their ethnic identity.  With this in 

mind, ethnicity and culture are used interchangeably, however it is important to distinguish 

between the two as this research focuses on the latter (Maldonado, 1975). 

Ethnicity is defined as “groups that are characterized in terms of a common nationality, 

culture, or language” (Betancourt & Lopez, 1993, p.631). Whereas culture is built through the 

behavior of individuals as they interact within a society. For youth, these interactions are based 

on negotiations authenticating their cultural identity as it fits into their individual identity (Nagel, 

1994). Urie Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory of human development explains that 

these interactions range from the macro level based on the adolescent’s social environment, to a 

micro level based on their individualized characteristics.  Although the exploration of these 

individual students’ experiences is significant in understanding their identity development, they 

are also influenced by the context created by the people in their life, especially those whom they 

interact with in everyday society (Dooley, 2018). The following framework will be used to 

explore the different systems that contribute to these youth’s experiences and influence their 

cultural identity formation. 
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Theoretical Framework 

One useful model that examines factors that contribute to identity formation is 

Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory. This theory rests on the notion that the individual 

is at the center of the system, and other systems, represented by larger and larger concentric 

circles made up of environments outside the main system, act as influencers on the child’s 

identity. In other words, these systems include broader environment contexts connected to the 

child (Umaña-Taylor et al., 2006). Moreover, there are more specific variables within each 

system that help to define the system and clarify how it may influence identity more concretely. 

Each of these systems connect to one another to show how the relationship between them can 

also possibly influence the child’s identity (Dooley, 2018). This theory does not limit this 

research to school influence, but acknowledges that there are outside influences in a child’s life 

that will contribute to their experiences in school as they navigate their identity (Dooley, 2018). 

  



 

18 
 

 

Figure 1. Bronfenbrenner’s original Ecological Model from 1974 

Figure 1. Bronfenbrenner’s original Ecological Model from 1974. Adapted from  

“Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Theory Revision: Moving Culture From the  Macro Into the 

Micro,” by N.MVélez-Agosto1, J.G. Soto-Crespo, M. Vizcarrondo-Oppenheimer, S. Vega-

Molina, and C. García Coll, Perspectives on Psychological Science, 12, 901, 2017 by SAGE 

Publications. 

It is important to note that although this theory helped me ground this work, many of its 

original premises were altered to create a conceptual model that examines Arab American youth 

identity formation. For example, rather than use Bronfenbrenner’s macro and micro systems, I 

developed my own categories for systems (society, school climate, family). The rationale for this 

comes from the findings in the literature review that highlights these three specific systems as the 
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main contributors to the identity formation in Arab American youth (Jones, 2017; Brown et al., 

2017; Kumar et al., 2014). To note, this research refers to these as both systems or factors that 

contribute to cultural identity formation depending on the context of the discussion. Figure 2 

represents the adapted model framework used. This study examines the variables found within 

each of these factors/systems. These variables are also found in the literature on Arab American 

youth (Jones,2017; Brown et al., 2017; Kumar et al., 2014 ). 

As seen in Figure 2, the family system is placed as the first concentric system outside of 

the self.  Therefore, this study begins with examining the family system before other systems in 

order to work from the micro to the macro level starting with identity and working outwards to 

contexts closer to the periphery. Following the family system, the next concentric circle moving 

outwards is the school climate system, which explores variables present in the education system 

that contribute to a youth’s cultural identity. Finally, the last concentric circle represents the 

society system and the contributing variables that influence each of the other systems and 

ultimately the youth’s cultural identity. 

This reconstructed model was flexible in that it was adaptable based on the findings. For 

example, this study found variables that were later added within the findings section of this 

research within the three systems. The following literature explores these factors and the 

variables present within them to further understand their influence on Arab American youth’s 

cultural identity formation. 
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Figure 2. Adapted conceptual framework from Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory. 

Factors Contributing to Cultural Identity Formation 

In this section, I will address the societal factors, school climate as well as family factors 

that play a role in the identity development process of an Arab American youth according to the 

current literature. To look deeper into these factors, in each section, I highlight and discuss the 

variables that contribute both positively and negatively to this process. 

Societal Factors 

Socio-political Climate Influence. The political climate in the United States plays a 

significant role in the stressors facing Arab American adolescents. Although the terrorist attacks 
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in New York on September 11, 2001 increased hate crimes against Arabs and Muslims in the 

United States, these crimes were not born from this event alone. Hate crime statistics against this 

population have shown that this has been ongoing since Arabs and Muslims began to immigrate 

to the United States (Disha, Kavendish & King, 2011). Moreover, statements and policies from 

President Donald Trump’s administration have targeted Muslim Arabs, calling for a need for 

increasing security. Combined with the current state of political unrest in the United States and 

the looming fear of terrorists, this group is under the spotlight and is suffering from scrutiny 

(Jones, 2017). As a result, Arab American adolescents face many forms of discrimination that 

are similar to other minorities in the United States; they face the stereotype of being labeled as a 

danger to others due to the way they have been depicted socially and politically through the 

media. 

This negative climate also plays a significant role in their identity formation. The struggle 

Arab American students are facing when trying to establish their self and cultural identity is that 

they are being grouped into one minority by the media, despite their diverse backgrounds 

(Kumar et al., 2014; Khouri, 2016). Negative media representations of minorities are similar to 

experiences of discrimination in activating social identity threats (Saleem & Ramasubramanian, 

2017). As a result of this unwanted grouping, Arab American adolescents fear law enforcement. 

Teen-aged boys express their constant worry over being targeted by authorities simply due to the 

fact that they are of Arab descent (Khouri, 2016). They add that this targeting could lead to 

detainment with no precedent at any point in time, on any given day. This lack of trust in 

members of society makes them question where their loyalty should lie – with their parents, 

community, country or religion, as well as question how they identify themselves in this complex 

society (Khouri, 2016). 
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Defining Their Identity Through Society. Arab American youth are attempting to 

understand their own identity within an established complex social construct in which they have 

been placed. This struggle of identity formation can be more difficult for Arab American youth; 

on a daily basis, unlike White ethnics they are subject to discrimination and skepticism by their 

society and are made aware of their foreignness constantly. In turn, this can lead to a more 

difficult psychological adjustment and can hinder the well-being of these children (Britto, 2008). 

On the flip side, students also get grouped into the White minority where they do not feel 

they belong. When describing their ethnicity, Lebanese and Palestinian immigrants struggled 

with negotiating between their White identity and their immigrant one (Ajrouch, 2004). Some 

Arab American youth do not see themselves as “White” and feel apprehension when being 

labeled as such. While this may be true, these same adolescents still valued their American 

identity. They emphasized this by defining a term that many Arab Americans are called by others 

or by their own group – boater (Ajrouch, 2004). “Children of immigrants picked up this term and 

use it to construct otherness suggests that they value an American identity and, moreover, have 

learned that Americanness emerges by debasing immigrant otherness” (Ajrouch, 2004, p.380). 

Another argument on the issue of being labeled White according to the Census is that Arab 

Americans were a target of discrimination yet did not feel protected as a minority by the United 

States government. Although historically Arab Americans may not have thought of themselves 

as part of an ethnic minority, the events of September 11, 2001 changed the way in which they 

were viewed by society and therefore how they viewed their own identity (Awad, 2010). 

Equally important is research into how Arab American is defined by American society 

and by Arab Americans themselves. Groupings within Arabs and Muslims need to be further 

examined and further deconstructed as they are very broadly defined (Britto, 2008). In his 
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classification model, Britto grouped Arab American children into four categories: national 

identity, American national identity, Arab-American and panethnic identity. Each of these 

categories were formulated to understand the differences could not define themselves socially 

without including their American identity, despite the category to which they belong. Moving 

forward, this review highlights how American identity is coupled with Arab identity within 

school aged youth (Britto). 

School Climate 

Peer Perceptions. The themes of trust, loyalty, identity and sense of belonging move 

down from society and into the school climate, causing Arab American students to face 

emotional stressors on their campuses.  To understand how this is manifesting in schools some 

researchers examined how Arab Americans were perceived by their peers. Participants, who 

were non-Arab elementary school students, were asked to comment on how they viewed 

minority families based solely on photographs of strangers that they were shown. The 

researchers used religious and ethnic markers in photographs of the Arab Muslim families, which 

included cultural attire such as a hijab, prayer hats or ethnic dresses. The study found that 

students identified the Arab Muslim kids in the photos as the ones whom they perceived to get 

along least with their peers. In addition, these non-Arab students associated images of an Arab 

identity with violence and terrorism. In fact, any Arab female student wearing a hijab was 

labeled “threatening” and “uptight” (Jones, 2017, P.819). 

 The way school students perceive their Arab American peers is partially attributed to the 

negative influence of the news and entertainment media, which has developed ignorance by non-

Arabs towards Arabs and Muslims (Jones, 2017). Hollywood movies portray Arab men as 

bearded, with a hatred for America and an extremist view of religion. These men are either 
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committing terrorist acts or exploiting their oil driven wealth. Meanwhile, Arab women are 

depicted as voiceless citizens of the region, uneducated, non-ambitious and simply put on the 

planet to serve their Arab male counterparts.  Rather than highlight the victories of successful 

Arab women around the world, the media only portray what politicians and journalists highlight 

in their news stories, most of which paint Arab women in a negative light (Shaheen, 2003). 

With this in mind, it is important not to neglect information students are receiving 

regarding the Arab population from an educational context. When examining history textbooks 

in schools across the United States, it was revealed that Arabs, Muslims, Islam, and 

Arab/Muslim Americans were referenced only when the content alluded to terrorism, the attacks 

on 9/11, and the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. Needless to say, these references paint a negative 

picture of this population to students who use them as a reference. Moreover, any positive 

contributions that Arabs have had on history have been ignored in textbooks (Eraqi, 2015). These 

implications may shape not only how others view Arab Americans, but how Arab Americans 

view their own Arab identity. In turn, this may have an effect on their self-worth and sense of 

belonging on their campus. 
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Impact of Discrimination on Self-Worth and Sense of Belonging.  Negative experiences 

in school and with their peers may be harming Arab American student’s perception of self, 

including their self-acceptance and measurement of self-worth (Tabbah, Miranda & Wheaton, 

2012). Research found that 50.8% of Arab American adolescents were either discriminated against 

or knew about acts of discrimination connected to their Arab background. Moreover, some 

students reported being called derogatory names or being made fun of for simply “looking Arab”. 

One student reported witnessing a student being beaten into unconsciousness after defending 

Islam. The discrimination the students faced was positively correlated to the feeling of a lack of 

support by their peers and feeling less competent academically (Tabbah et al., 2012). 

Research on cyberbullying, which has been shown to affect academic achievement and 

well-being with different minority groups, showed that Arab Americans reported the highest 

number of times being bullied. Moreover, they also showed the highest correlation between 

cyberbullying, self-esteem and academic functioning.  In spite of the high incidents of 

cyberbullying, Arab American students with a higher level of emotional intelligence were able to 

protect themselves from the harmful effects of the discriminatory act to a certain degree. This 

may be used as an asset in battling discrimination (Yousef & Bellamy, 2015). 

Individuals are motivated to belong to a group to secure their own sense of well-being, as 

highlighted through the social identity theory (Dong, Lin, Li, Dou & Sou, 2015). For example, it 

was reported that the more discrimination community college students faced, the less they felt a 

sense of belonging to their campus (Shammas, 2016). Some students’ reactions were passive or 

included denial by the students, making them feel powerless, anxious and depressed. One student 

described this feeling of powerlessness and “lost hope” as one that had him holding on solely for 
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survival in society. In contrast, higher classmate support increased students’ self-perception and 

self-acceptance (Kumar et al., 2014). 

Despite perceived discrimination on campus, Arab and Muslim students felt that school 

friendships contributed to their sense of belonging on their campuses (Shammas, 2015). 

Furthermore, it was revealed that Arab Christians and Muslims connected their ethnic identity to 

their sense of belonging more so than their non-Arab Muslim peers. This could be due to the 

formation of ethnic and religious enclaves by Arab American students on campuses, which 

positively contribute to a sense of connection with their school. Adolescents feel safer and more 

secure when their schools include a larger number of students of Arab descent, despite still being 

a minority in the larger community (Jones, 2017; Kumar et. al, 2014). Similarly, being left in the 

out group drove these students to explore their own ethnic group, thus forming a stronger ethnic 

identity. Uniting together by embracing their common ethnic and religious identities allows them 

to better face adversity (Tabbah et al., 2016). 

Embracing the Arab American White identity. Several studies show that the more 

American the students were, the more friendships they could form, and the more accepted they 

were by their school peers. In fact, the research found that some Arab Americans do not embrace 

the term “Arab” because it serves as an anchor to reaching a Whiter identity (Ajrouch & Jamal, 

2007). In a school setting, students revealed that in order to find acceptance among their peers, 

they pushed themselves to become more Americanized. They claimed that indicators such as an 

accent or traditional Arab attire got in the way of connecting with their non-Arab peers. In fact, 

when children perceived Arab Muslims to be true Americans, they reacted more positively 

towards them (Brown et al., 2017; Jones, 2017). Moreover, this perception allowed Arab 

American students to be thought of as part of the in group. In order to continue to be accepted by 
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their peers, Arab American students claimed that they often did not want to draw attention to 

themselves by “making a big deal” out of being discriminated against due to the social cost that 

this may yield (Shammas, 2017, p.115). Notably, researchers also studied how this identity and 

connection to the American and/or Arab culture is significantly influenced by the Arab family 

unit (Umana-Taylor, Bhanot & Shin, 2006; Britto, 2008; Al-Khatab, 1999; Al-Khateeb, 2010). 

Family 

Identity of the Arab American Family. When examining individual identity formation 

in youth, some researchers began by looking into the Arab American family identity. The role of 

Arab families within ethnic socialization is significant in adolescent cultural identity. More 

importantly, the Arab culture highlights the importance of family values and a child’s identity is 

significantly dependent on the identity of her/his family (Umana-Taylor et al., 2006). When 

making the home-school connection, Arab American youth may struggle with the fact that they 

are receiving mixed messages between home and school. They are taught one thing at school and 

something different at home, specifically in relation to issues that cover gender roles, family 

structure, paternalism and allegiance.  This dichotomy can be the starting point in understanding 

the conflicting feelings that arise when Arab American children try to form their cultural identity 

(Britto, 2008). 

Despite conflicting feelings on identity, Arab American youth do not lack Arab role 

models and claim to be proud of their cultural background (Al-Khatab, 1999). Moreover, Arab 

American parents continue to urge their children to do well in school, stressing academics as an 

important part of the culture. Regardless of their economic status, these parents make sure to 

provide children with financial support and security to help them accomplish their academic 

goals.  Because family is the basic social institution in Arab culture, as well as the Arab 
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American community, parent relations were the highest ranked by participants among non-

academic facets of self-concept (Al-Khatab; Al-Khateeb, 2010). 

Parental Influence. It is important to also highlight how parenting styles of Arab 

Americans influence their children. When comparing parenting styles in relation to adolescent 

anxiety in multiple ethnic groups within the United States, Arab American parents were 

perceived to be the strictest about their child’s safety. Arab American youth revealed that there 

was a correlation between this level of over-protectiveness and their anxiety. Alternatively, their 

parents were also found to display the highest level of parental warmth and intimacy, which 

seems to have neutralized their overprotective nature as perceived by their children (Mousavi, 

Low & Hashim, 2016). 

Turning to the influence that parents may have in their child’s identity formation, in a 

study on parent-child conflict and behavior problems, researchers began with the notion that 

parents and children experience acculturation differently due to their experiences in society. 

They found that behavioral problems in children could stem from a large acculturation gap. 

Similarly, when children and parents differ in their level of acculturation, it leads to a negative 

outcome for the family unit (Goforth, Pham & Oka, 2015). 

 Some research has looked at the reported level of heritage culture orientation and 

examined the difference between parents and adolescent Arab Americans, as well as the possible 

effect of this difference (Goforth et al., 2015; Chen & Sheldon, 2012). Research revealed that 

there was increase in adolescent behavior problems when they reported a low connection to 

cultural orientation versus their parents’ high level of orientation (Goforth et al.). Moreover, 

Arab American youth who were conflicted with their cultural identity had a more negative 

perception of their parents’ values (Chen & Sheldon).  Worthy of note is that these youths 
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formed ethnic enclaves that serve as protective barriers, which could account for similar levels of 

acculturation in general between parents and children (Goforth et al.; Henry, Stiles, Biran & 

Hinkle, 2008).  Similar research concurs that the more parents of Arab American youth seek 

contact with and immerse themselves in American society, the easier it is on the child to 

psychologically adjust to being an Arab in an American society. Notably, parents who were 

perceived to have an openness to American culture were also ones who allowed more autonomy 

for their children, thus supporting more positive well-being (Henry et. al., 2008). 
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Conflicts with Individuality. The role of Arab families within ethnic socialization is 

significant in adolescent individual cultural identity (Umana-Taylor, Bhanot & Shin, 2006). In 

fact, Arab American youth who had American values connected to individuality may conflict 

with their parents (Chen & Sheldon, 2012). This is due to the collectivist Arab culture values that 

their parents hold on to that the youth shy away from. The rate in which they identified their 

parents as controlling was related to how closely these Arab American youth disidentified with 

their Arab culture, and in contrast identified with the American culture. In addition, increased 

acculturation for this population may result in a larger disconnect between parent and child due 

to differing values related to autonomy. Adolescents cite the “rigidity” of Arab values as a 

deterrent to identifying with being Arab. On the other hand, adolescents who viewed their 

parents as more lenient in allowing them to develop their individuality felt more connected to 

their ethnic identity (Goforth et al., 2015). In other words, the more accepting their parents were 

of their individuality, the less likely they were to shy away from embracing the Arab culture 

(Chen & Sheldon). Taking a look further into an asset-based approach, parents who gave their 

children their trust also found a way to encourage them to use their Arab culture as they openly 

explored their American identity (Henry et al., 2008). And, a higher association with Arab 

identity could benefit the youth’s overall well-being. In examining cultural identity patterns, 

Arab Americans were categorized as having either a bicultural identity or an Arab cultural 

identity. It was illuminated that higher Arab cultural identity was associated with lower 

acculturative stress (Britto & Amer, 2010). Further, when looking at a largely populated Arab 

community, researchers are finding a close connection to identity when it comes to the 

examination of the role of religion. 

Religion 



 

31 
 

Religion as Perceived by Peers. Before examining religion and self, several researchers 

looked at the way non-Arab students perceive Muslim students to understand how this can 

influence how they perceive themselves. In one study, students cited more negative perceptions 

of photographs of women or men with Muslim markers, similar to the way they cited negative 

perception of photographs of men and women with Arab ethnic markers (Brown et al., 2017). 

For example, they perceived women who were wearing a hijab to cover their hair to be less 

likely to have a job and less likely to have independence. When looking at Arab American boys 

wearing a prayer hat, the participants cited them to be less likely to have friends at school than 

photos of boys with no Muslim marker (Brown et. al.). Furthermore, some Arab American youth 

are being discriminated against specifically based on their Arab/Muslim sounding names, 

wearing of a headscarf by females, and fasting during the holy month of Ramadan, among other 

religious identifiers (Shammas, 2017). Connected research highlights that due to their Muslim 

and ethnic markers, these students face barriers against assimilation that do not allow an 

exploration of individual identity to become an option (Britto, 2008). Implications for Arab 

American youth attending schools where students perceive their religion in this manner can be 

linked back to their concept of self. 
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Understanding the Role of Religion. On the whole, the research on religion is framed in 

this review as the variable that students may or may not hold as the strongest part of their 

identity.  In context, it is important to note that nearly 77% of Arab Americans are Christians. 

And, Arab Christians are more acculturated than Arab Muslims (Awad, 2010). Despite this, in 

the post-9/11 world, regardless of their connection to religion, Arab students have been 

Islamicized and, therefore, as Arab Americans they are othered and discriminated against 

(Brown et al., 2017). Moreover, some Arab American youth linked the instances of cultural 

discrimination they faced to a larger anti-Islamic discourse, regardless of their connection to 

Islam or any other religion as Arab Americans.  For instance, Arab Christians were also 

condemned, despite following a different religion.  This marginalization was experienced not 

only between Arabs and non-Arabs, but between sub groups within the Arab minority. For 

example, Arab Christians were marginalized by Arab Muslims, and vice versa (Jones, 2017). 

  Arab American youth may struggle to balance their religiosity and fitting into American 

society and culture. In one study, participants argued among themselves on what it meant to be a 

Muslim. Specifically, one of the participants explained that he often struggled living in a society 

where he was exposed to many things that went against his Islamic beliefs. Arab American youth 

are trying to understand how their connection to Islam links to their ethnic identity, as well as 

their American identity (Khouri, 2016). 
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Gender and Religion. To further understand the influence of religion on the identity of 

Arab American youth, it is important to address how this differs for males and females. 

Regardless of whether the Arab American youth was Christian or Muslim, research shows that 

any form of religion played a significant role in traditional gender beliefs and thus, in the 

formation of identity (Ajrouch, 2004). One notable perception related to females was that the 

more American a girl was, the more morally suspect she became. This was because acts that 

were labeled American brought on shame and betrayal of the Islamic religion and were therefore, 

religiously prohibited. To illuminate this, when discussing the context of sex and Arab American 

girls, one male participant in a study stated that male Arab Americans would not respect any 

female who had sex with them, specifically stating that Arab girls were for marriage, not for sex, 

as Islam states.  In contrast, male Arab Americans who were perceived to be Americanized were 

not put in the same category or viewed in a negative light (Ajrouch). 

Separately, research shows when discussing their physical identity, females who 

identified with higher levels of religiosity cared less about appearance and more about their 

actions. By the same token, these females showed less interest in exercise and emphasized that 

they were unable to participate in many activities due to religious restrictions. Their priorities, 

they claimed, were education and family, which were tied to their cultural values as well (Kahan, 

2011). 
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Religion as an Asset. Some research shows religion to be an asset rather than a variable 

that hindered identity development and well-being. There is a significant link between a strong 

connection to cultural heritage in participants who had a strong connection to Islam. 

Furthermore, higher endorsement of religiosity by Muslim Arab American youth have been 

shown to result in less experienced stress associated with acculturation (Goforth et al., 2014). 

These findings are coupled with research that concurred that adolescents who used religion and 

their ethnicity as a coping mechanism were less likely to report psychological distress (Ahmed 

et. al., 2011). Due to the notion that Islam is interwoven in the Arab culture, Muslim Arab 

Americans may find it easier to connect with their Arab identity. To conclude, the researchers 

suggest that both cultural identity and religion can be approached as assets in supporting school 

aged Arab American youth. Notably, due to the fact that literature on Arab American youth is 

scarce in the fields of social science and education, we can learn from the research on other 

minorities. 

Cultural Identity Formation and Minority Groups in the United States 

When looking at ethnic identity frameworks, most agree that the ethnically related 

messages and experiences youth have and perceive significantly shape their attitude regarding 

where they fit in with their cultural group (Rivas Drake, Hughes & Way, 2009). For example, in 

research on familial ethnic socialization (FES), the study found that Chinese American 

adolescents connected better with their ethnic identity when there was a high concentration of 

ethnic group members in their community. Similarly, in findings on Filipino youth, the study 

found that ethnic socialization is an integral part of the family (Umana Taylor, 2006). In schools, 

Native American adolescents who reported both high ethnic identity and a lower level of being 

stereotyped had higher grade point averages than their counterparts (Jaramillo, Wello & Worrell, 
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2015). Ultimately, research shows that non-White youth in the United States that had a high 

ethnic affirmation show to have a higher self-esteem and lower depression than youth with a low 

ethnic affirmation (Romero, Edwards, Fryburg & Orduna, 2014). 

