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Understanding School Success of Migrant Students: An
International Perspective

Elena Makarova 1,* and Wassilis Kassis 2,*

1 Institute for Educational Sciences, University of Basel, 4132 Muttenz, Switzerland
2 Institute for Research & Development, School of Education, University of Applied Sciences and Arts

Northwestern Switzerland, 5210 Windisch, Switzerland
* Correspondence: elena.makarova@unibas.ch (E.M.); wassilis.kassis@fhnw.ch (W.K.)

Despite existing educational inequalities, the literature provides hardly any empirically
validated insights into the school success pathways of migrants.

One of the main challenges migrant students experience while adjusting to the main-
stream culture of the country they have moved to is acculturation. The term acculturation
refers to behavioral and attitudinal changes among individuals of different cultural her-
itage, that occur under conditions of direct and continuous intercultural contact. The
most common conceptualization of acculturation is bi-dimensional and suggests that it is
possible to maintain or avoid the culture of the host society and simultaneously retain or
lose one’s culture of origin [1]. The most recent research on acculturation, in the context
of school, stresses the necessity to understand and to assess acculturation as a reciprocal
process among native and migrant youths, where the school itself functions as an agent of
acculturation [2]. The outcomes of acculturation in the school context can be measured in
terms of students’ sociocultural and psychological adjustment. There is empirical evidence
that adjustment to the new teaching and learning environment, as well as to the new aca-
demic culture, is a highly challenging process for migrant students [3,4] and that its success
depends on resources which serve as protective factors [5,6]. It is therefore important to
consider the risk and resource factors that can affect the process of acculturation and its
outcomes, when discussing the academic success or failure of migrant students.

Deliberation about how to address the specific risk and resource factors for school
success in students’ lives often starts a conversation about resilience, but is still rare. We en-
dorse Masten’s [7] definition of resilience, as follows: “The capacity of a dynamic system to
adapt successfully to disturbances that threaten system function, viability, or development”
(p. 10). Related to this, the OECD [8] pointed out that migrant students’ school success
should become one of the central pillars of educational policies internationally. However,
the stability of school resilience in the developmental pathways of migrant students under
various risk factors is almost entirely unknown.

Therefore, the aim of this book is to empirically identify the school success pathways of
migrants for policy actions in schools and communities, in order to tackle barriers to migrant
students’ school success. These resilience pathways highlight differences in individual
and social risks and identify protective factors for young migrants, to help them overcome
obstacles linked to discrimination and low educational outcomes. It presents international
empirical research comparing and explaining school success factors for migrant students in
various countries, namely Germany, Greece, Russia, and Switzerland.

Zuzanna M. Preusche and Kerstin Göbel analyzed the role that minority students’ (bi-)
cultural identity plays in successful school adjustment. Their study used survey data from
457 seventh-grade students in North-Rhine Westphalian schools who, according to their
self-identification, belong to at least one culture in addition to the German one. The findings
of the study highlight that minority students who develop a strong bicultural identity are
more likely to successfully adjust to their school culture, as they indicate significantly
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higher emotional, cognitive, and behavioral school engagement than their peers with a
weaker bicultural identity, even when gender, socioeconomic status (SES), and cultural
capital are controlled for.

Nanine Lilla, Sebastian Thürer, Wim Nieuwenboom and Marianne Schüpbach empirically
investigated the meaning of students’ acculturation orientations for their academic self-
concept. Based on data from the German National Educational Panel Study (NEPS),
comparing outcomes among migrant and non-migrant students, the acculturation profiles
of students were related to students’ general and domain-specific academic self-concept.
This study suggests that migrant students’ academic self-concept is influenced by their
acculturation orientations and that this relation can serve as a protective factor and a source
of resilience for migrant students.

Chulpan Gromova, Rezeda Khairutdinova, Dina Birman and Aydar Kalimullin present the
results of a qualitative study, conducted in multicultural schools in the Republic of Tatarstan
(Russia). Based on interview data collected among elementary school teachers who work
with migrant children, this study focused on teachers’ educational practices aimed at
facilitating the school adjustment of migrant children. The results of the study show how
teachers adapt their pedagogical practices in order to foster the psychological adjustment of
migrant students. The study suggests that teachers’ adaptive teaching and communication
strategies could serve as resource factors for the successful school adjustment of migrant
students, especially when institutionalized support is lacking.

Christos Govaris, Wassilis Kassis, Dimitris Sakatzis, Jasmin-Olga Sarafidou and Raia Chou-
vati adopt the theoretical approach of recognitive justice and the degree of students‘ recogni-
tive experiences, with regard to empathy, respect, and social esteem, focused on educational
inequalities in the multicultural school and the factors that affect their appearance and
reproduction in a sample of secondary school students in Greece. By applying an inter-
sectional approach, the authors were able to identify that migrant students, and students
from families with a low level of education, experienced a significantly lower degree of
recognition. Additionally, differing levels of recognition among teachers explained a large
amount of the variability in academic achievement and self-esteem.

Albert Dueggeli, Maria Kassis and Wassilis Kassis analyzed the school success of young
male migrants in Switzerland, particularly those who are at a higher risk of not completing
upper secondary education and do not have the same opportunities to put their educational
resources to use in existing educational contexts. By applying the resilience concept
of navigation and negotiation as proposed by Ungar [9], the results show, firstly, that
inter-individual processes of navigation and negotiation differ depending on the specific
people involved and their objectives. Secondly, different forms of the development of
navigation and negotiation are seen within a single individual. Thirdly, the importance of
institutional flexibility becomes apparent when adolescents experience successful processes
of navigation or negotiation.

Overall, the studies published in this book demonstrate that the school resilience
of migrant students can be manifested in different ways, related to the dynamics of the
acculturation process, gender, socioeconomic status, and individual differences. Because
of this complex conceptual framework, it is important to take international comparisons
into account, when including students’ responses about processes towards school success
and educational outcomes. Moreover, it became clear when analysing the data on migrant
students’ school success that we need to address the interplay of structural and procedural
risk and protective factors, for a better understanding of resilience pathways. School
resilience is better understood if protective and risk factors are modelled not only on
individual factors, but also on contextual factors, such as those at the family and class, or
school levels. If we continue to structure our analysis of migrant students’ protective and
risk factors only in terms of individual traits and characteristics, we also continue to run
the risk of victim blaming, that is, turning back to the individual migrant student as the
sole source of explanation for why resilience is not achieved.
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Does a Strong Bicultural Identity Matter for Emotional,
Cognitive, and Behavioral Engagement?

Zuzanna M. Preusche * and Kerstin Göbel

Faculty of Educational Sciences, University of Duisburg-Essen, 45141 Essen, Germany; kerstin.goebel@uni-due.de
* Correspondence: zuzanna.preusche@uni-due.de

Abstract: In the course of their acculturation process, minority students need to negotiate the adaption
to the host society’s culture and the maintenance of the culture of their country of origin. This identity
construction is complex and may encompass contradicting and competing goals. The adjustment
to school is seen as a relevant acculturation marker. An increasingly prominent multidimensional
construct is students’ school engagement because it can provide an insight into the way students feel
and interact with the emotional, cognitive, and behavioral domains of school. Successful adjustment
to school culture, and acculturation in general, can be closely related to school engagement. There is
yet no common knowledge about the role bicultural national and/or ethnic identity plays for the three
dimensions of school engagement. The present study focusses on minority students in Germany who
report a strong bicultural identity (in comparison with single stronger ethnic or national identities, as
well as weaker bicultural identification) to explain students’ emotional, cognitive, and behavioral
school engagement when controlling for gender, SES, and cultural capital. Data is derived from paper–
pencil questionnaires administered in secondary schools in Germany. Regression analyses show that
students with a stronger bicultural identity have a significantly higher emotional, cognitive, and
behavioral school engagement than their peers with a weaker bicultural identity, when controlling
for gender, SES, and cultural capital. The results hint at the relevance of fostering students’ ethnic,
but also their national, cultural identity to support their school engagement. Implications for teacher
education are discussed.

Keywords: ethnic identity; national identity; acculturation; school engagement; minority youth;
bicultural identity

1. Introduction

Due to several waves of historic migration, but also because of relatively recent devel-
opments in the possibility of global contact through travel and communication advances,
Germany is becoming an increasingly culturally diverse country [1–3]. Although travel
possibilities were limited within the last 1.5 years, intercultural contact via online media has
expanded during the COVID-19 pandemic. Immigrant and non-immigrant members from
various communities (or in this case, cultures) co-construct their daily life based on their
sociocultural (virtual and offline) environment [4]. Minority youth who have migrated
themselves or who were born in Germany are constantly confronted with the complex
task of constructing their own multicultural identity, sometimes very overtly but often in
a more underlying matter [5,6]. Within this process of acculturation, which is influenced
by different agents and domains, schools represent a crucial institution of contact with the
dominant majority culture, and therefore play one of the most important roles for students’
identity construction [7–11]. A prominent acculturation component is school adjustment
and achievement [12,13]. Despite the high school aspiration of immigrant families [14],
students with a migration background tend to generally perform less well than their peers,
as has been repeatedly proven in international student assessment studies [15].

It can be assumed that a better socio-cultural adjustment leads to higher achievement:
school success is not just determined by the students’ capacities and competencies, but by
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a number of other factors and resources related to the cultural and habitual proximity and
knowledge of the respective school system [1,16], such as the parental and student’s lan-
guage proficiency, especially in regard to the cognitive academic language proficiency [1,17].
A prominent topic in acculturation research has been the question of the role students’
cultural identities play in their school adjustment. Does a stronger ethnic or a stronger
national identity matter? Is a strong bicultural identity a decisive factor within the academic
domain? Because students’ engagement with school is highly responsive to variations in
their external factors such as their cultural milieu, their school (climate), teacher and peer
relationships, and their internal factors such as their developmental competencies and their
self-appraisal skills [18], and because it closely resembles their adjustment to school in
general, we use engagement as an acculturation marker in this paper. School engagement
is a multidimensional construct; most researchers agree on the three main dimensions of
emotional, cognitive, and behavioral engagement. Although some studies have already
tackled the topic of engagement and cultural identity, research has rarely investigated
different profiles of cultural identity and different dimensions of students’ engagement.
The different types of engagement embody different kinds of involvement with school. The
goal of this paper is to explore how different cultural identities could be interrelated with
the three dimensions of engagement.

1.1. Bicultural Identity

Identity construction in general is an important developmental task [19,20]. In identity
theory and research, it is agreed upon that there is not one identity, but that every individual
owns a set of social identities [21,22]. A central social identity is the ethnic (cultural) identity,
which derives from a person’s cultural origin or heritage [23,24]. Van Oudenhoven and
Benet-Martínez [20] state that “biculturals are individuals who have been exposed to and
have internalized two or more sets of cultural meaning systems”, (p. 48). Phinney et al. [25]
understand that cultural identities are a result of “interaction[s] between the attitudes and
characteristics of immigrants and the responses of the receiving society, moderated by the
particular circumstances of the immigrant group within the society”, (p. 494). From this
proposal, one should assume that the construction of a cultural or multicultural identity is
a reciprocal negotiation between the heritage and the target culture.

In acculturation research, one of the most prominent models for the explanation of a
person’s cultural orientation and negotiation between the heritage and majority culture is
John Berry’s acculturation model [10]. In this model, he differentiates between integration,
separation, assimilation, and marginalization. Although this model still widely serves as a
major indicator for the outcome of an acculturation process, as well as a policy marker, it
has become evident that the construction of the individual’s bicultural identity is a very
complex lifelong process [23]. Still, Berry’s model has been proven to be a firm acculturation
attitude explanation and has been replicated in recent studies [26]. According to some
researchers [25], a decisive factor for immigrant students’ identity is not the respective
policy in a country, but circumstances in their communities, which makes it even more
challenging to grasp a generic acculturation model for adolescents. Those children and
young adults need to switch between “different cognitive and behavioral frames tied to
their different cultural identities”, ref. [20], p. 47.

For immigrant adolescents, the expectations of both cultures can be experienced as
challenging [27,28], especially in cases where the heritage family culture and the majority
school culture are organized very differently (e.g., in terms of their complexity, their
tightness, or their individualism or collectivism organization [29–31]). Additionally, cultural
frame-switching can be performed more easily when the students’ respective cultural
identities are compatible [29]. The complexity of acculturation processes implies the
difficulty of empirical measurements of acculturation and identity performance [26,32],
and the question of what time frame migration research should be conducted in [33].
Although some models and a wide number of scales and qualitative approaches have been
developed, there is no dominant method that is applied in most of the acculturation and
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cultural identity research [32]. Cultures contain an infinite amount of coded information
that, on the one hand, must be interpreted and decoded by outsiders, while on the other
hand, those outsiders actively co-construct the new joined culture [34]. Chirkov [34,35]
argues that because of an acculturation gap, problems can evolve between the home and
host cultural community. Immigrants enter new communities with certain expectations
from their heritage culture. If those cultures differ to a great extent, the respective immigrant
“may experience [ . . . ] mental correlates of acculturation stress. If the [immigrant] does
not understand the causes of such states, [their] mental health may deteriorate and prevent
[them] from attaining successful adaptation and acculturation”, ref. [34], p. 15. Migrant
youth do not only find themselves between their home culture and school culture—they also
have the responsibility of navigating between the two and functioning as mediators [36],
which can be a challenging task due to authority and responsibility disparities. It is
important to mention that the gap between a student’s home and their school’s or individual
teachers’ sociocultural expectations is not limited to intercultural relations but can also
exist in intracultural settings [37]. Nevertheless, since ethnic heritages embody an immense
amount of beliefs, practices, customs, and/or languages, which can be very different from
the majority culture, the question of how students embrace their ethnic and national identity
and to what extent their identity might translate into school adjustment is crucial in the
quest to create successful diversity-oriented classrooms and inclusive school settings.

1.2. Bicultural Identity and Well-Being

The acculturation process is often accompanied by certain stressors, which can affect an
individual’s psychological well-being [1,9,35,38–40]. Experiences of discrimination along
the way of acculturation can have severe negative effects [41–43]. The impact of stress and
discrimination experiences can lead individuals into a disengaged state with the majority
culture [10,44]. A person’s ethnic identity (or racial identity) and the development of this
part of one’s social identity has been a popular research topic [45,46]. Mostly, researchers
are interested in the role of an individual’s ethnic identity in terms of their well-being
or other similar constructs. A study by Balidemaj and Small [47] on the acculturation of
Albanian–American immigrants in the United States shows that their acculturation, ethnic
identity, and psychological well-being are positively correlated. The young adults’ ethnic
identity and acculturation affect their psychological well-being. Kim et al. [48] found among
their group of first-generation Mexican immigrants that self-esteem was negatively affected
by acculturative stress. They also found that ethnic identity exacerbated the negative effects
of the two observed types of acculturative stress (American-based and Mexican-based) on
psychological well-being. The role of a person’s national identity within the process of
ethnic identity construction and well-being has only sparsely been investigated. A national
identification means that individuals feel an emotional involvement and connection to
their resident country [49]. The national identification of minorities can depend on the
perceived treatment of the respective group, leading to difficult conditions for some groups
more so than others [50]. In general, the literature seems to promote the idea that the
integration of a person’s two (or more) cultural identities is an important antecedent of
beneficial psychological outcomes [51–53]. People belonging to cultural minorities need to
balance their cultural identities, but it is important to point out that whether they feel more
connected to their heritage culture(s) and/or their majority national culture can differ in
specific life domains [54].

When looking into well-being, acculturation, and the school domain, some research has
already proposed the importance of a strong ethnic identity, but there is still a broad opinion
that a strong cultural orientation towards an individual’s ethnicity can also be associated
with negative effects [22,55,56]. Makarova [57] confirmed the assumption that biculturally
identified adolescents integrate better into the society of residence. Fuller-Rowell et al. [58]
found interesting effects of ethnic identity and national identity as protective agents. Stu-
dents’ experiences of discrimination in the first year of college were positively associated
with changes in ethnic identity commitment during their following college years among
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participants with a weaker national identity. This perceived discrimination was negatively
associated with changes in ethnic identity commitment among those students who reported
a stronger national identity. In addition, students with a strong national identity also had a
greater increase in ethnic identity commitment. Phinney and Devich-Navarro [59] found
evidence in their quantitative and qualitative study for a wide variation in the way ado-
lescents identify with their ethnic and national cultures. Still, looking into the extreme
group differences, about 90% of the students reported a combined bicultural identification,
meaning that only 10% did not consider themselves belonging to two cultures. In their
analysis of the PISA 2009 data, Edele et al. [60] found that more than half of students with
an immigrant background feel a strong connection to Germany (integrated and assimilated
group, cf. [61]), one third feels that they only belong to their ethnic heritage group (sep-
arated group), and about one fifth report not belonging to either culture (marginalized
group). It is important to mention that there can be notable differences between ethnic
groups; still, Molina et al. [62] found that, for most ethnic minorities, at least in the United
States, higher perceptions of group discrimination were associated with lower levels of
national identity and higher ethnic identity. Some research stresses the possibly problematic
relation between heritage and national identity; Zander and Hannover [22] found in their
German study that a strong identification with the culture of origin correlated with a rather
marginal attachment to the host culture. Wolfgramm et al. [56] also proposed that one
factor that can lead to a stronger connection with one’s heritage is a perceived rejection,
or the fear of being rejected, by the majority culture. These results are in line with the
theory of rejection–identification [63], which states that when faced with discrimination,
individuals’ ethnic group identity increases and therefore serves as a protective agent. The
protective power of a student’s ethnic identity has also been proven by a recent study
in Berlin; Kunyu et al. [64] found that students who had a strong heritage identity also
reported a higher sense of socio-emotional and academic adjustment. An important fac-
tor that can have a moderating effect on discrimination experiences and well-being is a
person’s ethnic socialization; Harris-Britt et al. [65] found that when African American
students received messages about race pride in their’ socialization, it had a buffering
effect on their discrimination experiences, and led to higher self-esteem, meaning that a
strong ethnic identity, resulting from a positive ethnic socialization, can have a positive
effect on well-being despite negative experiences directed towards the respective ethnicity.
Spiegler et al. [66] were able to show that Turkish students in Germany who had strong
ethnic identities and those who had medium ethnic identities both reported similar school
adjustments, but the latter had lower school motivation. National identity was a mediator
in both groups. Literature review of the relation between acculturation, bicultural identity,
and well-being has proven that this topic is complex, and no general conclusion can be
stated since research studies, as well as the respective heritage and host cultures, are very
diverse. Still, most studies provide evidence for the importance of a strong ethnic identity
to immigrants’ well-being.

1.3. Bicultural Identity and School Engagement

Acculturation and the continuous construction of one’s individual bicultural ethnic
and national identity are influenced by different agents and domains, of which schools
represent the central institution of contact with the dominant majority culture, and therefore
play one of the most important roles for students’ identity [7–9,11,49]. In the literature,
educational success is widely considered as a marker for successful integration, along-
side school adjustment [12,13]. Despite the overall high school aspiration of immigrant
families [14], students with a migration background tend to perform less well than their
peers [15]. There is a great amount of literature designed to answer the question of why
there is an achievement gap between immigrant and non-immigrant students [1,67,68].
A comparatively new line of research points at students’ sense of belonging as a main
explanation for minority students’ lack of success in academia [49,69–71]. Students who do
not feel that they belong might unconsciously distance themselves from the educational do-
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main. This can be a consequence of hegemonic practices in schools, but also discrimination
experiences, and it might lead to stereotype threat experiences in school [72,73].

Within the last two decades, the concept of school engagement has been adopted
by many researchers to explain the multidimensional commitment of students towards
school. Students’ engagement with school has become a widely recognized construct,
because of its multidimensionality and ability to help explain students’ paths between
(hidden) dropout and school success [44,74–78]. School engagement “provides a holistic
lens for understanding how children interact with learning activities, with distinct behav-
ioral, emotional–affective, and cognitive components” [18], p. 1087. The body of work
around engagement has grown rapidly in the last decade, leading to a constantly evolving
conceptualization of the construct [44,77]. Despite some other conceptual suggestions of
engagement dimensions, most researchers agree on the three different but interrelated con-
structs of emotional engagement, cognitive engagement, and behavioral engagement [74].
The emotional, or affective, component of engagement towards school embodies students’
positive and negative feelings towards school and learning. Behavioral engagement is
related to the active participation in class and other school-related activities. Cognitive
engagement means the willingness to invest in complex academic tasks (for an elaboration
of the origin of the three dimensions cf. [79]). Deriving from acculturation theory, one
could assume that all three dimensions of engagement should be related to better school
adjustment. An emotionally committed student can transfer this attitude into their thoughts
towards school and learning, and therefore, also express behavioral (active) participation.
There is very limited research regarding the question of how different bicultural identities
relate to the three dimensions of engagement. Nevertheless, there are reports on how
immigrant and native students differ in terms of engagement. In their meta-analysis of
studies and their biculturalism and well-being in the school context, with students from
41 countries, Chiu et al. [80] found that non-immigrant students did report a stronger emo-
tional engagement (sense of belonging) with school, but a weaker cognitive engagement in
comparison to their immigrant peers. This result hints at a difference between the three
dimensions of engagement, as well as “conflicting theoretical relationships” (p. 14). Chiu
and colleagues also found that there were differences between first-generation and second-
generation immigrants, and there was an effect of the language spoken at home. Although
engagement and acculturation are very broad constructs, the results of the meta-analysis
indicate that acculturation types can have an impact on students’ commitment to their
school and learning.

Most of the research on school engagement, and on the specific dimensions of it, in the
field of immigration/intercultural studies focuses on relevant predictors. Therefore, it is
important to mention that one of the strongest influencing factors is the perceived support
from teachers and schools [81–85]. Two studies based on the data in this paper have already
revealed that support from teachers and the quality of the relationship between the student
and teacher have an effect on students’ emotional engagement, and that teachers can protect
students from the consequences of experienced discrimination [44,86]. In particular, the
role of diversity orientation within school has been proven to be a highly relevant factor
in the development of students’ well-being and engagement [87–91]. Abacioglu et al. [92]
found that teachers who have strong multicultural attitudes can foster their students’
school engagement.

The question remains whether a strong ethnic identity, a strong national identity, or
the combination of both can predict school engagement, independent of the influence
of teachers and school climate. School adjustment and bicultural identities have been
investigated based on academic success markers such as academic self-concept, self-esteem,
or test results or grades [26,93]. Hannover et al. [94] found that students who reported (by
pictorial measure) a national (in this case German) school-related self-view performed better
in standardized competence tests in reading comprehension in German than their peers
who reported a stronger identification with their ethnic heritage group. Edele et al. [60]
analyzed the PISA 2009 data and were able to show that immigrant students who had an
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integrated cultural identity performed statistically equally to their non-immigrant peers. In
a recent study on bicultural identity, stereotype threat, and academic performance, Baysu
and Phalet [93] were able to show that the effect of having a dual identity is complex and
can lead to different outcomes depending on the respective threat. The authors found that
students who identified with both identities outperformed their peers and reported higher
self-esteem in low-threat conditions than their otherwise-identified peers in the control
condition. However, in a high-threat context, having a dual identity came with costs:
students reported more anxiety and they performed worse in comparison to the control
condition. Those results point at the complexity as well as the importance of bicultural
identity within the school context. Chu [95] found in her study that children who had
stronger, more positive ethnic identities also had more positive academic attitudes. School
engagement is thought to withstand situational effects, such as test results under stereotype
threat conditions. Yet, it is still closely related to school performance. The existence of
some contradictory findings regarding engagement and achievement [96] can add proof
to the superordinated role of the construct; although school success is an important factor
of successful acculturation and participation in the resident culture, it is not the only one.
Feeling connected and belonging to one’s social environment can have an equally important
effect on a person’s well-being and academic success.

1.4. The Present Study

A prominent topic in acculturation research has been the question “What role does
students’ cultural identity play in their school adjustment?” Does a strong ethnic or a
strong national identity matter? Is a strong bicultural identity a decisive factor within
the academic domain? Because students’ engagement with school is highly responsive to
variations in their personal and sociocultural factors [18], and because it closely resembles
their adjustment to school in general, the present study focusses on engagement as an
acculturation marker. Engagement can be divided into the three dimensions emotional,
cognitive, and behavioral, which all interact with different kinds of academic areas, and
which provide insight into the emotional attitude towards school, the willingness to engage
in cognitive tasks, and the active participation in class and school-related areas. The
advantage of the engagement construct is that it offers a glimpse into students’ total
engagement with their schools beyond their test results and their (final) grades. Referring
to acculturation theory [10], we want to find out how different kinds of bicultural identities
relate to the three dimensions of school engagement. With this paper we want to add to the
understanding of bicultural identity and academic adjustment, and discuss the implications
for schools, teachers, and teacher education.

2. Method

2.1. Study Design

The present study is a cross-sectional paper–pencil questionnaire study with 7th grade
students in North-Rhine Westphalia, conducted during the spring and summer of 2017
and 2018. The study is part of a larger international cooperative project focusing on the
(hidden) school dropout of immigrants in different European countries and Israel. The data
collection in Germany was carried out by the authors themselves and by trained student
assistants. Data collection involved the completion of a structured questionnaire with one
open question at the end (“Is there anything else you want to tell us?”). The questionnaire
was completed individually during regular class time.

