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Abstract
Combining two qualitative and a quantitative method, we explored whether school’s physical environment promotes multicul-
tural values or reflects intergroup climate in two multiethnic communities in Croatia. Croatia offers unique context for this study
because minority youth from two ethnic groups use their right onminority language education and hence attend separate minority
schools. Results show that the representation of ethnic symbols in schools is a reflection of inter-ethnic relations in the specific
intergroup context. Specifically, ethnic symbols are overrepresented in the post-conflict context compared to the more harmo-
nious multi-ethnic community. In harmonious intergroup context, multiculturality is promoted by emphasizing common identity,
and by giving space to symbols of both minority and majority group. However, in the conflicted intergroup setting we found
overrepresentation of symbols emphasizing intergroup differences. Results of focus groups as well as of the quantitative survey
confirm that schools physical environment reflects intergroup relations in each community.
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Introduction

The importance of the social context in which ethnic iden-
tities are formed and negotiated has been emphasized by
Self-Categorization Theory (Turner et al. 1994) and
Bronfenbrenner’s (1994) Ecological Systems Theory. In
multiethnic settings where ethnic minorities practice their
right to education in their mother tongue, schools may
serve as the key institution for (re) constructing, preserv-
ing, and enhancing ethnic identities of minority and major-
ity youth. Although research has identified several school
factors influencing ethnic identity expression, such as eth-
nic composition of the school (Brown 2017; Donohue
2020), school values of multiculturalism (Brown and
Bigler 2002) and school climate (Brown 2017; Rivas-
Drake et al. 2009; Aldridge et al. 2016), the role of school
physical environment is still under-investigated topic.
Because schools exist in specific cultural and intergroup

contexts, different current and historical patterns of
minority-majority relations are also likely to be reflected
in the school’s physical environment. Therefore, in this
complex mixed-method study using systematic observa-
tion and focus group discussions as well as quantitative
survey data, we explored two multiethnic communities in
Croatia in order to investigate whether school (physical)
environment plays a role in promoting (or impeding)
multiculturalism.

A specific context of the study is provided by the two
majority-minority contexts in Croatia. Both contexts are
multiethnic and in both of them minority youth attend
separate classes or separate minority schools in their re-
spective languages. If minority students attend separate
classes, their majority Croat peers go to separate classes
in Croatian language; if the minority schooling is orga-
nized in separate minority schools, the majority students
go to separate schools in Croatian language. Hence, this
specific schooling practice aimed to preserve minority
identities allows us to explore whether schools capitalize
on the multiethnic context and promote multicultural
values or if the schools are oriented primarily towards
preserving the identity of the group that is dominant with-
in the school and thus promote ethnic exclusivity rather
than multiculturalism. Furthermore, we also explore the
hypothesis that potential differences in the ways
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multiculturality is promoted in schools in different regions
are mere reflection of interethnic relations in each context.
We further present the main features of each region.

A Brief Overview of the Minority Education
in the Two Multiethnic Contexts in Croatia

As a part of the regular public educational system in the
Republic of Croatia, three basic models of schooling are of-
fered to members of national minority groups who want to
exercise their right of education in their mother tongue. First,
model A implies that all classes are provided in language and
script (where relevant) of a given national minority. This form
of minority education is organized in separate (minority)
schools or in separate classes in Croatian schools. As with
other models of minority schooling, Croatian language learn-
ing is mandatory. The minority schools practicing this partic-
ular model were the research site of the present study. Second,
model B assumes that science subjects are taught in Croatian
while the so called “national group of subjects” (i. e. language,
history, geography and arts) are taught in the language and
script of the national minority. Third, model C is a program of
nurturing mother tongue and culture in a form of having extra
hours in language, literature, history, geography and art of the
national minority. These classes are organized in addition to
the regular school program in Croatian language.

For the present paper two minority groups are especially
relevant since they have very different traditions of practicing
minority education: Italians and Serbs. Thus our study was
situated in two traditionally multiethnic regions in Croatia
where a single minority has been the most prominent for a
variety of historical and cultural reasons (Jelić et al. 2020) -
the town of Vukovar (57,4% Croats, 34,9% of Serbs, and the
rest are other minorities) in eastern part of Croatia and the
town of Buje (48,7% Croats, 24,33% Italians and the rest are
other minorities) in the Istrian peninsula.

The town of Vukovar became notorious for the war be-
tween Croats and Serbs in the 90’s and a difficult process of
post-war community reconstruction with ethnic divide be-
tween the former conflicting groups being its most prominent
outcome (Čorkalo Biruški and Ajduković 2009). Before the
war Vukovar was an affluent multiethnic community with
Croatian majority and more than twenty other ethnic groups.
However, after the war the town became ethnically divided
community and in the changed political circumstances Serbs
gained the status of a “new ethnic minority” (see Mesic and
Baranovic 2005). The war and its aftermath led to a commu-
nity burdened with consequences of destruction, high victim-
ization and broken social ties. Though very similar in lan-
guage they speak and in many cultural traditions (except reli-
gion; i. e. Croats are mainly Catholics and Serbs follow main-
ly orthodox tradition) the violent conflict between Croats and

Serbs and the post-conflict processes loaded by the past griev-
ances have created an atmosphere of a strong identity compe-
tition where commonalities are highly ignored and search for
(optimal) distinctiveness shapes post-conflict formation and
transformation of Croat and Serb identity (Brewer 1991).
Hence, collective rights aiming to preserve ethnic identity
and culture became a highly significant issue for the Serbian
minority after the 90’s war. Our second research context is
quite different. Istrian peninsula together with the town of
Buje is a fairly wealthy region, focusing mostly on tourism.
Although Croats and Italians speak different languages and
have history of conflict dating back mostly to the WW2, de-
cades of living together have created a fairly stable and pros-
perous multiethnic region with many inhabitants being bilin-
gual. Special rights of Italian community in Istria (such as
bilingualism) are also protected by the Statute of Istrian
County. Schooling in Italian language has a long history in
Istria and Italian was even taught as a language of the region in
Istrian high schools (i.e. a form of teaching in which the lan-
guage of a national minority is taught as an obligatory second
language in majority schools). Nowadays a number of Croats
attend Italian schools in Istria.

