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From flattening discourse to hot moments: Dutch 
communication student perspectives of diversity and their 
educational experiences
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aAmsterdam School of International Business, Amsterdam University of Applied Sciences, Amsterdam, 
The Netherlands; bAmsterdam School of Communication Research, University of Amsterdam, Amsterdam, 
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ABSTRACT  
Critical approaches to diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) in higher 
education are crucial for fostering inclusive learning environments. 
This paper examines student perceptions of diversity in a 
communication science department at a large Western European 
research university. Building on literature emphasizing the 
importance of student voices in DEI initiatives, the study explores 
how students conceptualize and experience diversity in their 
classrooms. Unlike much of the existing research focused on 
North American/Anglophone universities, this study provides a 
unique perspective through the lens the Dutch higher-education 
context. Thematic analysis of focus-group discussions with 
bachelor’s and master’s students reveals two main trends: a 
flattening of diversity discourses and the challenges and benefits 
of classroom conflict or hot moments. The findings reveal how 
students perceive and navigate diversity, identifying alignments 
and disjunctions with existing literature. This research contributes 
to DEI discourse by advocating for inclusive and reflexive 
diversity approaches in communication science education.
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Universities worldwide emphasize the importance of diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) 
(Okebiro & Nyakundi, 2022; Rodés Paragarino & Gewerc, 2023; Sanger & Gleason, 2020; 
Siri et al., 2022). However, in the United States, DEI initiatives at all levels, including at 
universities, are alarmingly under legislative and cultural attack (Hawk, 2024; Jackson, 
2025; Vissing, 2025). Much has been written on how institutions define, constrain, 
implement, and even discipline DEI measures. The role and impact of diversity in 
higher education remain significant; for example, racial/ethnic diversity has been shown 
to positively impact university learning outcomes in the United States by fostering 
active thinking and interaction with those of diverse backgrounds (Gurin et al., 2009). Fur
thermore, the educational benefits of interaction across racial lines in US universities have 
also been shown to improve the educational experience (Denson & Chang, 2009).
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However, at the same time, communication scholars note the prevalence of “difficult” 
conversations around (predominantly racial/ethnic) diversity (Chen & Lawless, 2019). 
Additionally, the far-Right politicians in Europe (e.g., Marine La Pen, Geert Wilders), 
South America (e.g., former President Bolsano), and North America (e.g., President 
Trump) have used DEI (specifically) and higher education (generally) as a useful 
target for its reactionary rhetoric. The powerful learning potential presented by diverse 
perspectives in the communication classroom represents a unique opportunity for com
munication scholars to explore how and to what extent perceptions of diversity impact 
the communication classroom (Muneri et al., 2023). Pedagogical practices, support 
systems, and interactions that promote learning and student well-being in diverse 
environments merit closer examination. Additionally, students, as sources and partners 
in DEI conceptualization initiatives in academic settings, should be central in these inves
tigations (Ashby-King & Hanasono, 2019; Kvam et al., 2018). Therefore, in this study, we 
explore perceptions of diversity in the context of higher education in the Netherlands. 
Doing so addresses calls for international scholarship about communication, teaching, 
and learning (see Atay et al., 2021). Additionally, we believe that as DEI becomes a 
more prominent part of political discourse in countries around the world, it is important 
to understand how students experience it. To execute our goal, we review literature con
cerning diversity and the context of Dutch higher education. Utilizing focus groups, we 
argue that participants’ experiences show a “flattened discourse” about DEI, as hierar
chies surrounding social difference are downplayed. Conversely, we illuminate “hot 
moments” in the data; those times where participants described difference as conflict 
with an opportunity for growth. We conclude by discussing our findings in the Dutch 
context and DEI studies in communication education.

Literature on diversity and institutional context

Scholars in communication studies have written impactfully about the role of culture and 
diversity in the classroom (Atay et al., 2021; Gareis, 2012). Specifically, some have 
emphasized the impact of diversity on student empathy (Carrell, 1997, p. 199), as well 
as teaching and learning (Hinck & Tighe, 2020; Wahl et al., 2016). This research has 
also developed into diverse approaches that centralize a plurality of identities, emphasiz
ing how their presence in classrooms fosters a nuanced shared understanding of differ
ences (Moon, 2023; Rudnick & Munz, 2023). Additionally, the role of teachers in 
facilitating a shared space for minority/majority interactions among students has 
received increasing attention (McDermott et al., 2024; Shah & Coles, 2020; Williams & 
Wright, 2020). However, comparatively little research focuses on student conceptualiz
ations of diversity in contexts outside of the United States.

Approaches to DEI that include student perspectives provide essential insights 
(Ashby-King & Hanasono, 2019; Kvam et al., 2018). Building off this student-centered 
work, we understand diversity as “manifest and made meaningful in individual inter
actions in systems imbued with power and inequity” (Kvam et al., 2018, p. 289). This 
understanding of diversity shapes the demographics relevant in all studies on diversity. 
Therefore, going beyond a conceptualization of diversity as simply the identity categories 
that are relevant in a given context (i.e., race, gender, sexuality, etc.) allows us to under
stand diversity as a context-specific, meaningful way of understanding difference. It 
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further allows us to focus on how student conceptualizations of diversity shape the uni
versity experience, the central theme of this paper.

