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Negotiating everyday sameness:
depersonalization and racial
unspeakability in Dutch STEM
education

C. Y. Edwina Wong™* ®, Melina Czymoniewicz-Klippel’ ® and
Olga Kanzaki Sooudi'

Department of Anthropology, University of Amsterdam, Amsterdam, Netherlands, 2Consumption and
Healthy Lifestyles Chair Group, Wageningen University, Wageningen, Netherlands

Introduction: Higher Education (HE) can foster upward mobility, but can also
reproduce inequities, including in Science, Technology, Engineering, and
Mathematics (STEM) fields. We propose that a key mechanism of inequities is
the institutional preference for sameness.

Methods: Using focus group data from students (Ngwgents = 26) and teachers
(Nteachers =9) at a Dutch STEM university, we examined what localized
sameness looks like and how its reproductions are individually and
interpersonally negotiated.

Results and Discussion: We observed how narrow notions of STEM professionalism
are informed by interacting social axes of language, culture, masculinity, and
racialization, ultimately creating tensions between students and teachers under
institutional pressures. We examined how STEM education in this context
reinforces an academic prototype prioritizing task-focused, impartial scientists,
detached from social realities. The prototype is reinforced by a depersonalization
of education and a lack of language to critically discuss inequities, ultimately
marginalizing those who do not, or cannot, approximate this prototype.

KEYWORDS
critical consciousness, discrimination, equity, higher education, STEM

Introduction

While higher education (HE) is highly associated with upward mobility (Centraal
Bureau Statistiek, 2023a, b), it also serves as a site for the social reproduction of
inequities (Essanhaji and Van Den Brink, 2021; Herweijer, Maslowski and Rozer,
2021). This has been clearly evidenced in the case of Science, Technology, Engineering,
and Mathematics (STEM) fields (e.g., Mulders et al.,, 2024; Park et al, 2022). Despite
being an international platform with relatively diverse student and staff bodies, STEM
often features little ethnic diversity at higher levels of academia (e.g., Russo-Tait, 2022),
little ethnic diversity among students pursuing STEM HE (e.g., Wong et al., 2022), and
negative portrayals of people from ethnically marginalized groups in educational
materials (e.g., Van Veen et al., 2023).

Many inequity scholars (e.g., Bourabain, 2023; Essanhaji and Van Reekum, 2022) have
argued and empirically shown that European—and Dutch universities specifically—are built
around a neoliberal egalitarian educational ideal, based on the idea that talent, motivation,
and effort exemplify quality. Few teachers in the Netherlands seem to understand and use a
more differentiated approach in the classroom, thereby acknowledging differences and
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inequities. Teachers in Dutch HE can appreciate the importance of
diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI), but integrate them in a vague
and uncoordinated way (Stentiford and Koutsouris, 2022) or resort
to a uniform, content-driven approach (Van Middelkoop, Ballafkih
and Meerman, 2017).

In the present research, we focused on the roles of teachers,
students, and the university as an institutional body in how the
reproduction of inequities unfolds in a Dutch STEM HE
institution using a priority-setting partnership (PSP; Ghisoni
et al, 2017; Jongsma and Milota, 2022). This method of
research has been used primarily in healthcare research, where
the research team collaborates with key academic stakeholders—
in this case, we collaborated with teachers and students- to
jointly define the most pressing questions and problems
regarding the reproduction of inequities in STEM education.
Specifically, we examined the role of teacher performance, as
this strongly influences student achievement, especially for
students from marginalized ethnic backgrounds (Kennedy,
Habraken and Melfor, 2023; Weiner, 2016).

Dutch education and STEM

We will begin by explaining the context of general Dutch
education in relation to STEM professionalization. Tracing the
ethnic and racialized inequities within Dutch universities
extends beyond the influence of university selection. One of the
most systematic reproductions of inequities occurs long before
students even enter universities, if they are admitted at all.

Primary education in the Netherlands is the same for all
students, lasting about 8 years. At the end of primary school,
students take an entrance exam, after which teachers make
recommendations for highly differentiated selection tracks. These
tracks include practical education (pro), the pre-vocational track
(vmbo), and two general tracks: one leading to the university of
applied sciences focusing on practical, professional education (for
occupations such as social workers, nurses; havo) and the other
leading to university focusing on theoretical and academic
education (for occupations such as researchers, scientists; vwo;
Bonilla-Silva and Baiocchi, 2001). Parents can influence the track
placement of their children, for example, by supporting them to
perform better on the entrance test or by pressuring their
children’s teacher or the school. Studies have shown that students’
recommended tracks vary based on socioeconomic and migration
backgrounds. Students with relatively more educated parents and
higher socioeconomic backgrounds are more likely to be placed
into higher secondary school programs (Dronkers and Korthals,
2016; Timmermans et al., 2018).

Over time, the track recommendations for (White) Dutch
students have steadily increased compared to those from
ethnically marginalized groups. These differences in track
recommendations are argued to reflect teachers’ assumptions
about parents’ ability and resources to support their children’s
success in particular tracks (Ditton, Kriisken and Schauenberg,
2005), informed by biased expectations for ethnically
marginalized students (Glock et al., 2013; Van Leest et al., 2024)
and limited objections from respective parents who may lack the
resources or know-how to pressure teachers and schools for
higher track recommendations (e.g., Fleischmann and De Haas,
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2016; Hillmert and Jacob, 2010). Taken together, inequities in
Dutch higher education begin long before university, with
primary and secondary school tracking reinforcing social and
ethnic inequalities.

Racializations within STEM

Students are constantly confronted with racialized norms
when interacting with STEM subjects that further normalize
racialized and ethnic disparities in the field. STEM HE
institutions are among the most prestigious spaces within Dutch
academia. Upon entering STEM HE, many students perceive
that their acceptance within STEM institutions, and their ability
to benefit from its upward mobility, rests on their adherence to
meritocratic beliefs (Fernandez, Ryan and Begeny, 2023).
Students and teachers from lower socioeconomic classes and
marginalized ethnic backgrounds have also expressed pressures
to culturally assimilate (Lewis, 2021; Museus and Park, 2015).
Thus, these

repercussions of “rocking the boat” to disrupt the status quo in

members from backgrounds may fear the
STEM HE. Research already shows racialized inequities when
picturing a scientist through envisionments of White, male,
middle-aged men (Ferguson and Lezotte, 2020; Schinske,
Cardenas and Kaliangara, 2015), who are neutral, impartial, and
separate from the social world. Coupled with this image of a
scientist is a likely tendency to downplay racism and
racialization, which can be especially isolating for students and

teachers from ethnically marginalized groups.

The reproduction of sameness as a
theoretical framework for studying
inequities in HE

Higher education occupies a paradoxical position in society:
though it is broadly understood as a means of upward social
mobility, it is also a key site for the reproduction of class and
privilege, one that systematically advantages those individuals,
traits, characteristics, and behaviors that mark someone as “one
of us,” thereby deepening rather than dismantling the inequities
present in society, such that minoritized groups have much
lower access to and less capacity to remain and thrive within
academic settings, as students or professionals. We define the
reproduction of sameness as the systematic institutional
preference for the similar and the same, that simultaneously
reproduces privilege and belonging on the one hand, and
marginalization and exclusion on the other, in universities.
Research on Dutch universities and organizations confirms this,
pinpointing the reproduction of sameness as a key mechanism
by which
themselves through high-status positions like tenured academics

institutions, including universities, reproduce
and medical doctors.

