
Vol.:(0123456789)

Learning Environments Research (2023) 26:951–975
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10984-023-09462-0

1 3

ORIGINAL PAPER

Effects of multicultural education on student engagement 
in low‑ and high‑concentration classrooms: the mediating 
role of student relationships

Ceren S. Abacioglu1  · Sacha Epskamp2 · Agneta H. Fischer1 · Monique Volman3

Received: 6 April 2022 / Accepted: 23 February 2023 / Published online: 17 March 2023 
© The Author(s) 2023

Abstract
Having positive and meaningful social connections is one of the basic psychological needs 
of students. The satisfaction of this need is directly related to students’ engagement—a 
robust predictor of educational achievement. However, schools continue to be sites of 
interethnic tension and the educational achievement of ethnically-minoritized students still 
lags behind that of their ethnic majority peers. The goal of the present study was to pro-
vide a quantitative account of the current segregated learning environments in terms of 
multicultural curriculum and instruction, as well as their possible impact on student out-
comes that can mitigate these challenges. Drawing upon Self-Determination Theory, we 
investigated the extent to which the use of multicultural practices can improve students’ 
engagement and whether this relationship is mediated by students’ peer relationships. With 
data from 34 upper primary school classroom teachers and their 708 students, our multi-
group analysis using structural equation modeling indicated that, in classrooms with a low 
(compared with high) minoritized student concentration, peer relationships can mediate the 
positive as well as negative effects of different dimensions of multicultural education on 
student engagement.
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Introduction

Having positive and meaningful social connections (i.e., relatedness) is one of the basic 
psychological needs of students. The satisfaction of this need is directly related to students’ 
intrinsic motivation and engagement—a strong predictor of positive academic outcomes 
(see Self-Determination Theory, SDT; Deci & Ryan, 1985). Present educational institu-
tions, however, are struggling to create learning environments in which all students experi-
ence equal levels of opportunities, representation, and belongingness (Huijnk et al., 2016). 
Interethnic tensions between students and their peers and teachers, and structural barriers 
such as mainstream education that do not relate to minoritized students’ personal experi-
ences and frames of reference (Stevens et  al., 2017a, b), seem to be at the core of this 
challenge.

These challenges are especially costly for the minoritized students that are more disad-
vantaged in the societal ethnic hierarchy (Thijssen et al., 2021). They indicate feeling less 
and less at home, experiencing high levels of discrimination and low levels of acceptance, 
and feeling more pessimistic about having equal representation and opportunities in the 
Netherlands over the last decade, where the current study was conducted (Huijnk et  al., 
2016). Accordingly, they perform lower on academic indicators such as standardized test 
scores at the end of primary school and higher drop-out rates compared with their majority 
group peers (CBS, 2020).

One potential way to tackle this challenge is to incorporate into education more multi-
cultural practices that have the potential to benefit all students. These practices are designed 
to mitigate inequality in education opportunities and improve intergroup relationships 
(Banks, 1995). Despite an increased interest in multicultural classrooms, it is noteworthy 
that very little is empirically known about the influence of different aspects of multicultural 
practices on the desired student outcomes. Yet, the growing demand for diversity research 
indicates a necessity to provide more-detailed accounts of learning environments in how 
they accommodate the diversity of their students and what this means for students’ social 
and academic functioning (Alt, 2017).

Drawing upon SDT, the current study examined whether different aspects of multicul-
tural practices can be useful in increasing students’ engagement—an important predictor 
of positive academic outcomes (Fredricks et al., 2019), through its influence on students’ 
peer relationships and hence relatedness. As Dutch schools are highly segregated along 
ethnic lines (Huilla et al., 2022), we tested the proposed relationships in learning environ-
ments that afford different conditions for peer relationships, namely, classrooms with low 
and high ethnically-minoritized student concentrations.

The learning environment

The Social Identity Approach  (Abrams & Hogg, 1990; Reicher et  al., 2010), which 
includes the Social Identity and Self-Categorization Theories (Tajfel & Turner, 1979; 
Turner et al., 1987), contends that children learn about socially-significant group distinc-
tions and define themselves and others in terms of their group memberships from an early 
age. This act of self-categorization into a group offers familiarity and pertinent cultural 
information about oneself and one’s group and serves as the starting point for understand-
ing intergroup dynamics. The resulting ‘us’ (the ingroup) and ‘them’ (the outgroup) divi-
sion is a significant source of influence on children’s attitudes and behavior toward their 
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ingroup and outgroup (Liberman et al., 2017; Rhodes & Baron, 2019), and can result in 
prejudices between the majority and minoritized groups so that the ingroup is favored and 
outgroup members are occasionally disliked and rejected.

The learning environment is one element that can augment or counteract prejudice 
between groups. Cortés (2000) calls the sociocultural elements that affect and mould stu-
dents’ attitudes toward various ethnic and racial groups the ‘societal curriculum’. Indeed, 
through both a manifest and a hidden curriculum, learning environments frequently pro-
mote and uphold the unfavorable stereotypes about ethnic groups that young people learn 
about in the wider world.

Lesson plans, textbooks, bulletin boards, curriculum guides, and other observable envi-
ronmental elements make up the manifest curriculum. These can make remarks about the 
school’s beliefs regarding ethnic diversity because the ethnic groups that appear in text-
books and other instructional materials tell students which groups the school thinks are 
significant or unimportant. The curriculum that all students acquire, but no teacher openly 
teaches, is known as the hidden curriculum. This curriculum expresses many of the impor-
tant values of the school regarding cultural diversity through the teacher–student interac-
tions, learning characteristics, language, motivational systems, and culture that are fostered 
by the school (Banks, 2004a, 2004b).

In Dutch educational institutions, the curriculum, materials, and instruction tend to be 
primarily from the perspective of the dominant group, resulting in less relatable educa-
tional content and pedagogical practices that do not support ‘alternative’ ways of learning. 
As a result, minoritized groups’ histories and cultures are usually added as a mere side note 
to the regular curriculum and mentioning of social biases is kept to a minimum, thereby 
perpetuating the acceptance of existing inequalities and not providing equitable opportuni-
ties for development.