However, whilst providing protection for minority groups,
suchminority policies may also serve to emphasize intergroup
boundaries (Kymlicka 1995). Although the value underlying
minority schooling is multiculturalism, and research showed
that multicultural experiences are important predictors of cul-
tural values that emphasize the importance of socialization
(Donohue 2020), the current system of minority schooling
could also be regarded as enhancing separation of youth from
the two ethnic groups, and is a source of intergroup tensions
especially in Vukovar with its complex post-war processes of
social reconstruction (Čorkalo Biruški and Ajduković 2007).
Hence, our two research contexts differ greatly in majority-
minority dynamics. While Croat-Italian context have been
fairly harmonious and multiculturalism is a source of pride
in both majority and minority (e. g. Čorkalo Biruški et al.
2019; Jelić et al. 2014), the Croat-Serbian context is a post-
conflict community where the majority-minority dynamic has
been determined by the recent past and ethnic divide is a major
characteristic of social relations (e. g. Čorkalo Biruški and
Ajdukovic 2012).

How School Physical Environment Can Affect
(or Reflect) Intergroup Relations

Based on an ecological view of environmental influences on
people’s attitudes and behavior, we hypothesized that the
physical environment of schools would show effects on chil-
dren’s intergroup relations. Indeed, research has shown that
physical environment can affect people’s behaviour. For ex-
ample, physical environment and its layout can affect
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employee behaviour in the workplace and hence their produc-
tivity (McGuire and McLaren 2007; Brill 1992). It was also
shown that physical aspects of the work environment affect
both job performance and job satisfaction (Brill et al. 1985;
Clements-Croome 2000; Davis 1984; Dolden andWard 1986;
Newsham, Veitch, Charles, Clinton, Marquardt, Bradley,
Shaw & Readon, 2004; Stallworth and Kleiner 1996;
Vischer 2007). Furthermore, studies that focused on leisure
time found evidence that physical environment can have an
impact on emotions, satisfaction and behavior (Ali and Amin
2014). For example, attractive and easily accessible environ-
ments may foster physical activity and thus change our habits
and behavior (Carnegie et al. 2002). But physical environ-
ments can also shape our values and attitudes. Innovatively
designed physical environments not only foster innovation
and creativity at work (Ilozor et al. 2002; Lee 2006; Lee and
Brand 2005;MitchellMcCoy and Evans 2002), but also shape
a diverse set of values such as collaboration, openness, and
sustainability (Oksanen and Ståhle 2013). Lastly, physical en-
vironment is a part of our culture but it can also shape our
culture.

Culture is usually regarded as the most important element
of human communities and one can observe cultural changes
through time. Nevertheless, rarely does research address the
issue of the impact of urban physical aspects on the culture, as
culture seems a more distant aspect of human functioning and
we are often ignorant of its impact on our attitudes and
behaviour. Still, Habib and Khastoo (2014) have found that
some social behaviors change when affected by urban physi-
cal aspects (e.g. relationship between enclosure and the speed
of movement) and that physical aspects of the neighborhood
affect the culture in the long run (e.g. children’s playing).
They argue that physical aspects probably affect the behaviors
and these changes lead to consistent behaviors and constant
choices for people’s lifestyle that eventually forms the culture.

Thus it is only natural to expect that a school environment
as a place where children spend most of their time and where
socialization with other children takes place can have a strong
impact on their intergroup attitudes and behavior. The idea of
analyzing school physical environment as a proxy of school
cultural climate and norms is not as far-fetched as it might
seem given that some studies already showed that ideologies
are reflected in cultural products. For example, Plaut et al.
(2012) confirmed that the local context has an important im-
pact on self-construal because it reflects local ideas, norms and
products. Furthermore, the effect of the physical environment
on the aesthetic experience of art was confirmed in a recent
study in which respondents viewed art installations in either
the art gallery context or the classroom (Szubielska et al.
2019). Some studies already confirmed that both social and
physical environments show independent and interactive ef-
fects on children’s intergroup attitudes for preschool children
(Gubbels et al. 2011). We move further to explore the link

between a school’s physical environment and children’s
group identity, intergroup attitudes and multicultural values.

School’s physical environment is mostly studied in the
context of promoting or impeding the learning process and
less in the context of promoting values attached to group
belonging, such as multiculturalism, regionalism or
nationalism. At the same time, physical environment can
also be an important indicator of intergroup relations. For
example, in a yearlong ethnographic study, Lewis (2001) an-
alyzed school practices in order to differentiate between the
explicit and the “hidden” curriculum offered in school.
Although all community members consistently denied the lo-
cal salience of race, various racialized practices were present
and had a direct impact on students of color at the school as a
“hidden” curriculum of race. One way to explore the hidden
curriculum is by analyzing school décor and cultural artifacts
in school that can make one’s ethnic or religious identity ir-
relevant or very salient. One such attempt was made by Isik-
Ercan (2014) in a qualitative case study analyzing how
Turkish-American children negotiate their religious identities
in school settings. Using data from various sources – inter-
views, participant observations and cultural artifacts –she
showed that Turkish-Muslim children in elementary and mid-
dle school choose strategies that either make their religious
identities invisible, or try to find innovative ways to negotiate
their identities in such context. Thus, schools seem to play an
important role in identity formation and in shaping values and
narratives about it, both directly and indirectly.

National identity has to be learnt and national symbols play
a crucial role in the construction of ethnic or national identity.
Billig (1995-2004) points out that nations are daily
reproduced through banal, familiar and constant reminders
of nationhood (i.e.symbols) that are not consciously registered
but are therefore efficient. According to Kolst (2006) national
symbols (i.e. flags, coats of arms, national anthems) are the
key instruments in nation-building and nation-maintenance.
The „ethno-symbolism “theory (Smith 2009) suggests that
national symbols, myths, values, and memories of the group
derived from mythical ethno-history can be unifying not only
in established nation-states, but also in new and fragile multi-
cultural states. However, research shows that individuals from
different cultural or ethnic groups perceive graphic symbols
differently (Huer 2000; Chu 2003). Thus, although the role of
national symbols is to unify the nations, they can also play a
divisive role when conflicted ethnic groups hold different nar-
ratives of the past. Kolst (2006) argues that the divisiveness
vs. unifying potential of new state symbols is a function of
what and whom they are being associated with. If a symbol is
perceived as belonging to one ethnic group more than another,
the other group will not accept it as their own and will search
for ethnic symbols they can associate with. The comparison of
national symbols in one new state (Bosnia), one newly
reconfigured state (Russia) and one established nation-state
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(Norway) showed that it takes time to accept new state sym-
bols but also that the divisions in society come first, and dis-
agreements over state symbols are a function of these divi-
sions (Kolst 2006). Thus in multicultural settings national and
ethnic symbols can play either unifying or divisive role de-
pending on the context, i.e. on the intergroup relations of
particular ethnic groups. In multi-ethnic contexts of our study
the same symbols may play unifying role in harmonious con-
text and divisive role in conflicted context where symbols can
be used to highlight differences to the specific outgroup
(Bucholtz 2011) or as a form of resistance or counter-culture,
as often found in the youth culture field (Johansson and
Lalander 2012). Indeed, research has shown that the majority
ethnic group is not homogenous with regard to the attitudes
towards multiculturalism. It might depend on the perceived
intergroup relations in a given context, as suggested by a re-
cent study that confirmed the effect of perceived intergroup
competition on majority adolescents’ perceived threat from
two relevant minority groups (Constantin and Cuadrado
2019). Additionally, a study of ideological attitudes of the
same majority group in two multiethnic settings in Croatia –
in Istria and in Vukovar – showed that Croats in Istria have a
far more positive attitude toward multiculturalism than Croats
in Vukovar (Jelić et al. 2014). Thus, we wanted to explore if
such different majority-minority relations are reflected in dec-
oration of physical space in local schools.

