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Abstract

Given that the predominant focus in the literature on diversity education has been
on ethnic diversity only, we investigated whether (1) teachers differed in their
classroom communications about ethnic and socioeconomic diversity, (2) student
perceptions of these diversity communications depended on students’ ethnic and so-
cioeconomic background, (3a) teacher- and student perceptions of ethnic and socio-
economic diversity communications were related, and (3b) whether these relations
were moderated by students’ background. Sixty-eight teachers (M,,,=41.55, 70.6%
female), and 1107 students in Grade 4-6 (M,,,=10.16, 48.1% girls) participated.
We measured student-reported teachers’ ethnic-, income-, and education-based di-
versity communications via single items. We also measured teacher-reported eth-
nic-, and socioeconomic diversity communications. We conducted repeated mea-
sures ANOVAs and a Multivariate 2-Level analysis. According to both students and
teachers, teachers communicate more about ethnic than socioeconomic diversity.
Within socioeconomic diversity, according to students, teachers communicate more
about income-based than education-based diversity. Only the latter was related to
students’ socioeconomic background. Teacher- and student perceptions of ethnic
diversity communications were positively related, as well as teacher perceptions of
socioeconomic diversity communications and student perceptions of income-based
diversity communications. It seems that classroom conversations about diversity are
mainly about ethnic and not so much about socioeconomic (especially education-
based) diversity. This is unfortunate, given its potential beneficial effects on inter-
group outcomes.
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1 Introduction

Teachers are expected to promote not only academic competence, but also positive
intergroup behavior (Wentzel & Looney, 2007). One way they can do this, is by dis-
cussing and acknowledging cultural diversity with their students (Rosenthal & Levy,
2010; Schwarzenthal et al., 2023). Currently, most debates and research on teach-
ers’ diversity education has focused on their communications about ethnic diver-
sity (e.g., Baysu et al., 2021), and teachers themselves find it important to address
this (Thijs et al., 2025). However, cultural group differences go beyond ethnicity,
as people’s socioeconomic backgrounds (involving income, education, and/or occu-
pation; Duncan & Magnuson, 2003) may also determine their norms, values and
attitudes (Bourdieu, 1986; Goudeau et al., 2024), and people hold distinct attitudes
about socioeconomic groups (see e.g., Kuppens et al., 2018). Yet, there has been only
little attention for this, and the available research showed that teachers might find it
complicated to address socioeconomic diversity in the classroom (Sonu & Zaino,
2023). This paper is a first attempt towards investigating whether students perceive
that teachers communicate about socioeconomic diversity next to ethnic diversity at
all —and how teachers themselves perceive this.

Because of this, we focused on the frequency (or intensity) of these communica-
tions rather than their specific content. Still, when teachers indicate to give attention
to diversity, this generally means positive attention (see e.g., Hachfeld et al., 2011;
Thijs et al., 2025).

Overall, our study, conducted in the Netherlands, aimed to answer the following
questions: (1) Do teachers differ in their communications about ethnic and socio-
economic diversity, according to teachers themselves as well as their students?; (2)
Do student perceptions of teachers’ ethnic and socioeconomic diversity communi-
cations depend on students’ own ethnically (non-)minoritized and socioeconomic
background?; (3a) What is the relation between teacher- and student perceptions
of teachers’ ethnic and socioeconomic diversity communications?; and (3b) Does
this relation depend on students’ ethnically (non-)minoritized and socioeconomic
background?.

1.1 Do teachers pay attention to ethnic and socioeconomic diversity?

According to Developmental Intergroup Theory (DIT; Bigler & Liben, 2007), chil-
dren’s social environments play a key role in the importance and meaning they attach
to social categories. Thus, environments do not merely contribute to the salience of
social categories, but also to the ideas that they attach to them. In other words, chil-
dren not only learn which categories matter, but also what these categories mean in
terms of, for example, associated traits. For instance, when boys tend to be clearly
more disruptive in their class, children may come to associate the category “boys”
with this trait, reinforcing gendered stereotypes.

