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Chapter 3 
Tense situations in ethnically heterogeneous classes: 
Pupils’ experiences2 
 
Within the framework of citizenship education this article reports on the 
experiences of pupils regarding tense situations in ethnically heterogeneous 
classes. We were interested in the type of situations that pupils experience, in 
the amount of stress they experienced from them and in the extent to which they 
relate these situations to the ethnic diversity of the class. In the context of the 
discussion on diversity and social cohesion, we focused on possible differences 
by ethnic origin. We also wanted to know which context characteristics play a 
role in how frequently tense situations are experienced. Twenty situations were 
described to secondary-school pupils in a questionnaire. The pupils were from 
34 schools in both large and small cities and towns all over the Netherlands. A 
total of 1,987 pupils completed the questionnaire. We did find differences along 
ethnic lines. The discussion relates these findings to citizenship education. 
 
3.1. Introduction  
Nowadays there is a strong interest in citizenship education. It is supposed to 
provide an answer to problems such as extreme forms of individualism, lack of 
moral decency, and tensions in intercultural contexts. Citizenship education does 
not only occur during specific lessons, but is part of everyday school life 
(Solomon, Watson & Battistisch, 2001). Tensions and conflicts in schools are 
very normal and pupils can learn from these experiences. When there are 
tensions and conflicts, teachers are faced with a pedagogical task. Their 
reactions indicate what is important in the way people deal with each other or, in 
the broader sense, important for good citizenship. Every reaction (or non-
reaction) to tensions in classes is meaningful in the context of moral education 
(cf. Hansen, 2001). Knowledge based on systematic research on what happens in 
schools and how those involved experience incidents and stress is virtually non-
existent. However, we do know from international studies on teachers that 
values such as justice, concern for others and sincerity are often under pressure 
in the school and in the classroom (Husu & Tirri, 2001; Maslovaty, 2000; Oser, 
1994).  

We are interested in citizenship education aiming to prepare youngsters 
to live together in ethnically diverse communities. School is one of the main 
public spaces in which young people come together and as such constitutes an 
important context to prepare them to participate in an ethnically diverse society 
(Parker, 2003a). For citizenship education to be meaningful, it should take the 
                                                 
2 This chapter is a slightly adapted version of: Radstake, H., Leeman, Y.A.M. & 
Meijnen, G.W. (2007). Spanningsvolle situaties in etnisch-heterogene klassen: 
ervaringen van leerlingen. [Tense situations in ethnically heterogeneous classes: 
pupils’ experiences.] Pedagogische Studiën 84(2), 117-131.  
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pupils’ experiences into account. Here, we report our survey on their 
experiences with tense situations at secondary schools with an ethnically 
heterogeneous pupil population in the Netherlands.  

The arrival and settling of migrants in the Netherlands from all over the 
world has resulted in the pupil population of many large and middle-sized 
schools becoming ethnically heterogeneous. At the moment 50% of the pupil 
population comes from a non-Dutch background in the four big cities. In the 
smaller cities and towns the proportion is lower. The majority of pupils from an 
ethnic-minority background in secondary schools were born in the Netherlands. 
They are the sons and daughters of immigrants from Turkey, Morocco, Surinam 
and the Antilles and of refugees who have come to the Netherlands from various 
parts of the world. Reports regularly appear in the media about tensions in 
schools with an ethnically heterogeneous composition. Teachers like Beekmans 
(2004, 2006) and Paulle (2005) - the latter conducted as a scientist a 
participatory research in the role of teacher - outline incisive images of the 
conflicts during the daily course of events in schools for pre-vocational 
secondary education, attended by ‘pupils at risk’ from an ethnic-minority 
background. The majority of their pupils come from disadvantaged and often 
broken families. They usually attend the learning-support classes (lwoo). 
According to both authors, the quality of education in these classes leaves much 
to be desired.  

Reports in the media on incidents in ethnically diverse schools often 
prompt the suggestion that tensions in these schools are common and closely 
connected with the composition of the school population. Every conflict at every 
ethnically diverse school is an inter-ethnic conflict in this prevailing image. 
Whether teachers and pupils see it like this is not known. We wanted to rectify 
this lack of information and in 2003 started a national survey on teachers’ and 
pupils’ experiences of tense situations in secondary schools with an ethnically 
diverse pupil population. The survey was preceded by an interview study on 
eleven teachers about moral dilemmas they experience in ethnically diverse 
classes (Leeman, 2003). These teachers said that the dilemmas they experienced 
were certainly not always related to ethnic diversity. However, strong emotions 
of pupils related to the content of certain lessons, for example the Holocaust, 
and offensive language about ethnic background or religion were often related to 
the ethnic diversity of the class from the teachers’ perspective. These teachers 
mentioned the balancing of communality and diversity as an important ‘new’ 
dilemma for teaching ethnically diverse classes.  

Based on the interview study we developed questions for our survey 
about tense situations that teachers and pupils experience in class. This chapter 
reports on our survey of pupils. It focuses on the particular situations that pupils 
encounter, on the amount of tension they experience during these situations and 
on whether they relate these situations to the ethnically diverse class.  
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3.2. Theoretical background  
Tensions can be manifested in many ways. Henze, Katz & Norte (2000) 
differentiate between ‘underlying’ and ‘overt tensions’ as extremes on one 
dimension. Underlying tensions can result in overt incidents but not necessarily 
do so. It depends on someone’s personal perception if, and to what degree a 
specific situations is experienced as tense.  