  Just as the society and the media characterizes Arab Americans as the enemy, other 

minorities are also characterized in a negative light. For example, Black males in the United 

States have been portrayed as docile and hypersexual for centuries and continue to be 

characterized as such (Gibbs, 1988). This portrayal has stood in the way of a positive identity 

development for this population, which hinders their ability to do well academically (Nasir, 

2012). Moreover, racism influences the lives of Asian American students (Museus & Park, 

2015). In fact, members of this population at the college level feel pressured to assimilate to their 

White campuses (Museus & Park, 2015). In contrast, research has found that when youth have 

high ethnic affirmation have higher self-esteem and ethnic affirmation. Therefore, the 

exploration of ethnic and cultural identity can positively contribute to a youth’s psychological 

well-being (Edwards et al., 2014). 

Summary of Research 

 Research highlights that discrimination against Arab American students from several 

facets is negatively affecting their socio-emotional well-being, self-identity and cultural identity 

formation. Schools are not paying attention to the inequity on their campuses, nor are they 

addressing the negative effects it has on these students. Notably, the literature alludes to the idea 

that a child’s context, both at home and in their social environment plays a role in helping or 

hindering their sense of belonging at school and in their community (Shammas, 2015). 

Regarding their home environments, researchers took a closer look at the influence parents had 

on their child’s connection to their culture and to their sense of belonging at school (Chen & 
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Sheldon, 2012). Understanding the way parents’ attitudes as well as their parenting style can help 

researchers make connections with identity formation. Youth need to work through the identities 

they inherit from their family and society and begin to take control over their identity in order to 

feel satisfied and to resolve their crisis in identity formation (French, 2006). This is important 

because it allows the adolescent to feel satisfied with their identity, which in turn brings them a 

feeling of industry and competence, as well as belonging. For the Arab American population, 

there are added challenges posed by the relationship between Arab nations and the United States, 

which have permeated across borders and are directly influencing their perception of cultural 

identity (Wray-Lake, Syvertsen & Flanagan, 2008). In addition, schools need to find ways to 

help students feel safe in identifying as Arab Americans, as well as support them in navigating 

through this identity process; as research on the current state in schools shows little to no 

evidence of this (Tabbah et al., 2012). Ultimately, the distress caused by discrimination against 

Arab American youth leads to a loss of control in their own lives, which may decrease self-

esteem and increase psychological distress (Moradi & Hasan, 2004).  Therefore, research on how 

to help this population positively navigate and develop their cultural identity is pertinent to their 

social and emotional well-being. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

Purpose Statement 

The purpose of this study is to explore the factors that positively contribute to the 

formation of a cultural identity in Arab American youth. Specifically, I conducted an asset-based 

qualitative exploratory case study to discover, describe and understand the underlying factors 

that contribute to a positive cultural identity development and/or a positive connection to these 

youth’s Arab identity. Positive youth development (PYD) approaches such as asset based 

research methods, emphasize research that describes positive potential for growth and change in 

human development rather than a deficit based approach that looks to fix what is broken 

(Alvarado & Ricard, 2013). This type of inquiry is a way a researcher can examine and attempt 

to understand the meaning that an individual or a group of people give to a singular human or 

societal issue in order to develop their identity (Creswell, 2012). Therefore, this qualitative case 

study aims to give Arab American youth a voice. Research has shown the positive effects of 

allowing students the voice to translate their own experiences rather than interpret them for them 

(Cook-Sather, 2006). Furthermore, this opportunity allows participants to be part of the 

conversation on how to best serve and support them with their own cultural identity development 

(Cook-Sather, 2006). 

Theoretical Framework 

This study uses Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Model of Human Development as a 

framework. This is because Bronfenbrenner’s model is a holistic framework that helps interpret 

youth’s perceptions of their identity. The model places identity in the epicenter and factors, or as 

the theorist calls them systems (Hendry, Mayor & Kloep, 2007). This framework contributes to 
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my understanding of factors that make up a youth’s identity and how they work together in 

systems to contribute to that youth’s cultural identity formation.  In this original model, 

Bronfenbrenner labels 5 concentric, nested environmental systems that include the interactions 

that occur within an individual’s life that contribute to identity formation (Dooley, 2018). The 

model distinguishes between microsystems that are placed closer to the center of the child's 

identity, such as family, and macrosystems, placed closer to the periphery. The researcher posits 

that the closer to the center a system is, the more influence it has to the child’s identity (Dooley, 

2018). This study specifically looks at culture and how it fits into this framework. In the context 

of this study, culture should not be thought of as a separate system, but rather is a factor within 

each of the micro and macro systems in the ecological model. This includes activities, practices 

and routines (Vélez-Agosto et. al, 2017). 

Research Questions 

To review, the questions that guide this study are: 

1. To what extent do factors outside of the Arab American youth self contribute to this 

cultural identity formation? 

2. In what ways do Arab American youth's attitudes and perceptions of their own cultural 

identity contribute to overall identity formation 

I employ an exploratory qualitative case study method to explore the factors that 

contribute to a positive identification of cultural identity (Creswell, 2012). In order to do this 

successfully, it is important to explore youth attitudes towards and perceptions about being Arab 

American (Cook-Sather, 2006). Student perspectives and attitudes are broadly defined for this 

study as students’ viewpoints, opinions, and/or judgments (Dyson, 2006). Kaiser highlights that 
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researchers need to give greater voice and power to participants in order to steer the direction of 

the research and dictate the findings (as cited in Gubrium et al., 2014). The design of this 

research allows for the youth to dictate the findings of this research. 

The research questions aim to explore the different systems present within the 

framework. Participants are able to navigate interview questions aimed at understanding how 

each system - family, schools/peers and society - contribute to their cultural identity formation.  

Secondly, I am curious to understand the norms of the Arab American household in more depth 

and how it contributes to these factors in order to bridge the gap between the home, school and 

society when it comes to cultural identity formation. 

Furthermore, each system in the framework was explored separately during the study in 

order to understand how they work together or separately in the development of cultural identity. 

Going back to the literature on Arab American youth and their cultural identity formation, I 

found that each of these systems contributed in some way to the cultural identity development 

process (Jones, 2017). Therefore, ensuring that I cover each of these systems during the study is 

essential in ensuring that I use the framework for my research questions. Specifically, I explore 

how an Arab American youth’s family contributes to their cultural identity by understanding the 

family dynamic and exploring family traditions and norms that helped these youth feel connected 

to being Arab. In this system I also look at how religion plays a role in this identity formation. 

Next, in exploring the school climate, I look at how the classroom climate, which includes peers, 

teachers and curriculum impacted these youth’s cultural identity. Moreover, I examine the role of 

peer relationships and their impact on these youth. Finally, although society may seem like a 

system too large to explore in the time frame and scope of my research, I kept my inquiry 

focused on the variables found within the society system reflected from the literature. For 
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example, variables including the influence of the media, current political discourse and the geo-

political climate were all examined. By the same token, the variables within each of the systems 

left room for more specific probing questions when interviewing the participants. 

Positionality and Proximity 

As an Arab American who immigrated to the United States during my adolescent years, I 

experienced firsthand the negative psychosocial outcomes of battling with my cultural identity 

formation. In order to fit in with my peers, I rejected my Arab culture, depriving myself an 

important part of my identity. I believed that the more White I was, the less I would be picked on 

at school and in any social context, and the more I would be accepted in society. As an Arab 

American adult, I deeply regret losing those years of my cultural identity and hope to do better 

for my children.  Furthermore, as an Arab American parent,  I am curious to understand the 

influence I have on my own children’s cultural identity. Through the practice of empathy, I see 

in them the same struggle to try and fit into a society that rejects or ignores their Arab identity 

(Patton, 2015). I acknowledge that not every Arab American youth or parent shares my 

experience or my concern over cultural identity development. I also acknowledge that different 

contexts reap different results in my study. Because the study uses several geographic regions 

rather than focusing on one site it represents a larger scope of Arab American youth voices. 

Knowing this, under the recommendations by Lillrank, I did not force my own 

experiences as an Arab American youth and now as an Arab American parent on my participants 

(as cited in Gubrium et al., 2014) . In particular, I did not identify or relate with the participants 

at any point during the study so as not to skew my results. Rather, I practiced mindfulness and 

was focused on my interaction with the participant, being present in the moment with them 

(Patton, 2015). With that said, I see my background as an asset to my research. Although 
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traditionally social scientists have been warned to remain distant from their participants in order 

to remain objective, there needs to be a form of attachment that allows me to more deeply 

understand the experiences that my participants shared with me (Patton, 2015). Hence, being an 

Arab American myself, I more effectively navigated cultural norms when conducting my 

research and connected to my subjects more intimately. I was able to address issues of code 

switching in regards to Arabic and English, as well as any language barriers that arose. 

Research Design 

This study is an exploratory qualitative case involving qualitative data collection, 

analysis, and inference (Creswell, 2012). The exploratory case study investigates distinct 

phenomena characterized by a lack of research in the specific focus of the study - the case here 

being cultural identity formation of Arab American youth (Mills et al., 2010). The design of this 

study gives a voice to those at the epicenter of the research: Arab American youth in the United 

States. Individual semi-structured interviews were conducted with the selected participants. 

These interviews informed the researcher of the factors that contribute to Arab American youth 

cultural identity. Following the interviews, I wrote reflective memos aimed at recording 

emergent themes, questions and avenues for further exploration. Interviews were video recorded, 

transcribed and coded. Through data analysis, I better understood the factors and variables that 

contribute to cultural identity development and how these youth make meaning of them. 

Participants 

Purposeful, criteria-based sampling was used in this study. Specifically, the participants 

of the study included seven Arab American youth, both male and female, aged 17-21. Their 

religious backgrounds were Muslim, Christian and Coptic Egyptian. The youth reside in different 

cities in the states of Texas and California. I chose these geographic areas because I wanted to 
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get a broad spectrum of contexts that Arab American youth live in to avoid data from ethnic 

enclaves which may prove to have several limitations. For example, youth growing up in ethnic 

enclaves may form an identity that is very different from what may develop if they were living 

outside of these enclaves (Kumar et al., 2015).  To add, these youth may not experience cultural 

identity formation in the same contexts as their peers outside these communities (Kumar et al., 

2015). Notably, according to the Arab American Institute, these States are among the top ten 

states where Arab Americans currently reside (AAI, 2014). It is important to note that although I 

began with 10 chosen participants, three of them were unable to participate due to time 

constraints. These participants reside in Illinois and Massachusetts. 

Researchers looking to study invisible populations such as Arab American youth tend to 

combine purposive or expert choice sampling, snowball sampling, and, increasingly, respondent-

driven techniques, in sampling the target groups (Campbell, Greeson & Fehler-Cabral, 2014). 

Therefore, this study employs a snowball sampling approach. This form of purposeful sampling 

allows for participants to recommend other individuals to be sampled as part of the research 

(Creswell, 2012). The reason why this approach works best for this study is because limiting the 

participants to Southern California may not have yielded results that represent the majority of 

Arab American youth. In other words, snowball sampling reaches a broader spectrum of youth 

that will allow for a less limited scope of youth experiences and voices (Creswell, 2012). I 

reached out through various contacts I have in the Arab community in each of these states to 

identify Arab American youth for participation, including through telephone calls, text messages 

and emails. Through each of these mediums I sent my contacts my research questions and goals, 

as well as criteria for participants. I further asked them to send me referrals for participants that 

fit the criteria and are willing to participate in the study. 
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Given this, instructions and expectations of the study were first listed in a recruitment 

email to all participants (see Appendix B). I provided informed consent forms which were 

emailed to the participants along with the recruitment email. For youth participants under 18, 

their parents were sent the email and an assent form to sign on behalf of their child.  I was 

available to answer any questions participants or their guardians may have had before agreeing to 

participate and signing the consent form. Through this, Marzano explains that the parents and 

children are clearly informed of the risk to benefit ratio of their participation in the study (as 

cited in Gubrium et al, 2014). When I met with the participants for the first interview, I reviewed 

the consent form before the start of the interview, as well as the protocol for the interview (See 

Appendix A). 

The criteria for youth participants in this study include nominees that were either born in 

the United States or have immigrated here before the age of five, when they begin their public 

schooling. The reason for choosing this particular demographic is because this study will explore 

the identity formation of Arab American youth who have been immersed into the American 

society since birth or during early childhood. Moreover, during the adolescent years, youth are at 

the height of their identity development (Hendry et al., 2007). Although important research has 

been conducted with Arab American youth that have lived in the Middle East for a period of 

time and immigrated to the United States, this population was excluded from this study due to 

the fact that the aim of this research is to focus on the youth that have had little to no physical 

time spent in their home country in order to see the impact that may or may not have had on 

them (Bookstein et. al, 2001). Furthermore, although I did not need a 50-50 ratio of males and 

females, I wanted to ensure that I had a good mix of both genders. 
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It is important that my community contacts understood my proximity to this research and 

the need to distance myself from personal relationships with my participants. Once I informally 

received consent from these families, through my contacts, I contacted them myself (Campbell 

et. al, 2014). I formally drew up the consent forms and began sending all required information to 

my sample group after receiving IRB approval. 

To add, highlighted by Miller-Day, an outline of the processes and procedures that took 

place during the study was provided to the Institutional Review Board ( IRB) (as cited in 

Gubrium et. al, 2014). This outline includes guiding research questions, a listing of the interview 

topics (e.g., the kinds of questions one might ask in the domain of education), an interview script 

and strategies for addressing unanticipated issues (e.g., participants becoming uncomfortable and 

wanting to end the interview) (Gubrium et al, 2014). Notably, it is important that as a researcher, 

I preemptively addressed the possibility of what might arise during the interview process and to 

continue to assess the risk to benefit ratio for the participants (Gubrium et al, 2014). These are 

further discussed in the safeguards section of this paper. 

Instrumentation 

The type of instrumentation used in this study allows the researcher to enter the world of 

the participants and to further understand cultural identity through their eyes (Patton, 2015). It 

does not allow for a restriction of the views of the participants but is open to open-ended 

information instead. Interview questions were developed to analyze the ways in which these 

youth are developing their cultural identity. This measure was developed because there are no 

established instruments that addressed specific concerns relative to this study (Tabbah, Miranda 

& Wheaton. 2012). The study uses one-on-one individual interviews with the participants. The 

reason for doing individual interviews is because this allows participants to feel more 
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comfortable sharing some of their responses with me, especially given Arab cultural norms 

(Gubrium, Holstein, Marvasti & McKinney, 2012). 

Guided by the conceptual framing, and utilizing a two-tier set of analytical questions 

(including main questions and possible probing questions), I engaged in an analytical process of 

data analysis (Patton, 2015). Moreover, the study uses a combination of interview approaches 

including a conversational strategy within an interview guide approach, similar to a semi-

structured interview (Gubrium et al., 2012). This allows for a structured set of interview 

questions for each participant with the flexibility of probing when appropriate to explore certain 

topics in more depth for certain interviewees (Patton, 2015). The interview is structured into four 

phases to account for answering questions that allow for a deeper understanding of each of the 

systems in the conceptual framework. Interviews are approximately one hour. The first 5-10 

minutes (phase 1) of the interview is used as an ice breaker, where participants discuss how they 

view cultural identity. From there, participants were informed that three areas are explored 

related to cultural identity: family, school/ peers, and society. Each of these areas are given an 

allotted 20 minutes of time for in depth exploration (Phase 2-4) (Gubrium et al., 2014).  

Moreover, the participants are given the time and space to give more explicit and concrete 

examples, therefore the time allotted for each or any section of the interview is flexible (Patton, 

2015). 

For the purposes of this study, I developed a set of 10 interview questions to gain 

background information about the participants and facilitate an inquiry into the experiences, 

issues, challenges and supports that impact their cultural identity formation. In addition, probing 

questions are included that became part of some of the interviews. Although some additional 

questions are asked during the interviews to obtain clarification, as Wang and Yan argue, this 
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specific set of questions is used to elicit the thoughts and perspectives of participants (see 

Appendix A) (as cited in Gubrium et al., 2014). Each youth is asked the same 10 questions using 

this semi-structured protocol (Patton, 2015). Clarification questions and probing questions are 

used in order to provide these participants with an authentic voice and experience (see Appendix 

B) (Gubrium et. al, 2014). 

Moreover, this structure allowed for the development of vignettes that paint a vivid 

picture of the Arab American youth experience for the readers (Given, 2008). These vignettes 

and responses capture my data using a storytelling method. They contribute toward 

understanding people's perceptions, beliefs, attitudes, and behavior throughout society, and in the 

case of this study, throughout their exploration of their own cultural identity. 

Noteworthy is the fact that all participants were sent the interview questions and protocol 

ahead of the interview date in order to allow some time to think about their responses (Patton, 

2015). The questions that the youth are asked require a significant amount of reflection and 

allowing them the time to gather their thoughts ahead of the interview benefits both the 

interviewee and the interviewer (Gubrium et al, 2014). 

All interviews are conducted over Zoom and participants are offered guidance on how to 

acquire and download the program (Patton, 2015). The reason for this medium is due to the fact 

that participants are not within driving distance for the researcher. James and Busher argue that 

individual interviews conducted online can produce a wealth of data about youth’s experiences, 

thoughts, and feelings from their perspectives (as cited in Gubrium, Holstein, Marvasti & 

McKinney, 2014). With the parents’ permission and participants’ consent, interviews are also 

audio-recorded for later transcription (Glesne, 2006). The transcribed audio recordings are saved 

on a computer file marked by participant pseudonyms. 
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Safeguards 

Confidentiality. Due to the fact some minors are interviewed, several safeguards are put 

in place to ensure their rights are protected (Delgado, 2011). First, the participants are made 

aware of the purpose of the study and how it can help advance our understanding in how to help 

Arab American youth positively connect to their cultural identity (Gubrium et al., 2014). Besides 

this, participants are informed that they will remain anonymous for the entirety of the study and 

through publication and will receive pseudonyms. In fact, according to Kaiser, participants are 

asked not to state their name or any identifying information during the course of the interview (as 

cited in Gubrium et al., 2014). 

As the primary researcher, I am working alone for the entirety of this study, which limits 

the risk of others having access to participants’ personal information and the entire study. Data 

remains confidential and stored only on the laptop of the researcher. The laptop is password 

protected as are the video files of the interviews. As recommended by Stanko and Richter, 

transcribed interviews will also be password protected and no hard copies are made of any of the 

data (as cited in Salmon, 2015). Once data is analyzed and the final dissertation is completed and 

approved, it will be deleted from the researcher’s computer permanently. Adding on, all 

interviews are conducted in the researcher’s home office with no other observers. During the first 

phase of the interview, these cautionary measures are shared with each participant to help 

minimize concerns related to unveiling their identity. Families are provided the contact 

information of both the researcher and Chair. This is to ensure that they can contact both at any 

time during the study for any purpose. 

Addressing risks and inconveniences. This is a voluntary study; participants can opt-out 

as much as they can opt-in. Participants are aware that they are able to withdraw from the study 
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for whatever reason(s) that matter to them at any time. I address the risks and inconveniences in 

several ways. Notably, the study is overt in its process. A copy of transcribed interviews, as 

suggested by Eder and Fingerson, is offered to all participants to review, clarify and confirm all 

parts of the conversation (as cited in Gubrium et al., 2011). During the interview, the web-based 

recordings are temporarily turned off for the participant to recuperate or take a break.  There are 

low potential risks to these youth using the instrumentation that I use (Stanko & Richter, 2015). 

However, it is important that they are aware that they may become emotional or uncomfortable 

answering some questions. This is why they receive a list of questions ahead of time to help with 

their comfort level. To supplement, the participants are directed to talk with the people they trust 

(i.e. family, friend or counselor), make an appointment to talk with a counselor or request to stop 

or withdraw from the interview if they feel uncomfortable at any stage. A list of referrals for 

health services from the participants’ school or community is made available to them as well.  

Furthermore, they are asked to point out any questions they do not want to answer ahead of the 

interview or during the interview if they change their mind. There is no financial loss to the 

youth nor physical harm (Creswell, 2012). 

Payment or incentive. Participants receive no form of payment or compensation from 

the researcher (Delgado, 2011). They will be sent thank you cards after the study is complete for 

their willingness to participate in the research. 

Summary 

The research design for this study aims to answer questions that will help the researcher 

find the factors and variables that aid in positive cultural identity formation of Arab American 

youth in the United States. This exploratory qualitative case study gives voice to Arab American 

youth and provides them with the opportunity to highlight the positive factors that influence their 
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cultural identity. Participants include seven Arab American youth between the ages of 17-21 

from several different geographic regions in the United States. All data is drawn from one-on-

one web-based interviews with each participant that lasts approximately one hour. Due to the 

fact that this research uses minors, several safeguards are put in place to protect their anonymity 

and address any risks or inconveniences that may occur. Ultimately, this research design should 

serve to empower these youth to give back to their Arab American community and help their 

fellow Arab American youth positively build their cultural identity. 
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Chapter 4: Findings 

The purpose of this study is to identify the factors and variables in an Arab American’s 

youth’s life that enable them to form a positive connection with their cultural identity. While the 

first research is aimed at uncovering these factors and variables, the second takes a closer look at 

how an Arab American youth perceives this cultural identity. In order to answer the questions, an 

adapted version of Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Theory of Human Development is utilized. 

The theory rests on the notion that factors outside of the self, impact a person’s identity in both a 

positive and negative way (Dooley, 2018). This research puts the Arab American youth in the 

center of the theoretical sphere and uses outside factors that were found in the research to 

contribute to cultural identity as the systems surrounding and contributing to identity. Based on 

the literature, the adapted framework for this study highlights the themes of family, school and 

society. The research questions are used to answer how each of these factors play a role in 

identity formation of an Arab American youth. Coupled with this, the second research question is 

aimed at understanding how the Arab American youth perceives their own cultural identity. In 

turn understanding how they see themselves as Arab, Arab American or American contributes to 

the understanding of how they develop this cultural identity. 

 The major research questions that are addressed in this study are: 

● In what ways do factors outside of the Arab American youth self contribute to 

their cultural identity formation? 

● In what ways do Arab American youth's attitudes and perceptions of their own 

cultural identity contribute to overall identity formation? 

 Outlined in table 1 and 2 below is the approach that this paper takes in answering the 

research questions using related themes and subthemes, which connect back to the conceptual 
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framework. While the first section of the findings focuses on how each system plays a role in 

answering the first research question, the latter part of the chapter focuses on how the self 

system, in the center of the framework, answers the second research question.  

Table 1. Summary of research question 1 and Related Themes 

  

Research Questions Themes Sub Themes 

In what ways do factors outside 

of the Arab American youth self 

contribute to their cultural 

identity formation? 

  

Parents Language 

Storytelling 

Sacrifice 

Arab Traditions Azimeh 

Food 

Visiting country of origin 

Religion 

Peer Impact Supportive peers 

Misconceptions 

Class Climate Teachers 

Curriculum 

Sense of Belonging Voice 

Sharing culture 

Depictions of Arabs 

White Classification 

Community Religious community 
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Table 2. Summary of research question 2 and Related Themes 

 

Research Questions Themes Sub Themes 

In what ways do Arab American 

youth's attitudes and perceptions 

of their own cultural identity 

contribute to overall identity 

formation? 

