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Abstract
Ethnic discrimination is a serious problem in education. Previous quantitative 
research is predominately focused on the consequences of ethnic discrimination. 
Very little is known, however, about the characteristics of the school context that 
influence the initial experience of ethnic discrimination. This knowledge is essential 
to support schools in how to organize in a way that diminishes the likelihood of ado-
lescents being discriminated against. This study examines the relationship between 
multicultural education and perceived ethnic discrimination, and the moderating 
role of the ethnic composition of the student population. Multicultural education is 
a broad concept. The focus lies on the three main actors: multicultural policy from 
the perspective of the principal, multicultural teaching from the perception of the 
teacher and students’ perception of multicultural teaching. The results of a multi-
level analysis on a large-scale dataset (N = 2715 students, 38 schools) collected in 
secondary education in Belgium show that students of ethnic Belgian descent are 
more likely to report ethnic discrimination by peers if the school applies a more 
multicultural policy or if the school has a high concentration of students with an 
other-than-Belgian background. Students with an other-than-Belgian background 
are more likely to report ethnic discrimination by teachers if the school applies a 
more multicultural policy. If students perceive that their teachers pay attention to 
multicultural education, they are less likely to report ethnic discrimination by teach-
ers, but more by peers. The ethnic composition is not directly related to perceived 
ethnic discrimination, nor does it play a moderating role.
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1  Introduction

Ethnic discrimination is a serious problem in different domains of society (Hebl 
et al., 2020; Pager & Shepherd, 2008; Williams et al., 2019), including education 
(Fisher et  al., 2000; Stevens & Dworkin, 2019). Previous research has focused 
predominantly on the consequences of ethnic discrimination. Very little is 
known, however, about the characteristics of the school context that influence the 
initial experience of ethnic discrimination (Benner & Graham, 2013; Brown & 
Chu, 2012). This knowledge can provide crucial support to schools for instituting 
organizational and structural changes to decrease the likelihood of adolescents 
being discriminated against.

There are a few studies that focus on the influence of multicultural education 
on discrimination. The aim of multicultural education is to organise schools in 
such a way that students from diverse ethnic groups experience educational equal-
ity (Banks, 1993). The existing studies are so limited in number and focus on dif-
ferent actors (i.e., principal, teacher, student), different elements (e.g., school cul-
ture, school policy, school brochure) and age groups (from children until college 
students), that no clear patterns emerge from the results (Apfelbaum et al., 2010; 
Bellmore et al., 2012; Brown & Chu, 2012; Verkuyten & Thijs, 2002b; Wilton, 
et al. 2015). The relationship between multicultural education and discrimination 
is complex and multifaceted and the results are often contradictory. Furthermore, 
there is a clear lack of European studies, despite their importance: the under-
standing of multicultural education in Europe is different from the United States, 
as other ethnic minority groups are the focal point (Agirdag et al., 2016).

Next to the role of multicultural education, we focus on its interaction with the 
ethnic composition of the student population. The ethnic composition of the stu-
dent population is in itself an important contextual variable in relationship to the 
experience of ethnic discrimination: literature shows that how the student popula-
tion is composed (e.g., the ratio between ethnic majority and minority students) 
can influence the chances of experiencing ethnic discrimination, but the results 
are inconclusive (Benner & Graham, 2013; Graham, 2018; Thijs & Verkuyten, 
2014). The ethnic composition of the student population could also be an impor-
tant variable in gaining a better understanding of the relationship between multi-
cultural education and ethnic discrimination: research shows that teachers tend to 
pay more attention to multicultural education if more ethnic minority students are 
present (Agirdag et al., 2016), and as suggested by Thijs and Verkuyten (2014), 
ethnic composition could be an important condition for the effectiveness of multi-
cultural education. For example, students’ reception of the multicultural message 
may depend on the ethnic school composition (e.g., a diverse student population 
can make the message seem more relevant).

In order to develop a better understanding of how these two school characteris-
tics influence the experience of ethnic discrimination, this study focuses on multi-
cultural education, the ethnic composition of the student population and the inter-
action between both. Multicultural education can be related to every element and 
actor within an educational setting (Banks, 1993; Zembylas & Iasonos, 2010). 
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This study chooses to focus on the three main actors: multicultural policy from 
the perception of the principal, multicultural teaching from the perception of the 
teacher and students’ perception of multicultural teaching. We take both students 
with and without a migration background into account to be able to verify these 
relationships for the whole student population. Moreover, we differentiate (where 
possible) between perceived discrimination by peers and by teachers to gain real 
insight into the dynamics that are at play within the walls of a school. These foci 
combined with an empirical study in a European context (Flanders, Belgium) 
help to build unique knowledge about how schools can address this detrimental 
experience.

Flanders is an interesting case. On the one hand because the ethnic educational 
inequality is high compared to the OECD average according to the PISA studies (De 
Meyer et al., 2018; OECD, 2016, 2019). On the other hand, because schools are free 
to choose if and how they implement multicultural education. They only have to ful-
fill a few broadly defined educational attainment goals (e.g., Students have to have 
conceptual knowledge about multiculturalism, monoculturalism, integration, assimi-
lation, inclusion, exclusion), which are related to learning goals for the students, not 
about how to address intercultural relationships or how to organize a school in a way 
that educational equality is achieved (Flemish Ministry of Education and Formation, 
2020). In addition, Flemish teachers also have a lot of autonomy in their classroom. 
They have to achieve the educational attainment goals, but what and how they teach 
and even how they evaluate, is their decision.

2 � Background

2.1 � Ethnic discrimination

Ethnic discrimination can be defined as the differential treatment on the basis of eth-
nicity that disadvantages (a member of) an ethnic group (Quillian, 1995). If people 
hold an ethnic prejudice and they have the power to influence others’ experiences 
and life chances, we speak of ethnic discrimination (Gillborn, 2003). However, this 
power is unequally distributed in society, so although ethnic discrimination encom-
passes every form of unequal treatment due of one’s ethnic background, most of the 
ethnic discrimination will be directed from those in society who are more powerful 
towards those with less power.