Various people can be involved in tense situations. The following 
categories are normally used in research on teachers: teacher and pupil(s), pupils 
between themselves, teacher and pupil’s family (parents, brothers, sisters), 
teacher and colleagues, teacher and people and organizations outside the school 
(Leeman, 2003, 2006; Maslovaty, 2000; Tirri, 1999; Tirri & Husu, 2002; 
Veugelers & De Kat, 2003). Because of our interest in tense situations as 
occasions for citizenship education, we focused on situations between the 
teacher and pupil(s) or between pupils themselves. For the same reason, we only 
included situations in the class during lessons.  

Given the strongly dichotomous thinking in terms of us (the Dutch) and 
them (the non-Dutch) in today’s political climate in the Netherlands, we assume 
that pupils from Dutch and non-Dutch backgrounds differ in their perception of 
tense situations. There are indications from theory and empirical studies that 
pupils differ along ethnic lines in their perceptions and experiences of school 
and the teacher (Den Brok & Levy, 2005; Hermans, 2004; Luciak, 2004; Ogbu, 
1992; Portes & MacLeod, 1996; Saharso, 1992; Veldman, Van Tartwijk, Den 
Brok & Wubbels, 2006). Based on this, we assume that pupils from different 
ethnic-minority groups experience tensions differently, and that this experience 
is related to their particular ethnic origin. These different experiences might be 
influenced by the prevailing image of a specific ethnic group and by the extent 
to which pupils feel that they belong to and are safe in the school environment. 
Pupils’ perceptions can also be coloured by the way in which a specific migrant 
group relates to the new society. On the basis of his ethnographic study on 
Moroccan parents in the Netherlands and Belgium, Hermans (2004) illustrates 
how the tense relationship of parents with the recipient society has a negative 
influence on their children’s attitude towards school.  

A few studies in the Netherlands pay attention to the relationship 
between the ethnic composition of the class and feeling of well-being at school, 
self-image, friendships, bullying, discrimination and safety (Peetsma, Van der 
Veen, Koopman & Van Schooten, 2006; Verkuyten & Thijs, 2002). This 
research was on primary schools. Only Verkuyten and Thijs (2002) found that 
ethnic composition had an effect, namely on experiencing discrimination and 
pupils’ self-image. The present study analyses whether ethnic composition of 
the classroom is related to pupils’ experiences with tense situations. The 
influence of other context characteristics, i.e. type of education and level of 
urbanization, on the experiences is also taken into account. Hence pre-vocational 
secondary education is often seen as a ‘reservoir’ for problems. When the 
cultural complexity of society enters school as a result of the ethnically diverse 
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pupil population or the heterogeneous urban environment, there are possibly 
more experiences of tensions related to living in an ethnically diverse 
community. On the other hand, ethnic heterogeneity is more common in large 
cities than in middle-sized ones. As a result tensions in middle-sized cities and 
towns can be more readily linked to ethnic diversity. The incidents in the 
Netherlands with pupils who wore Lonsdale clothes as an expression of their 
racial convictions occurred for example in smaller towns in rural areas (Homan, 
2006). Summarizing, the following questions are central to this study:   

1. Which tense situations do pupils experience and are there differences 
along ethnic lines regarding these experiences? 

2. Do pupils differ along ethnic lines in the amount of tension they 
experience and the extent to which they relate the situations they have 
encountered with the ethnically heterogeneous class?  

3. Is there a relationship between the frequency of pupils’ experiences of 
tense situations and their feelings of safety and belonging at school?  

4. Which context factors have an influence on how frequently pupils 
experience tense situations?  

Research questions 1 and 2 refer to specific situations whereas research 
questions 3 and 4 are about how frequently tense situations were experienced in 
general.  
 
3.3. Method 
3.3.1. Selection of the sample 
Our aim was to select half of the schools from the four big cities in the 
Netherlands (Amsterdam, The Hague, Rotterdam and Utrecht) and the other half 
from middle-sized cities all over the country. As situations that occur in a 
classroom context are central to this study, the class level was of prime 
importance in the selection of the sample. Our aim was for 100 classes to 
participate in the study. This number offers sufficient possibilities for relations 
between class and pupil variables to be identified (cf. Snijders & Bosker, 1999). 
We strived for 34 schools to participate with three classes each because we also 
wanted to be able to detect school variables. In line with the national distribution 
of the pupil population, we wanted 60% of the classes participating to be pre-
vocational secondary education classes (vmbo) and 40% to be general secondary 
education classes (havo and vwo).  
 
3.3.2. Response  
We had to approach 71 schools that fulfil the criteria described above before we 
could find 34 schools that were prepared to participate in the study (response 
48%). All the schools received a report on the pupils’ results. The reason 
schools gave for not participating in the research were lack of time (often due to 
a reorganization), or already being involved in other research projects. In the 
end, 89 of the 102 classes returned the questionnaire (response 87%). The 
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sample comprises 1,987 pupils. The number of pupils varies in the results 
presented in this article, as not everyone answered all the questions. 
 