Given that teachers play an important role in children’s school environment, they
may shape both the salience of categories (e.g., by paying attention to them or not)
and their meaning (e.g., by emphasizing their positive qualities). One way in which
teachers could do this, is by discussing and acknowledging these different social cat-
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egories in the classroom — which is a core element of multicultural education (Banks,
1993). Generally, when teachers indicate to pay attention to diversity, they seem to
do so in a positive manner with the aim to positively affect intergroup outcomes
(Hachfeld et al., 2011; Thijs et al., 2025). Indeed, teachers’ ethnic diversity commu-
nications yielded more positive ethnic outgroup attitudes in their students (Rosenthal
& Levy, 2010). Further, multicultural education was related to less negative ethnic
outgroup attitudes in Dutch primary education (Verkuyten & Thijs, 2001). Discuss-
ing group differences also appears more effective in reducing negative outgroup atti-
tudes than downplaying differences between people (Bardach et al., 2024; Whitley
& Webster, 2018).

However, research thus far predominantly focused on whether teachers discuss
ethnic diversity in the classroom, and found that teachers generally deem it impor-
tant to do so (Thijs et al., 2025). At the same time, socioeconomic groups also serve
as social categories for children in late childhood — resulting in for example socio-
economic prejudice (e.g., Vandebroeck, 2021). Thus, it is important to investigate
whether teachers talk about socioeconomic diversity as well, and whether students
notice this. Discussing socioeconomic diversity might be less evident for teachers
than discussing ethnic diversity. Kaufman and colleagues (2024) found that elemen-
tary school teachers believe that racial discrimination and students’ identities related
to native language and race are more important to discuss during class hours than
wealth-based (and gender- and religious-based) discrimination and identities. This
could be due to the fact that teachers experience discomfort or difficulty around talk-
ing about socioeconomic differences (Nenadal & Mistry, 2018; Sonu & Zaino, 2023;
White et al., 2013).

Additionally, socioeconomic status (SES) might be less salient in the classroom
compared to ethnicity to begin with, which could also result in less conversations
about this because there are less reasons to start one. Following DIT (Bigler & Liben,
2007), the salience of a social category increases for children when there is a higher
perceptual salience, a clear minority group, and use of labels for groups. Consider-
ing this, SES cues are less perceptually salient for children than ethnicity and gender
cues which are often highly visible (e.g., hairstyle, skin-color, Diemer et al., 2013).
Moreover, there are less clear and distinctive SES groups, and consequentially less
clear group labels (especially in the Netherlands where it is uncommon to use social
class terms), compared to ethnicity and gender which have clear distinctive groups
and labels (e.g., “Good morning girls and boys”). The salience of SES and ethnicity
might also be determined by the classroom composition of these student characteris-
tics, which was accounted for in the current study.

Teachers can only play a role in students’ meaning-making of socioeconomic
groups if they discuss them in the classroom at all. Therefore, as a first step, the cur-
rent study focused on whether teachers do this in the first place — and how this relates
to their ethnic diversity communications. Based on previous research it was expected
that teachers report to communicate more about ethnic than socioeconomic diversity
with their students (Hypothesis 1a).

For students’ perceptions, we distinguished between income- and education-based
diversity as separate aspects of socioeconomic diversity. According to children these
two aspects have different connotations for teacher-student behavior (Boer et al.,
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2025). Whereas children expect teachers to behave more nicely and less angrily to
(fictitious) peers with high-educated parents compared to lower-educated parents,
they simultaneously expect teachers to behave more positively to poor peers com-
pared to rich peers. Thus, whereas it is — according to children — comparatively ben-
eficial for the student—teacher relationship to have high-educated parents, it is less
beneficial to have rich parents. Given that children expect different interpersonal
teacher behavior based on these two indicators of socioeconomic status, they might
experience difference in the frequencies with which teachers communicate about
them. Moreover, for children, parental income and education have different connota-
tions for friendship preferences and are typically more salient than parental occu-
pational status (a third indicator of SES) (Boer et al., 2024). Children also differ in
their stereotypical ideas with respect to these two socioeconomic indicators. Whereas
they seem to be consistently positive about peers with higher educated parents, evi-
dence regarding stereotypes about rich and poor peers is more mixed. Whereas some
research shows that children have a pro-rich bias (e.g., Vandebroeck, 2021), other
research shows that children prefer poor peers and seem to dislike rich peers (e.g.,
Yang & Dunham, 2022). Additionally, whereas children were found to see strong
relations between occupation and income, and between occupation and education,
the relation between income and education was comparatively less evident for them
(Boer et al., 2024). Thus, they do not necessarily know (how) they are related and
consequentially might experience different frequency levels of teachers’ communica-
tions about these aspects. To the best of our knowledge, there is no empirical research
that compared student perceptions of teachers’ ethnic and socioeconomic diversity
communications, but we expected that students — in line with teachers themselves —
also report that teachers communicate more about ethnic than socioeconomic diver-
sity (Hypothesis 1b). We had no clear expectations about whether students report
more income- or education-based diversity communications, given the lack of previ-
ous research. Therefore, we examined this exploratively.