For instance, when Weiner (2018) looked at the representation of immigrants, multi-
culturalism, and tolerance in all Dutch primary school history textbooks released between 
1980 and 2011, 81.3 percent of the 203 textbooks, workbooks, and activity books in 18 
series produced since 1980 completely exclude minoritized cultures and identities. When 
they are discussed in textbooks, they are separated from the rest of Dutch society and 
placed in their own distinct sections. They are portrayed as culturally alien outsiders from 
underdeveloped, impoverished, and violent cultures who create issues for the Dutch com-
munity that kindly welcomes them.

These biases, in addition, are often mirrored in interpersonal interactions between stu-
dents and teachers, and between peers (Thijs & Verkuyten, 2014). Weiner (2016) spent 
two days a week for three months in a diverse eighth group (equal to the sixth grade in the 
US) classroom in Amsterdam North, a district chosen for its ethnic and racial variety and 
relative socioeconomic homogeneity. According to Weiner’s (2016) research, the White 
teacher reified cultural norms and discourses prevalent in Dutch culture, and positioned 
Dutch students without a migration background as superior and normative, even when they 
engaged in disruptive activities while placing students with a migration background in an 
inferior position in the country’s ethnic and racial hierarchy.

Peer relationships and student engagement

Such cultural discontinuity between majority and minoritized students can result in dif-
ficulties considering the experiences and perspectives of the non-dominant group mem-
bers (Dovidio et  al., 2017) or name-calling from peers and exclusion from peer groups 
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(Huijnk et al., 2016; Thijs & Verkuyten, 2014). Against this background, children rarely 
have friendships and casual contact with peers of a different ethnic background in multicul-
tural Dutch classrooms (de Bruijn et al., 2020; Fortuin et al., 2014).

SDT posits that learning environments that feature conditions that satisfy students’ 
feelings of relatedness can stimulate greater student engagement—the extent to which a 
student is actively involved in learning activities (Skinner et  al., 2016). Lower levels of 
feelings of relatedness, on the other hand, can inhibit learning motivation and engagement 
(Fredricks et al., 2019), which is manifested in multiple dimensions.

The behavioral dimension of engagement includes students’ efforts in initiating learning 
activities, and attention, concentration, persistence, and involvement during these activi-
ties. The emotional dimension of engagement includes enthusiasm, interest, enjoyment, 
and satisfaction states during learning activities. The cognitive dimension of engagement 
includes goal strivings, mastery orientation, self-regulation, and the use of coping strat-
egies preceding and during learning activities. Some studies do not distinguish between 
cognitive and emotive components. Despite the fact that we frequently distinguish ‘rational 
thought’ from ‘emotion,’ both factors work together to influence our actions. Thus, some 
researchers combine the notions into a single term known as ‘cognitive-affective states’ 
rather than separating them (Baker et al., 2010). On a similar account, to the best of our 
knowledge, the measures that assess students’ engagement in primary-school-aged children 
do not separate the emotional and cognitive dimensions.

Previous research shows that the satisfaction of basic psychological needs positively 
influences different dimensions of student engagement to different extents (Dincer et al., 
2019). These dimensions capture related but independently emerging factors that influ-
ence a student’s active involvement in school (Salmela‐Aro et al., 2021), and they can have 
varying positive effects on academic outcomes based on the dimension (Lei et al., 2018). 
Therefore, we focused on the emotional and behavioral aspects of engagement separately, 
but without an isolated cognitive dimension, and consider multicultural education as a 
tool to improve students’ engagement through its influence on students’ peer relationships, 
hence relatedness.

Multicultural education

Concerned with critically examining inequitable structures, providing students with equal 
opportunities, understanding cultural diversity, and incorporating multiple perspectives 
into education (Nieto, 2004), multicultural education offers a set of practices that are 
designed to enhance intergroup relations and reach similar educational achievement levels 
by considering the needs of students from all backgrounds (Klein, 2012). Self-Determi-
nation Theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Reeve, 2002) connects these two outcomes together 
through the relationship between satisfaction of the basic psychological need for related-
ness and student engagement. We, therefore, examine the influence of multicultural educa-
tion on students’ peer relationships (as a proxy to relatedness) and engagement using the 
SDT framework.

Banks (2004a, 2004b) provides a detailed conceptualization of multicultural education 
that includes five distinct but highly interrelated dimensions. We used these dimensions 
to investigate the relationships between multicultural education, peer relationships, and 
engagement. In his conceptualization, teachers should employ content integration from 
a variety of cultures in what they teach, reflecting and representing the diversity of their 
students through texts, histories, values, beliefs, and varying perspectives from different 
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cultures. Moreover, teachers should increase their students’ awareness of the knowledge 
construction process and help students to be critical about who the knowledge serves and 
from whose perspective it was constructed (e.g., cultural references, biases). Next, teachers 
should aim for prejudice reduction by modifying their students’ attitudes through teach-
ing methods, materials, and dialogue to decrease negative and improve positive intergroup 
relations by actively counteracting social biases (i.e., prejudice, stereotyping, discrimina-
tion). Further, teachers should aim for an empowering school culture and social structure, 
by examining disproportionality in attendance and achievement between groups in various 
aspects of school (e.g., to giftedness programs). Lastly, teachers should strive for equity 
pedagogy (i.e., equity in how they teach, by modifying their teaching to include various 
teaching and assessment styles to facilitate the learning and academic achievement of all 
students). This requires avoiding standardized, one-size-fits-all approaches to teaching and 
learning, relating content to students’ lives, and creating opportunities for them to engage 
with learning in various forms (e.g., cooperative learning, problem-based learning, role-
playing, simulations).

Therefore, multicultural education, through promoting student representation and 
involvement in the educational curriculum, instruction, and materials, improves students’ 
abilities to understand and interpret the perspectives, worldviews, frames of references, 
and values and behaviors that are normative to ethnic and racial groups other than their 
own (Banks, 2004a, 2004b). It integrates content from a variety of cultures into instruc-
tion and provides opportunities to critically examine content from a variety of perspectives. 
Thereby, it provides students with an opportunity to express their voices and makes teach-
ing relevant and meaningful for all students (Banks, 2004a, 2004b).