Conceptually, we propose that a key mechanism by which
universities reproduce privilege and inequity is through the
reproduction of sameness: a systematic institutional preference
for the similar and the same in values, behaviors, and
(embodied) characteristics. In conceptualizing sameness, we

build on the work of anthropologist Philomena Essed’s (Essed,
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2012) notion of “cultural cloning,” which refers to how certain
high-status professions like those in academia or medicine
reproduce themselves through a cloning mechanism, whereby
gatekeepers systematically select those who are most like them,
thereby sustaining uniformity and excluding difference and
upholding privilege. We were interested in how processes like
cultural cloning construct and re-construct privileged spaces (in
terms of “race”, ethnicity, gender, and social status) through key
markers of modernization, such as globalization, mass
consumption, and productivism (Essed, 2005; Essed and
Goldberg, 2002). Cultural cloning is a compelling, yet still
relatively abstract idea in the literature, and we do not yet know
how it systematically and empirically unfolds on the ground —
and this is where this research will contribute. Although Essed
generally emphasizes the racialized and gendered (male) aspects
of cultural cloning, our data reveals the inherently intersectional
and situated nature of the reproduction of sameness, which
must include on the one hand other axes of social identity such
as (dis)ability, socioeconomic background, language, religious
identity, national origin, and sexual orientation, and on the
other hand be attentive to the specific and situated ways
sameness is reproduced in particular institutional, local, and/or
national contexts. That is to say, differerent intersectional axes
may show up as more relevant in producing and maintaining
marginalization in different settings, thereby necessitating
different ways of disrupting that sameness. Indeed, sameness
reflects an ideal constituted along multiple intersecting axes of
identity — ability, sexuality, class, and gender — one that is
able-bodied, heteronormative, class-privileged, and masculine,
and that few can fully embody in practice.
Importantly, about all
standardization — such as having a shared vocabulary or a

sameness is not forms of
shared set of professional skills — but specifically those forms
that reproduce exclusion and marginalization within higher
education institutions. Sameness takes many forms in Dutch
academia. At the structural level, it is the systematic
underrepresentation of minoritized ethnic groups, the use of
normative categories such as “academic excellence” in hiring,
and the invisibilization of competencies and abilities outside of
what is desirable per the norm. At the interpersonal level,
sameness is reproduced via valorized professional habituses:
notions of acting “neutral” — in a masculine, detached manner
among medical doctors towards patients; highly rewarded
“objective” qualities like the ability to theorize and “critical
thinking” among academics; ideas about academic “quality” and
“excellence”; and normative ideas of “professionalism” that
discriminate against individuals who do not conform to
dominant cultural ideas of what academics or doctors should act
or look like (Leyerzapf et al., 2018). As Klein (Klein, 2007) says,
talent is often appreciated only when it shows up in “familiar
packaging” that those in leadership roles recognize. Sameness is
to some extent imagined as individuals make choices based
upon notions of an ideal person — academic, teacher, student
— with qualities that few can fully embody. Importantly,
sameness is read as neutral or objective in professional contexts,
although it is not; it works in unspoken, but deeply felt ways
that perpetuate discrimination, hiding behind markers and
metrics that often appear neutral, such as quality, merit, and
excellence. Therefore, we propose that the reproduction of
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sameness constitutes the institutional mechanisms, both formal
and informal, through which cloning happens on the ground,
that uphold privilege and status and maintain very narrow ideas
of academic professionalism.

Sameness is not solely defined by traditional demographic
boundaries, though we posit that its reproduction can exacerbate
racial and ethnic marginalization. The reproduction of sameness is
particularly shaped by the Dutch context, in which dominant
white Dutch identities are grounded in self-images of “white
innocence” — a national self-understanding as a tolerant, highly
civilized, and just society — alongside the parallel invisibilization
of colonial history and the experiences of significant migrant
populations (Ghorashi, 2023; Wekker, 2016). Indeed, research
shows a refusal on the part of many Dutch residents to
acknowledge racism and racialization in the Netherlands (Rose,
2022). In this context, a sameness coded as white Dutch is
frequently conflated with equality, and the reproduction of
sameness in Dutch academia is therefore also closely interrelated
with reproducing whiteness — not merely white bodies per se, but
whiteness as a hegemonic cultural space and norm that
reproduces privilege and marginalizes others, a space that is both
unmarked and a location of “structural advantage” (Ross and
Frankenberg, 1993). Disrupting sameness, conversely, involves
counternormative behaviors and practices that constitutively foster
diversity by expanding notions of academic professionalism and of
who belongs in the academy. In our research, the reproduction of
sameness acts as an analytical anchor, centering the teaching and
learning environments where students from marginalized ethnic
backgrounds pursue studies in STEM within Dutch HE.

At the structural level, the outcomes of the reproduction of
sameness can be seen through the systematic lack of ethnic
diversity in academic staff (Chorus, 2000; Wekker et al., 2016),
through the use of normative categories such as “academic
excellence” in hiring and teaching (Van Den Brink et al., 2015;
Van Middelkoop, Ballafkih and Meerman, 2017). These practices
contribute to the invisibilization of competencies and abilities
outside of what is desirable per an institutional norm.

At the interpersonal level, the reproduction of sameness
through the attitudes,
inculcated by everyday experiences within the academy as a
professional place of work and schooling (Bourdieu, 1988)-

operates dispositions, and values

passed through university systems and cultures to teachers, from
teachers to colleagues and students, and among students. For
instance, Bourabain’s research (2021) shows how the ideal
academic identity is reproduced through supervisor-supervisee
behavior and dynamics, stressing that universities and their
agents are more likely to endorse protégés that are “familiar”
(Ahmed, 2012). That is, those in positions of power are more
likely to support those who look and express the same
characteristics, abilities, and attitudes as they, and the
institutional status quo, do. Bourabain observed this in how
early-career women scholars see their male counterparts, even
those with the same supervisor, receiving more encouragement
and resources. Masculine defaults are specifically evident in
STEM HE (Cheryan and Markus, 2020; Vial et al, 2022),
wherein notions of acting “objective” (i.e., in a masculine,
detached, and method-focused manner) become part of the
construction of quality. The sameness that then results in the
Dutch STEM context represents the normative ideas of
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“scientific professionalism” that differentiate individuals who do
and do not conform to dominant cultural ideas of how
academics or scientists look and behave.

Racial unspeakability

Scholars have highlighted racial unspeakability in the
European context. For instance, when Hernandez (2021) asked a
program coordinator at a Swiss university whether White
students are representative of an international student body, the
coordinator responded nervously and with discomfort. Rather
than addressing racial diversity directly, they emphasized that
diversity was great and avoided the issue of race in the
discussion of diversity. In discussing experiences of Dutch
racism, Black women in Amsterdam shared accounts of being
dismissed when pointing out racist behaviors (Rose, 2022). They
were told that race did not exist or that they were being
unpleasant. They highlighted how even “progressive” individuals
who acknowledged racism in a general sense failed to see
themselves as capable of it.

Notably, racial unspeakability on an interpersonal level
connects to limited structural opportunities to intervene in
ethnic and racial discrimination. When student-led protests and
at the
Amsterdam in 2015 called for the university to be transformed,

occupation of university buildings University of
there were difficulties in naming decolonization and related
references to racism as part of a report on new diversity policies
(De Ploeg and De Ploeg, 2017). While there are various signs of
racial unspeakability in Dutch universities, at the same time,
various societal problems are readily linked with ethnically and
racially marginalized groups [e.g., “Universities want to put the
brakes on foreign students and “go Dutch” (Misérus, 2024); “As
a result, non-Western Dutch are more common in crime rates
housing crises” (van Marrewijk, 2020)].

Some initiatives find ways to navigate Dutch and broader
European taboos around racism by using proxies such as
references to skin color, ethnicity, class, and even socioeconomic
class (SES). Although these lexicons share commonalities with
racialization, they are distinct and do not provide the same
frameworks for articulating the specific causes and effects of
inequities driven by racism and racialization. Racial
unspeakability has been linked to a limited vocabulary for
addressing racial discrimination and racism, constraining critical
race consciousness (Russo-Tait, 2022), and thoughts on equity
and inclusion (Hernandez, 2021). Together with the myth of
equality in the Netherlands, the downplaying of racism and
related marginalizations (Wekker, 2016) allows the status quo of
underrepresentation in, for example, Dutch HE and STEM, to
easily be understood as natural rather than structurally determined.

Throughout our interviews and analyses, we explored how the
reproduction of sameness occurs in the context of the Dutch
STEM environment, where racial unspeakability and related
racial marginalization operate within a larger system
characterized by Dutch pragmatism. Dutch pragmatism is
characterized by a practical approach to social issues (Wekker,
2016), and is theorized as being key in perpetuating institutional
racial inequities (Essed, 1991; 2004). Such pragmatism tends to

focus on finding immediate, practical solutions to neoliberal
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problems within Dutch universities, amidst their ongoing
neoliberalization and managerialism in the broader academic
context (Whitsed et al., 2024). Connectedly, this instrumental
focus prioritizes economic and managerial benefits over the
social and equitable benefits that require deeper, structural
change. Under such circumstances, racial unspeakability allows
the claim that racialization and discrimination have no impact
on one’s material conditions and that institutions and
individuals who benefit the most from the status quo are neither
involved in nor accountable for the reproduction of inequities.