However, the question remains which symbols should be
analyzed as national and/or ethnic. Jaskulowski (2016) em-
phasized the central position of the flag in nationalism.
Furthermore, feelings of national belonging are positively re-
lated to participation in national commemorations hence
confirming the selection hypothesis (de Regt 2018).
Wiltgren (2014) claims that ethnicity research often covers
linguistic markers of ethnic identity while the area of
consumption of nationalism, in the form of objects featuring
national, ethnic and religious symbols, is under-investigated
topic. In his year-long study in a junior high school, he docu-
mented ways in which minority group students handle mate-
rial artefacts and the meaning they ascribe to these symbols.

A recent qualitative study conducted in Croatia yielded 27
groups of Croatian national symbols (Trako Poljak 2016).
Qualitative data collected via in-depth interviews showed that
participants distinguish between several categories of symbols
in Croatia: official state symbols (flag, anthem, and coat of
arms), cultural symbols, historical symbols, Homeland War
(with special emphasis on Vukovar), local place of living,
and Catholicism. Additionally, many interviewees mentioned
successful Croats, such as scientists, sportsmen or important
historical figures. Geography (especially territorial borders
and shape of the country) was also spontaneously mentioned
as an important symbol of Croatia. This study was the first to
use the “bottom-up” approach in exploring the role of “ordi-
nary” members of a national collective as the active

participants in the construction of national identities.
However, it neglected to analyze ethnic and national symbols
from the ethnic minority perspective. To our knowledge, no
such study was conducted in Croatian society thus far and in
other contexts they are very scarce. For example, a study fo-
cused on Croatian minority in Austria analyzed preservation
of identity of Burgenland Croats (Ščukanec 2015). The find-
ings pointed to the importance of everyday usage of mother
tongue and traditional Croatian customs in preserving
Croatian identity. These findings are in line with Kornfeind
(2001) who emphasized the importance of language, its status
and prestige in society, for preserving one’s identity. Another
important factor for the identity of Burgenland Croats was the
relation to the “old homeland”.

Finally, a recent study on ethnic preferences and attitudes
in Great Britain suggests that ethnic identity is more pro-
nounced in mixed rather than segregated neighborhoods
(Bisin et al. 2016). Moreover, authors argue that in ethnically
diverse societies two distinct motivational processes - cultural
conformity and cultural distinctiveness - play a role in identity
formation of minority group members. When cultural confor-
mity is at work, ethnic identity is reduced by assimilation.
Conversely, when cultural distinction is a motivational force,
ethnic minorities try to retain their own distinctive cultural
heritage. But what decides which motivational force will take
the lead? For ethnic groups, especially for ethnic minorities,
ethnic identity is tied to their perception of the group status in
the society (Verkuyten 2004). If the minority’s cultural and
ethnic identity is acknowledged and treated with respect, they
should have no trouble integrating into the society. Cultural
distinctiveness is then regarded as an asset andmulticulturality
is welcomed. However, if minority group members feel they
are discriminated against based on their cultural and/or ethnic
identity, they can either give up their ethnic identity and as-
similate or feel threatened and thus identify more strongly
with their ethnic group.

Research conducted thus far suggests that, although we
often call certain societies either multicultural and accepting
or culturally intolerant and closed, different minorities within
the same society might have different perspectives on how
they are treated and hence which status they have in a specific
society. Their perspective will depend on the history of con-
flict, the status that a specific minority has in the society, the
changes in the minority status, as well as on their experiences
with discrimination.

Study Aims

Across three studies we wanted to explore differences in the
representation of ethnic symbols in schools physical space in
two different multiethnic regions in Croatia and investigate
whether schools’ physical environment would reflect
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community norms regarding intergroup relations and promo-
tion of multiculturalism. Thus, we focused on the presence of
ethnic symbols (study 1), awareness and perceptions of
schools routines (study 2), and intergroup attitudes (study 3).

In order to answer our research questions we used system-
atic observations of schools, followed by focus group discus-
sions with students from each group, and quantitative survey
of intergroup attitudes with adolescents from sixth and eighth
grade of primary schools (age 12–15) and second grade of
secondary schools (age 16–17). Combining qualitative and
quantitative methods in the unique context of two Croatian
multiethnic regions where minority students (Italians and
Serbs) exercise their right for schooling in their mother tongue
separately from their majority peers (Croats), we hope to offer
better insight in the role of ethnic symbols in schools.

Study 1

The aim of study 1 was twofold; Firstly, our aim was to ex-
plore differences in the average amount of ethnic symbols in
the two research contexts, as well as differences in the repre-
sentation of specific categories of symbols emphasizing either
multicultural values (i.e. equal representation of two ethnic
groups and similarities between them) or group exclusivity
(by emphasizing intergroup differences). Secondly, we ex-
plored potential differences between elementary schools and
high schools in representation of ethnic group symbols in the
school space.

We expected differences between regions, as Istria is
known for its’ multiculturalism and openness whereas the
town of Vukovar, in spite of being a home for many ethnic
groups, lives its post-conflict life under a burden of Croat-Serb
ethnic divide. Thus, we hypothesized that there would be sig-
nificantly less ethnic symbols in schools in Istria than in
Vukovar. We further expected more multicultural messages
in Istria that would be observable by emphasizing regional
symbols, common for both minority and majority groups.
We also expected more messages of ethnic exclusivity, i.e.
emphasizing ethnic symbols in schools, in Vukovar region
pregnant with unresolved intergroup conflict. Furthermore,
we expected more ethnic symbols in primary than in second-
ary schools, as high schools are more focused on providing
knowledge than identity development.