1.2 Therole of students’ own background

We also aimed to investigate whether students’ ethnic and socioeconomic backgrounds
affected their perceptions of teachers’ communications about ethnic-, income-, and
education-based diversity. In this, we considered for their ethnic background whether
students either had an ethnically minoritized or non-minoritized background (i.e.,
whether they belonged to a group generally perceived as an ethnic minority group
that is negatively stereotyped, or not). For their socioeconomic background, we con-
sidered students’ parental education and self-reported family affluence.

Previous research suggests that ethnically minoritized students may perceive less
teacher attention for ethnic diversity than non-minoritized students. Possibly, ethni-
cally minoritized students deem it more important that teachers discuss ethnic diver-
sity and thus expect more diversity communications (Schwarzenthal et al., 2023).
Stated differently, they might experience too little attention for ethnic diversity. For
socioeconomic diversity it might work differently as, in the school context, there
are different stereotypes associated with having a low SES compared to having an
ethnically minoritized background. Whereas negative competence-based stereotypes
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related to one’s ethnic background are generally perceived as unjust (i.e., racist), this
is not necessarily the case for negative stereotypes related to one’s socioeconomic
background. For example, differences in school success between people with differ-
ent socioeconomic backgrounds are seen as a result of differences in talent and effort,
based on the meritocratic ideal that everyone can achieve socioeconomic success
through hard work (Mijs, 2016). This could lead to a ‘socially accepted’ prejudice,
for example about individuals with lower levels of education (Kuppens et al., 2018).
Children from less educated and/or poorer families may be aware of this and prefer
not to hear about socioeconomic differences to avoid feelings of shame. Thus, they
may be extra sensitive to teacher communications about socioeconomic diversity and
therefore report more of those — possibly because they experience too much attention
for socioeconomic diversity. Based on this, it was expected that ethnically minori-
tized students (i.e., belonging to an ethnic minority group that is generally negatively
stereotyped) report less ethnic diversity communications, whereas students with low-
SES backgrounds report more socioeconomic diversity communications (Hypothesis
2).

1.3 Are teacher- and student perceptions associated?

Next, we aimed to investigate whether students’ perceptions of their teacher’s diver-
sity communications reflect the latter’s self-reported communications. Previous
research on ethnic diversity communications predominantly focused on student or
teacher perceptions. The few studies considering both perceptions showed that teach-
ers’ and students’ perceptions of teachers’ ethnic diversity communications are not
necessarily related to each other (Verkuyten & Thijs, 2013; Agirdag et al., 2016;
Schwarzenthal et al., 2023).! These absent or weak relationships may be because
teachers (who typically perceive diversity communications relatively high) commu-
nicate about diversity in subtle ways of which students are unaware. For instance, a
teacher might deliberately let their students read about another culture during lan-
guage lessons, but students do not realize that attention has been paid to different
cultures. Other research into for example instructional quality (i.e., classroom man-
agement and student support; Wisniewski et al., 2022) or instructional clarity (i.e.,
explaining concepts clearly; Den Brok et al., 2006) has reached the same conclusion:
Teachers and students tend to have different perceptions of the same learning envi-
ronment, and teachers tend to perceive this more favorably.

However, it is still reasonable to expect that student and teacher perceptions con-
verge, and teachers might assume this — given that it is the aim of teachers to con-
vey knowledge to their students. For example, if a teacher clearly indicates to talk
more often about socioeconomic diversity than other teachers, one would expect that
their students also report more socioeconomic diversity communications from them.
Therefore, we aimed to test the hypothesis that teachers’ and students’ perceptions of
teachers’ ethnic and socioeconomic diversity communications are related (Hypothesis
3a). Finally, we aimed to examine the moderating roles of students’ own ethnic and

'Note that in these studies the items were not completely similarly phrased for teachers and students, and
that the involved diversity communications were broader, including for example the discussion of racism.
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socioeconomic backgrounds in the relations between student and teacher perceptions
of teachers’ diversity communications - in addition to investigating whether student
backgrounds are directly linked to their perceptions of teachers’ diversity commu-
nications (i.e., research question and Hypothesis 2). This way, we were able to test
both whether students with different ethnic and socioeconomic backgrounds report
different levels of diversity communications to begin with (Hypothesis 2), as well as
whether they are more or less attentive to their teachers’ communications—and thus
whether they align more or less with their teachers’ perceptions. We expected that the
associations between student and teacher perceptions are stronger for students with
an ethnically minoritized and low-SES background, because they are more focused
on the topic (and, in the case of SES, might have feelings of shame regarding their
own background) and are thus more aware of the communications when they occur
(Hypothesis 3b).