Such teaching activities are more likely to be engaging for students because they 
acknowledge students’ experiences and emotions related to a topic (Skinner et al., 2016). 
They tend to include content that deals with issues and problems that relate to students’ 
worlds, including their norms, values, identities, and struggles (Banks, 2004a, 2004b; Gay, 
2013). A recent path analysis study, conducted with 110 ethnically-minoritized middle-
school students from the United States, for instance, examined whether culturally-respon-
sive teaching and teacher expectations had positive associations with Latinx students’ aca-
demic outcomes (Garcia & Chun, 2016). They found that, when teachers try to find out 
what students find interesting and what they already know, build on that knowledge and 
use it to exemplify new teaching content (i.e., content integration) by using various teach-
ing techniques (i.e., equity pedagogy), and have high expectations of their students, they 
are more likely to help students to engage in learning and to have more positive beliefs 
about their achievement outcomes.

Moreover, students infer whose culture and history are worth studying and whose expe-
riences are worth mentioning from the content studied in their classrooms. When the con-
tent includes multiple voices and perspectives as to how life can be experienced and under-
stood, it not only makes the content more relevant for more students but also promotes 
positive ethnic identity and gives ‘permission’ to students to be their authentic selves and 
to accept each other as they are (Piper, 2019).

For instance, in a study conducted with children between the age of 6 and 11  years 
(Hughes et al., 2007), researchers compared pretest and posttest results of prejudiced atti-
tudes towards African Americans in an experimental and in a control group. The experi-
mental group learned about acclaimed African American leaders, together with discussion 
of examples of their experiences with discrimination (i.e., prejudice reduction). In con-
trast, the control group only received biographical information about the leaders without 
any discussions on racism. Compared with the control group, European American children 
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in the experimental group showed lower degrees of prejudice towards African Americans, 
and both African American and European American children displayed greater valuing of 
‘interracial’ fairness.

Multicultural education not only has the potential to improve students’ engagement 
through offering content that is relevant to students’ lives, but it also has the potential to 
increase student engagement through improved understanding, positive peer relationships, 
and thus improved feelings of relatedness.

(Un)Equal status environments

It is evident from previous research that the learning environment can help students to 
become less prejudiced and acquire more democratic attitudes, values, and behaviours—
fostering dialogue about issues related to prejudice, stereotypes, and discrimination, and 
creating an appreciation of differences as a resource for social and academic development 
(Banks, 2004a, 2004b).

However, decades of research on Intergroup Contact Theory (Allport, 1954; Pettigrew 
& Tropp, 2006) suggests that instruction must be designed especially for this purpose and 
must take place in a learning environment that has several identifiable characteristics, 
including equal status between groups. Similarly, the Social Identity Approach (Abrams 
& Hogg, 1990; Reicher et al., 2010) stresses that psychological processes are influenced 
by the local and larger sociocultural context rather than general ingroup favouritism 
(Verkuyten, 2022).

Thus, depending on the characteristics of the learning environment, one’s group mem-
bership can become salient and relevant. Importantly, in situations in which the perceived 
status of the groups is unequal, which can be influenced both by the ethnic group hier-
archies and the ethnic composition of the environment (Olonisakin, 2021; Radke et  al., 
2017), disadvantaged groups might try to change the status quo, whereas dominant groups 
might legitimize inequality in order to defend their position as the dominant group (Pehr-
son et al., 2017). Evidence suggests that disadvantaged groups could attempt to alter unsta-
ble status through higher levels of ingroup favouritism in order to make up for perceived 
disparity and/or to compete for future status and attain equality with the dominant outgroup 
(Rubin et al., 2014). Similarly, in environments where the dominant group members are in 
the numerical majority, they can develop in-group favoritism if their perceived representa-
tiveness of the larger social group is challenged (Mummendey & Wenzel, 1999; Steffens 
et al., 2017; Wenzel et al., 2007) by, for example, bringing out the diversity of perspectives 
and values. In such environments, dominant group members are more likely to see them-
selves as highly representative of the larger group (e.g., Dutch people in the Netherlands) 
compared with environments in which they are likely to see themselves as just another 
ethnic group among many others and therefore are in the numerical minority (e.g., Dutch 
people in Europe).

We investigated the role of multicultural education practices on students’ peer relationships 
and engagement in learning environments that differ in their conduciveness to equal status 
based on the demographic complexion of the classrooms. In doing so, we examined the role of 
both the pedagogical elements of the learning environment (i.e., how hidden and manifest cur-
ricula are enacted) and the structural elements of the learning environment (i.e., the degree to 
which the classrooms afford contact between students from different backgrounds) in students’ 
social and academic functioning. Specifically, in the Netherlands, schools are segregated 
along ethnic lines. Schools where 70% or more children come from migrant backgrounds, and 
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schools where 70% or more children have no migration history, are accepted as highly concen-
trated with minoritized and majority group students, respectively (Wielzen & van Dijk-Groen-
eboer, 2018). In the current study, therefore, we defined classrooms with ethnically minor-
itized student concentration equal to or less than 30% as low-concentration, 30–70% as mixed, 
and 70% or higher as high-concentration classrooms. To reach comparable sample sizes, we 
combined the mixed and high-concentration classrooms.

Current study

Our hypothesized model depicted in Fig.  1 is tested low- and high-concentration class-
rooms. It presents both a direct relationship between multicultural practices and student 
engagement because we can expect multicultural education to provide education that con-
nects to students’ lives and hence is more relevant and engaging, and an indirect relation-
ship that is mediated by students’ peer relationships (relatedness) as we can expect mul-
ticultural education to improve understanding and rapport between members of different 
groups.

A body of  student- and teacher-level control variables also was incorporated into our 
models. Previous research has shown a normative steady decline in engagement throughout 
school years, and more so for male students (Wigfield et al., 2015). Moreover, multicultural 
education has been suggested as having positive effects on majority and minoritized stu-
dents through varying mechanisms (Abacioglu et al., 2019). However, we did not investi-
gate these mechanisms in the scope of our study. Therefore, student-level control variables 
included students, age, gender, and ethnic background.

Moreover, teachers from minoritized backgrounds themselves have been suggested to 
relate to the cultural discontinuity that students might be experiencing and thus practise 
multicultural education more frequently (Rychly & Graves, 2012) and effectively (Bingham 
& Okagaki, 2012). Similarly, because women have been found to be more sensitive to peo-
ple’s distress (Christov-Moore et al., 2014), female teachers might be more vigilant about 
challenges that students experience and might be more likely to engage in practices such as 
prejudice reduction (Banks, 2004a, 2004b). Additionally, teachers might learn more about 
different cultures, value differences in backgrounds, and develop more-positive interethnic 
and intercultural attitudes with increasing years of teaching experience and exposure to 
different cultures (Dovidio et al., 2017). Lastly, there is a distinction made between public 
and so-called ‘denominational’ schools in the Netherlands. Although both types of schools 
are publicly funded, the latter teach on the basis of religion, a specific philosophy or vision 
of education, whereas the former do not, which could affect the degree to which teachers 
employ multicultural practices. Therefore, we included teachers’ gender, ethnicity, teaching 
experience, and whether they teach in public or denominational schools as teacher-level 
control variables in our models.