The present research

In the present research, we examined how teachers and
students experience and contribute to the reproduction of
sameness in their university environment, particularly in
relation to their experiences of racialization in education and
teaching. This article is part of Disrupting Sameness in Dutch
Academia, a multi-sited consortium project exploring how
Dutch academia sustains itself through the reproduction of
sameness and developing data-driven interventions to challenge
this pattern. We examined how teachers and students experience
the reproduction of sameness—what forms of sameness are
sustained, and how—through the ways they encounter, navigate,
and shape STEM education within a Dutch higher education
STEM context. To our knowledge, our research offers one of the
first systematic accounts of how sameness is reproduced across
multiple levels of Dutch STEM academia, explicitly linking these
processes to racialization and racial unspeakability within the
context of Dutch higher education and STEM professionalization.

Methodology
Research setting

This research was conducted at a large, public, technical
university in the Netherlands specializing in engineering,
technology, design, and natural sciences. The institution reflects
some diversity; about one-third of its BSc and MSc students are
women, and international students make up 15% of BSc and
34% of MSc enrollments. Further, nearly half of the tenure-line
faculty are international. However, the university remains a
predominantly normative STEM environment where Dutch staff
and students from marginalized ethnic backgrounds are more
easily invisibilized.

Data collection

After obtaining ethics approval (FMG-4682_2023) from the
first and last authors’ institution, we recruited staff with teaching
responsibility and bachelor’s level students to participate in
focus group discussions (FGDs). Through these FGDs, we
examined teachers’ and students’ experiences and priorities in
promoting equity and justice in education. Participants
discussed how and why sameness is reproduced in education,
their priorities for disrupting it, and opportunities for change.

We held four FGDs: one with teachers (n=9) from three study
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TABLE 1 FGD participants.

Participant category

Study program represented

10.3389/feduc.2026.1726489

Number of participants, by gender

1 BSc students Engineering

2 BSc students Information technology
3 BSc students Quantitative modeling
4 Teachers

programs within the same faculty, and three with students
(n=26), each representing one of three study programs (i.e.,
engineering [EN], information technology [IT], and quantitative
modeling [QM]; see Table 1).

The FGDs were conducted in English, the formal language of
instruction for one of the study programs. The other two study
programs are officially taught in Dutch, though many courses are
delivered in English, allowing us to rely on participants’ English
fluency. The first and second authors, who conducted the FGDs,
also speak Dutch (B2 and A2 levels, respectively). Participants
were recruited via key informants, i.e., teachers highly interested
in the project and familiar with the personal backgrounds of their
colleagues and students. Dutch universities do not routinely
collect data on the racialized and ethnic backgrounds of their staff
and students. Accordingly, to recruit participants we relied on
informant knowledge.

Due to the especially sensitive nature of the topic in the
current educational and political climate (Bolhuis, 2024; Valk,
2025), and because this was a first-phase in the research project,
to build rapport with our participants in an institution where
access was difficult, we agreed with participants not to audio
record or publish the student FGDs demographic information to
protect participant anonymity. Instead, the first author took
extensive notes, including verbatim quotations where possible.
With permission from all participants, we recorded the teacher
FGD. The results section includes quotes attributed to author-
selected pseudonyms.

Participant backgrounds

We recruited teachers and students from ethnically marginalized
backgrounds, including those who were international and those
considered with “a migration background”. The latter is a state-led
term (“persoon met een migratieachtergrond” in Dutch) used to
refer to Dutch residents who were either born abroad or have at
least one parent born outside the Netherlands from “classic
migrant countries (Suriname, the Dutch Caribbean, Turkey,
Morocco, and other countries in Africa, Latin America, and the
Middle-East),” even if they are Dutch citizens (Authoriteit
Financiéle Markten, 2021, p. 6; Centraal Bureau Statistiek, 2025).
Due to the unspeakability of how individuals are racialized and
ethnicized in the Netherlands, having a “migration background” is
a standardized demographic category in Dutch institutions, widely
used to signal (or self-identify) belonging to a racially or ethnically
marginalized group (Van Schie, 2018).

Frontiers in Education

Engineering, information technology & quantitative modeling

Female = 5, Male =5
Female =2; Male=5
Female = 4, Male =5
Female =5, Male =4

Total participants = 35
(Female = 16, Male = 19)

In everyday contexts, “person with a migration background”
is often used to refer to any racially marginalized person. The
common use of this term in place of directly referring to
racialization points to how racialization unfolds in politically
inflected, socially and contextually bound ways. We do not use
these terminologies analytically or uncritically in this research.
Rather, deploying the
background” was a methodological choice to enable us to more
participants language
racialization and race are typically communicated in everyday

term “person with a migration

easily recruit using  the of how
Dutch (institutional) contexts. For our purposes, the term
“person with a migration background” was used to differentiate
between Dutch individuals who were ethnically and racially
marginalized and those who were part of the White Dutch
majority, particularly in our communications with key
gatekeepers who facilitated participant recruitment. While we
referred to ethnically marginalized groups when presenting the
project during focus groups, participants themselves also used
the term “person with a migration background” in
conversations to describe their experiences of being ethnically

or racially othered in their environments.

Researcher backgrounds

The researchers’ positionalities undoubtedly influenced the
data collection and analysis. The first author is a Hong Kongese
woman from the Dutch Caribbean, who had been living in the
Netherlands for 11 years at the time of the research. The
second author is a White, native English-speaking woman
with multiple citizenships (Australia, U.S. and Latvia) who,
at the time of data collection, had lived as an immigrant in
the Netherlands for three years. The third author is an
American woman of Iranian and Japanese parentage, who
had been living in the Netherlands for 17 years at the time of
these
analyzed the data, drawing on our own experiences to

research. From positionalities, we collaboratively
explore what it means to study or teach at a Dutch university
as individuals with migration backgrounds and as those (in
the case of the first and third author) who are racially and
ethnically othered in Dutch HE and larger Dutch society.
Our personal experiences in Dutch society and academia of
otherness and difference and at times non-belonging
linguistically and culturally make us especially attuned to
some of the challenges faced by minoritized STEM students

and scholars.
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TABLE 2 Examples of deductive codes initially applied during data analysis.

Code Definition

Individualistic

framing of excellence

collective or external factors (e.g., community support, social

conditions, systemic opportunities)

Dutch efficiency

Competitive study
environment

environment

Expressing difference

openness to accepting it

Data analysis

The data were analyzed using Atlas.ti, following a combined
deductive-inductive thematic approach (Braun and Clarke,
2006). Deductive coding was informed by existing theoretical
and empirical literature on cultural cloning and racism in higher
education (Bourabain, 2021; Wekker, 2016), while inductive
coding allowed for the identification of patterns and meanings
emerging directly from participants’ accounts. Analysis involved
open coding, followed by grouping codes into categories and
subsequently into themes through an iterative process conducted
by two coders (i.e., the first and second authors).

To enhance analytical rigor, coding was conducted through a
(Guest, MacQueen
2012).The first two authors collaboratively developed an initial
list of 23 deductive codes with operational definitions (see

consensus-based process and Namey,

Table 2), derived from key concepts and themes identified in
prior scholarship relevant to the study’s research questions and
theoretical framework. These deductive codes then
independently applied by each author, initially to one set of

were

FGD notes. Through a series of analytic meetings, discrepancies
in code application were discussed, leading to the renaming,
collapsing or elimination of several deductive codes; refinement
of code definitions; and, the identification of six new inductive
codes based on recurring patterns of meaning across the data
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Examples

7 ... we get [QM] students from different backgrounds. Some get
private school tutoring. They enter the classroom. Some have different
cultural backgrounds. They are taking care of their families ... So in
that sense, when you enter, it depends on your group and the field and
the freedom you have. But for example, in [QM] you enter, it’s theory,
it’s proof. It’s a lot of theoretical work in the beginning. And that’s
where that’s already the first barrier where a lot of students might drop
out already. And because to teach them these very pure mathematical

skills to begin with, we don’t have the wiggle room to maybe have

them grade themselves or, you know, play around with it.”