A confrontation with ethnic discrimination by teachers and peers in school has a 
negative impact on a wide range of outcomes, such as adolescents’ sense of school 
belonging, self-esteem, depressive symptoms and grades (Benner et  al., 2018; 
D’hondt et al., 2015; Wong et al., 2003). It affects both the emotional and academic 
well-being and the achievement of adolescents. The literature on the consequences 
of ethnic discrimination does not often differentiate between different perpetrators, 
although the limited evidence shows that it matters (Benner et al., 2018). Discrimi-
nation by teachers would have more effect on educational outcomes, while discrimi-
nation by peers is more related to socioemotional distress and risky behaviours. The 
same is true for the link between multicultural education and discrimination. The 
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limited evidence shows that it is valuable and necessary to focus on different kinds 
of discrimination (e.g., peer versus teacher, personal versus group) as not every ele-
ment of multicultural education is related in the same manner to different kinds of 
discrimination (Brown & Chu, 2012; Verkuyten & Thijs, 2002b).

2.2 � Multicultural education and ethnic discrimination

The field of multicultural education encompasses a wide range of different defini-
tions, philosophical nuances and school practices. Bennett (1990) defines multi-
cultural education as: ‘a democratic approach to teaching and learning that seeks 
to foster cultural pluralism within culturally diverse societies and an interdepend-
ent world. It consists of four distinct but overlapping dimensions: (a) the movement 
toward educational equity; (b) the curriculum approach that integrates multicultural 
and global perspectives into the traditional (primarily monoethnic) curriculum; 
(c) the process of becoming multicultural; and (d) the commitment to combat rac-
ism, prejudice, and discrimination’. There are two elements in this definition that 
we want to highlight. First, the commitment to combat discrimination is an explicit 
and important pillar of multicultural education; and, as mentioned, the dimensions 
are overlapping, which means, for example, a teacher or student who is more mul-
ticulturally competent will also be less likely to discriminate. Second, the concepts 
‘movement’, ‘process of becoming’, ‘the commitment to’, all indicate that multi-
cultural education is not an all-or-nothing approach, but a gradual approach. While 
some schools might be occupied with just ‘managing’ the diversity in their school, 
others can already implement more transformative actions (Zembylas & Iasonos, 
2010). Underlying these four dimensions is a whole range of mechanisms that focus 
on the knowledge, beliefs, attitudes and skills of teachers and students, on school 
and classroom climates, on teaching strategies, and so on (Bennett, 2001). As mul-
ticultural education is interpreted as a comprehensive approach, it is sometimes 
difficult to grasp the specific mechanisms that make it successful. Acknowledging 
cultural differences, fostering intercultural interaction, improving cultural knowl-
edge and dialogue, teaching about tolerance are all elements that help to enhance the 
mutual understanding of differences and acceptance and to create a positive school 
climate (Verkuyten & Thijs, 2013).

The positive consequences of multicultural education have been demonstrated in 
many empirical studies. It is successful in lowering ethnic prejudice of ethnic major-
ity members (Verkuyten & Thijs, 2013; Vervaet et al., 2018b) and it enhances the 
tolerance among different religious groups (Al Sadi & Basit, 2012). Multicultural-
ism positively affects inclusive teaching practices, intergroup perspective-taking or 
feelings of acceptance by ethnic minorities (Aragón et  al., 2017; Meeussen et  al., 
2014; Todd & Galinsky, 2012).

Explicitly in relationship with ethnic discrimination, we see similar positive 
results, however, it depends on which aspects of multicultural education and dis-
crimination are taken into account. An American study focusing on high school 
students showed that school norms promoting ethnic and cultural diversity were 
associated with perceiving less peer discrimination (Bellmore et al., 2012). A study 
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focusing on Mexican immigrant children in the United States shows that Mexican 
immigrant children perceived less peer discrimination when their teachers valued 
diversity, however, no effect for teacher discrimination was found (Brown & Chu, 
2012). Furthermore, the school multicultural policy did not result in any significant 
impact on the perceived peer or teacher discrimination. An American study let uni-
versity students review a college brochure with a diversity statement and found that 
a multicultural diversity statement was related with fewer expectations—across all 
race groups—of encountering bias at this university (Wilton et al., 2015).

However, multiculturalism also seems to influence the vigilance of students. In 
this field of study, the central focus is on perceived ethnic discrimination, rather than 
on the number of incidents. As a consequence, these studies capture an intertwine-
ment between the incidents an individual experiences and the attribution process to 
interpret a situation as being ethnically discriminatory (Major et al., 2002). An inter-
esting study in this regard is the experimental study of Apfelbaum and colleagues 
(2010) that shows that children who were exposed to a story of a teacher who valued 
diversity were more likely to label both ambiguous and explicit incidents of ethnic 
discrimination as such. A similar result was found by Verkuyten and Thijs (2002a). 
More multicultural education from the shared perspective of the pupils was related 
with more reports of peers being discriminated, specifically among Turkish-Dutch 
children (immigrant descent) and Dutch children (non-immigrant descent); likewise, 
for Dutch children this was also related with more reports of personal discrimina-
tion. For the other children with an immigrant background, this had no effect. How-
ever, this study also finds that teachers’ assessment of the level of multicultural edu-
cation is related with lower levels of pupil-reported peer-discrimination, but not with 
pupils’ personal experiences of discrimination. Hence, multicultural education is not 
only about lowering the number of incidents of ethnic discrimination, but might also 
be about sensitizing individuals to recognize ambiguous and explicit situations of 
ethnic discrimination. It might help to provide language to label a negative situation 
as being discriminatory and raise an individual’s awareness.