Across institutions, DEI remain hotly contested topics. Specifically in communication 
studies, a struggle to define diversity has been noted (Arp et al., 2023), despite strong 
arguments that diversity in the classroom provides critical advantages to communication 
pedagogy (Calafell & Chuang, 2018). Overall, diversity has been understood in myriad 
ways, ranging from more visible diversity categories (like race/ethnicity, gender, and 
ability status) to political/ideological diversity and many other forms (CohenMiller 
et al., 2022; Smith, 2020). While this conceptual distinction between various forms of 
diversity persists across fields, Kvam et al. (2018) have established that communication 
students in the United States conceptualize diversity as “variety” based on lived experi
ences, stories, and personalities and not necessarily on identity characteristics. This facet 
of a definition of diversity illuminates differences between groups but may also serve to 
reify the difference from the (often White, male, heterosexual, able-bodied) norm. On the 
one hand, we have the lay understanding of diversity as a “rolodex of identity categories” 
(Pellegrini, 1997). On the other hand, we have a conceptualization of diversity as a differ
ence shaped by perceived deviation from the norm (Rudick & Golsan, 2016). This study 
aligns with the nuanced communication research that positions diversity as shaping how 
differences between people are communicated and how this communication shapes and 
is shaped by students’ experiences (Atay et al., 2021; Canary & MacGregor, 2008; Orbe, 
2016; Ruiz-Mesa, 2021).

We situate our project as an answer to the call for instructors to “continue to have 
these tough conversations with our students in hopes that we can help students of privi
lege recognize their privilege and convince them to be allies in the fight for equity, while 
simultaneously providing safe and welcoming academic spaces for underrepresented stu
dents” (Waymer, 2021, p. 115). The current paper argues for understanding student per
ceptions of diversity informed by diversity within the unique institutional context of a 
Dutch university. In doing so, we hope to add to a more international (rather than 
US-specific) understanding of diversity (Hernandez, 2021).

Diversity in The Netherlands

In the Netherlands, diversity structures public debates of identity, power, and privilege. 
Dutch culture reflects an appreciation for “the right to offend” (Essed & Hoving, 2014 as 
cited in Muftugil-Yalcin et al., 2023) meaning that the right to be protected against dis
crimination is considered less important than freedom of speech. Although significant 
critique of this “right to offend” has been exercised (Bot, 2012), Dutch justifications of 
discriminatory communication modes have remained a common feature of public dis
course (Maris, 2018). The cultural debate around “Black Piet,” a cultural ritual in 
which many Dutch citizens celebrate the winter holiday Sinterklaas by engaging in black
face, for instance, has shed light on the Dutch cultural identity and what it means to 
engage with diverse groups (Weiner, 2014).

Furthermore, to legalize same-sex marriage and one of the leading countries in Europe 
regarding gender equality, public discourses often obfuscate the distance to go when it 
comes to diversity regarding nationality, race, and/or migration background (Korteweg 
& Yurdakul, 2021; Mepschen et al., 2010). Discourses on equality in the Netherlands tend 
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to center around LGBT/women’s issues at the cost of an intersectional approach that 
acknowledges other meaningful forms of difference (i.e., race/ethnicity, ability status, 
socioeconomic status, etc.) (Essanhaji & van Reekum, 2023; Gustavsson et al., 2016). 
The celebration of Dutch tolerance has gone hand in hand with ignoring their colonial 
past, making issues related to race/ethnicity go unrecognized and hard to address 
(Essed & Trienekens, 2008; Van Roessel & Dumitrica, 2024).

This tendency is also reflected in university policy on creating infrastructure to 
address inequality. For example, a report on diversity practices at a Dutch university 
demonstrated that 33% of students had experienced discrimination and that raising 
awareness around discriminatory practices was often not taken seriously (Wekker 
et al., 2016). Furthermore, while initiatives to address inequality based on gender 
are often broadly supported, initiatives addressing inequality based on ethnicity and 
race in universities are often met with strong opposition (Wekker et al., 2016). 
However, peer-reviewed research on specific university approaches to diversity in 
the Netherlands is scant (for an exception, see Leyerzapf, 2019). In a collection of 
essays, 10 scientists share their expertise on the impact of slavery with the Dutch gov
ernment. In her essay, Patricia Schor (2023) explains how Black Lives Matter demon
strations finally affected Dutch university policies by example establishing “diversity 
officers.” Yet such policy changes have neither significantly increased the number of 
Black students nor resulted in the integration of these students’ critical antiracist per
spectives within the university. The tensions within these discourses shape under
standings of diversity and resonate with global discourses around the importance of 
which differences are meaningful and valued.

Public understandings of diversity seep into the university setting. As domestic and 
international students learn, the local context and understanding of diversity impact 
how they navigate notions of difference. The Netherlands attracts a high number of inter
national students. In 2022, 25% of all students enrolled in universities are not of Dutch 
nationality (Puylaert, 2024), and in many university programs the international students 
often outnumber the domestic students.1 Although the Dutch are known for their “frank
ness,” in this international classroom setting, issues in relation to ethnicity and race are 
often avoided, in contrast to gender and sexuality. The students and teachers experience 
unease when discussing ethnicity and race, as they lack a commonly accepted and non
oppressive vocabulary. This anxiety is related to the general uncertainty of the Dutch 
population about ethnicity and race “as an important social and symbolic grammar” 
(Wekker et al., 2016, p. 23). When the topic becomes relevant, interlocuters either stay 
silent, or sometimes use inappropriate and demeaning language (Wekker et al., 2016).

Critical communication pedagogy as a theoretical framework

Critical communication pedagogy (CCP) stresses “teaching and research addressed 
toward understanding how communication creates and may, therefore, challenge socio
cultural oppressions” (Fassett & Warren, 2006, p. 3). The field of communication peda
gogy has highlighted structural factors such as the role of power in classroom dynamics, 
ideologies underpinning curriculum development, and the meaning of identity in 
teacher–student relationships (Fassett & Rudick, 2023). Additionally, this work 
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underscores the central role of communication in how individuals learn throughout their 
lives, both in the classroom and in informal contexts (Dannels, 2018).