Methods

Participants

Participants were recruited from schools that collaborate with the Primary Teacher Edu-
cation Program of [removed for peer review]. In total, data were gathered from 34 upper 
primary school classroom teachers and their 708 students. We removed one student for 
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missing more than 75% of the responses.1 The remaining sample included teachers with 
a mean age of 38.87 (SD = 11.20), who were predominantly female (64%) and without a 
migration history (82.7%) based on whether either of their parents had a migration history, 
or who identified with an ethnic identity other than or in addition to Dutch. Teachers had 
an average of 12.20 years of teaching experience (SD = 9.36). Additionally, about half of 
the teachers were appointed in denominational schools (47.9%).

Fig. 1  Structural equation models. Note. The solid lines represent the significant relationships that vary in 
thickness depending on their strength. The standardized regression coefficients of the significant relation-
ships are indicated in the figures. The observed indicators for the latent student variables are omitted from 
the graph for clarity. * = p < .05, ** = p < .01

1 All the procedures described in the Data Analysis section were performed using the remaining teacher 
and student data.
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Participating students’ ages ranged from 7–13 (Mage = 10.66, SD = 1.11). About half of 
the students were female (52.6%). Based on whether either of their parents had a migra-
tion history, or whether they identified with an ethnic identity other than or in addition 
to Dutch, about 45% of students were identified as belonging to a group with a migration 
history.

Teacher‑level measures

Multicultural education

Teachers responded to 13 statements on a 5-point Likert-type scale, about their practices 
in student assessment, curriculum and instruction, classroom management, and cultural 
enrichment. The items were based on the Culturally Responsive Teaching Self-Efficacy 
Scale (Siwatu, 2007), but were shortened and adapted to measure practices in the class-
rooms. The scale has been successfully used in previous research (e.g., Abacioglu et al., 
2020). It is referred to as the Culturally Responsive Teaching Scale (CRTS; α = 0.81) from 
hereon. An example item from the survey is “I make use of examples that are relatable for 
students from culturally different backgrounds” (1 = ‘never’, 5 = ‘always’).

Some items were excluded from the original 40-item scale before data collection 
because of the following reasons: they did not focus on cultural aspects of teaching and 
instruction (e.g., “I communicate with parents regarding the progress of their child’s edu-
cation”), they were too subject-specific, or they were too similar to other items. A previous 
study provided us with data from the full Culturally Responsive Teaching Scale that was 
adapted to measure teacher practices (Abacioglu et  al., 2020). We therefore could check 
with a different sample about whether excluding these items would have a big impact on 
the reliability of the scale. Cronbach’s alpha for that sample was 0.90 before and 0.88 after 
the item reduction. Therefore, we felt confident to exclude these items from the scale.

CRTS items corresponded to only three out of five multicultural education dimensions 
delineated by Banks (2004a, 2004b). We used these categories to formulate the multicul-
tural education variables that we used in our structural equation models2: teachers’ content 
integration (α = 0.62), prejudice reduction (α = 0.61), and equity pedagogy (α = 0.76).

Demographics

Teachers reported on the proportion of ethnically minoritized students in their classrooms, 
whether their school is a denominational school, their own age, gender, ethnic background, and 
years of teaching experience in years.

Student‑level measures

Peer relationships

A revised version of the Well-being in Relation to Fellow Students questionnaire 
(Peetsma et al., 2001) was used to assess students’ peer relations. It previously was used 

2 Also see Supplementary Materials for an exploratory factor analysis for the items. These factor analysis 
results were not considered when forming the multicultural education variables, because the analysis results 
suggested inadequate sampling for reliable results.
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in a large-scale Dutch research mapping school careers of students from primary until 
the end of secondary school  (COOL5−18; Driessen et al., 2009). The original scale of 6 
items was combined with 4 items from the Social Integration in the Class questionnaire 
from Van Damme et al., (2002). Students responded to 10 statements about (not) getting 
along with their peers in the classroom (1 = ‘not correct at all’, 5 = ‘very correct’). A 
sample item includes “In my class, I sometimes feel alone” (see Supplementary Materi-
als for the items). Cronbach’s alpha for the combined scale was 0.86.

Student engagement

Students responded to 12 statements on a 5-point Likert-type scale (1 = ‘no, that is not 
true’, 5 = ‘yes, that is true’) about their engagement in the classroom. Items were based 
on the Engagement Versus Disaffection with Learning Scale (Skinner et al., 2008) and 
have been successfully used in previous research (e.g., Abacioglu et al., 2019b). Half of 
the statements measure students’ attention, effort, and persistence in initiating and par-
ticipating in learning activities, reflecting their Behavioral Engagement (α = 0.77). The 
other half measure students’ motivated participation during learning activities, reflect-
ing their Emotional Engagement (α = 0.65). Examples of items from the subscales are “I 
try hard to do well in school” and “I enjoy learning new things in class”, respectively. 
While the reliability of the Emotional Engagement subscale was below optimal, the 
construct showed good model fit when tested with confirmatory factor analysis (detailed 
in Supplementary Materials).

Demographics

Students reported their age, gender, and ethnic backgrounds. Students were assigned to the 
ethnically minoritized group if they reported either of their parents as having a migration 
history or if they identified with an ethnic identity other than or in addition to Dutch; the 
rest of the students were categorized as the ethnic majority group.