2 Methods
2.1 Participants and procedure

This study is part of a three-wave longitudinal research project, approved by the
Ethics Review Board of Ethics Committee of the Faculty of Social and Behavioral
Sciences of Utrecht University. The current study used Wave-1 data. The teacher
sample consisted of 68 teachers (mean age=41.55, SD=11.43, 70.6% female, 92.4%
native Dutch background (i.e., themselves and both parents born in the Netherlands),
51.5% at least one high-educated parent (i.e., obtained a university (of applied sci-
ence) degree)). The student sample consisted of 1107 students (Grade 4—6, mean
age=10.16, SD=1.01, 48.1% girls, 66.6% native Dutch, 49.6% at least one high-
educated parent). See the section ‘Students’ background characteristics’ for more
detailed information of students’ backgrounds. Active informed consent was obtained
from teachers, parents/caregivers, and students. During class visits in September—
November 2023,% students and teachers completed an online questionnaire (with
additional questions) of approximately 30 min. As an incentive, teachers received a
report on their results, and a gift voucher for themselves and their class.

2.2 Measures

2.2.1 Student-perceived diversity communications

We measured student-perceived teachers’ ethnic, income, and education-based diver-
sity communications with the following items: “Every now and then, we talk with

the teacher about..,” (1) “.. how things are done in other countries and cultures”, (2)
“... the fact that some people can buy more expensive things than other people”, and

2The school year had started at least 4 weeks before the first school visit. A robustness check was con-
ducted in which we added ‘completed schooldays before data collection’ as covariate to the statistical
models, but this did not impact the results.
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(3) “... the fact that some people continue studying for a long time, while others stop
studying rather quickly”.> Answer scales ranged from (1) never, to (5) very often.
The items were constructed for the research project, but based on questionnaires from
previous studies (Hachfeld et al., 2011; Verkuyten & Thijs, 2013).

2.2.2 Teacher-perceived diversity communications

Originally, we measured teacher-perceived ethnic- and socioeconomic diversity
communications with eight items (four similarly phrased items for both constructs;
e.g., “Every now and then, I stress that students may be proud of their ethnic/social
background”). Answer scales ranged from (1) completely disagree, to (5) completely
agree. Before displaying the items, teachers read an introduction text about social
background to ensure they interpret this as someone's background determined by
their (parents) income, educational, and occupational level.The scales were con-
structed for the research project, but based on questionnaires from previous studies
(Hachfeld et al., 2011; Schwarzenthal et al., 2023; Verkuyten & Thijs, 2013). CFAs
supported a two-factor model, when compared to a one-factor model, ¥2(15)=30.057,
p=.012; RMSEA=.121; CF1=0.933; TLI=0.875; SRMR =.051, showing that ethnic
and socioeconomic diversity communications are conceptually distinct. However,
the current study only used two of those items, because of their conceptual overlap
with the student items. These items were; “Every now and then, I talk to my students
about” (1) “the different cultures that people in the Netherlands have”, and (2) “the
differences in social backgrounds that exist in the Netherlands”. These items also had
the highest factor loadings on their pertaining latent construct. That is, the first item
had a factor loading of 0.841 on the construct of ethnic diversity communications
(with the other items ranging from 0.735—0.804), and the second item had a factor
loading of 0.656 on the construct of socioeconomic diversity communications (with
the other items ranging from 0.496—0.649).

2.2.3 Students’ background characteristics

Students reported their ethnic background by indicating their own and their parents’
country of birth. We distinguished between two groups (1) non-minoritized, and (2)
minoritized (i.e., they themselves or at least one of their parents are from a minori-
tized group), to distinguish between children who are generally seen as belonging to
the ethnic majority, from those belonging to an ethnic minority group that is nega-
tively stereotyped. The non-minoritized students included students from European
countries (except for Eastern European countries), America, Oceania, Japan, and
Indonesia. The minoritized students included students (or their parent(s)) from all
other countries outside of Europe, and in Eastern Europe.* This resulted in 76.2% eth-

3We did not explicitly measure whether the teacher or the student(s) took the initiative for communicating
about diversity. However, we believe that even when students took the initiative, it is still crucial whether
and how teachers then continue and deal with this conversation. Therefore, we labelled this as teachers’
diversity communications.