3.3.3. Characteristics of the sample 
On the whole we were successful in realizing the selection criteria mentioned 
above for the sample. Half of the participating classes are from schools in the 
four big cities. The sample is made up of pupils from 59 classes (66%) 
providing pre-vocational secondary education (ranging from basic vocational to 
theoretical tracks), and from 30 classes (34%) providing general secondary 
education. The sample therefore includes relatively slightly more pre-vocational 
secondary classes than in the national distribution of pupils (60% pre-
vocational-secondary pupils). Bearing in mind this distribution, the percentage 
of pupils from a non-Dutch background was sufficiently evenly distributed 
between the different types of education (Table 3.1). This made it possible to 
analyse the influence of the type of education and ethnic class-composition 
separately. 
 
Table 3.1 
Percentage of pupils from a non-Dutch background in the class, by level of 
education (N=89 classes) 
Percentage of 
pupils from a non-
Dutch 
background 

 
10-30% 

 
30-50%

 
50-80% 

 
80-100% 

 
Total 

Pre-vocational 
secondary 
education 

22 
(69.7%) 

18 
(68.0%)

10 
(66.7%) 

9  
(56.3%) 

59 
(66.3%) 

General 
secondary 
education 

10 
(30.3%) 

8 
(32.0%)

5  
(33.3%) 

7  
(43.7%) 

30 
(33.7%) 

Total 32  
(100%) 

26 
(100%) 

15  
(100%) 

16  
(100%) 

89  
(100%) 

 
There is a strong correlation between the level of urbanization and the 
percentage of pupils from an ethnic-minority background in the class (Cramer’s 
V = .822; p<.01). All of the classes with more than 50% of pupils from a non-
Dutch background are in the four big cities. In the sample 36 of the 89 classes 
comprised at least 50% pupils of Dutch origin, while there were virtually no 
classes in which one specific ethnic-minority group was in the majority. 

Pupils’ ethnic background is defined by the country of birth of both 
parents. 44.7% of the pupils have two Dutch parents (N = 1,780; missing = 207) 
and 10.3% has one Dutch parent and a parent from a non-Dutch 
background.(mixed Dutch). 12.6% of the pupils’ parents are of Moroccan origin, 
10.6% of Turkish origin, and 10.1% of Surinamese or Antillean origin. 11.7% of 
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the pupils have parents with other non-Dutch backgrounds (mixed foreign). 
When referring to pupils from a non-Dutch background or pupils from an 
ethnic-minority background in this article, then we mean all pupils with one or 
two parents from a non-Dutch background.  

To gain insight into how pupils see their own ethnic identity, we asked 
them which group they identified themselves with. They could choose from a 
single or double self-definition, such as ‘Moroccan’ or ‘Dutch/Moroccan’. 
40.2% of pupils with a non-Dutch background described themselves as having a 
double identity (N= 928; missing = 56) and 13.3% described themselves as 
Dutch. More than a quarter (26.7%) felt most strongly connected to the ethnic 
origin of their parents (Moroccan, Turkish, Surinam or Antillean, respectively). 
19.8% chose the option ‘other’.  

More than a third of the pupils (33.9%) stated that they were not 
religious (N=1688; missing = 299). 23% of the pupils are Christian and 32.3% 
Muslim. The other pupils are Jewish or Hindu or chose the category ‘other’. 
There is a strong correlation between ethnic origin and religious conviction. 
More than 70% of the Muslims are Turkish or Moroccan and the Dutch 
accounted for more than 70% of those who said they were not religious.  

More than a quarter of the pupils (25.7%) said that their parents’ 
highest level of education was general secondary education, for 24.7% was that 
higher professional education or university, 16.4% senior secondary vocational 
education, 17.4% pre-vocational secondary education - theoretical track, 7.4% 
pre-vocational secondary education and 8.4% primary education (N = 1,589; 
missing = 398). Many labour migrants come from rural areas and have a lower 
level of education than the majority population. In our sample 58% of pupils 
whose parents had only completed primary school is Turkish or Moroccan in 
contrast to 15% Dutch. Respectively 10.9% and 11.5% of parents of the pupils 
who had completed higher professional education or university were Turkish or 
Moroccan, compared to 42.5% Dutch.  
 
3.4. Operationalization  
3.4.1. The dependent variable: Tense situations 
The operationalization of tense situations was based on an interview study by 
Leeman (2003, 2006) that focussed on teachers’ experiences with value 
dilemmas in ethnically diverse classrooms, as no such study on pupils’ 
experiences was available. Twenty situations, mentioned by teachers as 
illustrative of their value dilemmas, were selected. Six pupils completed a draft 
questionnaire to ascertain whether the tense situations were sufficiently 
recognizable to them all. This was the case. 