These empirical studies show that the relationship between multicultural edu-
cation and ethnic discrimination is complex and that more research is needed. To 
structure all these different takes on multicultural education, we start from the three 
central actors in schools: principals, teachers and students. First, principals play a 
central role in setting the stage for a multicultural school environment. They do not 
have the interpersonal contact with students as teachers do, but their decisions set 
the tone for the school environment. They can, for instance, directly influence the 
welcoming climate of the school (Khalifa et al., 2016). Second, teachers are impor-
tant authority figures for adolescents (Gregory & Ripski, 2008; Patrick et al., 2001). 
Adolescents spend several hours a day listening to and interacting with their teach-
ers. The multicultural messages that teachers bring play an important role in shaping 
adolescents. Within European multicultural teaching, there is a strong focus on the 
implementation of various ethnical viewpoints and diverse examples into the tra-
ditional school curriculum (Geerlings et al., 2019). Theoretically, this corresponds 
with Banks’ (1993) ‘content integration’ dimension (Agirdag et al., 2016), and so 
far, this is the most widely implemented aspect of multicultural teaching in Flanders 
(Vervaet et  al., 2018b). Other research shows that teachers often combine content 
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integration with promoting positive views on cultural diversity and intergroup rela-
tions, more specifically by conveying the message that discrimination is unaccep-
table (Verkuyten & Thijs, 2013). Furthermore, it is not only about the qualitative 
interpretation of multicultural teaching, but also about the quantity. As the system 
shifts from primary to secondary education, students have contact with different 
teachers for different subjects. Hence, as not all lessons lend themselves easily to 
be culturally responsive and not all teachers are well-trained or equipped to deal 
with cultural diversity, not every student will be equally submerged in multicultural 
teaching (Banks, 1993). Therefore, it is important to also take students’ perceptions 
of multicultural teaching into account (Verkuyten & Thijs, 2002b; Vervaet et  al., 
2018b). In so doing, we allow for the possibility to investigate how students’ lived 
experiences of multicultural teaching are related with ethnic discrimination. In line 
with the Thomas Theorem (Thomas & Thomas, 1928), ‘If people define situations 
as real, they become real in their consequences’, it is theoretically interesting to test 
the relationship between students’ experiences of discrimination and their interpre-
tations of teachers’ efforts to focus on multiculturalism during their lessons.

2.3 � Ethnic composition and ethnic discrimination

In an educational context, a different power dynamic might be at play than in wider 
society. The student population in a school can vary from no students with an immi-
grant background to only students with an immigrant background. Due to chang-
ing demographics in schools, the numerical majority does not always overlap with 
the students who are considered ethnically dominant students in the wider society 
(Graham, 2006; Juvonen et al., 2006). This idea of power in numbers is central to 
the imbalance of power thesis (Graham, 2006; Juvonen et al., 2006). An individual 
student is more likely to experience ethnic discrimination by peers when she/he is in 
a numerical minority position in school. This implies that for students who belong to 
the dominant ethnic group in society, the presence of more ethnic minority students 
will raise their chances of being discriminated against, while for students with an 
immigrant background the opposite is true (Bellmore et  al., 2012; Juvonen et  al., 
2018; Maykel Verkuyten & Thijs, 2002a, 2002b). However, there are also studies 
that find no evidence of discrimination (Vervoort et al., 2010), or only evidence for 
students with an immigrant background (Agirdag et al., 2011). One explanation for 
these deviating results is that the power dynamics that exist in the wider society are 
more decisive than the power dynamics that exist within a school. Holding a domi-
nant position in society gives one the power to discriminate, regardless of the exact 
numerical position.

2.4 � Multicultural education, ethnic composition and ethnic discrimination

Next to the direct role that multicultural education and ethnic composition might 
play in the experience of ethnic discrimination, it is plausible to expect that the eth-
nic composition of the student population will interact with multicultural education. 
Flemish research in primary schools shows that teachers tend to pay more attention 
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to multicultural teaching in schools with higher proportions of ethnic minority pupils 
(Agirdag et al., 2016), but we have little knowledge about how this ethnic context 
could moderate the relationship between multicultural education and the experience 
of ethnic discrimination. As the ethnic composition influences the opportunity to 
come into contact with students of different ethnic backgrounds, it will influence 
how central diversity is in the lives of the adolescents and it will influence the first-
hand knowledge and ideas that students build about ethnic groups (Pettigrew, 1998; 
Thijs & Verkuyten, 2014). These are all elements that will have a potential impact 
on the reception of multicultural education. For example, is the multicultural mes-
sage in line with the personal experiences of the student or does it contradict with 
these experiences? We found little empirical evidence, but Brown and Chu (2012) 
found that in schools with more same-ethnicity students, the students perceived less 
community discrimination if the school valued diversity highly. However, this was 
not the case for peer or teacher discrimination.

2.5 � Present study and research questions

The aim of the current study is to gain insight in how the multicultural approach 
from the perception of three different actors in school (i.e., principal, teacher, stu-
dent) and the ethnic composition of the student body is related with the perceived 
ethnic discrimination for native-Belgian students and students with a migration 
background. As the relationship of teachers with students differs from that of stu-
dents with their peers, we differentiate (where possible) between ethnic discrimi-
nation by teachers and ethnic discrimination by peers. Furthermore, we examine 
whether and how the relationship between multicultural education and ethnic dis-
crimination differs according to the ethnic composition. Given the inconclusive 
findings in the existing literature, our analyses will focus on three main research 
questions:

Q1	� How is multicultural policy from the perception of the principal, multicultural 
teaching from the perception of the teachers and students’ perception of multi-
cultural teaching associated with the perceived ethnic discrimination by peers 
and by teachers?

Q2	� How is the ethnic composition of the student body associated with the per-
ceived ethnic discrimination by peers and by teachers?

Q3	�  Does the relationship between multicultural policy, multicultural teaching and 
students’ perception of multicultural teaching and the perceived ethnic dis-
crimination by peers and by teachers differ according to ethnic composition?
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3 � Methods

3.1 � Procedure and participants

The data used is part of the Racism and Discrimination in Secondary Schools Sur-
vey (RaDiSS II). A multistage sampling frame was used in order to ensure sufficient 
variability and cases in terms of the level of urbanization of the school environment 
and students’ ethnicity (for more information: Vervaet, 2018). The original study 
included 49 secondary schools that covered the entire range of ethnic composition 
from 0 to 95%. Within these schools, the study focused on Grade 6 (comparable 
with Grade 12 in the American system). Students and teachers were asked to fill 
out a written questionnaire and principals filled out an online survey. In total, 3367 
out of 4107 students completed the questionnaire, which equates to a response rate 
of 82%. The only reason students did not participate was absence due to illness or a 
class being on a field trip. Students filled out the questionnaire in the presence of a 
researcher and one or more teachers. In order for the data to be linked to other infor-
mation, the student questionnaires were not anonymous. However, all the students 
were informed that their names would be replaced by a code immediately and once 
the database was complete, all personal information would be deleted permanently. 
Teachers could fill out the questionnaire when and where they wanted and return it 
free of charge by post. In total, 669 out of 1584 teachers completed the question-
naire, amounting to a response rate of 42%. Of the principals, 47 of the 49 com-
pleted the survey.