4Eastern Europe (according to the United Nations) was included, because there is a large amount of labor
migration from these countries (Black et al., 2010), and they have similarities with other minoritized
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nically non-minoritized students, and 23.8% minoritized students. The most common
countries in the first group were, besides the Netherlands, Germany and Italy—and in
the latter group Turkey, Morocco, Syria, and Poland.

We assessed students’ socioeconomic background using two constructs; parental
education and family affluence — because they may affect student outcomes differ-
ently (Antonoplis, 2023). Parents provided their own and partner’s highest obtained
level of education ranging from (1) primary education, to (8) doctorate. Parental edu-
cation was determined by the highest level of the two parents. A relatively large
proportion had missing data (17.4%). Little’s MCAR test indicated that this missing-
ness was not completely at random ¥*(2)=1057.00, p<.001; therefore these results
should be interpreted with caution. For family affluence, we used the well-established
student-reported Family Affluence Scale (FAS-III, Torsheim et al., 2016), with three
statements.® First, the frequency of going on vacation (from (1) never to (5) more
than twice a year). Second, whether parents can afford something expensive, like an
iPad, ((1) mostly not to (5) (almost) always). Third, whether children share a bedroom
(yes/no). We computed one FAS-score by calculating the mean of the z-transformed
item scores.® A higher FAS-score indicated higher family affluence (i.e., higher SES).
As recommended for such indices (Vyas & Kumaranayake, 2006), we conducted a
principal component analysis which extracted one factor from these three items (%
explained variance=40.71, factor loadings ranging from .489-.714).

2.3 Analyses

To test Hypothesis 1, two repeated measures ANOVAs were conducted in SPSS ver-
sion 29.02 (IBM Corp., 2023); one with teacher- and one with student data. The
type of diversity communications was included as the repeated measure. Thus, for
teachers we included two observations (ethnic and socioeconomic diversity com-
munications) and for students we included three observations (ethnic, income- and
education-based diversity communications). Then, a multivariate two-level model
was estimated in Mplus version 8.10 (Muthén & Muthén, 2017), because students
(Level 1) were nested within classes (Level 2). Independent variables were grand-
mean-centered, and correlations between the three dependent variables were allowed.
In Model 1 of the multilevel analyses, students’ ethnic and socioeconomic back-
grounds were included as Level-1 predictors of student-perceived teachers’ diversity

migrant groups in terms of negative stereotypes that can be at play (McGinnity & Gijsberts, 2016). Japan
and Indonesia are included in the non-minoritized group, because of their different socio-economic and
socio-cultural position due to their historical and colonial relationships with the Netherlands (Statistics
Netherlands, 2022). When we included children (n=16) from Japan, Indonesia, America and Oceania in
the minoritized group, all our conclusions remain the same.

S Instead of asking for several specific expensive properties in the house, we asked whether parents could
afford something expensive with one item.

®We used this indirect student-reported measure as a proxy for income differences due to the sensitivity of
asking parents directly about their income. FAS-scores have been proven to be a reliable proxy for income
differences (Currie et al., 2008; Torsheim et al., 2016). However, since we also asked parents for their
occupation, and income and occupation are strongly associated in the Netherlands (Statistics Netherlands,
2024), we conducted a robustness check with parental occupational status added to the analyses instead
of FAS-scores.
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communications to test Hypothesis 2. In a second step (Model 2), teacher-perceived
diversity communications were added as Level-2 predictors (Hypothesis 3a). Finally
(Model 3), students’ background characteristics were included as cross-level modera-
tors (Hypothesis 3b).

3 Results
3.1 Descriptive statistics and research question 1

ICCs of student-reported teachers’ ethnic-, income-, and education-based diversity
communications were .13, .04, and .05 respectively. This indicates that for all three
most variance was situated at the student level, but there was also substantial varia-
tion situated at the class level, indicating differences in class-average diversity com-
munication levels. Repeated measures ANOVAs (see Table 1) reveal, in line with
Hypothesis 1a and 1b, that both teachers and students reported more communications
about ethnic than socioeconomic diversity, but for students the difference between
the two was larger. Further, within the domain of socioeconomic diversity, students
indicated more communications in class about income-based than education-based
diversity. Correlations are presented in Table 2.