2.2. Analysis

With the software R [97] as well as IBM SPSS, we first conducted a factor analysis to
estimate if our three engagement subdimensions of school engagement can be divided
according to Fredericks et al. [79]. We explored differences between the four bicultural
identity types using an ANOVA analysis with the three subdimensions of school engage-
ment as the respective dependent variables. Further, we conducted multiple regression
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analyses in four single analyses to find out how much variance of the three subdimensions
can be explained with the respective bicultural identity type as a predictor. Since immigrant
families in Germany tend to have a poorer socioeconomic background, we controlled
for the parents’ highest International Socio-Economic Index of Occupational Status, as well
as the families’ cultural capital. In addition, we included gender as a control variable
to find out whether there were differences between the two possible options (male and
female) in the questionnaire (cf. [60] for a similar approach). The different sizes of bicultural
identity groups (cf. Section 2.4) need to be considered when interpretating the following
(exploratory) analyses.

2.3. Participants

The analysis of the present paper focuses on students who reported cultural self-
identification with at least one other culture, in addition to German culture. This subsample
consists of 457 students (47.9% female), mostly aged 12–13 years [60.4%], with 21.2%
older than 13, containing more than 30 different cultural identifications. In this analysis,
we did only consider those students who reported themselves as belonging to at least
one other culture than the German one. We included those students regardless of their
migration background [44,86]. We did not divide the participants further into heritage
groups because, on the one hand, the sample size would be too limited, and, on the other
hand, there was no clear theoretical assumption that there would be strong differences
between the present groups.

2.4. Bicultural Group Comparison

In this paper, the operationalization of bicultural students is based on the students’
own reports of whether they feel that they belong to at least two cultures (ethnic/heritage
culture(s) and/or national German culture). Furthermore, those biculturally identified
students were asked to estimate the intensity of their sense of belonging to their national
and ethnic identities. To compare students with stronger and weaker cultural identities we
first conducted a split of the theoretical mean (3.5 on the 5-point Likert scale) of the ethnic
identity scale and the national identity scale. It needs to be noted that both scales scored
relatively highly, with students reporting rather strong national identities and very strong
ethnic identities (cf. Table 1).

In the next step we allocated students into one of the four categories: stronger ethnic
and stronger national identity (Es_Ns) (n = 112), stronger ethnic and weaker national
identity (Es_Nw) (n = 219), weaker ethnic and stronger national identity (Ew_Ns) (n = 19),
and weaker ethnic and weaker national identity (Ew_Nw) (n = 44). Due to the high mean
of the two scales, the four groups did not turn out to be equally distributed. Despite
this uneven group size, the theoretical split seems to represent a more realistic picture
of students’ actual identity than a statistical mean split. We assume that this form of
categorization is therefore to some extent in line with the four acculturation dimensions
suggested by Berry [10,98] (for a similar approach cf. Phinney and Devich-Navarro, ref. [6],
also [60]), with students with stronger ethnic and stronger national identities belonging to
the integration dimension, students with stronger ethnic and weaker national identities
belonging to the separation dimension, students with weaker ethnic and stronger national
identities belonging to the assimilation dimension, and students with weaker ethnic and
weaker national identities belonging to the marginalization dimension. Since we only
included students who reported belonging to an ethnic, heritage culture, the majority
of the students did not fall into an assimilated or marginalized category. John Berry’s
model was proposed several decades ago, but it still represents the major acculturation
dimensions used in this research, which have been empirically replicated many times in
recent studies [66].
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2.5. Measure

The scales and items used in the present study regarded students’ gender, their cultural
identifications (Q: Which culture or cultures do you feel part of?), their parents’ occupation
(using the HISEI measure; International Socio-Economic Index of Occupational Status) [99]
and their families’ cultural capital (adapted version from PISA, [15,100]) school engagement
was measured with the engagement scale developed by Fredericks et al. [79], which can be
divided into the three subscales of emotional, cognitive, and behavioral school engagement.
Ethnic and national identity scales were based on Phinney et al. [101]. The scales and their
characteristics are presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Scale descriptions.

Scale Statistics Source/Item Examples

Emotional Engagement

6 items, α = 0.839, M = 2.50,
SD = 0.74, n = 444,

4-point-Likert scale
(completely disagree to

completely agree)

Fredricks et al. [79] (adapted);
e.g., “I feel happy in school.”

Cognitive Engagement

7 items, α = 0.679, M = 2.54,
SD = 0.67, n = 445,

4-point-Likert scale
(completely disagree to

completely agree)

Fredricks et al. [79] (adapted);
e.g., “I study at home even
when I don’t have a test.”

Behavioral Engagement

8 items, α = 0.801, M = 3.28,
SD = 0.47, n = 446, 4-point

Likert scale (completely
disagree to completely agree)

Fredricks et al. [79] (adapted);
e.g., “I pay attention in class.”

National Identity

4 items, α = 0.932, M = 3.11,
SD = 1.20, n = 361, 5-point

Likert scale (completely
disagree to completely agree)

Berry et al. [10] based on
Phinney [101] and Roberts

et al. [102]; e.g., “I am proud
of being German.”

Ethnic Identity
4 items, α = 0.887, M = 4.39,
SD = 0.82, n = 324, 5-point

Likert scale

Berry et al. [10] based on
Phinney [101] and Roberts

et al. [102]; e.g., “I am proud
of being a member of my

heritage culture.”

3. Results

A confirmatory factor analysis was run to estimate whether cognitive, behavioral, and
emotional engagement can be divided into the three dimensions of school engagement
in our subsample. The analysis has shown acceptable model fit indices (TLI = 0.878;
CLI = 0.892; RMSEA = 0.062; SRMR = 0.055). While the estimates of TLI and CLI are not
good [103], the RMSEA and SRMR indicate a good model fit. Since the standardized factor
loadings of school engagement for cognitive, behavioral, and emotional engagement are
good (cognitive = 0.879; behavioral = 0.801; emotional = 0.795), school engagement was
used as a construct with a cognitive, behavioral, and emotional dimension, as suggested by
Fredericks et al. [79]. A one-way between-subjects exploratory ANOVA was conducted to
compare the three subdimensions of school engagement under stronger ethnic and stronger
national identity (Es_Ns), stronger ethnic and weaker national identity (Es_Nw), weaker
ethnic and stronger national identity (Ew_Ns), and weaker ethnic and weaker national
identity (Ew_Nw) conditions.

The ANOVA for the effect of bicultural identity for emotional school engagement was
significant, F(3377) = 3.735, p = 0.011. Emotional engagement was normally distributed
for the conditions Ew_Nw and Ew_Ns, but not for Es_Nw and Es_Nw, as assessed by
the Shapiro–Wilk test (α = 0.05). Despite the different group sizes, the homogeneity of
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variances, asserted using Levene’s Test, showed that equal variances could be assumed
(p = 0.328). Post hoc analyses using the Tukey test for significance indicated that the mean
sore for the condition Es_Ns (M = 2.648, SD = 0.73) was significantly different from the
Es_Nw condition (M = 2.61, SD = 0.76, p = 0.006) (Figure 1). There were no other significant
group differences.

Figure 1. Boxplot of emotional school engagement and bicultural identity: Ew_Nw: weaker ethnic
and weaker national identity; Ew_Ns: weaker ethnic and stronger national identity; Es_Nw: stronger
ethnic and weaker national identity; Es_Ns: stronger ethnic and stronger national identity.

For cognitive school engagement, the analysis of variance showed that the effect of
bicultural identity was significant—F(3380) = 2.937, p = 0.033. Cognitive engagement was
normally distributed for the conditions Ew_Nw, Ew_Ns, and Es_Ns, but not for Es_Nw,
as assessed by the Shapiro–Wilk test (α = 0.05). Despite the different group sizes, the
homogeneity of variances, asserted using Levene’s test, showed that equal variances could
be assumed (p = 0.769). Post hoc analyses using the Tukey test for significance indicated
that the mean sore for the condition Es_Ns (M = 2.684, SD = 0.65) was significantly different
than the Ew_Nw condition (M = 2.356, SD = 0.67, p = 0.032) (Figure 2). There were no other
significant group differences.
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Figure 2. Boxplot of cognitive school engagement and bicultural identity: Ew_Nw: weaker ethnic
and weaker national identity; Ew_Ns: weaker ethnic and stronger national identity; Es_Nw: stronger
ethnic and weaker national identity; Es_Ns: stronger ethnic and stronger national identity.

There were no statistically significant differences in behavioral school engagement for
the different groups of bicultural identity—F(3380) = 2.12, p = 0.097 (Figure 3).

Figure 3. Boxplot of behavioral school engagement and bicultural identity: Ew_Nw: weaker ethnic
and weaker national identity; Ew_Ns: weaker ethnic and stronger national identity; Es_Nw: stronger
ethnic and weaker national identity; Es_Ns: stronger ethnic and stronger national identity.

To further examine whether the bicultural identity types are predictors for the three
dimensions of school engagement, simple linear regressions were carried out. Gender,
HISEI, and cultural capital were added as control variables. Before running the regression,
assumptions for the linear regression were tested. The assumption of a linear relationship
between the independent and dependent variables was tested using the Rainbow test.
Homoscedasticity was tested with the Levene test and Breusch–Pagan test. Furthermore,
multicollinearity in the data was tested. With the Durbin Watson test, it was checked
whether there was autocorrelation, and a Cook’s distance test was used to identify critical
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outliers. All assumptions were met to a satisfactory level regarding the present exploratory
analyses. The histograms hint at a normal distribution for emotional school engagement
and cognitive school engagement, while behavioral engagement showed a slight left skew.
For each dimension of school engagement, five regression analyses were run, one for each
condition of bicultural identity including the control variables, as well as one regression
including only the controlling variables as predictors. A Bonferroni correction of the
predictors has shown that all presented significant p-levels remained significant at the
0.05 level. The results of the regression analyses are shown in Table 2 below.

Table 2. Regression analyses—emotional school engagement.

Model 0 Model 1a Model 1b Model 1c Model 1d

β β β β β

BI_Ew_Nw −0.051
BI_Ew_Ns −0.027
BI_Es_Nw −0.092
BIt_Es_Ns 0.151 *

gender 0.008 −0.008 −0.010 −0.002 0.002
HISEI 0.063 0.052 0.048 .042 0.051

cult. capital 0.237 ** 0.236 ** 0.241 ** 0.227 ** 0.223 **

adjusted R2 0.059 0.054 0.052 0.060 0.074
* = p < 0.05; ** = p < 0.001. DV: emotional school engagement. Bicultural identity—Ew_Nw: weaker ethnic
and weaker national identity; Ew_Ns: weaker ethnic and stronger national identity; Es_Nw: stronger ethnic
and weaker national identity; Es_Ns: stronger ethnic and stronger national identity. HISEI: International Socio-
Economic Index of (highest) Occupational Status.

The first analysis, and 0 model of the following analyses, shows that among the three
predictors of gender, HISEI, and cultural capital, only the last one was significant through-
out all analyses. Model 0 with only the controlling variables as predictors (F(3395) = 9.39)
described 5.9% of the variance in emotional engagement. Model 1a with bicultural identity
Ew_Nw as the additional predictor (F(4337) = 5.87) described 5.4% of the variance. Model
1b with the controlling variables and the condition Ew_Ns as predictor (F(4337) = 5.69)
described 5.2%. Model 1c (F(4337) = 6.42) described 6% of variance, while Model 1d
(F(4337) = 7.82) described 7.4% of the variance. Only the extreme group with bicultural
identity Es_Ns was a significant predictor for emotional engagement. The results indicate
that students with a stronger ethnic and national identity had higher emotional engagement
than students in the other conditions. Students with a strong cultural capital score also
reported higher emotional engagement than those with a lower cultural capital score.

A regression with the same predictors was calculated for the dependent variable
cognitive engagement (Table 3). Model 0 with the controlling variables as predictors
(F(3396) = 14.56) described 9.3% of the variance of school engagement. Model 1a with
bicultural identity Ew_Nw as the additional predictor (F(4338) = 11.30) described 10.8%
of the variance. Model 1b, with the controlling variables and the condition with Ew_Ns
identity as predictors (F(4338) = 10.08), described 9.6%. Model 1c (F(4338) = 9.91) described
9.4% of variance, while Model 1d (F(4338) = 11.10) described 10.6% of the variance. Cultural
capital and the condition of bicultural identity Ew_Nw, as well as Es_Ns, were significant
predictors for cognitive engagement. The results indicate that students with a stronger
ethnic and national identity reported a stronger cognitive school engagement in comparison
to all other conditions. Students with a high cultural capital score had a higher cognitive
engagement than those with a lower cultural capital score.
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Table 3. Regression analyses—cognitive school engagement.

Model 0 Model 1a Model 1b Model 1c Model 1d

β β β β β

BI_Ew_Nw −0.115 *
BI_Ew_Ns −0.040
BI_Es_Nw −0.003
BI_Es_Ns 0.106 *

gender 0.002 0.003 −0.001 0.001 0.008
HISEI −0.003 0.024 0.013 0.023 0.015

cult. capital 0.346 ** 0.317 ** 0.326 ** 0.321 ** 0.310 **

adjusted R2 0.093 0.108 0.096 0.094 0.106
* = p < 0.05; ** = p < 0.001. DV: cognitive school engagement. Bicultural identity—Ew_Nw: weaker ethnic
and weaker national identity; Ew_Ns: weaker ethnic and stronger national identity; Es_Nw: stronger ethnic
and weaker national identity; Es_Ns: stronger ethnic and stronger national identity. HISEI: International Socio-
Economic Index of (highest) Occupational Status.

The results for behavioral engagement are similar to the results of the previous re-
gression with school engagement as the dependent variable (Table 4). Model 0, with only
the controlling variables as predictors (F(3397) = 14.34), described 9.1% of the variance
of behavioral engagement. Model 1a with bicultural identity Ew_Nw as the additional
predictor (F(4338) = 8.33) described 7.9% of the variance. Model 1b, with the controlling
variables and the condition of Ew_Ns identity as predictors (F(4338) = 8.85), described
8.4%. Model 1c (F(4338) = 8.31) described 7.9% of variance, while Model 1d (F(4338) = 9.46)
described 9% of the variance. Only the extreme group with both strong identities could ex-
plain the additional variance of behavioral engagement. Cultural capital and the conditions
of stronger ethnic and national bicultural identity were significant predictors for behavioral
engagement. The results indicate that students with stronger ethnic and national identities
had stronger behavioral engagement than students in the other conditions. Students with
a high cultural capital score reported a better behavioral engagement than those with a
lower cultural capital score. Students with weaker bicultural identities showed weaker
behavioral engagement than students in the other conditions.

Table 4. Regression analyses—behavioral school engagement.

Model 0 Model 1a Model 1b Model 1c Model 1d

β β β β β

BI_Ew_Nw −0.041
BI_Ew_Ns −0.082
BI_Es_Nw −0.039
BI_Es_Ns 0.113 *

gender 0.068 0.080 0.075 0.082 0.086
HISEI 0.008 −0.006 −0.009 −0.012 −0.008

cult. capital 0.301 ** 0.281 ** 0.291 ** 0.277 ** 0.270 **

adjusted R2 0.091 0.079 0.084 0.079 0.090
* = p < 0.05; ** = p < 0.001. DV: behavioral school engagement. Bicultural identity—Ew_Nw: weaker ethnic
and weaker national identity; Ew_Ns: weaker ethnic and stronger national identity; Es_Nw: stronger ethnic
and weaker national identity; Es_Ns: stronger ethnic and stronger national identity. HISEI: International Socio-
Economic Index of (highest) Occupational Status.

4. Discussion

Acculturation research has already shown that a person’s or even a group’s bicultural
identity is a relevant parameter for successful integration into and adjustment to a new
society. School adjustment and school success in general can serve as acculturation markers.
Despite the overall high educational aspirations of immigrant families, immigrant students
tend to perform less well at school than their peers who belong to the majority culture. From
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recent research, it is known that students who feel that they belong in school tend to be better
adjusted, report more self-esteem, and experience more school success. Although research
is not unambiguous regarding school success and acculturation profiles, the majority of
the literature suggests that employing a strong national as well as strong ethnic identity
could be beneficial for school success [60,94]. The question of whether a stronger ethnic or
national cultural identity, or dual strong identity, is beneficial for different dimensions of
school engagement has been only marginally addressed in acculturation research.

The results of the present analyses show that for all school engagement dimensions,
having a stronger ethnic and national identity seems beneficial. This finding confirms a
wide array of acculturation research, which hints at integration (stronger bicultural identity)
as being predictive for positive school outcomes [26,51–53].

Although closely interrelated, the three dimensions of school engagement can mean
different outcomes for students. In the presented analyses, a stronger ethnic and national
bicultural identity was a significant predictor for all three engagement dimensions. In fact,
the respective coefficients of the bicultural groups only slightly differ among the three
school engagement dimensions. While for students with a weaker bicultural identity, there
is a negative association with all dimensions of school engagement, for students with a
stronger bicultural identity there is a positive connection. There were no major differences
between the three engagement types, which, on the one hand, certainly hints at the close
interrelation of the constructs. On the other hand, the three dimensions might need to be
assessed differently in order to better understand the patterns of engagement and identity
within school. Additionally, it is important to mention that the four groups differed in size,
and the respective explained variances in the models were relatively small, hinting at other
important factors that need to be explored in future research.

When translating the present findings into practice in schools, one could assume that
students who do not feel sufficiently connected to either their heritage culture or their host
society might have difficulties when it comes to their active willingness to engage in tasks in
school. This could, in turn, lead to lower achievements. It has to be taken into account that
the four bicultural identity groups in this paper were created by allocation to four groups
based on a theoretical mean split. The overall means of ethnic and national identity scales
were relatively high, which means that, at least in the present sample, immigrant students
feel strongly connected to their heritage culture, but also to their national culture. Future
research that wants to explore the connection of students’ bicultural identity to engagement
might need to provide a more nuanced picture of acculturation profiles. Furthermore,
the proximity of heritage and host culture might be integrated as a relevant predictor for
the identification [20,21], and respective cultural groups should be systematically selected
in the sampling process. When considering the proximity of the heritage and national
identity, a strong identification with both cultures might have differential predictive power
in explaining school engagement [20]. An additional qualitative approach to this aspect
should be applied in future research to provide a more holistic, in-depth analysis of
students’ experiences.

In the present analysis, neither gender nor the parents’ occupation has an effect on
school engagement. Since the parental occupation was reported by the students themselves,
the assessment might have been difficult for them, and an objective measure. might not
have been obtained Nevertheless, the strongest predictor was the families’ cultural capital,
stressing the importance of cultural possessions and practices in the family. Cultural
resources have been shown to be a decisive factor within the acculturation process [40].
Schools should cooperate with families and provide them with the necessary resources,
such as targeted information about school-related issues, and opportunities to engage
parents in their children’s learning and school activities to provide more equal learning
opportunities for all students.

In conclusion, the findings of this paper advocate for the support of the development
of students’ integrated bicultural identities when school engagement is at stake. Numerous
studies have contributed to our understanding of school engagement by emphasizing the
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importance of supportive teachers and inclusive school climates, especially for immigrant
children [44,83,84,86]. To foster a strong and integrated bicultural identity in students,
teaching, and schools in general, need to be diversity-oriented and inclusive [1,86,104].
Especially in cases where cultural expectations between the child’s heritage and the host
community/school differ from each other, teachers should support their students and
navigate them in finding a harmonious blended bi- or multicultural identity. The support
of students’ identity development is not limited to ethnic and national identities but can be
expanded to other kinds (such as a European identity).

In recent years, school interventions have been implemented predominantly in the
United States, but also in Germany, to enhance students’ ethnic identity, their academic self-
concept, and their belonging [105–107]. Intercultural education has become more present
in the discussion of teacher education [1,87], and the empirical evidence is relatively strong
in favor of multicultural and diversity-orientated teaching and learning [90,92,108–111].
Teachers and pre-service teachers need to be further provided with practical information
and material on how to foster their students’ identity and establish an inclusive climate
within their class and school.
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Abstract: Academic achievement and academic self-concepts are reciprocally related; hence, investi-
gating academic self-concepts should offer a potential approach for gaining a better understanding
of immigrant students’ (lack of) school success. Proposing that immigrant students’ acculturation
orientations need to be taken into account, in this study, we empirically investigate whether im-
migrant students’ general and domain-specific academic self-concept facets differ from those of
non-immigrant students depending on their acculturation profile. Based on data from the German
National Educational Panel Study (NEPS), we find initial indications that immigrant students’ aca-
demic self-concept facets are subject to their acculturation profile. The idea that acculturation may
influence the known comparisons relevant for self-concept development will be discussed.

Keywords: academic self-concept; acculturation; immigrant students; school success

1. Introduction

Addressing academic self-concepts, i.e., the individuals’ self-perception of his or her
academic abilities in general and in different domains [1] can help gain insight into educa-
tional inequalities as academic self-concepts have been shown to be reciprocally related
to a variety of academic outcomes [2,3]. While this has been done with regard to gender
and socio-economic differences [4], the study of academic self-concepts has not received
much attention in examining immigrant students’ academic outcomes [5]. Therefore, this
study seeks to improve our understanding of the (lack of) academic success of immigrant
students, which has been repeatedly revealed by international school achievement studies,
by examining the academic self-concept of immigrant students in Germany.

In one of the first studies to investigate the academic self-concept of immigrant
students in Germany over 20 years ago, Roebers, Mecheril, and Schneider [6] hypothesized
that immigrant students would show lower academic self-concepts than non-immigrant
students due to the “acculturative stress” they face during adaptation to the new cultural
context. This notion referred to Berry [7] and his understanding of migration as a critical life
event, which may result in a lack of confidence in one’s own skills. Although this reasoning
has been taken up by others addressing immigrant students’ academic self-concept in
relation to their academic achievement [8], studies so far have widely failed to consider
that Berry’s acculturation model proposes four different patterns of acculturation, which
are associated with different degrees of acculturative stress and adaptation outcomes.

To narrow this research gap, in this study, we aim to investigate immigrant students’
academic self-concepts depending on their acculturation orientation. To do so, we employ
data on ninth grade students in Germany collected within the framework of the German
National Educational Panel Study (NEPS). Moreover, for a complex examination of im-
migrant students’ acculturation orientation, acculturation profiles based on Latent Profile
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Analysis considering affective, behavioral, and cognitive aspects of acculturation will be
utilized in exploring different academic self-concept facets as a function of immigrant
students’ acculturation.

2. Theoretical and Empirical Background

2.1. Acculturation Orientations and Immigrant Students’ School Success
2.1.1. Theory of Acculturation

Immigrants have to juggle two different cultures, i.e., the culture of the country of
their or their family’s origin and the culture of the country of residence. Considering the
situation of immigrant students, everyday life entails switching back and forth between the
family and the school context with both possibly being connected with different values and
beliefs, languages, and cultural practices. Acculturation describes the processes following
when different cultures are in enduring contact, resulting in changes on the side of one or
both cultures involved [9]. Regarding the individual, these processes of change are also
referred to as psychological acculturation [10] and are likely to occur on different levels,
e.g., altering attitudes and/or behavioral changes [7,11].

Berry [7,12] postulated four different patterns of cultural orientation in his accultur-
ation model: Integration, where the individual’s orientation toward both the culture of
the country of origin and the host culture is strong; assimilation, where the individual’s
orientation toward the culture of origin is weak while it is strong toward the host culture;
separation describes the opposite pattern, where the individual’s orientation toward the cul-
ture of origin is strong while it is weak toward the host culture; and marginalization, where
the individual’s orientation toward both the culture of origin and the host culture is weak.
Following a stress and coping paradigm, Berry proposed that acculturation orientations
differentially relate to different levels of acculturative stress and therefore may promote or
hamper successful adaptation. In general, integration is considered most adaptive because
this pattern is associated with the lowest level of acculturative stress. Marginalization,
on the other hand, is considered the least adaptive. The adaptability of assimilation and
separation is considered mediocre, since these patterns relate to intermediate levels of
acculturative stress.

Based on Berry’s fourfold acculturation model, acculturation researchers have de-
veloped new conceptualizations and found new approaches to gain a more complex
understanding of the acculturation of immigrants. Among the most prominent approaches,
there have been models including influences of context or situation, emphasizing more
strongly that acculturation is not only a consequence of individual decisions and expresses
itself in the same way in all domains of life [13]. Further, Motti-Stefanidi, Berry, Chrysso-
choou, Sam, and Phinney [14] were the first to address the issue that a broad understanding
of immigrant children’s and youths’ adaptation and adjustment needs to consider develop-
mental processes and developmental tasks that are intertwined with their acculturation
(for a detailed review on the evolution of acculturation models please refer to Juang &
Syed [15]).

2.1.2. Immigrant Students’ Acculturation and Academic Achievement

Employing the notion of different acculturation orientations into studies, empirically
investigating immigrant students’ school success has shown that the academic achieve-
ment of students from ethnic minority backgrounds in fact relates to their acculturation
orientation. In an attempt to systematize the findings of empirical research on accultura-
tion in the school context, Makarova and Birman [16] found that a bi-cultural orientation,
i.e., integration, was predominantly positively associated with the school adaptation of
minority youths. However, some studies also identified assimilative attitudes as beneficial
for student performance, and psychological and behavioral adaptation. Since the review
included mainly studies conducted in the US (school) context, it is difficult to directly trans-
fer the findings to others (school contexts), as the link between acculturation orientation
and adaptation is context-dependent [7].

