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Abstract

Objective: Current empirical literature on sexual harassment in schools is mostly based on nonrep-
resentative samples of middle-class high-school Caucasian female students. Thus the scope of
research regarding gender, age, and cultural differences is very limited. This article reports on findings
on sexual harassment in Jewish and Arab schools in Israel with regard to gender, age, and cultural
differences.
Method: The study is part of the first national survey on school violence in Israel. The representative
sample includes 10,400 students in grades 7 through 11 attending public schools in Israel. Students
were asked to report whether they were victims of specific acts of sexual harassment in school during
the month before the survey.
Results: Overall, 29.1% of the students were victims of at least one act of harassment. The more
common acts were to show offensive pictures or to send obscene letters, to take off or to try to take
off part of the student’s clothing, and to try to kiss a student. The most vulnerable groups are the Arab
boys and 8th grade students. Report rates were the lowest among Arab girls.
Conclusions: Sexual harassment is prevalent in Israeli schools. The pattern of victimization is
different for boys and girls and for students in Jewish and Arab schools. These patterns are a complex
phenomenon that must be considered in the intervention and policy measures addressing sexual
harassment at school. © 2002 Elsevier Science Ltd. All rights reserved.
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Introduction

Over the past decade many sexual harassment studies have explored victimization of
school students mainly in the US and other English-speaking cultures (Fineran & Bennett,
1998). Most of these studies were conducted using small convenience samples and were not
nationally representative of their school-aged populations (Bagley, Bolitho, & Bertrand,
1997; Fineran & Bennett, 1998; Kopels & Dupper, 1999; Stein, 1995; Stein, Marshall, &
Tropp, 1993; Roscoe, Strouse, & Goodwin, 1994). Furthermore, sexual harassment studies
have generally not addressed gender and development related questions in diverse cultural
settings; most, if not all, of the empirical literature is focused primarily on middle-class Caucasian
students. As a start in extending the study of school sexual harassment to other cultures, this is
the first representative study of sexual harassment issues in Middle Eastern schools.

Here we describe victimization by sexual harassment in Jewish and Arab public school
populations in Israel. We examine the frequency of specific behaviors that are considered
forms of sexual harassment and explore how they vary with the students’ culture, gender, and
age. The data presented here derive from a larger study on issues of school violence
(Benbenishty, Zeira, & Astor, 2000; Zeira, Benbenishty, & Astor, in press) and are based on
a nationally representative sample of 10,400 Arab and Jewish students attending grades 7
through 11 at public schools in Israel.

Israel’s population is multicultural, with many diverse religious and ethnic groups. The
two largest groups are Jews and Arabs. The public schools of these two groups are segregated
by language, and both are under the supervision of the Ministry of Education. Ninety percent
of the Jewish population is secular or practices a modern Orthodox Judaism that identifies
strongly with Western values and culture, tends to be more liberal about gender roles, rules
of dress dealing with modesty, and open discussion on sexual issues in general. At the same
time, 10% of the Jewish-Israeli population is Orthodox or ultra-Orthodox. This latter group
is highly resistant to Western values, does not adhere to the same liberal Western values and
gender roles, and has its own private educational system that is not supervised by the Israeli
Ministry of Education.

Almost a fifth of Israel’s population is Arab (19.6%). This Arab population is highly diverse
in religion (Muslim, Christian, and Druze) and ethnic background. Even so, Arab groups within
Israel share a similar history, language, and culture. Despite variation in liberal versus conser-
vative attitudes within the Arab groups, many polls, articles, and surveys suggest that Israeli-
Arabs, as a group, are generally conservative, traditional, and hierarchical with regard to sex roles,
the centrality of the family, and socio-cultural hierarchy (Haj-Yahia, 1997).

This study provides an epidemiologic perspective on sexual harassment of two non-
English speaking cultures. The cultural segregation and the distinctness of Arab and Jewish
schools in Israel provides a unique opportunity for investigating the phenomenon of school-
based peer sexual harassment in the two very different cultures.

Background and definitions

Sexual harassment in schools is one of many behaviors considered to be part of school
violence and student victimization. Acts of sexual harassment are diverse sets of behaviors
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