"So I would say that the main factor is probably time, that it would
consume you to make completely everything from scratch and
resources that you would have for that ... it will require some time to
get it approved and then to get people working on it, then to actually
do it and then implement it, and then it might take years until it takes

off. And then are the students are happy with your trial and error ...”

“For me, it’s not only this pragmatic thing ... it’s also something more
subtle. Like a tough culture ... yeah. We're in a tough discipline

... students start and then in a lot of courses, they are being told to
look right and left and, uh, by the end of the first year, one of the
colleagues would disappear ... if you don’t know this by this week, it
will be very hard for you to manage. If you don’t do this and so on

maybe your place is not here.”

A participant (student) stated that she feels that there’s perhaps a
difference in terms of how neurodiverse persons are treated i.e., as
there are ‘many’ people with autism at the university, this particular

difference seems to be more accepted.

and salient or striking data segments. A final coding framework
was agreed upon, and the remaining FGD notes and transcript
separately coded by the two authors, with continued discussion
to compare and align the coding decisions. At the completion of
coding, the codes and their associated data were examined for
conceptual through further
discussion, grouped into broader categories within Atlas.ti These

relationships  and, analytical
categories were subsequently refined into themes through a
reflexive writing process led by the second author.

To enhance the credibility and accuracy of findings, preliminary
results were verbally shared with members of the project’s
Stakeholder Committee during an in-person meeting to verify
whether the analysis was perceived as accurately representing their
experiences and understanding of sameness at their university. The
Stakeholder

administrators

students, and
with
particular interest in equity, diversity, and inclusion, who meet at

Committee comprises teachers,

employed in professional roles and/or

the end of each of the larger project’s research phases to provide
advice and feedback on research design and implementation.

Findings

Data analysis yielded four interrelated themes that collectively
provide insight into how sameness is produced, maintained, and
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contested within this Dutch STEM higher education setting. The
first theme examines how normative constructions of the “good
student” and the “good teacher” reproduce expectations that
privilege particular attitudes, behaviors, and ways of being for
these groups. The second theme explores the everyday social,
pedagogical, and through which
students and teachers encounter sameness. The third, closely
related theme captures how participants make sense of, justify,

institutional mechanisms

or problematize these mechanisms, including the rationales
through which to appear necessary or
unavoidable. Finally, the fourth theme focuses on moments of

sameness comes
disruption, highlighting how students and in particular, teachers,
articulate counternormative aspirations and practices within
existing institutional constraints.

Reproducing sameness: the “good student”
and the “good teacher”

Across all FGDs, intrinsic motivation and engagement were
repeatedly cited as key attributes of the “good student.” Keeping
up with one’s coursework is not enough, i.e., a “good student,”
according to both teachers and students, should ideally also
demonstrate a genuine interest in their studies. Furthermore, a
“good student” is expected to interact “appropriately” in class—
for example, by being active in asking or answering questions
(as highlighted by teachers), but not excessively (as noted by
students); and, by only participating when they can provide the
correct answer(s) (according to students).

Achievement was mentioned frequently, especially in the
student FGDs. According to students, a “good student” is
expected at a minimum to stay up-to-date with the course
material and assignments and consistently pass. IT students
perceived that teachers primarily view their role as delivering
materials, with the responsibility of figuring things out largely
left to the students themselves. This includes deciding which
lectures, labs, or tutorials to attend and which content to
prioritize, so long as they ultimately pass. Accordingly, students
described making strategic decisions about where to invest their
efforts, e.g., accepting lower grades in “easier” courses so that
they can dedicate more time to passing more challenging ones.

Teachers across all three study programs bemoaned how
students often focus solely on “preparing for the test,” showing
interest only in the material that will be examined—material
that was ideally, according to their students, taught in previous
years and therefore available from past cohorts. Teachers viewed
this trend as being problematic, as it was seen to detract from
genuine learning. For most of the teachers in our study, the
“good student” is one who truly grows and learns through the
educational process, rather than simply focusing on high grades:
| <. to me the good student is the person that gained
‘ something by going through... the [educational] process,
‘ right. So, that came out richer... maybe you can also say...
‘ more mature. “ (George, teacher)

Further, teachers discussed how having a narrow focus on
grades creates resistance among students to new teaching
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methods or approaches, including those designed to disrupt

sameness. One teacher illustrated the collective frustration
shared across participants in relation to this assessment-driven
learning culture by explaining her students’ response when she

encourages them to move from passive to more active learning:

“....half of the class gets really engaged and keeps asking
questions and responding. But the other half... who are not

‘ really into this kind of open education, they keep wondering
‘ about “how do we get our grade” (Isabel, teacher)

During analysis, we identified a recurring theme across all
FGDs: students are expected by the institution to be highly self-
reliant and to take individual responsibility for their learning.
This includes planning their own time, preparing for lectures,
adhering to deadlines, and seeking academic and/or personal
support if/when needed. Students are keenly aware of these
expectations and appear to almost universally accept that
“failures” in these areas are their own responsibility. As one
student put it, “...
then you just have to do the resit” (Loreen, IT student).

when you mess up and miss the deadline,

Students explained that a “good teacher” must be able to
successfully transfer knowledge— firstly by possessing a strong
understanding of the subject or skill themselves, and secondly
by having the pedagogical and communication skills to convey
it effectively. That is, teachers must be able to explain the
material in a way that allows students to understand its
conceptual meaning. Interestingly, some students made remarks
on how this implies teachers should speak “good English”, to
which teachers reflected in their own FGD that students can be
particularly critical when teachers do not speak standard English
or with an accent that students are not used to. While English
language skills were a sticking point for teachers, students,
especially those in EN,
understand and connect with students’ complex lives about

emphasized teachers’ ability to
twice as much as their ability to teach content or skills. This
may be because these students seemed to have many positive
experiences with their teachers, leading them to value the
teacher-student relationship more highly. This attitude is evident

in the following explanation of how deadlines are managed in EN:

“In EN it’s much less strict than in IT. I hear there they’re very
strict with these things [i.e., deadlines]. But in EN, they’re
much more understanding. Is a lot of flexibility. My
supervisors are saying, ‘She’s always late but she works hard,
it’s fine.” It does really help that it’s very lenient here, so
people who struggle still have motivation.” (Nell, EN student).

Opverall, this analysis suggests that the image students have of a
“good teacher” is someone who can “do it all”: be approachable,
highly knowledgeable, attuned to students’ emotional needs, and
willing to go the extra mile to provide differentiated teaching.
Teachers expressed feeling somewhat pressured by this
construction and the expectation of perfection it entails.

More significantly, teachers recognized that such expectations
go beyond being a mere inconvenience; they actively contribute to
the reproduction of sameness by reinforcing expectations for

teachers to behave or perform in uniform ways:
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“The students expect that you speak in perfect English... and
my honest view is, this is bad for them because it’s sameness,
right? Yeah. And if they get someone [i.e., a teacher]... with a
very, let’s say strong accent. They can’t understand them
because they’re so used to having this perfect pronunciation

requirement.” (Daniel, teacher).

Reproducing sameness: Why? How?
Sameness through social life

Students explained that most of their peers formed social
cliques early in their time at the institution, often through
formal university activities like introduction week or first-year
mentor classes. These friendships were reported as being
typically sustained throughout the first year of studies and
often beyond.