24



Educ. Sci. 2021, 11, 432

With regard to Germany, there has been some research in recent years investigating
relationships between immigrant students’ acculturation orientation and school-related
outcomes, showing relationships with competence and grades [17–20], and even envis-
aged school-leaving certificate [21]. Furthermore, acculturation has been shown to relate
to other outcomes than achievement, such as immigrant students’ emotional school en-
gagement [22]. The general pattern of findings shown in these studies is that a strong
orientation toward the German culture—as is the case for integrated and assimilated immi-
grant students—is linked to more favorable outcomes on the side of immigrant students’
school success.

Generalizations across these studies, however, are problematic, as there is a lack of
methodological consensus regarding the operationalization of immigrant students’ accul-
turation pattern. Whereas in the majority of studies, acculturation attitudes and ethnic
identity have been in focus [17–19,22], Lilla and colleagues [21] identified patterns of
acculturation, taking affective, behavioral, and cognitive aspects of acculturation into ac-
count [20,21]. Conducting latent profile analysis in a sample of 4400 immigrant students
from secondary schools in Germany, four distinct acculturation profiles were identified.
Three of the profiles identified resembled assimilation, integration, and separation. The
fourth profile, which was characterized by a rather ambiguous tendency of orientation
for all of the considered aspects irrespective of the culture behind, was labeled indifferent.
Latent profile analysis offers the advantage of empirically modeling acculturation with-
out anticipating any patterns in advance, and has already been applied occasionally in
acculturation research [23–26]. In the sample of secondary immigrant students in Germany,
the indifferent profile was rather prevalent, comprising 46% of immigrant students, while
the assimilated profile comprised only 12%, and the integrated profile and the separated
profile comprised 20 and 22% of immigrant students, respectively. In line with the general
pattern of findings from studies conducted in Germany, Lilla and colleagues found that
students with integrated acculturation profiles and students with assimilated acculturation
profiles did not differ from non-immigrant students whereas students with separated and
indifferent acculturation profiles achieved lower reading competences [20], and were more
likely to envisage a low school-leaving certificate instead of an Abitur, i.e., the highest
school-leaving certificate than non-immigrant students [21].

2.2. Academic Self-Concept and Immigrant Students’ School Success
2.2.1. Academic Self-Concept

Academic self-concept is defined as the individual’s self-perception of his or her
academic ability in general and in specific domains [1,27]. Based on the notion of a hierar-
chical and multidimensional self-concept structure [28], the academic self-concept is widely
assumed to consist of a general and several domain-specific facets (for a detailed discus-
sion on the structure of the academic self-concept, please refer to Arens, Jansen, Preckel,
Schmidt, and Brunner [29]). The Marsh and Shavelson [30] model of academic self-concept,
which proposes that academic self-concept is divided into a verbal self-concept and a
mathematical self-concept, also specifies how students develop their academic self-concept
through both an internal and external frame of reference. The external frame of reference
involves comparisons with significant others within the social environment [31]. Especially
the context of the classroom is a relevant source for social comparisons of one’s perfor-
mance (e.g., how well do I do compared to my classmates). The performance feedback
from teachers and grades function as external signals in social comparison. In addition,
parents and further significant others within the family have been discussed as relevant
sources for the development of the academic self-concept [32,33]. The internal frame of ref-
erence involves intra-individual comparisons such as temporal comparisons, where current
performance is compared with previous achievements [34], and dimensional comparisons,
where the performance in one domain is set as standards of comparison for the evaluation
of the performance in other domains [35]. If there is a discrepancy in performance between
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the domains, the self-concept in the domain with the better performance is valued more
positively and the self-concept in the weaker discipline is devalued.

2.2.2. Academic Self-Concept and Academic Achievement

Numerous studies give empirical support for the relationship between academic self-
concept and academic achievement [27,30,36–38]. Based on the finding that the relationship
with academic achievement was especially strong when the link between domain-specific
self-concept and domain-specific achievement was regarded [38,39], it has been suggested
that verbal self-concept and mathematical self-concept should be considered, rather than
focusing on a single general facet of academic self-concept. In consequence, the verbal
self-concept and the mathematical self-concept have been extensively researched, showing
strong relationships with achievement in L1 subjects and mathematical subjects, respec-
tively. Also, the link showed to be more positive when grades instead of standardized
test results were used as indicators for domain-specific achievement [40]. Though the
relationships between achievement and general academic self-concept were shown to be
less strong, general academic self-concept also proved to be a valid dimension.

Whereas the causal ordering has been in question for some time, today empirical
evidence suggests a reciprocal relationship between students’ academic self-concepts and
academic achievement [3,41]. Further, academic self-concept has been shown to impact
interest or intrinsic motivation [42,43], educational aspirations, school attainment, and
learning behavior [2,3], as well as education-related decisions such as course choice and
subject interest [44,45].

2.2.3. Immigrant Students’ Academic Self-Concept and Academic Achievement

Based on the notion of a reciprocal relationship between academic achievement and
academic self-concept, for immigrant students it has been typically hypothesized that due
to their weak(er) academic performance, they lack confidence in their own abilities [6,8].

However, empirical investigations frequently observed that immigrant students, on
average, demonstrate considerable positive academic self-concepts despite their low aca-
demic achievement. For example, Seo, Shen, and Benner’s [46] investigation of the link
between self-concept and academic achievement in minority students in the US found
that Black and Latinx students demonstrated lower academic achievement (GPA and stan-
dardized test scores) but not lower academic self-concepts (general and domain-specific)
than their White peers. Furthermore, the impact of value in schoolwork, which was hy-
pothesized to be lower in Black and Latinx adolescents due to gradual disidentification
with school following from repeated negative academic experiences [47], and external
attributions, i.e., perceived school fairness, were considered. Neither helped explain the
paradox of positive academic self-concept but low academic achievement: Black and Latinx
students showed to place greater value in schoolwork, which was positively related to
academic self-concept regardless of students’ ethnicity. In addition, external attribution did
not explain the paradox as a later self-concept showed to be similarly related to previous
achievement between Black and White adolescents and even more closely related among
Latinx adolescents.

In a recent study in Germany, Siegert and Roth [33] focused on the general academic
self-concept of ninth graders with a Turkish immigrant background. Descriptive analyses
showed no difference in the levels of academic self-concept between non-immigrant stu-
dents and immigrant students with Turkish background despite lower competence levels
in reading and mathematics and higher proportions in attending the lowest school track
[Hauptschule]. Considering family background, gender, average competencies on the
individual and class level, and type of school attended, however, their analysis revealed
significantly more positive academic self-concepts for Turkish immigrant students than for
non-immigrant students. More positive general academic self-concepts were especially true
for Turkish immigrant students attending Gymnasium, i.e., the highest school track. As a
possible starting point for explaining their results, the authors draw on Billmann-Mahecha
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and Tiedemann’s [48] assumption that Turkish immigrant students possibly ignore neg-
ative feedback to protect self-esteem and rather compare themselves within their social
environment to family members who often exhibit low levels of education themselves.

In another German study conducted with secondary students, Schöber, Retelsdorf,
and Köller [49] did not find significant differences in verbal self-concept between immigrant
and non-immigrant students although immigrant students’ achievement was significantly
lower. Longitudinal analysis revealed reciprocal effects between achievements in the
language domain and verbal self-concept, which were robust regardless of the type of
school and migrant background.

Considering both domain-specific facets of academic self-concept, namely verbal
self-concept and mathematical self-concept of 15-year-old immigrant students’ in Ger-
man Hauptschulen, Shajek, Lüdtke, and Stanat [8] revealed significantly lower verbal
self-concepts but higher mathematical self-concepts for immigrants compared to non-
immigrants also when grades in German and in mathematics were considered. Given
that immigrant students’ grades were comparable to non-immigrants in mathematics but
significantly worse in German, this complex pattern of findings was interpreted as evidence
for the existence of the internal reference effect.

2.2.4. Immigrant Students’ Academic Self-Concept and Acculturation

There is some anecdotal evidence suggesting significant relationships between im-
migrant students’ integration, assimilation, separation, and marginalization, and their
academic self-concept from the US context.

Investigating the relationship among acculturation, academic self-concept, and aca-
demic achievement in a sample of Latino community college students (N = 148), Hernan-
dez [50] found that acculturation level, operationalized linearly on a continuum from very
Mexican oriented to very Anglo oriented, moderated the association between academic
self-concept and GPA, lowering the strength of academic self-concept in predicting GPA.

Further, a study on 200 Caribbean American adolescents lent some support to the
hypothesis that immigrant students’ acculturation relates to academic self-concept [51].
Correlational findings showed that as heritage and mainstream orientations, which were
considered as two separate components of acculturation, increased, academic self-concept
also increased. These positive correlations were interpreted as support for the notion
that integration, where both heritage and mainstream orientation are strong, is related to
more positive academic self-concepts, whereas marginalization, where heritage as well as
mainstream orientation are weak, is associated with lower academic self-concept.

The only study we know of which considered integration, assimilation, separation,
and marginalization as distinct categories of individuals’ acculturation orientation, was
conducted in a sample of 97 Mexican-American students around the age of 15 years [52].
The analysis identified a significant difference in academic self-concept for integrated
students in comparison to assimilated students. No significant difference was observed
between integrated students’ academic self-concept and students categorized as rejection
(i.e., separation) and deculturated (i.e., marginalized). A serious limitation of this study,
however, is that acculturation categories were operationalized based on a midpoint scale
split technique, which led to disproportional distributions across categories (e.g., 73% were
identified as integration and only 9% as assimilation). Also, confounding background
characteristics such as gender or generational status were only considered regarding mean
differences but not controlled for in the main analysis.

Though generalization and transferability of the findings from minority students in
the US to immigrant students in Germany are limited, findings from these studies can
be understood to confirm that “acculturation, which is an extremely important process
for immigrant youths, plays a significant role in understanding academic self-concept
in this population” (p. 120) [51]. Furthermore, the state of research is limited as aca-
demic self-concept was assessed on a global level rather than evaluating several facets of
academic self-concept.
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2.3. Research Questions of the Present Study

Taking up the notion that acculturation relates to immigrant students’ academic self-
concept [6,8,52], which might be a possible explanation for immigrant students’ (lack of)
school success, this study examines possible associations between immigrant students’
acculturation orientation and their academic self-concepts. For this purpose, a representa-
tive sample of ninth graders in Germany is investigated to examine whether immigrant
students differ from non-immigrant students regarding their academic self-concepts de-
pending on their acculturation profile. Doing so, general academic self-concept as well as
subject-specific academic self-concepts are considered.

More specifically, this article examines the following research questions:
(1) What is the nature of general and domain-specific academic self-concepts of immi-

grant students depending on their acculturation profile in comparison to non-immigrant
students?

(2) What are the relationships between general and domain-specific academic self-
concepts and grades in German and in mathematics in immigrant students depending on
their acculturation profile?

(3) What are the relationships between immigrant students’ acculturation profile and
their general and domain-specific academic self-concepts when controlling for grades,
students’ gender, socio-economic background, and attended school track?

3. Methods

3.1. Sample

The empirical basis of the study is the data from the German National Educational
Panels Study (NEPS), a longitudinal study on educational trajectories following a multi-
cohort sequence design A detailed description of the panel study can be found in Blossfeld
et al. [53]. The overall sample of ninth graders who took part in Starting Cohort 4 comprises
16,425 students. The data from 1186 students attending special schools were excluded
for our analysis. The resulting analyses sample comprises N = 15,239 students (47.6%
male, 47.3% female, 5.1% did not indicate their gender) who were approximately 15 years
old (M = 14.73, SD = 0.72) at the time of the survey. The sample includes a total of
n = 4070 students characterized as immigrant students in first, second, or third generation.
The major immigrant groups were from Turkey (19.5%), the Former Soviet Union (17.0%),
and Poland (10.8%).

3.2. Measures
3.2.1. Acculturation Profiles

Within the NEPS, immigrant students were assessed with scales on feeling of belong-
ing to the host society and the society of origin (“How much do you yourself identify with
the people from Germany/this country overall?”) and the feeling of connectedness (e.g.,
“I feel closely connected to the people from Germany/this country”) [54], cultural habits,
addressing e.g., listening to music, cooking, public holidays, and language use within
the family. Based on these affective, behavioral, and cognitive aspects of acculturation,
patterns of acculturation orientations were empirically identified conducting Latent Profile
Analysis revealing four distinct profiles of acculturation. Following Berry’s [7] theoretical
model, profiles were interpreted as assimilated, integrated, separated, and indifferent (for a
detailed description of the method and the resulting profiles please refer to Lilla et al., [21];
Thürer et al. [20]).

3.2.2. Academic Self-Concepts

Different instruments were implemented measuring students’ academic self- con-
cepts [55]. Employing three short scales with three items each, the general dimension of
academic self-concept along with subject-specific dimensions, i.e., verbal self-concept and
mathematical self-concept, were administered (sample item general academic self-concept:
“I learn quickly in most school subjects.”; sample item domain specific self-concept: “I
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get good grades in German [/mathematics].”) [56]. For all items, answer options read
1 = ‘does not apply at all’, 2 = ‘does rather not apply’, 3 = ‘does rather apply’, and 4 = ‘does
completely apply’.

3.2.3. Grades in German and Mathematics

Students’ self-reported grades in German and mathematics from the most recent stu-
dent report card ranging from 1 (very good) to 6 (insufficient) were administered. For our anal-
ysis, grades were recoded so that higher values indicate more favorable school outcomes.

3.2.4. School Track

The German secondary school system provides different school tracks to which stu-
dents are assigned to on the basis of prior achievement in primary school. Five school tracks
distinguished in the NEPS were considered: Vocational school track (Hauptschule) offering
the lowest school leaving certificate; intermediate school track (Realschule); academic track
(Gymnasium) offering the highest school leaving certificate (Abitur) allowing students to
attend university; as well as a comprehensive school track (Gesamtschule); and schools
offering several tracks (Schulen mit mehreren Bildungsgängen).

3.2.5. Control Variables

Students’ gender and the highest value of parents’ International Socio-Economic Index
of Occupational Status (HISEI, [57]) as an indicator of students’ socio-economic background
were accounted for as relevant background characteristics.

3.3. Statistical Analysis

Prior to conducting the main analysis, latent profile analyses (LPA) were conducted
using Mplus Version 8.2 [58]. All subsequent statistical analysis conducted to asses our
research questions were performed using IBM SPSS 25. Following descriptive and correla-
tional analysis, we performed a series of multiple regression analysis using three different
scales measuring academic self-concept as dependent variables, i.e., general academic
self-concept, verbal self-concept, and mathematical self-concept. Controlling for grades
in German and mathematics (first step), immigrant students’ acculturation profiles were
included in a second step in the form of dummy-coded predictors with non-immigrant
students as the reference group. Finally, students’ gender, socio-economic background,
and attended school track (as dummy-coded variables with the vocational track being the
reference group) were included in a third step.

If immigrant students’ acculturation profiles relate to their academic self-concepts,
this would be indicated by significant coefficients for the corresponding acculturation
profile. A positive coefficient would indicate that the self-concepts of immigrant students
with the specific acculturation profile are more positive than non-immigrant students’
self-concepts. Negative coefficients would indicate that that the self-concepts of immi-
grant students with the specific acculturation profile are less positive than non-immigrant
students’ self-concepts.

Missing values were imputed multiple times considering all variables contained in
the analysis model. Coefficients presented below refer to the pooled dataset.

4. Results

4.1. Characteristics of Non-Immigrant Students and Immigrant Students Depending on Their
Acculturation Profile

Table 1 gives an overview of the group characteristics of the non-immigrant students
and immigrant students depending on their acculturation profile. ANOVAs conducted
on general academic self-concept, verbal self-concept, mathematical self-concept, grades
in German, and grades in mathematics yielded substantial differences between groups.
To follow up on that, simple contrasts were conducted to obtain comparisons between
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non-immigrant students and immigrant students with an assimilated, an integrated, a
separated, and an indifferent acculturation profile, respectively.

There were no substantial differences in simple contrasts between assimilated im-
migrant students and non-immigrant students regarding general academic self-concept
(p = 0.79), verbal self-concept (p = 0.91), and mathematical self-concept (p = 0.06). The same
applied regarding grade in German (p = 0.69) and grade in mathematics (p = 0.17).

Contrasting the group of immigrant students with an integrated acculturation pro-
file against non-immigrant students showed significant differences in general academic
self-concept and verbal self-concept, which both were substantially lower for integrated
students (ps < 0.001). Regarding mathematical self-concept, there was no significant differ-
ence (p = 0.87). Grades in German (p < 0.001) and in mathematics (p = 0.035) showed to be
less favorable for the group of integrated students.

Contrasting the group of separated immigrant students to non-immigrant students
revealed no substantial differences regarding general academic self-concept (p = 0.70) and
verbal self-concept (p = 0.47), while mathematical self-concept was substantially lower
(p = 0.015). At the same time, however, the separated immigrant students’ grades in
German and mathematics were significantly less favorable (p = 0.004 and p < 0.001) than
for non-immigrant students.

Finally, direct comparisons of the group of indifferent immigrant students to non-
immigrant students showed no substantial difference in general academic self-concept
(p = 0.12), while both verbal and mathematical self-concept showed to be significantly
lower (p = 0.008 and p = 0.001), and grades in German and mathematics were substantially
less favorable (ps < 0.001).

Regarding control variables, chi-square analysis showed that male and female students
were unequally distributed across groups, χ2 ((4, N = 15,545) = 13.72, p = 0.003). An ANOVA
conducted on students’ socio-economic background yielded significant differences and the
same simple contrasts showed significantly lower levels of HISEI for immigrant students
with integrated, separated, and indifferent acculturation profiles in comparison to non-
immigrant students (ps ≤ 0.001). Between the group of immigrant students with an
assimilated acculturation profile and non-immigrant students, no significant difference
existed (p = 0.84). Regarding school track, chi-square analysis showed unequal distribution
across groups, except for the intermediate track (vocational track: χ2 (4, N = 16,323) = 545.06,
p < 0.001; intermediate track χ2 (4, N = 16,323) = 9.25, p = 0.055; comprehensive schools: χ2

(4, N = 16,323) = 214.93, p < 0.001; academic track: χ2 (4, N = 16,323) = 312.01, p < 0.001).
Table 2 shows intercorrelations of all continuous variables. This shows a similar

pattern for immigrant students and non-immigrant students. To follow up on that, the
intercorrelations of self-concept scales and grades in German and mathematics were looked
at depending on immigrant students’ acculturation profile. Figure 1 shows intercorrelations
of self-concept measures depending on immigrant students’ acculturation profile without
controlling for any background characteristics, possibly affecting the associations between
academic self-concept facets and grades.
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Figure 1. General Intercorrelations of Academic Self-Concept Measures and Grades depending on Immigrant Students’
Acculturation Profile. Note. Numbers represent general intercorrelations for immigrant students with assimilated profile,
integrated profile, separated profile, and indifferent profile; Bold numbers stand for significant intercorrelations (p < 0.01).

There is a strong positive correlation between grade in German and verbal self-concept
for all acculturation profiles (rs ≥ 0.50), i.e., more favorable grades in German are associated
with a more positive verbal self-concept and vice versa.

Grades in mathematics show to be even more strongly positively correlated with
mathematical self-concept for all acculturation profiles (rs ≥ 0.62), i.e., more favorable
grades in mathematics are associated with a more positive mathematical self-concept and
vice versa.

Verbal self-concept and mathematical self-concept show to be differentially correlated
depending on acculturation profile. While for the group of immigrant students’ with an
assimilated profile, there is no significant correlation, there are significant, however, weak,
negative correlations between verbal and mathematical self-concept within the group of
integrated, separated, and indifferent immigrants.

General academic self-concept shows to correlate moderately with both grade in Ger-
man (rs ≥ 0.32) and grade in mathematics (rs ≥ 0.25), hence the correlations are less strong
than the intercorrelations between grades and domain-specific self-concepts. Differences
between immigrant students depend on their acculturation profile. Regarding the link be-
tween verbal self-concept and grade in German, intercorrelation was comparatively weaker
for the group of indifferent immigrant students. Regarding the link between mathematical
self-concept and grade in mathematics, intercorrelations were comparatively weaker for
the group of separated and indifferent immigrant students.

General academic self-concept also showed to be correlated to both verbal and math-
ematical self-concept. General academic self-concept and verbal self-concept in general
showed to be positive moderately related. Students with an integrated acculturation profile
(r = 0.29, p < 0.01) were lower than for all other profiles (r ≥ 0.40, p < 0.01). Regarding the
link between general academic self-concept and mathematical self-concept, intercorrela-
tions were comparatively lower, especially for immigrant students with separated (r = 0.27,
p < 0.01) or indifferent profile (r = 0.23, p < 0.01).

4.2. Academic Self-Concepts of Immigrant Students as a Function of Their Acculturation Profile

Table 3 shows the results of the multiple regression analysis predicting the different
facets of academic self-concept depending on immigrant students’ acculturation profile
controlling for grades in German and mathematics, and additionally taking gender, HISEI,
and school track into account.
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For all dependent variables, the first step of the regression models shows strong
positive effects of grade on the specific subject on domain-specific self-concept or grade in
German and mathematics for the prediction of general academic self-concept.

In Model 1, predicting verbal self-concept, including acculturation profiles in the
second step (Model 1b), shows a significant negative coefficient for integrated immigrant
students and a significant positive coefficient for immigrant students with indifferent
acculturation profiles. For assimilated and separated acculturation profile, no significant
coefficient emerged. This pattern of findings remains stable also after including gender,
HISEI, and school track in the third step (Model 1c).

In Model 2, predicting mathematical self-concept, including acculturation profile in
the second step (Model 2b) shows a significant negative coefficient for the assimilated
profile and significant positive profiles for integrated and indifferent profile. For separated
acculturation profile, no significant coefficient emerged. Including gender, HISEI, and
school track in the third step (Model 2c), the coefficient for the integrated acculturation
profile no longer reached statistical significance.

In Model 3, predicting general academic self-concept, including acculturation profile
in the second step (Model 3b), showed significant positive coefficients for separated and
indifferent acculturation profiles. For assimilated and integrated acculturation profiles,
coefficients were not statistically significant. Including gender, HISEI, and school track in
the third step (Model 3c), the pattern of findings remained stable.

5. Discussion

Academic self-concept has proven to be a relevant factor for or against academic
achievement [30,36]. Given that immigrant students perform more poorly, it is important
to understand the factors that influence the academic self-concepts of immigrant students
if their academic achievement is to be improved.

The German state of research on immigrant students’ academic self-concept, however,
is limited. Findings from singular studies revealed either more positive self-concepts for
secondary immigrant students in comparison to non-immigrant students, e.g., more posi-
tive general academic self-concepts in Turkish immigrant students [33], or no differences
in self-concept, e.g., regarding immigrant students’ verbal self-concept [49], though immi-
grant students achieved significantly lower across studies. Only the study from Shajek and
colleagues [8] showed more negative verbal self-concepts for students with non-German
first languages, while their mathematical self-concepts were more positive in comparison
to students speaking German in the family.

With the odds for academic performance not in favor for immigrant students and
regarding the fact that academic self-concept is reciprocally related to academic achieve-
ment, this study aimed to contribute to this area of research by investigating academic
self-aspects of ninth grade immigrant students. Furthermore, this study aimed to enhance
the state of existing research as it investigated academic self-concept of immigrant students
depending on their acculturation profile. To do so, relationships between both general and
domain-specific facets were investigated.

Acculturation profiles were empirically identified in a prior study [20,21] following a
latent profile approach in order to capture distinct profiles of acculturation without prior
anticipation of acculturation patterns [23].

Descriptive findings revealed differences in grades for immigrant students with an
integrated, separated, and indifferent acculturation profile, indicating that in comparison to
non-immigrant students, they receive less positive performance feedback. However, for as-
similated immigrant students, direct comparisons did not reveal any significant differences
in grades. Though this applies to only 12% of students with an immigrant background in
the sample, it questions the validity of generalized statements about immigrant students’
academic underachievement. Furthermore, this finding is in line with findings from studies
conducted in Germany on the relationships between immigrant students’ acculturation and
their academic achievement operationalized with standardized performance tests [17–20].
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Following the notion of a reciprocal relation between academic achievement and
academic self-concept, lower self-concepts could be expected for integrated, separated,
and indifferent immigrant students. In direct comparison to non-immigrant students, in
fact, integrated immigrant students were found to show lower levels of general academic
self-concept and verbal self-concept, separated immigrant students showed lower levels
in mathematical-self-concept, and indifferent immigrant students were found to exhibit
lower levels in both domain-specific self-concept facets. No discrepancies were found for
assimilated immigrant students’ academic self-concept facets.

Intercorrelations between self-concept scales and grades showed the expected strong
positive relationships between grades and self-concept scales with only slight variation in
strengths depending on acculturation profile.

Though not in the focus of this study, the intercorrelations between verbal self-concept
and mathematical self-concept showed an unexpected finding. For integrated, separated,
and indifferent immigrant students, negative relationships emerged, though according to
the internal/external frame of reference-model, domain-specific self-concepts are supposed
to be uncorrelated [39], which was true for non-immigrant students and immigrant students
with an assimilated profile in the sample. Future research on acculturation and self-concept
should follow up on that interesting finding.