Educators using CCP as a framework suggest that diversity in (mediated) communi
cation has powerful implications for reducing bias and increasing reflexivity (Williams & 
Wright, 2020). CCP provides an avenue to account for the complexities of discourses 
related to identity within educational narratives (Toyosaki, 2007). For example, we ask 
how discourses about diversity construct what is (un)acceptable in classroom discus
sions. Using CCP, we suggest “hot moments” as a lens for understanding and benefiting 
from conflict in the classroom (Harlap, 2014).

Examining the fundamental characteristics and expressions of diversity in classroom 
dynamics is the first step toward conceptualizing diversity in educational settings. Diver
sity as variety entails many demographic categories: race, ethnicity, gender, sexual orien
tation, socioeconomic status, disability, etc. with individuals possessing multiple 
intersecting identities that shape their educational experiences and interactions 
(Nichols & Stahl, 2019). Acknowledging this allows institutions to specify their policies 
and practices to provide a more equitable campus environment (Wijeyesinghe & Jones, 
2014). However, while having a diverse student body is an important reality, universities’ 
conceptualization of varied identity groups must move beyond a numbers-oriented 
approach and promote meaningful learning opportunities (Hurtado et al., 1999).

The conceptualization of diversity as variety in terms of identity categories plays a fun
damental role in what Muftugil-Yalicin and colleagues call the institutional dimension of 
“hot moments” in the classroom (2023). “A “hot moment” is an emotion-laden moment 
of conflict or tension that threatens to derail teaching and learning” (Harlap, 2014, 
p. 217), among students or between students and teachers. The moment typically 
occurs in response to classroom content or a microaggression by a student or teacher 
(Muftugil-Yalcin et al., 2023). The institutional, interactional, and individual-level inter
actions impact how students and teachers experience “hot moments.”

First, the institutional level is shaped by the cultural backdrop of the country’s national 
culture in which the university is situated. In the Dutch case, it reflects both the cultural 
tradition of “frankness” and appreciation for “the right to offend” (Essed & Hoving, 2014; 
as cited in Muftugil-Yalcin et al., 2023), but also the tendency to ignore their colonial past 
(Essed & Trienekens, 2008) and related unease with discussing ethnicity and race 
(Wekker et al., 2016) as described earlier. Additionally, although the institution 
reflects high diversity in terms of nationality of students and staff, and there is some vari
ation between faculties, as a whole it is a predominantly White institution. In the univer
sity system, structures of whiteness are highly relevant, as they impact power and 
therefore norms and expectations for classroom behavior, specifically whose voices are 
heard and whose voices are silenced (Harper, 2012; McDermott et al., 2024).

The interactional level is the most common space where tensions related to hot 
moments occur. These tensions are related to power structures and typically arise 
from cultural differences based on identities, ideologies, and educational norms. Ten
sions can arise due to oppositional perspectives between minoritized students and stu
dents who traditionally fall within the “majority,” mainly when the classroom does not 
reflect the usual minority/majority dynamic. The majority group can often feel unsafe, 
perceiving that they are “blamed for being part of the problem” (Muftugil-Yalcin 
et al., 2023, p. 7), while the minoritized students may also feel unsafe due to these 
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interpersonal conflicts. Additionally, students from majority groups can try to diminish 
the discomfort they experience in tense educational settings by neglecting or blocking 
discussions that threaten hegemonic viewpoints (McDermott et al., 2024).

Lastly, the individual level is shaped by the participants’ agency in the classroom and 
how it inhibits or facilitates the establishment of an inclusive classroom. Shore et al. 
(2011) argued that inclusive collaboration necessitates a tension between belonging in 
the classroom community and authentically being one’s unique self. Critical for our 
theoretical framework is the understanding that hot moments allow for discussion and 
growth within the educational context, both for the students and for the teacher. 
However, the positive potential of hot moments can only be achieved if the classroom 
is experienced as a safe and inclusive space so that the seeds of critical thinking can 
flourish (Harless, 2018). Teachers are essential for creating this safe space. If they have 
a thorough understanding of DEI and how inclusion can be achieved, they can avoid 
the silencing of minoritized students and help all students, including majority/dominant 
groups, feel safe to participate in classroom discussions (McDermott et al., 2024).

Taken together, these institutional, interactional, and individual phenomena shape 
and are shaped by the context specific to Dutch culture. The aforementioned entitlement 
to engage in certain behaviors that may be discriminatory sets a context in which conflict 
is welcomed in the communication classroom. Additionally, given the globalized nature 
of our field, Dutch and international communication students are subject to U.S. Amer
ican discourses through pedagogical material, as well as inadvertent and conscious cen
tering of U.S. examples, rhetoric, and communication styles in the classroom. The 
juxtaposition of a Dutch mindset and a U.S.-oriented and globalized approach to com
munication presents a dynamic environment with many challenges and possibilities for 
student learning.

In sum, we are interested in communication students’ perspectives on DEI and how it 
shapes their experiences within the classroom. Furthermore, we heed the call for scholars 
of communication and other fields with highly diverse student populations to listen to 
student perspectives, particularly during conflict (Cook-Sather, 2018; Powell & Powell, 
2015). We therefore ask the following research question: 

RQ: How do Dutch communication science students’ conceptualizations of diversity shape 
conflict within educational experiences?

Method

Participants

To participate in the study, participants had to be currently enrolled in a bachelor’s or 
master’s program in communication science at the university where the research took 
place. We held three focus groups with three separate target groups: one group of inter
national bachelor’s students with five participants, one group of domestic bachelor’s stu
dents with six participants, and one group of four Master’s students that were both 
domestic and international, reflecting the study programs offered at the university. 
The focus-group discussions lasted approximately an hour each. See Table 1 for partici
pant information.
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Procedures

This qualitative study aimed to collect insights into student perspectives on diversity. 
Focus groups were conducted by the first and second author predominantly in 
English, though the second author offered Dutch-speaking students the opportunity to 
speak their native language should they feel more comfortable expressing specific 
ideas. The interviews were recorded and transcribed by a student assistant trained in 
interview transcription and, when necessary, spot-translated into English for analysis. 
The data-collection process for this project took place from June 2023 to September 2023.