3.2 Research question 2

Model 1 (see Table 3) shows that students’ background characteristics (ethnically
minoritized background, family affluence, parental education) were not related to
their perceptions of teachers’ ethnic- and income-based diversity communications,
but they were related to education-based diversity communications, all with small
effects (Cohen, 1988). That is, ethnically non-minoritized students (B=-.09, p=.028)
and students with a higher parental education (p=-.08, p=.027) reported less edu-

Table 1 Descriptive statistics and repeated measures anovas
n M SD Min Max Difff"f AM F n?
1.Student-reported ethnic div. com 1082 3.05 1.00 1 5 12 0.84 504.26%*%* 32

2.Student-reported income div. com 1081 2.21 1.03 1 5 2-3 0.17  30.74*%** .03
3.Student-reported education div. com 1078 2.04 1.02 1 5 3-1 —1.01 722.01*** .40
4.Teacher-reported ethnic div. com 68 437 057 3 5 4-5 0.29 10.91*%* .14
5. Teacher-reported SES div. com 68 4.07 0.74 2 5 - - - -
6.Students’ ethnic background" 1068 0 1 - - - -
7.Students’ parental education 914 534 1.60 1 8 - - - -
8.Students’ family affluence’” 1025 335 054 1 5 - - - -

f=0=Ethnically minoritized student. 1 =Non-minoritized student

f=Standardized scores were used in subsequent analyses, but for interpretation purposes descriptives
from the original scores are reported here

T =This column indicates which two observations were compared in the corresponding ANOVA. For
example, in the first column number 1 (student-reported ethnic div. com.) was compared to number 2
(student-reported income div. com.)

sk =p < 001, **=p<.010
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3 Page 10 of 19 I. Boer et al.

Table 2 Correlations between study variables
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
1.Student-reported ethnic div. com -

2.Student-reported income div. com 28%*  —
3.Student-reported education div. com  .26*%* . 50** —
4 Teacher-reported ethnic div. com. 36%*  28%* 15 -

5. Teacher-reported SES div. com.’ .19 30% 23 A40%*  —

6.Students’ ethnic background’™ -07* -02 -10** -10 .04 -

7.Students’ parental education -07* —-.02 —-10** 20 21 A7*% 0 —
8.Students’ family affluence .00 -04 .04 17 1% 30%F  26%*%  —

T=This is a class-level variable, so all correlations with these variables are presented on the class-level
Tf=0=Ethnically minoritized student. | =Non-minoritized student

**=correlation is significant at the 0.01 level. *=correlation is significant at the 0.05 level

cation- based diversity communications, which is in line with Hypothesis 2. At the
same time, contrary to Hypothesis 2, children with a higher self-reported family afflu-
ence reported more education-based diversity communications (B=.09, p=.012).”

3.3 Research question 3

Model 2 shows, in line with Hypothesis 3a, that teacher-reported ethnic diversity
communications were positively related to student perceptions of ethnic diversity
communications (B=.35, p=.018, medium effect size). Further, teacher-reported
socioeconomic diversity communications were strongly positively related to stu-
dent perceptions of income-based diversity communications (f=.49, p=.005), but
—unexpectedly—not to education-based diversity communications (B=.34, p=.131).
Finally, Model 3 shows that students’ ethnically minoritized background (B=-.01,
p=.985), family affluence (B=.04, p=.075), and parental education (B=-.04,
p=.304) did not moderate the relations between teacher- and student perceptions of
the respective diversity communications — contrary to Hypothesis 3b.

As a final step we added, besides students’ individual ethnic and socioeconomic
backgrounds, also the classroom composition of these three characteristics (i.e., per-
centage of children in class with an ethnically minoritized background, with no high-
educated parents, and with a low FAS-score) to see whether our conclusions would
hold irrespective of the ethnic and socioeconomic classroom composition. Although
classroom composition was related to student perceptions of income-based diversity
communications, all our significant relations remained significant. The higher the
percentage of children with a low FAS-score in the classroom, the higher students’
perceptions of income-based diversity communications (B=.47, p=.009). Further,
the higher the percentage of children with an ethnically minoritized background,
the lower these perceptions of income-based diversity communications (B=-.48,
p=.040).

"Note that the correlation between parental education and family affluence was .256, so there was no
multicollinearity.
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3.4 Robustness checks

Two robustness checks were conducted; (1) students’ FAS-scores were replaced with
students’ parental occupational status, and (2) two different categorizations for stu-
dents’ ethnic background were used (see Supplementary Materials for measurements
and analyses). Overall, our conclusions remained the same. Yet one notable change
was that the relation between students’ FAS-score and their perceived teachers’ edu-
cation-based diversity communications disappeared when we replaced their FAS-
score with parental occupation — indicating these were not interchangeable.