In this study, we use a sub-sample. In view of our research questions, we incor-
porated: (1) schools where the principal filled out the questionnaire; (2) schools 
where at least five teachers completed the questionnaire. This selection criterion was 
imposed to obtain a critical mass of respondents within each school, making gener-
alizations about teachers more stable when creating a school culture measure (God-
dard et al., 2001; Van Maele & Van Houtte, 2011). This resulted in a sample size of 
2715 students in 38 schools.

3.2 � Measures

3.2.1 � Ethnic discrimination by peers and by teachers

In the questionnaire, the students were presented with 11 potential experiences, five 
concerning their peers (e.g., another student excluded you), and six concerning their 
teachers (e.g., you are called on less in class than others are). This question was 
inspired by the work of Pachter et al. (2010). The students were asked if they had 
experienced each one of these situations since the beginning of Grade 4 (compa-
rable with Grade 10 in the American system). If the response to one or more items 
was affirmative, the students were directed to indicate in the next question why they 
thought this happened. They could choose from 10 different options (e.g., appear-
ance, doing your best at school, skin color). If their perceived reason did not match 
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any of those presented, they could write something in a box labeled ‘other reason’. 
Two reasons were categorized as ethnic discrimination, namely ‘nationality/ethnic-
ity’ and ‘skin color’. This question was asked one time in relation to their peers and 
one time in relation to their teachers. For the analyses, we created a categorical vari-
able (0 = did not experience ethnic discrimination and 1 = experienced ethnic dis-
crimination). Table 1 presents detailed figures. As only 0.9% (= 17 students) of the 
students of Belgian descent experienced discrimination by teachers, we decided to 
only focus on ethnic discrimination by peers for native Belgian students.

3.3 � Multicultural policy

Multicultural policy is a self-reported measure by the principals about the school 
policy and consisted of an index of 6 items, specifically focused on embracing eth-
nic diversity (adapted from Vervaet et al., 2018a). Two example questions are “Does 
the school pay attention to Islamic holidays?” and “May foreign language students 
speak a language other than Dutch in the classroom?” The items are relevant to the 
Flemish context. The possible responses were yes (= 1), to a certain extent (= 2) and 

Table 1   Descriptive statistics for dependent and independent variables: frequencies (%), means, stand-
ard deviations (SD) (Native Belgian students: Observations N = 1866, Students of other-than-Belgian 
descent: Observations N = 849, groups N = 38)

Variabele Mean or % SD

Individual variables Native Belgian Other-than-
Belgian 
descent

Native Belgian Other-than-
Belgian 
descent

Ethnic discrimination by teachers 0.9% 20.3%
Ethnic discrimination by peers 3.6% 16.0%
Ethnic discrimination by peers and/or 

teachers
4.1% 29.6%

Gender (male) 50.6% 50.6%
Vocational track 23.8% 50.3%
Technical track 29.2% 32.3%
Academic track 47.0% 17.4%
Socio-economic status 55.11 41.96 15.92 15.90
Ethnicity 68.7% 31.3%
Students’ perceptions of multicultural 

teaching
23.63 25.16 6.29 7.43

School variables Mean or % SD

Low ethnic school concentration 21.0 /
Medium ethnic school concentration 47.4 /
High ethnic school concentration 31.6 /
Multicultural policy 2.68 1.34
Multicultural teaching 3.01 0.41
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no (= 3). The variable is recoded into a dichotomous variable (0 = no; 1 = yes/to a 
certain degree). The sum score on these 6 questions defined the degree of multicul-
turalism in school policy, with a higher score indicating a more multicultural policy. 
The mean score on multicultural policy was 2.68 (SD = 1.34).

3.4 � Multicultural teaching

Multicultural teaching was measured by a 6-point Likert scale of 10 items (adapted 
from: Vervaet et al., 2018a, 2018b). Teachers self-reported the extent to which they 
use examples, data, and information from a variety of cultures and groups to illus-
trate key concepts, principles, generalizations, and theories in their subject area or 
discipline (Banks, 1993). The answer categories range from absolutely disagree 
(= 1) to completely agree (= 5) and not applicable (= 6). The last category was 
recoded to 1, because when teachers answered “not applicable”, it is fair to assume 
that they did not pay attention to that item during their lessons. Two example items 
are: “During my lessons at school, I work explicitly on themes about differences 
between cultures” and “During my lessons at school, the many different cultures 
in our society are discussed”. The scale was created by the mean scores on the 10 
items, resulting in possible scores from 1 to 5, with a higher score indicating that 
teachers practice more multicultural teaching. Exploratory factor analysis reveals 
that there is one underlying dimension. The item loadings range between 0.463 and 
0.837, and Cronbach’s alpha for the multicultural teaching scale is 0.87. Because we 
wanted to examine the role of a multicultural teacher culture, teachers’ individual 
practices were aggregated to the school level. This can be achieved by calculating 
the mean value for each school (Hofstede et al., 1990; Van Houtte, 2004). We used 
the index of “mean rater reliability” (Glick, 1985; Shrout & Fleiss, 1979), to ascer-
tain whether the practice of multicultural teaching is indeed shared by the teachers 
in the same school. This index is based on the intra-class correlation (ICC) in a one-
way analysis of variance, which measures the degree of resemblance between micro 
units belonging to the same macro unit (Snijders & Bosker, 2011). The ICC is calcu-
lated by the formula: (Between Mean Square-Within Mean Square)/Between Mean 
Square (Shrout & Fleiss, 1979). If this value is greater than 0.60, we can state that 
the practice of multicultural teaching is shared by teachers from the same school, 
and that it is therefore legitimate to speak of a multicultural culture at the school 
level (see also Van Houtte, 2004). For the measurement of multicultural teaching, 
this ICC is 0.72 (F = 3.572, p < 0.001), showing that multicultural teaching is indeed 
shared by the teachers from the same school. The resulting measure of multicul-
tural teacher culture has a mean of 3.01 with a minimum of 1 and a maximum of 5 
(SD = 0.41. (See Table 1).