Almost all student FGD participants expressed a desire, or at
least a willingness, to engage in the reproduction of sameness to
some degree because of a strong desire to socially fit in on
campus. At the same time, students were lucid about ways they
do not fit in with the sameness that is reproduced through the
differences that they occupy. Students equated being visibly
different with being a “social pariah,” sharing examples of where,
despite being Dutch of nationality, they feel culturally non-Dutch,
or where peers who behaved or dressed “differently” (e.g., a male
student wearing a dress) faced ridicule, such as being stared at,
subjected to loud comments, or made to feel uncomfortable.
of their
approximations to sameness through ideas of “Dutchness”.
Approximation to “Dutchness” resulted in smoother social

Furthermore, students spoke differences or

success and comfortability. For example, there were students in
all FGDs who expressed that there was more ethnic diversity at
their institution compared to their high schools. For many, that
diversity enhances their sense of belonging in the STEM
education environment they were in. One student remarked on
growing up as the only ethnically different person in their
primary school:

“For me, I used to go to an all-White school, very Christian.
I was the only person even with dark hair. And then I got
to uni and I was put into a non-Dutch mentor group. There
were 23 people and I think eight or half [of the group] was
Dutch. But I noticed that all the other groups were Dutch
and I thought I was fine. “ (Faith, EN student)

“Dutchness” that
associates itself with racialization, religion, and embodiment of

This student’s references a norm of

particular features, which is disrupted in their university
through being placed with a mentor group with international
students and an international mentor. In this case, sameness is
underscored through these axes as this student distinguishes
between Dutch and non-Dutch students, largely equating being
Dutch with being White and being non-Dutch with racialized
non-White people. This suggests an imagined binary divide
between Dutch and non-Dutch students, a division that we
identify as a recurring pattern in how students talk about
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diversity and which is, at least sometimes, reinforced by
teachers. For example, in this case, the student was placed in a
“non-Dutch mentor group” by her teacher(s) due to her visible
ethnic features, despite regarding herself as Dutch.

In other cases, “Dutchness” referred more directly to
nationality, language, and culture. Our participants provided
examples where those who cannot speak Dutch are less likely to
have Dutch friends, as Dutch students prefer to communicate in
their native language. Further, racialized Dutch students seem to
feel most comfortable with peers who also have an
underrepresented ethnic background, or who share the same

cultural background:

| “The interest of a Turkish student, or of a student who’s not
‘ Dutch, I don’t think they’re the same. Because when I go
‘ home, I don’t do the same things that Dutch people do.”
‘ (Ahmet, EN student).

Furthermore, the students touched upon other ways sameness
and differences were shaped by other social axes. In one
interaction, a female participant challenged a male student who
described his university as accepting of difference, explaining
how shocked she had been by the sexist and homophobic
comments she had encountered on campus. Participants also
noted that women are subject to being evaluated differently
among students, such as being perceived as overly eager to
please in classrooms or being underestimated in group work.
Class likewise appeared as a salient axis through which sameness
and differentiation are associated. Students with part-time work
commitments or who continue to live with their parents due to
housing shortages described this situation as a “social life killer,”
as it limits their ability to participate fully in social activities
and, at times, even to be physically present on campus. Another
student reflected that the university displays less class diversity
than her high school, with students differentiated amongst
themselves through questions such as, “You didn’t grow up
going skiing every year?”

Together, these accounts illustrate how norms and ideals of
success reproduce cultural sameness through masculine, classed,
and white “Dutch(ness)” defaults. Dutch ethnically marginalized
students appear acutely aware of these defaults and navigate
their STEM education by approximating them where possible,
while seeking out strategies of coping and solidarity with
similarly positioned peers when approximation is not feasible.

Sameness through STEM educational culture

Students remarked that the university makes an effort to
facilitate socializing, especially during the first year, but they feel
that on campus, they must behave in a very professional
manner. Campus is for work, and the university promotes an
academic culture of getting things “done, done, done right”
(Daniel, teacher). Socializing, on the other hand, is reserved for
student associations and other settings outside of the university.
Overall, the their
environment as intense and competitive. With deadlines almost

student participants perceived study

always hard, and student accommodations (e.g., deadline

extensions, access to additional supports) few and far between,
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students feel “no room for forgiveness” (Lonny, teacher). This
attitude leads students to feel constantly in survival mode, going
from course to course, aiming for at least passing grades.

The competitive nature of the university environment was
widely acknowledged by teachers:

“We’re in a tough discipline. Like, students start, and then in a
lot of courses they are being told to look right and look left...

(

|
|
‘ by the end of the first year, one of your peers will disappear. *
‘ (Thalia, teacher).

Teachers also observed that competitiveness is prevalent in the
personality of many of their students. One teacher shared an
experience of running a mentor group. She was surprised by how
competitive the students were in a course that is designed to
support students’ personal development rather than academic
learning:

“They love coming first for some reason. And the only thing
that they get is that, at the end of the entire year of coming

‘ first, they go up to the 21st floor [of one of the campus
buildings] to take a look at the view and that’s it.” (Helena,

teacher).

Teachers claimed that striving for good grades is natural in a
prestigious university setting. They also recognized that the
pressure on students from ethnically marginalized groups to
perform well may be even stronger than for students from
majority groups. According to teachers, these students have less
room for “mediocrity,” as they need to consistently excel to

«

overcome broader societal oppressions that they face: “.... they
want the best grades and, I can understand, right. It’s about
their future, especially if they come from a migration
background” (Lonny, teacher).

Similar to students, teachers also acutely felt the constraints of
a highly structured academic system. Those involved in this study
openly acknowledged the differential needs and capacities of
students. And, as discussed above, they ultimately seek to foster
student learning rather than a narrow focus on grades only. Yet
they also recognized that these expectations do not align with
how the university defines the “good student.” During the
teacher discussion, in response to George’s explanation that a

“good student” engages in educational growth, Joost responded:

“I kind of agree. But at the same time, you need a workable
system, right? ... We cannot give grades because a student

‘ grows, because he becomes a member of a study association,
‘ right? We need a system as well that works.” (Joost, teacher).

This quote suggests that there is a discrepancy between what at
least some teachers believe constitutes good education and what
they must do to comply with the job and their institution’s
structure. The quote also suggests that, ultimately, the value is
typically placed on the current status quo of education. The
existing system is seen as “workable” in producing sameness by
fostering students who leave the institution with a minimum
standard of learning, while alternatives, though potentially
disruptive, are viewed as not workable.
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“Functional” and non-functional sameness

Participants used the term “the reproduction of sameness” to
share multiple examples where they felt that the reproduction of
sameness was not problematic and even “functional”, i.e., where
uniformity and standardization were framed as serving teaching
and educational goals. For instance, students did not perceive
sameness as an issue when it was used to ensure the recruitment
of “high-quality students” into a study program. One student
firmly argued that some students may simply be too weak for
the program, stating it is “dangerous to drag the level down”
e.g., by lowering entry or maintenance requirements (Mico, QM
student). Several others agreed with this perspective, suggesting
that at least some students view an equity-based approach—
where structural differences in students’ backgrounds are
accommodated- as having its limits.

Dutch culture has been characterized by a strong emphasis on
efficiency and pragmatism (Essed, 2004; Wekker, 2016), and we
identified the need for education to function in these ways as a
strong theme in all of the student and teacher FGDs. For
teachers, sameness brings needed structure and order to
education and streamlines communication:

“... during COVID... we all had to go into MS Teams and do
these forums and record lectures and change the structure of
Brightspace so that it would be more homogenous. ... now we
continue to structure the Brightspace in a way that is per week,
so the students know what to expect. And that reduces a bit of
uncertainty of where do I get the material etc.  (Therry,
teacher).

Importantly, participants” appreciation for a need for shared

frames of reference, expertise, and standardization from
“functional sameness” differs from our analytical use of the
reproduction of sameness that refers to the reproduction of
privilege and marginalization. Within the latter use of the term,
sameness was seen as non-functional of students’ and teachers’
teaching and educational goals, particularly when it fails to
address students’ diverse needs, diminishes human agency, or
reduces diversity in learning and working environments. A few
talked

education, whereas most spoke of having little or no flexibility.

teachers about having autonomy in customizing
The main facilitators of less flexibility seem to be structural: lack
of time (e.g., to create new materials), larger class sizes, and
larger teaching teams, alongside resistance to change among
(senior) colleagues. The reproduction of sameness in education
is also being reinforced, to some degree, by students. Many
teachers shared experiences of pushback from students when
they attempted to approach things differently from previous

lecturers or their colleagues:

“...[co-teaching] is a good thing on the one hand, because
indeed, you’re not starting alone. And, it’s very nice that
some material is set up. On the other hand, you might get
lower [teaching] evaluations afterwards because the students
will be like, ‘Oh, your course doesn’t look like the previous
lecturers. We don’t like that, we are used to this” (Isabel,
teacher).
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As discussed above, most students are focused on achieving at
least passing grades. The quote above suggests that at least some
students try to achieve these grades by encouraging sameness in
content and pedagogy. However, these findings show that such
sameness ultimately mechanizes education and leads to students
feeling devalued. In the classroom, this devaluation is reflected
in students’ lack of interest in trying new or different
approaches to learning and their reluctance to engage in class.
Some students, for example, spoke of fearing that they may
provide the wrong answer and/or take up the time of their
teacher and peers. Others described feeling invisible, like just
another face in the crowd:

“Students are also people, but I feel that is often forgotten in
these big institutions. People say you're just a number, but

‘ it’s kind of true. You're not really recognized in a lecture
with 300 people. You’re just sitting there and you know the

lecturer but the lecturer doesn’t know you” (Lane, IT student).