Data analysis

Structural equation modeling (SEM) has the advantage of testing complicated mediation 
models in a single analysis, simultaneously allowing multiple independent and outcome 
variables (Gunzler et al., 2013). Therefore, we chose to use SEM to investigate our data. 
We validated our latent constructs, namely, the multicultural education factors that we sug-
gested for the Culturally Responsive Teaching Scale items, and the peer relationships and 
student engagement factors using confirmatory factor analysis (CFA), which is detailed in 
the Supplementary Materials. After CFA, we continued to define our structural model and 
examined its fit across two groups by looking at measurement invariance and conducting a 
multigroup analysis. We used the statistical software R (RStudio Version 1.2.1335) pack-
age lavaan version 0.6–5 (Rosseel, 2012) to specify, estimate, and analyze our models.
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Structural equation modeling

Based on the CFA results, we expanded the measurement models by specifying the rela-
tionships between the latent variables (i.e., formed the structural model), by creating a non-
saturated model, using sum scores for the multicultural education factors (content integra-
tion, prejudice reduction, and equity pedagogy) and reflective latent factors for the rest of 
the variables: student peer relationships, and behavioral and emotional engagement.

We initially planned on using multilevel structural equation modeling to account for 
the hierarchical nature of our data. To find support for a multilevel approach, we exam-
ined the proportion of variance in the student-level variables that was explained by the 
grouping variable (i.e., teacher). We calculated the ratio of group-level error variance to the 
total error variance (Intraclass Correlation Coefficients; ICC1) for each item of the latent 
student-level factors, using the residual data set, which ranged between 0 to 0.006. Given 
the small values, we decided to use a simpler non-multilevel approach, coupled with boot-
strapped standard errors to give us more robust results because of increased power.

At this stage of our analyses, control variables should be included in the structural model 
as observed variables, and their relationships to our main variables should be defined. We 
identified the following variables: teachers’ years of teaching, ethnic backgrounds and gen-
der, and whether they are appointed in a denominational school; and students’ ethnic back-
ground, age, and gender. Note that student ethnic background could also be considered as 
a moderator between teacher multicultural education factors, peer relationships, and emo-
tional and behavioral engagement. However, the correlations for ethnic background (using 
mean scores) indicated no outstanding differences in the strength of the relationships for 
students with and without a migration history. Therefore, this variable was not considered 
a moderator.

Including all of these variables in our analyses would lower our power drastically, espe-
cially because we wanted to test our model in two independent samples (further detailed 
below). To overcome this limitation, we used single imputation to deal with missing data 
(2.2% of the data), using predictive mean matching based on available cases for each vari-
able that is the default method of the mice package (van Buuren & Groothuis-Oudshoorn, 
2011) in R. Moreover, we used multiple regression analysis to control for our covariates 
before running the main analysis. This process entails running regression analyses to pre-
dict the main variables of interest using control variables and taking the residuals from 
these predictions to create residual variables. This is a common method that is used to 
estimate, simplify, and enhance the utility of primary structural model (Asparouhov & 
Muthén, 2022). This allowed higher statistical power because we did not enter the covari-
ates into the structural equation models as separate variables and estimated lower number 
of parameters. We use the resulting data set from here onwards.

Defining the comparison groups

In line with the accepted categorization of schools in the Netherlands, schools with 70% 
or more children from migrant backgrounds and schools with 70% or more children 
with no migration history are considered to be highly concentrated with minoritized and 
majority group students, respectively (Wielzen & van Dijk-Groeneboer, 2018). There-
fore, we defined classrooms with ethnically minoritized student concentration equal to 
or less than 30% as low concentration (46% of the sample), 30–70% as mixed (13.8% of 
the sample), and 70% or higher as high concentration classrooms (40.2% of the sample). 
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The concentration of classrooms was defined based on students’ reports of their ethnic 
background. However, because statistical procedures compare two groups at a time, and 
because the mixed group was comprised of only 13.8% of the sample whereas the other 
two groups were about three times its size, we merged the mixed and high-concentration 
classrooms into one group. The analyses should be interpreted because 74.5% of the 
combined group had an ethnically minoritized student concentration of 70% or higher. 
The groups that we compare are referred to as Low Concentration and High Concen-
tration groups from here on. Correlation matrices of the Low and High Concentration 
groups used in SEM can be found in Supplementary Materials.

Measurement invariance

Our specified baseline model is depicted in Fig. 1 to be tested for measurement invari-
ance between the low- and high-concentration groups. We followed the multistep 
approach during which we gradually introduced constraints to the baseline model for 
1) factor loadings, 2) factor loadings and intercepts, and 3) factor loadings, intercepts, 
and residuals, respectively, to be equal across the two groups. Each model was com-
pared with the previous one to decide on the best-fitting model. The results of model 
comparisons are shown in Table 1. A significant χ2

Diff indicates that the models differ 
significantly, with smaller AIC, BIC, and χ2 values indicating a better fit, and a higher 
df indicates fewer parameters in a model and hence a more parsimonious one. The latent 
variables were allowed to covary, with the first item of each latent variable being con-
strained to have a factor loading of 1 for scaling purposes.

Model 1 was significantly different from the baseline model based on the significant 
χ2

Diff test  statistic, more parsimonious based on the df, and a better fit based on BIC but 
not AIC. χ2

Diff between Model 1 and 2 was not significant. However, both AIC and BIC 
values indicated that Model 2 fits better than Model 1 and is more parsimonious based 
on the df. Model 3 was significantly different from Model 2 based on the significant 
χ2

Diff test  statistic, more parsimonious based on the df, and a better fit based on BIC 
but not on AIC. We chose to further investigate the most constrained model, namely, 
Model 3, because it featured the lowest BIC, comparable AIC to other models, and 
was the most parsimonious. Our decision means that we constrained all model param-
eters to be equal between the low- and high-concentration groups, except for regression 
coefficients.

Table 1  Measurement invariance 
model comparisons

* = p < .05, ** = p < .01

Model df AIC BIC χ2 χ2 Diff p χ2 Diff

Baseline 470 39,301 40,093 862.58
Model 1 488 39,315 40,026 912.38 49.802 8.085e-05**
Model 2 506 39,299 39,931 932.99 20.605 .299799
Model 3 527 39,302 39,840 977.37 44.378 .002089**
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Multigroup analysis

The multigroup analysis allows testing whether groups show significant differences in their 
coefficient estimates. We used this analysis to test our proposition that the relationships 
between multicultural education, peer relationships, and student engagement can change as 
a function of classroom composition.

We specified Model 4 to define equal regression coefficients between the two groups, in 
addition to Model 3 constraining factor loadings, intercepts, and residuals.

The model without regression equality constrains (Model 3) fit the data significantly 
better than the model with constrains (Model 4) according to the Chi Square Test statistic, 
χ2(11) = 32.823, p < 0.001, and the AIC value, but not the BIC value. Therefore, there is 
some evidence to suggest differences between groups. We thus investigated the differing 
relationships between our main variables.