As it is hard to draw conclusions from studies on the relationships between accultura-
tion and academic self-concept, which have not considered relevant background character-
istics [50–52], we further investigated possible associations of academic self-concept with
immigrant students’ acculturation profile in a multivariate procedure. Doing so, our analy-
sis at first sight showed a rather scattered pattern of findings depending on the predicted
facets of academic self-concept. Taking a second look, however, reveals interesting patterns
across self-concept facets: For assimilated immigrant students, the analysis conducted finds
no significant difference in verbal self-concept in comparison to non-immigrant students,
while mathematical self-concept is significantly lower. For integrated immigrant students,
the opposite pattern, i.e., lower verbal-self-concept and even slightly more positive math-
ematical self-concept, can be found. These findings resemble the pattern of results from
the study by Shajek and colleagues [8], testing the internal/external frame of reference
in a sample of immigrant students, indicating the effect of dimensional comparisons. In-
terestingly, assimilated students seem to devaluate their mathematical self-concept while
integrated students devaluate their verbal self-concept. Admittedly, though significant, the
coefficients were rather small and need to be followed up by future research conducting
path analysis to substantiate these findings. Neither assimilated nor integrated immigrant
students differed regarding their level of general academic self-concept.

On the contrary, for separated immigrant students, no significant differences emerged
regarding the domain-specific self-concept facets, but regarding general academic self-
concept, which showed to be more positive. Interestingly, indifferent immigrant students
showed more positive verbal, mathematical, and general academic self-concepts than
non-immigrant students, also when grades were controlled for and possible confounders
considered. Trying to put some meaning into this finding, it is conceivable that these results
indicate that indifferent students and maybe to some extent also separated immigrant
students use other frames of reference and set comparison standards different from those
applied by assimilated and integrated students. Whereas the latter two groups possible
orient more toward native peers for social comparison, the former two groups possibly
rather check their academic performance against significant others outside of the school
context, maybe from the same ethnic group. All of these interpretations remain only
tentative as long as there are no further studies to substantiate the empirical findings.

Discussing the results of our study, it must be borne in mind that the analysis is
based on data that was collected in 2010/2011. Since that time, the immigrant situation
in Germany has certainly changed, for instance due to immigration of refugees in the last
decade. To what extent the acculturation profiles and their associations with different facets
of academic self-concept differ today remains an open question at this point.
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6. Conclusions

A positive self-concept is widely valued as a desirable outcome [3]. Hence, our
findings raise the question whether the more positive academic self-concepts shown for
indifferent students are a consequence of their acculturation profile, acting as a protective
factor against negative feedback and making these immigrant students more resilient. On
the other hand, our findings might as well be understood as a sign of disidentification with
school [47].

As already mentioned, findings and their interpretations need to be treated with some
respect, as coefficients were only small. Further research would be needed to follow up
on the topic, for instance by applying path analytic approaches or structural equation
modeling techniques. Incorporating longitudinal analysis would also help to investigate
the reciprocal relationship within acculturation patterns more thoroughly. To gain more
knowledge on possible comparison partners, future surveys may collect more data on the
students’ social environment or directly ask students for their social comparison partners,
which could be compared between acculturation patterns. If further investigations show
support for differential academic self-concepts depending on immigrant students’ accultur-
ation profile, teachers and other school personnel need to be informed about possibilities to
promote the academic achievement of immigrant students, e.g., by interventions facilitating
both the orientation toward the host culture and a positive academic self-concept.
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Abstract: Teachers have a pivotal role in the acculturation and adjustment of immigrant children.
Practices are an important but an insufficiently explored part of teachers’ work in a multicultural
classroom. The purpose of the present research was to identify educational practices that elementary
school teachers in the Republic of Tatarstan, Russia, use in their work with immigrant children to
provide language and academic support and promote a welcoming atmosphere in the classroom
that fosters psychological adjustment of the child. Data were collected through interviews with
twenty elementary school teachers working with immigrant children. Interviews were analyzed
using inductive and deductive content analysis methods. Findings suggest that in the absence
of institutionalized structures, teachers take the initiative to adapt their teaching and instruction
methods when working with immigrant children. Teachers primarily rely on individual (one-on-one)
tutoring methods to provide language and academic support. Approaches to creating a favorable
climate in the classroom and the child’s psychological adjustment include practices of promoting
respect for different ethnic groups and developing cross-cultural communication skills. Inclusion of
parents in the educational process is used in conjunction with all practices with immigrant children
used by teachers. In addition, teachers often rely on Tatar language as an intermediary between the
migrant children’s heritage language and Russian when communicating with them. Most children of
immigrants are from Central Asian countries where the languages spoken are Turkic in origin and
similar to Tatar—the indigenous language spoken in the Republic of Tatarstan.

Keywords: acculturation; adjustment; teachers’ educational practices; immigrant children; language
support; academic support; inclusion; welcoming school climate

1. Introduction

In the context of increasing globalization, migration, and resultant cultural diversity,
the modern school plays an important role in addressing socio-cultural challenges faced by
today’s societies. The school is an important setting where acculturation and adjustment
of immigrant children take place. In Russia, research and practice accounts suggest that
schools are often poorly prepared to provide effective education to immigrant children [1,2].

Although migration to Russia is a relatively new phenomenon, Russia has one of the
largest numbers of immigrants in the world. In 2017 it was the fourth largest destination
country after the United States, Germany, and Saudi Arabia [3]. According to the Russian
Ministry of Internal Affairs [4] the number of registered immigrants in Russia was 6,993,602
people in June 2018.

The largest migration flows into Russia are from Uzbekistan (3,446,849), Tajikistan
(1,745,554), China (1,437,891), Ukraine (1,319,051), Kyrgyzstan (620,417), Kazakhstan
(502,420), Azerbaijan (490,265), and Armenia (490,168). However, there are few statis-
tical data regarding immigrant children in Russia. According to Russia’s Committee for
Education [5], immigrant students are concentrated in smaller schools (not more than
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400 students), while they comprise no more than 5% of students in larger schools. In a
significant number of Russian schools, there are no immigrant children at all [1] (p. 15).

In accordance with Russian legislation, immigrant children are entitled to receive an
education in any school in Russia. Chapter 1, Article 5 of the law on Education in the Russian
Federation (2013) states:

1. There is a guaranteed right to education for every person in the Russian Federation.
2. The right to education in the Russian Federation is guaranteed regardless of sex, race, nation-

ality, language, origin, property, social and official status, place of residence, religion, beliefs,
membership in public groups or any other circumstances [6].

However, the right to education applies only to legal residents. Foreign children are
allowed to attend educational institutions in Russia only if they hold a residence permit [7].
According to the Russian Education Fund, about 80% of immigrant children do not attend
kindergarten due to reluctance to register and a shortage of places [5]. Also, according to
the same source, in 2014 every third immigrant child did not have access to education, an
increase from 2011 when only every tenth child did not have that opportunity [5].

The presence of even a few first-generation immigrant children in school requires the
provision of special supports and teaching approaches. Such approaches to developing a
favorable environment for integration of immigrant children are referred to as multicultural,
intercultural, or polycultural education [8–10]. Some scholars have described important
differences between these approaches. In the United States some refer to intercultural
education as teaching and learning about different cultures [11], whereas multicultural
education is described as a political movement that stems from the U.S. Civil Rights
Movement and aims to address inequities in education from a structural perspective [12].
However, Russia (and the USSR before it) has its own extensive history with respect to
educating students from diverse ethnic backgrounds. Valeeva and Valeeva (2016) use the
term intercultural to describe these approaches in Russia and note their focus on intercultural
communication, promoting tolerance and respect for different cultures, and teaching
different languages, histories, and geographies for the purpose of “the enrichment of
representatives of all cultural groups” [13] (p. 1569). While there are important differences,
all of these approaches aim to foster mutual respect, understanding, and tolerance toward
others [14–16].

Regardless of terminology and conceptual differences in approaches in different
countries, teachers play a key role in integration of immigrant children in schools. Studies
find that teachers are responsible not only for education but also for acculturation and
developmental processes of immigrant children in schools [17–19].

Teaching practice, or pedagogy, has been defined as both an art of being a teacher,
and a science of teaching. It generally includes strategies, styles, the context of instruction,
and teachers’ actions in the classroom [20]. Specific practices used for teaching immigrant
children are closely related to addressing issues of acculturation. Previous studies elaborate
on difficulties that immigrant children face in a new culture. These difficulties are related
to learning a new language, a new culture, coping with migration trauma, adjusting to
different school requirements, and academic standards in schools [21–25].

Educational practices used with immigrant children can be studied on the institutional,
personal, and instructional levels [15,26]. Institutional level practices are implemented
at the level of the whole school. Personal level practices include teachers’ actions as a
culturally responsive person. Instructional level includes teaching strategies and methods.
While teachers do not directly influence educational policies, they are proactively involved
in the educational process with immigrant children on all of these levels.

Dumcius et al. (2012) describe five models of educational support provided in different
European countries: (1) non-systematic support, where the state does not adopt any
systematic policies regarding education of immigrant children, leaving schools and teachers
to initiate their own approaches; (2) compensatory support, that aims to help students catch
up academically through teaching the host country language and providing interpretation
services to parents; (3) an integration model where linguistic support stops after a few
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years, no mother tongue teaching is provided, and intercultural learning is integrated into
the curriculum; (4) a centralized entry support model where assessment and welcoming
arrangements are centralized and linguistic and academic support are well developed;
and (5) comprehensive support models that provide all four types of support. These
support models differ from each other in who is responsible (national educational system
or the local school) and in the extent to which they address four aims: linguistic support,
academic support, parental and community involvement, and intercultural education,
which is defined as ensuring a positive environment at school [27].

In the literature on school support for immigrant students, the first and most impor-
tant aim is learning a new culture, which primarily involves learning a new language.
Christensen and Stanat (2007) describe five types of language support provided to mi-
grant children in different countries: (1) immersion—immigrant students are not provided
with any language support and study in regular classes; (2) immersion with systematic
support—immigrant students study in a regular class but they are provided with language
support for a certain period of time; (3) immersion with a preparatory phase—immigrant
students attend preparation courses before joining a regular class; (4) transitional bilingual—
immigrant children study in their native language before gradually moving to study in the
language of the host country; and (5) maintenance bilingual—immigrant children learn in
their native language as well as the language of the host country [28].

The bilingual approach, when students develop native language skills along with host
country language skills, is considered to be effective [29–31]. However, as Christnsen and
Stanat (2007) note, providing bilingual education may be unrealistic in some countries. They
suggest that immersion with systematic language support or a preparatory phase may be
effective practices [28]. Others have described specific approaches to teaching the language
of the host country including speaking, writing, teamwork and discussions [32,33]. Here,
teaching a host country language as a second language is considered to be the most successful
strategy compared to traditional teaching methods used with native speakers [33–36].

The second aim of teachers’ work is academic support, which is directed at reducing
academic gaps. This is very important for immigrant children as without knowledge of the
language of instruction they fall behind at school [37]. Insufficient knowledge of the language
may occur not only in the first but also in the second generation of immigrants [28].

Third, research underscores the importance of promoting trusting relationships in
the classroom so that immigrant children feel comfortable and included [38]. This means
building good communication and collaboration in a class [39,40]. These three foci of
teachers’ work with immigrant students are explored in the present study.

Purpose of the Study

This research is based on Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory, which considers learning
and development as a culturally, historically, and socially mediated process [41]. The
leading role in the child’s education and development belongs to the adult—the teacher.
Applying this theory to multicultural education, the teacher should possess the knowledge
and practices to implement multicultural programs [42]. Multicultural practices are defined
as collaborative actions of teachers and students [43].

The need for this study arose because of the lack of research about teachers’ ex-
periences in multicultural classrooms in Russia. Meanwhile, there is also the need for
qualitative descriptive studies, which deepen understanding of how schoolteachers solve
problems of integration of immigrant children [44,45]. In our previous quantitative study,
we also concluded that qualitative research is needed to better understand the methods
teachers use to teach immigrant children [37]. The aim of the present study is to identify
and describe educational practices elementary school teachers in Tatarstan use with first-
generation immigrant children. These children were brought to Tatarstan by their parents
and came from Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, Azerbaijan, and other countries. Our study focuses
on understanding how educators solve problems of integration of immigrant children
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in Russia’s schools. The study is intended to contribute to the literature on educational
practices used by teachers when working with immigrant students.

2. Materials and Methods

The study used an interpretive research paradigm and an exploratory qualitative
design to describe teacher practices [40,46,47].

2.1. Setting and Participants

Participants of the study were teachers from different cities in Tatarstan. Tatarstan
is an ethnically and religiously diverse region in Central Russia. According to the 2010
census, over 173 different ethnic groups live in the region. The eight largest groups (more
than 10,000 people) are Tatars, ethnic Russians, Chuvash, Udmurts, Monrovians, Mari,
Ukrainians, and Bashkir. The majority of the population in Tatarstan are Tatars, who
are historically Muslim, and ethnic Russians, who are historically Orthodox Christians.
Tatarstan has the sixth largest number of immigrants among Russia’s regions. The overall
number of registered immigrants in Tatarstan is 126,360 people, with the largest group
being migrant laborers (36,631). As there are no statistical data on immigrant children, we
asked teachers in the study about the number of immigrant children in their schools and
classrooms.

Twenty elementary school teachers with experience of working with immigrant chil-
dren agreed to take part in the study (see Table 1). We engaged in purposive sampling [46],
selecting teachers in Tatarstan of any ethnicity who had experience working with immi-
grant students. Since no statistical information is available on enrollment of immigrant
students in particular schools, we relied on local knowledge. Twelve teachers were re-
cruited from professional development courses, which are mandatory every five years for
all teachers in Russia. The courses were held in Kazan, with teachers from different cities in
Tatarstan attending. During these courses teachers were invited to participate if they fit our
inclusion criteria. Eight teachers were recruited from schools known to the researchers to
have a large number of immigrant children. This information came from student teachers
who were placed in these schools for their internships.

Table 1. Demographic information about the participants.

Age (Average/Range) Experience (Average/Range) Sex (Female/Male) Place of Residence (Kazan/Other)

46.26/31–56 years 21.71/0.5–34 years 19/1 16/4

As shown in Table 1, participants had worked in elementary schools for an average
of 22 years. All but one teacher were female. Ethnically, ten participants were Tatar, eight
Russian, and one was Mordovian. In addition, one teacher had personal immigration
experience as an immigrant from Kazakhstan. The majority of the teachers lived and
worked in Kazan.

2.2. Data Collection and Analysis

Data were collected through individual semi-structured interviews from December
2017 to June 2018. We initially asked whether teachers had any experience working
with immigrant children. If they had such experience, we continued with the interview.
Participants gave their consent to be interviewed and to have the interview recorded. They
were assured that personal information (name, place of work) would be kept confidential.

To avoid leading the interviewees and impose researcher’s views, and to reduce social
desirability, participants were not fully informed about the specific focus of the research on
teacher practices. As teachers often think that the quality of their work is being evaluated,
we were concerned that they may report using teaching practices that they do not actually
use. Rather, the aim of the interview was described in more general terms to learn about
immigrant students in schools. The interview was prefaced with the researcher’s statement:
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“We highly value your practical experience. It is very important to know the opinion of an
experienced teacher about the difficulties you encounter when working with immigrant
children. Please tell us about your experience of working with immigrant children”. After
teachers described where the children migrated from and what difficulties they faced,
the interviewer asked them to describe how they worked with the children and solved
problems. During interviews the teachers were encouraged to express themselves freely.
However, the interviewer kept in mind the research questions, asking about topics listed
in the interview guide. For example, if the teacher did not address a particular topic, the
interviewer asked questions about it such as: “how do you help the student with learning
the language?” To elicit more specifics, the interviewer asked follow-up questions such
as “which problems in school do they face most often?” The teachers willingly talked
about the children they work with, how they work with them, and what difficulties they
experience.

The interviews lasted from 45 to 90 min and were subsequently transcribed. The
transcripts were read several times to get a general sense of the participants’ feelings
and perceptions, and discussed by the research team. In every transcript we identified
quotations that had certain practice-related phrases or statements and highlighted them
with a marker. In all, we identified 180 quotations and sorted them into categories as
described below.

The quotes were analyzed deductively and inductively. All codes were reviewed
by members of the research team who reached consensus about the final categories. The
deductive approach was based on the classification of practices/supports suggested by
Dumcius et al. (2012): linguistic support, academic support, parental inclusion, and
intercultural education and positive school climate [27]. We decided not to use “parental
inclusion” as a separate category because during the coding process we realized that
working with parents was done in the service of all other practices, including language
support, academic support, and creating a positive school climate. Through an inductive
approach we identified specific practices that teachers use in their work in the service of
these aims.

3. Results

3.1. Language Support

In 75 quotations, teachers talked about methods for teaching the Russian language
and improving children’s language skills. Only one teacher mentioned that their school
organizes special Russian courses for immigrant children. All other teachers reported that
language support is provided individually as additional help by themselves or by outside
tutors. For example, these teachers describe how language support is provided during
after-school activities:

Interview 16: “We stayed after the class. I explained what she didn’t understand in
words and using gestures. During the after-class activities we repeated everything we
learned in class, in every subject. I explained all the topics again. We wrote dictations,
keywords, small essays. Sometimes parents hire a tutor for additional classes”.

Interview 14: “The tutor is concerned with the main [Russian] language; they mostly
try to identify the knowledge gap and work on it. They read the tasks; try to understand
what the student didn’t get”.

One teacher (Interview 16) said that such an approach is effective in this quote: “And
this kind of individual work produced results”.

Teachers also mentioned that children learn the language faster through daily commu-
nication and TV than they do in school:

Interview 6: “I had one who didn’t know the language. He spent a whole year in
pre-school, we both struggled; he didn’t know anything at all. His brother sat with him,
explained and showed him; he cried. And during the summer, just in three months, he
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learned to talk. He spent the whole summer on the street with kids and after that he
started talking. He understood what we talked about”.

As for the content of additional lessons, teachers mostly said that they work with
immigrant children on study materials orally and in writing. Students read, retell, and
learn rhymes by heart. Work on literary texts includes explaining the meaning of unknown
words, picking synonyms for words, especially proverbs and sayings so that the child
would not just read, but also understand what they are reading:

Interview 12: “We work on texts during after-class hours, reading. We ask them to retell
in order to develop their speech . . . We write dictations because it helps to remember”.

Interview 15: “I had to explain some words, mostly when we worked on vocabulary.
Sometimes I have to explain Russian proverbs and sayings, of course, this is during
individual work”.

Interview 14: “Right now we are working only on dialogues, so he could communicate
and express his ideas”.

Among communicative language training techniques, teachers most often singled
out communication with peers and teachers. Many teachers pointed out that children
learned the language faster through communication and games. Their vocabulary grew
because they learned new words and repeated after their peers. Hence, many educators
tried to create conditions for children to communicate more during after-school activities,
school camps, additional classes, stage plays, and social clubs as described by this teacher
in Interview 14: “I organized group work so that they could talk more and help each other. Then, a
preschool camp . . . to communicate with children and teachers”.

Teachers also asked other immigrant children to help those who struggle with the
language. This teacher explained (Interview 8): “The kids who more or less understand Russian
try to translate. They explain through gestures, pictures, put it in simpler words”.

Meanwhile, Tatar language knowledge helped teachers communicate with and explain
to immigrant children whose knowledge of Russian is poor. Tatar language belongs to the
Turkic language group, so it is similar to the native languages of children from Uzbekistan,
Kyrgyzstan, Kazakhstan, and Azerbaijan. These teachers explained:

Interview 19: “They can communicate through the Tatar language. Through Tatar
language teachers communicate easier with them, they also translate what we don’t
understand. The Turkic languages are similar”.

Interview 5: “Tatars and other pupils compare similar words in the classroom, it’s
interesting. There are similar words in the Kazakh and Uzbek languages”.

Interview 17: “No, they’re the same Russian language teachers but they’re ethnic Tatars
and know Tatar well. And it’s simpler for them to communicate with these students
because they speak mostly Turkic languages. So, they are teaching Russian through
Tatar”.

Only one teacher stated that their school provides immigrant children with special
Russian language courses. Many other teachers believed such courses should exist, but
they did not specify what should be taught or which teaching methods should be used.
One teacher commented (Interview 15): “More focus on the Russian language [is needed]. They
won’t learn the material without knowing Russian. Of course, we have the after-school [Russian
language] class but it’s for everyone. We need a special one for these children”. Only one teacher
mentioned that a particular teaching method would be the most appropriate—teaching
Russian as a foreign language.

Teachers attributed children’s poor language skills mostly to low language skills of
their parents. As a result, we focused some analyses on identifying language teaching
practices that involve parents. Teachers talked about the need to work with parents, to
explain to parents that they needed to convince their children of the necessity to learn the
Russian language even if that meant placing the child in a lower grade. For example, in
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response to the question “what should be done to teach children the Russian language?”
these teachers said:

Interview 12: “I don’t even know. Knowing the [Russian] language so parents can
explain to the child. Talking to parents that it’s necessary to study, that they also should
put in some effort”.

Interview 4: “And I think that if an immigrant comes to school, we shouldn’t put them
in a grade according to their age, maybe to a lower grade, but you have to explain this to
parents”.

In one interview the teacher said that a parent came to class herself to learn the
language (Interview 5): “The child’s mom brought a translator with her and studied in the back of
the class”. In other cases, teachers recommended Russian language courses to parents, as in
Interview 12: “Maybe [it’s necessary to] teach parents, maybe after-class courses for parents, so
parents can attend them with kids”.

3.2. Academic Support

Academic support refers to teaching practices designed to improve or support chil-
dren’s academic performance (36 quotes). As with language support, teachers worked with
children individually or suggested that parents hire tutors. Teachers provided additional
explanations and lessons after school or during vacations.

Interview 3: “We explain it to someone individually. I can’t do it when the whole class
is present”.

Interview 4: “Yes, [I provide] additional explanation after classes, but sometimes they
stay in the after-school clubs. They study there”.

Interview 19: “We do homework with them during the after-school hours, I help them.
Next day it’s like starting from a scratch. As our psychologist said, “don’t be lazy”. And
it goes on and on day after day”.

Interview 18: “When I don’t have a preschool camp, I invite them during summer and
winter holidays for 2–3 hours”.

However, two teachers said that additional classes and tasks are not necessary in
Interview 2: “There is no need to give them additional tasks” and Interview 6: “It is pointless to
keep them after classes”. Some students had outside tutors who helped them with schoolwork,
as explained in Interview 12: “But some girls now have tutors, twice a week, they do homework
with them”.

During class teachers explained the material in a simplified way, through visual aids,
examples, actions or repeated the same material if needed. For example:

Interview 9: “While explaining the topic I used graphics because children remember
things better visually. They won’t understand everything orally. If, let’s say, it’s related
to math. One time a child didn’t know the multiplication table. We did operations with
numbers . . . All children understand numbers; they’re the same in all languages. So, I
used graphics”.

Interview 11: “I pulled out my wallet and the coins, we added like that. They understood
with coins, but on the blackboard—no way”.

Interview 8: “I have to explain it on fingers and with pictures”.

In some cases, teachers were able to explain only with the help of another child who
acted as a mediator. A peer mediator could be an immigrant or a non-immigrant child,
who could explain the academic material using simpler language. For example:

Interview 9: “I asked other children to explain, to try to explain it. Children understand
each other better. They talk differently, not using smart phrases like us. I asked classmates
to explain it to them on their own”.
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Interview 6: “I try to put well-performing and poorly performing students in pairs,
because children can explain to each other better”.

Interview 19: “When children got older, in third - fourth grades I started using the
help of assistants. Assistants are well-performing classmates. And well-performing
immigrant children also became assistants, they helped too”.

Teachers also engaged parents to improve students’ academic performance. Teachers
explained to parents that it is important for their children to study; and explained teaching
materials so parents can explain them to their children.

Interview 10: “If I call him [parent], he comes, and I explain. The dad would often make
a brief visit after the work”.

Interview 16: “And then I gave advice to the parents on how to work with children at
home. I called them every day and explained everything. What we do in class, what we
do after class and what should be improved at home”.

Interview 9: “I talked about the importance of education at the teacher-parent meeting”.

Children worked on their homework with parents. At the same time some parents
were not able to help their children with homework because of poor Russian language
skills or low educational level.

Teachers also tried to use an individualized approach with children, adapting tasks
according to the child’s abilities. For example:

Interview 18: “I almost never give them tricky tasks as homework, except maybe the
simplest ones. It would be better at least if they could cope with the basic part of the
curriculum. Simplified homework . . . For example, if Russians have to retell the whole
text, I give them only a part of it”.

Interview 2: “If I’m asking to recite a poem, I do not ask them on that day. I know it will
be difficult for them”.

Teachers also adjusted their grading with immigrant students and gave them better
grades if they saw a benefit in doing so. Usually, teachers did this to encourage and
motivate the children. For example:

Interview 18: “But I also tried to give better marks to motivate the child. I used to
give 4′s for a dictation [equivalent of a B letter grade], even if there were 40 mistakes. I
invented my own mark, pointed out typical mistakes and grouped them”.

Interview 3: “But we make some excuses for them, of course. It’s a must. If we give
someone else a 3 [equivalent of a C letter grade] for that number of mistakes, we can give
a 4 here. It’s an encouragement”.

One teacher just gave students a 3 [equivalent to a C] regardless of children’s effort
and improvement (Interview 4): “Yeah, I’m just giving them 3′s. In Math, Tatar, and English
they deserve it but in Russian-no”.

3.3. Promoting a Positive School Climate to Foster the Child’s Psychological Adjustment in
the Classroom

To create a positive and welcoming climate at school, teachers described teaching
respect toward different ethnicities and developing cross-cultural communication skills
(69 quotations). These practices sometimes coincided. For example, one teacher reported
that she initiated a special club where children of different ethnicities can communicate.
The teacher invited children of different nationalities, including immigrants, to join a club
to create a positive intercultural climate:

Interview 5: “Our school has a social club called “Friendly Family”. It’s my personal
initiative. A community organization [outside the school] provides additional money.
Children of different nationalities join the club. We get together once a month or once
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a week. We discuss world news, or we have kids who come up with something in their
language and tell us. We try to attract kids who don’t speak [Russian] well, too”.