Method

Sample

We focused our study on two multiethnic settings in Croatia
where minority students (Italians and Serbs) exercise their
right for schooling in their mother tongue. Hence they attend
separate schools or classes apart from their majority peers

(Croats). As Buje is somewhat smaller town than Vukovar,
we included both elementary schools and both secondary
schools that exist in Buje and than chose two elementary
schools in Vukovar from different parts of the town.
Unfortunately we managed to include only one highschool
from Vukovar. Thus our final sample included 7 schools in
the previously mentioned two multiethnic towns.We visited 4
elementary (2 in each town) and 3 high schools (2 in Buje and
1 in Vukovar) representative for majority and minority educa-
tion in respective settings.

Procedure

Using systematic observation of school physical space, we
collected data on representation of minority and majority eth-
nic symbols in all 7 schools. Two independent observers vis-
ited several areas in each school - school’s entrance, teachers’
room, main hall, selected classrooms (classrooms where eth-
nically relevant school subjects, such as history, geography,
music, art, mother tongue, and religious education are taught).
In each school we looked for ingroup symbols, as well as
symbols of other aspects of social identity (such as religious
symbols, regional symbols, school symbols etc.). Each room
was photographed and ingroup symbols were registered in the
prepared checklist indicating if the particular symbol was
present or not, and how prominently it was displayed among
similar others. For the purpose of observation we
predetermined symbols we were looking for on the walls
(based on literature and field data from pilot visits to several
schools) and 10 preliminary categories of ethnic symbols were
identified: symbols of the state/national symbols, mother
tongue symbols, cultural heritage, religious symbols, promi-
nent historical figures, prominent contemporary figures, land-
scapes and places, historical geographical maps, home region
symbols, and school life. The checklist also allowed for
adding new symbols and making comments about any pecu-
liarities when relevant. After observing various classrooms
and other schools spaces each observer assessed on a 5-point
scale as to what extent ethnic symbols (compared to non-
ethnic ones) were represented in the school, from 1 (ethnic
symbols are not represented; there are only non-ethnic sym-
bols in the school) to 5 (ethic symbols are represented in high
degree; ethnic symbols dominate in the school space).

Data Analysis

After systematic observations of all schools, two independent
coders coded the complete list of symbols into categories and
categorizations of symbols resulted in almost 100% agree-
ment. Few cases of different categorization were resolved
through discussion among the observers. Final categorization
yielded groups of ethnic symbols: state symbols, mother
tongue symbols, cultural heritage, religious symbols,
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historical figures, region symbols, and school symbols. Each
category was additionally categorized as referring to either
majority or minority ethnic group except the last two (regional
symbols and symbols depicting school life) that refer to a
common identity. Regional symbols included symbols of their
hometown or somewhat wider region (Istrian peninsula for the
schools from Buje or symbols of Slavonija County for those
from Vukovar). School symbols refer to markings that depict
school’s history, celebrations of the School Day, photos of
school excursions etc. Finally, contextual differences in rep-
resentation of specific category of ethnic symbols in the
school space were analyzed.

Results

Representation of Various Ethnic Symbols in Schools

Results showed that the quantity of ethnic symbols varies
greatly depending on the context, i.e. on average twice as
many ethnic symbols were present in schools in Vukovar than
in Buje. In line with expectations, results of systematic obser-
vation suggest that presence of ethnic symbols in schools
varies depending on the settings, from moderately present in
the harmonious intergroup settings to highly present in the
post-conflict intergroup setting. While the average number
of ethnic symbols per school registered in the town of Buje
(Croatian-Italian context) was 14.25, in Vukovar (Croatian-
Serbian context) the average number of ethnic symbols per
school was as high as 28.67. The fact that in Vukovar we
found twice as many ethnic symbols in schools indicates that
in the post-conflict context the differences between the groups
may be further enhanced in school settings, which is in line
with our hypothesis.

However, it is also possible that some schools simply dec-
orate their space more than others. To further test our hypoth-
esis that in Vukovar there are much more ethnic symbols than
in Buje, we analyzed assessment of the school space provided
by the observers. To reiterate, after systematic observation of
the ethnic symbols in the school each observer estimated the
“ethnicization” of the school space, i. e. the prevalence of
ethnic symbols over those non-ethnic was assessed using 1
to 5 scale. Higher number indicated higher presence of ethnic
(compared to non-ethnic) symbols in the school. Results con-
firm significant differences between Buje (M = 3.1, SD =
1.41) and Vukovar (M = 4.2, SD = 0.88) in assessment of the
schools as being loaded with ethnic symbols (t = 4.58, df =
53.7, p < .001; d = 1.03). This strong effect suggests large dif-
ferences between the two communities in types of messages
being sent from the school walls. The average assessment
higher than 4 suggests strongly ethnicized school environment
where even decoration of the schools sends a clear message to
students about importance of ethnicity as an identity marker.

In Buje the presence of ethnic symbols seems smaller, and the
average estimates suggest that ethnic symbols are equally
present as other, non-ethnic, symbols. Thus, it appears that
schools in Buje decorate schools for various occasions, and
with many different symbols, making ethnic symbols just one
among many others.

Differences in Ethnic Symbols Presence in Elementary
and Secondary Schools

When comparing elementary and secondary school we ex-
pected more ethnic symbols in elementary schools when chil-
dren first learn of groups and social identities, belonging to
different ethnicities and nations, as well as states. In secondary
schools more emphasis is usually put on reaching educational
curriculum outcomes and less on other goals. Interestingly,
comparison of the total number of ethnic symbols in primary
and in secondary schools showed different trends in Buje and
in Vukovar. Whereas the average number of ethnic symbols is
greater in primary (12.5) than in secondary schools in Buje
(7.5), the findings were quite the opposite for schools in
Vukovar (23 in primary and 40 in secondary school).
Furthermore, when we compared the number of ethnic sym-
bols in primary schools, the difference between the two con-
texts was moderate (twice as many symbols on average in
Vukovar compared to Buje). However, in secondary schools
the results tell a different story. We found high overrepresen-
tation of ethnic symbols in secondary schools in post-conflict
Vukovar compared to more peaceful Buje (where the average
number of ethnic symbols per school is low). The ratio in
secondary schools is 1:5, indicating much stronger influence
on adolescents in Vukovar schools to form and enhance their
ethnic identity.