Student devaluation also arises from the reproduction of ’social
sameness’ and the feeling of not belonging because of how students
from ethnically marginalized backgrounds are racialized. For
example, several students expressed how, despite having Dutch
nationality and growing up in the Netherlands, they feel “non-
Dutch”. During one FGD, a student commented that non-Dutch
students often feel pressured to conform to White Dutch norms
of behavior (e.g., language, mannerisms) and face social exclusion
if they fail to embrace a racialized notion of “Dutchness.” Several
other students agreed, quietly affirming with nods or soft
comments before more openly stating that Dutch students (which
we interpret as intersecting with Whiteness) judge their norms
and values as inferior and distance themselves from non-Dutch
peers (which we interpret as intersecting with non-Whiteness).
A comment made during another FGD confirmed that non-
Dutch (non-White) students, and international students, are
indeed sometimes discriminated against by their peers. When
talking about the ways that Dutch and other students engage in
the context of student organizations, one participant remarked,
somewhat under his breath, “We don’t know, we don’t accept
them” (Ahmet, EN student).

To manage this racialization, ethnically marginalized students
described separating themselves from Dutch peers and instead
socializing with those who share their language and cultural
background. Another strategy they use for managing social
exclusion is to hide certain aspects of their identities in certain
situations, but not others, i.e., engage in identity flexing or
shifting (Opara et al, 2023). At least some students feel
compelled to present a “polished” or norm-compliant identity to
navigate campus life more smoothly. One student of Moroccan
descent spoke of oftentimes not revealing her name to avoid
potential discrimination. She was aware that, to the naked eye,
her being Moroccan is somewhat invisible, “... but if you see
my name, you'd know I'm Moroccan” (Lane, IT student).

Non-functional sameness also leads to the devaluation of
teachers. Many teachers talked about how education is valued less
than research at the university. Due to this hierarchy, staff feel
that their efforts in education are not well-rewarded, which,
teachers, innovation. Two teachers

according to hampers

Frontiers in Education

10.3389/feduc.2026.1726489

specifically explained that they feel that, at best, they can function
as “teachers” - “keeping things as they are because they work and
... you are safe” (George, teacher) - rather than “educators”™

“So, basically what I see in [the university] ... they have this
machine, which is to teach people, for example, [IT]. So,
you do the UTQ [i.e, University Teaching Qualification]
and you fit in this machine and you must, like, dut dut
dut... go around and the students come around and around.
But education is more than this.... education’s main mission
[at this
[pushing through] these courses and not the other things.

institution] is teaching content, content. And

And the other things, they’re very disruptive. They're what
actually [will get] students [to] trip and fail, but in some

sense that is what education is about” (Daniel, teacher).

This teacher reiterates that, in the current system, it is
extremely difficult to truly be a “good teacher” i.e., one who
supports students in engaging in deep learning that is hard to
measure, involves making mistakes and showing vulnerability,
and encourages personal development, among other things. He
also suggests that, for teachers, the reproduction of sameness
has become a systemic problem that cannot be easily addressed.
A feeling of overwhelm runs through the teacher FGD notes.
For instance, during the FGD, another teacher repeatedly
pointed out that we will simply not be able to change how
higher management operates, nor how representative they are of
the student Students
concerns about the feasibility of disrupting sameness in their

population. also expressed indirect
institution, for example, by mentioning increasing budget cuts
and limited resources for teaching staff as legitimate reasons for
that

students can fall behind in their learning for reasons beyond

depersonalized learning. Further, they acknowledged
their control, but that ultimately grit and individual agency are
the only ways to advance in their education.

Opverall, the reproduction of sameness seems deeply embedded
in the university’s operations, and larger changes to how education
is structured or managed seem inconceivable to both teachers

and students.

Disrupting sameness: desired
counternormativity

All participants, student and teacher, discussed the need for
changes at the university. Primarily, students requested academic
changes to reduce overall stress and support diverse learning
needs (e.g., access to smaller tutoring groups, a pre-summer
school for Python, elimination of “exams for the sake of
complying with the exam board”). Notably, most of their
suggestions were aimed at helping students catch up or keep up,
rather than being more challenged. Additionally, many students
expressed a desire for more opportunities for socializing within
their study programs. There were also specific requests for
greater opportunities to engage in cultural expression (e.g.,
through food). This seems to reflect a desire for spaces where
students feel more personalized connections, as opposed to the
often-impersonal classroom environments where there is greater
pressure to conform to a narrow, normative notion of being a
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“good student.” That is, students are asking for homespaces to
express themselves and connect with peers beyond purely
academic task-oriented interactions (Rose, 2022).

In contrast to others, two QM students, one male and one
female, recognized the need for structural change to address
social safety issues on campus, expressing concern that
accountability is currently lacking. The male student explained
that when inappropriate behavior occurs on campus, no
students speak up, after which the female student responded by
asking, “Where do you even go?” (Rory, QM student). But
overall, students focused on changes that may impact their
individual daily lives, expressing a genuine desire to be actively
engaged in campus life where possible. For many, living far
from campus was seen as the most significant barrier, severely
impacting their academic and social lives. Disrupting sameness
on a broader scale doesn’t seem to be within their remit.

Teachers expressed greater urgency and a more critical
perspective for deeper structural change in education at the
university. They acknowledged that achieving greater diversity
among students and staff is essential, even though it requires
careful management to find common ground amid differing

values and expectations:

“So you can do that [i.e., disrupt sameness] using teaching
methods or you can do that by just looking at who are the
teachers, what are they bringing to the table? Do we have
diversity there? Do students feel at home? You know,
I mean you can never address everyone. That’s just the way
of life. But if the majority of students and the majority of
teachers are homogeneous, then you can have... various
teaching methods, but you won’t disrupt sameness in Dutch

academia” (Lonny, teacher).

The teacher FGD suggests differing senses of responsibility
and pressure between Dutch ethnically marginalized teachers
and those with international backgrounds. Currently, students
to Dutch

Teachers

teachers from
with

experience hypervisibility and are often seen as role models,

have limited access ethnically

marginalized  groups. such  backgrounds
approached by Dutch students from similar backgrounds for
advice. “They ask me how did you get there?” one teacher
Another
discomfort with this role, noting that she did not want to give

commented (Simon, teacher). teacher expressed
students the impression that her path is the only way into
Dutch academia. Indeed, not all feel comfortable in this role for
embodying one of the very few examples of ethnically
marginalized Dutch educators available to students from similar
backgrounds. Across these accounts, responsibility appears to be
concentrated on the few individuals who enter educational staff
positions to provide good role models for ethnically
marginalized Dutch students, rather than being assumed as an
institutional responsibility to recruit and retain staff from
When asked current
behaviors, it that

institutional actions to disrupt sameness are rare. Most efforts

diverse backgrounds. to describe

counternormative became apparent
appear to be initiated by individual teachers who proactively
make changes to teaching practices (e.g., adjusting how project

groups are formed) or, where possible, broader curricula.
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Teachers noted feeling more empowered to innovate in
education when they have autonomy, ownership, sufficient
resources (e.g., personnel hours), and trust that the institution
supports or will support them. Teacher motivation for change
and professional confidence also play a crucial role, according to
many teachers. However, student pushback, or the fear of it,
frequently hinders the implementation of possible changes.