We have restricted our research to tense situations in the classroom 
during lessons. The situations concern either the contact between the teacher and 
pupils or between pupils themselves. They included general contact situations 
and situations that arise during class discussions. The situations reflect different 
positions on the dimension of underlying or overt tensions and differed in 
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intensity (Henze, Katz and Norte, 2000). An overt situation is for example 
‘pupils refuse to co-operate with certain pupil(s) when they should’. There are 
underlying tensions in a situation such as when: ‘during a class discussion one 
or more pupils who have a different opinion on the subject than the majority, do 
not dare to open their mouths.’ We formulated the situations in such a way that 
they may be experienced in any class. Some situations feature cultural or 
religious issues. However, what the conflict is actually about is not specifically 
stated in these cases, for example, the situation: ‘pupil(s) do not respect other 
pupils when talking about political or religious subjects’. The amount of 
pressure on respect for the teacher and school also varies from situation to 
situation.  

We asked 1,987 pupils about these situations. Pupils were asked about 
the frequency of each situation (1 = never, 2 = sometimes, 3 = often); the 
experienced level of tension (1 = none; 2 = somewhat; 3 = much); and whether 
the situation was related to the ethnic composition of the class (1 = none; 2 = 
somewhat; 3 = much). We asked pupils to base their answers on their 
experiences in classes in the current school year (2003/2004). They reported 
over a period of five to six months. Virtually nobody – neither pupils nor 
teachers - reported having experienced one particular situation so we have 
excluded this from the analyses. We also asked the pupils to describe a situation 
themselves that they had experienced.  
 
3.4.2. The independent variable: Feelings of safety 
We used the research by Leeman, Gijtenbeek and Roede (1999) on ethnic 
diversity and safety at school for the question on pupils’ feeling of safety at 
school. The pupils could indicate how often a statement applied to them with the 
help of a six-point Likert scale (1 = never; 6 = always). An example of a 
statement is: 'I feel safe enough at school to give my opinion’. The instrument 
consisted of statements addressing several underlying issues, such as 
‘experiencing bullying or discrimination’ and ‘feeling safe in different locations 
in and around the school’. With the help of confirmative factor analysis (Muthèn 
& Muthèn, 1998) we analysed whether our data confirmed the constructs we had 
differentiated. This proved to be the case.  Based on the interpretation of the 
upper limits of the 90% reliability interval of the Root Mean Square Error of 
Approximation (RMSEA) by MacCallum, Browne and Sugaware (1996) a five 
factor model showed a reasonable fit (N= 1700; χ2 = 3437.601; df= 367; p= 
.000; RMSEA = .07; 90% CI RMSEA=.068 - .072). In addition all items proved 
to load their factor significantly (p<.001). The internal consistency of the sub-
scales (Cronbachs alpha) is .78 (5 items) and .89 (5 items); .85 (4 items); .89 (9 
items) en .78 (6 items) respectively. (N varies from 1,847 to 1,903).3 

                                                 
3 The following five subscales were distinguished: feeling safe with regard to several 
aspects; feeling safe at different locations in and around the school; feeling safe 
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3.4.3. The independent variable: Feeling of belonging at school 
For research question 3 about the extent pupils feel that they belong at the 
school, we used the ‘feeling of belonging’ scale from the research of Kassenberg 
(2000). This scale comprises ten statements. With the help of a four-point Likert 
scale (1 = untrue; 4 = true) pupils could indicate to what extent they agreed with 
the statements. Example: ‘I feel that I belong at this school’. The confirmative 
factor analysis showed that three negatively formulated items fell outside the 
model. Deletion of these three items produced a reasonable fit with the one-
factor model (N=1,646; χ2 = 65.531; df = 14; p=.000; 90% CI RMSEA= .036 - 
.059). Cronbachs alpha is .80. 
 
3.4.4. The independent variable: Context factors 
For research question 4, we are interested in the following context factors: 
ethnic composition of the class, type of education and level of urbanization. The 
ethnic composition of the class is determined by both the proportion of pupils in 
the class of a particular ethnic origin and the proportion of pupils in the class 
with a particular ethnic identification. Two types of education, pre-vocational 
secondary education and general secondary education, were differentiated. The 
level of urbanization is based on the size of the city or town where the school is 
located. Here, we differentiated between schools in the four big cities 
(Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague and Utrecht) and middle sized cities and 
towns all over the Netherlands.  
 
3.5. Analyses 
Question 1: Which tense situations do pupils experience and are there 
differences along ethnic lines regarding these experiences? 
First and foremost we made a list of the ‘top 5’ most frequently experienced 
situations, based on the percentage of pupils who say they have encountered 
them. Given that the frequency of each variable has been measured with a three-
point scale on an ordinal level, a non-parametrical test (Kruskal Wallis) is the 
most suitable for analysing differences between groups of pupils. This test 
indicates whether there are significant differences between groups and sorts the 
groups by frequency. However, a non-parametrical test does not give a post-hoc 
test and hence does not show which groups differ from each other significantly. 
We therefore used ANOVA post-hoc tests. Given that it cannot be assumed that 
there are equal variations between groups when using non-parametrical tests, we 
have used Dunnet’s T as a measure of outcome. Lastly, we analysed the 
situations described by the pupils themselves.  
 