We also analyzed and compared the representation of spe-
cific categories of ethnic symbols in the two contexts. Taking
into account the aspects that form ethnic identity in Croatia,
we expected higher representation of both majority (Croats)
and minority (Serbs) ethnic symbols in Vukovar compared to
more harmonious context of Buje. Specifically, we expected
more language and religious symbols as well as more symbols
referring to Vukovar during the 1991–1995 war in Vukovar
than in Buje.

Profiles presented in Fig. 1 show that results confirm our
hypotheses. In multiethnic communities in Croatia ethnic
identification in school is indeed promoted via school’s phys-
ical environment and mostly through symbols of cultural her-
itage, famous same-ethnic figures, religious symbols and lan-
guage of one’s ethnic group.

Comparison of the profiles in Buje and Vukovar showed
differences between primary and secondary schools in how
ethnicity was represented on the school walls. In primary
schools in Vukovar there was the highest presence of symbols
of majority cultural heritage, but also majority mother tongue
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and minority historical figures, whereas in Buje the highest
presence was found for regional identity followed by symbols
of school identity and majority cultural heritage. In secondary
school in Buje ethnic symbols were generally scarce, almost
non-existent. The few we did find represented regional iden-
tity, school identity or minority cultural heritage. On the other
hand, in Vukovar there is a very strong representation of reli-
gious symbols, minority historical figures and school identity.

We also looked for the categories of symbols where the
difference between majority and minority symbols is the larg-
est. The categories where more symbols were found in Buje
than in Vukovar are regional identity, school identity and also
minority state symbols in primary schools, and regional sym-
bols in secondary schools. Taking into consideration that the
number of ethnic symbols is altogether low in Buje, these
findings seem even more important. On the contrary, we
found much more and also much greater differences in the
opposite direction. Specifically, in Vukovar there is

overrepresentation of symbols related to majority mother
tongue (both in primary and secondary schools), majority cul-
tural heritage (both in primary and secondary schools), minor-
ity cultural heritage (both in primary and secondary schools),
minority historical figures (especially in secondary schools),
and religious symbols (the largest difference altogether, but
especially in secondary schools). Symbols of school identity
were overrepresented in Vukovar high school compared to
high schools in Buje. However, symbols of school identity
were mostly focused on the activities involving only majority
pupils in Vukovar.

Altogether, the distribution of ethnic symbols over specific
categories (Fig. 1) proved to be even more informative about
the intergroup relations than the average number of ethnic
symbols. In Vukovar the emphasis is exactly on those catego-
ries of ethnic symbols that highlight the existing differences
between the groups in the community. Symbols related to
mother tongue highlight differences between Croats and

Fig. 1 Average number of specific categories of ethnic symbols per school in elementary and secondary schools in Buje and Vukovar
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Serbs as the two nations use different scripts, Latin versus
Cyrillic, and bilingual public signs in Vukovar are highly
objected by the majority. Religious symbols also emphasize
differences as Serbs are mostly Orthodox whereas Croats are
Catholic, and religion is often emphasized as the core of iden-
tity. In contrast, in Buje the most represented symbols are
those that refer to the common identity (such as regional iden-
tity and school identity). Furthermore, it seems that in harmo-
nious context, ethnic symbols play a significant role in prima-
ry schools but in secondary schools they are no longer present
on the school walls. However, in the conflicted context they
are not only still present in the secondary schools but maybe
even more pronounced. This may be a strategy to boost ethnic
identities of both majority and minority group since the age of
high schoolers is important developmental phase in investi-
gating, developing and achieving ethnic identity (Phinney
1990). We do not argue that this strategy of “showing the
symbols” is necessarily intentional; however, we do argue that
it makes ethnic differences more vivid and social salient to the
adolescents. Finally, it seems that the historical figures from
the minority groups are overrepresented compared to famous
figures from the majority group in both settings indicating that
when an ingroup status is lower, group members turn to prom-
inent, high-status ingroup members to identify with.

Study 2

In study 2 we aimed to explore whether the differences in
school decorations relate to the differences in intergroup atti-
tudes among students. Hence in focus group discussions with
adolescents we explored if and to what extent children are
aware of the ways in which the schools decorate the space
during different holidays and celebrate them.

Method

Sample

In a series of 10 focus group discussions (4 in Buje and 6 in
Vukovar) we explored how different (ethnic) holidays are
celebrated in school and whether and how children perceive
ethnic symbols in their schools. Altogether 30 majority and 30
minority children of age 11–18 years took part in these group
discussions (see Table 1 for more details). Participants in each

focus group were ethnically homogenous, i.e. either minority
or majority group members.

Procedure

Social psychologists with a lot of experience in conducting
focus groups moderated group discussions. During the focus
group discussions, we covered various topics, but in this study
the aim was to understand how students perceive ethnic sym-
bols in schools and their importance. Therefore we focus on
the following themes relating to multicultural practices and
decoration of school: 1. who and how decorates the school
space during different holidays, 2. active participation of stu-
dents in decorating the school and in celebrating holidays, 3.
national holidays that are celebrated in schools, 4, additional
(majority and minority) ethnic holidays celebrated in school,
5. activities connected to the School Day, and 6. the most
important or the most favored holiday in school as perceived
by pupils.

Data Analysis

Focus group conversations were transcribed verbatim. A the-
matic analysis of transcripts was conducted and for the coding
phase we used Boyatzis’ hybrid approach (Boyatzis 1998) to
define themes and codes. Each code was assigned a label with
a definition and coding example and codes followed the
themes of the focus groups. All transcripts were coded by
two independent researchers and then codes were compared
(suggesting high inter-rater reliability) and their differences
were resolved by consensus. Patterns and differences between
minority and majority group members in each region were
analyzed by the first author using the constant comparison
technique.

Results

A cross-case analysis of similarities and differences
across cases (focusing on differences between majority
and minority members in the two regions) confirmed
that schools’ physical environment reflects community
norms regarding intergroup relations and promotion of
multiculturalism. In other words, data from focus groups
corroborates differences between Vukovar and Buje in

Table 1 Number of participants in focus group discussions in each region with regard to gender, type of school and language of schooling

Total N Male Female Primary s. Secondary s. Ethnic minority Croatian

Vukovar 36 17 19 24 12 18 18

Buje 24 12 12 12 12 12 12
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the importance placed on specific (ethnic) symbols, i.e.
ethnic holidays. Again, Vukovar and Buje proved to be
multiethnic settings that reflect very different values
about intergroup relations.