In addition, teachers employed practices for promoting a generally positive social-
psychological climate in the classroom, not specific to issues of cultural diversity. For
example:

Interview 14: “I put children in contact with each other so they could talk more and help
each other”.

Interview 19: “And we give them tasks. For example, we ask them to give out notebooks,
collect notebooks. It may be a small task but it’s still communication. I do everything to
get them involved”.

To teach respect toward different ethnicities and create a culture of international
communication, schools organized national celebrations. These festivals give immigrant
children opportunities to recite poems, dance their national dances, sing national songs,
and serve national dishes. For example:

Interview 19: “Four times a year we organize a festival of different peoples where
immigrant children represent their countries. Such events improve attitudes toward
them. They wear their national costumes, read and sing in their languages, perform
national dances”.

Interview 5: “I held an annual festival called ‘Me, you, he and she are a friendly family’.
We prepared for it for a year. I invited a Tajik boy who recited a poem, and a Tajik girl
who danced in a long dress. There were an Uzbek girl and a boy. They performed an
Azerbaijanian dance. There were national dishes of all sorts. A Georgian girl performed a
Georgian dance, it was very melodic. We served the food and let everyone try”.

Parents were also involved in the process of intercultural dialogue. For example, one
teacher mentioned that native and immigrant parents taught children different cuisines,
traditions, and customs. One teacher said:

Interview 5: “We visited a Russian family during Easter, painted eggs and recorded it in
on a camera. They told us about the origins of that holiday. Once an Azerbaijanian mom
came and taught children how to make cookies. She brought the dough and explained how
it’s served”.

In two interviews, teachers talked about the help that ethnic Diasporas in Kazan
provide in teaching children about different cultures. They also helped resolve conflicts.

Interview 5: “They have Sunday schools [in the Center of Ethnic Friendship]. They
gather there, many attend it. We have relationships with them, and they always invite me
with the children. I can take any class and go there. Uzbeks, Ukrainians, Azerbaijanis.
They perform at festivals, organize workshops and open classes. Sometimes they visit us,
too”.

Interview 17: “Our school works together with the Center of Ethnic Friendship. We
know each other and work with leaders of all Diasporas. Together we solve conflicts that
could arise with some children’s parents”.

Teachers held discussions with entire classes as well as with the immigrant children
as another practice in the service of developing a positive climate. Discussions with the
entire class were done to prevent discrimination against immigrant children.

Interview 3: “I never allow children to bully kids of different ethnicities”.

Interview 20: “A boy [name], he’s slightly darker than other kids . . . He was insulted”.

Interviewer: “What did you do with this?”

Teacher: “I discussed it during the class meetings. I had very few kids. It is convenient.
It was in Tatar language class”.
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Teachers explained to all children that they should help and support each other.

Interview 8: “Of course, we tell children to support each other, so other children could
help him, make friends, communicate so he could help you, so you can collaborate. And
children are trying to support them. I let them know that they should support him”.

Teachers explain the principles of mutual respect and intercultural communication.

Interview 19: “It’s all different for everyone. From the very first grade I explain to
children and their parents that we all should live in friendship and agreement regardless
of what nationality you are. I support tolerance and encourage our kids. I explain how
hard it can be for migrant children”.

Teachers held individual talks with immigrant children to address their aggressive
behavior, explaining to them that they should be friendlier. For example, in Interview
19 the teacher said: “I explain to them that they shouldn’t get upset. Of course, it’s difficult”.
Conflicts were also a reason to have discussions. In one interview the teacher said that she
talked not only to students but also to parents to solve a conflict between children.

Interview 13: “Well, we talked, solved these conflicts. I called the parents, talked to the
dads and the boys. We talked so they could feel comfortable in the classroom, to change
their opinions somehow. The dads sat across from each other, Azerbaijanian and Tatar. I
told them that if we can’t find common ground between them, it would be impossible for
their kids to study together”.

Only in one interview (Interview 16) a teacher mentioned the help provided by a
school psychologist when a child experienced problems communicating with other children:
“Well, we have a psychologist. She came up in the first class when one girl had problems with other
children . . . She worked with her individually”. Teachers lamented a lack of such specialists
who could help them in schools, as in Interview 6: “There should be a school psychologist.
There should be specialists in a school”.

4. Discussion and Conclusions

Our study findings are that teachers in Russia had to use additional individual lessons
with immigrant children to teach them Russian and help them improve their academic
performance. On the one hand, this is similar to what happens in other countries without
centralized models of transitional practices for immigrants [27,48]. On the other hand,
giving immigrant students one-on-one attention is considered a very effective practice to
help newcomer children adapt to a new school [31,38]. During additional lessons, teachers
in our study explained academic material one more time or worked with texts, though
without using special methods for teaching Russian as a foreign language. This is despite
the fact that special instructional methods for teaching Russian as a second language have
been developed by Russian educators [34,35,49–51]. Similar to Gorpas (2011), teachers
in our study believed in the necessity of teaching Russian language to students, but only
one of them was even aware of methods for teaching Russian as a foreign language [48].
Some teachers admitted that they need to learn about teaching methods, special books, and
guidelines for teaching immigrant students. These finding underscore the need for teacher
education programs to include training on teaching culturally diverse and multilingual
students in todays’ increasingly diverse classrooms.

One individualized approach with immigrant children is when teachers give them
easier assignments and use different grading criteria. Teachers in our study tried to support
children’s tiniest achievements by giving them more accessible tasks, tailored to their
abilities. Previous studies have also suggested the importance of initial assessment and
monitoring of the child’s progress [31,37]. On one hand, some researchers consider such
practices to reflect low expectations, which lead to low performance [52,53]. On the other,
immigrant children cannot cope with difficult assignments when their knowledge of the
language of instruction is poor. Our research also suggests the necessity of developing and
implementing initial assessments to determine the level of students’ knowledge and skills
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when they enter the school. This would assist teachers in developing appropriate practices
for incoming students. Monitoring students’ achievements and academic progress at the
state level can avoid grade inflation and manage teachers’ low expectations. This presents
an additional challenge for schoolteachers.

The role of the mediator between newly arrived immigrant children and their parents
and the school was played by children and teachers who knew the Tatar language. This
finding supports results of previous studies that found teaching a new language with
the support of the native language to be one of most effective strategies. While the Tatar
language is not native to immigrant children, it is closely related to the native language
of many Turkic peoples who move to Russia and Tatarstan. As in prior research, without
formal language support, teachers in our study relied on assistants [37], mentors [14,54],
or translators who are usually other immigrant children [37,55]. This teaching practice
aids communication between peers and teachers and can help prevent segregation from a
Russian-speaking environment [14,37,45]. In our study, teachers reported asking peers to
speak Russian to the students not only to help them learn the language but also to explain
lesson material in plain language. This method is an important part of cooperative learning
and translanguaging [30,56]. However, it was hard to discern from our interviews whether
teachers used this measure intentionally or were forced to do so without institutional
support, as all support provided to migrant children stemmed from the teachers’ personal
initiative.

With respect to ways of promoting positive climate in the classroom to foster psy-
chological comfort for children, our study findings resonate with two approaches recom-
mended in schools with immigrant students. The first is creating an environment that
encourages communication among children and the second is promoting respect for cul-
tural diversity [55,57,58]. Although learning about different cultures in school has been
criticized as “touristic” [59] (p. 57), nonetheless, all children benefit from learning more
about their own and other cultures [15,60–62]. As described in prior research, teachers in
our study described holding discussions with immigrant children and other students to
reduce tensions, solve conflicts and encourage collaboration with parents [63]. In addition
to previous studies, we found that relying on ethnic diasporas may be good practice to aid
in acculturation of immigrant children and solving conflicts with their parents.

The main finding in our study was that without systematic, centralized support [64] or
specialized training, teachers had to take the initiative and create personalized approaches
when working with immigrant children. Although the data were initially analyzed de-
ductively based on the literature, using an inductive approach we discovered a variety of
practices that teachers implemented to support immigrant students. In addition, inductive
analyses led us to conclude that parental inclusion can be used as a component of the three
categories of practices examined: academic support, language support, and promotion of a
positive climate in the classroom. Finally, because the Tatar language is closely related to
languages of other Turkic peoples, our study points to advantages of using it in Tatarstan
to support teaching Russian as a foreign language.

5. Limitations

While use of qualitative methodology allowed us to discover teaching practices with
immigrant children in Tatarstan, a limitation of the study is that it relied on the authors’
interpretation of teachers’ subjective reports regarding their teaching and issues that
immigrant children face in the classroom. Although the interviews were valuable in
understanding the teachers’ experience, thoughts, and feelings from their perspective,
this line of research can be complemented by observational studies of teachers’ practice.
Further, only quantitative research can document how frequently the teachers use the kinds
of supporting strategies and teaching practices when working with immigrant children
in Russia and Tatarstan. In addition, most teachers who took part in the study were
female. This is due to the fact that the teaching profession is still predominantly female
in Russia. Finally, teacher practices reflect beliefs and ideologies about educating diverse
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students. The question of how multicultural education is conceptualized in Russia, and
whether foreign concepts of multiculturalism, interculturalism, or polyculturalism apply
was beyond the scope of the present study but is important to investigate in future research.
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Abstract: Adopting the theoretical approach of recognitive justice and the degree of students’ recog-
nitive experiences regarding empathy, respect, and social esteem, the present study focused on
educational inequalities in the multicultural school and the factors that affect their appearance and
reproduction. We examined the existence of social relations’ differences in a sample of 1303 students
from 69 secondary schools in Greece, using a questionnaire constructed to investigate students’ recog-
nitive experience of their relationships with teachers. By applying an intersectional approach, mainly
through multiple regression analysis and multivariate interaction tests with MANOVA, we were able
to identify that migrant students and students from families with a low educational level experienced
a significantly lower degree of recognition, mainly with the forms of respect and social esteem, both
in their relationships with teachers and with peers. Additionally, levels of recognition among teachers
explained the large amount of variability in academic achievement and self-esteem, while higher
levels of recognition among peers were a significant predictor of the respective students’ higher
self-esteem. These deficits in recognition concern pedagogical practices that deprive these groups of
students of opportunities and possibilities for equal participation in teaching and school life.

Keywords: recognitive justice; inequality at school; intersectionality; recognition by teacher; recognition
by peers; academic achievement; self-esteem

1. Introduction

Much research points out the fact that the quality of the relationships which are
developed during educational processes between the members of a school community has
a huge impact on the outcomes of school adaptation, learning, and achievement. More
specifically, the quality of positive relationships between teachers and students [1–6], as
well as between classmates [3,7–9] fosters school climate [10]. Positive relationships at
school are strong predictors of students’ emotional, cognitive, and social development, as
well as their school performance [1,11–13].

The quality of social relationships at school do not affect all students to the same extent.
Students with an immigrant background [14,15] and/or from families with disadvantaged
socio-economic status [16,17] are more affected by the quality of social relationships at
school than their classmates from privileged social environments. It has been found that
teachers maintain stereotypes towards the different levels of socio-economic background of
students as well as their learning abilities [18–20]. Additionally, the stereotypical treatment
of students with an immigrant background or from a disadvantaged socio-economic
environment is significantly associated with low school performance [21] and the students
in these groups are benefiting to a greater extent than their classmates by high quality
relationships at school.
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Despite the fact that the systemic exploration of school inequalities are not the
main goals of aforementioned research, they provide us with valuable information about
the role that pedagogical relationships may play in the emergence and reproduction of
these inequalities.

The investigation of factors which provoke school inequalities also demands a rela-
tional approach which explicitly interprets the presumptions of achievement of social or
educational equality. In other words, the request is to identify and apply empirically an
approach, which could inform us about the criteria that social or pedagogical relationships
should fulfil to prevent the emergence of social or school inequalities. We believe that the
theory of recognition, which was formulated by Honneth [22–24] and in particular its spe-
cialization as the theory of recognitive justice in the field of education by Stojanov [25–27],
is more helpful in investigating and understanding the role that social relations play in
schools regarding the production of educational inequalities. The recognition theory, as
a theory of educational justice, defines clearly, as we will see below, specific qualitative
criteria that must be met by schools to ensure that all students—without exception—are
supported in the acquisition of experiences of recognition in the context of daily school life.
These experiences of recognition are defined theoretically as the fundamental requirements
for moral, cognitive, and social development of all students. Therefore, they are also basic
conditions for school adaptation and school success.

1.1. Recognition: A Fundamental Condition of Justice

The theory of recognition is a theory of social justice. Honneth [21,24] supports
the claim that individual self-realization and autonomy constitute the main goals of the
equal treatment of all individuals in society. A society is just and fair when it ensures
the quality of intersubjective recognitive relations, which is a necessary condition for
the formation of an intact personal identity. The core of social justice comprises the
following three and equal forms of recognition: love, respect, and social esteem. The
attainment of personal self-realization and autonomy presuppose the social experience of
these three forms. Stojanov [25,26,28] took into account Honneth’s theory of recognitive
justice and formulated a special approach to educational justice that differed significantly
from other relevant approaches, (e.g., distributive justice). According to Stojanov, the
concept of subjective development comprises two dimensions [25,26]: (a) the development
of relationships with oneself (self-confidence, self-respect, and self-esteem); and (b) the
development of relations with the world (e.g., deals, propositions, and subjective theories).
Honneth does not refer to the second dimension, though, according to Stojanov, it is
at the core of education. He also acknowledges that the forms of recognition Honneth
proposes (i.e., empathy, respect, and social esteem) are key components in the quality
of pedagogical relationships in school. From a philosophico-pedagogical point of view,
he negotiates and expands the contents of these three forms of recognition to include
the second dimension of individual development, that of the development of individual
relations with the world (which means the broadening of the student’s horizons). Honneth
points out that a pedagogical theory of educational justice refers to school-age individuals
who are not yet able, on account of their limited development of a range of skills, to make
decisions and behave as mature and autonomous subjects.

1.2. Empathy, Respect and Social Esteem According to Stojanov’s Approach of Recognitive Justice

Empathy is not defined simply as a fundamental condition for the developing person
to experience their needs and desires as basic features of their personality per Honneth; it
is a fundamental condition for experiencing their ideals and their life plans as important
elements of their relations with the world [25]. Helsper and Lingkost [29] point out that
empathy is an important factor in generating feelings and relationships of trust on the
part of students. If experiences of this form of recognition are incomplete, feelings of
fear, insecurity, neglect, and devaluation can result. These feelings can interfere with
the students’ identification with their school environment and lead them gradually to
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emotional isolation from other school community members and to failure at school. With
this in mind, the insufficient experiences of empathy are evidence of unequal treatment in
the school environment.

Honneth refers to respect as a form of recognition [22,24], namely, the recognition of
the individual as a subject with a capacity for moral judgment (i.e., as a subject capable
of recognizing the effects of their actions and taking responsibility for them). According
to Stojanov [26], this form of recognition presupposes a subject who is cognitively fully
mature and morally responsible, which does not apply in the case of those who are in
the process of acquiring these exact abilities through education (i.e., students). For this
reason, it is necessary to redefine the content and respect for the case of pedagogical
relationships at school and take into account Peters’ [30] definition of respect as a person’s
ability to form and hold their own perspective, have intentions, choose values, formulate
assumptions, and make decisions. Because these abilities are expressions of the subjectivity
of the individual they must be recognized, even if one disagrees with them or characterizes
them as “immature” or “irrational” [26]. Based on this definition, pedagogical relationships
function and are experienced as relationships of respect, wherein teachers encourage
students to participate in lessons by allowing them to present their own interpretive
standards and express their particular perspectives. When the school is interested in and
takes care to ensure the active participation of all students, then it meets the norm of respect
because it accepts them (without exception) as subjects who are able to discuss the lessons
and issues of school life, describe their experiences, and offer their judgments [31]. On the
other hand, insufficient experiences of respect on behalf of students refer to a school reality
which does not provide opportunities for equal participation of all students in teaching
and school life.

Stojanov emphasizes the importance of respecting the individuality of students not
only in its abstract–formal but also in its specific personal dimension and expression.
According to Honneth, social esteem (the third form of recognition) refers to the particular
traits that characterize individual difference. It correlates the recognition of these traits with
their capacity to contribute to the achievement of more general social goals, values, and
objectives that accord with the cultural self-perception of a society [22]. Stojanov [26,27],
on the other hand, argues that social esteem should be related not only or even primarily
to job benefits but also to the individual’s ability to display personal skills (as they relate
to their autobiography/life experience). Experiences of social esteem constitute for the
individual an important condition for the realization of potential, through which they
will be able to contribute to society and thus become a full member of it [26]. Students
can only develop their abilities and build positive self-esteem when their potential is
recognized [26,31]. According to Helsper and Lingkost [29], experiences of social esteem
constitute the condition of one student being recognized as separate from all others. In
other words, the insufficient experiences of social esteem refer to the lack of pedagogical
perceptions and respective practices of recognizing the diversity that characterizes the
student population in the contemporary school environment.

The distinction between the three forms of recognition is drawn mainly for analytical
purposes because at the level of everyday school life, all three are closely related to each
other. For example, a lack of experience of respect and social esteem can result in the
student losing—at an emotional level—their trust in the teacher [32].

1.3. What Do the Insufficient Experiences of Recognition Cause at School? Some Empirical Data

To date, little research has been conducted on the role and importance of recognition
experiences in the school environment for the procedure of students’ school adaptation.
This research is based on Honneth’s theory of recognition, using qualitative research
methods and focusing on the study of students’ school failure from the point of view of
their own needs. From the findings, it is evident that students who experience a lack of
emotional support from teachers are prevented from developing trusting relationships
with them, and as a result, they cannot identify with them [33]. This leads to the creation

55



Educ. Sci. 2021, 11, 461

of learning barriers; students are then unable to relate the complex cognitive content of
teaching to their personal experience, so it has no personal meaning. This means, as
Wiezorek underlines [34] that students who do not have emotional support feel that their
own worldview and their learning interests are devalued. The important role of empathy
experiences in creating strong bonds between students and school, motivating them to
actively participate in teaching, have been underlined by the meta-analyzes of Cornelius-
White [35] and Roorda et al. [4]. Furthermore, teachers’ empathy creates positive conditions
for inclusive teaching and communication in the classroom, as well as contributing to the
weakening of prejudices against students from minority groups. This is particularly
important for the recognition of cultural differences in school [36].

A lack of emotional support and respect is associated with learning disabilities as
well as low learning outcomes. Vieluf and Sauerwein [37] show that students with an
immigrant background experience less respect than their native classmates due to low
learning expectations from their teachers and reduced opportunities for participation in
dialogue and cognitive processing of learning content. These lack of respect experiences
are associated with low learning outcomes. Several other studies have revealed that
immigrant students, as well as students from disadvantaged social backgrounds, are
often faced with reduced teacher expectations regarding their learning abilities [38–41].
By contrast, a learning environment characterized by respectful relationships motivates
students to participate in lessons, collaborate with their teachers and classmates, and
become involved in society [42–45]. Therefore, students’ incomplete respect experiences
seem to be connected with the existence of unequal opportunities for participation in class
and generally, in school life.

A lack of social esteem in students’ relationships with their teachers has significant
negative effects. Wiezorek [34] reports that students with a low school performance state
that they regard poor social esteem as an underestimation of their personality. From
the scope of recognition theory, special significance is given to the evaluation process
of personal achievements, according to Prengel [46] because this theory produces and
maintains stereotypes for “weak” students, and these are accompanied by discrimination
and learning barriers, thus contributing to the consolidation of educational inequalities.

The students’ recognition experiences with their teachers also affect their relationships
with the other class members [46]. When the teacher places great emphasis on individual
performance, for example, thus cultivating a climate of competition among students, they
define as the basic criterion of recognition the norm of high individual performance. In
conditions of fierce school competition, low-achieving students are systematically deprived
of experiences of support and acceptance from their classmates, which leads to the creation
of conditions for their marginalization [33].

To conclude, the evidence that derives from the limited research shows that the
lack of recognition that is experienced by some students in their relationships with their
teachers (educators) and their classmates, has a negative effect in the process of their
school adaptation and performance. According to recognition theory the causes that result
to experiences of lack of recognition are related to the institutional organization of the
educational process both at a macro-level (such as students’ evaluation regulations) and at
a micro-level (such as the culture of an educational community).

1.4. An intersectional View of Recognition Experiences

Researchers studying the quality of pedagogical relationships in school and the groups
of students who are most affected by them, either positively or negatively, usually consider
the categories of ethnicity, the socio-economic or educational level of the students’ families,
and gender. In quantitative research, these categories are usually examined separately
from each other [47,48]. This approach, however, presents significant limitations in under-
standing such a complex phenomenon as educational inequality. The groups of students
are constructed and presented on the axis of each category as internally homogeneous,
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without considering cases of difference. This is a consequence of the complex relationships
and interactions between the categories [49,50].

The intersectional approach offers the possibility of overcoming the above-mentioned
limitations, as it focuses on the study of the emergence of social and educational inequalities
as phenomena related to the multiplicity of overlaps, intersections, and interdependencies
between categories of ethnicity, socio-economic background, and gender. The concept of
intersectionality originates from feminist, gender, and race studies [51] and is currently
used in (mainly qualitative) educational research to understand the educational inequalities
grid [52]. The central idea of this is that students from minority groups belong to more
than one social group at the same time and experience interrelated discrimination both
at an individual and institutional level [53]. Therefore, the intersectional approach offers
opportunities to analyze qualitative differences and similarities within groups and multiple,
cross-sectional inequalities between those groups [54]. The interdisciplinarity lens is
particularly useful in the case of immigrant students because it prevents monothematic
analysis based on ethnicity [55] and focuses on the dynamics developed by the interaction
of students’ different social situations, such as gender, socioeconomic status, ethnicity, and
immigration background [48,50].

Empirically, we applied McCall’s complex intersectionality theory [54], which com-
bines the categories of migration, gender, and complex insights on how recognition expe-
riences by teachers and classmates are distributed within the students’ population. This
approach will allow us to detect by our analytic strategy social intersections and address a
more complex reality [56]. In doing so, we did not introduce intersectionality simply as
an analytical toolkit for a more concise prediction of the respective models that are being
estimated, but as a means of addressing power relations within those intersections [57].
Following this line of reasoning, through our analyses we are expecting to identify migrant
adolescent students as not a homogenous group but rather one in which nuances of gender
and socio-economic status pertain [58]. Combining migration, gender, and socio-economic
status opens a more appropriate gateway to understanding students’ development in
school [59] when it comes to recognition experiences and their effects on academic achieve-
ment. Understanding the power relations created by the synthesis of the intersecting
aspects of a student’s identity in the context of their immigrant background facilitates their
integration and development within the educational process [60]. Therefore, the main
research issue that arises in relation to educational inequalities is the degree to which the
students feel recognized by the school.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Study and Sample

The present study investigated recognition experiences of adolescent students in
Greece. The study population consisted of students attending upper secondary school
(Lykeio) in Greece. Students typically enter either a general (GEL) or a vocational (EPAL)
Lykeio at 15 and graduate when they are 18. The sample included 1,303 students from
46 GELs (876 students) and 23 EPALs (427 students). The number of schools selected
from each educational district was proportional to the population size of the district.
Within each district, schools were selected by convenience sampling, keeping the same
ratio of general to vocational students in the district. Participating schools were asked
to engage students in one or two of their classes [20−30 students in total]. Students in
the first grade comprised 37% of the sample, 39% in the second grade, and 22% in the
third grade; 20 students were older than 18. The proportion of females in the final sample
was 53% (462 female and 414 male students) among participants attending GELs; it was
36% (156 female and 271 male students) among those attending EPALs. This reflected the
different gender distribution among students within the corresponding type of school.
Most of the participating students (67%) were living in urban areas.
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2.2. Analytic Strategy/Research Questions

The following research questions were addressed by our analytic strategy:

• Do students differ in the degree they perceive themselves as being recognized by
their teachers and their peers in different domains (moral respect, empathy, and
social esteem)?

• Do students differ in the degree they perceive themselves as being recognized by their
teachers and peers, according to their gender, ethnicity (i.e., Greek or non-Greek), and
family education level?

• Does combining migration, gender, and socio-economic status open a more appropri-
ate gateway in understanding the development of students?

• Is recognition by peers associated with recognition by teachers?
• Is recognition by teachers and peers associated with academic achievement and self-esteem?
• Which of the previously mentioned socio-demographic variables and recognition

experiences are predictive of students’ academic achievement and self-esteem?

2.3. Measures
Experiences of Recognition

Student experiences of recognition by their teachers and peers were measured using
two scales, one on recognition by teachers and one on recognition by peers, with three
subscales each, constructed by the authors for the present study. The items included
in each scale were informed by theoretical considerations concerning the construct of
”recognition” [61] and enhanced by items elicited from semi-structured interviews with
20 students attending GELs or EPALs in the Larissa prefecture. The items in each scale
referred to three subscales concerning (a) moral respect; (b) empathy; and (c) social esteem.

Respect items referred to the freedom of students to express judgments that were
respected and recognized by teachers and classmates; for instance, “Because I am not a
hard-working student, teachers underestimate me” or “My classmates believe in me and
my abilities.” We applied eight teacher and nine peer respect items.