The interview guide was developed iteratively through multiple discussions among all 
four authors. The line of questioning was developed based on Krueger’s suggestions for 
the questioning route of the interview (1997). We formulated three types of questions to 
use during focus-group discussions: definitional, circumstantial, and attitudinal/evalua
tive/explanatory (Arthur & Nazroo, 2003). For example, we asked definitional questions 
such as “What does diversity mean to you?”; circumstantial questions, including “What 
kinds of experiences have you had with people of diverse backgrounds in your classes?”; 
and attitudinal/evaluative/ explanatory questions like “How does [the university] 
acknowledge or deal with diversity?” The questions provided students with a dynamic 
prompt that prompted rich discussion, both among students and between students 
and the discussion facilitator.

This paper follows Lunt and Livingstone (1996) who inspire us to reconsider critical 
focus groups as a methodological innovator, particularly in the study of communication. 
More recently, also in communication studies, Rakow (2011) highlighted a critical epis
temology to acknowledge focus groups to explore subjective experiences from multiple 
perspectives. The theoretical affordances mentioned above suggest critical focus 
groups as “a method that marks the relationships of power within sense-making in 
situ.” (Rowe & Frischherz, 2022, p. 490). The sense-making discussions held during 
the focus groups illuminate the importance of dynamic relations in conceptualizing 
diversity.

Table 1. Participants’ Demographics per Focus-Group Discussion (FGD).
Pseudonym Nationality Race/Ethnicity3 Gender

FGD 1: International Bachelor’s students
Participant 1 Bulgarian White Male
Participant 2 Polish White Nonbinary
Participant 3 Chinese East Asian Female
Participant 4 Spanish White Female
Participant 5 Polish White Female

FGD 2: Domestic Bachelor’s students
Participant 6 Dutch Turkish Female
Participant 7 Dutch Mixed race Male
Participant 8 Dutch White Female
Participant 9 Dutch White Female
Participant 10 Dutch Mixed race Female
Participant 11 Dutch Mixed race Female

FGD 3: Master’s students
Participant 12 Dutch White Male
Participant 13 Chinese East Asian Female
Participant 14 Indian South Asian Female
Participant 15 Vietnamese East Asian Female
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Data analysis
The analysis was conducted using Atlas.ti 23, following a reflexive thematic analysis 
approach (Braun et al., 2022; Braun & Clarke, 2006). The data were initially open- 
coded by the first and second authors, maintaining a consistent categorization process 
for later refinement (Patton, 1990). Existing theory about diversity was deductively 
used to guide the coding process, but novel insights from the data were inductively 
explored. The entire research team discussed the codes before moving into the collection 
of codes to create themes. Theme categories were also discussed at multiple stages by the 
entire research team to incorporate various perspectives. The themes were established 
based on rigorous analytic judging categories, i.e., internal homogeneity and external het
erogeneity. These themes “cohere together meaningfully [with] clear and identifiable dis
tinctions between themes” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 91).

Reflexive positioning
Since these discussions were facilitated with relationality in mind, all authors’ position
ality must be enumerated. I (first author) am an assistant professor of intercultural com
munication with a disposition toward believing that introducing controversy and conflict 
into the classroom can be productive, characterized largely by my training in the U.S. and 
outside. I recognize that my positionality as a Queer, Afro-Latinx, cisgender, nondisabled 
man from a lower-class upbringing influences my interpretation of the data in ways that 
differ from some (but not all) majority perspectives.

I (second author) am an assistant professor of communication science, focusing on the 
politization of corporations. I coach lecturers as they start their pedagogical journey and 
teach several courses with sensitive topics. I recognize the value of conflict in the class
room for positive learning outcomes, although I have often felt uneasy facilitating con
tentious discussions among students. My personal background (White, domestic Dutch, 
cisgender, nondisabled, woman, upper middle class) has shaped my didactic approach 
and skillset, and I intend to further develop my ability to support both beginning lec
turers and my own students.

I (third author) am an assistant professor of communication science, subscribing to 
the principles of inclusive science and education. I develop courses and pedagogical tech
niques that are relevant to a highly diverse set of students. I recognize the diversity of our 
students, not only based on their cultural backgrounds, but as individuals with different 
aptitudes, motivations, and goals. My positionality as a migrant from a developing Asian 
country, a nondisabled, straight, cisgender woman, shapes my interpretations of the data. 
I acknowledge how the intersectionality of my identities plays a role in my motivations 
and practice as a teacher and researcher.

I (fourth author) am an assistant professor of communication science. In my teaching, 
I aim to integrate diverse student perspectives and experiences into the learning material, 
and work on developing inclusive teaching strategies, such as how to optimize learning 
conditions between majority and minoritized identities. My research centers around 
cocreating inclusive media spaces that also asks for bringing together diverse voices 
and bridging majority and minoritized perspectives. My own mostly majority perspective 
(White, upper-middle class, nondisabled, cisgender, woman) and my training in the U.S. 
and Netherlands have affected my learning, teaching, and research processes that are 
therefore ever-evolving.

COMMUNICATION EDUCATION 385



We acknowledge our position as lecturers teaching in the same institution where the 
respondents studied. Although none of the participants were our students, it was possible 
that they would enroll in our future classes. Our lived experience as lecturers in the same 
institution, from diverse backgrounds, influenced our meaning-making and framing of 
the text.