In post-conflict intergroup context (Vukovar), higher
importance of ethnic holidays celebrated by one group
only were reported by the students. Thus, only one
group participates in decoration of the school and the
outgroup is excluded, thereby contributing to the further
division between the students. For Croats in Vukovar
the most important holiday is the Remembrance Day
of Vukovar (commemorating the sacrifice of the de-
fenders of Vukovar and emphasizing the narrative of
Croatian defenders fighting against Serbian aggressors)
and for Serbs it is the St Sava’s Day (the founder of the
Serbian Orthodox Church). An excerpt from the focus
group discussion held separately with Croatian and
Serbian students from the same school shows the ethnic
gap clearly. Thus, when asked about the national holi-
days they celebrated in school, Croatian students
answered:

Remembrance day, Day of Vukovar. That day we light
the candles downstairs. ( (C-F-P)1

We even decorate the billboards in the school so that
they reflect what had happened on that day. In the
Homeland war. (C-M-P)Last year's 7th and 8th grade
students presented to us (and we were 6th graders at the
time) what had happened that day in Vukovar. (C-F-P)I
mean, of course they [referring to Serbs] don’t want to
come on November 18th or on celebration of our
Christmas, just as I wouldn’t go on theirs. (C-M-S)In
the group with Serbian students their answers on the
same question were very different and reveal ambivalent
attitudes toward common celebration of various ethnic
holidays in school:We celebrate St Sava and that's
about it. (S-F-S) They divide us. Croats are the first shift
[morning shift] and we are always second shift. And so
we have our own show. This year girls were dressed in
Serbian folk costumes and greeted the guests with bread
and salt. But the school walls are usually not decorated
for our holiday, only during the event but it is all taken
off after the event. (S-F-S)Everything is restricted to that
one room, our gym. (S-M-S)But when they have their
show, we attend, we go there. So I think it is not right
that they ignore our show on St Sava day. Just as we
support them in a way, they should support us. (S-F-S) I
don't think so… I mean it is our holiday. What would

they do there if they don't even know who St Sava was
and all that. (S-F-S)

At the same time, in Buje various holidays are celebrat-
ed without strong emphasis on ethnic holidays.
Furthermore, the Remembrance Day of Vukovar is
mentioned at school but not given a central place as is
the case in Vukovar. When asked about the holidays
they celebrated in school, Croatian students
answered:[We celebrate] all of them. (C-F-S)
We celebrate world holidays as much as our own. (C-F-
S)
We didn’t even learn in my primary school about
Croatian history of the 90s, Homeland War and such.
We were always told that this is to recent to be part of
the history and it was always skipped. (C-F-S)
We have also never celebrated the Remembrance Day in
my primary school. I cannot say that we don’t do it now
in the secondary school, but we don’t put much empha-
sis on that. (C-F-S)

Interestingly, both in Vukovar and in Buje Christmas is per-
ceived as either the most important or the most favored holi-
day for everybody, regardless of ethnic group belonging,
followed by the last day of school (which is often also the
official School Day). However, in celebration of this holiday
in Buje everybody is included, but in Vukovar, where
Catholic and Orthodox Christmas are celebrated with two
weeks delay, the celebration of Christmas further highlights
intergroup differences.As opposed to that, in Istria majority
group children exhibit a strong awareness of the other ethnic
group and willingness to accommodate:

We do not emphasize national holidays as much as in-
ternational [referring to Valentine’s Day, Christmas,
etc.], because we know that this way we shall not remind
ethnic minorities that they do not originate from here
(C-F-P)

Study 3

In a quantitative survey in the same schools we inves-
tigated differences in the attitude toward multicultural-
ism and intergroup bias (i. e. preference of the ingroup
over the outgroup), as two relevant indicators of inter-
group relations. We expected quantitative data to cor-
roborate qualitative findings by showing more inter-
group bias and less positive attitudes toward multicul-
turalism among adolescents from Vukovar than those
from Istria.

1 ID of a participant is given in the parenthesis indicating his/her ethnicity (C-
Croat, S- Serb, I - Italian), gender (F or M) and type of school (P- primary, S-
secondary school).
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Method

Sample

A quantitative survey was administered on 522 students from
the same primary and secondary schools as in the qualitative
study. In Vukovar 300 students were included in the survey
(176 Croats and 124 Serbs), 70 from primary and 230 from
secondary schools. The age in theVukovar sample ranged
from 12 to 19, and there were more girls than boys in the
classes (62% girls). In Buje, 222 students participated in the
survey (98 Croats, 116 Italians and 8 did not state their eth-
nicity), 55 from primary and 167 from secondary schools. The
age in the Buje sample also ranged from 12 to 19, and there
were again more girls than boys in the classes (55% girls). In
both contexts the vast majority of respondents assessed their
life standard as average or slightly above average (85% in
Buje and 90% in Vukovar).

Instruments

The attitude toward multiculturalism was measured by a 5-
item scale adapted from our previous studies (Čorkalo and
Ajduković 2008) and sample items are: “School should to take
care of the rights of national minorities” and “National mi-
norities enrich the culture of every nation”. The responses
were indicated on a five-point Likert-type scale ranging from
1 (highly disagree) to 4 (highly agree). Higher values indicat-
ed more positive attitude toward multiculturalism. The reli-
ability of the scale in this research was α = .71.

The intergroup bias was measured by asking participants to
express their general attitude towards the majority and to-
wards the relevant minority group in their community on a
scale from 0 to 10. The difference of the ratings for the ingroup
and the outgroup is the indicator of ingroup bias.

Procedure

The questionnaires were administered in groups, during regu-
lar class hours. Participation was voluntary and parental per-
missions were obtained for students under the age of 14. All
questionnaires were completed anonymously and were ad-
ministered in the native tongues of the students. Ethical ap-
proval was granted by the university Institutional Review
Board.

Results

In order to assess whether the difference in the presence of
ethnic symbols in two multiethnic communities relates to the
contextual differences in intergroup attitudes of minority and
majority adolescents, we conducted two ANOVAs to

determine if there is an interaction between three independent
variables - context (Vukovar vs Buje), group status (majority
vs minority ethnic group) and type of school (primary vs sec-
ondary) - on two dependent variables: attitudes towards mul-
ticulturalism and intergroup bias. Survey was conducted
among majority and minority students from the very same
schools that we observed (Table 2).

The results for multiculturalism show strong main effect of
the group status (F(1,486) = 7.35, p = .007) suggesting that
minorities embrace multiculturalism much more than the ma-
jority. The analysis also yielded two significant interactions of
status and context (F(1,486) = 9.27, p = .002) and status and
school type (F(1,486) = 4.87, p = .028).