During the FGD, teachers actively discussed a need for change
in teaching philosophy and the way that they interact with
students. They presented ideas that challenge the longstanding
notion in the Netherlands that “teacher is god.” For instance,
they discussed how the role of the teacher needs to go beyond
simple knowledge transfer, and support students to take charge
of their own learning i.e., there needs to be a shift in power
balance between teacher and student, toward the student. Most
teachers also agreed with normalizing teacher vulnerability to
encourage students to be more comfortable in showing their
vulnerabilities:

“... for me this whole disrupting and sameness, it starts with
the teacher. If my students see a professor standing there
who has 40 years of experience teaching math ...it’s their
perception of authority on the topic. Whereas if I stand
there, [and] I'm completely confident and fine with making
these mistakes and I encourage them to do the same... it’s
also important that if they don’t understand, they are not

>

scared to say ‘T don’t get it” (Lonny, teacher).

However, implementing this change appears challenging.
When asked whether they feel comfortable being vulnerable
around their students, teachers responded with remarks like,
“Personally, I don’t think enough” (Lonny, teacher) and “No,
I don’t think so” (Isabel, teacher). The latter teacher elaborated,
“I think we are forced to go there [i.e., into the classroom] to be
clones for them and perfectly execute our code” (Isabel,
teacher). Many teachers seemed especially uncomfortable
revealing “too much” of their own personal identity with students.

Relatedly, there was an extended discussion about the role of
empathy in teacher-student relationships. One teacher emphasized
that exercising empathy is a “key requirement” for being a “good
teacher,” sharing an example of how he expresses empathy by
openly explaining the rationale behind what students are asked to
do in their curriculum. Many agreed with him in theory and
demonstrated critical reflexivity on the topic, but overall, most
teachers struggled with how to implement empathy in practice.
For instance, one teacher expressed concern that showing
empathy might create unrealistic expectations for students:

«

. when we talk about empathy, it can be in a way, like,
dangerous. I mean, we... empathize with students from an

yeah — we agree. But then we can’t do anything about it. “

emotional connection point of view and say that, like,
‘ (Helena, Engineering teacher).

This quote reinforces the sense of disempowerment among
teacher regarding their ability to facilitate meaningful change
in education.
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Further, almost all teachers found it challenging to envision
how empathy could be integrated into larger classes, as they
viewed it primarily as a feature of one-on-one relationships. One
female teacher even nervously expressed concern that showing
empathy on a broader scale might be risky. She shared an
incident where she was reported to the Board by her students
implementing a course change to better
accommodate students with (learning) disabilities. This example

after intended
highlights how efforts to disrupt sameness in education can lead
to swift and severe consequences for teachers, causing them to
prioritize their professional safety.

Overall, teachers seem to be willing to bear the burden of
disrupting sameness. They also recognize students’ potential
contributions to this movement. This attitude towards roles and
responsibilities in driving change was evident in an exchange
between two teachers about identity switching and critiquing
colorblindness among students:

Lonny (teacher): “Well, one other thing I would like to
mention... if you specifically have a Dutch migration
background, so not an international student... you DO
switch between these cultures. And it’s very, it’s almost
natural how that goes. And I think to disrupt sameness
would also be for them [ie., these students] to stop
Dutch

de-personalization,

constantly switching because you can see it...
Dutch
competitiveness. It’s completely counterintuitive to their

efficiency, pragmatism,

own culture, but they DO code switch into this ... there
should be room for them to be themselves...”

Thalia (teacher): “But I think here it’s on us. The responsibility
not to just promote this ‘fit-in’ culture. Yeah, but then from
the beginning saying, ‘Hey, you belong and you’re different
and that’s fine” Not that, I don’t have any color or

something. So, ‘You belong... you are different, you belong.”

When asked how to concretely move forward with disrupting
sameness at the university, teachers immediately and actively
expressed openness and a desire to learn from their colleagues.
They explained that hearing about both positive experiences and
challenges is highly motivating, but that they rarely have the
chance to share insights with their colleagues, largely due to
perceived time constraints. One teacher also raised the option of
openly distancing themselves from the university’s approach to
education, saying, “...maybe we as individuals do not agree with
the university” (George, teacher).

Discussion

We explored teachers’ and students’ experiences of sameness
within a Dutch STEM higher education institution. At this site,
we identified that the reproduction of sameness occurs from
pressures on both students and teachers to adhere to highly
standardized and rigid protocols of teaching and learning, with
The
reproduction of sameness was generally articulated by a focus

limited room for differentiation or experimentation.

on knowledge transfer through depersonalized learning and
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reproducing scientific content to (allegedly) streamline the
workflow of teaching and grading, and students’ progression
through their study programs. Thus, the devaluation of student
and staff diversity was linked to notions of productivity,
efficiency, and streamlining characteristic of the neoliberal
university. Participants experienced sameness in the attitudes,
behaviors, and characteristics of the “good student” and “good
teacher” that were, on the one hand, mutually defined and
reinforced between students and teachers, and on the other
hand, limited by how the institution was intended to run. In
that way, we identified how these norms become internalized
and circulate among teachers, students, and the institution itself
—shaping how individuals strive to succeed and to embody the
roles of the “good student” and the “good teacher.”

Our findings show that experiences of sameness were
frequently shaped by classed, gendered, and cultural norms,
through which both teachers and students navigated
differentiated expectations of belonging and status. Language
played a prominent central role: English functioned as a marker
of professional legitimacy for teachers, while Dutch signaled an
important marker of belonging, for instance in the case of
Dutch ethnically marginalized students who also faced cultural
and racialized expectations of “Dutchness”. These dynamics
unfolded within a highly competitive and masculinized STEM
environment that often rendered difference highly visible and
marked, thereby amplifying of hypervisibility
and isolation.

experiences

We interpreted a combination of reinforcements on an
individual level (e.g., desire to perform well), interpersonal level
(e.g., desire to belong), and structural level (e.g., pressure to be
efficient with time and finances) that seemed to inform a
widespread acceptance of the reproduction of sameness. While
teachers felt equipped to disrupt mechanized learning in
education in some circumstances, these efforts were largely
individually initiated and limited to their own classrooms.
Students largely did not indicate that they felt it was their role
or capacity to disrupt sameness in their institution. Students
from ethnically marginalized groups were focused on surviving
an education system that disadvantages them from early on
(e.g., Timmermans et al., 2018). They felt largely bound by the
status quo, where their education prioritizes high grades, strong
individual reliance, and relentless progress, all while seeking a
sense of belonging in their institution.

Upon reflection on the teacher FGD, we recognized difficulties
in the discussion to relate how the reproduction of sameness was
linked to racialization or ethnicization, despite clearly stating that
our project’s goal was to help redress the marginalization of
underrepresented ethnic groups. Teachers more easily framed
the reproduction of sameness through pedagogical language, for
example, through sameness in how classes were taught or how
students interacted in class. They were also more likely to link
class and gender as the main axes of marginalization affecting
students; however, connections with ethnicity and racialization
within the Dutch context were more explicit by the few teachers
from underrepresented and ethnically marginalized groups who
Dutch nationals rather than internationals. These
conversations perhaps showed us how marginalization by

were

socioeconomic background and gender are particularly salient in
feelings of belonging in HE as an elite and exclusive institution
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(Fernandez et al., 2024). At the same time, we situate this difficulty
of the
reproduction of sameness next to works on color-evasiveness in
STEM (Hernandez, 2021; Russo-Tait, 2022), cultural cloning
where the normative academic clone is taken for granted as
White, Dutch, and European (Essed, 2004; Essed and Goldberg,
2002), and a reluctance to name racism in HE (Harper, 2012).

connecting racialization and ethnicization with

We link the difficulties we experienced with a lack of vocabulary
for linking HE inequities and pedagogies to racialization and
ethnicization in the Dutch context. Recognizing and naming
racism and other forms of marginalization is critical for coping
with their effects and for challenging hegemonic constructions
of Whiteness and masculinity within educational programs
(Burton, Cyr and Weiner, 2020). Without such a local critical
(race) consciousness, it is difficult for the connection to be
made between classroom dynamics and larger HE structures
that reproduce sameness, particularly in an environment with
very few Dutch staff from marginalized ethnic groups.