Empathy items, four items on empathy from teachers and three on empathy from
peers, referred to the emotional support and encouragement that students received from
teachers and classmates as well as the degree of trust they developed with them; for
instance, “Teachers are not interested in my feelings” or “My classmates are interested in
my emotional state”.

Social esteem items, four items on empathy from teachers and six on empathy from
peers, referred to the recognition of students’ special abilities, characteristics, and achieve-
ments by their teachers and classmates that made them feel worthy of contributing to the
goals and objectives of the school community; for instance, “My teachers’ behavior shows
they consider my presence important for the class” or “My classmates treat me as inferior”.

Items in all six subscales were measured on a 6-point Likert-type scale (1= not at all to
6 = absolutely true). Scores for the total scales and subscales were calculated by averaging
the relevant items, after reversing coding in case of negatively phrased statements. All
scales and subscales showed high levels of reliability (Table 1).

Table 1. Reliability of the applied six recognition subscales.

Scales and Subscales Cronbach’s Alpha Number of Items

Recognition by
Teachers

Respect 0.88 8
Empathy 0.75 4

Social Esteem 0.73 4
Total 0.90 16

Recognition by Peers

Respect 0.87 9
Empathy 0.78 3

Social Esteem 0.79 6
Total 0.89 18
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Self-esteem was measured by combining the 10 items of the Rosenberg scale (1965)
and four items, concerning general self-esteem, from the 58 items of the Coopersmith scale
(1981). This combined scale uses a variety of questions to assess emotions (positive and
negative) and qualities of the individual, for instance, “I take a positive attitude towards
myself” (Rosenberg) or “It is difficult to accept myself I am” (Coopersmith). Each item
was answered on a 4-point scale (1 = strongly disagree to 4 = strongly agree) and the
total score for each student was calculated by averaging their answers after reversing
the codes for negatively stated items. The reliability of the scale was high (Cronbach’s
alpha = 0.879). Academic achievement was recorded based on the students’ statements
about their previous year’s final grade [10].

A student was considered as having non-Greek ethnicity if they or at least one of
their parents had been born in a country other than Greece. Family educational level was
categorized as basic (up to 9 years of schooling), secondary (10–12 years), or higher (at least
university level), with reference to the most educated parent.

3. Results

3.1. Recognition by Teachers
3.1.1. Subscales of Recognition by Teachers

The mean score of the total scale was 4.01 (SD = 0.96), reflecting “rather positive”
experiences. The mean scores of all three teachers’ recognition sub-scales were around the
scale’s midpoint, with moral respect being higher (Figure 1 and Table 2).

Figure 1. Mean scores of teachers’ recognition sub-scales.

Table 2. Means, SDs, and Intercorrelations between the three teachers’ recognition sub-scales.

Recognition
by Teacher

N Mean Std. Dev.
Intercorrelations 1

Respect Empathy

Respect 1248 4.49 1.15
Empathy 1279 3.22 1.12 0.513

Social esteem 1278 3.82 1.04 0.623 0.648
1 All correlations were significant at the 0.001 level.

Intercorrelations between the three teachers’ recognition sub-scales were high (Table 2),
indicating an elevated but still distinctive relationship between the three sub-scales.
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3.1.2. Effects of Gender, Ethnicity, and Family Education on Teacher Recognition

For all subscales, t-tests comparing males with females produced significant results
(Table 3). Females had higher scores than the males regarding moral respect by teachers
(t[1245,98] = −3.79, p < 0.001, d = 0.21), empathy (t[1277] = −3.18, p = 0.001, d = 0.18]) and
social esteem (t[1276] = −2.99, p = 0.003, d = 0.17). Moreover, total scores of recognition by
teachers were higher for females (t[1276] = −3.86, p < 0.001, d = 0.22).

Table 3. Comparison of recognition by teachers with respect to gender.

Recognition
by Teachers

Gender

Male Female Sig.

Mean S.D. Mean S.D. p

Respect 4.37 1.19 4.62 1.08 <0.001
Empathy 3.12 1.09 3.32 1.14 0.001

Social esteem 3.73 1.03 3.91 1.03 0.003
Total 3.90 0.96 4.12 0.95 <0.001

Regarding ethnicity, t-tests comparing Greek with non-Greek students gave signif-
icant results for the total scores as well as for moral respect and social esteem (Table 4).
Students with an immigration background had lower scores compared with natives re-
garding moral respect by teachers (t[548.193] = 4.05, p < 0.001, d = 0.35]), and social esteem
(t[578.797] = 4.08, p < 0.001, d = 0.34]) but the difference was not significant for empa-
thy (t[1275] = 1.31, p = 0.190, d = 0.07). Native students also had higher total scores of
recognition by teachers (t[542.793] = 3.96, p < 0.001, d = 0.34).

Table 4. Comparison of recognition by teachers with respect to ethnicity.

Ethnicity

Greek Non-Greek Sig.

Recognition by Teachers Mean SD Mean SD p

Respect 4.58 1.09 4.27 1.24 <0.001
Empathy 3.25 1.10 3.15 1.14 0.190

Social esteem 3.90 1.00 3.62 1.09 <0.001
Total 4.08 0.92 3.82 1.03 <0.001

Recognition by teachers (total score) was significantly differentiated according to
family education level (F[2,1089] = 3.69, p = 0.025, η2 = 0.007). The lower the family
education the less the recognition experienced by the students, as shown by the statisti-
cally significant linear trend (p = 0.009). Similar results were obtained for the subscale
for respect (F[2,1120] = 5.44, p = 0.004, η2 = 0.010) and social esteem (F[2,1143] = 8.20,
p < 0.001, η2 = 0.014). However, the result was not significant for the empathy subscale
(F[2,1147] = 0.86, p = 0.422; see Table 5).

Table 5. Recognition by teachers with respect to family education level.

Recognition by
Teachers

Family Educational Level

Basic Secondary University

Mean S.D. Mean S.D. Mean S.D. Sig. p η2

Respect 4.20 1.23 4.46 1.17 4.59 1.09 0.004 0.010
Empathy 3.24 1.12 3.27 1.10 3.18 1.13 0.422 0.002

Social esteem 3.48 1.11 3.78 1.08 3.92 1.00 <0.001 0.014
Total 3.79 1.05 3.99 0.98 4.07 0.93 0.025 0.007
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3.1.3. Intersectionality of Recognition by Teachers

Total scores for recognition by teachers were analyzed using 3-way analysis of variance
(ANOVA). Significant effects were found for gender and ethnicity; family education did
not have a significant effect (Table 6).

Table 6. ANOVA of Recognition by teachers total score.

Source Type III Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig. p η2

Gender [G] 19.704 1 19.704 22.497 <0.001 0.020
Ethnicity [E] 13.462 1 13.462 15.371 <0.001 0.014

Family Education [FEd] 3.930 2 1.965 2.244 0.107 0.004
G × E 0.278 1 0.278 0.317 0.573 0.000

G ×FEd 5.204 2 2.602 2.971 0.052 0.005
E × FEd 2.624 2 1.312 1.498 0.224 0.003

G × E × FEd 0.887 2 0.444 0.507 0.603 0.001
Error 944.134 1078 0.876

R Squared = 0.045 [Adjusted R Squared = 0.035]

Three-way multivariate ANOVA (MANOVA) for the three subscales for recognition
by teachers revealed a significant effect of all three socio-demographic variables, as well as
a significant interaction between family education and gender, which was not shown in
total scores (Table 7).

Table 7. MANOVA of Recognition by teachers subscales.

Main Effects and Interactions Roy’s Largest Root F Hyp. df Error df Sig. p η2

Gender [G] 0.025 8.936 3 1076 <0.001 0.024
Ethnicity [E] 0.016 5.885 3 1076 0.001 0.016

Fam. Education [FEd] 0.019 6.818 3 1077 <0.001 0.019
E × FEd 0.005 1.925 3 1077 0.124 0.005
G × FEd 0.009 3.088 3 1077 0.026 0.009

G × E 0.002 0.655 3 1076 0.580 0.002
G × E × FEd 0.005 1.705 3 1077 0.164 0.005

As can be seen in Table 7, the MANOVA results revealed a significant interaction
between family education and gender. Univariate tests showed that this was true for the
subscale of respect only (F[2,1078] = 4.305, p = 0. 014. η2 = 0.008), while no interaction effect
was found in the other two subscales. The interaction effect is illustrated in Figure 2.

Figure 2. Interaction of Gender by Family Education regarding the Respect by teacher subscale scores.
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For females, respect from teachers was not related to family education level (F[2,1078] = 4.30,
p = 0.014. η2= 0.008]); for males, respect from teachers was significantly lower among
students from families with just an elementary education (F[2,1078] = 4.305, p = 0.014.
η2 = 0.008). Tukey’s b post hoc test was used. Both male and female students experienced
less social esteem from their teachers if they came from poorly educated families. However,
empathy was not found to be related to family education level.

The main effects of gender were significant for all three subscales, that is, males
experienced recognition by teachers to a lower degree in all domains (moral, emotional,
and social). Non-Greeks also experienced less moral respect and social esteem, but they
did not differ from natives in empathy.

3.2. Recognition by Peers
3.2.1. Subscales of Recognition by Peers

The mean scores for social esteem were just above the scale’s midpoint (Figure 3 and
Table 8).

Figure 3. Mean scores of peers’ recognition sub-scales.

Table 8. Means, SDs, and Intercorrelations between the three peers’ recognition sub-scales.

Recognition by Teacher N Mean Std. Dev.
Intercorrelations 1

Respect Empathy

Respect 1234 4.97 0.97
Empathy 1265 3.74 1.24 0.394

Social esteem 1262 3.81 0.99 0.489 0.614
1 All correlations were significant at the 0.001 level.

Intercorrelations between the three peers’ recognition sub-scales are shown in Table 8.
They indicate a rather high correlation of empathy with social esteem but medium or low
correlations with respect.

3.2.2. Effects of Gender, Ethnicity, and Family Education on Peers’ Recognition

For the total scale and all subscales, t-tests comparing males with females returned
non-significant results (Table 9).
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Table 9. Comparison of recognition by peers with respect to gender.

Recognition by Peers

Gender

Male Female Sig.

Mean S.D. Mean S.D. p

Respect 4.93 0.98 5.01 0.95 0.142
Empathy 3.73 1.21 3.75 1.28 0.770

Social esteem 3.78 0.99 3.84 0.99 0.278
Total 4.35 0.82 4.40 0.87 0.271

Regarding ethnicity, t-tests comparing Greek with non-Greek students returned sig-
nificant results for the total scores as well as for moral respect (Table 10). Students with
an immigrant background had lower scores compared with natives in terms of respect
by peers (t[554.41] = 2.41, p = 0.016, d = 0.20) and the total score for recognition by peers
(t[1172] = 2.23, p = 0.026, d = 0.13), but the difference was not significant for empathy
(t[1260] = 1.56, p = 0.119) or social esteem (t[1257] = 1.46, p = 0.143).

Table 10. Comparison of recognition by peers with respect to ethnicity.

Ethnicity

Greek Non-Greek Sig.

Recognition by Peers Mean SD Mean SD p

Respect 5.01 0.93 4.86 1.01 0.016
Empathy 3.77 1.25 3.65 1.23 0.119

Social esteem 3.84 0.97 3.74 1.01 0.143
Total 4.41 0.83 4.29 0.83 0.026

Recognition by peers (total score) was significantly differentiated according to family
education level (F[2,1058] = 8.59, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.016). The lower the family education,
the less the peer recognition experienced by the students, as the statistically significant
linear trend showed (p < 0.001). Similar results were obtained for the subscales for respect
(F[2,1104] = 4.28, p = 0.014, η2 = 0.008), empathy (F[2,1136] = 4.74, p = 0.009, η2 = 0.008),
and social esteem (F[2,1135] = 9.14, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.016; Table 11).

Table 11. Recognition by peers with respect to family education level.

Recognition by Peers

Family Educational Level

Basic Secondary University

Mean S.D. Mean S.D. Mean S.D. Sig. p η2

Respect 4.80 1.02 4.94 0.99 5.06 0.88 0.014 0.008
Empathy 3.40 1.28 3.72 1.25 3.82 1.21 0.009 0.008

Social esteem 3.44 1.01 3.80 1.01 3.90 0.95 <0.001 0.016
Total 4.08 0.88 4.36 0.86 4.46 0.79 <0.001 0.016

3.2.3. Intersectionality of Recognition by Peers

Total scores of recognition by peers were analyzed using a 3-way ANOVA. Significant
effects were found regarding family education only. Ethnicity was no longer significant
after the effect of family education was taken into account (Table 12).
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Table 12. ANOVA of Peers’ Recognition total score.

Source Type III Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig. p η2

Gender [G] 2.196 1 2.196 3.315 0.069 0.003
Ethnicity [E] 1.074 1 1.074 1.622 0.203 0.002

Family Education [FEd] 6.081 2 3.040 4.591 0.010 0.009
G × E 0.005 1 0.005 0.008 0.931 0.000

G × FEd 2.055 2 1.027 1.551 0.212 0.003
E × FEd 0.122 2 0.061 0.092 0.912 0.000

G × E × FEd 0.264 2 0.132 0.199 0.819 0.000
Error 692.663 1046 0.662

R Squared = 0.022 [Adjusted R Squared = 0.012]

Similarly, multivariate tests of a 3-way MANOVA for the three subscales of recognition
by teachers revealed a significant effect of family education only (Table 13).

Table 13. MANOVA of Peers’ Recognition subscales.

Main Effects and Interactions Roy’s Largest Root F Hyp. df Error df Sig. p η2

Gender [G] 0.005 1.765 3 1044 0.152 0.005
Ethnicity [E] 0.002 0.680 3 1044 0.564 0.002

Fam. Education [FEd] 0.012 4.192 3 1045 0.006 0.012
E × FEd 0.002 0.617 3 1045 0.604 0.002
G × FEd 0.007 2.428 3 1045 0.064 0.007

G × E 0.006 2.039 3 1044 0.107 0.006
G × E × FEd 0.004 1.331 3 1045 0.263 0.004

In all three subscales, there was a significant linear trend with respect to family
education (Figure 4). The lower the level of family education, the less the recognition
by peers.

Figure 4. Estimated marginal means of peers’ recognition subscales by family education level.
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3.3. Recognition and Student Outcome Correlations

Students’ recognition by teachers was associated with those by peers (r = 0.427); 18%
of peer recognition was attributed to recognition by teachers. In particular, correlations
between recognition by teachers and peers concerning respect and social esteem were of
medium size, while those regarding empathy were low (Table 14).

Table 14. Correlation coefficients between Teachers’ and Peers’ Recognition subscales.

Recognition by Teachers
Recognition by Peers

Respect Empathy Social Esteem

Respect 0.488 0.092 0.255
Empathy 0.174 0.237 0.335

Social esteem 0.278 0.206 0.431
All correlations were significant at the 0.001 level.

Table 15 shows that the recognition by teachers subscales for respect and social esteem
were correlated to a medium extent with academic achievement; all the other correlations
were rather low. Recognition by peers regarding respect and social esteem was correlated
to an almost medium extent with self-esteem. All the other correlations were low.

Table 15. Correlation coefficients of Students’ Recognition experiences with their outcomes.

Recognition Academic Achievement Self Esteem

by Teachers

Respect 0.527 0.273
Empathy 0.284 0.165

Social esteem 0.474 0.263
Total 0.534 0.289

by Peers

Respect 0.284 0.387
Empathy 0.108 0.179

Social esteem 0.273 0.337
Total 0.209 0.312

All correlations were significant at the 0.001 level.

3.4. Predicting Student Outcomes

Multiple regression of academic achievement on socio-demographic variables and
students’ recognition experiences showed that recognition by teachers was the most pre-
dictive factor. The contribution of peer recognition was not significant. Greek ethnicity,
female gender, and an educated family were additional predictive factors for high grades.
Thirty-seven percent of the variability in academic achievement can be explained by these
factors. A similar analysis regarding self-esteem showed that students’ recognition by peers
was by far the most influential positive factor, followed by male gender and recognition by
teachers (Table 16).

Table 16. Prediction of students’ outcomes: regression coefficients and statistical significance.

Academic Achievement Self Esteem

Predictors B Std. Error Beta B Std. Error Beta

constant 11.668 0.343 1.818 0.106
Ethnicity [Greek] 0.591 0.116 0.130 ** −0.001 0.036 −0.001
Gender [Female] 0.532 0.102 0.133 ** −0.193 0.032 −0.182 **

Family educ. [Higher] 1.179 0.197 0.290 ** −0.024 0.061 −0.022
Family educ. [Secondary] 0.488 0.204 0.115 * −0.021 0.063 −0.019
Recognition by Teachers 1.007 0.059 0.481 ** 0.090 0.018 0.161 **

Recognition by Peers 0.079 0.068 0.032 0.205 0.021 0.315 **

Adj. R2 = 0.369 Adj. R2 = 0.186

* significant at the 0.05 level. ** significant at the 0.01 level
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4. Discussion

Assessing, from a theoretical point of view, the deficient experiences of recognition in
the form of respect and social esteem, it is important to point out that they are related and
caused by two central structural elements of the educational process, which are intertwined
in school everyday life: the first element concerns the opportunities and the possibilities of
participation of all students at the level of teaching, as well as at the level of school life, in
general, and the second element concerns the applied practices of evaluation of individual
performance by the class teacher. The importance of participation in school life for building
experiences of respect is confirmed by Sirlopú and Renger’s research [62], which is based
on Honneth‘s theory of recognition [22–24]. Researchers emphasize the role of participation
in school life in developing experiences of recognition, in the form of respect, especially
for immigrant students. Although student participation is recognized for its fundamental
importance in cognitive and emotional development, it appears that in school everyday life
student participation is shaped by terms that work preferentially only for those who have a
high school performance and are distinguished by their communication skills. Taking this
into account, Sauerwein [63] evaluates the absence of opportunities for the participation of
specific groups of students, such as those with an immigrant background, as experiences
of rejection by the school, which has a negative effect on their development.

From the point of view of recognitional justice, the main research issue that arises in
relation to educational inequalities is the degree to which the students feel recognized by
the school. This was the main focus of our research in our examination of the recognition
experiences of secondary school students in Greece.

We found that there were differences in the degree of students’ recognition experi-
ences. These concerned all three forms of recognition, and they appeared on the axes of
intersectionality as gender, ethnicity, and the educational level of the family. In particular,
girls, native students, and students from families with a high level of education experienced
the highest degree of recognition by teachers. The girls experienced greater recognition
from teachers in all areas. However, differences in the experiences of recognition in terms
of ethnic origin and the educational level of the family were evident in the experiences of
respect and social esteem but not of empathy. Students from immigrant and low-income
families experienced the lowest levels of respect and social esteem from their teachers.
Vieluf and Sauerwein [37] found a low degree of recognition, but only in terms of respect
among students from immigrant families.

Of particular interest is the finding regarding the interaction of gender and the ed-
ucational level of the family. In particular, it was found that boys from families of a low
educational level experience a significantly lower degree of recognition (mainly in the form
of respect) than girls from the same group; this difference between the two genders did not
occur in the group of students from families of a high educational level. Therefore, boys
from low-income families (and not just migrants) experienced comparatively the largest
deficits of recognition in their relationships with teachers. This has often been stated to be
the case but without any empirical validation. This group seems to be in a very vulnerable
situation in school [64].

Furthermore, the immigrant students, as well as the students from low-income fami-
lies, experienced deficits in the forms of recognition of respect and social esteem, which,
according to Helsper et al. [29,65], constitute the most basic conditions for developing
socio-cognitive skills and, therefore, have the greatest impact on school performance and
school adaptation. Once again, we emphasize the specific intersectional insights our study
offers. Neither the boys nor the students with an immigrant background were, generally
under pressure; the intersections of these socio-demographic categorizations made the
difference. The importance of teachers’ recognition in school performance was reflected
in the findings of the present study because it was the strongest predictor of performance.
Other factors such as gender (girls), ethnicity (natives), and family education (high) were
less influential. This finding is in keeping with research that has highlighted the effect of the
quality of relationships with teachers (in terms of acceptance and support for students) on
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school performance [66–68]. According to Prengel [69], factors that determine the quality
of pedagogical relations in learning outcomes should be given more emphasis, especially
in the context of large-scale international research (e.g., PISA). Recently, of course, there has
been a growing interest in the study of how students experience their social relationships at
school [70], although such experiences are not directly related to educational inequalities.

According to Filippatou and Ventista [71], teachers adapt their teaching practice
mainly to the needs and abilities of the “average” student because they consider that their
teaching in the formal classroom cannot benefit poor-learning students. While the research
data on the conditions for participation by students is limited, it seems that teachers’
commitment to the academic performance of their students means that they do not show
sufficient interest in creating quality relationships with their students [72]. It is clear that
such teaching practices exclude from participation those students who have a special need
for learning support, or are treated by teachers stereotypically due to their social and/or
ethnic origin [73,74].

Regarding Greek schools, the experience of insufficient support for secondary school
students, and a consequent lack of participation in the teaching process, confirm recent
OECD research results [75], in which 44% of students stated that teachers were not inter-
ested in the learning of every student; 33% stated that teachers did not give extra help to
students who needed it; and 38% stated that teachers insisted on not teaching until the
students understood. Helsper et al. [65] and Wysujack [76] emphasize that differences in
the degree of recognition in experiences of social esteem are related to the fact that the
dominant way of evaluating students leads to the ranking of students as “strong” and
“weak” based on a specific understanding of individual learning ability and a correspond-
ing norm that assesses, in exclusively quantitative terms, the degree of response to the
goal of acquiring an institutionally defined body of school knowledge and adapting to the
school habitus in general. However, this works to the detriment of the real educational
work of qualifying and socializing all students [46] and in particular to the detriment of
disadvantaged students, such as those with a migrant background, who have the great-
est need for recognition in the school environment [1,65,77]. Furthermore, experiences
of insufficient social esteem among immigrant students may also be related to the way
teachers evaluate their particular cultural and linguistic capital in the classroom. If this
is seen more as an obstacle than as an ability and/or a learning resource, in any case as
non-capital unrelated to the norm of cognitive and value habitus promoted by the school,
then it is rather difficult to believe that teaching will enable immigrant to build unhindered
experiences of social esteem.

In the present study, the existence or otherwise of differences in the degree of recogni-
tion experiences was also explored in respect of peer relationships, with the expectation of
creating an overall picture of the existence or otherwise of groups of students who were
negatively affected, so far as their school adjustment and progress were concerned, by the
formation of social relationships within the school. It is acknowledged that these have
a significant influence on students’ development, especially during adolescence [78]. In
particular, they have been found to affect students’ self-esteem [79,80] and school perfor-
mance [9,81]. As relationships between students are influenced not only by their own rules
but also the nature of the quality of their relationships with teachers [82], we were particu-
larly interested in both whether the two were interrelated and whether socio-demographic
factors played a role.

We concluded that the experiences of recognition in the group of classmates were
to some extent correlated with their experiences of recognition by teachers. The greater
the degree of recognition of students by teachers, mainly in the form of respect but also
social esteem, the greater the degree of recognition by classmates. Kiuru et al. [5] cite
several theoretical reasons why positive relationships with teachers can lead to acceptance
and recognition by peers. For example, students may use positive relationships with
teachers as resources to approach their classmates with positive expectations. Teachers
can also act as a model for how to deal with classmates. It is vital in each case to find
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connections and continuity in the experiences of recognition in both respects. Certainly, the
influence of teachers, especially with regard to the recognition potential that characterizes
their pedagogical practices, is vital in shaping the quality of overall social relationships
of students at school. Of course, from the point of view of recognitive justice, there is a
great need to explore further how recognition experiences with teachers affect students’
relationships and recognition experiences with classmates by addressing the issue through
an intersectional lens.

Although experiences of recognition in relationships with classmates were not found to
play a role in performance, their importance was reflected in the effect they had on students’
self-esteem. This effect was even stronger than that exerted by the experiences of recogni-
tion by teachers. Moreover, gender played a positive role. By contrast, neither the ethnic
origin nor the educational level of the family was found to affect self-esteem. Other studies
on the effect of peer relationships on self-esteem reached similar conclusions [80,83,84].
Motti-Stefanidi et al [85] noted that acceptance by classmates in Greek schools functioned
as a predictor of a high sense of self-esteem for both native and immigrant students.

Regarding the relationship of socio-demographic factors to the experiences of recog-
nition by classmates, only the educational level of the family played a role. Students
from families with a high level of education enjoyed a higher degree of recognition by
their classmates. Asendorpf and Motti-Stefanidi [86] and Motti-Stefanidi et al. [85] have
demonstrated the effect of social status on the degree of acceptance by classmates. Focusing
on the different forms of recognition by classmates and the role of each of these factors, it
was found that the educational level of the family was related to all forms of recognition by
classmates and ethnicity was related to experiences of respect by classmates. In particular,
native students experienced a higher degree of respect than their classmates. As this
form of recognition expressed experiences of equal treatment and participation in the peer
group, we are led to conclude that it is not only immigrant students who tend to receive
unequal treatment from their peers. Immigrant students, however, are likely to be treated
by their classmates as people who do not meet their regulatory expectations. According
to Wiezorek [34], the degree of response to the expectations of classmates is a criterion for
the degree of their recognition. Our finding is consistent with research that has shown a
lower degree of sympathy with and acceptance of immigrant students and not only by
their classmates [87,88]. It answers the question concerning the existence of a possible
continuum of differences in the degree of recognition experiences between teacher–student
and peer-to-peer relationships.