As can be seen from the Fig. 2 in Buje there are no differ-
ences between the majority and the minority group in their
attitudes toward multiculturalism. Students in general equally
endorse multiculturalism. In Vukovar however, there is a huge
difference in the attitudes of the majority and the minority
youth, with minority students having much more positive

Fig. 2 Interaction of group status (majority vs minority) and context
(Vukovar vs Buje) for attitude toward multiculturalism

Table 2 Summary of ANOVA for multiculturalism and intergroup bias
in two different social contexts

Multiculturalism Intergroup bias

Source F p F p

Context 1.07 .302 11.44 .001

Group status 7.35 .007 30.42 .001

School type .47 .493 .291 .590

Context x Status 9.27 .002 .001 .983

Context x School type .001 .977 4.60 .032

Status x School type 4.87 .028 .21 .645

Status x Context x School type .02 .878 .71 .400

Error .25 8.73

Total 486 509
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attitudes toward multiculturalism (although majority also
holds positive attitudes). Fig. 3 shows that the minority-
majority attitudinal differences are much more pronounced
in secondary compared to primary schools, regardless of the
context.

In line with attitudes towards multiculturalism, the results
for intergroup bias show strong main effect of the group status
(F(1,509) = 30.42, p < .001) corroborating stronger ingroup
bias among the majority than the minority. Furthermore strong
main effect of the context (F(1,509) = 11.44, p < .001) sug-
gests that adolescents from Vukovar are more biased than
adolescents fromBuje. The analysis also revealed a significant
interaction of type of school and context (F(1,509) = 4.60,
p = .032) showing once again that the contextual differences
are muchmore pronounced in secondary compared to primary
schools (Fig. 4).

General Discussion

Schools shape and promote social values in any given society
(Thornburg 1984; Berson and Oreg 2016). Results from sev-
eral studies showed that a school’s physical environment can
promote values attached to group belonging (such as multi-
culturalism, regionalism or nationalism) and also be an indi-
cator of intergroup relations. While research so far has identi-
fied various school factors influencing ethnic identity expres-
sion (ethnic composition of the school, school values of mul-
ticulturalism and school climate), the role of school physical
environment is still an under-investigated topic. This article
tries to fill this gap by looking closely at the role of the
school’s physical environment using two qualitative and one
quantitative methods. In three studies we compared school
practices as well as representation of ethnic symbols presented
on school walls and their effects in two multiethnic contexts
within the same country.

Two contexts were chosen as they differ greatly consider-
ing intergroup relation between the majority and the minority
group. Whereas in one intergroup relations are harmonious
and the minority group does not hold different status com-
pared to the majority group, in the other context their relation
is disturbed and still burdened with the recent intergroup con-
flict. At the same time, these two contexts are similar in that
both are multiethnic communities where a specific minority
practices their right to education on their language in separate
classes or even separate schools from the majority, i.e. model
A of minority schooling. This educational model allows mi-
norities in question to preserve their identity, culture and lan-
guage to the highest possible level. On the other hand, sepa-
rated minority education carries with it the risk of emphasizing
intergroup boundaries. On the explicit level, the benefits of
such practices are usually emphasized. But what about the
implicit level, i.e. the hidden curriculum? Lewis (2001) al-
ready showed that analyzing school practices can shed some
more light to what messages regarding intergroup relations
and values are transmitted in school.

Results of systematic observation of school space confirm
that representation of ethnic symbols in schools varies across
regions depending on the nature of intergroup relations in
specific communities. Thus, we found extensive representa-
tion of ethnic symbols in the post-conflict settings of Vukovar
whereas they are only moderately represented in the more
harmonious multiethnic community. This difference, howev-
er, stems from the secondary schools in Vukovar where ethnic
symbols are more elaborated and salient than in primary
schools and five times more represented than in secondary
schools in Buje. As Phinney’s model of ethnic identity devel-
opment (Phinney 1990) acknowledges significant changes
during the period of adolescence, including greater abilities
in cognition to contemplate ethnic identity, as well as a greater
focus on one’s social life, it is not surprising that in a setting

Fig. 3 Interaction of group status (majority vs minority) and school type
(primary vs secondary school) for attitude toward multiculturalism

Fig. 4 Interaction of group status (majority vs minority) and context
(Vukovar vs Buje) for intergroup bias
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where ethnic identity is a hot issue, stronger emphasis is put
on new generations during their adolescence to shape their
identities in line with expectation of their group. Our findings
also fit well with Bronfenbrenner’s (1994) Ecological
Systems Theory emphasizing different systems (family, peers,
community, and larger society) that influence one’s feelings of
belonging and overall affect toward ethnic groups. Thus, our
findings suggest that socialization in a multiethnic community
where both groups feel either victimized or discriminated has
consequences on ethnic identity development of youth.

However, not only does the average number reflect the
intergroup relations, but maybe even more so the distribution
of ethnic symbols over specific categories. In the post-conflict
setting the emphasis is put on those categories of ethnic sym-
bols that highlight the existing differences between the ethnic
groups in the community (e.g. mother tongue, religious sym-
bols). On the contrary, in the harmonious multiethnic context
the most represented symbols are those that refer to the com-
mon identity (e.g. regional or school identity). If we take into
account that such hidden curriculum reflects how schools deal
with the issue of multiculturalism, it seems that in the conflict-
ed settings schools only strengthen further divisions between
the groups. Interestingly, in both regions identity dualism is
negotiated by promoting symbols referring to the Croatian
cultural heritage and famous members of minority ethnic
groups in schools physical environment. It seems that minor-
ities in both contexts shape and enhance their ethnic identity
by featuring prominent in-group historical and contemporary
figures. Future research should explore whether this repre-
sents a resistance to honoring nationally significant historical
figures (e.g. if symbols emphasized by the minority group are
historical figures who are famous for fighting against the ma-
jority group and who majority vilifies) or a way of preserving
their ethnic identity in a multiethnic setting by highlighting
prominent ingroup members that were members of the same
community (Hutchins 2016).

Focus groups conducted with children from the same
schools we observed confirm that schools physical environ-
ment reflects community norms and values both regarding
intergroup relations and promotion of multiculturalism. In line
with expectations, in the post-conflict intergroup context
(Vukovar) students report feeling more separated along ethnic
lines when celebrations of ethnic holidays take place in school
because only one group participates in decoration of the
school and the outgroup is excluded, depending on the holi-
day. In contrast, Istrian students take a more multicultural
stance and exhibit less need to put emphasis on ethnic
holidays.

