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Here is a test about Arabs and Arab Americans.
And – surprise! – unlike other tests, you get to
take this one twice. Answer the questions 
below before you read this newspaper section.
Then, read the entire section and, when you
are finished, answer the questions on page 15.
This will be great, because you’ll be able to see
how much you’ve learned by comparing your
answers.

The "Before" Test 
1. What do you think of when you hear the word "Arab"?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________

2. Where do Arabs come from?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________

3. What does an Arab man and woman look like?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________

4. Do most Arabs live in tents? 

________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________

5. What Arab characters have you read about in books or seen in movies?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________

6. Name three famous Arab Americans.

________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________

7. What is the difference between "Muslim" and "Islam"? 

________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________

8. What do Muslims believe? About Christians? About Jews? About women?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________

After writing your answers, talk about them with your class. What ideas do you have about Arab Americans? 
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What Do You KnowAboutArabAmericans?
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America is a land of many cultures. We succeed when all our cultures work together in har-
mony, and we can help by learning as much as possible about our many different people. 

There is a great deal about Arab Americans that is unknown or misunderstood. Events of the
last couple of years have led many people to view Arabs as a backward, violent people. That
is unfair and untrue. This special newspaper section looks at who Arab Americans are, how
they live, where they come from, and how they have added to the richness of our country.
Arab Americans have been presidential candidates, racecar drivers, football players, actors,
scientist, senators, furniture makers, and singers –  just about anything you can imagine.

Stop and Learn
Stop right now and take the quiz about Arab Americans on page 2
before you read any more. Then, after reading the section, take the 
quiz again on Page 15. Compare your answers. You will be amazed to
see how far you’ve come in understanding this rich culture. 

Who are the Arab Americans?
Arab Americans are people whose ancestors came from countries in southwestern Asia
and northern Africa, an area often referred to as the Arab World, where one of the primary
languages spoken is Arabic. Not all people in the Arab World are Arab.  There are many
other ethnic groups, including the Berber, Assyrians, Kurds, and Chaldeans. 

It is hard to say exactly how many Arab Americans there are in the USA because the Census doesn’t list Arab Americans
separately. But it is estimated that about 3 million Arab Americans live in the 50 states, with about 30% of them living in
California, Michigan, and New York and another 30% in Illinois, Maryland, Massachusetts, New Jersey, Ohio, Texas, and

Virginia.

Most Arab Americans were born in the United
States. Although there are 22 countries from which

Arabs come to the United States, most Arab Ameri-
cans can trace their roots to five backgrounds –
Lebanese, Syrians, Palestinians, Egyptians, and

Iraqis. In the United States, nearly half of the Arab-
American families say that there is some Arabic spoken

in their homes, but most Arab Americans speak English. 

Politics
Arab Americans are evenly divided among Republicans,De-
mocrats, and independents.  Polls show that Arab Americans
are more likely to vote than other
Americans. In the recent presidential
election, the major parties met with

leaders of the Arab-American 
community because Arab Americans constitute a powerful voting bloc in some key states. 

Arab Americans have held public office at all levels. They’ve served in the U.S. Senate, the U.S.
House of Representatives, and presidential cabinets. They’ve been governors and state legisla-
tors. More than 30 have been mayors of U.S. cities. 

MeettheArab Americans
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The Arab culture, from which Arab Americans come, has a lot in common with that of America. Just as American
culture is made up of bits and pieces of many different cultures, so is the Arab world. It was influenced by the
contributions of many cultures – from Greece, Rome, and the ancient Near East; from Christianity, Judaism, and Islam;
from the Persians and the Turks, India, and China; from Europe and America.

At one time, the Arab empire
brought together 
vast areas stretching from the
Atlantic coast of Spain and
Morocco far into central and
south Asia. Business, trade,
culture, and ideas 
flowed throughout the region
and united many 
different people. Some 
elements of Arab culture 
are still shared throughout
much of the region ruled 
by these empires. 

The Arab world played 
an important role in develop-
ing European culture in 
the Middle Ages and the Re-
naissance. After all, it is "Ara-
bic numerals" that we 
use in arithmetic, not Roman 
numerals. The Arabic numer-
als actually came from India, and 
the Arabs called them "Indian 
numerals." We really are one 
world, after all.

b b b b b b b b b b b b b b b

Use the News
Learning Standards – locating diverse places, summarizing

1. Skim today’s newspaper to find any stories involving Arab Americans. 
Then look for stories about Arab countries. Which are easier to find? 
Why do you think this is so? 
2. Are Arab Americans a part of your community? Using your newspaper 
as a resource, look for stories about local Arab Americans. Summarize 
any that you find. 