Pride Asset-based representation 

Perseverance 

Drift 

Hiding Names 

Nuanced 

  

Duality 

Finding equilibrium 

 

Approach to Data Analysis 

 The approach to data analysis is based on the conceptual framework adapted in the 

methodology section, which informs the researcher’s interview protocol. Bronfenbrenner’s 

Bioecological Theory is used in this study because it examines factors that contribute to identity 

formation based on the environments that surround these youth. Adding on, it examines how 

contextual environmental factors interact with adolescents’ self identity to influence cultural 

identity development (Umaña-Taylor et al., 2006).  Therefore, appropriately answers the 

research question which aims at uncovering these factors and understanding how the Arab 

American youth perceive them. Although Bronfenbrenner’s original framework takes into 

consideration the importance of routines and activities on the microsystem, there is no clear 

reference as to how culture plays a role (Velez-Agosto et al., 2017). Accordingly, the original 

framework by Bronfenbrenner was adapted to fit the context of Arab American youth’s cultural 
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identity formation when undergoing the methodology for this research. Post study, this 

framework is adapted once again to account for the findings and how they fit into the framework. 

 Moving on, the methodology utilizes semi-structured one-on-one in-depth interviews, 

which results in a significant amount of qualitative data (Hatch, 2002). After conducting all 

seven interviews via Zoom, the videos are transcribed using the Otter.ai add-on application, a 

feature of the Zoom package that is used for this study. When the transcriptions were made 

available, I read through them while listening to the recording to ensure accuracy in the 

transcription. Once all transcriptions were accurately transcribed, I began the open coding 

process (Given, 2008). 

During the initial round of open coding, I examine the raw data closely through a line by 

line read (Given, 2008). In addition, this part of the data analysis process focused on identifying 

and illuminating patterns and concepts but not on refining and breaking them down. (Mills, 

Durepos & Wiebe, 2010). In other words, when coding in this first phase, any codes that stand 

out are written down, rather than searching for codes that have already been established. Moving 

on, codes were also developed based on the emerging categories (Seidel, 1998). Notably, I also 

had a list of codes ready, which are based on the variables that were extracted from the adapted 

conceptual framework (see Figure 2 in chapter 2). For the next round of coding, I read all of the 

interviews, line by line, one time through, and wrote down all the codes I found as they aligned 

to my existing code list (Given, 2008). Following this, I went through and looked specifically for 

the codes that I had created based on the variables in each of the systems in my conceptual 

framework. Although many of these codes were evident in the transcripts, some did not appear at 

all. Notably, although this study followed the adapted framework created in chapter 3, not all 

findings fit into this framework, while other findings did. In turn, for this round of coding, I 
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began to make connections between my open codes and my original codes, resulting in an 

extensive list of variables found to have contributed to these youth’s connection or lack of 

connection to their cultural identity. These variables were then organized under larger themes 

that would fit into the systems of what will now become the new conceptual framework 

developed from the findings of this research. Creswell (2007) notes that this stage also included 

looking for the quotes in the transcribed interviews that supported the recurring themes from the 

interview data. Throughout the process it was important to remember that this was an 

interpretive process that necessarily involves creativity and subjectivity (Given, 2008). In 

addition, there were codes that were dominant in the findings that did not fit into the framework 

but were significant enough to include in the reporting of the data. Therefore, the researcher 

found that it was imperative to redesign the framework once again to reflect the findings in the 

study. 
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Figure 3. Flow chart representing the process used for data analysis in this study. 

 

The findings are divided into two major sections based on the research questions for this 

study. The first section will address the findings that highlight the factors that were found to 

contribute to the youth’s cultural identity formation, which pertain to research question one. The 

second section will focus on the self and the factors that influence the way in which these youth 

perceive their own identity, which will focus on research question two. Notably, using the 

findings, I adapted the conceptual framework in this chapter in order to include the factors and 

variables that are salient within the data. 

Redesigning the Conceptual Framework 

The adapted conceptual framework for this research, shared in the methodology section, 

is constructed from the current literature on Arab American youth. The findings for this research 
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indicated that the conceptual framework needed to be edited and readapted once again to fit the 

current context of Arab American youth in America due to the fact that new variables are found 

and existing variables are not present in the data (see figure 4). For example, the findings 

highlight the significant impact that language has on Arab American youth and the role it plays 

in cultural identity formation. While this is true for this study, this was not in the adapted 

framework in chapter 3 because it was not salient in the literature. 

Next, in order to answer the second research question for this study, “In what ways do 

Arab American youth's attitudes and perceptions of their own cultural identity contribute to 

overall identity formation?” it is important to examine the participant’s responses to how they 

perceive themselves, as well as their internal struggles and triumphs with identity development. 

Therefore, the newly adapted conceptual framework includes, at the core of this model, variables 

that contribute to Arab American youth’s perception of self.  

To add, Brofenbrenner’s model entails all systems of the model cannot be defined 

without referencing the other, highlighting how they all intertwine (Paat, 2013). In other words, 

the multiple variables at play when it comes to cultural identity formation are influenced by 

different systems in different ways, all working together to help shape the cultural identity of an 

Arab American youth. These variables play a role in the way the youth interact with and react to 

the other variables found in the different parts of the system. The data presented in this chapter 

highlights each of these variables found and how they influence these youth. It is also important 

to note that while some variables may seem as though are in two different systems, this is 

purposeful. Through the interviews, these variables are found to play a role in different ways and 

in different contexts. For example, religion plays a role within the family system since it is part 

of the Arab traditions that the participants share during the interviews. With that said, it also 
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plays a role in the society system whereby it connects to the religious communities that the 

participants are a part of. Also noteworthy is that some variables are discussed in this chapter as 

findings, but these are not included as part of the main framework model because they are not 

dominant codes. Below, figure 4 represents the adapted framework based on the findings in this 

chapter. 

 

Figure 4. Adapted conceptual framework. 

 



 

58 
 

Data Analysis 

Profile of Participants 

 This study focuses on adolescent Arab Americans because cultural identity is an 

important aspect of adolescents’ developmental experiences. It is related to their psychological 

well-being, academic achievement and psychological adjustment. Notably, we know little about 

the factors that influence the development of adolescents’ cultural identities, which highlights the 

need for this study (Umana Taylor et al., 2006). The participant population includes seven Arab 

American youth, 17-21 years old, who are attending secondary or post-secondary school in the 

U.S. Youth that attend Arabic or Islamic school full time are excluded from this population. This 

is because this study aims to understand how Arab American youth are impacted by the 

traditional K-higher education system in the U.S. The participants come from Christian, Catholic 

Orthodox or Muslim religious backgrounds. Participants reside in various cities across California 

and Texas. While some still live with both parents because they are still in high school, others 

live on campus housing at their current university, away from home. Furthermore, all indicated 

having at least one sibling. Although all participants were identified by members of the Arab 

community as youth that have a strong connection to their Arab cultural identity, they 

represented a variety of perspectives and experiences of Arab American youth residing in the 

U.S. Parents of all participants immigrated to America and most have retained a strong affiliation 

to their country of origin and its culture, regardless of the number of years they have lived in the 

United States.  It is important to outline the profile of these participants to allow the reader to 

understand the contexts in which these youth belong to and the diversity of this sample. This 

includes their educational background, religious affiliation as well as the way they identify 

culturally. 
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Educational Background of Participants 

While all participants attend school in the U.S., three out of the seven attended a religious 

school at one point in their life. In addition, three out of the seven attended a private school for 

the majority of their K-12 education, while the rest attended public schools. Out of the seven 

participants, two participants also added that they attended either an Arabic school or an Arabic/ 

religious affiliated school in addition to their regular school. Of the remaining five, one took 

Arabic classes through her public middle school, one attended a religion affiliated school. The 

participants’ religious affiliations are also part of this profile. 

Religious Affiliation 

The participants indicated three different religious affiliations. Four of the seven 

participants were Muslim, two of those four were males and two were females. One of the 

participants was Egyptian Orthodox and the other two identified as Christian. It is important to 

note that although religion was not an integral part of the original framework, it was at the 

forefront of many of the discussions with the participants. These participants also respond in 

different ways when asked about their cultural identification. 

Cultural Identification of Participants 

Patterns of racial identification among Arab Americans may signify the extent to which 

they believe themselves to be part of the dominant U.S. society or, conversely, identify with 

other minority groups (Ajrouch & Jamal, 2007). When asked how they identify themselves 

culturally, the participants' responses slightly varied. Four out of seven of the participants used 

their Arab identity to culturally identify – be it Arab or more specifically the country they are 

originally from. The other three added “American” to their cultural identity in addition to 

identifying as Arab. 
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Table 3. A breakdown of the profile of the participants 

 

Pseudonym Gender Age Country of  

Origin 

Religious 

Affiliation 

Type of School Attended Cultural 

Identification 

Dania F 19 Syria Muslim • Arabic Saturday school 

• White Catholic all-girls 

school 

• Private university 

Syrian 

Isabelle F 17 Lebanon Christian • Private international school Lebanese 

Mariam F 17 Egypt Coptic 

Orthodox 
• Public schools 

• Arabic/religious school 

through church 

Egyptian 

American 

Lama F 17 Lebanon/ 

Palestine 

Muslim • Public schools Middle 

Eastern-Arab 

Ziad M 19 Palestine Muslim • Public schools 

• Arabic/Islamic school on 
weekends 

• Private university 

Arab American 

Abdelqader M 19 Syria Muslim • Public schools Syrian 

American 

Marwan M 21 Lebanon Christian • Private Christian schools 

• Private university 

Arab 

 

Factors that Contribute to Cultural Identity: The Family System 

The first sphere outside of the self in the conceptual framework is the family system. In 

Bronfenbrenner’s original framework, he posits that this system, which he labels the 

microsystem in his original model, denotes the relations between Arab American youth and their 

immediate surroundings. This system encompasses their intimate contacts in which they have 

interpersonal connections, family members, and special events or settings that often serve as 

their point of reference (Bronfenbrenner, 1977).   Findings produced several new variables into 

the framework and confirmed the presence of ones from the adapted framework used in the 

methodology. These variables are a representation of the participants’ day to day reality and 

immediate socialization as Arabs in America from a young age and throughout their adolescent 
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years. It is in this sphere that we are introduced to how these youth come to form their Arab 

identity from a young age and how their family plays a role in this development. Specifically, the 

participants discuss the impact that the three factors of parents, Arab traditions in their household 

and their religion play in their cultural identity formation. Moreover, these three factors include 

variables that can be thought of as tools used to aid the process of cultural identity development. 

For example, the findings will address how parents used the Arabic language to help their 

children connect to their Arab identity.  Through the analysis of this system, this study is able to 

address the first research question: In what ways do factors outside of the Arab American youth 

self contribute to their cultural identity formation? Naturally, this begins by looking at the most 

influential factor in an Arab American youth’s cultural identity - their parents. The first assertion 

that can be made is that parents play the most influential role in the development of Arab 

American youth’s cultural identity formation.  

Parents 

 The family is a social institution that provides a foundation in which children learn how 

to navigate and fit into the society. Parents are the biggest part of the most intimate microsystem 

for children of immigrants (Paat, 2013). Furthermore, the constructed environment in which 

children develop is partially made up of cultural belief systems that inform parenting practices 

which organize the daily routines of these youth’s lives (Super & Harkness, 2002). All 

participants in this study attribute either some or most of their cultural identity formation to their 

parents and the way in which they were raised by them. The environment that these parents set 

up for their children enable them to find ways to connect to their culture. This can consequently 

serve one of the largest stakeholders for which this research is aimed at helping, the parents of 

Arab American youth. The findings indicate that this was highlighted through different variables 
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including: language, storytelling, and sacrifice. The next assertion made regarding the sub-theme 

of language, falling under the parent factor in the family system, is that it is the most impactful 

contributor to the development of a child’s Arab identity. 

Language. Findings reveal that the first and most influential way that parents connect 

their children to their culture is through the Arabic language. Arabic was, and still is, a symbol of 

Arabs’ pride, culture, and ethnicity (Ayoubi, 2004). In fact, the Arab American community is 

brought together by its unique culture and rich history. Specifically, Ayouby (2004) states that 

Arabic is not only the Arab American community’s “religious link but also a vehicle for the 

preservation of a sense of a particularistic identity, especially among the young, who would be 

its learners” (p. 226). In other words, language helps Arab American not only connect to their 

culture, but feel like they are part of the community effort to ensure that their culture is preserved 

in the United States. 

The Arabic language is mentioned 21 times during the interviews, making it the code 

with the highest frequency. Within these 21 occurrences, participants discuss the importance of 

language using different contexts. This includes speaking in Arabic, in addition to the ability to 

read and write in Arabic. While some participants talked about their parents teaching them 

Arabic and speaking to them in Arabic at a young age, others pointed out that if it was not for 

their parents emphasizing the importance of the language, they would not know how to speak it 

today, nor would they be able to retain it. In other words, a number of these 21 occurrences 

connect back to the parent’s vital role in this variable. The first way they do this is by 

introducing Arabic into the home at an early age.  

Early introduction to Arabic. For many of these youth, Arabic is the language they 

learn to speak at home before English because of their parents’ purposeful use of the language as 
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a form of communication from a young age. The parents feel that introducing their children to 

Arabic before English will help them retain their mother tongue. Ziad shares that Arabic is his 

first language because his parents worked a lot and therefore his grandparents took care of him 

when he was younger. Because his grandparents only feel comfortable speaking to him in their 

language, he learned Arabic, not English, before entering Kindergarten.   

In the same fashion, Isabelle reasons that not only did her parents teaching her Arabic at 

an early age help her acquire the language, but so did hearing them communicate with each other 

regularly in the language. She outlines that hearing them speak in Arabic sparks her curiosity, 

pushing her to ask them questions. “I always ask them like, ‘what’s that word in Arabic?’ or 

‘what does that mean?’” she explains further, adding that this aided in her building what she 

defines as a “baseline vocabulary.” And for some youth, their parents are content with “at least 

that”, acknowledging the struggles that come with trying to teach and learn Arabic in a country 

where everyone around you speaks English. 

Challenges of speaking Arabic. Notably, this does not occur without any challenges. At 

times, the parents of the participants find it difficult to enforce Arabic at home because everyone 

around them speaks in English. “It is just easier,” many of the participants admit. However, the 

parents are adamant on making sure their children at least know how to speak and understand the 

language, rather than be proficient at reading and writing. Dania said that as she gets older, her 

parents are not as concerned with her speaking only Arabic in the house like they were when she 

was younger. She specifies that growing up, her parents made it a point that she speaks and be 

spoken to in mostly Arabic in order to get exposed to the language. This changes with age once 

they secured her ability to understand and speak Arabic she said they “chilled on me” and were 

not about it anymore. In other words, although her parents prefer her speaking back to them in 
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Arabic as well, Dania’s parents are satisfied with her level of understanding of the language so 

that she “at least” has that connection to her Arab identity.  

Isabelle shares a similar experience with language in her household. She confesses that 

she wishes her parents sat her down and “forced” her to learn how to read and write” rather than 

only understand and speak the language. She posits that when she was finally able to learn how 

to read and write Arabic, she felt “empowered”. Therefore, Arabic classes appear as another 

variable that aids in the cultural development process for these youth. 

Arabic Classes. According to the Modern Language Association, enrollment in Arabic 

courses has more than tripled since 2002 (Goldberg, Looney, & Lusin, 2015). Moreover, Arabic 

is one of the fastest-growing foreign languages being taught throughout schools in the United 

States (Heldt, 2014). Although not all Arab American youth nor all these participants take Arabic 

classes, it is important to include the benefit that it has in helping these youth connect to being 

Arab and the Arab culture, linking back to the first research question. For some Arab families in 

America, it is a challenge to retain the Arabic language among their U.S. born generation 

children. In addition, the study of the Quran for Muslim families, Muslim and Christian Arabs 

look to private or weekend programs to teach their Arab American children the Arabic language 

(Samhan, 2001).  In the case of three out of the seven participants, being able to take Arabic 

classes also helped them build some of their cultural identity.  

In Ziad’s case, these Arabic classes are a place where many friendships were formed with 

other Arab American youth in his community, in turn helping him feel more connected to being 

Arab.  

Whereas Isabelle testifies not only to how much her language skills grew because of her 

Arabic classes, but so did her knowledge about her own culture. She remarks that being in an 
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Arabic classroom with a teacher that spoke her language helps her feel connected to her culture 

in different ways. First, she develops confidence to be able to communicate in Arabic with her 

family members abroad who are not proficient in English. Second, it helps her gain an 

understanding of the Arabic Arts and how they add to her culture.  For example, learning Arabic 

in her classes helps Isabelle understand the lyrics in Arabic songs that her father would play in 

the car - which she grew to love. It also helps her better grasp the meaning behind Arabic poetry, 

which she always enjoys, when she understands how to decipher it. 

Coupled with learning Arabic and about the Arabic culture from Arabic classes, these 

participants illuminate how they learned about culture from the stories their parents told them. 

This highlights the next sub theme under parents, which is storytelling. The researcher asserts 

that storytelling is another variable under the parental factor in the family system of the 

conceptual framework that allows Arab American youth to understand where they came from 

and what it means to be Arab. 

Storytelling. Storytelling has been used for thousands of years to teach people about 

history, the ways of the world, and of course, to introduce culture (Huisman, (2014). This 

method is used by parents of these participants to help them relate and connect to their Arab 

heritage. Stories about their family history are the essence of Arab culture and allow these 

participants to better understand where they came from and how it connects back to their 

individual cultural identity. This code is found in the microsystem of family because it alludes to 

the immediate connections these participants have on a daily basis to their culture.  

Abdelqader explains that when these youth are born in the United States, their country of origin 

is foreign to them. For him, the only way he is able to connect this country is through the stories 

his parents share about, in his case, Syria. The stories are a reminder that although he was born in 
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the United States, he is not only American, but also Syrian. Furthermore, the stories help him 

develop a sense of pride about being Arab in America. He shares how this happens: 

Well, usually they're like good stories [by his parents] like historical events... so 

like it will make you kind of feel proud by your culture... like maybe like when 

the Syrians gained independence from France… So, like, you also feel like you 

identify...since your parents were born there. So, like you're originally from like... 

even though you live in America and you were born in America, you still feel like 

you identify with Syria because your parents are like ...your ancestors are 

descended from there. So like, when you hear all these stories, you're like, oh, like 

I'm the first person in America but my ancestors went through all this history over 

there. So like, and you carry on that generation that they started over there. 

 

And it does not stop there. He continues to affirm that his parents always teach him and 

his siblings how to do things by explaining how they did it when they lived in Syria. He adds that 

they do this while “they try to speak Arabic with us at home - like a mix of Arabic and English - 

so that like we don't forget, like the Arabic part. They always make like Syrian food and remind 

us ‘Oh yeah, our parents used to make us this’.” 

As can be seen, parents use these stories to add to their children’s knowledge on their 

Arab culture. They answer questions their children have about what it means to be an Arab and 

the cultural significance of traditions and norms. These answers help these youth connect with 

their Arab identity.  

 By the same token, these stories are used to educate the youth on the history of the region 

so that they better understand their cultural roots and the reasons behind some of the global 

conflicts connected with the region. Lama declares: 

I'm talking about like the Palestinian Israeli conflict. I didn't really know much 

and I felt like I really felt like, I don't want to say I felt like a phony because... I 

am not a phony, but like, I felt like I was definitely like... like I had, I was 

enlightened a little bit about like, the knowledge of what was going on exactly in 

the Middle East. So like, when that happened, I just kind of felt, like frustrated, 

because like, I should know these things, like right away and my sister she's like, 



 

67 
 

I'm, I'm updated. I like... I definitely update myself on the news, but like, I don't 

know, like the specifics of like, what was happening and so like, I can only give 

them [her peers] like a very vague, like summary, like what was happening. But 

like after that feeling, I didn't like it at all. So I would go, I went to my parents 

because they always knew what was going on...so I would get the real stories 

from them and they have become my main source of knowledge about the region. 

 

Despite being of diverse backgrounds, many Arab Americans have been highly 

influenced by events in the Middle East. Although they may not know the victims of the 

bloodshed in the region, they see themselves as victims of stereotypes by Americans despite their 

non-involvement in these events (Abudabbeh, 2005). Therefore, these stories are a key variable 

in understanding where they come from and how the world perceives them. In conjunction, 

parents take these opportunities as teachable moments to help their children understand what it 

means to be Arab in America today. 

Teachable moments. Parents of these youth acknowledge the challenges of being Arab 

American given the current global context of political turmoil in the Arab region and the 

backlash against Arabs in America. Therefore, they use storytelling as teachable moments – 

lessons about race, racism, microaggressions and how to overcome these challenges as an Arab 

American. 

  Ziad recognizes his parents’ efforts with this and ascertains that his parents “made me 

confident”. He hopes, “As a parent in the future...I want to sit down with my kids and I want to 

talk to them about racism and being controversial, just everything in general and just make them 

more aware like my parents did.”  

He reinforces how they taught him this. 

Well, like parents, Arab parents need to sit and talk to their kids about just racism 

in general. Like I... when I was getting bullied in school, my dad sat me down and 

told me there's going to be people in life that are going to bully you because you 

are Arab...people in life that are going to put you down, you just gotta get through 
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it. They're not ...they're not going to be there with you in the future. Your family 

is all that matters. So I feel like your parents have to play a role ... to play a big 

role... And just... just tell you to ignore everything... basically, all the hatred and 

all the racism. I feel like if they didn't do that, I would have been very, very 

sensitive. I would have taken everything to heart. All those comments that were 

coming out at me. 

 

 In the long run, Ziad acknowledges his parents' efforts with storytelling and how it helped 

him become a stronger, more confident individual. This individual not only overcomes the 

challenges thrown at him, but he also learns what it means to be Arab through his parents’ help. 

Ultimately, these stories link back to Arab traditions, lessons about Arab history and family 

values. One of these values shared considers the importance of the sacrifices parents of Arab 

youth make to give their children a better life. Therefore, the next assertion made regarding the 

impact of parents on cultural identity formation is that parent sacrifice makes Arab American 

youth feel a sense of pride and appreciation about their culture.  

Sacrifice. While research on the concept of sacrifice in a family context is scarce, it has 

been broadly defined in contemporary religious families as connecting back to tangible sacrifices 

such as safety, social comfort, convenience and relationships among other factors (Impett, Gable 

& Peplau, 2005).  These variables are all at play when describing the way Arab American 

parents have sacrificed for their children, especially those that immigrated to American from 

their country of origin.  

In addition to ensuring that they learned the Arabic language, participants recognize that 

their parents had made many “sacrifices” in order for them to have a better life. In some cases, 

the fact that their parents immigrated to the U.S. from their home countries represents sacrifice 

for these youth. They recognize that their parents leaving their homes for a better future for their 

children, both academically and economically, is one form of sacrifice common in their culture. 

This ties back to the family system and the factors within that system that help these youth 
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develop the different parts of their Arab identity. This is because these youth acknowledge that 

the act of sacrifice is part of their cultural norms. In other words, being Arab also means doing 

what is best for the people you love. Understanding this offers them a feeling of pride in being 

Arab. 

Mariam shares a perfect example of this when she tells us about her parents immigrating 

to the United States from Egypt.  She said, ”It's like, the fact that our culture really prides itself 

on sacrifice. So, like my parents sacrificing everything and anything for us to be able to have a 

better future. So, we're told to sacrifice anything and everything to give ourselves and our future 

families a better future. So, I think sacrifice… sacrifice is a really big thing that ties into our 

culture.” 

By the same token, Ziad indicates that it was his grandparents that sacrificed their life in 

the Middle East and moved to the United States to give his parents a better life. He explains how 

appreciative he is of this sacrifice and that it was something that he also takes pride in as an Arab 

living in America.  

In Marwan’s case, his mother was home with him when he was born and dedicated the 

time to teach him about his culture. Marwan identifies this as a sacrifice she made in order to 

help him gain a stronger sense of his cultural identity.  