Results

Descriptive statistics

We used latent variables and sum scores in our structural models. For more comparable 
statistics, we calculated average mean scores for each variable for descriptive statistics. The 
results are presented in Table 2 for each concentration group and are reported separately 
for majority and minoritized students when applicable.

Teachers’ mean Content Integration (t(19.443) = -0.14, p > 0.05), mean Prejudice 
Reduction (t(31) = -0.09, p > 0.05), and mean Equity Pedagogy (t(19.601) = -0.35, p > 0.05) 
did not significantly differ between Low and High Concentration groups. The majority 
group students’ Behavioral Engagement was significantly higher than that of the minor-
itized students in the High Concentration group, t(256.377) = 2.141, p < 0.05.

Finally, compared with the Low Concentration group, students in the High Concen-
tration group in general had significantly better Peer Relationships (t(608) =− 2.224, 

Table 2  Average mean scores for concentration groups (SD)

T-test significance levels: * = p < .05, ** = p < .01. All measures were on a 5-point Likert-type scale. Major-
ity = Majority students. Minoritized = Minoritized students. nt = number of teachers, ns = number of students

Group Low concentration High concentration
nt = 16 nt = 18

Content integration 3.38 (0.67) 3.51 (0.31)
Prejudice reduction 3.60 (0.32) 3.64 (0.30)
Equity pedagogy 2.52 (0.89) 2.93 (0.43)

Majority Minoritized Majority Minoritized
ns = 252 ns = 115 ns = 132 ns = 208

Peer relationships 4.37 (0.08) 4.37 (0.04) 4.52 (0.05) 4.45 (0.05)
Behavioural Engagement 4.10 (0.06) 4.10 (0.04) 4.31 (0.05) * 4.17 (0.05)
Emotional Engagement 3.85 (0.07) 3.81 (0.05) 4.07 (0.06) 3.93 (0.05)
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p < 0.05), Behavioral Engagement (t(604.620) = − 2.466, p < 0.01), and Emotional Engage-
ment (t(605.833) = − 2.905 p < 0.01).

Structural equation models

Following the multigroup analysis results that indicated that regression coefficients were 
not equal across Low and High Concentration classrooms, we examined the structural 
models for further interpretation in Fig. 1. Significant relationships are indicated with non-
dashed lines. The thicker the lines, the stronger the relationships between the two variables. 
The standardized regression coefficients of the significant edges are shown in Fig. 1. For 
the rest of the parameter values see Supplementary Materials, Table S3.

In both groups, Peer Relationships were significantly related to students’ Engagement. 
In the Low Concentration group, the relationships were stronger, which is especially the 
case for Emotional Engagement (but difference in the strength of these individual asso-
ciations between groups has not been formally tested for significance). Figure 1 illustrates 
that, for the Low Concentration group, the relationship between Content Integration and 
Emotional and Behavioral Engagement and between Equity Pedagogy and only Emo-
tional Engagement were mediated by students’ Peer Relationships. The standardized indi-
rect effect of Content Integration on Emotional Engagement (β = -0.20, p < 0.01) and on 
Behavioral Engagement (β = -0.15, p < 0.05) were statistically significant. Additionally, the 
standardized indirect effect of Equity Pedagogy on Emotional Engagement was significant 
(β = 0.11, p < 0.05) and on Behavioral Engagement was marginally significant (β = 0.09, 
p = 0.07). In addition, Equity Pedagogy showed a weak but significant relationship with 
Prejudice Reduction and a strong relationship with Content Integration. Expectedly, Emo-
tional and Behavioral Engagement showed a strong significant positive correlation.

In the High Concentration group, the direct effect of Equity Pedagogy on Emotional 
Engagement (β = 0.24, p < 0.05), and the direct effects of Peer Relationships on Emotional 
(β = 0.23, p < 0.05) and on Behavioral Engagement (β = 0.27, p < 0.05) were significant. 
The results of the fitted model yielded no significant indirect effects in this group, because 
none of the relationships between the Multicultural Education factors and Peer Relation-
ships reached statistical significance. In addition, all three Multicultural Education factors 
showed moderate to high positive correlations with each other. Similarly, Emotional and 
Behavioral Engagement were very strongly correlated.

Discussion

In the current study, we examined the role of both the pedagogical (i.e., multicultural prac-
tices) and structural elements of the learning environment (i.e., minoritized student concen-
tration). Self-Determination Theory postulates that learning contexts that support students’ 
basic needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness can positively affect their moti-
vation to learn (for an overview, see Fredricks et  al., 2019). We argue that multicultural 
education can especially help to fulfill the needs of relatedness for students, by stimulating 
meaningful contact (see also ICT), and therefore improve students’ engagement. Previous 
research findings support the positive effect of multicultural education on student engage-
ment but, to the best of our knowledge, the unique influence of different multicultural edu-
cation dimensions and the mediating role of students’ relatedness has never been tested.
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In classrooms with low minoritized student concentration, we found support for this 
mediation hypothesis with equity pedagogy having a positive effect and content integration 
having a negative effect on emotional and behavioral engagement, which was mediated by 
students’ peer relationships. In the high-concentration classrooms, however, only a direct 
effect of equity pedagogy on emotional engagement was found.

The low‑concentration group

The low minoritized student concentration emphasizes the existing inequalities in society 
(Leonardelli et al., 2010), by also putting minoritized students in the numerical minority. 
This does not naturally create an equal status for the contact between groups. On the con-
trary, it creates the basis for the majority group members to perceive themselves as highly 
prototypical and representative of the larger social group, be it the classroom, school, or the 
Netherlands. In these unequal status environments, the Social Identity Approach (Abrams 
& Hogg, 1990; Reicher et al., 2010) predicts that the members of the dominant group try 
to keep their status against identity and status ‘threats’, whereas the members of disadvan-
taged groups show higher ingroup favouritism to make up for the perceived disparity in 
their status (Olonisakin, 2021; Radke et al., 2017). Indeed, Steffens et al. (2017) previously 
showed that multicultural education can backfire in such unequal contact environments.