History of the Arab People
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Traditionally, a strong family has been the core unit of Arab society.
Arabs who came to America from other countries lived close to
each other and worked hard to maintain ties with their home
countries. In recent years, more affordable air travel, telephones,
and e-mail have made it easier for those who come to keep in
touch with relatives across the ocean and to keep strong ties to
their culture.

In traditional Arab-American families, although certainly not all, fa-
thers provide for their families by working and earning money while
mothers work to take care of the home. Children are given responsi-
bility based on their level of maturity. Parents value privacy and educa-
tion. Eighty-two percent of Arab Americans have a high school diploma.
Thirty-six percent of them went on to get a bachelor’s degree, and 15 % of

them have graduate 
degrees. 

Much like other cultures, food has become a big part of 
Arab-American culture. If you study some of the foods, you can
see the ways in which food reflected the countries where the
people lived and the climates there. Maybe you’ve tasted pita
bread and hummus, both traditional foods in some Arab coun-
tries. The flat pita bread comes from Egypt and is eaten widely
today. Hummus is a dip made from garbanzo beans that origi-
nates from the Middle East and has become popular in sand-
wiches recently in the U.S.

Couscous, a
tiny pasta dish,
comes from
northern Africa,

west of Egypt. North African, Lebanese, and Palestinian foods tend
to use a greater variety of vegetables because the milder Mediter-
ranean climates mean that more vegetables can be grown. When
you eat in Arab restaurants in the United States, you are most often
eating this type of food with lots of vegetables. What is your favorite
food? Do you know what culture it comes from? 

Use the News
Learning Standard – 
writing to inform

Check the newspaper for articles 
or pictures about families. What 
are some of the things that families
are doing together? Make a collage 
of family activities and things that 
families use together. Then write about
the things your family likes to do. 

Family and Food
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Most Arab Americans wear modern American clothing. Sometimes we see
people who are dressed in a traditional outfit. Some of those traditional outfits
may have religious meaning while others are a show of cultural pride. 

If you think about it, you can understand how much of the traditional clothing
made sense based on the climate of many Arab countries. Many of those
countries are hot much of the time, so loose-fitting, robe-like garments
would be most comfortable. Head coverings, even face coverings, that keep
sun and sand out of the eyes and ears and off the head, also made sense. 

The religion of Islam states that both men and women should dress mod-
estly.  Many Muslims, particularly Muslim women, have interpreted this to
mean they should cover most of their body.  However, not all Muslims ad-
here to this interpretation.  Moreover, not all Arabs are Muslim and not all
Arabs or Muslim women wear special clothing designed to cover their faces,
bodies, and heads.

One Arab government, Saudi Arabia has laws mandating that women cover
their hair.   In other Arab countries, women may choose whether or not they
want to cover their hair and what types of
clothing they wish to wear.  In some
Arab countries, some women
choose to wear a robe called an
abbayeh when outside.  Be-
neath the abbayeh, a woman
may be wearing a dress, a
business suit, or other non-
traditional outfit.  Most
Muslim women around
the world do not cover
their face, but there are
some who do for cultural 

reasons.  In the United States, some women choose to cover their
hair with a scarf.

Some Arab men in the Arab world, and a few Arab-American men,
may choose to wear a head covering sometimes called a kafiyyeh. It
shows pride in their culture. It is not religious and most Arab-American
men do not wear it. 

fffffffffffffffffffffff

fffffffffffffffffffffff

Use the News
Learning Standard – understanding weather

How are clothing styles in today’s newspaper a reflection of the climate where you
live? Analyze the clothes you see and write what you can learn about the 
climate from looking at the clothes. 

Clothing Customs
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Civil Rights and Stereotypes
Many people know about Arab Americans only from 
seeing Arab characters in movies and in stories. Many of those
stories showed Arabs as sheiks with camels and harems of
women. These stories left people believing things about 
Arabs that may not have been accurate. Those mistaken be-
liefs, in some cases, led to prejudice and then to stereotyping. 

Stereotypes 
Can Hurt
Stereotypes are ideas we have about peo-
ple because of who they are and 
the groups to which they belong. Stereo-
types can be very harmful. Here is an ex-
ample to help you understand. Below are
three stereotypes, one good, one bad,
and one neutral (neither good nor bad). 

Good: All smart people are good readers. 
Neutral: All smart people like to read.
Bad: Smart people are boring because
they’re always reading.

A bad stereotype is also called a prejudice. When you act dif-
ferently toward people based on a prejudice, that’s called dis-
crimination. So, using the example above, if you refuse to
hang out with smart people because you believe they are bor-

ing, that’s discrimination. If you tell jokes about them always having their noses in books, that’s discrimination. And if
those jokes lead other people to believe that making fun of smart people is acceptable, it might also seem okay to shun
those people – and later to hurt them physically. That would be violence resulting from prejudice. You can see how
negative thoughts lead to prejudices that in turn lead to jokes that eventually turn into discrimination and violence. 