                                                                                                                   
because of the school’s safety policy; feeling unsafe in a number of situations; being 
experienced with bullying or discrimination. 
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Question 2: Do pupils differ along ethnic lines regarding the amount of tension 
they experience and the extent to which they relate the situations they have 
encountered with the ethnically heterogeneous class?  
The intensity of the tension and the relationship with the ethnically 
heterogeneous class were measured at an ordinal level. We used the Kruskal-
Wallis test to see whether there were differences between groups and carried out 
post-hoc analyses with ANOVA and Dunnet’s T as outcome measure to analyse 
which groups differ from each other.  
 
Question 3: Is there a relationship between the frequency of pupils’ experiences 
of tense situations and their feelings of safety and belonging at school?  
Research questions 3 and 4 are not about experiencing specific situations, but 
tense situations in general. It was therefore necessary to analyse whether 
different types of situations should first be differentiated or whether they could 
be considered as one dimension. For this purpose a confirmative factor analysis 
was made of the frequency in which pupils experienced all 19 situations. To do 
this the number of missing values for questions on the frequency of tense 
situations had to be taken into account. Due to time limitation some pupils did 
not manage to answer the questions for all situations. For every situation we 
checked whether the number of missing values related significantly to the 
independent variables. This was rarely the case and the correlations were 
extremely low in these cases (<.1). For that reason we decided that the 
respondents with missing values could be deleted without compromising the 
generalizability of the results. This left 1329 respondents in total for the 
analysis. 

The confirmative factor the one-factor model produced a reasonable 
fit.4 (N= 250; χ2 = 94.724; df= 63; p= .006). The factor loadings of all the 
situations score significantly on that factor (p<.05). This means that the 
frequency different tense situations were experienced represents one dimension. 
Pupils who say that they have experienced one situation relatively often, 
therefore also say that they have experienced other situations relatively often. 
Cronbachs alpha is 0.84.  

                                                 
4 As the data are categorical (only the values 1, 2 and 3 are possible), we could only 
use a Chi square as fit-index. The Root Mean Square Error of Approximation 
(RMSEA) cannot be calculated for categorial data (Muthèn & Muthèn, 1998). This 
created two problems for us. Firstly the Chi square (χ2) tests exact fit, and for the 
social sciences that is an extremely strict requirement (MacCallum, Brown, & 
Sugawara, 1996). In addition the power of a confirmative factor analysis with more 
than 1400 cases is so high, that the χ2 will virtually always be significant. To 
compensate for this we decided to implement the factor analysis on a random 
sample of the data on 250 cases. Moreover, we accepted a χ2  no greater than twice 
the number of degrees of freedom as indicating a reasonable fit.  
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To answer research question 3 the correlations were calculated between 
the scales for ‘feelings of safety’ (five scales) and ‘belonging at school’ (one 
scale) on the one hand and the frequency of tense situations experienced in 
general on the other hand.  
 
 
Question 4: Which context factors have an influence on how frequently pupils 
experience tense situations? 
To gain insight into the influence of context factors, the clustered data structure 
must be taken into account: pupils sit together in classes that form part of 
schools. With the help of multilevel analyses we first of all considered whether a 
differentiation should be made between the data at school, class and pupil levels 
in the analyses of the frequency of the tense situations reported by the pupils. 
Adding a class level in addition to the pupil level produced a significant 
improvement of the fit (difference in IGLS = 45.306, df = 1, p<.001), but adding 
a school level to the pupil and class levels did not produce a significant 
improvement of the fit (difference in IGLS = .056, df = 1, n.s.) (see Table 3.2). 
Hence a differentiation was only made between pupil level and class level in 
subsequent analyses. 
 
Table 3.2 
Levels for ‘frequency of pupils’ experiences of tense situations’ 
 1,329 pupils from 89  
classes and 34 schools model 0 model 1 model 2 
Distribution of  School   .001 (.004) 
the variance Class  .022 (.006) .020 (.007) 
 Pupil .243 (.009) .222 (.009) .222 (.009) 
 Total .243 .244 .243 
 Intercept 1.362 (.014) 1.364 (.021) 1.363 (.021) 
     
Fit (IGLS)  1891.272 1845.966 1845.910 
 Improvement  45.306 .056 
 Difference df  1 1 
p-value   <.001 n.s. 
n.s. = not significant 
 
In order to exclude alternative explanations as far as possible when answering 
the research question on the influence of context variables (ethnic composition 
of the class, type of education, level of urbanization), we controlled for a few 
background characteristics of pupils (gender, parents’ education and religious 
conviction). To prevent the analysis model becoming unnecessarily complex and 
cluttered we made a multilevel analysis of all variables to ascertain whether they 
had a significant effect on the frequency pupils reported experiencing tense 
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situations.5 Only the variables that had a significant effect were then included in 
a multilevel model. These were ethnic origin, ethnic identification and the 
proportion of pupils of Dutch origin in the class. Interestingly, type of education 
had no effect on the frequency pupils experienced tense situations. Also, the 
proportion of pupils of a specific minority group in the class had no significant 
effect.  