In the Low-Concentration learning environments, the positive influence of equity peda-
gogy and the negative influence of content integration on peer relationships could be attrib-
utable to the majority group perceiving multiculturalism to be identity and status threaten-
ing, while the minoritized group perceived it as identity supporting and status improving 
(Deaux et al., 2006).

Content integration requires explicit acknowledgment of different cultures and their 
characteristics and contributions. This can directly challenge the majority group members’ 
perceived prototypicality of their group for the larger social category, in environments 
where they are likely to perceive themselves as being highly prototypical. This has been 
shown to increase negative attitudes toward the outgroup (Steffens et al., 2017). Supporting 
their findings, we also found that content integration negatively influences peer relation-
ships directly and student engagement indirectly. While prejudice reduction practices might 
have been able to prevent this, our results indicated that teachers who engaged in content 
integration did not necessarily engage in prejudice reduction (see Fig. 1 or Table B1 for 
correlations between factors).

Equity pedagogy, on the other hand, is a subtler way of facilitating equal status in 
contacting parties that can be employed without activating group differences. It disrupts 
existing structures that perpetuate inequality by expecting all students to learn accord-
ing to the way in which the instruction is delivered and instead requires tapping into stu-
dents’ strengths and using tailoring teaching approaches to teach in the way students learn 
(Banks, 1995). Therefore, it adds to the conditions under which multicultural education can 
increase positive attitudes and hence can improve peer relationships—most importantly, 
under which students experience equal status (Allport, 1954; Dovidio et al., 2017).

However, we can expect a larger negative effect size of content integration on peer 
relationships compared with the positive effect of equity pedagogy by looking at the path 
coefficients. Based on these effects, we would have expected the majority group mem-
bers’ reported peer relationships to be more positive compared with the minoritized group 
students if content integration ignited ingroup favoritism only in the majority group. Yet, 
the majority and minoritized students reported having similar average peer relationship 
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qualities (see Table  2). This could signal that the ingroup favoritism in the minoritized 
groups, predicted by the Social Identity Approach (Abrams & Hogg, 1990; Reicher et al., 
2010), is activated by content integration.

Higher ingroup favoritism and outgroup discrimination are consistently found in numer-
ically smaller groups (Leonardelli et  al., 2010), which is suggested to reflect the greater 
salience and distinctiveness associated with their small group size (Bettencourt et  al., 
1999). In this case, our minoritized group is both in the numerical minority and placed 
lower in the ethnic societal hierarchy, making them a disadvantaged but distinctive group. 
In line with this view, such distinctive groups have been shown to be more satisfied with 
their ingroup compared to non-distinctive groups. This is because a distinctive group is 
a source of positively valued social identity because it provides sufficient inclusiveness 
within the ingroup and sufficient differentiation compared with the outgroup, fulfilling both 
the need to belong and the need to be unique (see Optimal Distinctiveness Theory Brewer, 
1991; Leonardelli et al., 2010). Thus, activating the distinctiveness of groups and provid-
ing further validation for the minoritized group through content integration might have led 
to heightened ingroup favoritism not only in the majority group but also in the minoritized 
group.

The high‑concentration group

Contrary to the low-concentration group, in the high-concentration group, multicultural 
education factors did not have a significant effect on peer relationships. Nevertheless, stu-
dents in this group reported having better relationships and higher engagement compared 
with students in the low-concentration group. These findings might stem from more bal-
anced intergroup interactions because of the demographic landscape of these classrooms. 
Therefore, we might no longer see the significant negative effect of content integration on 
peer relationships: Majority group students no longer might perceive their group as highly 
prototypical of the larger social category of classroom or school because they are in the 
numerical minority and are thus just another ethnic group within their classrooms. Simi-
larly, the minoritized students might no longer experience an optimal distinctiveness from 
the outgroup because they are no longer in the numerical minority. In turn, peer relation-
ships in this group are not as strongly related to student engagement, especially emotional 
engagement, as they were in the low-concentration group. This could signal that, when 
relationships are less harmonious, they can become a more central factor in students’ edu-
cational lives and how much they enjoy it.

Interestingly, the reported quality of peer relationships was higher for the majority 
group students compared with the minoritized group students in this group. Although this 
difference was not significant, it might provide some support for the explanation based 
on the Optimal Distinctiveness Theory that we proposed above for the low-concentration 
group. Because the majority group members are mostly in the numerical minority in the 
high-concentration classrooms, they could experience more ingroup favoritism compared 
with the minoritized students who are now in the numerical majority. Yet, this might be to 
a lesser extent for the majority group members in the high-concentration group than for the 
minoritized students in the low-concentration group, because majority group members are 
still in numerical majority outside their classrooms and schools.

Moreover, because the contact status is likely to be more equal in this group because 
of minoritized students being in the numerical majority, the positive effect of equity on 
peer relationships might not be too salient. Yet, equity pedagogy was still directly related 
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to students’ emotional engagement. When learning environments support students’ func-
tioning equitably, regardless of their backgrounds, students seem to enjoy and show more 
enthusiasm for learning. This, in turn, is highly related to behavioral engagement, indi-
cating that children who enjoy learning also put more effort into it. However, also in this 
group, the majority group members reported having, on average, significantly higher 
behavioral engagement compared with their minoritized counterparts. This is in line with 
previous research that points to the effects of factors such as low teacher expectations (Ger-
shenson et al., 2016) or more challenging social environments in and out of school (Euro-
pean Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2019) for the minoritized students, which we did not 
cover within the scope of this study.

Lastly, in the high-concentration group, teachers who engaged in one aspect of multi-
cultural education seem to have engaged also in others. In line with previous research that 
revealed that multicultural education is more prevalent in high-concentration classrooms 
(Agirdag et al., 2016), teachers in this group, on average, also engaged more in multicul-
tural education than teachers in the low-concentration group (see Table  2). Attention to 
multicultural education in these classrooms might simply be a natural outcome of the class-
room demographics.

Both groups

In both concentration groups, our results supported the propositions of SDT in that peer 
relationships were positively related to both emotional and behavioral student engage-
ment. However, multicultural education factors would have been anticipated also to have 
direct effects on student engagement because of their possible influence on other basic psy-
chological needs than relatedness, namely, autonomy and competence. Previous research 
showed that teachers’ own attitudes can moderate the effect of multicultural practices on 
student engagement so that only teachers who lead by example themselves and practise 
what they preach are thought to have a positive effect on students (Abacioglu et al., 2019). 
This could explain the lack of significant relationships in our case. Content integration and 
prejudice reduction necessitate that teachers explicitly talk about issues around diversity 
and engage in dialogue that can expose their own stance on these topics, which might not 
seem authentic to students in certain cases such as employing these practices because of 
school policy without necessarily having important insights into the realities of their stu-
dents (Kreber, 2010).