3.5 � Students’ perceptions of multicultural teaching

Each student’s perception of multicultural teaching was measured by a 5-point Lik-
ert scale of 10 items in parallel with the teacher scale (see above), but now from 
the perspective of the student (adapted from Vervaet et  al., 2018b). Two sample 
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items are: “How many of your teachers at school work explicitly on themes about 
differences between cultures?”, and “How many of your teachers at school discuss 
the many different cultures in our society?” The possible answers were none of the 
teachers (= 1), one teacher (= 2), some teachers (= 3), most of the teachers (= 4), and 
all of the teachers (= 5). The scale was created by the sum scores on the 10 items, 
resulting in possible scores from 10 to 50, with a higher score indicating that pupils 
evaluate more of their teachers as practicing multicultural teaching. Exploratory fac-
tor analysis reveals that there is one underlying dimension. The item loadings range 
between 0.608 and 0.795. Cronbach’s alpha for this scale is 0.87, with a mean score 
of 25.16 (SD = 7.43) for ethnic minority students and 23.63 (SD = 6.29) for ethnic 
majority students.

3.6 � Gender

Gender is a dichotomous variable (male = 0, female = 1). Of the students in the sam-
ple, 49.4% identified as girls.

3.7 � Track

The Flemish school system distinguishes between academic, technical, vocational 
and arts education. There were no students who followed arts education in this sam-
ple. Nearly one-third of the students in the sample (32.1%) followed a vocational 
track, 30.2% a technical track and 37.8% an academic track. There are large differ-
ences between students of Belgian descent versus other-than-Belgian descent: for 
Belgian students, the percentages are 23.8%, 29.2% and 47% respectively, while for 
students with an immigrant background, this is 50.3%, 32.3% and 17.4%. The over-
representation of students with an immigrant background in the vocational track is 
in line with the large achievement gap in Flanders found in PISA (OECD, 2019).

3.8 � Socioeconomic status

The socioeconomic status of students was measured using the International Socio-
Economic Index of Occupational Status (ISEI) (Ganzeboom et  al., 1992), derived 
from the International Standard Classification of Occupations (ISCO-88). This met-
ric variable has a range from 16 to 90. The highest score out of the two parents was 
used to measure the student’s socioeconomic background. The mean score was 41.96 
(SD = 15.90) for students of other-than-Belgian descent and 55.11 (SD = 15.92) for 
students of Belgian descent.

3.9 � Ethnicity

The ethnicity of the students was assessed primarily by the birthplace of the stu-
dent’s maternal grandmother. This is common practice in Belgium, as most students 
of immigrant descent are second or third generation and have Belgian nationality 
(OECD, 2008). If this data was not available, we used their mother’s nationality. In 
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the event that all this data was missing, we used the birth country of the student. The 
sample consists of 68.7% of students of Belgian descent, 14.9% students of Turk-
ish, Moroccan, North African, Middle Eastern or Central Asian descent, 4.1% of 
(South-) East European descent and 12.3% of other parts of the world. This classifi-
cation is inspired by the European Social Survey Classifications and Coding Stand-
ards (ESS7-2014) and meaningful immigrant groups in Belgian society.

3.10 � Ethnic school composition

Ethnic composition at the school level is a variable based on the ethnicity of every 
student (as explained above). First, the proportion of students of other-than-Bel-
gian descent in Grade 6 was calculated. Second, we created a categorical variable 
with three categories: low proportion of students with other-than-Belgian ethnic-
ity (less than 15%), medium proportion (between 15 and 49.9%) and high propor-
tion (between 50 and 100%). The range of the proportion of students with an eth-
nic origin outside of Belgium goes from 0 until 0.95. In the sample, 21% of the 
schools have a low concentration, 47.4% a medium concentration and 31.6% a high 
concentration.

3.11 � Analytic strategy

Given that students are nested in schools and the dependent variable is dichotomous, 
we conducted logistic multilevel analyses (MlWin 3.04, 2nd order PQL estimation). 
We opted to carry out separate analyses for students of Belgian descent and students 
of other-than-Belgian descent groups, as this allows us to get a clear insight into 
the full model for each group. Each analysis was started with an estimation of the 
unconditional model in order to estimate the amount of variance in ethnic discrimi-
nation within schools and between schools. However, with a dichotomous outcome 
variable there are different methods to calculate which proportion of the total resid-
ual variance is attributable to level 2 and these methods give different results (Austin 
& Merlo, 2017; Rasbash et al. 2020). We chose a widely used method based on the 
latent response formulation of the model, however, this should be interpreted not as 
an exact number, but rather as an indication of the importance of school contextual 
variables in explaining perceived ethnic discrimination. Furthermore, the between-
school variance component and its standard error estimated in the unconditional 
model give an idea of whether or not the between-school variance is significant. In 
the next step, the control variables were added. These control variables have been 
demonstrated to relate to ethnic discrimination, namely gender, socio-economic sta-
tus, ethnicity (analysis of other than Belgian descent students) and track (Bellmore 
et al., 2012; Brown & Chu, 2012; Van Praag et al., 2015; Verkuyten & Thijs, 2002b). 
To answer research question 1, the three indicators of multicultural education were 
added next: multicultural policy and multicultural teaching as school-level features; 
and the perception of multicultural teaching as a student-level feature. To answer 
research question 2, we added ethnic composition as a school-level feature in model 
3. In the next steps, to answer research question 3, we tested if ethnic composition 
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and the three different components of multicultural education interacted. Through-
out the different analyses, prudence in interpreting and comparing log-odd ratios 
was necessary, considering that carrying out a logistic regression causes limitations 
due to the fixed unobserved heterogeneity (Mood, 2010). All metric variables were 
grand mean centred. A random intercept model was used.