Other participants connect the idea of sacrifice and culture to their parents’ level of 

acculturation, mentioning that their parents have come to feel close to their American identity 

despite sacrificing life in their home country. Their sacrifice to move away from the Middle East 

and make a better life for themselves and their children makes them feel appreciative of their 

opportunity rather than as outsiders. In conjunction with discussing how in some ways their 

family has assimilated, participants also discussed how they have maintained their Arab culture. 
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The next theme describes another significant factor in Arab American youth cultural identity 

development under the family system, which is Arab traditions. The researcher asserts that Arab 

traditions help youth feel connected to their country of origin, therefore developing a stronger 

sense of their cultural identity.  

Arab Traditions 

Because the Arab region is so diverse, the traditions that come from that region are 

plentiful and different for youth from different Arab countries. Arab household norms and 

traditions are part of the microsystem directly linked to the Arab American youth’s self-identity. 

These traditions also help answer the first research question surrounding factors that contribute 

to the formation of an Arab American identity. This is because through the practice of these 

traditions that Arab families have in their household, the youth are able to get exposure to the 

Arab culture in different ways. These ways become part of their normal day to day activities, as 

well as traditions they keep and pass down to their own children. 

Although this code is not prominent in the literature, all participants highlight how their 

parents found ways to instill Arab traditions in the household to highlight cultural norms. In fact, 

this code comes up ten times during the interviews. The participants first share that they are 

unsure if the traditions they connected with being Arab were necessarily cultural or religious, 

highlighting the strong link between the two. This will be discussed further as a separate theme, 

also under the family system. Besides religious traditions, the participants talk about the ways 

that their parents bring the Arab world into their home, which include azimeh’s, food, and visits 

to their country of origin. The first assertion made under the factor and theme of Arab traditions 

is that azimeh’s give Arab American youth a sense of Arab community that helps them connect 

with their culture. 
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Azimeh. It means a social gathering of family and/or friends in Arabic. For people that 

understand Arabic and/or are of Arab background, this is a very familiar term. To Arabs, an 

azimeh is not only a social gathering, but a symbol of a community and unity. An azimeh can 

include only one person invited into an Arab household or dozens of people. It is a tradition that 

highlights the Arab value of being a good host, being generous to others and opening their home 

to family and friends to gather (Al-Krenawi & Jackson, 2014). 

This particular word is used in Arabic by three out of the seven participants when 

describing traditions that help them feel connected to their cultural identity. For example, 

Abdelqader associates this with family traditions, “It's like, like when there's Ramadan or Eid or 

I we have like, are like, every night like I our family eats dinner together like we go to a azimeh 

and we eat dinner there.”  

For Isabelle, this is connected to dinner parties that her parents have in order to gather 

other Arabs around them. She asserts that these azimeh’s helped her family form their own social 

group - in this case linked to their church. She adds that these festive gatherings always make her 

feel like she has a “little Lebanon in America.” 

Similar to Isabelle, Marwan also used the term to describe his parents’ purposeful 

gathering of other Arabs in order to create a social network connecting them through culture. 

Considering Arabs are a high context culture, this aligns with their need to emphasize the 

collective rather than the individual (Al-Krenawi & Jackson, 2014). This is shown through 

Marwan’s depiction of what an azimeh looks like in his household:  

…there's always stuff going on. We always had events like a azimeh. I think my 

parents, like, made our own kind of an extension of, you know, like the village 

my mom grew up in to where like we always had people over whether it was for 

coffee or dinner, or like, always had big parties. I mean, just since this past 

Christmas Eve, we've had like five large gatherings at our house and my mom has 

cooked for every single one of them. It's like overwhelming at times, but that is 
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the environment I grew up in. It's weird to hear like, when my other friends like, 

don't do that. Because I mean, I have distinct memories of being in middle school 

and coming home, and like looking in the backyard and there'd be like a goat tied 

to our tree in the backyard and I would be like ‘what's going on?’ And my dad's 

like, ‘Oh, yeah, like we're having people over on Sunday. So I got a goat’ - like to 

that extent. And that was like... very common in my household…. this like, 

communal... Yeah, this communal aspect. Hospitality was super important. 

 

These findings about Arab traditions serve as the variables within the family system 

framework that help connect these youth to their cultural identity. With that said, an important 

aspect of almost every Arab azimeh the food that is served. Therefore, the next assertion made 

under Arab traditions is that food is a variable that helps Arab American youth connect to their 

culture and connect with others about their culture. 

Food. Food in the Arab culture goes beyond something you consume to nourish your 

body. What they eat, how they acquire it, who prepares it, who’s at the table eating it and other 

norms around food are all part of the rich cultural links between food and being Arab. Therefore, 

this code is yet another factor within the family system that is highly visible in the interviews and 

helps answer the research question seeking factors that connect the youth to their Arab cultural 

identity. In fact, all participants mention Arabic food at least once during their interview. Arabic 

food is both a way to connect them to their Arab identity at home and a way to connect with 

others. Notably, many of these traditions are closely linked to religion, tying religion, food and 

culture together. 

One of the first ways food is connected to culture is through the desire the Arab 

American youth have to retain the recipes of these Arabic dishes from one generation to the next. 

To illustrate, Isabelle, Marwan and Lama all share their love for their mother’s home cooked 

Arabic meals. Specifically, Isabelle tries hard to learn how to cook Arabic dishes from her 

mother “in order to pass that down to my own children.” For her, the food was part of the 
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traditions that parents should pass down to their children in order to keep the Arabic culture alive 

in their homes. 

  Furthermore, participants make close links between food and feeling like they are 

“home”. In this context, home is their country of origin. We can extrapolate that this is a way for 

them to feel connected to their ethnic background. Dania asserts that food connects back to a 

sense of community she feels when thinking about her Arab identity. She adds that traditionally 

Arabs like to eat together and so food helps them gather and share their culture.  

On the other hand, while identifying home connections with food are important, so are 

the connections the participants make to Arabic food and school. In other words, there seems to 

be a dichotomy between what Arabic food symbolizes at home and how it is perceived at school. 

Dania shares her experience:  

It's funny because I actually last semester, I wrote an essay on this. I had to talk 

about something like a cultural barrier or something like that, and I wrote mine on 

how when I was younger, I would bring these like Labneh and like mint 

sandwiches to school, you know. And, like my White friends would be like, like, 

‘what are you eating? Like, is that bird poop or something?’ And I'd be like, ‘no, 

again, that's just like what we eat and my culture’. So, growing up, it was like, it 

was like something… kind of a divide when I got to school, but it was like my 

comfort when I got home. 

 

Although Arabic food has a positive connotation at home, it can have a negative one at 

school because of the ways non-Arab peers may react to it. This brings forward the notion that 

while some variables in the framework help peers connect to their Arab identity, they may also 

potentially cause distress.  

     Although Marwan experiences the same struggle as Dania at school, he perceives this as 

something that “got better with time”. As he got older, his peers began to become more 

interested in his culture and were curious to try his food rather than dismiss it because it was 
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different. He thinks food is a great way to connect with people from different cultures and 

introduce them to Arab culture in a positive manner: 

I think food is always a good way to get like your foot in the door when sharing 

culture, especially Arab culture and identity. I still remember there being a 

transition from like, when I was young, I would my mom would pack me like, 

you know, leftovers of like grape leaves or whatever. And I remember people 

like... make fun of like, no one really knew what it was. And then I remember 

there being a transition somewhere in between middle and high school where 

people started to like try it actually, like really liked it. And then like people were 

always like, begging me to like bring extra food or like, asking me for food at 

lunch. 

 

As mentioned earlier, the concatenation of food and religion is also evident in the 

findings. Arabic food is part of religious traditions and holidays for Arab Americans. In 

Abdelqader’s case, this is the Muslim holiday of Eid. For him, waking up on Eid morning to his 

father’s traditional “"foul" with cumin and salt.” took him away to Syria, where his father grew 

up. He paints a picture of Eid mornings at his house, where the table is full of Syrian food and 

dessert, helping him feel very connected to being Arab. Abdelqader’s Eid memory, making him 

nostalgic about being in Syria, connects to the other participants’ discussions regarding their 

home countries and how important their connections are to these countries. Hence, the next 

assertion related to the theme of Arab traditions relays that opportunities to visit their home 

country allow these youth to further explore their Arab roots, further connecting them to their 

cultural identity.  

Visiting country of origin. Not all participants in this study originate from the same 

Arab country. Although the specific country of origin is not a factor in the conceptual 

framework, visits to these countries is. Notably, not all participants shared that they visit their 

home country, which could be due to a variety of reasons. Although the ability to travel to these 

countries implies a certain level of socioeconomic status, we cannot assume that the reason some 
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participants did not visit their country of origin is connected to this factor. This is because this is 

not discussed during the interviews in one way or another. Therefore, although this variable was 

only mentioned by three out of the seven participants, it still stands as an important one to 

consider for families looking to help their children connect to their home country, or in the case 

of this study, their Arab cultural identity.  

With this in mind, the three participants describing these visits to their country of origin 

all indicate the positive impact this had on their cultural identity formation. These visits during 

the summer not only allow youth to be introduced to their family outside of the United States, 

but they get to be exposed to the origins of the traditions they practice at home. Each of them 

describes how it helps them feel more connected to their culture and have a deeper understanding 

of their ethnic background. Dania shares: 

So when I was younger, I would go to Syria every summer before 2011. Um, so, 

community for me was just kind of being in Syria at least. I mean, I guess the 

definition changed when I got older. But up until the time I was like 9 or 10, 

community was like Syria... was being with my family was... being in the country. 

And I think also that was like, again, that idea with the language that I grew up 

with it was like, I was highly surrounded by Arabic. I would go every summer…. 

that's all I would speak. It's all my family would speak to me. That really was my 

sense of community growing up, not going to see it any more kind of - you kind 

of lose it a little bit. 

 

And now that it is more difficult to visit Syria, Dania tries to find that connection in other 

places like school clubs, which we will discuss later in this chapter in the section on the school 

system.  Abdelqader also traveled to Syria in the summers before the political unrest began in the 

country. According to him: 

...before the situation in Syria was dangerous we used to travel there for like two 

weeks in the summer. So I guess that like helped in a way... just like it ...made me 

better understand the culture…. like see how, like where I'm from and like made 

me more proud to be Syrian. Like when I like..  see like... all the good food and 
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stuff like that just like, I would see all my cousins and like some of my cousins 

are there and like my grandparents, so like I guess I'd be like ‘oh this is where like 

my family originated’ or like ‘I also have family here so I guess I should represent 

myself as like also Syrian’. Like, that helped me partially like identify. 

 

For Isabelle, the trips back were to her mother’s home country of Lebanon. She confesses 

that it is her mother’s side of the family that helps her connect most with her Arab identity 

because most of them live in Lebanon, where her cultural identity “stems from”. She said that 

having them there and being able to visit them every summer gave her a “home base”. She made 

friends there when she was younger and has built a “network of connections” that makes her 

very excited to go back every year. “They are the best, I love them,” she describes these trips. 

This suggests that Isabelle yearns to form and keep tangible connections to her culture. The fact 

that she gets excited to visit highlights her eagerness to be open to the Arab culture and therefore 

make deeper and more meaningful connections to that part of her identity. 

Connections to countries of origin were also discussed in the context of religion. Several 

of the examples the participants gave about their trips to their home country brought in examples 

of religious traditions that naturally mixed with their cultural traditions. Due to the fact that these 

links were made 13 times during the interviews, the researcher asserts that religion is one of the 

main variables in the family system which influences cultural identity.  

Religion 

 The intention of this research was to focus solely on cultural identity and purposefully 

shy away from religious identity. This was because this study sought to look at factors that 

positively impacted the development of being an Arab rather than being a Muslim or a Christian. 

In addition, while there is some research on being Arab Muslim American in the United States, 

there is a gap in literature solely focused on Arab Americans of all religious backgrounds. With 

that said, although factors surrounding religion are valuable in understanding identity in Arab 
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American youth, this study wanted to particularly look at culture as a separate entity to 

understand its nuances in how these youth develop their overall identity. However, it was clear 

that for all of the participants that religion and culture are deeply intertwined. This is because for 

many groups, culturally valued behaviors are grounded in religious affiliations and beliefs 

(Cristillo, 2008). In fact, during the interviews, every participant mixed examples of culture with 

examples of religion at least once.  

 In order to understand the impact of these connections, we must first note that religion 

falls mostly in the family system within this framework. Most of the religious practices and 

values these youth share stem from what their parents and family teach them. Nevertheless, 

religion also appears later in this chapter in the society system, where we gain more 

understanding of how religious communities within the society these youth live in help them 

develop not only their religious identity, but their Arab one as well. 

 To begin with examples of how religion appears in the family system, Lama associates 

the values of Islam with Arab values - seeking knowledge through education, understanding the 

difference between right and wrong and morality, among others. She adds that for both culture 

and Islam, the main “meaning is, like you have to be the best version of yourself on this earth. 

The best moral version, you can be.” Therefore, this empowers Lama to embrace her culture and 

the way it shapes her to be a better person. 

Moreover, Mariam explains that being Coptic Orthodox is deeply ingrained in an 

Egyptian’s identity and that you could not have one without the other. “I think our religion prides 

itself on the aspect of us being Egyptian because Coptic means Egypt. So, my religion 

contributes to my Arab identity. Because it's like a constant reminder that we've kept our ties, 
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we've kept our beliefs from the beginning. And like, it's all traced back to home, which it is,” she 

explains. 

Although Mariam is Coptic Orthodox and Lama is Muslim, both highlighted that the 

values of their religion, especially the ones connected to morality - doing what is right - are the 

same values they have in the Arab culture. Mariam also connects this back to language. She said 

that in order to communicate with members of the church, it was important that she knows how 

to communicate in Arabic, as that is the official language of their church. Since her religion is 

important to her, Mariam makes learning Arabic and learning about her culture a priority. 

 Dania has similar thoughts regarding the intertwining of culture and religion. She claims 

that when she was younger, she did not know that a difference between the two existed, thinking 

they were one and the same. She recalls stories from when she used to visit Syria and her 

grandmother would highlight ways that showcased the “strictness” of religion in that area of the 

world. She said that it did not make sense to her at the time because she lived in America, where 

she did not see a difference between being Arab and Muslim. In a similar fashion, Dania adds 

how visiting the mosque as she was growing up also contributes to this: 

I think again, that brings in the sense of community because you go to the mosque 

and it is predominantly Arab. And then again, it brings an idea of the language 

because I would also go to the Sunday school like on top of the Saturday like 

grammar Arabic schools, or go to Sunday schools to learn the Quran. So, yeah, I 

think when I was younger, that religion was also instilled in me the way the 

language and the culture was. 

 

 These examples do not stop with the female participants but are also echoed by the male 

participants in this study, not to imply that gender plays a role in these responses. Ziad said that 

when he thinks about culture, he automatically thinks about religion as well, tying his Arab 

identity to his Muslim one. He shares that Ramadan is a prime example of this. Although this is a 
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religious time of year, he feels most connected to his Arab identity during the holy month 

because of the fact that his family constantly gathers with his extended Arab family and friends 

at this time. He adds that during Ramadan, “we are all together and nobody is judging me like 

when I am around my White friends.” Therefore, the more exposed he is to these factors, the 

more comfortable he feels about his Arab identity. 

 Notably, one of the strongest connectors between culture and religion is the Arabic 

language, mentioned by four different participants. These participants all said that they need to 

speak Arabic in order to practice their religion. In fact, the Arabic language is said to have a 

religious prestige because it is the language God chose to reveal the Quran to Muhammad, the 

Prophet of Islam. Quranic (Classical, or High) Arabic is the language of the mosque, media, and 

education (Suleiman, 1996). For example, Marwan stated that his mother taught him and his 

siblings to pray in Arabic from a young age. Similarly, Ziad said that he also only prayed in 

Arabic. He added that there are several religious ties to Arabic besides prayer, including 

gatherings at the mosque and reading the Quran.  

 Although many of these participants share that they attend a form of religious or Arabic 

school part time, all of them are enrolled in a public or private traditional high school or 

university. Therefore, the next system in the conceptual framework, encompassing the concentric 

circle right outside of the family system, is the school system.  

Factors that Contribute to Cultural Identity: The School System 

 The second sphere, outside of the family system, is the school system. Scholars argue that 

it is critical to determine the influence of broader environmental contexts, beyond the family, in 

which adolescents’ lives are embedded, such as their schools (Umana-Taylor et al., 2006). In 

1977, Bronfenbrenner further developed his theory into a complex theory of systems 
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interdependent on one another (Velez-Agosto et al., 2017). In his model, schools fall under the 

same system as the parents, the microsystem (Ajrouch et al., 2016). He posits that interactions in 

school and with peers represent another key aspect of identity development within the 

framework. Similarly, in this study, the school is placed in the second layer of the microsystem 

in the adapted model, but moved to a concentric sphere outside the family sphere in the model. 

This is because it is clear that the family system has the most significant impact on these youth’s 

cultural identity formation when compared to the other systems in the model and needs to be 

placed in its own sphere.  

With this in mind, the findings clearly connect the family system to the school system, 

where both are intertwined.  They reveal that the school environment has both a positive and 

negative impact on these participants’ cultural identity formation and the way that they perceived 

their own identity. Therefore, when analyzing the findings linked to the school system of the 

framework, we can further answer research question 1: In what ways do factors outside of the 

Arab American youth self contribute to their cultural identity formation?  

Each of the participants offer different examples regarding how factors and variables 

within the school system impacted their cultural identity formation. These factors include their 

peers, classroom climate and sense of belonging.  In addition, each of these factors, which serve 

as the themes for this section of the findings, include sub themes labeled as variables. The roles 

of these factors and variables are discussed, beginning with the most significant finding within 

this system, peer impact. The first assertion under the school system in the conceptual framework 

is that although peers can impact Arab American youth both positively and negatively, this can 

still lead to these youth connecting positively to their cultural identity. 
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Peer Impact 

 According to Tabbah et al. (2012), a person’s general self-concept is influenced by 

perceived social support from others, or the attitudes he or she believes that others hold about 

them, which for youth, includes their peers. One of the most vital factors within the school 

system of the conceptual framework is the impact peers had on Arab American youth. Markedly, 

the peers that come up in the findings include both Arab peers and non-Arab peers, where the 

former group showcases a more significant impact on these participants.  

Arab American youth’s fellow Arab American peers influenced their cultural identity positively 

in more than one way. Keeping this in mind, participants emphasized that their peer relationships 

and the way in which they were perceived by their peers changed from elementary school, 

through middle school and into high school and their college years. For each of them, the older 

they got, the more accepting their peers were and the more they felt supported by them. 

Therefore, the researcher asserts that the more supported these youth feel by their peers, the more 

confident they grow to embrace their cultural identity.  

Supportive Peers. When it comes to discussing the school system, the most positive 

factor impacting Arab American youth is having fellow Arab peers. This code appeared 11 times 

in the data, indicating that having peers from similar ethnic backgrounds positively and 

significantly helps these participants develop their Arab identity. Abdelqader explained that 

whenever he meets fellow Arab peers, he feels an automatic connection to them based on their 

country of origin. Similarly, Mariam states that her Arab peers made her feel a sense of 

belonging. She explains:  

I think because I'm like having the ability to be surrounded with people that kind 

of feel like home. So, because school sometimes feels like a different world 

because you're so used to your Arab identity in your Arab culture at home, that 

having to do that switch up from eight to three every day where you have to put 
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on your whiteness, your white face, it's like difficult sometimes. So, I think 

having that community at school could help with that... I don't have to be, or I can 

be Arab at school. I can be with people that are the same as me that are taught the 

same as me. 

 

Likewise, Isabelle explains after moving to an international school in her city, she was 

able to meet more Arab American youth because of the larger population of these students in her 

school. Due to this, she shares that her “knowledge of culture and the connection” she felt 

“blossomed because of these avenues of having more Arab Americans around”. Having someone 

she can speak Arabic with or share experiences with helps connect to being Arab in a positive 

way.  

I think it's really useful to have other Arab American youth that are like… with 

you. So, you can like, like I have a friend named Chloe and she is Syrian. So 

often, like we just relate about random things like how much we miss our summer 

trips, or like a new song that she wanted to show me or something cool. We 

learned in Arabic class together... like having those little moments and having 

someone who really understands because they're your age and they kind of also 

grew up with that upbringing. I think it's super cool. 

 

Along that note, Mariam advises that it is important for schools to allow their Arab 

students to connect with each other. She includes that Arab clubs or organizations could help 

form that connection for them and allow them to feel a sense of belonging on campus with a 

group that identifies with them. Interestingly, she does not distinguish between the exposure of 

fellow Arab peers and supportive Arab peers. This may propose that once they meet other peers, 

these youth automatically feel a sense of support due to their cultural connections. Notably, these 

recommendations overlap with the recommendations made to school leadership in chapter 5 of 

this dissertation.  

An excellent example of this was highlighted in Dania’s experience. Her supportive peers 

are the ones she formed relationships with through the Middle Eastern Club she joined on her 
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school campus. She explains how they helped her turn the challenges of cultural identity 

development into a strength: 

When I was younger, I had to turn it [being discriminated against for her Arab 

background] from this negative into a positive. I'm sure at one point because I 

would get - I was definitely self-doubting or self-questioning and all these people 

are telling you something about your culture and you're also very impressionable. 

You don't really know what to believe. But I think kind of isolating myself a little 

bit and confiding in my parents also helping kind of regain that confidence in high 

school. In my high school, there wasn't, again, a really big Arab community, but 

all my friends, you know, I have a diverse group of friends so they were never, 

never said the kinds of things that people in my middle school would have said. 

And they, you know, they would encourage me to, to take charge of my own 

identity and my culture, my language. And they are always there, my Middle 

Eastern Club meetings, you know, they're always there to support me the way 

like, I didn't find that support in middle school. 

 

 Supportive peers were further discussed by Ziad who shared that anytime he met a fellow 

Arab he wanted to connect with them in some way. He attributes this to the fact that it is difficult 

for him to meet many Arabs in the city he lives in, so when he does, there is an instant 

connection. In turn, that helps him connect further with his own Arab identity because he has 

someone to share it with.  

 When Marwan was asked about how he felt supported by his peers, he recalls forms of 

microaggressions that he endured in his earlier school years. He takes a moment and reflects on 

how despite feeling confused and afraid to offer wrong answers during the time, he is now able 

to identify these situations for the microaggressions that they were.  

...growing up in this post 9/11 Era like...I came to the U.S., I think 2000 or 

2001…. So, this really, like identified my childhood with like the war with Iraq...I 

don't think anyone, even myself, really understood what was going on. But I think 

kids hear what is said on the news and hear what their parents say and might 

regurgitate that or take it out of context or, you know, understand something 

differently. So like, there were a lot of like, terrorist jokes that were made. Or, 

like, I mean, I recall one memory of being in the third grade, and one kid asked 
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me like, like, ‘do you like Iraqis?’ And there was like, no correct answer in my 

mind, because I was like, because they're talking about the Iraq war. And the 

question was, do you like Iraqis? And I was like, well, like, yeah, like I don't have 

anything against the Iraqis like, they aren't all bad. But like I can't say that 

because all these kids are like trashing Iraq right now and like even though they 

have no idea what's going on... so like, I, I still, like have that memory very 

vividly in my mind. So I think to that extent like it ...that influenced what I was 

talking about earlier in terms of identifying with being Arab or saying the word 

Arab still feels very like... strongly out of place for me. But on the flip side, like 

having those Arab American friends or peers, especially  -  this was many outside 

of the school context and to like church or family, friends or whatever -it was a bit 

reassuring to have that support group that I can relate to and and had similar 

experiences as me, so I definitely felt reassured in my identity and more eager to 

embrace it. 