Findings

The analysis uncovered two significant trends in the data: First, there was a flattening of 
discourses surrounding specific identity categories. Rather than assert the contextual 
differences of diversity categories, this thematic trend demonstrates a specific communi
cation phenomenon: participants are ambivalent about difference; they discursively 
emphasize both inclusive and exclusive features of diversity discourses. The second 
trend in the data emphasizes the “hot moments” of conflict as potential impetuses for 
positive impact within the classroom. The rhetorical and communicative moves students 
used to discuss diversity concepts illuminate underlying power structures that shape how 
diversity is conceptualized in the classroom.

Flattening discourses

The Dutch context affects how various social categories are expressed and understood. 
The Netherlands’ cultural ethos of resistance to hierarchies (van Eijk, 2013) may result 
in the obfuscation of specific kinds of differences. Participants communicated about 
the exclusion of certain demographics in ways that affirm both the difference and the 
right to ideologically differ without addressing the power imbalances caused by exclu
sionary discourse. This lack of context of power and privilege effectively flattened the dis
course surrounding exclusion. Examples of flattened discourse came predominantly 
from the Dutch students in our sample, with an emphasis on welcoming diverse influ
ences, but maintaining dominant Dutch (cisgender, heterosexual, patriarchal) culture. 
Similarly, flattened discourse manifested as the notion of national culture as a stand-in 
for other forms of diversity (i.e., race/ethnicity/nationality) was a prominent theme. 
These flattened discourses highlight the influence of Dutch and broader European dis
courses on discussions of diversity.

Discussions of minorities were often characterized by a simultaneous demarcation 
and minimization of difference. For instance, Participant 10 stated, “With the LGBTQ 
community, I think a lot of people, some people don’t agree with it and I think it’s 
okay, you can have your own opinion, but a lot of people that don’t agree like make it 
harder to live for other people. Like if you have your own opinion, why do you have 
to like push someone down? […] Like, yeah, you can, I don’t want to change your 
opinion, but you can be accommodating. We are all humans, we all have blood.” This 
Dutch student’s profession of inclusion through indifference is remarkably aligned 
with the aforementioned “right to offend” that flattens the power imbalances that 
enable and strengthen discriminatory discourses. Furthermore, by metonymically refer
encing humanity by blood, the student taps into discourses of sameness and biology that 
erase meaningful differences.
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Nationality was another key identity category that characterized differences in ways 
that reduced the complexity of distinctions between people. Many participants (i.e., 
nine out of 15) discussed nationality or “culture” as a catch-all term for those who embo
died diversity. For example, participant 4 said, “The first word that I have is like cultural 
background, different nationalities, just like beliefs. It’s more about culture than other 
stuff.” This emphasis on “culture” illuminates a trend throughout the data; mentions 
of race/ethnicity were made much less frequently. The juxtaposition of nationality and 
cultural background was quite common; participants often used culture and nationality 
interchangeably.

Relatively few participants explicitly highlighted the issue of race. This may have to do 
with the “unspeakability” of race in Western European contexts; race is often rendered 
difficult (if not impossible) to discuss by relying upon the available vocabulary and dis
courses (Hernandez, 2021). However, while students were evasive of the concept of race 
itself and sought to maintain civility informed by whiteness (Rudick & Golsan, 2018), 
descriptions of racial markers (i.e., skin tone, hair color) emerged as discursive 
markers, communicating with the concept itself. For example: 

And whenever a certain group came up, I believe there was also an ad shown of what not to 
do in a swimming pool and all of the kids that were doing something bad like dark skin, 
whenever something like that comes up, a certain group of people starts looking at the 
dark-skinned person in the classroom […] Let’s say you’re by yourself or you’re like part 
of two dark-skinned people in a classroom and you finally feel like you’re part of the 
group and then at one point, that discussion comes up and then there are certain people 
from that group start looking at only the two of you. Then you feel very segregated, 
right? Like it becomes immediately clear that you’re not actually the same as them. 
(Participant 7)

This participant, himself a person of color, positions the dark-skinned person as at first 
“part of the group” but then marked by racial difference as “not actually the same.” In 
response, Participant 6 responded “Yeah, in a nice way. Put them on the spot.” Here, 
the dark-skinned students are excluded after being singled out by the looks of their class
mates, with Participant 6’s response characterizing the ambivalence of a flattened dis
course: Participant 7’s comment suggests being singled out negatively, however 
Participant 6’s addition of “in a nice way” exemplifies the tendency within the data to 
emphasize differences, yet rely on niceties in an attempt to minimize exclusionary 
effects. This dichotomy exemplifies the notion of a flattened discourse; rather than cele
brating or ignoring difference, participants expressed desire to erase or diminish it 
because to even bring it up would make them feel targeted or “segregated.”

In the face of flattening discourses regarding specific kinds of diversity, students refer
enced certain diversity categories using inclusive discourses. For example, access was a 
significant topic when respondents remarked on dis/ability and neurodiversity; 10 out 
of 15 participants referenced dis/ability when asked about accessibility on campus. In 
this case, dis/ability was the main identity category that students associated with 
efforts to provide inclusion. Participants further highlighted the dichotomy between 
mental and physical dis/abilities, noting that mental dis/abilities are also included in 
what constitutes barriers to access. Participants were incredibly conscious of both 
visible and invisible dis/ability as a necessary aspect to consider in thinking through 
diversity.

COMMUNICATION EDUCATION 387



However, participants reflected that the exclusion of participants with mental health 
issues, including, for example, chronic anxiety, was a common phenomenon on 
campus, undergirded by contradictory inclusive/exclusive discourses. The scrutiny 
directed toward the ambivalent nature of university rhetoric around inclusion reveals 
an underlying dynamic that shapes student experiences with diversity on campus. 
Ahmed’s (2012) concept of nonperformativity underscores the impact of effective com
munication, translating intention into meaningful action. Lacking the aspect of meaning
ful action, students note that nonperformative university communication fails to 
resonate with marginalized communities. For example, one student remarked: 

So you’re kind of supporting that group because they can have one on one conversations 
with someone in the school. But you’re also telling them, “Yeah, I know you have 
[anxiety], this and that and this is a horrible situation for you, but we’re not going to 
record [the lecture], you just have to go there” (Participant 7).