Arab Americans have often been victims of prejudice based on the stereotypes some people had about them. Some of
those stereotypes that may have come from movies along with other stories about Arabs did not paint an accurate pic-
ture of what Arabs are really like. And news stories sometimes add to the mistaken beliefs. After the tragic events of
9/11, some people mistakenly blamed all Arabs or all Muslims for the few who caused the problems. Violent acts
against people who looked Arab occurred across the United States. Stereotypes became worse. Can you see how these
problems get out of control and are harmful? Talk about this with your class. 

Can you think of any ways to get rid of stereotypes about Arab Americans? Can you think of ways to turn around any
prejudices you might have already formed? 

Use the News
Learning Standards – investigating stereotypes, interpreting individual 
rights and freedom

1. Sometimes comic strips show stereotypes. Read today’s strips and see whether you 
can detect any humor that shows a stereotype. Rewrite the strip so that no stereotype is used.
2. In America, we are guaranteed certain rights, including the right to speak freely, the right to
choose our religion, the right to a free press, the right to gather in groups, and others. 
Brainstorm a list of "universal rights" that you believe everyone, everywhere, should 
have. Check the newspaper for ideas. 
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Most Arab Americans are Christians, while others are Muslims. Muslims are people who follow the religion of Islam,
just as Christians are followers of Christianity and Jews are followers of Judaism. Like Christians and Jews, Muslims be-
lieve in one God. "Allah" is the Arabic Word for God, and is used
by Arabic-speaking Christians, Jews and Muslims alike.
Muslims believe that a man named Muhammad was a
prophet, or a messenger, for God. 

Islam 
Islam is a religion of peace and prayer. Muslims pray in
mosques, much the same way Christians pray in churches
and Jews pray in synagogues. Their holy book, like the Bible
and Torah, is called the Koran or Qu’ran. They look to this
book to instruct them on how to live and behave. Muslims
believe that the Koran holds the exact words of God as told
to the Prophet Muhammad. 

Islam is a popular and fast-growing religion, found all
over the world. One of every five people on the planet
is a Muslim. Not all Muslims are Arabs, though. In fact,
most Muslims are not Arabs, and Arabs make up only
about 15% to 18% of all Muslims. And because Mus-
lims are found in many different countries, they are a
very diverse people with many different styles and cul-
tures. 

Islam teaches respect for other religions, including
Christianity and Judaism. The religion does not suggest
the use of violence. Islam is based on five pillars.
They are: 
● Belief in God and that Muhammad is the last in
God’s line of prophets
● Prayer five times each day
● Giving to the poor
● Fasting during the holy time of Ramadan 
● The importance of pilgrimage, or a trip to the holy

city of Mecca 

iiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii

Use the News
Learning Standard – comparing religions

Does your newspaper often include stories about religion? 
Keep a religion clipping file where you cut out and summarize
stories about religion. After a few weeks, summarize what
you’ve learned about different religions from 
reading the newspaper. 

Religion

iiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii
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Muslims, Chris-
tians, and Jews
Islam teaches that Christians,
Jews, and Muslims are all "peo-
ple of the book." By that, it
means that the three religions
share some basic beliefs found
in their holy books, the Bible,
the Torah, and the Koran. 
The main difference between
most Christians and Muslims is
that Muslims do not believe that
Jesus was the Son of God. 
They believe that Jesus was a
prophet. The main difference
between Jews and Muslims is
that Jews do not believe in the
prophets after the Jewish
prophets, including Muham-
mad. 

The Role of Women
Islamic law permits women to own property, get an education, and par-
ticipate in community life. Men and women are respected equally. Is-
lamic law requires both men and women to dress modestly. Some
Muslim women interpret this to mean they are required to cover their
bodies and hair. The intention behind this interpretation is for people
to focus on a person’s mind rather than the way her/his body looks.

Violence
Islam does not support terrorism. 
Terrorism goes against every belief in Islam. In fact, the word “Islam” is
derived from the Arabic word “salaam,” which means peace.

jjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjj
Islam,-Its Teachings and Its Customs

Surf to Learn
Visit this site to learn more about Islam.
http://www.islam101.com/dawah/course101.html
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Government
The first Arab American in a president’s cabinet was Donna Shalala, who
served with President Bill Clinton. Former New Hampshire Governor John
H. Sununu became the White House Chief of Staff, then a political com-
mentator on CNN. 