4 Discussion

Our study was the first to examine teachers’ communications about ethnic as well
as socioeconomic diversity, taking into account both teacher and student perspec-
tives. This is important because the predominant focus in the literature on diversity
education has been on ethnic diversity (but for an exception see Kaufman et al.,
2024). Also, although the alignment between teacher and student perceptions of such
communications has received little attention to date, knowledge about it is crucial.
Most likely, teachers assume that their self-reported messages are perceived by their
students and it is important to know whether this is actually the case.

4.1 Ethnic- versus socioeconomic diversity communications

Teachers and students agreed that there were more communications about ethnic
than socioeconomic diversity, which was as expected and in line with Kaufman et
al. (2024). For students, the difference between ethnic- and socioeconomic diversity
communications was larger than for teachers. As mentioned, teachers might expe-
rience more discomfort or difficulties when discussing socioeconomic differences
(Sonu & Zaino, 2023) than ethnic differences—especially in a society based on the
meritocratic ideal that everyone can achieve socioeconomic success with hard work
(Mijs, 2016), resulting in stereotypical ideas such as people with a low SES being
lazy or working less hard (Durante et al., 2017). Relatedly, if teachers themselves
believe in school meritocracy, they might deem it less important to talk about socio-
economic diversity since related inequalities are justified as they are a fair outcome
of the meritocratic process (see Darnon et al., 2018; Doyle et al., 2023).

Another reason may be that teacher training and school policies pay more atten-
tion to addressing and dealing with ethnic diversity. In the past decades, there has
for example been a lot of attention for the implementation of multicultural education
in the curriculum (see for a review, Anugrah et al., 2024), or teachers’ intercultural
competences (see for a review, Romijn et al., 2021, or for an intervention study,
Pevec-Zimmer et al., 2024). However, this attention for dealing with cultural diver-
sity has been predominantly focused on ethnic- and race-based differences — and not
on socioeconomic ones. It is important to design multicultural curriculum implemen-
tations and teaching interventions with a specific focus on socioeconomic diversity.
Thereby, it would be useful to investigate why teachers experience discomfort and
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difficulties around talking about socioeconomic diversity, and how they could be
supported in this to overcome these difficulties, for example via curriculum changes
with a specific focus on socioeconomic diversity (see e.g., Mistry et al., 2012, 2016).

Additionally, ethnicity is a more salient social category for upper elementary stu-
dents (i.e., it is often more visible with clearer-defined groups; Bigler & Liben, 2006),
which may make children more likely to bring up issues regarding ethnicity, prompt-
ing teachers to address them. Also, because of this, communications about ethnic
differences may be clearer for students — which is supported by the fact that students
within one classroom had more similar perceptions of their teacher’s communica-
tions about ethnic- than socioeconomic diversity communications (as indicated by
the ICC’s).

4.2 Teacher- and student perceptions

As expected, teacher-reported ethnic diversity communications were moderately
strongly related to students’ perceptions thereof, and teacher-reported socioeco-
nomic diversity communications were strongly related to students’ perceptions of
income-based diversity communications, but — unexpectedly—not to their perception
of education-based diversity communications. Thus, while previous studies found
discrepancies between teacher and student perceptions (e.g., Schwarzenthal et al.,
2023), we found that teacher and student perceptions were related when it came to
the frequency or intensity of discussing ethnic and income-based differences. This
suggests that teachers’ self-perceptions of their diversity communications align with
students’ perceptions, though not consistently across all domains. This underscores
the importance of teachers being aware of how their messages come across.

4.2.1 Education-based diversity communications

Students reported that teachers communicate more with them about income-based
than education-based diversity. Together with our aforementioned finding that
teacher-reported socioeconomic diversity communications were strongly related to
student-reported income- but not education-based diversity communications, this
implies that, according to their students, teachers address income rather than educa-
tional level when discussing socioeconomic differences. This may be because income
differences are more concrete and more likely to manifest in the classroom (e.g., by
differences in received birthday gifts). Another reason may be that the meritocratic
ideal is more strongly and directly tied to educational level (e.g., if you work hard
enough, you can obtain a higher degree, but it is more difficult to obtain a higher
income once you have a certain degree). This is also shown by a tendency in society
to show prejudice towards people with a lower education (Kuppens et al., 2018).
Therefore, discussing educational differences may be less urgent for teachers than
discussing income differences (which may be perceived as unfair). Relatedly, they
might also experience more discomfort around it.