Model 0 distinguished which part of the variance of the experienced 
frequency of tense situations was related to the pupil level and which part was 
related to the class level. Model 0 did not contain any explanatory factors. In 
model 1 the predictors at an individual level were added to model 0. This 
decision was made because earlier research has shown that context effects are 
often overestimated when variables at an individual level are not sufficiently 
controlled (Hauser, 1970). Model 1 included the dummies that indicated the 
ethnic origin of the pupils. The group of pupils of Dutch origin was the 
reference group. The dummies that represented the ethnic identification of 
pupils were added in model 2. The group of pupils who feel Dutch was the 
reference group. Lastly the proportion of pupils of Dutch origin in the class was 
entered in model 3. Here we also checked the differential effects for pupils from 
different ethnic backgrounds.  

A χ2 value was calculated for each model and used to test whether a 
model significantly differed from a previous model. We used the χ2 divided 
difference between IGLS-values of both nested models. Model 1 was tested 
against model 0, and models 2 and 3 against model 1.  
 
3.6. Results 

1. What situations do pupils experience and are there differences along 
ethnic lines regarding these experiences?  

92% of the pupils said they had experienced at least one of the situations 
described in the questionnaire during the course of the current school year. 
Almost half of the pupils (47%) reported the incidence of at least five situations 
(N = 1,987). The percentage of pupils that reported experiencing the particular 
situations varies between 17% and 56% (mean = 36%; N between 1623 and 
1899). The following five situations were the most frequent and were mentioned 
by more than 45% of the pupils (N varies from 1,677 to 1,862): 

- one or more pupils refuse to co-operate with othern pupil(s) when they 
should  

- one or more pupils do something that is not allowed at school  
                                                 
5 Owing to the contamination of religious conviction and parents’ education with the 
ethnic origin of pupils, these variables could not be included in the same analysis 
model. Given our interest in ethnic diversity we chose to include the variable ‘ethnic 
origin’. The level of urbanization and the proportion of Dutch pupils in the class 
were also contaminated, so we decided only to include the proportion of pupils of 
Dutch origin.  
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- one or more pupils do not want to listen to classmates during a class 
discussion, because they are not interested in other opinions on the topic  

- one or more pupils do not give their opinion during a class discussion, 
because they do not like saying anything personal in the class  

- one or more pupils refuse to tell the truth to the teacher (for example, 
about a fight or when something had been stolen at school) because 
they do not want to betray the culprit. 

Two situations take place during class discussions. Respect for the school or the 
teacher is apparently under pressure in the first two situations. None of the 
situations refers to religious or cultural issues. 

For all the individual situations we looked at whether pupils differ by 
ethnic origin in how often they had experienced the situation. There are 
significant differences for ten of the 19 situations (p<.05). Pupils of Dutch origin 
reported these ten situations the least. In seven of these ten situations Moroccan 
pupils differ significantly to Dutch pupils (the mean difference varies from .16 
to .32), in four of the ten situations Turkish to Dutch pupils (the mean difference 
varies from .17 tot .22). This concerns different situations than the five most 
frequently mentioned by all pupils. These situations dealt with circumstances 
during which pupils’ respect for the teacher was questionable, such as 
threatening the teacher, accusing the teacher of discrimination, refusing to do 
something the teachers tells them to and not respecting his opinion, or in which 
tensions were related to religious or cultural issues.  

Of the 89 classes participating in the research, one or more pupils in 79 
of them made use of the opportunity to describe a tense situation that they had 
experienced. The ten classes in which none of the pupils described a situation 
were not exceptional in terms of type of education and ethnic class-composition.  

A total of 365 of the 1987 pupils did describe a situation. Half of these 
pupils were from a non-Dutch background. Just as many pupils in pre-vocational 
secondary education as pupils in general secondary education described 
situations. Not one single pupil named more than one situation. Situations 
between pupils themselves were without doubt mentioned the most (by 231 
pupils), such as fights, bullying, arguments and slanging matches, threats and 
stealing. Situations in which a teacher was involved (mentioned by 75 pupils) 
often concerned pupils who felt they had been treated unfairly. The other 
situations concerned pupils’ personal circumstances and were not included in the 
analysis.  

The pupils did not give any details of what the tension was about in the 
situations; they just said that there had been an argument and who was involved. 
Open conflicts in the form of arguments and bullying sometimes occur in class 
but also often in breaks, before and after school, in the communal areas, the 
playground and the area surrounding the school.  
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2. Do pupils differ along ethnic lines in the amount of tension they 
experience and the extent to which they relate the situations they have 
encountered with the ethnically heterogeneous class?  

The percentage of pupils that have experienced situations that they find stressful 
varies from situation to situation from 43% to 66% (N is between 281 and 
1,021). The extent to which pupils related the situation to the ethnically 
heterogeneous class differs more; the percentage of pupils here varied from 24% 
to 63% (N is between 280 and 1,005). The five situations pupils perceived as the 
most tense differ from the situations mentioned above that were experienced 
most. Strikingly, the majority of the pupils (56 tot 63%, N = between 280 and 
640) associated four of these situations with ethnic heterogeneity of the 
classroom. Three out of four situations referred to cultural or religious issues, 
such as the situation in which the pupils made discriminating remarks during 
class discussions about a classmate’s appearance or cultural background. Tense 
situations described by pupils themselves were only incidentally associated with 
ethnic heterogeneity of the classroom (7 out of 365 situations).  