4 � Results

4.1 � Descriptive analysis

The descriptive results (Table 1) showed large differences between the reported eth-
nic discrimination by native Belgian students and students with an immigrant back-
ground. While very few native Belgian students reported discrimination by teach-
ers (0.9%) or by peers (3.6%), almost one out of five students with an immigrant 
background reported being discriminated against by teachers (20.3%) and one out 
of six by peers (16%). When we took a closer look at the group of students with an 
immigrant background who had experienced both teacher and peer discrimination, 
we saw that 6.7% of these students experienced both, and hence, 13.5% only teacher 
discrimination and 9.3% only peer discrimination.

4.2 � Native Belgian students

The unconditional multilevel analysis indicated that 16.2% (s2u = 0.638, SE = 0.306, 
s2e = 3.29) of the variance of ethnic discrimination is situated at the school level 
(Table  2). Model 1 shows that for girls compared to boys the odds of experienc-
ing discrimination versus no discrimination was 0.315 (p < 0.001), hence, girls are 
less likely than boys to experience discrimination. Students in the technical track 
and vocational track are more likely to experience discrimination than students in 
the academic track. There is no significant effect of socio-economic status. Model 
2 gives us the results to answer research question 1 (the role of multicultural educa-
tion) and shows mixed findings. Ethnic majority students’ perception of multicul-
tural teaching is not related with perceived ethnic discrimination. The effect of mul-
ticultural teaching culture is borderline significant: in schools where teachers report 
paying more attention to multiculturalism, there is a higher likelihood of native Bel-
gian students indicating that they feel discriminated against (OR = 1.923, p = 0.08). 
This is in line with the effect of the multicultural policy: The multicultural policy 
has a positive and significant impact on perceived ethnic discrimination. For a one-
unit increase in the direction of a more multicultural welcoming school policy, the 
odds are multiplied by 1.381 (p < 0.001). Model 3 focuses on the research question 2 
and the ethnic composition. In line with the imbalance of power thesis, we find that 
a student body that consists of more students with an immigrant background raises 
the probability that native Belgian students will report being discriminated against, 
however, this is only the case if more than half of the student population consists 
of students with an immigrant background (for high concentration: OR = 4.039, 
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p < 0.01). In the next step, we explored research question 3, whether the ethnic 
school composition moderated the relationship between the three indicators of mul-
ticultural education and ethnic discrimination, but this is for none of the indicators 
the case. However, when we add all four explanatory variables at the same time, the 
main effects shift. The multicultural policy is the only significant effect that remains. 
Multicultural teaching culture is no longer significant and the same happened to eth-
nic school concentration. As we performed logistic analyses, no hard conclusions 
can be drawn, but it could be related to the fact that teachers in schools with more 
students with an ethnic background tend to pay more attention to multiculturalism.

4.3 � Students of other‑than‑Belgian descent

The results in Tables 3 and 4 apply to the students with an immigrant background 
and differentiate between ethnic discrimination by teachers and by peers. We first 
discuss ethnic discrimination by teachers (Table 3). The unconditional model shows 
that 7.7% (s2u = 0.278, SE = 0.137, s2e = 3.29) of the variance in ethnic discrimina-
tion was situated at the school level. Model 1 shows that ethnic background matters 
and that students of Turkish, Moroccan, North African, Middle Eastern or Central 
Asian descent are the group of students that are more likely to report ethnic discrim-
ination by teachers than students of (South) Eastern-European descent (OR = 0.221, 
p < 0.001) or students that have a migration history in other parts of the world 
(OR = 0.342, p < 0.001). Girls are less likely to experience ethnic discrimination 
than boys (OR = 367, p < 0.001). Track and socio-economic status are not signifi-
cantly associated with ethnic discrimination. Model 2 focuses on the three indicators 
of multicultural education and there are mixed findings. No significant association 
can be found between multicultural teaching culture and perceived ethnic discrimi-
nation, but there is a significant effect of students’ perception of multicultural teach-
ing and multicultural school policy. When students perceive their teachers as pay-
ing more attention to multiculturalism in their lessons, they are less likely to report 
ethnic discrimination (OR = 0.951, p < 0.001). The opposite is true for multicultural 
policy. Schools with more multicultural-oriented policy seem to enhance the reports 
of ethnic discrimination (OR = 1.218, p < 0.005). Research question 2 (the role of 
ethnic composition) has to be answered negatively: No relationship between ethnic 
composition and ethnic discrimination was found. In the final step, we explored the 
interaction terms between the three multiculturalism measures and ethnic composi-
tion to answer research question 3, but no significant interaction effects were found, 
nor were there shifts in the main effects.

Second, we focused on ethnic discrimination by peers. The unconditional model 
showed that only 0.5% of the variance of ethnic discrimination by peers is situated 
at the school level and this is not significant (s2u = 0.017, SE = 0.069, s2e = 3.29). 
Due to the insignificance of this low percentage, we applied multilevel modeling 
to account for the clustered data, but we did not take into account school-level vari-
ables. The low variance at the school level, immediately answered the first and part 
of the second research question. The ethnic school composition, multicultural pol-
icy and multicultural teaching have no impact on perceived ethnic discrimination 
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by peers. Students’ perception of multicultural teaching is borderline significant, 
with students who perceive their teachers as teaching in a more multicultural way 
being more likely to indicate that they feel discriminated against (OR = 1.023, 
p < 0.10). Additionally, Models 1 and 2 show that students of Turkish, Moroccan, 
North African, Middle Eastern or Central Asian descent are more likely to report 
ethnic discrimination by peers than students of (South) Eastern-European descent 
(OR = 0.256, p < 0.01), but not in comparison with students that have an immigrant 
history involving other parts of the world.

5 � Discussion

The purpose of this study was to gain better insight into how a multicultural school 
context shapes the experience of ethnic discrimination by peers and teachers for eth-
nic majority and minority students. This is important, since ethnic discrimination 
is a very harmful experience for adolescents, but little is known about the influence 
of the school. We focused on three indicators of multicultural education—multicul-
tural policy as perceived by the principal, multicultural teaching as perceived by the 
teachers and students’ perception of multicultural teaching and the ethnic student 
composition of the school. Next to gaining insight into how these features are related 
with perceived ethnic discrimination, we explored if the ethnic composition inter-
acted with the three components of multicultural education.