Participants also noted a general sentiment that mental health issues are becoming more 
visible, but more work in this area is needed. Regarding disability, one participant 
mentioned 

I think [faculty] have good intentions. But, I think you have in your head always a list like 
things that are nice for wheelchair people or all that stuff. So I think okay, with the best 
intentions, we have to do that. But if you have done it […] You have to communicate. So 
you have the product and you have to like communicate and give it to the people that 
are interested by it. And otherwise, yeah, you have it and you feel good and I think that’s 
great. But like, I think there can be more use out of it when it’s communicated. (Participant 
9)

This participant understood disability as primarily visible, indicated by their use of 
“wheelchair people” as a symbol for general dis/ability. However, less visible forms of dis
ability (e.g., mental health issues such as anxiety) are not addressed as much, despite 
acknowledging the institution’s “good intentions.” As communication scholars, it is of 
utmost importance to consider how initiatives to include are communicated at individual 
and institutional levels. This aspect of inclusion for the particular category of dis/ability 
illuminates broader power dynamics when setting the agenda for how to speak about 
diversity on campus.

In the context of flattening discourses, participants described several tense moments 
that have the potential to uncover opportunities to learn. These hot moments illuminate 
the nuances within the ambivalence of flattened discourses. While students tended to 
describe instances in which other students and particularly teachers responded with 
silence and flattening, the capacity to respond in meaningful ways for student and 
teacher growth remained somewhat limited. These hot moments nevertheless represent 
a crucial aspect of the Dutch and international students’ experiences on campus.

Hot moments and avoidant silence

Students’ experiences with conflict in the classroom paint a very mixed picture. On the 
one hand, they appreciate the diversity in the nationality of both the student body and 
teaching staff, connect this diversity to increased learning outcomes, and describe 
some positive experiences with inclusive teaching practices. On the other hand, they 
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describe hesitancy to address conflict in the classroom by teachers and a general discom
fort with sharing personal perspectives. Approximately half of our respondents (eight out 
of 15) described moments of tension in the classroom, which saw no objections from the 
remaining participants during the focus groups.

Impetuses for conflict and experiences of hot moments ranged from being ridiculed 
for one’s English capabilities (Participant 4), to being associated with negative racial 
stereotypes (Participant 7), to being associated with various negative national stereotypes 
(Participants 1, 4, 6, 13), to feeling excluded due to one’s national/racial background 
(Participants 3, 7, 14, 15). These initially negative experiences proved to be an opportu
nity for minoritized students to explain on behalf of communities to which they (are per
ceived to) belong.

Participants stated that hot moments were often met with an atmosphere of avoid
ance. For example: 

We had to design a campaign, and one of the groups designed it on the issue of queer rights 
in Qatar, because that was really recently the World Cup. And there was an ex-Muslim girl, 
and they had a very one-sided, heated monologue from her about the expectations that 
people have toward Qatar. And that the culture there is completely different. So we 
shouldn’t be expecting the same as we have here in the West. And she got really emotional 
about it and the tutor didn’t address it … … But it was the fact that afterwards there was this 
like complete silence of the tutor, just like trying to pretend like nothing happened. (Partici
pant 5)

The general trend in response to these moments seemed to be a lack of engagement from 
teachers. This can be summed up by Participant 1’s characterization of a teacher’s 
response to a hot moment: “We’re a very liberal university, I think, and [the response] 
was more so just keep quiet and try to get through it.” Due to their potentially disruptive 
nature, hot moments were often considered a hurdle to be overcome as smoothly and 
unremarkably as possible.

This sense of silencing and exclusion from hot moments can also be seen in Partici
pant 3’s reflection on discriminatory representation of their home country: 

And so I remember once, like there was a video showing about the Chinese like credit 
system. As a Chinese, I don’t felt like that. Also I asked other Chinese friends if they felt 
like that and like everyone was laughing about that. I mean, I think it’s okay if they show 
that and like ask about, they did ask about like Chinese people’s opinion on that, but 
they were like just three minutes. And like Chinese people, we were saying, no, it’s not 
that true. But by being left out of all the things, that’s not really real. I felt like a bit excluded. 
(Participant 3).

Here, the student describes being met with relatively little teacher-led engagement on the 
topic, representing a lost opportunity for learning from this particular hot moment. 
Overall, participants noted a noticeable lack of inclusion of these students, highlighting 
a need for teacher recognition of hot moments and intervention when they occur.

Hot moments and illuminating change

The intertwined phenomena of flattening discourse and hot moments allow the possi
bility of fruitful interaction. Although initial clashes due to diversity in the classroom 
were not described as leading to increased learning in the classroom, the students 
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were able to reflect on perspectives afterwards, thereby broadening their understand
ing. Some students are indeed aware of the transformative potential of various forms 
of diversity, commenting that studying in classroom with a high variety of students, 
allowed them to reflect on their differences and increase their learning (Participant 
4, 5, 9, 14).

The increased potential for learning based on the diversity of students was noted by 
both majority and minoritized students. For instance, a White student (participant 9) 
explained that studying together with people who are different from you can help to 
recognize “blind spots” in how scientific research is executed: 

And yeah, they see other things in research, like they focus on other parts. Like what 
researcher can say, like one teacher can say, all this research is flawless, it’s perfect. And 
other researchers from other backgrounds, they say that “they didn’t include, like, my 
culture” or something, like they maybe see other blind spots in, like, the science. Like 
White people don’t see. So I think it’s nice like to hear from different perspective because 
your culture influences your point of view in a lot of ways.