In 13 of the 19 situations groups of pupils differed significantly in the 
amount of tension they experienced (p<.01). These situations represent the 
whole range of situations included in the questionnaire. Dutch and mixed Dutch 
pupils reported the lowest level of tension in all these situations. It is evident 
from post-hoc tests that pupils from a Moroccan background experience more 
tension than Dutch pupils (p<.05) in all thirteen situations. In three of these 
situations pupils from a Turkish background experienced significantly more 
tension than Dutch pupils. 

The groups of pupils differ significantly from each other in the extent to 
which they related the situations to the ethnically heterogeneous class in nine of 
the 19 situations described in the questionnaire (p<.01). Dutch pupils and pupils 
from a mixed Dutch background again scored the lowest here. The post-hoc 
tests showed that pupils of Moroccan origin differ significantly from Dutch 
pupils in four situations (p<.05) and in three situations pupils of Turkish origin 
differ significantly from Dutch pupils.  
 

3. Is there a relationship between the frequency of pupils’ experiences 
of tense situations and their feelings of safety and belonging at school?  

The correlations between the mean frequency of experiencing tense situations (µ 
=1.4; SD = .34; N = 1,454) and feelings of safety are significant (p<.01) but not 
high (r ranges from -.16 to -.25). There was no significant correlation found 
between the experienced frequency of tense situations and the extent to which 
pupils feel that they belong at the school. 
 

4. Which context factors have an influence on how frequently pupils 
experience tense situations? 

The results (see Table 3.3, model 3) show that the higher the proportion of 
pupils of Dutch origin in the class, the lower the experienced frequency of tense 
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situations. Model 3 fits significantly better than model 1. 0.8% of the total 
variance can be explained by the proportion of Dutch pupils. We also looked at 
differential effects for pupils of different ethnic backgrounds. These were not 
significant, so they are not presented in Table 3.3. It shows that the effect of the 
proportion of Dutch pupils in the class is the same for all pupils, regardless their 
ethnic origin.  
Looking at the control variables it is interesting that pupils from a non-Dutch 
background, with the exception of Surinamese, Antillean and mixed Dutch 
pupils, experience tense situations more often than Dutch pupils. Model 1 fits 
significantly better than model 0. However, the effect size of ethnic background 
in terms of proportion explained variance is small (2.5% of the total explained 
variance). 
 
3.7. Conclusions and discussion 
With the help of a survey we wanted to gain more insight into pupils’ 
experiences with tense situations in ethnically heterogeneous classes. We were 
interested in possible differences between pupils with a Dutch background and 
pupils from ethnic-minority groups, and between groups of pupils of non-Dutch 
origin. Furthermore, we wanted to analyse to what degree the occurrence of 
tense situations is related to how pupils experience going to school in general. In 
addition to pupils’ individual and group characteristics we were interested in 
context characteristics that influence the frequency with which pupils experience 
tense situations. 

The situations described in the questionnaire were all situated in the 
class and represented a wide range of possible experiences. Some were overt, 
others were more disguised in nature, they included general contact situations as 
well as situations that arose during class discussions. Furthermore they were 
diverse in content and varied regarding the degree to which respect for the 
teacher and school was under pressure. Ninety-two per cent of the pupils had 
experienced at least one situation during that particular school year. Almost half 
of the pupils reported experiencing five or more situations. The situations 
described in the questionnaire are therefore part of the world as experienced by 
pupils. Almost 20% of the pupils made use of the opportunity to describe a 
situation they themselves had experienced. They mainly talked about situations 
that took place between pupils outside the classroom, which took place openly 
and were perceived as quite intense. Pupils provided very little information on 
what the situations were actually about.  

The fact that almost all pupils had experienced one or more situations 
indicates that tensions definitely occur in ethnically heterogeneous classes. 
However, the experienced frequency differed. Our research indicates that the 
prevailing picture of huge tensions in ethnically heterogeneous classes requires 
modification. Not all pupils perceived the situations as tense and not all pupils 
related them to the ethnic diversity of the class. The situations most frequently 
experienced, differed from the situations qualified as the most tense, as well as  
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Table 3.3 
Results of multilevel analyses for ‘frequency of pupils’ experiences of tense 
situations’ 
1,329 pupils in 89 classes model 0 model 1 model 2 model 3 
Variance class .022 .019 .020 .017 
 pupil .222 .219 .218 .219 
  total .244 .238 .238 .236 
Distribution of 
variance class 9.0% 13.6% 5.2% 10.5% 
 pupil 90.9% 1.4% 0.5% 0.0% 
  explained  2.5% 0.0% 0.8% 
 intercept 1.364 1.310 1.311 1.358 
Ethnic origin Moroccan .131 n.s. .106 
 (ref=Dutch) Turkish .103 n.s. n.s. 
 Surinamese n.s. n.s. n.s. 
 Antillean n.s. n.s. n.s. 
 Mixed Dutch n.s. n.s. n.s. 
 Mixed foreign .114 .115 .098 
 Unknown .229 .228 .208 
   
Ethnic self-definiton 
(ref=Dutch) Dutch/Moroccan n.s.  
 Dutch/Turkish n.s.  