Almost one out of three (29.6%) of the students with an immigrant background 
self-reported that they experienced ethnic discrimination by teachers and/or fellow 
students. Although this number is a reflection of the perceived discrimination and 
not the exact number of discriminatory incidents, this number shows that discrimi-
nation is not a phenomenon in the margins, but central in many adolescents’ lives. 
The high number is reason for concern, especially the fact that 20.3% of the students 
indicate that they experience ethnic discrimination by teachers. Previous research 
has shown the negative impact of teacher discrimination on minority student school 
outcomes (D’hondt et  al., 2015), but teachers who openly show discriminatory 
behaviour in the classroom also decrease the overall learning abilities of the stu-
dents as teachers’ negative emotions limit the emotional and academic competences 
of all students (Valiente et al., 2020). Moreover, teaching is a moral endeavour and 
as a consequence teachers might indirectly socialize students into believing that dis-
criminatory behaviour is acceptable (Lumpkin, 2008; Fallona, 2000). Ethnic dis-
crimination among native Belgian students is possible as well, but it is much rarer, 
particularly discrimination coming from teachers. In theory everybody can become 
the victim of ethnic discrimination as we all have an ethnicity, but these figures 
show that the power of belonging to the dominant ethnic group in society cannot be 
underestimated.

For students with an immigrant background there is no school variance found in 
the reports of ethnic discrimination by peers, which already answers for a large part 
the research questions. On the one hand, this could be interpreted as ethnic discrimi-
nation being a highly individual experience influenced by individual factors. This 
does not necessarily mean that teachers’ efforts to pay attention to multiculturalism 
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or multicultural policy cannot make a difference. It is very plausible that there are 
mechanisms at play between the multicultural efforts at school level and the per-
ceived ethnic discrimination by peers at student level that yield different outcomes 
for different individuals. Hence, we cannot state that multicultural teaching or mul-
ticultural policy has no influence, but rather that students internalize these efforts 
in different ways. This results in the phenomenon that no variance between schools 
can be found, because there is not a clear pattern in perceived ethnic discrimina-
tion that varies from school population to school population according to the applied 
multicultural education. On the other hand, ethnic discrimination is not an isolated 
experience within school for these youngsters. Discrimination is a wide-spread 
societal phenomenon and secondary schools are not the only setting in the lives 
of adolescents. This is especially true for ethnic discrimination that occurs among 
adolescents themselves, as they interact with each other outside of school as well—
on public transport, in the neighbourhood, on social media or in sports clubs. This 
wider societal reality of constant potential interethnic tensions among peers might 
diminish the effect that schools can have on the experience of ethnic discrimina-
tion by peers towards ethnic minority students. This could also explain why there is 
school variance with respect to ethnic discrimination by teachers, as this relationship 
is specifically related to the school context.

There is no such thing as ‘the’ effect of multicultural education. As shown in 
other studies, a multicultural approach consists of different elements represented 
and perceived by different actors within a school and all of these elements have 
their own (sometimes contradicting) effect. For ethnic minority students, it is the 
students’ perception of multicultural teaching that matters, not the teaching culture 
itself. One element that could explain this finding (partly) is that in secondary edu-
cation the general teaching culture is less effective in explaining ethnic discrimina-
tion, because students have different teams of teachers. Teachers will most likely 
differ in their effectiveness and motivation to teach from a multicultural perspective, 
hence, the individual perception of the students captures potentially better both the 
quality and the quantity to which the student is exposed to multicultural teaching.

Furthermore, since this study relies on self-reported measures of multicultural 
teaching, it is not only the incident that is being measured, but also the interpreta-
tion. How is this multicultural message being received by this student? These results 
clearly indicate that the perception is important to take into account. If individual 
students with an immigrant background feel that their teachers pay more attention to 
multiculturalism in their teaching, they are less likely to report being discriminated 
against by their teachers, but more so by their peers. Hence, how students perceive 
their teachers’ multicultural efforts is negatively correlated with perceived discrimi-
nation by teachers, but positively correlated with perceived discrimination by peers. 
This finding could be seen as a confirmation of the idea that multicultural teaching 
has a direct positive impact on the inter-ethnic relationship between non-native Bel-
gian students and their teachers. In addition, since we measure the perceived dis-
crimination, it confirms the idea that multicultural education is most likely also help-
ing students to raise their awareness to the existence of ethnic discrimination and to 
support them in correctly labeling negative interactions with their fellow students 
as being discriminatory. The same is true for the relationship between multicultural 
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policy and perceived ethnic discrimination. The results show a positive relationship. 
In schools where principals have a more welcoming multicultural policy, students 
are more likely to indicate that they feel discriminated against.

These findings give rise to a post-hoc reflection about the role that threat might 
play. A welcoming diversity-policy in the sense that for example a non-native lan-
guage is allowed to be spoken or it is possible to wear a headscarf (religious symbol 
of Islam, while Catholicism is the dominant religion) can give rise to feelings of 
threat among ethnic majority students (Plaut et  al., 2018). An experimental study 
among White adults in the USA showed that multiculturalism evokes a feeling of 
exclusion among Whites (Plaut et  al., 2011), whereby the question “What about 
me?” surfaces. This is especially the case when the ethnic majority does not obtain 
the intended message from a multicultural approach (Rios & Wynn, 2016). A school 
policy is often mainly something that students just have to accept passively, and 
hence, could be an ideal source of feelings of exclusion. More generally, multicul-
turalism may be perceived as a challenge for the dominant position of the native-
Belgian students. It questions the boundary of group exclusiveness and challenges 
their power and privilege (Blumer, 1958). When the dominant group has the feeling 
that their privileged position is under threat, this is the ideal condition for ethnic 
prejudice and by consequence, ethnic discrimination. This resulting feeling of threat 
is also in line with the results of multicultural teaching culture and multicultural 
policy for ethnic majority students. A more multicultural teaching culture is related 
with more feelings of being discriminated against by peers. A more multicultural 
school policy is also positively related with feeling discriminated against.