Business Leaders
Jacques Nasser is the former
president of Ford Motor Company.
Najeeb Halaby was chief executive
officer of Pan American Airlines.
His daughter, Lisa, married King
Hussein of Jordan and became the
first Arab American to be queen  of
a foreign country. And did      you
know that Kinko’s, the chain of
copying-service stores, was
started by an Arab American? 

Media
Reporter Helen Thomas covered the administrations of
eight presidents. 

Medicine
Dr. Michael DeBakey, who invented the first artificial
heart, is one of America’s medical treasures. He is also
an Arab American.
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Famous Arab Americans
There are many famous Arab Americans in 
all walks of life. Here’s a peek at just a few.

Donna Shalala

John H. Sununu

Helen Thomas

Photos courtesy of the Arab-American Institute
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Sports
Heisman Trophy winner Doug
Flutie was the first American
college quarterback to pass for
10,000 yards; he went on to
play professional football.
Bobby Rahal won the Indy
500 race in 1986.

Activists
Certainly the founder of Mothers Against Drunk Driving, Candy Lightner, has helped to save countless lives. 
You probably have also heard of America’s most famous consumer advocate (and presidential candidate), 
Ralph Nader.  

Entertainment
Maybe you’ve heard Casey Kasem, the host of the radio show,
"America’s Top 40" (also the voice of Scooby)? Or perhaps you know
the work of performer Paula Abdul. These popular entertainers are
both proud Arab Americans, as is television star Tony Shalhoub.
(Wings, Monk) 

Also, you may have seen the movies of Salma Hayek and listened to
the music of Skakira, both of whom are Arab Americans from Latin
America.

Science
Astronaut and schoolteacher Christa McAuliffe lost her life in the
tragic explosion of the Space Shuttle Challenger in 1986. 

All these notable people have two things in 
common – they are proud of their Arab heritage

and they are proud to be Americans. 

Bobby RahalDoug Flutie

Casey Kasem

Photos courtesy of the Arab-American Institute
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Language
Most Arab Americans speak English in their homes, but some speak Arabic, too. It’s fun to learn about different lan-
guages. Here is an interesting fact about the Arabic language: It has 160 different words for "camel." Why do you think
this is so? Think about the fact that many Arabs lived in desert climates and about how the camel was used.

The English language borrowed words from so many different languages – German, French, Spanish, Greek, 
and Arabic. Many Arabic words deal with math or science, but some are used in our everyday life, too. If you’ve ever said
the word "candy," surprise – you’re already speaking Arabic.

Here are just a few English words that you know, along with their Arabic origins:

English Arabic Origin and Meaning

Admiral amir al – ruler of; originally "amir al-bahr," ruler of the sea

Algebra al-jabr – the reunion of broken parts, from "jabara," to reunite, bind together

Almanac almanakh – calendar

Candy qandi – made of sugar, from Sanskrit "khanda," sugar in pieces

Magazine makhzan – a storehouse

Sahara sahra – desert

Sugar sakkar – from Persian "shakar" and Sanskrit "carkara," gravel or candied sugar

Discrimination
Even before the terrorist attacks on 9/11, discrimination against Arab Americans
was a serious problem. But because those terrorists were of Middle Eastern de-
scent, discrimination against Arab Americans has increased. This discrimination also
increases when the United States is in conflict with Arab countries such as the cur-
rent situation with Iraq. Some discrimination has resulted in violence. But, like all
discrimination, it is wrong and illegal. 

Only through education can we all work together to end this kind of racial
prejudice and discrimination. The more you know about people, the more you can
celebrate their similarities and differences instead of being afraid of them. The more
you know about each other, the richer your lives become. 

n n n n n n n n n n n n n n n

Use the News
Learning Standards – describing interactions 
between nations

Which stories in today’s newspaper are about the Palestinian-Israeli conflict
or the situation in Iraq? Find one and summarize it. Then write an editorial
giving your opinion on how to achieve peace.

n n n n n n n n n n n n n n n
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The "After"
Test

Answer this same set of
questions again, now 
that you have read this 
newspaper section. 
Compare your answers 
to the ones you wrote
on page 2. Can you see 
how much you’ve learned? 
How do you feel about
this learning experience? 

1. What do you think of when you hear the word "Arab"?

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

2. Where do Arabs come from?

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

3. What does an Arab man and woman look like?

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

4. Do most Arabs live in tents? 

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

5. What Arab characters have you read about in books or seen in movies?

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

6. Name three famous Arab Americans.

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

7. What is the difference between "Muslim" and "Islam"? 

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

8. What do Muslims believe? About Christians? About Jews? About

women?

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

After writing your answers, talk about them with your class. What ideas do
you have about Arab Americans? 

What Do You KnowAboutArabAmericans?

GG