 Dutch/Surinamese n.s.  
 Dutch/Antillean n.s.  
 Moroccan n.s.  
 Turkish n.s.  
 Surinamese n.s.  
 Antillean -.279  
 Other n.s.  

Ethnic composition 
of the class : 
Proportion Dutch 
pupils   6                         -.091 
Fit (IGLS)  1845.97 1826.86 1818.86 1822.30 
 improvement 19.11 8.0 4.56 
  difference df  6 8 1 
ns = not significant, bold = p < .05, italic = p<.01 
 

                                                 
6 As there were no significant differential effects for pupils based on ethnic origin, 
these have not been included in the table. 
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from the situations most often associated with ethnic heterogeneity of the class. 
Virtually none of the pupils linked the tense situations they described 
themselves to the ethnic diversity of the class. Interestingly, the situations that 
many pupils did find stressful (but were not experienced frequently) were often 
linked to the ethnically heterogeneous composition of the class, for example, 
when classmates excluded pupils from a conversation thinking that they would 
not have anything to say about the subject.  

All of the pupils from an ethnic-minority background, with the 
exception of the Surinamese, Antilleans and mixed Dutch pupils, reported 
having experienced more tense situations than pupils from the majority 
population. In addition, pupils of Moroccan and Turkish origin differed from 
pupils of Dutch origin in the type of situations they encountered, the situations 
they found stressful and the situations they related to the ethnic heterogeneity of 
the class. Situations more often reported by Moroccan and (to a lesser degree) 
by Turkish pupils dealt with circumstances in which the pupils’ respect for the 
teacher was questionable or in which tensions related to religious or cultural 
issues. There are several possible explanations for this. Perhaps these pupils 
were more often involved in the situations themselves and hence experienced a 
higher frequency of tension and stress. Moroccan pupils, especially boys, stood 
out in another study because teachers considered their behaviour at school to be 
assertive and rebellious (Leeman, 2006; Pels, 2003; Werdmölder, 2005). Their 
assertive behaviour may stem from a strong need to be ‘seen’ and 
acknowledged. This need can be understood as culturally determined but also in 
the context of stigmatization, their low social and economic position in society, 
their educational disadvantage in terms of achievements at school and the 
discrimination and exclusion they experience (Leeman & Pels, 2006).  

The emphasis that is put on cultural differences along ethnic lines and 
assimilation in today’s political climate in the Netherlands has possibly had an 
effect on pupils from an ethnic-minority background: it can increase the feeling 
of being seen as ‘different’. As a result they were possibly more sensitive to the 
situations in the questionnaire. They are more aware of these situations. The fact 
that we did not find clear differences between groups of pupils from a non-
Dutch background, but did between pupils of Dutch and non-Dutch origin, 
underlines this.  

With regard to the relationship between context characteristics and 
experiencing tense situations, we were interested in both pupils’ perception of 
the school environment (feelings of safety and belonging) and in objective 
characteristics such as type of education and the ethnic composition of the class. 
No meaningful relations were found between the extent to which pupils felt part 
of the school community and felt safe in the school environment on the one 
hand, and pupils’ experiences of tense situations on the other. In our sample the 
ethnic composition of the classes was the same for the different types of school. 
Pupils in general secondary education experienced just as many tense situations 
as pupils in pre-vocational secondary education. The image of pre-vocational 
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secondary education that exists in the media as a type of school where an 
excessive number of incidents and tensions occur is evidently not accurate from 
the pupils’ perspective. The ethnic composition, after checking pupils’ ethnic 
origin, did prove to have a small but significant effect on the frequency in which 
tense situations were experienced. Pupils from classes with a higher proportion 
of pupils of Dutch origin reported less situations. This effect was the same for 
all groups of pupils. The explanation why we only found an effect for the 
proportion of Dutch pupils in the class, and not for the proportion of pupils from 
a specific minority group, probably lies in the characteristics of the research 
group. In 36 of the 89 classes at least 50% pupils were of Dutch origin, while 
there were nearly no classes with a majority of any particular ethnic group. 
Possibly, Dutch culture has a strong influence on pupils in classes with a 
majority of pupils of Dutch origin. In more heterogeneous classrooms a diversity 
of opinions presumably presents itself more naturally (cf. Parker, 2003a). In 
classrooms in which pupils from the dominant group form the majority, teachers 
should be alert if and in what way a diversity of opinions has the chance to be 
addressed.  

This study shows an ethnic divide regarding pupils’ perceptions of and 
sensitivity towards tense situations. Moroccan and Turkish pupils appear to be 
especially sensitive to situations featuring cultural and religious issues and to 
situations in which respect for the teacher is questioned. These findings should 
be taken into account when designing citizenship education. Teachers should be 
aware of their relationship with their pupils and of the fact that the appraisal of 
this relationship may differ by pupils’ ethnic background. They are faced with 
the task of searching for ways of designing citizenship education for diverse 
pupil populations, aimed at preparing pupils to live together in an ethnically 
diverse society. No standard recipes are available. Teachers should, together 
with their pupils, find out about the shared and diverse experiences with tense 
situations at school. For this, intercultural sensitivity and an inquiring approach 
(Leeman & Wardekker, 2004) are absolutely vital. 