Limitations and future research

Our results signal varying effects of multicultural education on peer relationships and 
engagement, based on the demographic complexion of the learning environment most 
probably, with different social identity processes in the majority and minoritized stu-
dents being activated. However, in order to further validate the interpretation of our 
results, important variables such as ingroup identification and satisfaction, as well as 
classroom diversity (i.e., how many different groups there are) and ingroup size should 
be considered in relation to peer relationships (Leonardelli et al., 2010). Moreover, the 
status of the outgroup and its relationship to the ingroup has been suggested as being 
relevant for such research (Steffens et al., 2017). Different ethnic and cultural groups 
in the Netherlands have different migration histories and occupy different hierarchical 
positions within society, with minoritized groups from former colonies on the top and 
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the groups with history of migration from Turkey at the bottom (Thijssen et al., 2021). 
The degree to which students benefit from multicultural practices can vary depending 
on their position in the societal hierarchy. Future researchers are encouraged to exam-
ine whether applications of these practices to classrooms with different ethnic profiles 
in different neighborhoods, and with increasing/decreasing diversity as the share of 
one ethnic group grows, warrant alternative solutions.

Moreover, how multicultural education affects peer relationships might depend not 
only on how responsive students are to multiculturalism, but also on teachers’ knowl-
edge, attitudes, and skills through which they implement multicultural practices (Gay, 
2018). For instance, the most popular ways in which content integration is imple-
mented are through a ‘contributions approach’ or an ‘additive approach’. These entail 
either insertion of isolated facts about or special units on minoritized groups to the 
curriculum, without the meaningful transformation of the curriculum that requires 
viewing information from different perspectives (i.e., ‘transformation approach’), rein-
forcing the notion that minoritized groups are not integral parts of the mainstream 
(Banks, 2016).

Additionally, it is important to gain deeper insights into the mechanisms underlying 
the effect of multicultural education on student engagement through peer relationships. 
Firstly, we cannot be certain that the improved peer relationships in our study were 
attributable to improved intergroup relationships. Yet, we know from extant research 
into Dutch schools that, even in culturally diverse schools, friendship networks tend 
to be segregated along ethnic lines (Baerveldt et  al., 2007; Fortuin et  al., 2014; Ver-
meij et  al., 2009). In the literature, this has been explained by the homophily princi-
ple—individuals’ preferences are associated with similar others because this facilitates 
mutual understanding and liking (Leszczensky & Pink, 2015; Smith et  al., 2014)—
which is a powerful predictor of relationship frequency, stability, and quality (Lessard 
et al., 2019). Therefore, it is likely that the positive relationships observed with multi-
cultural education practices and peer relationships are attributable to advances in inter-
group relationships that go above and beyond the same-ethnic friendships that tend 
to form more seamlessly. Secondly, our sample size was not big enough to compare 
mixed-concentration classrooms (30–70% minoritized student concentration) to class-
rooms with low and high minoritized student concentrations. We urge future research-
ers to conduct more-detailed investigations of the suggested psychological processes 
behind our results in classrooms that are not only segregated but also offer more con-
tact opportunities between different ethnic groups.

If multiculturalism backfires for the majority group members in learning environ-
ments in which minoritized individuals might need it the most, how can we prevent 
resistance to multicultural practices? Previous research that revealed negative effects 
of activating the diversity of the larger social category on the majority group members 
tested this against the effects of activating the unity of the larger category (Ehrke & 
Steffens, 2015; Steffens et  al., 2017; Waldzus et  al., 2003, 2005). These two condi-
tions, however, do not need to compete with each other. A focus on shared values such 
as democracy, equality, and human integrity (Mattei & Broeks, 2018) together with 
multicultural practices can be an essential for both appreciating cultural differences 
and achieving greater social cohesion. It would be fruitful to investigate the combined 
effect of these practices on peer relationships and motivation. Moreover, the above-
mentioned research focused on the effect of mere priming messages that reflected unity 
or diversity. The effects of educational practice for an extended period, however, can 
yield different results that need to be better unwrapped by using a longitudinal design.
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Conclusion

Scholars have extensively discussed multicultural theories and their importance for 
motivational processes and school success (e.g., Au, 1980; Banks, 1995; Gay, 2000; 
Hollins, 1996; Ladson-Billings, 1995; Nieto, 1996; Sleeter, 1991). Yet, to the best of 
our knowledge, the present study was the first to provide a detailed and quantitative 
account of the current segregated learning environments in the Netherlands in terms 
of multicultural curriculum and instruction, as well as their possible impact on the 
desired student outcomes that are reported in similar studies, which are mostly qualita-
tive in nature and are conducted with preservice teachers using hypothetical scenarios 
(Agirdag et al., 2016).

Previous studies of learning environments have shown that factors such as perceived 
relationships with peers and teachers during academic-related activities, in addition to 
academic experiences, have a significant influence on student satisfaction, self-efficacy 
motivation for learning, and academic accomplishment (Lin et  al., 2019). Our results 
corroborated these earlier findings in two different learning environments, namely, low- 
and high-concentration classrooms. Our findings indicate that some multicultural prac-
tices can improve, while other practices can impede, student engagement through peer 
relationships, depending on the characteristics of the learning environment. This can be 
of particular importance to the minoritized groups who perceive educational attainment 
as a means to social mobility (Alt, 2017). Therefore, improving the quality of peer rela-
tionships can be one way to mitigate the lower educational standing of the minoritized 
students within the Dutch education system compared with their ethnic majority peers 
(OECD, 2014; Thijs et al., 2014).

Our results are a good reminder that, while the representation of minoritized perspec-
tives and lives is important, challenging the structures that perpetuate inequality (through 
equity pedagogy) can make the most difference by creating equal opportunities for indi-
viduals to thrive. It is crucial to increase the effectiveness of internal and external support 
services and resources for teachers to improve their beliefs in the need for a multicultural 
approach (Monsen et al., 2014), and to strengthen their confidence in their ability to create 
learning environments that match the diverse needs of all of their students.
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