Finally, our quantitative data further corroborates these
findings by showing stronger differences between majority
and minority adolescents in their attitudes toward
multiculturalism and intergroup bias in Vukovar compared
to Buje. Specifically, majority adolescents in our sample

exhibit stronger ingroup bias than their minority peers, and
intergroup bias is stronger in Vukovar than in Buje. This
difference is more pronounced in secondary schools when
group identities are negotiated and formed. In the same vein,
minority adolescents embrace multiculturalism more strongly
than their majority peers, especially in secondary schools.
These findings are also in line with Verkuyten (2010) who
argued that the endorsement of multiculturalism depends on
the majority – minority group status. Earlier studies on the
majority group members from Vukovar and Istria also con-
firmed that Croats from Istria have more positive attitude on
multiculturalism than Croats from Vukovar (Jelić et al. 2014).
Moreover the same study showed that adults endorse multi-
culturalismmore strongly than the children suggesting that the
process of accepting social values takes place during
adolescence.

Taken altogether, findings of our three studies suggest that
potential differences in the ways multiculturality and group
identity is promoted in schools in different regions are a re-
flection of interethnic relations in each context. This is in line
with ecological view of environmental influences on people’s
attitudes and behavior and also in line with the „ethno-sym-
bolism “theory that suggests that ethnic group symbols can be
unifying but they can also play a divisive role when conflicted
ethnic groups hold different narratives of the past (Kolst 2006)
depending on what they are associated with. If a symbol is
perceived as belonging to one ethnic group more than another,
the other group will not accept it as their own and will search
for ethnic symbols they can associate with. This is exactly
what we found in the town of Vukovar, i.e. a post-conflict
community where there is still a lot of tension between the
two ethnic groups. As already suggested by Bucholtz (2011)
and Johansson and Lalander (2012) symbols can be used to
highlight differences to the specific outgroup or to communi-
cate resistance to the dominant group or the dominant narra-
tive of the past. Indeed, different minorities within the same
society might have different perspectives on how they are
treated in a specific society depending on the history of the
intergroup conflict, their status in the society, the changes in
the minority status, and their experiences with discrimination.
As argued by Verkuyten (2004), if multiculturality is indeed
welcomed and the minority’s ethnic identity is acknowledged
and treated with respect, they are inclined to integrate into the
society. However, if minority group members feel they are
discriminated against, they feel threatened and thus identify
more strongly with their ethnic group.

We believe that this data suggests that school plays an
important role in forming intergroup attitudes among their
students and school representatives and teachers should be
more aware of their practices. Even some routine practices
such as decorating school walls send a message to students
what the school culture is and therefore should be brought to
attention and re-evaluated. Furthermore, our findings also
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show that school settings can be used as a platform for sending
stronger messages of intergroup tolerance and multicultural-
ism that children could benefit from. As this is a non-
experimental study it does not allow causal interpretation.
However, it is possible that in more harmonious intergroup
settings schools tend to emphasize school identity and nurture
positive attitude toward multiculturalism. On the other hand, it
is also possible that such school practices that put focus on
common identity instead on differences between students may
lead in time to a more harmonious intergroup setting.
Covering school walls with photos of joint school activities
or excursions and ensuring participation of all students in
these activities as well as in decorating the school may be a
first step towards creating more multicultural norms within
school. Future (longitudinal) studies should investigate
whether such changes in school practices could indeed trans-
form intergroup climate in the school and, in time, in the wider
community.

Limitations of these Studies

This is to the best of our knowledge the first study that
has tried to explore the physical environment as a proxy
of ingroup’s messages that shape the formation of one’s
ethnic identity as well as intergroup relations. The find-
ings show that school’s “hidden curriculum” can be oper-
ationalized by focusing on the school’s physical environ-
ment, especially on decoration practices related to ethnic
holidays and commemorations. In this respect this is the
first study that shows the importance of the school phys-
ical environment in shaping intergroup attitudes.
However, there are several limitations of the study that
future research should try to address. First, future studies
should focus on the comparison of different types of
schools - minority schools, majority schools and “com-
bined” schools (that necessarily differ in the amount of
intergroup contact) when investigating intergroup rela-
tions. Decorations in school, especially during ethnic hol-
idays, may differ greatly among these three types of
schools. Furthermore, qualitative methods do not allow
rigorous statistical analyses and hence our data is largely
descriptive in nature. Even though we included two qual-
itative and combined them with quantitative data from the
same schools, which makes this study unique, future stud-
ies should focus on directly including results of the qual-
itative analysis in quantitative dataset as this would allow
for more nuanced analyses and opportunity to tackle the
complex nature of the impact of such hidden curriculum
on children’ intergroup relations. Also, our sample is rel-
atively small and future research would benefit from in-
volving a significantly larger number of participants so
that the results could be generalized. Finally, the findings

obtained in this study should be replicated on other mi-
nority groups and in different multiethnic contexts to gain
a clearer perspective of what are the characteristics of a
community or a context that are crucial for shaping inter-
group relations.

Conclusion

In multiethnic communities, ethnic identification in school is
promoted via school physical environment. School walls are
typically decorated by symbols of cultural heritage, famous
in-group figures, religious symbols and signs and inscriptions
in the language of specific ethnic groups. As we hypothesized,
representation of ethnic symbols varies across regions de-
pending on the nature of intergroup relations in specific
communi t i e s . In harmonious in te rgroup contex t
multiculturality is promoted by emphasizing regional and
school identity, and giving space to ethnic symbols of major-
ity and minority groups, thus forming a multiethnic identity
(such as Istrian identity). However, in a post-conflict inter-
group setting we found extensive representation of symbols
related to intergroup differences. Results of focus groups and
the quantitative survey confirm that schools’ physical environ-
ment reflects intergroup relations in the community, is recog-
nized by students and hence leads to further deepening of
intergroup boundaries. Specifically, greater differences be-
tween majority and minority adolescents in their attitudes to-
ward multiculturalism and intergroup bias were found in post-
conflict Vukovar than in the more harmonious Istria. As ex-
pected, minority adolescents embrace multiculturalism more
strongly than their majority peers, especially in secondary
schools. In the same vein, adolescents from Vukovar exhibit
stronger ingroup bias than their peers from Buje, and this
difference is again more pronounced in secondary schools.
We call for school practices that put focus on common identity
instead of differences between the two ethnic groups in hope
that this might result in more harmonious multiethnic
communities.
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