These analyses cannot verify if this is related with the explanation of raised 
awareness or with feelings of threat. An in-depth qualitative research design is nec-
essary to disentangle the underlying dynamics of the finding that certain aspects of 
multicultural education are related with more reports of being discriminated against 
for ethnic majority and minority students. Is it a consequence of feelings of threat of 
the ethnic majority students that leads to more inter-ethnic conflict? And/or does this 
kind of policy just make ethnicity more salient and are the reports a consequence of 
raised awareness rather than an effective rise in the number of instances of discrimi-
nation? Or do principals and teachers try to resolve interethnic conflict by paying 
more attention to multiculturalism?

Although perceived ethnic discrimination by peers is rare for ethnic majority stu-
dents, it is clear that native-Belgian students are more likely to indicate ethnic dis-
crimination when the number of students with an immigrant background rises. In 
line with the imbalance of power thesis, the numerical composition of the student 
body can create different power dynamics that shift the chances of feeling discrimi-
nated against. The make-up of the student body did not influence the reported ethnic 
discrimination by teachers for ethnic minority students, as teachers do not become 
‘more powerful’ because of it. Flemish teachers belong for the large part to the eth-
nic majority and have a position of authority in the classroom.

The interaction between multicultural education and ethnic composition appeared 
not to be significant. The effect of multicultural education does not differ according 
to the number of students with an immigrant background. However, as schools are 
complex settings where different actors, cultures, policies and climates all play roles, 
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we are convinced that future research should stay focused on how multicultural edu-
cation interacts with structural and compositional school characteristics. Nobody 
wants the effects of multicultural education to be undone or diminished by another 
school policy or characteristic. Hence, future studies should look at interactions to 
push the understanding on how school environments as a whole can become more 
conducive to improving intergroup / interethnic relations.

5.1 � Limitations and future research

The cross-sectional character of this study limits the possibilities to obtain a good 
understanding of how a multicultural school context affects the experience of ethnic 
discrimination. An ideal research situation would be to have a longitudinal research 
design where the school changes in ethnic composition of the student population or 
starts/intensifies multicultural education to get detailed insights in how these school 
factors influence the experience of ethnic discrimination. Another element to take 
into account is the fact that self-report measures were used. This is a very common 
method with many benefits, but it is important that the reader is aware is of this 
when interpreting the results. First, the students report on their experience of ethnic 
discrimination. Because this measure captures the lived experience of the student, 
one cannot draw firm conclusions about the actual number of incidents. Second, 
multicultural education is a self-report measure from the perspective of three actors: 
principal, teacher and student. Since these measures focus on a normative issue, the 
measure for principals and teachers can be potentially biased due to social desirabil-
ity (Verkuyten & Thijs, 2002b). That is why we opted to include the perception of 
the student, since this captures the students’ lived experience of multicultural teach-
ing. Furthermore, for multicultural teaching, there is the complexity of developing 
a reliable contextual measure, because in secondary education each individual stu-
dent can have a different set of teachers depending on the subjects s/he follows. The 
inclusion of the perception of the student and the fact that we chose to work with a 
culture measure based on the average of the responses of the teachers, can help to 
compensate for this shortcoming. Although this culture measure is a valid proxy for 
the multicultural teacher culture present in that school, a measure where you could 
link the score of the specific teacher team to the particular students would be better.

For future research, it would be interesting to make use of a mixed-methods 
approach. In this study, we already combine the reports of different actors within a 
school, but the use of both qualitative and quantitative techniques could deepen the 
insights and reinforce conclusions. Qualitative observations can give a researcher-
perspective on discriminatory incidents in a school and the multicultural approach 
a school employs. Qualitative interviews can help to disentangle the elements that 
influence the interpretation of multicultural education by the students and the per-
ception of a situation as discriminatory (e.g., Mansouri & Trembath, 2005; Stevens, 
2009). These insights could then be complemented by a large-scale quantitative 
study to get a full picture of how a multicultural school approach impacts the percep-
tion of ethnic discrimination. Another suggestion for future research is to focus on 
how ethnic majority students react to multicultural education by combining different 



1253

1 3

Ethnic discrimination in secondary education: Does the solution…

outcomes, such as ethnic discrimination, threat, prejudice, feelings of exclusion, etc. 
We find it important to take the whole student body into account, but a specific focus 
on ethnic majority students would help to understand the different dynamics that are 
at play when ethnic majority students are confronted with multicultural education.

6 � Conclusion

In conclusion, this study builds on the knowledge of how school characteristics are 
related with students’ perceived ethnic discrimination. First, the results confirm the 
importance of power dynamics in relation to ethnic discrimination, both the power 
of belonging to the dominant ethnic group in society and the numerical power within 
the walls of a school. However, the latter only applies to ethnic majority students.

Second, by taking into account three different perspectives on multicultural 
education in one study, we found clear evidence of the complex and multi-faceted 
character of multicultural education. Although one of the main goals of multicul-
tural education is to combat racism and discrimination, our study shows that this is 
not easy to achieve. For example, multicultural education can be related with more 
perceived ethnic discrimination. Although this effect could indicate a rise in aware-
ness rather than of a rise in the discriminatory incidents per se, this does not make 
the experience less real for the students. Future research should focus on the neces-
sary conditions to make multicultural education successful in combating racism and 
discrimination.

The lessons that can be taken from this research is that an all-encompassing 
approach is necessary. A policy document written by the principal can have a com-
pletely different effect on students compared to their teachers’ efforts to incorporate 
multiculturalism in their lessons, although both actions are focused on valuing diver-
sity. That is to say that it is not only about the underlying philosophy, but also about 
how it is executed and perceived. Furthermore, in order to ensure that the efforts of 
one person are not undone by another person, the whole school has to collaborate to 
make multicultural education a success.

Another lesson is that the dynamics are different for discrimination by peers 
and by teachers, as well as different for ethnic majority and minority students. Our 
research suggests that for ethnic minority students, the school context is especially 
important in understanding and influencing the relationship between students and 
teachers. For a good understanding of the experience of discrimination by peers, 
researchers should focus more on individual-level antecedents. For ethnic majority 
students, the attention to multicultural education seems to raise feelings of ethnic 
discrimination. As a result, schools have to be aware of not overlooking negative 
consequences of their multicultural efforts for the ethnic majority students, since 
they could potentially aggravate interethnic tensions instead of improving them.
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