For this White student, the presence of students of different backgrounds allowed her to 
be more aware of how research by White researcher was lacking more diverse 
perspectives.

Conversely, minoritized students feel that their different perspective can be an asset to 
the classroom (Participants 6, 7, 10 14). For instance, participant 14 notes that their con
tribution to the classroom discussion allowed for more innovative solutions to problems 
discussed in class:  

I’m the only Indian student in my class for, you know, on most days, so there’s only one 
other person apart from me. And when, when I have, when I have things to say, I feel 
like it takes a lot more explanation to tell people where I’m coming from and why my 
views are the way they are … . So I know that what my angle on things will be very 
different from someone else’s. And that’s when we can come to a common ground and 
provide solutions to you know, different topics and in different ways, and so on.

Participants described an awareness that different perspectives provide a benefit in the 
classroom. It must be noted that all students in this class can benefit from more 
diverse perspectives in classroom discussions (Hofhuis et al., 2024). However, a signifi
cant portion of the labor to bring this benefit about was done by the minoritized students.

Furthermore, potentially positive aspects of hot moments for everyone emerged when 
describing discussions of diversity in class. For instance, participant 6 described: 

It was like about Mocro maffia.2 […] And everyone was just so scared to like, voice their 
opinion. And whereas I felt more comfortable because I’m Turkish. So like, Turkish, 
Moroccan, they sometimes get represented in the same outlet. But after I said it, I 
felt a lot more Dutch students also got more comfortable saying what they thought at 
first sight.

The initial discomfort to voice opinions was here ameliorated by the student’s contri
bution to the discussion, highlighting the need for this skillful capacity to intervene 
for both students and teachers. In the above example, the participant’s outspokenness 
encourages the Dutch students to also be outspoken, emphasizing the potentially libera
tory and beneficial nature of such moments.
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Discussion

This paper provides several contributions. First, relying on the CCP approach conceptua
lizing communication as an avenue for challenging oppression (Fassett & Warren, 2006), 
it moves beyond the extant literature analyzing diverse discourses at prominent univer
sities in the United States to provide analytical and practical suggestions for improving 
the university experience. Second, we conversed with students as equal contributors to 
discourses of diversity, paying attention to what they had to say about their educational 
experiences. This focus on power, identity, and institutional structures set the foundation 
for contextually specific theoretical affordances underrepresented in the literature 
(Fassett & Rudick, 2023).

Theoretical implications

This article links the notion of constructed identity differences with the individual level of 
hot moments, situating student experiences within broader discursive narratives of 
student and teacher identity (Toyosaki, 2007). This study shows how the perception of 
diverse identities differs in the Dutch context, with implications for broader European 
and non-U.S. national contexts. Our study suggests a distinctly localized approach to 
difference in the Netherlands, which highlights the importance of cultural differences 
as drivers of emotional exchanges between students and teachers (Muftugil-Yalcin 
et al., 2023). National context and sociopolitical discourses influence the culture 
around emotion (Ahmed, 2013); in the Dutch context, this means a flattening of dis
courses based on the cultural ethos of flat hierarchies and minimization of difference 
(van den Haak & Wilterdink, 2019).

At the individual level of hot moments, our results show that some students experi
enced hot moments within themselves without speaking up about the internally 
experienced conflict, presumably due to a perceived lack of agency. This aligns with 
the findings by Muftugil-Yalcin et al. (2023, p. 8), who also found that hot 
moments are often experienced as “silent tensions” by minoritized students, students 
who feel unable to share their clashing viewpoints but also by teachers themselves. 
That students and teachers often experience hot moments as silent tensions exem
plifies that we are not fully aware of the magnitude of hot moments in higher edu
cation. Thus, our contribution emphasizes the notion of silence as a flattening 
response to hot moments. This dynamic further highlights the importance of support
ing teachers and enabling them to shape their classrooms as an academic safe space, 
meaning that their students can be challenged intellectually while remaining emotion
ally safe (Harless, 2018).

Furthermore, we assert that cultural competence and an affective approach to dis
courses governing diversity may yield deeper understandings of how perceptions of 
diversity function. This affective emphasis acknowledges the internal emotions faced 
by both student and teacher as impacting ways of communicating in the classroom 
(Miller et al., 2019). We argue that engaging with emotion is a potentially positive 
force; emotions exist not as harmful or destructive influences but as positive and infor
mative messages. Modeling healthy emotional regulation can be a potent force in the 
classroom.
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Regarding the institutional level of conceptualizing hot moments, some participants 
expressed ambivalent feelings toward the university as an institution that “manages” 
diversity. The sentiment that the university is doing things but not enough was echoed 
among other students, marking a “nonperformative” impact of DEI efforts on campus. 
Nonperformativity, based on Ahmed’s (2012) empirical and theoretical work on diversity 
in higher-education institutions allows institutional actors to act as though their efforts 
will impact those affected by discrimination, yet serves as a convenient explanation for 
why nothing changes. The gesture toward a supportive atmosphere facilitates insti
tutional silence.

The emotional implications of this maintenance of the status quo are critical, as stu
dents navigate their experiences within an institution that professes commitment to 
diversity that can fall short. The affective link during this ongoing conflict experienced 
within and outside of the classroom is profound; individuals must contend with feelings 
of disappointment, isolation, and outrage. Past research suggests that communication 
about negative emotions affect interpersonal relationships and overall well-being on 
campus (Aloia & McTigue, 2019; LaBelle & Johnson, 2021). The emotional state 
inflicted by a lack of action, can result in students feeling unheard or unvalued due to 
a possible lack of communication. Participants’ critique of university insensitivity 
coupled with mentions of perceived minimal efforts was a common thread that impacted 
participants’ expectations of what is possible in the university context.