 

Separately, Ziad explains that having non-Arab supportive peers is also important for 

allyship. He explains that these were the friends that always “had my back” when others would 

discriminate against his cultural background. Ziad adds that these friends often told him to be 

himself and to never allow others to judge him or make him feel ashamed of where he is from. In 

turn, this helped him draw closer to his Arab identity rather than shy away from it.  

The next assertion is made about how peers impact cultural identity formation and that 

misconceptions about their culture are used by youth as an opportunity to educate themselves 

about their culture and in turn be its representative voice.   

Misconceptions. Another way that peers impact Arab American youth’s cultural identity 

formation is through the misconceptions they have about this population. Due to the global 

unrest in the Arab region in the last few decades, as well as the spotlight on Arabs due to the 

aftermath of 9/11, there are a variety of misconceptions about who Arabs are and the values that 

they have (Shammas, 2017). In this context misconceptions specifically represent ignorance 

about Arabs by non-Arabs. For example, these participants share several cases where they 

continue to struggle with correcting the misconceptions that exist about Arabs in the world. 
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Many of these are connected to how the media portrays Arabs around the world and in turn 

allows for a false perception of the entire population. Although these types of depictions will be 

discussed under the society system, it is important to highlight that these also cross over into the 

school system, especially in regards to how these participants construed the perceptions of their 

peers. When faced with these stereotypes, the participants share a variety of emotions that come 

up, including anger, frustration and at times, shame. This section will cover the ways in which 

these misconceptions impact these youth’s cultural identity formation, while the latter section on 

self will further discuss how this impacts their perception of self.  

To begin with, participants explain that they are often asked questions by their peers 

about Arabs and the Arab culture. Lama adds that it is important for her to answer these 

questions as best as she can in order to correct the misconceptions “out there” about Arabs. She 

says that it feels like, “I'm explaining what my identity is or what my culture is so much that I've 

just become a very extroverted person, very social. Yeah, like, I'm always like, up to date with 

pop culture pop, like news sort of like, just in case  people have these questions because there's 

always questions.”  

Lama alludes that she needs to be knowledgeable about the region in order to be ready to 

answer questions by others. Moreover, she explains that this has given her the voice to be the 

first line of defense for Arabs that are stereotyped or discriminated against.  

Other misconceptions these youth constantly correct are those that are attributed to the 

false stereotypes about Arabs. Dania offers the example of Hollywood and the movie industry 

and how Arabs are constantly being portrayed in a negative manner. She attributes this to the fact 

that directors responsible for these probably never ask for input from Arabs in regards to how to 

accurately depict them in a role. 
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So, yeah, it was definitely tough growing up and seeing every single portrayal of 

an Arab just being a terrorist, and then also made me understand why maybe 

some of my, my fellow students thought the way they did ... if you grow up 

learning or seeing a certain thing, then it's kind of hard to change your perspective 

on it. And I'm sure some of them grew up in pretty conservative households. And 

Fox News doesn't have the best reputation for that either. So, again, especially 

when you're young and impressionable. Looking back, I can understand to an 

extent but I also thought about... It was important at the same time for me to be 

the person to step up and be like, that's not cool, rather than someone else who 

didn't share my identity, because it was important for them to hear from me 

understand what it meant to hear that as an Arab is a lot of people don't get that 

perspective. 

 

As a result, Dania does not remain silent when others misrepresent Arabs or share  

misconceptions. Rather, similar to Lama, she sees herself as the voice for correcting these  

misconceptions and standing up for her culture and people. In turn, this allows her to connect 

even closer to her Arab identity.  

  Another common misconception that both Isabelle and Marwan share is that all Arabs are 

Muslim. Contrary to common belief, roughly two-thirds of the Arab population identifies with 

one or more Christian sect, rather than Muslim (Samhan, 2001).  “I mean, like all my life and 

still to this day people still assume that I am Muslim... even like people I've gone to school with 

for 12 years. And like, I wear a cross and like people who know me pretty well like maybe since 

junior or senior year in high school that still ask me if I am Muslim,” Marwan expresses.  

Isabelle said that not only do her peers assume she is Muslim, but so do teachers. This is 

where this theme connects to the larger school system, highlighting that these factors all work 

together to impact the youth’s cultural identity, each in a different way - some positively and 

some negatively. The link to teachers leads to the next theme in this system, which is the 

classroom climate. Here we assert that the elements in a youth’s classroom, including their 
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teachers and curriculum, impact the development process of an Arab American youth’s cultural 

identity formation.  

Classroom Climate 

 Classroom climate is another factor under the school system in the conceptual framework 

that influences the way Arab American youth develop their cultural identity.  This variable is 

labeled classroom climate because it encompasses much more than just the influence that 

teachers have had on these participants. These participants are submerged in a climate that not 

only includes teachers that show a lack of interest and knowledge in who they were as Arabs, but 

also a curriculum that either vilifies them or makes them invisible. Most of the learning these 

participants did about their culture never came from their traditional American classrooms, but 

came from their homes or the Arabic and religion classes that their parents enrolled them in on 

weekends or after school. This is another reason why this sphere is placed after the family sphere 

in the conceptual framework, highlighting that although the school system impacts these youth, 

the family system is more significant.  Most of this section includes vivid stories by the 

participants that highlight their school experiences. It is important to keep this raw data as is and 

share these stories as the participants remembered them in order to give voice to the challenges 

they face. These stories offer the factors that we seek to find in the first research question for this 

study. Due to the fact that teachers are the navigators of the classroom, steering students towards 

or away from their cultural identity, we begin this section by discussing the impact teachers have 

on how these youth develop their Arab identity. The researcher asserts that in order for teachers 

to have a positive impact on these youth’s cultural identity formation, they need to allow their 

students to share their culture in their classroom as well as provide them with a platform that 

encourages them to use their Arab voice.  
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Teachers. The literature on Arab American students in the United States scarcely 

addresses the role of teachers in how these youth construct their cultural identity. Therefore, it 

was important to address this factor and how it impacts cultural identity development in these 

youth and how this fit into the school system of the conceptual framework. Most compelling is 

that teachers did not come up naturally in a lot of the conversations with the participants. When 

purposefully asked about their teachers and whether or not they impacted their cultural identity 

formation and how so, there was a mixture of responses by participants. These vary between 

teachers having no influence at all in the participants’ cultural identity formation, to some 

participants sharing stories of how their teachers either discriminate against them or help them 

share their culture with their peers – two extremes.  

In some cases, teachers openly stereotype, commit microaggressions or discriminate 

against the participants based on their Arab background. Mariam shares a powerful incident that 

her brother experienced in a classroom:  

When Osama bin Laden was killed one of the teachers decided it was a good idea 

to celebrate it, which I don't blame him for, but he told my brother that he should 

probably not be in class for this type of celebration…which was like…we were all 

in awe when it happened. And my brother had told us a few years later after it 

happened, because, of course, he was also in middle school, so it wasn't that big 

of a deal. And then we look back at it now, it's like this teacher was blatantly 

racist. And we didn't even realize how an incident like that happened. 

 

 Most striking is the fact that at the time of the incident, her brother did not react, nor did 

he report this to the school administration or his parents. Mariam reflects on this fact and 

postulates that this could be because these types of microaggressions and discriminatory acts are 

normalized for her and her Arab peers, therefore although it may have bothered him, he did not 

deem it serious enough to report.  
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Mariam’s own experience with one teacher also involved feeling discriminated against 

because of her Arab background. She said that her White teachers usually seated her in the back 

of the classroom with the rest of the “brown kids”. Although both of these examples are 

negative, Mariam shares them as positive factors in helping her connect with her Arab identity. 

The “more they push”, she asserts, the more she takes pride in her culture.  

Similarly, Ziad shares his own negative experience with a teacher:  

I think it was sixth grade and A teacher named Mr. Frank, you don't have to put 

that. If you don't want, I really don't care. You could put it in there. Uh, I feel like 

whenever we were in class and I was put in a situation, a bad situation with 

something, he would automatically take the other kid’s side because I was Arab. 

And yeah...So I mean, I'm a freshman in college right now, and that was sixth 

grade...and I still remember this. I even went home crying to my parents telling 

them about it. And there was no evidence to do anything about it. 

 

Both Ziad and Mariam remember the vivid details of incidents that happened years ago in  

their classroom. Not only does this highlight the impact these incidents had on these youth, but it  

also begs the question about how these youth are able to take these traumatizing incidents and 

turn them into assets, only making them feel more empowered in their own cultural identity. 

Other stories shared by the participants showcase the ignorance and lack of knowledge some of 

their teachers have when it comes to material they present in the classroom.  

My Spanish teacher showed a movie when I was in middle school where there is 

this one scene where it's basically like, obviously, it... it's this kid who has this 

atheist professor, and he's trying to convert him to Christianity. And there's this 

one scene where there's this like, this Arab Muslim girl who is in a room. She's 

listening to Christian rock or something. And her dad walks in, like, beats her up, 

throws her out of the room. And my Spanish teacher showed this movie in our 

Spanish class. And I remember afterwards, there's this girl in my class, who also 

along with the kids that would call me terrorist, she... she tried so hard, like for 

like, three years in middle school to convert me to Christianity. Yeah. She's a 

staunch Baptist who took every opportunity… And she really - what disappointed 

me the most was she really sees on the opportunity from the movie that my 

Spanish teacher showed us to try and like turn my culture and my religion against 
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me. And she was like, ‘look at your people, like look what they do. They beat 

their daughters when they try to convert or they... they're just violent people.’ And 

I again I was really disappointed with my teacher for showing that because I'm 

sure you know he's this 40-year-old man sure he understands what propaganda is 

or what kind of influence something like that would have on impressionable... we 

were like 13 years old... on impressionable kids. Um, so that was in the way that 

my high school was accommodating but my middle school wasn't in that they 

would prop things like that or my teachers would pop up things like that movie 

and allow kids to believe certain things like’ oh, like Arab Muslims or Muslims in 

general beat their daughters’ - which was really disappointing. 

 

Dania’s experience with this teacher not only made her feel let down by her teacher, but 

it also made her feel defenseless when she was attacked for her cultural background. Rather than 

making her feel shame about her Arab background, this incident makes Dania angry and 

frustrated because as she puts it “the teacher should have known better.”  Ziad, Mariam and 

Dania all share experiences where teachers discriminated against them but they felt as though 

they could not “fight back” because it was not something they could prove. Therefore, they just 

accepted it. Years later, they reflect on how that impacted them in a more significant way than 

they thought it would.  

It is important to note that there were, however, some cases where teachers helped the 

students, to an extent, share or take pride in their culture. Isabelle said that her Arabic teacher 

had a very positive impact on her cultural identity formation. She explains that the teacher often 

talked to the students about Arab traditions that Isabelle found fascinating, making her yearn to 

learn more about her culture. Marwan said that this has only been the case for some of his 

university professors in classes solely dedicated to Middle Eastern studies. Notably, this was an 

Arab teacher and a teacher in higher education that these youth mentioned in a positive manner.  

The other important variable in a classroom is the curriculum that students are presented with in 

a K-higher education setting. The researcher asserts that in order for Arab American youth to 
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constructively develop their cultural identity, the curriculum they learn from needs to portray 

more Arabs in a positive manner.  

Curriculum. Schools have a responsibility not only to battle racism on school grounds, 

but to ensure that all of their students are represented using an equitable lens (Pole, 2001). One 

of these ways is through the examination of how students are, or are not, represented in the 

curriculum used in the classrooms. Specifically, partial information or misinformation related to 

current and recent historical events that touch on Arabs coupled with minimal factual instruction 

about Arabs in the classroom not only lead to teachers inaccurately teaching about Arabs, but 

also to students stereotyping an entire culture (Ajrouch et al., 2012).  

Unfortunately, when examining this as a variable within the school system sphere in this 

framework, participants described the way they are portrayed in the curriculum at their schools 

as “little to none”. And the little was never positive. When they appeared in the curriculum, the 

participants shared that Arabs were portrayed as “the bad guys”. Usually this linked back to 

terrorism or war. Due to this, Abdelqader says that if someone went to public schools in America 

their entire life, it was difficult for them to make any kind of connection to their identity through 

their classroom environment.  

The most common response from the participants was that rarely did their history classes 

focus on the accomplishments of the Arab people throughout history. In fact, Lama said the only 

time she ever learned about anything connected to the Arab region was in 7th grade. By the same 

token, Emily explained that in her history class, the only time they mentioned the Arab 

population was related to these countries being conquered. She expresses her frustration over the 

fact that these textbooks group all Arab and Middle Eastern countries as one big group, not 

recognizing the unique nuances from every country and leaving it out of the American 
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classrooms. Furthermore, this did not allow her classmates to learn about this region accurately, 

creating more misconceptions for her to correct.  

The same thoughts were shared by Dania, who described most of her history classes 

during elementary and middle school as having a Eurocentric view. She admits, however, that in 

high school this problem somewhat improved. She said, “High School was such a, you know, 

you have more options of electives and things to take. I got more exposed to things like that, like, 

you know, like current events. Yeah, more of that had to do with the Middle East.” 

One way that Mariam shared she did benefit from the school curriculum was in the small ways 

that it allowed her to connect with her peers, Arab and non-Arab. She attributes this to her 

Egyptian background:  

I think rather than it helping me connect with my Arab identity, it connected me 

with my peers more because then when it comes up in our curriculum or when it 

comes up in our in the classroom it’s like, it's some sense of relief that like … 

we're learning about me or my people and my identity, and that it's important 

enough to be taught to them. And it's kind of like, ‘Oh my god, like you're 

Egyptian and we're learning about Egypt’. So it kind of gives... like, a sense of 

relief, but I don't know if it necessarily ties to how I feel about my Arab identity. I 

think that it can come with some pride that my country is being spoken about but I 

think more like relief with my peers. 

 

Therefore, when focusing on this variable in the framework, it is important to keep  

Mariam’s example in mind and to highlight the way that she felt when she felt like her peers 

were learning about who she is and her cultural background. Needless to say, inclusion within 

the curriculum introduces the next factor in the school system framework, which is these youth 

feeling a sense of belonging in their schools. The researcher asserts that when Arab American 

youth are able to feel a sense of belonging in school, they feel confident in sharing and exploring 

their own culture, therefore developing a closer connection with it.  
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Sense of Belonging. Although this variable may appear in the society system of the 

framework, it is most prominent in the school system due to the fact that it contributes to the 

students’ social well-being, health and educational outcomes (Pendergast, Allen, McGregor, & 

Ronksley-Pavia, 2018). Notwithstanding, having a sense of belonging at school offers a powerful 

source of resilience to strengthen students against their vulnerability to disengagement as well as 

other factors working against them. In the case of Arab American youth, these factors can 

include the struggles they face as the minority that tends to be pushed to the side or ignored. Two 

ways that these youth overcame these struggles and established a sense of belonging at school is 

through finding their voice (be it in their classroom or on their campus) and sharing their culture 

with their peers and teachers.  

There is a sense of uncertainty that was echoed by all participants regarding how they fit 

into their school. Abdelqader described it as not knowing if he belonged or not on his campus, no 

matter what grade he was in. 

..And like going into a public school like you don't know what to expect. There's 

like a lot of different people like you never met and like, everybody's from 

different cultures. You don't know how you're going to be treated or whatever. 

Maybe, I don't know. So just like because I'm Arab or like, just like t with their 

classmates and not being othered. But rather, most of them described it as feeling 

represented in their schools and in their classrooms. Two main codes appeared 

here: voice and the opportunity to share their culture. feeling like, I don't belong 

maybe. Or like, I don't ... not that I don't belong but like, I just don't know like, 

what... I don't know how I'm going to be treated or (pauses).....Since everybody is 

like, I mean it so... I don't know how... like how other people would take it, I 

guess. 

 

The way that the participants described having a sense of belonging at school was not just 

related to fitting in, but also having a voice that was heard by their peers and teachers. The 

researcher asserts that giving students a voice in the classroom makes them feel empowered and 

visible, therefore helping them connect positively to their cultural identity.  
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Voice. The concept of voice was discussed in two different ways during the interviews, 

both working as sub themes under the sphere of the school system. The first is the idea behind 

the participants feeling like they had to find their voice in order to be the positive spokesperson 

for all Arabs. Dania shared her thoughts about having a voice by explaining the importance of 

schools giving Arab American students a platform.  

I mean in a space where they give you... they give you the opportunity for your 

voice to be heard. But also to do so without any judgment. And I think that's the 

kind of platform that my high school gave me as opposed to my middle school. 

But my middle school definitely taught me not to turn...like having those 

situations with kids constantly calling you terrorists and whatever kind of teaches 

you to look on the bright side of things, where you learn to embrace...I learned to 

embrace my culture because of it. Um, instead of, you know, just take it. 

 

In the other context, participants described the feeling of not having a voice - their own 

voice or someone else being the voice to represent them as Arabs in America. Lama talks about 

feeling like she had to become an extrovert in order to learn how to become the representative 

voice for Arabs.  

...because we just get lost, kind of like there's... there's no, like a person, like 

speaking out for us. There's like no one for us to follow. There's no example to 

follow. You just kind of have to like, make your own mark, I guess. And that's 

why...it kind of goes back to being like an extrovert to teach people about things 

because otherwise people are just gonna, like, have like, huge misconceptions and 

I mean, we're not - they're not really educated in our culture. So, I mean, that's 

pretty unfair. 

 

Moreover, there were times where the participants felt silenced when they were being 

discriminated against, expressing emotions of frustration and helplessness. Dania reflects on her 

time as a middle school student, being picked on by her peers. She was called a terrorist multiple 

times and there were never any repercussions for the students that bullied her. She adds that her 

brothers struggled with the same type of bullying. Finally, after being silenced for too long, 

Dania and her parents had to report the incidents to the school administration and demand action 
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be taken. One thing that helped her overcome this in high school was joining Middle Eastern 

clubs, where she felt a sense of belonging.  

I guess just a platform to include a way of building your own community. So like 

with the clubs, in giving you the freedom to form your own community and also 

giving you the freedom to educate others about your community. I think also that 

was another thing that was so important about having clubs is that you kind of get 

rid of the stigma, I guess, of some other culture, or culture that a lot of people 

don't know anything about. Or maybe it may change their perceptions from the 

way Arabs are portrayed in the media, or anything like that. 

 

Dania’s suggestions call attention to the next assertion made, which is that allowing Arab 

American youth the opportunity to share their culture with their peers and teachers in order to 

educate others and to form a connection with their own identity.  

Sharing their Culture. By the same token, the participants discussed the idea of sharing 

their culture in different contexts when the school system came up. They agreed that being able 

to share aspects of their culture helped them feel a sense of pride in being Arab. Therefore, this 

variable closely helps answer the first research question, contributing to the array of factors that 

help Arab American youth positively develop their cultural identity.  

Specifically, several participants shared that they took part in school cultural days and 

events that allowed them to share their culture with their peers and teachers. These events, 

although occurring only once or a few times a year, allowed the participants to share different 

parts of their culture, which included food, dance, art and language, among other aspects. 

Isabelle, for example, got involved in this through her Arabic class. The class took on a project to 

write students’ names in Arabic calligraphy, which she said her peers found very “cool.” She 

also adds that she enjoyed sharing her perspective as an Arab American during class discussions.   

I think being Arab American gives me a really cool, like, sort of second culture 

perspective. Because like, I don't know, like, I get to have like, I kind of have a broader 

understanding of like, what the Middle East is like, and to be able to... like in class 
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discussions, I can't think of like a particular one. But in psychology class, for example, 

that one is cool because we get to relate it to cultures and understanding them. 

 

Additionally, school clubs, although not offered to all the participants, were also labeled 

as a positive way to connect to culture.  Dania was afforded the rare opportunity to be the 

President of the Middle Eastern Club at her school. Although it was made up of both Arab and 

non-Arab students, she found comfort in the sense of community that was built. 

... it was also finding that you got to extend your community to other people who 

don't know anything about it. So, it's like you're standing on the outside like trying 

to explain the community rather than like being a part of it. But that kind of just 

entailed like having a space with like Arabic food, like almost like the tabouleh, 

we just have like these potlucks. I would always start our meetings with 

something like Kahoot or like a Quizlet about, like traditional Arabic customs or 

food or whatever it may be. So it was sort of like... educational too. 

 

Correspondingly, any time their schools held a cultural or international day, the 

participants found a way to share a piece of their culture with their peers. This code, which 

appeared 11 times during these interviews, was mentioned by four out of the seven participants. 

Marwan said that anytime his school held a cultural event, his teachers would reach out to his 

parents and ask them for something related to the Middle East. Food, he said, was a great way to 

introduce others to the culture. He recalls having a Middle Eastern booth that he shared with 

some of his Arab peers for several years during high school. In the same fashion, Abdelqader 

shared stories of dressing up in cultural clothing in elementary school whenever there was a 

cultural day. He felt as though it was a day where he could represent where he came from.  

These opportunities, although rare during the school years, were also present in these youth’s 

lives outside of the school environment on a more macro, social sphere. Moving from the micro 

to the macro, the findings will not reveal how the social system appears and plays a role in the 

conceptual framework of this study.  
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Factors that Contribute to Cultural Identity: The Society System 

The society system in the theoretical framework represents any and all of the factors that 

influence these youth’s cultural identity that are outside of the home and the school environment. 

In the conceptual framework, this system represents what Bronfenbrenner coined the Exosystem: 

the more distal environments that may indirectly influence development of youth’s cultural 

identity (Ajrouch et al., 2016). Although this system appears further from the core, where the self 

identity is placed, and although some of these factors within this sphere appear to indirectly 

impact these youth, it is important to understand how they may, if at all, influence the way these 

youth develop their cultural identity. Arguably, culture is constructed in much the same way as 

ethnic boundaries are built, by the actions of individuals and groups and their interactions with 

the larger society (Nagel, 1994). Therefore, understanding how these youth interact with their 

larger society helps contribute to answering the first research question of this study. Through the 

interviews, both positive and negative factors within the society system are shared by the 

participants. The organizations, people, communities and social influences around these youth’s 

lives will be revealed in this section of the findings. Specifically, the findings will examine how 

depictions of Arabs in the media and society, as well as their larger communities impact their 

cultural identity formation. We begin by analyzing how Arabs are depicted in society and to 

what extent this plays a role in how these youth develop their cultural identity. The researcher 

asserts that positive depictions of Arabs in social and news media can help Arab American youth 

build a sense of pride in their culture. 

Depictions of Arabs 

The participants shared several ways in which the media, including news media and the 

television and movie industry depicted Arabs. Negative stereotypes have flooded advertising, 
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television, and movies, particularly those depicting Arabs as terrorists (Samhan, 2001). The Arab 

as villain has been a favorite scapegoat of popular American culture, and this was evident in the 

responses given by the participants when asked about how they thought they were depicted both 

in social media and on television. In agreement with the literature, the most common evaluation 

by the participants was that Arabs were the “terrorists” on TV, whether it was through the news 

or otherwise. In fact, this code came up eight times when relating to negative representation of 

Arabs by the news media and eight times when discussing negative depictions of Arabs in 

Hollywood. And although “things have gotten better”, as Ziad and Dania admitted, there was 

still a long way to go before these misconceptions were corrected. Lama explains how growing 

up in the post 9/11 decade shaped how she was perceived by her peers: 

I think when I think of what shaped me...Just like the 9/11... because like every 

9/11 like we have, like, TV give a tribute to what happened that day and people 

… and that was when I was telling you earlier about if someone was asking if like 

I had relatives in ISIS and I mean that didn't really hurt me ‘cuz like I knew that 

they didn't know like much about it and so, um, I feel like it jus...t I just like, I just 

had to be there like tell people like they're not all like that... not all Arabs like are 

like that like they're like there's a lot of good people...a lot of normal people who 

think this is wrong and I'm just... back to the representation part like I just ...I kind 

of just have to like be there to speak out for like to speak out for their race, I feel 

like. 