Based on these results, which reflect theoretical interpretations of how teacher-student
relationships affect peer-to-peer relationships [5], we can conclude that the origins of
feelings of unequal treatment among various less privileged students lay in their institu-
tionalized relations with teachers. This view is reinforced by McGrath and Van Bergen [89],
who concluded that a low-quality relationship between teachers and students at risk of
school and social marginalization complicates students’ relationships with their classmates.
The low level of acceptance and unequal recognition by classmates may lead to negative
consequences because adolescents have a special need for peer acceptance. This is an
important factor in their school and social integration [90].

5. Conclusions

Relationships between teachers and students, as well as between classmates, have
a significant impact on the results of school performance and school adaptation of stu-
dents. From the point of view of recognitive justice, differences in these outcomes are
interpreted as being unfair in the case of differences that relate to the degree to which the
quality of these relationships satisfy students’ need for empathy, respect, and social esteem.
The expected encounters of social injustice in the classroom and by that the structural
vulnerability production [91] will affect the psychological stability of the adolescents and
their academic performance. These insights are considered fundamentally important for
their emotional, cognitive, and social development. The results of the present study are in
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keeping with other studies, especially those concerning the unfavorable school situation
that socially disadvantaged students find themselves in internationally. The recognitive
justice approach allows us to go beyond the general findings; it allows us to interpret specif-
ically the unfavorable situation immigrant students find themselves in and the educational
inequalities they face as a result of the deficient functioning of their schools as a function
of social injustice. This applies to other socially disadvantaged student groups as well.
In particular, the insufficient recognition experiences of the respective students, both in
their relations with teachers and their classmates, refer to (a) pedagogical practices within
the classroom, which, from the point of view of inclusion, present significant deficits; and
(b) deficits in the organization of school culture in terms of students’ equal participation.
A common denominator seems to be the fact that Greek schools (and perhaps not only
Greek schools) have not yet adopted and implemented, to the required degree, pedagogical
development policies and practices from a socially inclusive perspective.

6. Methodological Limitations

One limitation of the present study was its single information source, that is, the
adolescents who completed our survey. Personality traits may have influenced their
perceptions and reporting of recognition at school and their assessment of their interactions
with peers and teachers. However, we know that students’ self-reports are generally valid,
so we can safely assume that problems arising from the absence of other data sources would
be minor. Our model should be replicated in other countries to test its validity and the
scales’ reliability. We also need to understand whether the identified recognition processes
at school apply similarly to different school grades and whether they are related to the
respective adolescents’ developmental stages. The cross-sectional character of the present
study means that we cannot make claims about causalities and that our results speak only
to specific factors. Longitudinal international studies might underline the connections
between school recognition in adolescence and school outcomes. The modelling of the
students’ socio-economic level was based on just one item (their parents’ level of education);
a more sophisticated indicator was required. The extent to which recognition by teachers
was connected to teaching practice, the respective didactic, and interactions between
teachers and students were not analyzed. We therefore need a deeper understanding of
these everyday communications and their connection to processes of recognition.
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Abstract: Young male migrants, in particular, are at higher risk of not completing upper secondary
education and do not have the same opportunities to put their educational resources to use in
existing educational contexts. This work examines how socially and structurally disadvantaged male
adolescents (migration biography and low SES) can be supported in attaining educational success at
the upper secondary level by applying the resilience concept of navigation and negotiation. Within
the framework of grounded theory and by a qualitative coding paradigm, we applied an exploratory
heuristical approach in order to understand school success under a micro-sociological passage. Data
were collected in German-speaking Switzerland as part of the programme’s evaluation, which show,
firstly, that inter-individual processes of navigation and negotiation differ depending on the specific
people involved and their objectives. Secondly, different forms of development of navigation and
negotiation are seen within a single individual, and thirdly, the importance of institutional flexibility
becomes apparent when adolescents experience successful processes of navigation or negotiation.
The findings are discussed in the context of questions of justice and to their classification within the
context of educational and psychological aspects for promoting resilience and on the basis of their
overall significance for education policy.

Keywords: upper secondary education; migration; intersectionality; success at school; resilience;
youth; VET education

1. Introduction

It has been known for several years that failure to complete upper secondary education
is highly problematic for social prosperity in the long run [1]. It is, therefore, hardly
surprising that qualifications achieved at this educational level are closely monitored
internationally in terms of quality and quantity [2]. Currently, an average of around
84% of 20–24-year-olds in Europe have completed upper secondary education [3]. This
leaves an average of about 16% of young people who have not completed any upper
secondary education by this age, with significant and astonishing variations between
countries. While in Germany, for example, around 20% of students are without an upper
secondary qualification, the respective percentage in Spain is up to 25%, and it is around
12% in Switzerland [3,4]. Without qualifications at this level, there is a significantly higher
risk of having fewer contextual skills, being unemployed, and generating lower income [2].

In the EU area in 2019, the share of 25–54-year-olds with a lower upper secondary
qualification is more than twice as high among non-EU-born people than among those
born in the Member States (nationals or native born) [5]. It is, therefore, not surprising that
the risk of poverty or social exclusion is twice as high for people (20–64 years old) with a
migration history than for so-called nationals.

NEETs, i.e., young people who are neither in education nor in employment (NEET)
at the corresponding age for upper secondary education [2], in a certain way carry a
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high risk of social exclusion, and additionally, the development of their professional
identity [6] is profoundly negatively influenced by their confrontation of exclusion and
disintegration [7]. Furthermore, all over Europe, migrants are significantly more often in
the NEETs statistics of their respective countries than native students, and it is suggested
that they are one of the most vulnerable social groups when it comes to attaining an upper
secondary school education [8]. Young male migrants, in particular, are at a higher risk
of not completing upper secondary education and do not have the same opportunities
to put their educational resources to use in existing educational contexts [9]. This holds
for all OECD countries, with women having higher completion rates than men in upper
secondary education. Even if this gender gap decreases with time, as men take longer to
complete their educational programmes, the question of the extent to which young male
migrants are in a specific situation that allows them to make the transition from school,
through vocational training, to the world of work cannot be ignored. Stahl [10] points out
that young men with experience of migration, in particular, attain important biographical
experiences with regard to their integration through transitioning into vocational training.
Additionally, in Switzerland, not only are migrant students underrepresented in upper
secondary education, but they also bear a significantly higher risk of dropping out [11].
What has been observed in the Swiss context since 2018—namely, that there is a need for
action in connection with the issue of migration and certification levels—thus, seems to
hold true [12].

An intersectional view on migrant students’ success at school at upper secondary level

It is increasingly being recognised that treating migrant adolescents as a homoge-
neous group when it comes to the topic of success at school inadequately describes their
situation and does not do justice to the various challenges they face, all of which may
affect their success pathways [6,13]. In our reading of the literature, recognising this het-
erogeneity is central to formulating and applying effective prevention or intervention
and might show a far more differential picture of young people’s resilience patterns and
pathways [14,15]. While some research does distinguish among resilience pathways in
terms of gender, migration/ethnicity, and SES, a separate development in this body of
research has been the recognition of intersectionality [16], which shows that being in more
than one disadvantaged position can lead to additional disadvantages not captured by
simply summing the separate disadvantages, even if the discussion or problem is not new
in itself [17]. Intersectional analysis is commonly done for interactions between gender
and migration/ethnicity; however, increasingly, other divisions, such as SES, are being
incorporated into these kinds of analysis.

As a single factor, SES has a significant but not an overreaching effect on levels of
success at school [18]. Male gender [19], low SES [20], and migration [21,22] are known
risk patterns that are connected with lower rates of success at school [15]. Thus, in the
context of migration at school, we are able to identify enormous variety in terms of those
who attain enough success at school to complete upper secondary education [8,14]. One
difficulty when analysing success at school is the task of identifying students as migrants
or natives and clarifying this, because ethnicity, nationality, and a migration background
are constructed terms that implicitly constitute the groups they seem to describe [23]. We,
therefore, understand the notion of a migration background as referring to the combination
of three variables: country of birth, nationality at birth, and country of birth of both
parents [4].

Research has provided vast evidence that risks for failure at school and dropping out
of school [8,9] for migrant students—and, here, especially for male students [24]—often
co-occur, and that an accumulation of individual and social risks is strongly related to
rising risks for poor school outcomes [13] at the upper secondary level. Thus, our research
topic is characteristic for intersectionality perspectives. However, it is obvious that the
characteristics considered in our explorative qualitative study only represent some of the
possible influencing factors.
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However, one limitation of the existing research on migrant students’ failure at school
at the upper secondary level is that, while the cited studies demonstrate clearly established
associations between adolescent students’ SES, migration, and success at school, far fewer
studies have examined resilience pathways out of the school failure cycle [25]. A second
limitation is that, while studies state the especially high risk for not completing upper-
secondary-level education that male migrant students have, the role of the schools or
school systems in question that are connected to this educational failure is very seldom
problematized. This is especially true because, as Ungar, Connelly, Liebenberg, and
Theron [18] state, schools should influence the resilience of their students. Therefore,
future research with schools is needed that also gathers data on both individual and
ecological factors within the same study. We need to ask, “Which factors nurture and
sustain resilience? For which children, and in which contexts? When are they exposed to
what threats to their psychosocial development?” (p. 9). Therefore, resilience outcomes do
not apply generally [18], as there is no such thing as an indiscriminate resilience process,
no guaranteed safe-way. In our case, we aim on understanding school success at secondary
school under particular intersectional conditions: intertwined gender, SES, and migration
of the respective students.

Studies on school resilience have overturned the almost unavoidable negative as-
sumptions and deficit-focused models about migrant students growing up under the
multi-layered threats of adversity, but, so far, we do not have evidence-based knowledge
about school resilience in upper secondary education. Following in the line of Masten’s
ordinary magic [26], we would propose that not only resilience in general, but also school
resilience, consists of ordinary rather than extraordinary processes and school practices. In
terms of migrant students’ development during upper secondary education, we needed
specific insights into school adaptation systems that would not just be focused on fostering
positive individual or social practices, but also on reducing the still existing threats that
compromise migrant students’ positive development. Nevertheless, no single agreed
definition of resilience exists as of yet [26–28]. Masten’s [28] insights, starting from the
notion that resilience refers first of all to “ . . . positive adaptation in the context of risk
or adversity” (p. 9) in upper secondary education, clearly lead the way and relate in a
subtle way to Eccles’ established expectancy-value models [29] or Seidel’s [30] insights into
effective teaching, by indicating the necessity of adapting students’ individual obligations
to institutional, multifaceted responsibilities for success at school. An intersectional ap-
proach helps us focus on learning and teaching conditions under specific but not unique
individual and institutional risks and challenges.

One of the main insights, which is a research “pillar” for our analysis, is Masten’s
evidence-based understanding [28] that, in most cases, resilience appears as a result of the
operation of adaptational systems during upper secondary education. This means that, in
the context of our study, it is not simply an individual’s “just do it mentality”, despite the
existing odds.

Navigation and negotiation towards resilience

Resilience has been described as the process of achieving positive adjustment despite
adversity [31], but it has also been noted that determining the presence of resilience requires
clear, agreed criteria to be set that describe what positive adjustment and good outcomes
look like, for example, success at school, in the face of a specific risk [28].

In order to apply these insights, we would like to introduce the topic of school
resilience in upper secondary education, adapting studies on resilience originally relating
to child and youth services to gain an understanding into turning points for achieving
resilience in high-risk adolescents. Ungar [32] developed the question of how children and
adolescents “travel” towards resilience for social service delivery systems. In particular,
very much like Masten [28], he enquired into the processes within a dynamic system for
promoting resilience pathways and, thereby, allowing developmental turning points for
children and adolescents to unfold.
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Ungar [32–34] defines the qualities needed for successful resilience patterns as an
interplay between navigation—that is, the individual’s capacity to navigate their way to
resources—and negotiation, which is seen as the interaction—in a child-focused way, so
as to sustain positive outcomes—between the specific environment that provides services
and the concrete individual. Applying Ungar’s insights from social services [32] to school
resilience, the resilience turning points in schools would consist in resilience pathways,
fostered by proactive actions on the part of the students in question, in combination
with child-focused interactions with the specific school that are non-institutional and not
focused on the provision of interventions. While following Ungar’s suggestions, we got
the opportunity to learn from social services studies by not forgetting the children, and the
chance to translate this fruitful knowledge into school settings. Masten’s [28] suggestion,
which we endorse and which leads our paper, defines resilience as follows: “The capacity
of a dynamic system to adapt successfully to disturbances that threaten system function,
viability, or development” (p. 10).

2. The Intervention for Sustaining Learners’ Resilience

The intervention took place in an upper secondary school in German-speaking Switzer-
land and started in 2016 (mid-way through the school year). This type of school leads
learners to a vocational qualification and also gives them the opportunity to complete the
Swiss Federal Vocational Baccalaureate (FVB). It is, thus, a higher-qualification form of
school-based vocational training [24] in which, in recent years, an average of around 25%
of young women and around 75% of young men have been enrolled [35]. Seventy-one
percent of the intervention participants were not born in Switzerland. Interventions can,
therefore, be used in a special way in this type of training to ensure that learners with
migration biographies do not fail higher-qualification forms of training programmes at the
upper secondary level. This is compatible with the school’s overall goal of reducing the
high dropout rate in the years to come.

Structural- and content-specific framing

The present support and stabilisation programme was built on this global objective and
implemented as a two-year support programme. In terms of content, an attempt was made
to react to more recent findings in learning-related migration research, which show that
the opportunities to learn OTL are particularly important for learning success, especially
for learners from a weaker socio-economic background (SES of families of origin) [36].
Attendance of this programme was, therefore, compulsory for those learners who were
interested. They also had to attend it regularly upon being admitted. This move helped
increase the amount of time learners spent engaged with content. This deliberately led to
a requirement for negotiation between the young people, and the project was intended
to promote interaction and connect both needs and demand with the possibilities of an
adaptive project. However, this increase in learning time that was implemented was not
organised as usual classroom teaching, that is, steered and regulated by the teachers; for
instance, rather, the learners had to structure the time themselves. Teachers were available
to them on site as support persons in every session, but they did not actively determine the
learning process. The participants in the programme had to take on this task themselves. In
this respect, the programme was deliberately set apart from the usual teaching and learning
formats and, in a certain way, was even set in opposition to them. The OTL options were
formally increased due to the request for participation to be mandatory. They had to be
used proactively by learners. Use of this learning opportunity was based on the learners’
self-governed dedication and, thus, on navigation processes. The focus of the intervention
was on learners identifying their problems and bringing them into the classroom. They had
to use the formal structure offered to them—on the one hand, the time and, on the other
hand, the personal resources of the teachers that were available to them—while organising
themselves, and with a view to working on their problems.
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Target areas

Overall, the intervention addresses three target areas: firstly, performance (grades),
secondly, organisation of oneself as a navigation process with regard to learning content
and learning processes (preparation and organisation during the support units), and thirdly,
the design of social learning relationships as negotiation towards mutual adaptation of
participants and project offerings [37]. As a result, the content of the intervention was
steered from within, and so, the direction of the subject matter could change over a certain
period of time depending on the demands of the learners. At the beginning of the funding
programme, for example, the learners asked intensively about the subject German. History
and French were taken up somewhat less extensively during this phase. Over time, and
based on the demands of the learners, other subjects such as mathematics and economics
and law were gradually offered. The question focused on here is how young men fill out
this learning offering as a creative task, that is, how they navigate through it. Negotiation
is, therefore, to be reflected upon against this background.

3. Methodology and Materials

On the basis of the intervention model outlined above, we used a qualitative ex-
ploratory design to longitudinally examine resilience pathways out of the school failure
cycle for male migrant students with a low socio-economic status [38] at upper secondary
school in order to identify specific school-resilience processes called navigation and negoti-
ation [32]. The focus is on the following questions specifically: What kind of navigation
and negotiation can be found in the school context being investigated? By which means
do young men try to encounter them? What strategies are developed by which different
actors? And with what consequences?

So far, we still do not know if the dynamics of navigation and negotiation can be
translated into educational sciences. We also have still to explore if the terms navigation
and negotiation, developed for social work, are just to be addressed generally or needed
specifications related to peers, teachers, and parents.

The programme was evaluated based on the aforementioned target dimensions of per-
formance, self-organisation, and social reference system in a longitudinal design. This was,
on the one hand, done quantitatively using questionnaires and, on the other, qualitatively
using topic-focused interviews [39] and on the basis of classroom observations (1 to 2 times
a month for 2–3 h a time). The latter included in vivo conversations with the adolescents
and their teachers. The field notes were sorted by theme and drawn up as reports with
a view to a systematic analysis. The reporting and analyses were methodically based on
an ethnographic fieldwork approach, beginning with the translation of the observations
into language, followed by a detailed presentation of events with specifics and contextual
information, as well as concrete statements. The observers’ concrete impressions were also
included [40,41].

It is the first two measurement times that the analysis of the questions focuses on here.
The first of these was four months after the start of the programme (2016), and the second,
then a year later, i.e., at the end of June 2017. These data show how the young people
organise themselves in the intervention directly after its start, or to what extent they change
how they are organised over the course of a year and develop against the background
of the objectives of the intervention. In addition, the breadth of material enabled acts of
navigation or negotiation that were used for regulating the young people’s actions and
interactions to be represented in a nuanced and differentiated way.

Sampling and Cases

Eighteen adolescents were supported throughout the entire duration of the interven-
tion (March 2016 to June 2018, about one year before the COVID-19 outbreak). Work was
carried out with three cohorts (starting in January 2016, October 2016, and September
2017) made up of young people from the first and second years of middle school. The
intervention took place once a week and lasted for between two and three hours each time.
Eleven young people were on board (first cohort). After six months, in June 2016, two

79



Educ. Sci. 2021, 11, 395

young people left the school and four more dropped out of the programme, despite the fact
that participation was mandatory. Three of the remaining five young people successfully
passed both VET qualification levels—first of all, the qualification at an intermediate level,
and, secondly, the one at a higher level (i.e., ISCED 2011, level 3 category 35; subcategories
353 and 354, respectively) [38]. However, two of them had to retake the final exam a year
later (June 2018). The two cases examined here were part of this first group. The focus on
two cases and not on the whole sample [18] aimed at offering more detailed information.
Although a standardization was aimed at for the implementation of the project, namely, to
reach the most vulnerable young people of this school (those with low SES and migration
as risk patterns that are connected with lower rates of success at school). Nevertheless,
the data analyses showed that further internal differentiations of the target group could
be relevant. For example, we identified that within our sample there were young people
who had lived in Switzerland since birth and had attended Swiss school (including kinder-
garten) from the beginning. Still others were lateral entrants into the Swiss education
system, i.e., they came to Switzerland after having attended primary or early high-school
level in their home country. The linguistic and socio-cultural orientation of the pupils also
showed differences. For example, there were first languages that were national languages
in the multilingual context of Switzerland (e.g., French) and others with a more distant
background (e.g., Romanian). We, therefore, focussed on two young people who, despite a
structural–theoretical predefinition, were able to reveal further representational aspects
over the research process.

Case descriptions: Histories of migration within the field of tension between curricu-

lum vitae and school biographies

The data were examined by two young men who do not speak German as their
home language and whose families of origin are of a lower socio-economic status. They
are outlined as examples and are, therefore, not to be understood as extreme cases. In
addition, the analyses are not primarily designed to be used for comparing cases, but
rather for reconstructing individual cases. Additionally, although procedural differences
in their school socialization so far are visible between the two cases, these appear to be
insufficiently selective to enable a contrastive view. In the discussion part, however, an
attempt is nevertheless then made to deal with the differences that became evident on the
basis of the data analysis, and not through structural differences between cases that are
set a priori. As singular phenomena, they enable a more nuanced understanding of how,
during critical educational phases of upper secondary school, young men who do not speak
German as their first language or home language, and who are of a low socio-economic
status, both use resources that are open to them as part of an offer of support, but then also
successfully handle risks—risks that find their way into the educational process of these
people by virtue of who they are, their family experiences, and their previous socialisation
at school. This focus entails an empirical limitation that must be taken into account in the
further course of the discussion. The analyses take as their starting point two exemplary
cases that attended the first run of the programme. They are described below, tracing their
migration history and against the background of the course their lives took at school.

Case 1 (Eron)

Eron, 19 years old, was born in Switzerland as the youngest son of an immigrant
family from south-eastern Europe and is passing through the local education system in
full. His school career is not always linear. He reports rather little of positive events. Upon
starting kindergarten, the Swiss dialect is used more intensively, such as the standard
German language, which he does not speak. He tries to learn the languages well and
reports of situations in which he understands the teachers’ questions but answers in
his first language. After transferring to middle school (grade 5–7), he is placed at the
lowest level in all subjects except English. In secondary school (grade 7–9), he is then
placed in the higher level (E) because he tries hard and because he has also managed to
obtain a sufficient grade in French. Overall, however, his academic achievements are not
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outstanding; he describes himself as an “average student”, which is why he repeatedly
visits the school’s support centre, especially for German. His first goal is to start with a
commercial apprenticeship, and, focusing on this, he starts a preparatory course. However,
he does not obtain an apprenticeship position, not even after sending off 30 applications.
In spite of good enough grades, he is unable to start the vocational training he wants
to embark on. On the recommendation of his father, and so that he does not remain
disconnected from school for a year, he enrols at this upper secondary school that has
a commercial focus, but which he did not choose himself. Given that his grades were
sufficient at the time (he is starting without any provisional arrangement), he is currently
aiming for a Federal Vocational Baccalaureate (FVB), the higher of the two final diploma
of school. However, then, he has to repeat a class because of bad grades at the end of the
first semester of the second year. The new class seems to be a positive turning point for
him. All in all, he finds everyday school life very stressful and reports very long days at
school, which trigger headaches and visual disorders for him. Eron also reports several
times of financial difficulties in his family. He has two older brothers, one of whom is doing
an apprenticeship (paver), while the other is a graduate of the commercial middle school.
Both still live at home. He remembers how his mother being insulted used to put him in
fits of rage. Over the course of time, he had to learn to deal with this constructively, and
he seems, in his stories, to not be spared feelings of shortcomings that go hand in hand
with a difficult migration biography. The death of his beloved uncle, which occurred at the
time of his unsuccessful applications, puts him in a personal crisis, and so he has to visit a
school psychologist. During this time, he undergoes psychological treatment outside of
the school.

Case 2 (Ricardo)

After Ricardo’s parents had lived and worked in Switzerland for twenty years, they
re-emigrated to southern Europe to attempt a new start in their home country. Ricardo was
born in his homeland as the fourth and last child in the family. When he turned 15—at
the time, he was attending a high school for sciences, with a focus on mathematics— his
father’s business was in crisis. His brother, who worked as an independent craftsman
in Switzerland, again offers him the opportunity to return to Switzerland and work for
him. Having arrived in Switzerland, without any knowledge of German, Ricardo joins a
languages high school (called “Gymnasium” in Switzerland) with a focus on Italian and is
able to hold out for two whole years. German causes him great difficulties. He receives
insufficient grades and, ultimately, has to leave this school after two years. Ricardo signs up
for a commercial secondary upper school and is provisionally accepted. He soon feels very
comfortable in his new school environment, including in his year group. He also gets along
better with the young people at this school. Back then, in the secondary school that he left,
he noticed the socio-economic difference between himself and a large part of the learners.
Here, he feels more of a social connection; most learners come from a migrant background,
like himself. His goal is to have a good command of German. A good command of the
language is particularly relevant to him when it comes to future applications as part of an
internship. Ricardo thinks he sees that not all teachers understand that people like him
do not understand the language so well, and they then say that the reason for their poor
grades is not paying attention. Mathematics and French are strong subjects for him, and
he receives good to very good grades. Additionally, subject “Economics and Law”—a
main subject at that school—really appeals to him. At the beginning of the interview
already, he proudly emphasises that he was the “only one” of his four schoolmates with
provisional status who did not have to repeat the year. In this context, Ricardo seems to
experience self-efficacy, which is able to compensate for his experience of moving down
from high-school to this upper secondary school to a vocational qualification. At the end
of Year Two, having just turned 19, Ricardo seems to be convinced that only the good
and motivated students have made it into the third and final year of school, and he is one
of them.
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The family’s financial situation is tight, which is one reason why he rejects his parents’
suggestion to pay for extra tuition for certain subjects. Ricardo works on the weekends
for his pocket money and learns a lot in the process—most of all, how to assert himself as
a responsible person in critical situations. At the same time, he wants a certain level of
financial independence and does not want to be an additional burden for his family. He sees
his multicultural biography as an advantage. Thanks to this, he has an advantage compared
to others his age and is a little further along than others. His migration background is in no
way perceived as a negative stamp or burden. Italian, an official language of his country,
also seems to be an important skill for him.

4. Results

The research questions are analysed on the basis of the two individual cases. In order
to gain and map visible and intra-individual changes and developments, the two cases are
introduced separately based on the time of the respective data collection.