Pedagogical implications

The findings here hold many insights for university educators. The findings resonate with 
CCP’s emphasis on epistemic justice (Byrnes et al., 2023). Furthermore, aligning with 
Miller et al., we agree that educators should follow a critical emancipatory paradigm 
(2024) and locate particular value in overcoming the tensions in conversations with stu
dents as an objective of learning (Winkler & Rybnikova, 2019). Students will have to 
negotiate complex topics in their personal and professional lives; as communication edu
cators, it is our responsibility to foster the capacity to do so productively.

Given the contextual specificities of our findings, we advocate for understanding com
munication in local, regional, and global contexts. Students highlighted the importance 
of using pedagogical material that accurately reflects the world they navigate; this means 
finding the right balance of local and international media sources for examples to 
analyze. Moreover, we agree that the classroom is a critical site for studying communi
cation as a social phenomenon (Williamson, 2012). Teachers and their institutions must 
have resources and allow for pressing discussions of diversity to take place, surfacing and 
confronting DEI issues, and creating follow-through synergy on the perceived lack of 
engagement with the Other (Halualani, 2010).

These inclusive teaching challenges require helpful tools that are open to change, 
incorporate student and teacher perspectives, and are feasible to implement (see Addy 
et al., 2023; Faulkner et al., 2021) One such tool derived from the current study is a 
living document that presents challenging teaching situations, such as hot or silent 
moments described in this study, and offers several approaches to address those situ
ations, some already suggested by the focus-group participants. Following through 
with our bottom-up process, students and teachers can submit new situations they 
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encounter anonymously, and these situations can be discussed during special sessions 
with teachers and students, and used as new practices in the living document. For 
example, our research, in particular, highlighted a need for practices that improve 
teacher skills (e.g., dealing with hot and silent moments), teaching materials (e.g., inclus
ive in-class examples), and student skills (instilling a desire to learn from perspectives 
different from their own).

Limitations and directions for future research

This research was subject to some limitations. First, it was conducted at a relatively pres
tigious institution in Western Europe. As such, the perspectives of the student body here 
are not representative, even of other universities in the same context. Demographics here 
reflect a predominantly White, upper-middle-class national population despite the pres
ence of (predominantly wealthy) international students. Further research could incor
porate perspectives from other university students in the Netherlands and abroad, 
comparing domestic and international students, to identify nuances the data did not 
present here.

Additionally, further research could explore this topic at a grand scale, implementing 
mixed-method approaches to incorporate causal mechanisms and measurements in per
ceptions of diversity and the impact this has on learning outcomes. This research must be 
interdisciplinary to account for the field’s methodological and paradigmatic assumptions 
(Mertens, 2023). Furthermore, in the tradition of incorporating student voices, this 
research should maintain its “bottom-up” orientation and model the practice of listening 
to the words we present as part of our research (Cook-Sather, 2018).

Conclusion

Our paper represents a potential disruptive intervention into how university campuses 
navigate interpersonal and institutional communication of diversity by showing how 
communication science students engage with and critique flattened, ambivalent dis
courses around diversity in the Dutch context. Here, CCP can present a redefinition 
of conflict and conceptualizations of diversity that emphasizes the complexities of 
student experiences and expectations. The findings encourage centering student voices 
as a critical voice for catalyzing institutional change.

Moreover, this study highlights a prevalent misconception regarding students’ aware
ness of underlying power structures influencing classroom dynamics. Contrary to the 
notion that students lack insight into educational practices that affect them, this study 
demonstrates that students possess a nuanced awareness of how educators may inade
quately address diversity issues in the classroom. Rather than constructing students as 
passive recipients of knowledge incapable of recognizing shortcomings in pedagogical 
approaches, the findings here show that communication science students’ estimation is 
that teachers’ capacities to navigate tension in the classroom still has room for 
improvement.

The analysis presented here incorporates the perspectives of 19 communication 
science students who, in allowing us to facilitate a discussion, shed light on how they 
understand diversity and their educational expectations regarding diversity and actual 
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experiences. We argue for a communication science-specific understanding of how our 
students come to understand diversity and themselves that differs from other DEI 
higher-education studies in several ways. First, it emphasizes the role of interpersonal 
and mediated communication as a social phenomenon that shapes and is shaped by 
diverse identities and experiences. Relatedly, the study of communication sensitizes stu
dents to dynamics of diversity that fosters a communication classroom in which a sensi
tive engagement with globalized understandings of diversity is possible. Critical to this is 
navigating and negotiating the complex interplay between the local-regional contexts of 
the communication classroom and the globalized (latently identified as U.S.-centric) 
nature of communication science as a discipline.

We suggest that, rather than understanding conflict as a potentially destructive force 
in classroom interaction, university teachers have the opportunity to lean into the per
spective offered by our focus-group discussions. Evidence from our study shows that stu
dents interpret classroom conflicts not merely as challenges but as opportunities to 
potentially create understandings. Students recognize that difficult conversations and 
differing perspectives enhance their learning experiences, which suggests the communi
cation classroom as a site for transformative dialogue. Finally, at an institutional level, 
this article suggests universities must embrace an approach that embraces discomfort 
to foster more equitable learning environments.

Notes

1. See, for instance, this large, exemplary university: https://public.tableau.com/views/ 
UvAFactbook/FactbookUvA?%3Aembed=y&%3Adisplay_count=yes&publish=yes&% 
3AshowVizHome=no.

2. “Mocro Maffia” is a Dutch crime drama television series that delves into the underground 
world of organized crime, focusing on the lives of young Moroccan Dutch individuals.

3. The use of these categories of race/ethnicity here is not to assert that these categories are the 
same in all contexts. Rather, we acknowledge the importance of providing information 
about the focus-group participants and see these categories as an imperfect heuristic. 
Racial/ethnic demography works differently in the Netherlands; for an overview, see 
Weiner (2015).
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