 

Although they give a few examples of how there have been some positive representation 

of Arabs in the last few years, including instances like Shakira belly dancing (a traditional Arabic 

dance, as she is Lebanese) at the Superbowl or having a show called ‘Ramy’ (which follows the 

life of a Muslim Arab American in the U.S.) win an Emmy Award, they argue that these are 

“nowhere close to enough” to change the way Arabs were perceived by society as a whole. Most 

compelling was that every participant mentioned, at least once, how they recognized the way the 

media misrepresented Arabs in one way or another, whether through the news or in television 
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and films. Some of these participants take these negative depictions and turn them into a way to 

positively connect with their culture. Mariam shares how she does this: 

I think it goes back to pride in a sense, because of how sometimes we're perceived 

in the news or the media and just like I said earlier, like, the stereotypes that come 

with Arabs sometimes it lik..e it proposes some type of pride in your own culture 

because you know what your culture is really about and you know the truth 

behind it. So it instills pride as well as like frustration that that's how you're being 

perceived in the media, and Hollywood and etc. 

 

Additionally, Marwan highlights that these negative depictions not only paint Arabs in a 

negative light, but also fail to show how diverse Arabs are. He explains that it is tough to see the 

media represent the region as a very “homogenous place where there's where, in reality, there's a 

lot of diversity.” He goes on to add that this is rarely discussed, even within his Arab circles - 

this idea that Arabs are diverse, with different religions, sub cultures and traditions that set each 

country and even city apart. This is also one of the many reasons why these participants struggle 

with being classified as White in the United States, another factor in the society system. The 

researcher next asserts that their inaccurate White classification pushes Arab American youth to 

cling tighter to their Arab identity.  

White Classification 

  As the literature in chapter 2 of this research alludes, Arabs are a distinct culture in the 

United States. Although they are members of the American society, as an ethnic group they have 

a strong tie to the political unrest in the Arab region. Therefore, Arab Americans find themselves 

in a marginal position as “not quite White” yet not fully accepted as a legal minority (Samhan, 

1999; Cainkar, 2009). Although Arabs have tried time and time again to get their own ethnic 

classification in the United States, they remain under the umbrella of “White”. Although this 

variable does not directly impact the day to day life of these participants as it appears in the 

Exosystem, it does reveal how they develop their own cultural identity.  



 

100 
 

One of the first questions the participants are asked is how they identify themselves 

culturally. Although every participant includes Arab in their identification, their responses are 

mixed. Three out of the seven participants add American to their Arab identity label, while the 

other four keep only their Arab classification. Coupled with this is the discussion about their 

White classification in America. First, they acknowledge that being classified under one 

umbrella “makes no sense” because each of them has a different Arab background. Arabs’ 

diversity stems from geographic, cthnic, religious, political and socio-economic factors that are 

found throughout the Arab world. (Yorkcy, 1977).  

 For example, Lama highlights that within the Arab region, there are cultural nuances that 

many White Americans do not know of or understand.  

What I feel like kind of sucks about the American education system is that they 

kind of just... it's really hard to define your Arab identity because like, for 

example, like the standardized testing, like during like when the ethnic portion 

like you have to choose what ethnicity you are, we are classified as White and 

that's really vague. And I think it's very questionable and unfair because...there's 

so many countries that make up the whole European continent and being 

White...And so it's really big because like all other races get their own boxes 

where Arabs aren’t acknowledged... Wait, I mean the Arab countries are their 

own world... they have their own traditions, their  own culture, like several 

cultures actually... several, like dialects of language, speaking the second hardest 

language on earth. And I mean, I think that deserves its own box and, um it's 

just... it doesn't... it just doesn't make sense to me like that we're considered as 

one. I'm not saying like, White is being bad, but like, their stereotype isn't the best 

and we have our own...We have our own kind of like, our own world far away 

from like, they're what they're seen as kind of, um... but it kind of makes it hard to 

like find just like, define your Arab identity during high school. 

 

Lama finds it both unfair and incorrect to put her in a box where she does not belong. 

According to her, even Arab is a large umbrella to be classified under, because of the diversity 

within the region. So to be called White confuses Arab Americans like herself making it harder 

to develop that part of her identity.  
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Correspondingly, Isabelle echoes Lama’s thoughts on being classified “unfairly”. She 

acknowledges the history behind the reason why Arabs are classified as White in the United 

States, but also thinks that it needs to be revisited. She also mentions standardized tests and how 

she hesitates to check the White box, but knows she has no other options. Isabelle labeled this as 

“weird” and something that does not “fully encapsulate” her identity. Similar to Lama, she 

knows that Arabs are a diverse group of people with nuanced cultural backgrounds and differing 

religious affiliations. These affiliations also play an important role in cultural identity.  

Despite this inaccurate classification within society, these youth have found other 

segments of society where they comfortably fit it: their communities. These are communities that 

their parents have built for them or ones that they have become a part of slowly over the years. 

The researcher asserts that community helps Arab American youth closely connect to other 

Arabs, thus helping them connect more closely with their cultural identity.  

Community 

 The most impactful factor within the society system in the framework is community. 

Because culture is part of the daily activities of these youth, it becomes inseparable from all 

contexts which include those that contribute to their developmental processes  (Velez-Agosto et. 

al, 2017, p.903). This is to say that communities are an integral part of identity, specifically 

cultural identity and how it is formed. Looking at community through the lens of 

Bronfenbrenner’s framework, services for Arab youth in local organizations and multicultural 

community centers can also be viewed as having an interactive influence and impact on the 

developing youth conjunction with the factors in the microsystem (Ajrouch et. al, 2016). 

As it pertains to this study, community is defined by the groups of Arab Americans that 

have been formed by the families of these youth or the ones that their family has become a part 
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of. The findings of this study suggest that these communities provide a sanctuary for these youth, 

where they feel their Arab identity is protected and enriched. By the same token, they become an 

important refuge from the negative images set forth about Arabs in society (Ajrouch et. al, 2016). 

 In context, these communities were made up of extended family members or Arab family 

friends that their parents have made part of their life. As revealed earlier by the findings in the 

family system, family is very important in the Arab culture. To illuminate this, several 

participants describe how their extended family plays a role in helping them feel connected to 

their Arab heritage. Ziad explains that it is all related to trust. He said that the only people he 

feels close to and trusts are his uncles, aunts, cousins, among other family members. He also 

feels that this is the community that he can rely on most. He adds that these are the only people 

he can credit for shaping who he has become today, especially the Arab side of his identity. 

By the same token, both Mariam and Marwan talked about always having Arab family 

and family friends over at their house. Marwan claims that his parents actively sought out these 

Arab friends to build a community of fellow Arabs around them, where they can all share their 

communal culture. Therefore, Marwan was always exposed to his culture, which in turn helped 

him develop it in a positive way. Another part of his community included his Church, which was 

also a common community for several of the other participants.  Next, the researcher asserts that 

these youth’s religious communities impact their formation of their Arab identity by marrying 

the values of religion and the Arab culture.  

Religious Community. Although religion was a theme discussed earlier in the family 

section of these findings, it comes up in the society sphere as part of the religious community 

that these youth are a part of. Another way that religion came up was in the context of the 

community it provided the participants. Their mosque or church was a place where these youth 
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met fellow Arab youth or learned about their culture. For example, Mariam shared that she 

participated in a church basketball youth team every year where she forged friendships with 

other Egyptian girls with similar cultural and religious backgrounds. She admitted that these 

friendships were the ones she cherished the most as she was growing up and the ones that helped 

her develop her “Arab self” and without them she does not think she would have such a positive 

relationship with her cultural identity. She also adds: 

I think the Church gives us the sense of, like connection in like community, so 

that regardless of how we are being treated, how we're being perceived or viewed 

in, like from the outside, that, like we're together, we know what we're doing and 

like we all just want to succeed together. 

 

All three non-Muslim participants agreed that a lot of your identity as an Arab is tied to 

your religion. It is through their church services, for example, that they have grown to love 

Arabic music, dance and art. For example, Marwan’s church held a Mediterranean festival every 

year where he was part of the dabkeh (a traditional Arabic folklore dance) troop and was able to 

share Arabic food with his White community. “So that was like, one day a year where we all 

kind of felt like we were representing our culture for the community,” he said. Marwan reflects 

further on how these experiences shaped him: 

I think being involved in church and camp exposed me to a lot of other Arab 

Americans my age, who had similar experiences and exposed me more to like….. 

we'd have like haflat (parties) and stuff. I mean, just like dance and, like learned 

dabkeh and you know, was able to relate to other Arab Americans my age... in my 

area, I didn't really have much of that. So it almost, I think, gave me a sense of 

belonging, and a community of people throughout like Texas and mid America in 

general, that I was able to relate to and communicated with frequently. 

 

The same sentiments held true for the Muslim participants, who conqured that religion 

and culture go “hand in hand”. Dania said the mosque, for her family, was a place where they 

connected with other Arabs: 
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...growing up, we were more of a religious household. So together, going to the 

mosque, I think again, that brings in the sense of community because you go to 

the mosque and it is predominantly Arab. And then again, it brings an idea of the 

language because I would also go to the Sunday school on top of the Saturday, 

like grammar Arabic schools or go to Sunday schools to learn the Quran. So, 

yeah, I think when I was younger, that religion was also instilled in me the way 

the language and the culture was. 

 

Ultimately, whether it was through their mosque or their church, these participants 

identified religion as having a positive effect on their Arab identity. In order to understand how 

all of these variables influenced these youth, the next section of the findings delves into the 

second research question of this study, which examines the way that Arab American youth 

perceive their own identity and how this contributes to cultural identity formation. 

Perceptions of Self and Cultural Identity: The Self System 

This section of the findings addresses the second research question for this study:  In 

what ways do Arab American youth's attitudes and perceptions of their own cultural identity 

contribute to overall identity formation?  Theorists propose that “culture is not separate from the 

individual; it is a product of human activity” (Markus & Kitayama, 2009, p. 423). This means 

that culture is not a separate system operating from a macro level, but it is within everyday action 

(activities, routines, practices) and part of communities as well as self-practices. With this, the 

findings produce an integral system that is added to the forefront of the framework model: the 

Self. This sphere focuses on the individual and the ways in which they perceive their own 

identity, rather than how the outside factors may influence them. Notably, this self-definition and 

perception may be fundamental not only for cultural identity development, but also for positive 

self-esteem and well-being (Usborne & Taylor, 2010). These variables highlight the reflective 

process that Arab American youth go through while navigating the path to their cultural identity.   
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Researchers claim that a person’s general self-concept is influenced by perceived social 

support from others, or the attitudes he or she believes that others hold (Tabbah et al, 2012). In 

this section, the researcher shares the findings from the study as they pertain to the self-sphere. 

Five main factors appear to influence the way these youth perceive their own cultural identity. 

These include: pride, perseverance, drift, hiding and nuances.  

Before discussing the factor of pride within the self-sphere, it is important to highlight 

that these participants face significant challenges throughout their youth in trying to navigate and 

develop their cultural identity. The factors that are present within this sphere allude that these 

youth continue to find ways to turn these challenges into assets. In turn, these are the assets that 

not only help them develop a positive connection to their cultural identity, but also allow them to 

perceive this identity through a positive lens.  

With that said, the findings show that Arab American youth yearn to represent Arabs in a 

positive manner in order to correct all misconceptions about this population, which in turn gives 

them a sense of pride about being Arab. The researcher asserts that pride is the dominant factor 

in the self sphere that highlights how Arab youth perceive being Arab. 

Pride 

The first theme of pride is revealed 14 times during the interviews with these participants. 

Similar to other themes, the way in which the participants described pride and how it related to 

their cultural identity differed based on the contexts they were using to explain. While some took 

pride in their heritage because of the way they were raised and because of their religious and 

home environments, others found pride in overcoming the challenges they face as Arabs in 

America. The researcher asserts that when Arab American youth can represent their culture in a 

positive light, it helps them perceive their cultural identity in a celebratory manner.  
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Asset Based Representation. One way that pride came up was how these youth yearned 

to represent their culture in a positive manner, whether it be in school or a larger social setting. 

For example, in Abdelqader’s case, representing his culture with cordiality is also connected 

with how he carries himself in society. He explains that if he presents himself as a person with 

good character, a person that gives back, is generous and treats others with kindness, then others 

might also associate those traits to his Syrian background.  

Moreover, Lama emphasizes that as an Arab, she feels like she has to work harder to 

make sure she represents her culture in a positive way. When discussing her peers, she says:  

I feel like they, they see things in our culture and they're surprised and they're 

confused and I mean me I have to be open minded because I have to… I feel like 

being Arab, like, I have to put on like a good show so like, I don't like badly 

misrepresent, like the whole culture because there's not a lot of like Arabs that go 

to my school. And so that's what I have to like. Yeah, like I have some just put 

like on like, not show but like a good Like, like make sure like I'm certainly 

properly representing today - I have to show that we are different. 

 

Lama’s example highlights how hard she works at trying to represent her culture without 

prejudice and in a way that allows her peers to see Arabs as “good” people. She perceives that 

this “show” is part of her duty as an Arab American in order to correct all misconceptions and 

change the stereotypes.  

For Marwan, this desire to promote the Arab culture in a positive way began at a young 

age: 

I was the only Arab kid in my class. I mean, everyone was pretty... like was it was 

a private Christian school. I went to private Christian Schools all my life. So it 

was kind of always like, I never looked at it as a conscious decision growing up. I 

was always kind of different. In some way, whether that was like my own 

perception or just how everyone else perceives me, or a mix of both, my name is 

Marwan so like, also like, there is no way to like blend in and I never like my 

never like got a nickname or something to where I could go in. So that was 

something that identified me growing up. So, I think because of that, I started to 
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become more interested in learning about my culture and what made me different. 

I ...from a young age, I self-taught myself how to read Arabic with the help of my 

mom, but like the interest was more on my end, and then I ended up studying it 

more. I study international relations now ...and like in college, I've studied Arabic 

and a lot about the Middle East. And I'm interested in the region and I read the 

news every day. Yeah, I'm part of like... the Arab society at my university. And 

yeah, I have put a lot of time in that sense... to like promoting our culture and just 

understanding it better myself. 

 

Similar to Lama, Marwan knows that his Arab identity is at the forefront of his identity 

“there is no escaping it.” Therefore, he made it a point from a young age to embrace it and work 

hard at representing his culture only in a positive way. He also perceives this as a factor that 

helped not only others better understand his culture, but also himself. 

As shown through Marwan’s experience, it was important for these youth to find a way to 

persevere through the challenges that they were faced with. In turn, this made them feel more 

pride in their culture and have a deeper connection to it. Therefore, the researcher asserts that 

Arab American youth perceive that it is important to persevere despite the challenges thrown 

their way that may hinder their cultural identity formation. 

Perseverance 

 The literature on Arab American youth significantly highlights the struggles that they 

face in America, especially at school and in larger society (Albdour et al, 2017). However, the 

literature does not highlight the ways that these youth take these experiences and turn them into 

assets - ways to conquer and persevere. Ahmed et al. posit that although Arab American youth 

may be at risk for poor psychological outcomes because of the adversity they face, cultural 

resources may counteract the effect of these adversities by having a direct positive effect on 

psychological health (2011). Ziad defines perseverance when he describes his own experience 

with racism.  
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...all the racism made me like when people made racist comments made me 

stronger made me realize people are ignorant. I don't know, just feel like it's 

something I had to push through as a child. It just made me stronger. Some 

...some kids it just pushes them away. It tears them apart. They're scared to talk 

about their religion, their race. I feel like it just made me stronger when people 

ask me what I am nowadays, I tell them I am Arab American...and when people 

ask me what country I'm from I say Palestine, I'm not scared to say it even with 

all that is going on right now. 

 

By the same token, the participants talked about feelings of frustration and anger. These 

two terms came up four times each during the interviews. Mostly, they were related to the way 

that the participants saw Arabs being represented in society and how it was manifested in a 

school setting. Some of the frustrations are related to the depictions of Arab in the media that 

were mentioned in the society sphere section of the findings. However, it is important to discuss 

these feelings in this section to highlight how some of the struggles these youth face translate 

into their perceptions of their own identity and how they took these feelings and turned them into 

strengths. For example, Marwan explains: 

It [the negative portrayals by the media] almost... I guess made me want to 

represent my culture in a different way because of how the media presents it. Like 

represents Arabs and our Arab culture, whether it's the news or Hollywood or 

whatever I mean, we like, always see this kind of like the vilified Arab or the 

terrorist Arab or the you know, they are…. they might represent the Middle East 

as this like, super underdeveloped place where terrorists….  you know terrorist 

cells rise and you know, it's like all sand or whatever. So, I think this made me 

want to show the other side of things more like positive representations of the 

Middle East of Arabs that I didn't really find in the media very often. So I think 

that contributes, that contributed to... like wanting to share about our culture in 

class or like now in college, like, actively being a part of groups and projects that 

showcase our culture and our contributions to the world, to society, to science, 

whatever, maybe it's art. 

 

Marwan’s perceives his cultural identity as one that he has to actively engage in  

continuously no matter the view from the outside. It is important for him to educate others and be  

educated, just as it appears to be for all of the participants. In fact, it is this knowledge through 

education that they use as ammunition to fight stereotypes and backlash against Arabs.  
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Although perseverance shows how these youth perceive their identity through an asset 

based lens, there are some factors in this sphere that address the ongoing struggles they face 

despite this. In some cases, the participants share that they find themselves drifting away from 

their Arab identity and embracing their American one. With that said, although this drift is 

important to mention, it is framed in the way these youth overcame this stage and connected with 

their Arab identity once again. The researcher asserts that it is through these moments of drifting 

that Arab American youth experience, they perceive their Arab identity as one that overcomes 

these drifts and comes out on the other side stronger and “more Arab”. 

Drift 

Studies indicate that identity is not static but rather changes over time due to both internal 

and external causes (Peek, 2005). In context, there may come a time when Arab American youth 

reject or shy away from their Arab identity for a multitude of reasons - and therefore embrace 

their White identity. (Ajrouch, 2004). It is important to understand how this drift from cultural 

identity happens in order to examine how these youth faced this obstacle and ultimately 

connected back to their Arab identity.  

The term drift was used five times during the interviews between both Dania and Ziad’s 

testimonials to highlight this change over time due to outside factors and their own perception of 

self. The term came about when Ziad was discussing how he was upset over the fact that his 

parents did not speak to him in Arabic as much anymore. He said that due to this, he felt like he 

was “drifting” away from his Arab identity.   

I'm disappointed, very disappointed. Actually. I was talking to my dad about this 

actually, two weeks ago about I was at a I was at a if you want me to get into 

details at a family function, and my aunt was speaking to me in Arabic, and I 

understood everything she said, but it was hard for me to communicate back to 

her. And it just, I was irritated a little because back in the day, I would have no 

problem speaking with them at all. And now I was very like, while I was speaking 
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Arabic there was a little bit of English in there and it's very choppy... choppy with 

my Arabic. So I decided now... I made my parents for the last two weeks speak to 

me in just Arabic. They're not speaking English so when I'm at the gym with my 

dad all he talks in Arabic all the time I respond in Arabic. I have a hard time 

responding. He helps me with the words because I want to carry on my culture for 

my kids to only be able to teach my kids Arabic too... I want it to go on for 

generations. I don't want to lose it after this generation….It gives me a sense of 

pride. 

 

Ziad connects his lack of speaking Arabic to drifting away from his Arab identity. 

Although he ignored this for a long time, when he finally realized how he was losing his Arabic, 

he quickly felt shame and disappointment in himself. He perceives this as an important link to 

his cultural identity. 

Similarly, Dania mentions the idea of drift a few times during the interview. For her, this 

drift was an internal one that she struggled growing up. She explains: 

I mean when I was younger, like I really felt a part of my [Arab] community, like 

I was contributing to my community. And then kind of once it was like, I stopped 

going to Syria and I stopped going to Saturday and Sunday school. And my 

parents weren't as stringent on these things as they were before,[speaking Arabic 

at home and practicing Arab traditions]. I kind of felt myself losing touch with my 

identity a little bit, which is why in high school when I had that opportunity again 

I wanted to take it wherever I could. And part of it is also like this idea... Sorry, of 

like, competition like, you see the Arabs around you, who are more this idea of 

like more Arab than you. And you see that and you feel almost out of touch with 

yourself because I guess there's some sort of standard of Arab or whatever it may 

be. It makes you feel like you're not Arab enough. 

 

In addition, Dania explained that as she got older, the Arab traditions that she valued 

were not practiced as much as when she was younger. She offers an example:  

Um, Eid - that was definitely one of those traditions that I valued in my household 

that I kind of lost over the years like, when I was younger, it was something 

definitely more special and sacred to me. Because it includes everything from my 

culture, and the language and the religion and this idea of festivities... I think also, 

what makes my culture so bright to me when I was younger, the nostalgia of it, 

almost... like I remember it was like you would wake up early, you would dress 

up for it, you know, you go to the mosque and then after you have a feast with 

your family, and then you would open presents, it was like, you know, it was like 

the Muslim Arab Christmas - definitely something very special. And when I was 
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younger...I'm not sure why you lose those things as you get older. But definitely 

when I was younger, it was one of those traditions that I look forward to every 

year.. 

 

Both of these testimonies pivot back to Dania’s perception of what constitutes as being 

Arab and what constitutes as drifting away from this identity. There is sadness in her voice when 

she describes traditions that used to make her feel connected to her culture that are no longer 

practiced in her household. And so she worked harder at trying to be “Arab enough” by trying to 

get in touch with her Arab identity again once she hit high school age.  

While drifting away from their identity makes them feel disconnected from being Arab, 

these participants also shared a different type of disconnect in the next theme discussed in this 

section. Due to the many factors working against them as Arab Americans, at times these 

participants admitted to hiding their identity in one way or another. The researcher asserts that 

Arab American youth perceive that there are times where it is easier to hide their Arab identity 

than make it visible to others.  

Hiding 

 Once again, although this study examines the positive factors and variables that drive 

Arab American youth to connect with their Arab identity, the participants naturally share many 

of the negative aspects of living in the United States as an Arab American. As an illustration, 

when interacting with their non-Arab peers, Arab American youth make adjustments and hide 

their Arab personas in order to fit in and “blend” well with others (Stewart, 2015). They perceive 

this as a way to protect themselves from discrimination and othering. 

In fact, several participants admit that it is easier to “hide” their Arab identity at school or 

in a social setting because it just made things unchallenging. Abdelqader explains: 

When I first went from like, private school to public school and middle school 

like I was like, I didn't know what to expect. And I was like, really shy. Like 
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maybe at that time, I would have been like, trying to hide it a little bit or like not 

really, like be so open about it. It's like, I mean, if somebody asked me, I think I'd 

tell them but like, maybe I'd be like, I wouldn't want, like other people to hear, 

like around. I would be a little bit unsure about it. 

 

Not to mention, Marwan discusses the idea of hiding as being part of the ignorance out 

there surrounding what it means to be Arab. He offers an example of a church festival that he is 

part of every year that has decided to “officially ban” using the words “Arab” or “Arabic” but 

rather use the words Middle Eastern and Mediterranean when naming the festival or advertising 

it. Although he emphasizes that he is against this ban, he thinks that the church was shying away 

from being identified with anything linked to Arab because of the negative connotation the word 

has.  