Limitations

Our research aimed to surface shared meanings, norms, and
negotiations regarding the reproduction of sameness in a Dutch
STEM HE setting; as such, we did not aim for generalizability in
our findings. However, this research has some limitations that
should be considered when considering the scope and context of
the discussed findings. Our research was conducted in a single
STEM HE faculty, limiting our perspective in comparing other
HE settings in the Netherlands (e.g., due to geographic location,
prestige, or disciplinary orientation).

In nearly all FGD, participants self-reported that this was one
of the first times they were discussing issues of ethnicity,
belonging, and sameness in their institution with peers and
colleagues— this experience likely shaped how experiences were
framed and articulated in situ. Our positions as researchers
outside of the studied HE institution and not in any kind of
evaluative or supervisory role may have afforded participating
teachers and students with greater freedom to speak. At the
same time, the fact that many participants knew each other
could also have constrained the extent to which they felt able to
discuss sensitive or deeply personal experiences, particularly in a
context where marginalized individuals may feel pressure not to
“rock the boat”. As such, this may have resulted in an
underarticulation of critical issues that participants may
have experienced.

Because of our outsider position in this institution, we were
reliant on recruitment via key informants based at the studied
STEM HE setting. As a result, those who participated may
especially be individuals who have a positive relationship with the
key informants from our project, who have the bandwidth to
participate in our research, are sympathetic to the social issues
presented in our project, and are comfortable speaking about
these topics in English. Thus, the FGDs are more likely to
represent the perspectives of individuals at these social positions.
For instance, this research did not include the perspectives of
students or teachers who disengaged or dropped out of their
STEM HE program; thus, we were unable to receive direct insight
from them on how this may have been related to an
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unwillingness or inability to assimilate into norms of valorized
behaviors or STEM scientists at their institution. Additionally, a
small number of teachers identifying as Dutch and ethnically
marginalized in the teacher FGD. While this composition itself
highlights structural barriers to the advancement of ethnically
marginalized Dutch academics within STEM, it limited our ability
to draw strong direct connections between racialized Dutch
student experiences and Dutch STEM academic trajectories.

Implications

We highlight three implications of our research to larger Dutch
HE, especially for STEM education. First, our findings show that
students and teachers are actively depersonalized under current
circumstances. They feel that they must operate in an extremely
mechanized educational system, in an extremely mechanical way.
Rigidity and standardization are felt deeply in the everyday
realities of our participants, such as being reduced to a number
in a classroom, or an instrument (or barrier) for students’
educational progress. They feel that their institution prioritizes
efficiency at the expense of differentiated education suited to
address inequities (Qorib, 2024; Smith and Chestnutt, 2021). The
incentive to be efficient seems exacerbated by the context where
many Dutch HE institutions are preoccupied with financial
budget cuts (de Lange, 2024) and where Dutch norms to
prioritize efficiency and practicality (Essed, 1991, 2004; Wekker,
2016) are expressed in a discipline and profession self-defined by
masculinity, rationality, and neutrality (Ferguson and Lezotte,
2020). Furthermore, the reproduction of sameness under these
conditions creates harsh environments where teachers and
students, and even among themselves, feel that they are in
opposition rather than in the shared struggle against technologies
of neo-liberalization that pressure and control them (Utoft and
Pradhan, 2024). The relational dimensions of university work,
which are important for fostering meaning, support, and joy in
academia, are increasingly compromised (Whitsed et al., 2024).

Second, while deciding to engage with sameness, students and
teachers are prompted to assimilate into Dutch HE institutional
norms as the path of least resistance. One norm that we find
highly concerning is the continued racial unspeakability in
Dutch HE. Ironically, many students we spoke to noticed and
valued the racial and ethnic diversity of the university compared
to their hometowns. While such diversity is celebrated across
the institution, inclusion and equity seem less so. This is
problematic because it absolves Dutch HE institutions of the
responsibility to address racial inequities (articulated also by
Russo-Tait, 2022), allowing color-evasive narratives to prevent a
full reckoning with systemic racism. We identify a notable gap
in how Dutch HE institutions can adequately provide for their
student and staff bodies if they do not engage with the real
systemic racism touching their lives in science and education.
Recent examples of institutional racism in the Netherlands
include the Childcare Benefits Scandal, where the Dutch Tax
and Customs administration wrongfully accused thousands of
families, many from marginalized ethnic backgrounds, of
fraudulently claiming childcare benefits, leading to severe
financial and personal hardships for the affected families
(Nederlands 2022). the Dutch

Jeugdinstituut, Moreover,
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Education Executive Agency has recently admitted to “indirect
discrimination” in their fraud detection methods in study
grants, where they disproportionately targeted students from
marginalized ethnic groups and lower SES groups for fraud (van
Bekkum, 2024). We believe that the unspeakability of racism
significantly impacts efforts to address the impacts of systemic
inequities within Dutch HE. Ongoing unspeakability limits the
vocabulary to articulate and address these issues, hindering
collective action and disempowering members of ethnically
marginalized groups from advocating for one another or
confronting intersecting forms of marginalization that
inform sameness.

Taken together, these implications of the reproduction of
sameness within Dutch STEM HE reinforce an academic
prototype and the image of an “impartial scientist”—someone
detached from the social world and solely task-oriented.
Complementing research on the scientist prototype, this
constructed image of impartiality promotes an individualistic,
emotionless figure, where rationality is seen as separate from
human experience and notable in the Dutch context, where
research is positioned as devoid of politics, ethics, and
speakability or considerations of marginalization. Such an
approach risks producing scientists who are disconnected from
contemporary societal needs and values, ultimately limiting the
potential for rising STEM professionals to engage meaningfully
with the world they seek to understand and improve. This raises
critical concern about whether the reproduction of sameness
within Dutch STEM HE insists on a departure from the needs
of society in exchange for Dutch HE’s current construal of
scientific and educational quality.

Importantly, while our findings reveal that STEM academic
ideals in higher education are racialized, we also observed in our
data how masculine defaults, neoliberalism and managerialism,
can inform “good” teachers and students in STEM HE. Thus,
we argue that disrupting sameness requires addressing the
broader culture of uniformity and ongoing critical conversation
among teachers, students, and between teachers and students
about sameness in their institution. A key step in this process
seems to be dispelling myths of neutrality in education and
notions of what constitutes good education and who qualifies as
a good teacher or student vis-a-vis a STEM professional. While
such conversations will inevitably be uncomfortable, it is
important that institutions create space to work through such
discomfort when discussing topics of racialization and other
marginalizations that connect to these ideas (Faye, 2025).

Furthermore, we learned from this research that while
sameness is linked with depersonalization in teaching and
learning, disrupting sameness points to the antithetical- that is,
personalizing and humanizing teachers and students. This
implies encouraging critical conversations among teachers and
the
standardization, and neoliberalization in Dutch HE (Enders and
Westerheijden, 2014; Van Berckel Smit, 2023). For educators,
our findings show that many struggle with no space for

students to collectively resist trends of upscaling,

creativity, and feel little support for differentiating their teaching
and evaluation methods; this suggests that institutions must
create more space, acceptance, and explicit support for
experimentation and creativity with differentiated teaching

methods. Participating teachers also «called for more

Frontiers in Education

14

10.3389/feduc.2026.1726489

opportunities where they may coordinate and collaborate to
counter sameness in their education methods, implying that
institutional support and valorization of critical spaces where
meaningful connections and fellowship where critical
consciousness can be fostered among students and staff, are
central to disrupting sameness.

Building on these institutional conditions, developing a
shared language to discuss and address inequities is necessary
for critical dialogue that challenges homogenizing norms,
disrupts the reproduction of sameness, and inspires collective
critique against systemic issues of HE inequity. Scholars in
HE have identified intergroup dialogue (i.e., a sustained,
facilitated form of critical dialogue that brings together
students, faculty, and staff across social differences to examine
power, institutional barriers, and systemic inequities) as a
concrete dialogic practice that fosters critical consciousness,
empathy, and collaborative action rather than merely surface-
2014).
evaluations of such dialogue programs on university campuses
(Brar et al., 2025) demonstrates that sustained engagement
with  difficult
conversations, foster intergroup empathy, and boost interest
action behaviors to address

level engagement (Zuiiga et al, Evidence from

can increase participants’ engagement

in future systemic issues,

illustrating how structured dialogue could indeed be a
institutional

promising counter-practice to

norms in Dutch STEM HE.

homogenized
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