Moreover, in line with what we expected, students with a lower parental educa-
tion reported higher (possibly too high) levels of teachers’ education-based diversity
communications, whereas students’ ethnic and socioeconomic background were not
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related to the other two domains of diversity communications (i.e., income- and eth-
nic-based diversity communications). Children from lower-educated families might
have feelings of shame about this resulting in a preference to not hear about educa-
tional differences. This suggests that children this age may already be aware of the
(meritocracy-based) stereotypical ideas associated with lower-educated people. This
aligns with a study of Bardach and colleagues (2023), which found that students,
already from age 11, are aware of negative stereotypes related to school tracks that
people in society have, especially those students in the lower tracks. Yet, at the same
time, students with a lower self-reported family affluence reported a lower frequency
of education-based diversity communications — which could mean that they expect
more conversations about educational differences. This shows the importance of dis-
entangling different aspects of students’ socioeconomic background, as they might
show opposite results.

4.3 Limitations

There are a few important limitations to mention. First, there were no separate
teacher measures for discussing income and education-based diversity. Instead we
asked teachers whether they communicate more generally about differences in social
background. Relatedly, we used slightly different answer categories for the teacher
and student scales (to ensure that the answer categories were similar across the entire
questionnaire). For teachers, we asked about agreement, whereas for students we
asked about frequency. Still, in both cases we referred to ‘every now and then’ in the
items to align the student- and teacher scale. In that sense, teachers’ agreement with
the item also implies a certain frequency of communication. Another limitation of
the teacher and student measures for teachers’ diversity communications was the use
of single-item indicators which causes some uncertainty about the construct validity.
It is interesting for future research to measure this more extensively, possibly with
multiple underlying factors of ethnic and socioeconomic diversity communications.
Further, we only focused on the frequency of perceived diversity communications
rather than their specific content. Future research could further investigate sow teach-
ers address socioeconomic differences in the classroom, according to both teachers
and students. For example, by examining whether teachers adopt an equality-inclu-
sion or cultural pluralism approach (Schachner, 2019). Or, whether teachers talk
about diversity in a disparaging or inclusive manner, which is an interesting question
given the fact that teachers often display both implicit and explicit biases based on
SES and ethnicity (see e.g., Doyle et al., 2023). Still, previous research suggests
that teachers’ attention to diversity predominantly entails positive engagement with
students’ backgrounds (see e.g., Hachfeld et al., 2011; Thijs et al., 2025). Consistent
with this interpretation, in the current study, the items referring to attention to socio-
economic diversity loaded on a broader factor reflecting positive attention, such as
emphasizing that children can take pride in their social backgrounds. With respect to
students’ background characteristics, a relatively large proportion of data was miss-
ing for students’ parental education (17.4%), probably predominantly for students
with a lower parental education (given information from other variables). There-
fore, our finding that students’ parental education was related to their perceptions of
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teachers’, education-based diversity communications should be interpreted with cau-
tion. Finally, for students’ ethnically minoritized background, we distinguished only
between students with and without a minoritized background. This means that these
two groups are still ethnically diverse, and potential differences within these groups
could not be investigated.

4.4 Implications and conclusion

Our findings imply that teachers communicate about ethnic differences, which their
students also perceive. Many studies suggest that this is beneficial for students’ eth-
nic intergroup outcomes (Bardach et al., 2024). Potentially (i.e., this still needs to be
confirmed by future research), teachers’ communications about socioeconomic dif-
ferences can be beneficial for students’ socioeconomic intergroup outcomes. More-
over, potentially these communications might also benefit students who belong to
negatively stereotyped groups themselves, for instance by fostering their school out-
comes (see e.g., Schachner, 2019). This way, socioeconomic diversity communica-
tions might ultimately help to reduce educational disparities between students from
different socioeconomic backgrounds. Thus, it would be valuable if teachers also
address socioeconomic differences. However, our findings suggest that, even though
teachers indicate to do so, students see relatively little of it. Moreover, if teachers
discuss socioeconomic differences, they seem to focus on income-based differences.
Teachers probably talk less about socioeconomic differences due to feelings of dis-
comfort or difficulty. Therefore, it is important for teacher trainings to provide more
guidance into this.

Supplementary Information The online version contains supplementary material available at https://doi.
org/10.1007/s11218-026-10170-9.
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