And I definitely felt that growing up like every time I said the word Arab... even 

today, to some extent, like it's totally ignorant it feels like a very strong word or 

something I shouldn't be saying or something I should be embarrassed to say or 

identify with. 

 

As can be seen, even the term Arab sometimes holds a strong negative connotation that 

these youth try and hide away from. Navigating their adolescent years is hard enough without 

having to justify their culture time and time again.  

Coupled with this, the term shame came up during a few interviews. Depending on the 

quality of the relationship, these reactions include pride, shame, guilt, and embarrassment of the 

self. Consequently, negative perceptions in the schools can create a sense of shame about 

students’ cultural heritage, inevitably leading to a negative self-concept (Tabbah et al., 2012). 

Mariam struggles with some of the feelings of shame she feels and how she perceives them to 

connect back to her cultural identity:  

So, like, you want to be proud of where you're from and who you're raised by and 

what your morals are. But sometimes when people are turned off by that, it's just 

like you kind of want to keep things to yourselves at times. And like something 

that you might be proud of, or how you dress or what you eat. Sometimes, like 
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you just want to keep those things to yourself rather than having to take the 

judgment for it or having to explain yourself. 

 

But then she finds herself torn because when she does not embrace her Arab identity she 

also feels shame. She has to go back and forth between how others will react to her Arab identity 

and how she will feel about hiding it. This highlights another aspect of their Arab identity that 

participants said they had a hard time hiding even if they wanted, which was their Arabic names.  

Names. Pseudonyms were used in this research in order to protect the identity and 

privacy of all participants (Allen, 2017). It is important to note that the use of pseudonyms 

influence some of the data reported here due to the fact that the participant’s name was the 

variable in question. All things considered, it is their real name that is the variable in this sphere, 

rather than the name used here to protect their privacy. Therefore, the pseudonyms created are an 

attempt to keep the findings authentic and honor the participants' discussion regarding the way 

they perceived their Arabic names’ impact on their cultural identity development.  

In brief, while some participants found it easier to hide their identity, others found that 

this was not an option because of their Arabic names. For Marwan, his [real] name pushed him 

in the direction of wanting to explore his identity further, because as he puts it, he “did not have 

a choice otherwise”. He chuckled as he shared his thoughts about growing up with a name like 

his: 

I was always kind of different. In some way, whether that was like my own 

perception or just how everyone else perceives me, or a mix of both. My name is 

Marwan, so like, there is no way to like blend in and I never like ...I never like got 

a nickname or something to where I could go in with. So that was something that 

identified me growing up ...so, I think because of that, I started to become more 

interested in learning about my culture and what made me different. I... from a 

young age, I self taught myself how to read Arabic with the help of my mom, but 

like the interest was more on my end, and then I ended up studying it more. I 

study international relations now and like in college, I've studied Arabic and a lot 

about the Middle East. And I... I'm interested in the region and I read the news 
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every day. Yeah, I'm part of like... the Arab society at my university. And yeah, I 

have put a lot of time in that sense to like promoting our culture and just 

understanding it better myself…….I think because of my name, it was almost 

impossible to escape it. So I kind of had to embrace it. I didn't have the choice. 

But I mean, I have a lot of friends that maybe were named like William or john, 

and they had a much easier time, just, you know, assimilating if they wanted to, 

or, you know, just kind of ignoring any sort of Arab identity. 

 

Marwan knows he cannot hide from being Arab simply because his name was an  

identifier. Therefore, rather than hide, he seizes his identity and “never looks back”.  

Others share the fact that their name was often a barrier, especially when others could not 

pronounce it. Abdelqader expanded: 

I mean this is... I don't know if this is like a big deal or not... since most 

Americans can't say "Abdelqader", I learned that like, when I was much younger, 

like when I was in like middle school and like a lot of teachers would say like 

"Abdel-kaider" or "Abdel-qadir"... so like, that and then I learned that whenever 

like I meet, let’s say, somebody who's like American or like somebody who 

doesn't speak Arabic I would tell them my name is "Abdel-kaider" rather than 

Abdelqader. 

 

Abdelqader also said that this did not bother him. He explained that if it just made it 

easier on others to say his name without struggling every time, then why not just make it easier 

for them?  

Equally important is Lama’s connection to her name and identity. She explains that 

names, last names in particular, are a very important part of her Arab identity. The last name you 

keep links back to your religion, to the country and specific city that your ancestors came from - 

“it tells a story” and therefore it “helps shape” her identity.  

Lama’s discussion about Arabic names is a prime example of how diverse Arab people 

are. Many of the participants referred to this as being nuanced. The researcher asserts that Arab 



 

115 
 

American youth perceive their nuances as a highlight of their culture, one that makes them feel 

positively different from those around them.  

Nuanced 

 The next factor in the self sphere in the framework is the idea of Arab Americans being 

nuanced. In chapter 1, it was highlighted that Arabs are a heterogenous population made up of 22 

countries (Ahmed et al., 2011). The participants highlighted how they liked the fact that they are 

nuanced - a combination of two cultures in one. They also like that they have unique 

perspectives because of how diverse their Arab backgrounds are.  

The findings revealed that participants recognized the nuances of these different groups 

of Arabs and perceived them as a positive way to look at their Arab identity as a whole. They 

view the nuances as something that makes them stand out, and makes them special. Within this 

factor, they perceive their duality - Arab and American as an asset and explain how they balance 

the two worlds, trying to find the “equilibrium”.  The researcher asserts that Arab American 

youth perceive their duality as one that sets them apart from others in a positive way.  

Duality. One way that Arab American youth describe being nuanced is through the 

duality of their cultural identity - both Arab and American. Going back to how they identify 

culturally, it is notable that three out of seven participants said Arab American, rather than just 

Arab. Some participants discussed the idea of duality - where they can be both American and 

Arab at the same time rather than “compartmentalize” each cultural identity. Dania described this 

further by saying, “American is anything you want to be and as I grow older, I started to embrace 

that more...I have learned to mix the two rather than be one or the other.” 

Isabelle perceives her duality as one that gives her “a really cool, like, sort of second 

culture perspective.” She brings that perspective into her class discussions and with her peers and 
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it has made her feel proud to be American but take pride in her Arab self. Isabelle also discussed 

this idea of duality in the context of her parents’ level of acculturation. She emphasized that her 

parents took pride in being American but also highlighted the need to be Arab in America.  

Similar to Isabelle and Dania, all these participants perceived cultural identity formation as 

ultimately a way to find the balance that made “the most sense.” Therefore, the second variable 

under the nuanced factor in this framework is where the youth look to finding an equilibrium. 

The researcher asserts that Arab American youth perceive the need to balance their Arab and 

American identity in order to find an equilibrium where cultural self identity can thrive.  

Finding Equilibrium. The term “finding an equilibrium” is coined by Abdelqader. This 

variable brings attention to the fact that self-definition may be fundamental for positive self-

esteem and well-being (Usbrone & Taylor, 2010). To put it differently, these youth are trying to 

understand what it means to have a bicultural identity. Clarifying this identity might help them to 

know who they are as individuals and therefore feel good about themselves (Usborne & Taylor, 

2010).  

In Abdelqader’s case, in order to be content with his identity, he needed to understand 

how to be both Arab and American and to find the balance between the two while living as an 

Arab in America. He explains: 

...you're able to like, enter, like, be accepted into American society while also 

like, but at the same time still showing, like, part of your Syrian identity. So, like, 

they'll be like, ‘Wow, look at this guy. He's from Syria, but he's also like, he 

speaks like us. He, he like... he acts like us in a way, but he has like... his own 

unique characteristics….even though like their family line is from Syria, like they 

recently immigrated here. They still like.. could be like, part of our culture are like 

part of like, a partially American like or maybe not Even partially just like, big we 

could identify as both like American and Syrian. 
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While this may be true, Marwan says that he sees this go both ways with other Arab 

youth he knows. He states that there are two extremes - one where the youth is very involved in 

the Arab community and fully embraces their culture and the other extreme where they 

completely shut it out. He states that for the latter, he believes these youth have parents that felt 

the pressure to assimilate to the American society and lost interest in their Arab self, where that 

became a reflection in the way they brought up their children to be as American as possible. “His 

could be a conscious decision or just pressure from the outside,” he adds. Marwan’s testimony is 

a great example of how his perceptions of his Arab identity fully connect back to the family 

sphere in the framework.  

Moving on, participants express that it does not always have to be one[Arab] or the other 

[American] and that the two worlds can work together to help them form their own bicultural 

identity. Abdelqader concludes with this reflection:  

I'm not just like, American or white like I'm also like Syrian and then like I'm like 

overtime like you get like the sense of like, you feel like you reach equilibrium 

between the both like Syrian American or like, you just kind of find the balance. 

I'm not yeah like you over your life you like, learn to identify with both of them. 

 

In conclusion, while this section of the findings answers the second research question 

pertaining to how these participants perceive their cultural identity, table 3 sums up each of the 

systems within the conceptual framework and the factors (labeled as themes in the table) that 

were found in each one.  
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Table 4. Summary of conceptual framework and related themes 

 

 

Each of these themes is discussed in chapter 5 in regards to how they fit into the overall 

conceptual framework, how they answer the research questions and what the 

implications/recommendations are for stakeholders. 

  

Conceptual Framework System Related Themes 

Family Parents 

Arab Traditions 

Religion 

School Peers 

Classroom climate 

 

Society Depictions of Arabs 

White classification 

Communities 

Self Pride 

Drift 

Hiding 

Nuanced 
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Chapter 5: Discussion  

Arab American youth come from different Arab countries and differ in their religious 

affiliations and to claim that they are all the same would be a false assumption (Moradi & Hasan, 

2004). In other words, Arab American youth are a unique population in the United States that 

often fall outside of researchers’ radar. Given their diverse background, they differ from other 

minorities of youth in that they cannot be grouped into one category. The problem being 

addressed in this study is that for many Arab American youth, it can be difficult to navigate their 

cultural identity in America, especially when there are so many misconceptions about this 

population in general (Moradi & Hasan, 2004). This study focused on identifying asset based 

approaches to cultural identity rather than restating the problem as much of the literature on Arab 

American youth has (Yousef & Bellamy, 2015; Shammas, 2017). Although the participants share 

negative experiences in different contexts connected to their Arab identity, they also share 

positive factors and variables that have helped them feel proud to be an Arab in America, 

offering us the factors and variables that aid in their cultural identity formation.  

Using Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Model of Human Development as the conceptual 

framework, this study examines factors that influence the cultural identity formation of Arab 

American youth. The participants in the study share their experiences at home, at school and in 

the larger society in an attempt to help paint a picture of how they navigate their cultural identity 

from a young age. Although many of their stories highlight the trials and tribulations of being 

Arabs in America, these youth demonstrate how they persevere through these challenges and use 

them to fuel their passion to correct the misconceptions about Arabs in America, as well as 

embrace their Arab identity. The study aims to provide stakeholders with a toolbox that may help 
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them better understand and guide Arab American youth in positively exploring and developing 

their Arab identity.  

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this study is to examine the factors and variables in an Arab American 

youth’s life that have enabled them to positively connect to and develop their cultural identity. It 

also explores the ways in which these youth perceive their own cultural identity within the larger 

context of their self identity. The study examines how factors within the family system, school 

system and social system impact this cultural identity formation. This study is significant 

because it provides the opportunity for the Arab American youth voice, one that is often silenced 

or neglected in our society, and especially our schools, to be heard. Moreover, it adds to the 

scarce literature on this population, specifically asset-based research. The major research 

questions addressed in the study were exploratory in nature: 

● In what ways do factors outside of the Arab American youth self contribute to their 

cultural identity formation? 

● In what ways do Arab American youth's attitudes and perceptions of their own cultural 

identity contribute to overall identity formation? 

The participant population included seven Arab American youth, 17-21 years old, who 

reside in either California or Texas. These youth were either born in the United States or 

immigrated here before Kindergarten. They were representative of different religious 

backgrounds, genders and countries of origin; four were female and three were male. While 

some attended Arabic and religion schools in addition to traditional schooling, others did not. 

The methodology used an exploratory qualitative case involving qualitative data collection, 

analysis, and inference (Creswell, 2012). Furthermore, snowball sampling procedures were used, 
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whereby participants were recruited through the local Arab communities and were defined as 

youth having a positive connection with their Arab identity. This was partially defined by a 

youth that identified themselves as Arab, as well as American. This allowed the researcher to 

unpack the positive factors within these youth’s lives that have allowed them to positively 

connect to their Arab identity. Interviews were conducted in January and February of 2019. Each 

participant was interviewed for approximately one hour via Zoom in a semi-structured one-on-

one interview. These interviews were both audio and video recorded and transcribed through an 

add-on application available through Zoom called Otter.ai. The data was coded using both hand 

coding and Dedoose, a qualitative and quantitative data analysis software. In phase I of the data 

analysis procedure, open coding was used, while in phases II and III a more focused coding 

system was used based on the adapted framework and themes that emerged within the first round 

of coding.  

Limitations 

This study has limitations that must be acknowledged by the researcher. Because of the 

small sample size of seven and the decision to limit the participants to ages 17-21, two specific 

states in America, the findings of this study cannot be generalized to include all Arab American 

youth residing in America. Since this was a qualitative case study, generalizability will be 

conceptualized through the readers who are the only ones who could determine if the findings 

could be applied or transferable to their context or situation (Merriam & Associates, 2002).  

Furthermore, this study cannot be replicated due to the fact that the researcher recreated the 

original framework to fit the context of cultural identity and Arab American youth. Without a 

doubt, one of the strengths of qualitative research lies in in-depth examination of particular cases, 

seen in the richness of their context (Lewis-Beck, Bryman, & Futing, 2011). Moreover, the youth 
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in this study shared valuable data with the researcher that aided in gaining insight in not only 

factors that positively and negatively impacted cultural identity formation, but also the process of 

this cultural development. The vignettes collected serve to narrate the story of an Arab American 

youth in order for stakeholders to better understand how to serve them.  

Notably, this study was conducted in January and February of 2020, two months before 

school closures due to the global wide pandemic of COVID 19. Because these participants were 

quarantined at home and navigating their new virtual learning contexts, the decision was made 

not to conduct secondary interviews that were previously part of the methodology of this study. 

Adding stress to these participants’ already busy schedules could have potentially skewed the 

findings in a way that did not reflect the authenticity of the data collected from the first 

interviews.  

Despite the limitations of this study, understanding these experiences and perceptions that 

were shared by the participants can give a voice to an otherwise silenced minority. This is 

important because the pride and perseverance they shared in relation to their Arab identity has 

implications on positive self-esteem, which can in turn enhance their academic performance 

(Shah, 2009). 

Positionality 

 The author of this study is an Arab American, raised both in the United States and the 

Middle East. She identifies herself as an Arab first and foremost but mostly hyphenates her 

identity as an Arab American Muslim woman. She is reflective and often analyzes her own 

perceptions of her Arab and American identities and explores the ways in which these have 

influenced her identity formation. As a mother of three Arab American young boys, she strives 

to find ways to help them connect to their cultural identity. This is because for many years when 
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she lived in America as a youth, she struggled with this connection and often felt shame, 

confusion and anger. Therefore, she is uniquely positioned to understand the challenges that 

Arab American youth face in America when it comes to their Arab identity formation. To note, 

she also sees herself as a significant stakeholder in the findings from this study.  

Major Research Findings 

The study identified and explored the variables and factors that were present in the 

family, school and social systems that served as an asset to cultural identity. The findings in this 

research concur with Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory that suggests that the 

individual’s identity is built through several systems that work together, forming concentric 

circles that represent different areas in their lives. Specifically, these systems, represented by 

larger and larger concentric circles made up of environments outside the main system, act as 

influencers on the child’s identity (Umaña-Taylor et al., 2006). More so, the findings highlight 

the need to work with this theory and adapt it to fit the Arab American youth’s unique formation 

of their cultural identity, whereby the Self is at the epicenter of this system. Below is a table 

summarizing the research questions, the systems present in the conceptual framework pertaining 

to that question, the major themes that emerge in each system, as well as the assertions made in 

this chapter to answer the research questions for this study.  
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Table 5. Research questions as they align with the conceptual framework, themes from the 

findings and assertions made by the researcher.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Research 

Questions 

System Themes  Assertions 

In what ways do 

Arab American 

youth's attitudes 

and perceptions of 

their own cultural 
identity contribute 

to overall identity 

formation? 

Self Pride 

 

Drift 

 

Hiding 

 

Nuanced 

Pride is the dominant factor in the self sphere that highlights how Arab 

youth perceive being Arab. 

When Arab American youth can represent their culture in a positive 

light, it helps them perceive their cultural identity in a celebratory 

manner. 

Arab American youth perceive that it is important to persevere despite 

the challenges thrown their way that may hinder their cultural identity 

formation. 

Through the experience of moments of drifting away from their 

identity, Arab American youth perceive their Arab identity as one that 

overcomes these drifts and comes out on the other side stronger and 

“more Arab”. 

Arab American youth perceive that there are times where it is easier to 

hide their Arab identity than make it visible to others.  

Arab American youth perceive their nuances as a highlight of their 

culture, one that makes them feel positively different from those 

around them.  

Arab American youth perceive their duality as one that sets them apart 

from others in a positive way.  

Arab American youth perceive the need to balance their Arab and 

American identity in order to find an equilibrium where cultural self 

identity can thrive.  
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Table 5. Research questions as they align with the conceptual framework, themes from the 

findings and assertions made by the researcher (continued). 

 

Research 

Questions 

System Themes  Assertions 

In what ways do 

factors outside of 

the Arab 

American youth 

self contribute to 
their cultural 

identity 

formation? 

Family Parents 

 

Arab 

traditions 

 

Religion 

 

 

Parents play the most influential role in the development of Arab  

American youth’s cultural identity formation.   

Language is the most impactful contributor to the development of a 

child’s Arab identity. 

Storytelling is another variable under the parental factor in the family 

system of the conceptual framework that allows Arab American youth 

to understand where they came from and what it means to be Arab. 

Parent sacrifice makes Arab American youth feel a sense of pride and 

appreciation about their culture.  

Arab traditions help youth feel connected to their country of origin, 

therefore developing a stronger sense of their cultural identity.  

Azimeh’s give Arab American youth a sense of Arab community that 

helps them connect with their culture.  

Food is a variable that helps Arab American youth connect to their 

own culture and connect to others about their culture. 

Opportunities to visit their home country allow these youth to further 

explore their Arab roots, further connecting them to their cultural 

identity. 

In what ways do 

factors outside of 

the Arab 

American youth 

self contribute to 
their cultural 

identity 

formation? 

School  Peers 

 

Classroom 

climate 

 

Sense of 

Belonging  

 

 

The more supported Arab American youth feel by their peers, the more 

confident they grow to embrace their cultural identity.  

Misconceptions about their culture are used by youth as an opportunity 

to educate themselves about their culture and in turn be its 

representative voice.   

Elements in a youth’s classroom, including their teachers and 

curriculum, impact the development process of an Arab American 

youth’s cultural identity. 

In order for Arab American youth to constructively develop their 

cultural identity, the curriculum they learn from needs to portray more 

Arabs in a positive manner.  

When Arab American youth are able to feel a sense of belonging in 

school, they feel confident in sharing and exploring their own culture, 

therefore developing a closer connection with it.  

Giving students a voice in the classroom makes them feel empowered 

and visible, therefore helping them connect positively to their cultural 

identity.  

Allowing Arab American youth the opportunity to share their culture 

with their peers and teachers in order to educate others and to form a 

connection with their own identity.  

In what ways do 

factors outside of 

the Arab 

American youth 

self contribute to 

their cultural 

identity 

formation? 

Society Depictions of 

Arabs 

 

White 

Classification 

 

Community 

Positive depictions of Arabs in social and news media can help Arab 

American youth build a sense of pride in their culture. 

Inaccurate White classification pushes Arab American youth to cling 

tighter to their Arab identity.  

Community helps Arab American youth closely connect to other 

Arabs, thus helping them connect more closely with their cultural 

identity. 

Arab American youth’s religious communities impact their formation 

of their Arab identity by marrying the values of religion and the Arab 

culture. 
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The Self plays a reflective role in how these youth perceive their own identity, whereas 

the variables in the outside systems are how they are influenced. In addition, the findings also 

show that the three major systems at play are the family, the school and larger society. This 

following discussion will address how each of these systems plays a role in the cultural identity 

development of an Arab American youth. This also answers both research questions of this 

study.   

 

System 1: Family 

The findings concur that the family system plays the most significant role in the cultural 

identity development of this population of students. Although the literature alludes to several 

variables within this system that worked with and against identity development, including child 

autonomy and parents’ level of acculturation, among others, these variables were not the ones 

dominant in the findings in this study (Tabbah et al., 2012; Shammas, 2015; Mousavi et al., 

2016). The most common themes within the family system included the parents' role in helping 

their children learn and maintain the Arabic language, in storytelling and sacrifice. In fact, the 

findings in Chapter 4 show that teaching Arabic to these youth must take place in a cultural 

context because language and culture are closely connected. It was also clear that these youth 

relied on their parents to help them build their cultural identity. The more the parents shared their 

culture with their children, the more exposure these youth had and in turn felt more adjusted to 

their Arab identity. These findings put parents at the forefront of factors that are pertinent in 

helping Arab American youth develop their cultural identity. In other words, most of the 

responsibility lies with their parents, who have the ability to use these asset based factors within 

their household to help their children connect to their Arab culture.  
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For example, since Arab traditions are revealed to be an integral part of these youth’s 

lives, these traditions should not only be developed from a young age, but should also be a 

constant in these youth’s lives, rather than slowly stop as they get older. Within Arab traditions 

are the gatherings, labeled Azimeh in Arabic, food and the connections to the youth’s country of 

origin. Along these lines, many of the participants highlight the role of not just their direct 

family, but the extended family’s that they inherited and/or created through their communities in 

order to build their own Arab family unit in America. Therefore, Arab parents need not only to 

expose their children to other Arabs in their community, but to also build an environment that 

allows their children to feel like they have a family away from their country of origin. As one 

participant put it, his parents built a community for them that became an extension of his 

mother’s home village in Lebanon.  

Another significant finding within this system is the role of religion in cultural identity 

development. Since it is unanimous through the interviews that religion and culture are 

intertwined the family can look to religion to help these youth build a bridge to their cultural 

identity.  Not only does using Arabic when teaching religion connect to this, but so do religious 

traditions that these youth enjoy from a young age. 

Notably, although gender roles are highlighted in the literature on Arab American youth 

and how they develop their identity, they were not dominant in the findings in this study. Only 

one participant mentions her role as an Arab female and in contrast negates the stereotypes that 

exist surrounding Arab girls, emphasizing that her parents raise her in the same manner that they 

raiesd her brothers. Therefore, although there may be room to further investigate the role that 

gender plays in cultural identity of Arab American youth, these findings do not indicate that this 
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variable needs to be taken into account for stakeholders that want to help these youth with 

identity development.  

System 2: School  

 The second system in the framework, the School Climate, was also dominant in the 

findings. The participants discussed the way their peers, teachers, curriculum and administration 

all contributed to this climate both positively and negatively. First, Arab American youth spoke 

to the importance of educating their peers and teachers when it came to common misconceptions 

about Arabs in the world. Their examples all give light to the lack of education and knowledge 

that exists about this population, resulting in stereotypes and discrimination against these youth 

by both peers and teachers. Opportunities to act as the voice for Arab youth were embraced by 

almost all the participants, adding that it was important that their schools allow them a platform 

to use their voice in order to educate others and feel a sense of belonging on their campuses. Not 

to mention, allowing these youth to share their culture in a positive way also plays a role in 

positive cultural development.  

Nevertheless, the findings concur that supportive systems helped them take pride in their 

culture rather than reject it. Youth utilized social support from family and friends to cope with 

bullying-related stress and negative feelings (Albdour et. al, 2017). Although most of these 

supportive peers were fellow Arab students, some youth mentioned the support of their non-Arab 

friends and the role it played in helping them build a stronger attachment to their culture and a 

closer sense of belonging in their schools.  

Notwithstanding, there were several examples described in chapter 4 where teachers had 

an impact on these youth’s experience with cultural identity formation at school. According to 

the literature, in cases where teachers were informed of discriminatory acts against Arab 
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American youth, the adolescents continued to be bullied or the teachers did not take any action 

against the bullies (Albdour et al., 2017). The findings in this study highlight the ways in which 

teachers not only neglected to take action, but also created situations where the youth became 

vulnerable in their own classrooms. These examples included the anti-Arab content used in the 

classroom, as well as instances where Arab American youth were singled out because of their 

race or religion.  

Finally, it is evident that the curriculum offered in K-higher education has failed the Arab 

American population. Findings conclude that if and when Arabs were mentioned in a classroom 

context, these examples were minimal and mostly negative. In fact, the historical contributions of 

Arabs were usually connected to 9/11, the war in Iraq or ISIS, all written through a deficit lens. 

Cutshall (2012) strongly advises language educators to:  

Realize that following a textbook and reading over the cultural points that in the 

occasional sidebar is not sufficient to impart cultural knowledge to their students. 

Nor is it enough to offer ‘Cultural Fridays’ or to think culture is taken care of by 

celebrating a holiday, learning a few dances, or tasting some authentic food now 

and then. (p.33).  

 

 With this in mind, administrators and teachers are tasked with taking a closer and more 

objective look at how Arabs are being introduced to children in America in an educational 

setting. Examples of positive contributions in history, as well as educating students on this 

population through an asset based lens will both help Arab American students feel a sense of 

belonging at school and allow them to develop a positive sense of cultural identity in the context 

of the school environment.  

System 3: Society 

 Despite the grand nature of the society system within the framework, the findings show 

that most of the variables present in cultural identity formation for Arab American youth were in 
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the first two systems - the family and school. Nevertheless, there were several findings related to 

society that may help stakeholders better understand this population. For example, participants 

shared that societal depictions of Arabs are mostly negative, with only a few notable positive 

examples shared from previous years. These depictions are found not only through the news 

media but also through the television and movie industry. Findings show the different ways that 

these Arab youth grew up watching their culture being portrayed as dangerous, often in the role 

of the terrorist or the extremist. They attribute this to Hollywood’s lack of hiring Arabs to play 

these roles authentically as well as misconceptions being used to spotlight stereotypes. These 

findings line up with the literature, where the media has played a significantly negative role in 

the promotion of Arabs as the villain in society (Jones, 2017; Shaheen, 2003).  

 Also worthy of note is the way these participants discussed their White classification in 

America. Tehranian (2009) suggests that being classified as White leaves Arab Americans at 

odds with which identity they belong to - American or Arab. When asked to identify themselves 

ethnically, several participants brought up their confusion and frustration over checking the 

White box during standardized exams or in any other context. They all asserted that although 

they acknowledged their American identity, their Arab one did not align with White.   

 Most dominant was the discussion on the influence of community in positively 

connecting Arab American youth to their cultural identity. Although community was also 

discussed in the context of extended family, as shown in the first system, it was mostly described 

in a religious context. Churches and mosques were labeled as places where these youth felt 

highly connected to their Arab culture. Moreover, these places of worship became hubs where 

youth met other Arabs, many of whom became their closest friends. Religious communities also 

created a safe space for these youth where they felt accepted and a strong sense of belonging. 
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Self Identity 

 This study revealed findings beyond the scope of the adapted framework used for the 

methodology of this research, as well as the scope of the literature on Arab American youth and 

cultural identity formation. Perhaps the most noteworthy findings connect back to how these 

participants perceived their own self identity and how they made sense of it in the context of 

cultural identity formation. The interviews allowed these participants to reflect on their own 

perceptions of their cultural identity and the ways in which they overcame the obstacles in their 

way of its development. Five themes emerged in this section, including the way these youth felt 

pride over their culture, the way they persevered despite challenges, the way they saw 

themselves drifting and hiding from their identity and how they saw the nuances of their identity 

as one way to find equilibrium between being American and Arab.  

 Firstly, many of the themes emerging through this study highlighted the importance of 

perseverance when it came to the challenges that Arab American youths face in each layer of the 

systems that make up their cultural identity. One way that they persevered was through finding a 

way to turn the negative into a positive. In other words, these youth took the obstacles that were 

thrown at them and rather than shy away from being Arab because it was “easier”, they took 

more pride in their Arab identity. In fact, it was through the challenges that they faced that they 

were able to educate themselves on what it means to be Arab in America and how they can better 

represent their culture. They all revealed that it is important for them to represent their culture in 

a positive way in order to correct the misconceptions about Arabs that exist in America.  

 Conversely, there were times during their childhood and teenage years that these youth 

felt like hiding their identity was simpler than acknowledging it. Part of this came about as they 

drifted from their home environment and became more acculturated to their American identity 
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because of their exposure to mostly non-Arab peers and a school climate that did not promote 

being Arab. However, this drift was not something they reflected on positively. Contrarily, they 

felt shame in hiding their Arab identity and continue to find ways to connect back to it in a 

positive way.  

 In order to understand how these youth saw themselves as Arabs in America, it is 

important to acknowledge the diversity within Arab countries (Kumar et al., 2014; Khouri, 

2016). The participants each acknowledged that Arabs are nuanced not just within the Arab 

world but within American as well. They see these nuances as something that makes them 

positively unique. Correspondingly, they also see their Arab American identity as nuanced, 

giving them a dual perspective and outlook on how to be globally minded. On the whole, it is 

this equilibrium that they describe - being both Arab and American - that helps them accept both 

sides of their identity. Through this, these youth have found ways to be content with how they 

present themselves culturally in a context that continues to challenge them and how they 

continue to develop their own cultural identities as a result of this.  

Recommendations and Implications For Leadership 

 Helping Arab American youth positively develop their cultural identity is the collective 

job of parents, teachers and school administrators. The current cultural conditioning of Arabs in 

the American society does not allow Americans to see Arab youth the same way that Arab youth 

see themselves (Suleiman, 1996). Students who can positively connect to their cultural identity 

will less likely copy with psychological distress (Ahmed et. al., 2011). Parents can begin this 

process when their children are at a young age and continue to help their children find positive 

ways to connect with their Arab heritage - ways that bring about feelings of pride rather than 

shame. Just as critical is the role of schools in this process. Both teachers and administrators need 
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to examine their own knowledge about what it means to be Arab in America, especially for a 

child. They need to provide opportunities for these youth to share their culture with their peers 

and the larger context of the school to help them highlight the positive contributions of this 

population. Failure to do so will cause students to drift away from their Arab identity, or worse, 

to try and hide it at school, a place where they will lack a sense of belonging if this issue is not 

addressed. Recommendations for public and private school leaders include an examination of the 

Arab population within their curriculum as well as reflecting on whether or not this minority of 

students are given a platform and voice. The following is a discussion of further 

recommendations and implications directed at the stakeholders of this study. These can be 

viewed as a call to action in order to help Arab American youth with their positive cultural 

identity development.  

Further Recommendations and Implications for Arab American Youth 

 Despite the fact that research has mostly focused on the role of parents, and schools in 

cultural identity development, less research has considered adolescents’ active role in choosing 

to integrate or reject cultural socialization messages (Perez-Brena, Updegraff & Umaña-Taylor, 

2014). During the course of this study, participants were asked several times through different 

questions what the ideal environment would be for Arab American youth to connect to their 

culture positively. The most common response is connected to the relationships that these youth 

have in their life. In other words, they encourage all Arabs in America to form relationships with 

Arab peers or to find Arab communities where they could connect with other Arabs. These 

communities, as the findings suggest, are usually connected with the youth’s religious 

communities, be it their mosque or church. Beyond religion, however, these participants attested 

to the sense of belonging they felt when their families had Azimehs and they were exposed to 
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people that became an extension of their Arab family. Additionally, they suggested that youth 

take advantage of the opportunity to share their culture at school through cultural events or 

during classroom discussions. This will allow them to take pride in their identity and correct 

misconceptions that their teachers and peers may have. “A healthy resolution of the difficulty 

can be achieved only if minority youth reject the way in which the dominant culture defines their 

group” (Phinney, 1988). Therefore, the participants urge youth to take the negative backlash 

against Arabs in America and persevere, connecting further with their culture and turning their 

frustration into a passion to learn more about who they are so that they could educate those 

around them.  

Further Recommendations and Implications for Parents  

 The participants perceived their parents’ role in their cultural identity formation as both 

salient and positive. In fact, many of the participants shared how their parents effectively 

introduced them to the Arab culture at home through family traditions, both cultural and 

religious. The participants highlighted both language and food to be two main variables in the 

home that helped them feel connected to their Arab identity. Parents are encouraged to teach 

their children Arabic from a young age and to continue to speak it with these youth at home. In 

addition, youth should not only experience Arabic food at home, but parents should encourage 

their children to share this food with their peers in order to expose them to the Arabic culture. 

Finally, parents are advised to use religion as an asset and to make positive connections between 

religion and culture, ones that can be sustained throughout time and passed down from one 

generation to the next.  
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Further Recommendations and Implications for Teachers 

 None of the participants in this study perceived teachers as playing a positive role in their 

cultural identity formation. It is important that teachers listen to the students and their families 

and avoid making hasty assumptions about their Arab background (Suleiman, 1996). Where 

some participants recalled instances when teachers asked them to share their culture with their 

class, these cases were rare and unremarkable. More prominent were the cases where teachers 

made these participants feel frustrated or angry due to their lack of knowledge and 

misconceptions about Arabs and their culture. Moreover, several stories were shared that 

highlighted teachers’ incompetence when it came to cultural proficiency. Possibly more than any 

other minority, Arab youth find themselves being represented either inaccurately or negatively in 

the school curriculum (Eraqi, 2015).  “If contributions of a given group are not highlighted in the 

school curriculum, students will receive conflicting messages about who they are and what their 

roles should be. And if a group of learners are portrayed negatively in the culture of the school, 

then an identity crisis will be inevitable” (Suleiman, 1996). Therefore, it is important that 

teachers construct culturally relevant and accurate lessons that include Arabs and highlight their 

vast and significant positive contributions to history. When revisiting moments in history when 

Arabs were labeled as the villain, teachers need to be culturally sensitive to the Arab American 

students in their classroom and ensure that they are presenting the material objectively while 

giving the students a platform in their own classroom.   

Further Recommendations and Implications for School Administrators 

 Researchers found that the experiences of Arab American students in the schools may 

potentially harm their social– emotional well-being; more specifically, their self-concept may 

become damaged after such experiences” (Tabbah et al., 2012). Therefore, it is critical that 
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addressing the needs ot Arab American students in K-higher education in America begin with 

leadership. Not only do school administrators play a role in providing students with the best 

education possible, they are also tasked with caring for the social and emotional needs of these 

students. While American public schools are conditioned to accept stereotypes about different 

minority groups in America, educators have the power to play a significant role in the social 

harmonization process in the school culture and in the society at large (Suleiman, 1996). 

Findings highlighted the positive impact of school cultural clubs and cultural days that allow 

students to share their culture with their peers and teachers. In addition, giving Arab American 

students a safe space where they can voice their opinions and share their knowledge about their 

own culture plays a vital role in helping them feel connected to both their Arab culture and their 

school.  

Further Recommendations and Implications for Social Justice 

The issue of inequity for Arab American students in schools is one that has not received 

attention in research due to their academic success (Albdour et al., 2017; Khouri, 2016). 

However, the issue needing to be addressed is not how they are doing academically, but how 

they are doing socially and emotionally due to the way in which they are perceived and 

discriminated against in schools. Although cultural assimilation worked well historically for 

many White ethnic groups, this is not the case for groups of color, which continue to experience 

structural exclusion after they become culturally assimilated. These students were made to feel 

ashamed of their home and community cultures, a shame that can lift once they have assimilated 

into U.S. mainstream culture (Banks, 2008). This theme of shame was evident in this research 

when the students did not have the positive variables in their lives that helped them connect 

positively to their Arab culture.  
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With the eminent increase in the Arab population in the United States due to emigration, 

this population of students is in urgent need of immediate support from schools (Khouri, 2016). 

The lack of support from schools is highlighted not only in previous studies but through the 

testimonies of the participants in this study. These Arab American youth are battling a system 

that consistently silences their voice or highlights misconceptions about their population 

(Albdour et. al, 2016). Moreover, Arab Americans do not see themselves as part of the current 

Ethnic Studies curriculum across the country. A re-examination of how Arabs can be integrated 

into this curriculum is crucial to aid in the process of making these youth visible.  

         As a result of these stressors, Arab American youth are struggling to form their cultural 

identity. “Racial identity is a fluid, situational, and emergent concept. The focus on Arab 

Americans allows for a unique opportunity to consider how ethnic traits influence assimilation 

patterns toward upward mobility via a White identity” (Ajrouch & Jamal, 2007, p.875). 

Furthermore, ethnic identity is central in social development and is linked to psychological 

adjustment in many immigrant populations. Notwithstanding, Arab children are already placed in 

a complex social construct that makes it more difficult for them to connect to their cultural 

identity (Britto, 2008). Correspondingly, students should be encouraged to critically examine 

their identifications and commitments [to social justice] and to understand how they are 

interrelated and constructed in complex ways (Banks, 2008). One way is to look inside 

classrooms and examine how they may or may not be open for the exchange of ideas and voices 

for minority students. As a result, students who are from different cultural identities will feel like 

they have a place in that classroom and have a right to make themselves heard, while developing 

their own perspectives and improving their self-esteem. At the same time, other students can also 

benefit from these different perspectives and develop their knowledge. Ultimately, this open 
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dialogue allows for social justice to be at the forefront of the learning environment for students 

from all cultural backgrounds (Altugan, 2015). Moreover, in looking at discrimination history, 

counselors at schools should help this population find ways to connect to their culture of origin 

through community and cultural advocacy initiatives (Nasser-McMillan, Lambert and Hakim-

Larson, 2011).  However, underlying this problem is the fact that schools lack the knowledge to 

understand these children and their particular struggles with identity formation (Brown et. al, 

2017). Therefore, leadership needs to step in to address issues of social justice as they apply to 

the Arab American population.  

Areas for Future Research 

 Empirical studies that examine and expand on our knowledge and understanding of 

factors that positively influence an Arab American youth’s cultural identity are needed to help 

teachers and administrators become more culturally proficient with this population of students in 

our schools. Further research focused on the successes of Arab American youth in navigating the 

private and public school systems in America while positively and strongly formatting their 

cultural identity may help inform new approaches in working with these youth. It may also help 

provide stakeholders with a toolbox they can use when helping these youth explore their cultural 

identities within the context of family, school and society. The scope of this study can be 

expanded to explore the nuances that exist within the different Arab cultures and how these 

differ from one religious background to another and from one Arab country of origin to the next.  

 It is important to investigate the psychological effect that this may have on these youth as 

they try to navigate their dual cultural identities in a healthy manner. This study was conducted 

within a two-month period and therefore it may be beneficial to take a longitudinal approach to 

this study and examine the ways an Arab American youth changes as they go through elementary 
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school into middle and high school. In addition, expanding the scope of the study would also 

include participants in various other states in America in order to have more voices heard. One 

area that may be worthwhile to research is Arab cultural enclaves in America, such as Detroit, 

Michigan. In contrast, examining areas where the Arab American youth population is 

significantly small is just as valuable. How will the factors in these areas differ from the ones 

presented in this study. And, how can researchers use this to better understand cultural identity 

development? 

Conclusion 

 The aftermath of 9/11 awakened America to the Arab population in the world and made 

Arab Americans visible to the American society. As a result, Arab American youth have been 

dealing with almost two decades of discrimination and othering in both their schools and larger 

society. This has led to many of these youth taking to hiding and drifting away from their 

cultural identity rather than developing it positively. Rather than focus on a deficit lens already 

present in the literature, this research looked for Arab American youth that persevered despite 

these challenges and have come to develop a positive connection to their Arab identity. The 

purpose of this research was to find the variables that exist within the systems in an Arab 

American youth’s life that help them positively connect to their cultural identity. Through one-

on-one Zoom interviews with seven Arab American youth from different cities in the United 

States, the researcher found that there exist several variables from the literature and beyond that 

allow these youth to connect to their Arab identity.  

The findings of this study stress the need for parents, teachers and leadership to work 

together to help this population develop a positive sense of self when it comes to their Arab 

identity. In the home, youth thrive when they are immersed in Arab traditions, are encouraged to 
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speak the Arabic language and can connect to other Arabs in their community. Coupled with this 

is the need for schools to amplify Arab student voices, giving this population an opportunity to 

correct misconceptions about Arabs that are shared through our existing curriculum. In addition, 

giving these students an opportunity to share their culture with their peers and teachers gives 

them a sense of belonging on their campuses. Finally, larger communities, including religious 

communities, play a pivotal role in providing these youth with ways to connect to Arab peers and 

their religion through a cultural lens. These communities can help these students find ways to 

positively represent their culture and take pride in their identity. In the long run, these variables 

contribute to the way that these youth perceive their overall self identity, helping them combat 

feelings of shame and psychological distress and come to terms with their dual identities as 

Arabs in America.  

 On the whole, youth need to work through the identities they inherit from their family 

and society and begin to take control over their identity in order to feel satisfied and to resolve 

their crisis in identity formation (French, 2006). This is important because it allows the 

adolescent to feel satisfied with their identity, which in turn brings them a feeling of industry and 

competence, as well as belonging. For the Arab American population, there are added challenges 

posed by the relationship between Arab nations and the United States, which have permeated 

across borders and are directly influencing their perception of cultural identity (Wray-Lake, 

Syvertsen & Flanagan, 2008). All stakeholders need to find ways to help students feel safe in 

identifying as Arab Americans, as well as support them in navigating through this identity 

process. Furthermore, we need to find a way to allow Arab American students to feel visible on 

our campuses, and not in the negative visible manner in which they have been portrayed. Not 

only do these students need to feel a sense of belonging on campus, they also need to feel a sense 
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of pride in their Arab heritage rather than shame and fear. Ultimately, we must seek out and 

address the unique needs of this growing student population on our campuses in order to provide 

equity and access for all students. 
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Appendix A: Interview Protocol for Youth Participants 

  

OBJECTIVE: To identify factors and variables that help Arab American youth 

positively connect to their cultural identity. 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS: 

1. In what ways do factors outside of the Arab American youth self contribute to their 

cultural identity formation? 

2. In what ways do Arab American youth's attitudes and perceptions of their own cultural 

identity contribute to overall identity formation? 

Interview Guide 

TOPIC MAIN POINTS APPROX. TIME (min.) 

Introductio

n 

·    Welcome and thanks for participation. 

·    Introduction of researcher. 

·    Goal of the interview 

·    Confidentiality 

5 

Ground 

Rules 

·    No right or wrong answers; 

·    Protection of participant’s identity 

·    Participant can stop the interview at any time 

5 

Ice 

Breakers 

Question: 

How do you identify yourself racially? 

Question: 

For you, what are the most important aspects of your 

background or identity? 

·     Probe: Can you tell me more about those aspects? 

10 
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Interview Guide 

TOPIC MAIN POINTS APPROX. TIME (min.) 

PHASE 1 – 

The Family 

System 

To begin, I want to focus on the first system that 

contributes to the formation of cultural identity, which 

is the family. 

  

Question: 

How do your family members identify themselves 

racially? 

Question: 

 What or who has provided the greatest support to 

developing or maintaining your Arab identity? 

·     Probe: Can you give me a specific example of this? 

Question: 

Describe your home environment and how it 

contributes to your Arab identity formation. 

·     Probe: Can you give me a specific example of this? 

Question: 

What factors in your home environment help foster 

your Arab identity? 

·     Probe: Are there specific traditions that you enjoy? 

Question: 

In what ways, if any, does religion contribute to your 

Arab identity? 

·     Probe: Can you give me a specific example of this? 

15 
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Interview Guide 

TOPIC MAIN POINTS APPROX. TIME (min.) 

  

PHASE 2 – 

The 

School/ 

Peers 

System 

Next, I want us to talk about your school and peers. 

Question: 

How would you describe the ideal educational 

environment for Arab American students to foster their 

Arab identity? 

·     Probe: How do you think your teachers contribute 

to this? 

Question: 

In what ways, if any do your peers influence the way 

you perceive your Arab identity? 

·     Probe: Are there any examples you can give me 

where your peers made you feel proud to be Arab 

American? 

10 

  

PHASE 3 – 

Society 

Ok, now let’s move on to the next system, society. 

Question: 

In what ways, if any, has the media - including news, 

Hollywood and any other forms of media - influenced 

how you view your cultural identity? 

Question: 

·     Probe: Are there any examples you can think of 

where society has helped you better connect to your 

Arab identity? 

10 
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Interview Guide 

TOPIC MAIN POINTS APPROX. TIME (min.) 

Closure 

That covers everything that I wanted to discuss today. 

Are there any other topics/comments that have not been 

discussed that you would like to bring up? 

[IF YES:] Tell me about that. [IF NO:] Thank you for 

participating. 

5 

Total Time 

  

60 

 

    INTRODUCTION SCRIPT FOR YOUTH PARTICIPANTS 

Thank you for participating in this interview. My name is Rania Saeb and I am a doctoral 

student studying Educational Leadership in a joint doctoral program through UC San Diego and 

Cal State San Marcos. 

We are here today to learn about the factors that positively contribute to the formation of 

your Arab American identity.  I would like to focus specifically on the systems of your society, 

school and peers as well as your family. The goal of this interview is to try and understand 

how these three systems can help you to positively connect to your cultural identity. 

If you are not comfortable responding, you do not have to answer. 

Our conversation will last approximately 60 minutes, and will be video and audio recorded to 

make sure I do not miss anything you say. After the interview, you can request a copy of the 

recording as well as the transcripts at any time. 

All of the information that you share will be confidential and anonymous. Your name will not 

appear on any document resulting from this study. 

If at any point you feel uncomfortable, we can stop this interview. If at any time you do not want 

to answer any particular question, please let me know and we can move on to the next question. 

Do you have any questions before we begin? 

Let’s begin. 
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Appendix B: Invitation to Participate in Study 

Dear Participant, 

My name is Rania Saeb and I am a doctoral student in the UCSD/CSUSM joint doctoral 

program.  I am conducting a research to explore the factors that positively contribute to an Arab 

American youth’s cultural identity formation.  I am currently looking Arab American youth who 

are willing to participate in my study.  Youth who choose to participate in this study will be 

asked to take part in one, or possibly two interviews that explore the ways in which the system of 

family, school and society shape identity formation. 

 The discussions that occur during the interview will not be shared with anyone else and will 

only be used for the purpose of this research. In addition, your name will be kept confidential as 

only pseudonyms will be used in the study. Remember, this process is voluntary, anonymous and 

confidential. 

 I do hope that you take some time to consider being a part of this important work. Please call me 

at 619-400-7651 with any questions you may have regarding the process.  If you agree to 

participate, please sign the consent form.  

Again, thank you for your time.  I look forward to hearing from you. 

Sincerely, 

 Rania Saeb 
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