Case 1: Eron, 2016 (four months after starting to take part in the support project)

Eron gets to know the support project through a teacher at school. He sees it as an
opportunity at school to improve his performance in particular subjects. By participating,
he navigates towards the possibility of encountering weaknesses in specific subjects. “And
because I know that I have weaknesses in German and French (...). But still I try to get a handle
on that, so to speak, here during the programme” (Eron June 2016 #00:06:05–6#). He describes
working through shortcomings in particular subjects as his central goal, thus citing a signif-
icant reason for his navigation towards this option of resource use. Initially, his statements
show that he finds the open way of structuring the learning time and the different types of
supporting offers from the teachers to be particularly important. “Here...here, you just have
time to yourself, so (...) I can too (...) now if there’s something I haven’t understood in class (...)
and the lesson is over, (...) then I can’t really do anything (...). Here, I can sit down and say, ‘OK, I
didn’t understand that,’ and then someone will explain it to me” (Eron June 2016 #00:34:51–6#).
Eron experiences the direct availability of the teachers and the lived responsibility they
bear for him to succeed as something new. Problems and approaches to solutions are iden-
tified largely synchronously during the programme and not diachronically (as otherwise
experienced in class).

When first attending the programme, the request from a German teacher for him to
prepare more of his own topics and questions and then bring them with him to the support
programme puts him under a fair bit of pressure. “ . . . My opinion, therefore, is simply that (.)
it is far too stressful for me and (.) I still don’t know what I can’t yet do and what I can do. (.) And
(.) That’s just the problem that I_” (Eron, June 2016 #00:58:21–6#). He is unable to integrate
this reference to a possible extension of the negotiations on the part of the German teacher
into his learning activities at this point in time. He prefers to discuss the current course
content directly on site, that is, as ad hoc work. Practising in the presence of a teacher who
intervenes directly to make corrections and explains the content in detail seems to give
Eron the security he needs at the moment.

As observational reports show, Eron was often seen in learning interactions with his
two colleagues Ricardo and Daniel during this time. This situational problem-solving
culture determines how the learning is negotiated during the first phase and, thus, how he
uses the offer for subject-specific matters. In addition to use at the subject level, further
statements also reveal his shortcomings in terms of his expected effectiveness in general.
“I think the problem is that (2) I am (2)—well, (2) this is how I see it—(.) I am not self-confident.
So I don’t just simply think, ‘I can do it!’, and then manage to do it. Rather, I tend more to think
that I can’t do it, and then I withdraw, don’t even try. (2) That is also a reason why I always
get very nervous during lectures, because I think, “Uh, I (2)—I don’t know, can I say that?—I
will fail anyway, and then there is no desire either, and then no motivation either” (Eron 2016
#00:08:33–8#). Obviously, being public in class inhibits his expectations when it comes to
being effective in performance situations. This is different in the programme, because, here,
he does not have to make his questions and difficulties public. Rather, he can discuss and
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solve his learning hurdles or problems dyadically, with a teacher, or with peers selected by
him. Through the form of negotiation of learning mentioned above, he also seems to be
able to balance the pressure of being socially exposed.

After four months, Eron reports on the progress in his French performance as a clear
gain. This progress is also confirmed by the French teachers during his regular class.
Additionally, the fact that Eron passed the DELF exam (Le Diplôme d’ Etudes en Langue
Française) and attained a good grade in his written language testifies, in his mind, to the
positive effect had on him by the support he received. His oral performance, on the other
hand, brings him down as a result of his weak self-confidence. In German, on the other
hand, he did not notice any learning progress. Additionally, this was despite the fact
that, according to his own statements, he has very good teachers as part of the support
programme as well as in regular lessons.

The project seems to support him at first in partially stabilising his shortcomings
in specific subjects and identifying his difficulties when it comes to self-efficacy. With a
view to these two areas, he seems to have found a stable formal place of support overall.
Additionally, he is increasingly beginning to reflect on this in the context of “responsibility”.
It is an understanding of responsibility that can be understood as an equivalence in effort
between him and the teachers. “How should I put it...the responsibility of doing something,
because the teachers also have to take time for it ( . . . ) they stay here, they help us. ( . . . ) You don’t
have that in class.” (Eron June 2016 #00:37:55–1#).

Eron 2017 (one year later)

After a year and, therefore, at the time of the second interview, Eron knows that he
has failed the final exam. He received several grades that did not meet the mark, including
in subjects that he particularly wanted to improve as part of the support programme.
Nevertheless, he rates his language skills, for example, as increasing over the course of the
support programme. This was due, on the one hand, to the targeted support provided by
the programme teachers, and, on the other, to his own motivation to learn: “I also did my bit
because I wanted a better grade”. Self-doubts become evident again, especially with regard
to his concept of himself in the subject of German, and a certain level of despair becomes
noticeable at the time of the second interview. “Everything” was somehow for nothing.
Eron questions the final exams as a system he does not quite understand. In particular,
the teachers’ statements that “you are always half a grade worse in the final exams” (Eron 2017
00:33:04–8) strips him of any motivation to learn. Additionally, his motivation to set goals
has also dropped significantly. The project head prompts him to formulate his requests in
terms of support, a form of negotiation process on the part of the intervention. After three
months, he comes back to the programme with the specific wish of receiving personalised
support in the subject of economics and law. He is encouraged to negotiate here by the
project head. A year later, he passes the exams.

Nevertheless, he sees changes in himself that he regards as success. He talks about
having “become a little more confident”. During the last year, he also frequently heard that
he “can talk well”, from both the young people present and the teachers. His personal
accounting is clear. He no longer sees himself as “the extremely shy person“ that he used to
be. Apparently, this also has an effect in the regular class, where he and a colleague were
discussing an unjust situation, and the class teacher saw him as being in the right, to the
surprise of all his school peers present. This reveals a public performance that expresses
self-assurance—a self-assurance that was not able to be seen in him last year.

This year, Eron is most often in exchange with Ricardo and Daniel within the context
of the support programme. All three often studied together for upcoming exams and
projects. Again, when looking for an internship, the three of them write application letters
that are proofread before the teachers do the final correction. Generally speaking, Eron
experiences the entire third year of school as “a great burden”. Searching for an internship
in parallel with preparing for the exams does not just create “stress” for him, but for all
learners. The teachers, on the other hand, seem “more comfortable” for Eron than they did in
the last school year. However, he also points to the major differences that exist between
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them, for example, in terms of exam preparation. Eron describes some of these as utterly
senseless things, for example, in the form of writing summaries or solving tasks for which
he hardly receives any substantive feedback.

In retrospect, Eron describes himself as active during the second year of the pro-
gramme. He prepares in a much more targeted way than just a year before. His knowledge
of himself as a result of reflection, his desire for success at school, and his willingness to go
to an extensive, additional effort for school are what control his self-efficacy. There is an
interaction here from navigation to resources and his negotiation with these. As mentioned,
this takes place against the background of the experience that learning within this form of
support is also a social requirement. It is important for the teacher’s attention to be divided,
and, at the same time, to be able to make use of the divided attention efficiently. He seems
to expand this social level of learning by also being there for others. During the period
of the support programme, he also begins to negotiate by staging himself as a helper in
a certain way, but without then receiving a lot of help in return from Ricardo and Daniel,
especially—his closest colleagues. “Well, it wasn’t a problem for me if someone came up to me
and said, ‘Hey, can you help me?’ (2) Unfortunately, I’m the kind of person who can’t say no. (.)
Unfortunately @(.)@.” (Eron 2017 #00:06:33–0#). Over the course of the third school year, it
is interesting how Eron seems to gradually overcome his shyness. He is found again and
again in interactions with younger learners to provide clarification, and so, in a certain way,
he takes on an active (teaching) role with respect to them. This is exemplified when he sits
on the table next to Li-Ming, who has just joined the project and who is learning economics
and law. Eron explains an example and asks Li-Ming questions. Then, he gives him two
tasks to solve, which he then corrects. “Do a few more,” he then says, and moves away from
him. (Report 6 April 2017, AK)

These kinds of subject-specific negotiations among peers within the programme allow
Eron to experiment with a new performance of himself. In such situations, he seems
very present and confident in his actions. Eron moves more freely within the support
project compared to a year ago and seems to feel “at home”. Eron can be called a receiver
from the project’s very start, as he asks others (teachers and peers) for their opinions and
support in relation to the what and the how. He needed one year to gain acceptance among
his teachers and peers as well as self-confidence before he then started to himself be a
supporter of others and, thereby, to be more of a giver and, thus, also a significant other
for his peers. He is experimenting with the notion of justice through mutual support and
develops strong social relations to Ricardo, in particular, but also to other students: he is
receiving support in one school subject from his peers and is himself supporting them in
school subjects where they need his help. Interestingly, when he does not pass the final
exam, he develops the externalising attributional narrative of himself as an extensive giver
who did not get as much support from others in return.

The fundamental “group dynamics” that he experiences with both the young people
and the teachers is felt to be an extremely positive experience. They offer a helpful learning
climate that enables the young people to mutually support each other, especially Ricardo
and Daniel. “( . . . ) We could all say, OK, (.) After that, it’s over. After the first, after the
question—we even argued about who asked the first question. (.) Because then some other person
comes along, and we then thought it would go on too long. And then we would always say, ‘No,
no!’ I would ask the question briefly and then I would think about it, and so that’s what it was
like, like a pact between us.” (Eron 2017 #00:27:46–4#). Eron also seems to find new meaning
in “prepared” content. “( . . . ) But also the last thing I said earlier, that I have now prepared, for
example, that is, I’ve read through the book and then went there, that is, I went to the discussion.
That really, really helped.” (Eron 2017, # 00:43:34–3#). This is a change compared to how he
used things a year ago, and he sees that he can then react even better to his difficulties
and deal with them. During the support lessons, Eron discusses the German books he has
selected for the final exam with the same German teacher who caused him “stress” a year
earlier. Over time, he has left what were initially hurdles to his support behind. He even
recognises new opportunities for learning. When asked what helped him the most during
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the support programme, Eron emphasises two learning activities. First, the books they
read and prepared, which he then discussed in the programme with the German teacher,
and then also “the spontaneous way of things” as he puts it. He is also positively surprised by
what his colleagues do from a substantive point of view, and he follows suit. “Hey, I find
what you do exciting. I want to do it too” (Eron 2017 #00:44:00–3#).

Summing up: Eron navigates his way to the programme with the aim of improving
his German and French skills. Four months later, he notices a growing motivation to learn
French, which can be explained by his rising grades. In German, on the other hand, he
does not notice any positive change, despite good teachers. The recommendations of one
of the German teachers—to prepare before attending the programme and to bring specific
questions with him—are stressful for him at this point in time. He generally rates the
additional learning time he receives in the programme as positive. Here, he can clarify
any questions he has, which he cannot do in regular lessons. During the programme, he
experiences teachers who want to support him in his performance. A year later, although
he fails the final exams, Eron reports on his increasing self-confidence. He often hears from
teachers and learners how he can speak well. This time, Eron also reports positively about
his growing language skills in French and German. Compared to a year ago, when he
turned up with a learning attitude that primarily prioritised clarifying his ad hoc questions,
just a year later, he is now showing a certain degree of expansion of his activities. He is
opening up his attitude to learning by coming to the support programme increasingly
prepared and is able to recognise the gains in learning for himself. Eron seems to mature
into more efficient negotiation over time.

Case 2: Ricardo (June 2016, four months after the start)

Ricardo was put on the list of registered young people by a teacher. He agrees to this
gentle duress. His goal is to work on his German language skills from the very beginning so
as “not to speak like a 5-year-old foreigner. It’s not professional, and people can’t take me seriously”
(Ricardo 2016, 00:20:16–5). Ricardo’s strong will to improve his German skills can also
be linked to the upcoming internship. He must be able to speak German, according to
his overall assessment as a partial motive for the focus of his performance in this regard.
His German teacher in the regular class sees his progress in German, but gives him an
unsatisfactory grade. Italian, on the other hand, which he speaks very well, is of great help
to him, as well as for learning French. He achieves good grades and also passes the DELF
exam (Le Diplôme d’Etudes en Langue Française) without any effort, as he reports.

Class observations reveal Ricardo to be a very motivated and active student during
the first few months of the support programme. Either he learns alone, is in contact with
his two colleagues, Eron and Daniel, or he clarifies his questions directly with the teachers
present. Ricardo focuses on the following protocol in this first phase of the support project.
The following observation shows an example of this:

Shortly after the support programme started, the German teacher wants to know
what is coming up that day. As Eron talks about the upcoming discussion in German, the
German teacher asks about the topics that were to be prepared. Eron announces his topic:

“Whether young people need guardians”. “And you?” she asks Ricardo. “If someone has problems
at home,” Ricardo says, “so: ‘Homes for Youth—yes or no?’ Instead of sending young people to
homes, my suggestion would be to bring them into a shared flat,” he adds. This is followed by a
substantial discussion between Ricardo and the teacher on the topic of the advantages of
and the need for homes for young people. After a while, the teacher takes up the steering
question again by asking: “And what do you want to do now?” “When is it ‘der’ and when ‘dem’
after the comma?” asks Ricardo. The teacher stands up, fetches a few grammar books from
her desk, opens one, and shows him a page. “OK, I’ll try it,” says Ricardo, and shortly
afterwards, begins to write in his notebook. The teacher moves away (recording position
20/05/2016 AK). The use of learning resources in the interests of navigating is shown to be
multi-layered for Ricardo and appears in a kind of synchronicity. The topic changes from
an opinion-based exchange with the teacher about the topic to be worked on dialectically
to questions of grammar, to which the teacher reacts not as a partner in discussion and for
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argumentation, but as a supplier of appropriate books in which he can find solutions to his
problem himself.

With a view to himself, Ricardo has noticed that the teachers in the school building
approach him differently since he started attending the programme “(...) They notice that I
(.) make an effort, because they, they can see that. Because sometimes (.) you can do that, (..) you
can make an effort, but the others don’t see it. ( . . . ) And, and yes. (.) The teachers (.) talk to each
other. And they see ‘Yes R. is there, yes he is doing a support project, he is making an effort’, that’s
why.” (Ricardo 2016, #00:27:06–5#). This positive perception, and the fact that his German
grades are getting better, seems to stabilise his self-efficacy in the subject of German. He
notices how he gradually understands German better. “You just understand,” says Ricardo.
This can be interpreted as the result of his negotiation in that specific subject, which he
realises during the first phase of the project, as he describes things.

With a view to the management of his actions, Ricardo also experiences the challenge
of how to orient himself within the openness of the support project. He needs more
structure, he says. “Yes, yes, structure, yes. For me, it is very important. I have almost no
structure in my life actually. But I think it’s very important at school. I am a very spontaneous
person.” (Ricardo 2016, #00:28:42–5#). From his point of view, the current openness of the
support project calls for self-discipline on the part of the learners, which is not constantly
available. Sometimes, Ricardo allows himself to be infected by the demotivation of other
young people, the cause of which is to be found in the stresses of everyday school life.
In such moments, Ricardo cannot distinguish himself from a certain group dynamic that
simply arises and which can be understood as giving structure in a negative way “(...) It’s
like, (.) for example, (.) one of the three... (.) one of the bunch of them says, ‘OK, come on, let’s not
do anything to today’, and then (.) the other thinks, OK, ‘Mhh, come on, let’s not do anything’. And
there is simply—(.) it happens quickly, that you quickly get there, to it’s nothing to me.” (Ricardo
2016 #00:33:50–4#). This spontaneously arising negative dynamic of action does not seem to
be compatible with his motivation to participate. However, he realises that he needs a form
of guidance that gives structure and regulates him, so that he can learn more efficiently.
“(...) well, I am a person who, when I see something... (.) I can do what I want sometimes. Then
I don’t play along at all. That’s that. Sometimes... For example, if you’ve had a tough week and
have run out of steam (.) ( . . . )” (Ricardo 2016 #00:29:51–4#). On the basis of self-reflective
considerations of this kind, he begins to actively think about how the programme could be
designed for the coming school year so that he can benefit even more. He suggests three
hours of support, with a clear division of time between subjects. Nevertheless, you can
also start to like having several teachers present who offer support in their subjects at the
same time. Here, Ricardo seems to show a structure-seeking kind of navigation and, at the
same time, a negotiation of avoidance that gives itself structure. By searching for structures
from the outside, his form of negotiation rejects his avoidance of giving himself structures.
The reason that is given for this is a possible increase in efficiency, which he would see in
this way for the future design of the programme.

Looking ahead to the next and final school year, Ricardo said at the end of June 2016:
“Well, now that I’m in the third year, yes. (.) I would just be (.) I have (.) I’m very, very motivated
and I have already... (.) So, I’m going on holiday on 13th July, and I’ve already got everything
organised now until 13th July. Because of a CV, for example, because of applications, because of an
internship” (Ricardo 2016, #00:48:01–2#). At the end of June 2016, Ricardo is aiming to pass
the final exams, which are due in a year, with the highest possible qualification (FVB) and
to find an internship at the beginning of the third school year already.

Ricardo in 2017 (one year later)

At the time of the second interview, Ricardo knows that he has passed both exams. He
is proud of that and receives recognition for it from his family. However, a new challenge
for him is to find an internship. He only manages to find an internship shortly before
the final exams. From his memory, however, the second year seems to have been “more
stressful” for him compared to the third year: “(...) the most difficult year is, uh, the most
difficult year is the second year, because in the second year you do more interdisciplinary project
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work, and more projects, and that stretches into the first semester of the third year. This means that,
unless you are on provisional status for moving into the third year, you’re already in the final exams.
(3) (.) Because of that.” (Ricardo 2017, #00:02:17–2#). From a social point of view, the second
year is also negatively characterised for him with ambivalent experiences within group
work. He reports on graded project work in which there were profiteers who let themselves
be carried through at the expense of others. However, even under these rather difficult
conditions, Ricardo seems to learn something, as he tells in his retrospective account:
“I learned something that sometimes... (2) well, now maybe I am a little bit_ it’s exaggerated,
but...how should I say this? (2) Sometimes you have to work in bad situations and, although you
give everything, (.) you still can’t_ you are unlucky anyway.” (Ricardo 2017, #00:08:21–5#).
Additionally, “That was unfair for me, very unfair. (3) But you also have to accept it and move
on. Because if I_if I had said, ‘No, that doesn’t work,’ then I would be so angry with the teachers (.)
Then that would only be a disadvantage for me. (2) I said thank you and kept at it anyway, and now
I’ve done it.” (Ricardo 2017#00:09:27–1#).

In addition, the programme has developed further in this third year, in that the
structure he required has, at least in part, been implemented. Teachers from different
subject areas are now present at each meeting, and a subject-matter-based rota is available.
German is still a subject in which he needs support, even if his competence has developed
positively in the last year. He no longer stutters, as he says, and the numerous books he
had to read for the final exams have helped him in his linguistic development. In general,
it can be seen that he is expanding his learning strategies and also that he evaluates social
learning experiences as positive results of his progress. This is shown by an incident when
he and a colleague from school studied for an exam together. He reflects on what happened
and can consciously integrate it into his actions. “It all started with my schoolmate. (.) We said
it like... I suggested it to her like, ‘Hey, shall we study together?’ And she said, ‘No, let’s not study
together. You study it alone, I will study it alone, we’ll meet tomorrow, and (.) we’ll talk about it.’
I got a fail on this test. (.) And since then, I have understood that this is the only way to go. It’s
exciting and faster—it’s just faster. ( . . . ) And because she wanted to carry on, I wanted to stay,
and it just takes longer, but if you read a little on your own first, and check and research it, it is then
faster, because_ it is part of a conversation. (.)” (Ricardo 2017, #00:28:51–4#). Ricardo also uses
subject-based negotiations based on pre-learning for his negotiations with the teachers in
the programme. At the same time, Ricardo discovers that preparation makes it possible
to have “conversations on an equal footing”. “Well, I noticed that when I am already learning on
my own and then come into the project, (.) and ask (.) an (.) opinion (.) a stance (.) in any case,
(.) then it_ is not learning in that way, it is like a conversation. For example, I had an experience
where I had to read the books, and Mr R. had also read these—I think he read them especially for
me—and because we could just talk about them—and, for example, I had information that he did
not know and vice versa—it was like an exchange. And that’s why, I think, you don’t just have to
go into a support project and say, “I have to learn”. You have to_ you have to have already done
something at home (...). Because that way, it’s just_ it’s exciting for teachers and also for students,
that’s what I’ve learned.” (Ricardo 2017, #00:27:20–5#). Ricardo continues and laughs in the
interview about how he cannot slow down the teacher when he’s talking and is not able to
get a word in himself. “( . . . ) Because the teachers also say, ‘Ah, yes, he did some research. He
really wants to know something about this’. And, as well, you think... I think it’s a psychological, I
think it’s a psychological game, how should I put it @(.)@ Yes, so: oh, and then_ and then_ I just
noticed how at a certain point Mr. R. just @spoke@ (.)@ @He just wanted to teach more, more, more
@. @Simply more@. @Simply more@. @And I just had to stop him like that; I want to speak too @.
@. It was like a competition, how should I put it @.” (Ricardo 2017, # 00:30:25–1 #). It seems
that he uses the structure of the offer, as it existed 1 1

2 years after the start of the support
programme, to control his own learning processes in a more autonomous manner and, at
the same time, to encounter the teachers with greater emancipation when it comes to the
specifics of the subjects. As a result, he experiences not only gains in his learning in the
specific subjects, but also recognition on the part of the teachers, and it opens him up to the
interactive experience of being meaningful as a learner who not only processes the content
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to learn, but also shapes it. His experience is that preparation not only makes learning more
exciting, but he also makes progress faster. This discovery is able to keep his motivation to
learn high. Ricardo also wants to transform the learning communities among the peers,
above all, those with Eron and Daniel. Preparation has become important to him, because
otherwise, the group will not make good progress. It is about the experience that fellow
students should also have expectations for their own learning and progress, and that one,
therefore, has to prepare well so that everyone can benefit from everyone else (efficiency
negotiation). At this point, Ricardo changes his negotiation of the subject with his peers
and focuses on only learning with those who prepare. If Eron does not come prepared,
he says, Ricardo will not study with him. For this reason, the relationship between them
within the support programme becomes a bit more unstable overall towards the end of
the training.

In general, Ricardo’s learning behaviour seems to have become more targeted and
focused over the course of the third year, and, at the same time, more autonomous and
flexible. Whereas, a year ago, he asked for structure in the support project, a year later,
he is ready to disregard project structures that seem useless to him. For example, he tilts
away from sticking to daily goals when he pauses a while in the project to learn, a goal
that the project teachers introduced when he stated that it was of no use to him. In order to
achieve his goal of passing the final exams, he navigates to various learning opportunities
(OTLs; also outside the project) and invests in preparation as a negotiation figuration. In
retrospect, he appreciates the support he received very much and sees it as a very good
opportunity to develop further “(2) to properly consider what exactly it is you want to do (3)
and (.) and, how should I put it, (5) mmm. I don’t know how to put it. @(.)@ (5) So, (3) for
example, (.) for example you can study different subjects and you can concentrate on one, um (2)
the teachers help you (.) and if you are in a bad financial situation (.) then it is very good, because
it’s free. (.) And it’s also a kind of responsibility, because you yourself have to know that you can’t
be absent. Like that, for example. (3) I would have told it like that.” (#00:54:31–2#). You can see
that he appreciates and makes use of the openness of the programme as the basis for his
work performance.

At this point, Ricardo begins to design new prospects for his training. After his
internship year, a further condition of the school regulations for obtaining a FVB, he wants
to enrol at a university to study economics. Other general goals also come into being at
this point; for example, he resolves to improve his English skills.

In summary: as a lateral entrant into the Swiss school system, Ricardo mainly reports
difficulties with German as the language of education. This is the reason why he comes
to the programme. He quickly notices that he can learn and understand there, and do
so in an atmosphere that is conducive to learning. Four months after starting, Ricardo
would like more structure and rules within the programme in order to achieve his goal of
successfully passing the final exams. The structure that the programme then develops suits
him very well for the third year of school. At the same time, he develops a new figuration
of negotiation than the one he has tried and tested so far, and he increasingly practices this
with both teachers and the young people present with a view to the final exams. Ricardo
prepares the content before attending the programme and discovers how he can learn more
quickly and in a more substantiated way. Not all young people appear more willing to
learn together; they come unprepared.

5. Discussion

We analysed the interplay of structural and procedural risk and protective factors for
resilience pathways by combining gender, SES, and migrant background of the respective
students. Male migrant students with low SES are internationally seen as at risk when it
comes to successfully completing upper secondary school [2,6,8,9].

Even if the knowledge that failure to complete upper secondary education is highly
problematic for individual, social, and financial prosperity is internationally validated [2],
it is surprising that EU-wide more than 16 percent of young people aged 20–24 still have
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not completed any upper secondary education [3]. Interestingly, the heterogeneity between
the different young adults in terms of their success levels for completing upper secondary
education is enormous, with male migrant students having the highest risk for poor school
outcomes [9] at the upper secondary level. With the three categories “gender”, “migra-
tion”, and “low SES”, the present work focuses on three dimensions that are widely and
comprehensively analysed and discussed as causes of social discrimination and inequality
at upper secondary school. For this reason, this research is also situated and discussed in
the context of intersectionality. This differentiates existing knowledge by providing deeper
insights into new ways of applying educational interventions. The present research is to be
seen as a beginning, which must be followed by further research, for example, by studies
that focus on young women under similar conditions. It is also conceivable, however, to
conduct research that expands the analytical perspective longitudinally, i.e., that takes a
closer look at biographical trajectories.

Picking up on these insights, we used a qualitative exploratory design to longitudinally
examine resilience pathways out of the school failure cycle by applying an intersectional
approach for male migrant students with a low socio-economic status at upper secondary
school in order to overturn the almost unavoidable negative assumptions and deficit-
focused models about migrant students growing up under the multi-layered threats of
adversity. Proceeding from Masten’s [26,28] insights—that resilience refers to the positive
adaptation of a system, not just an individual, in the context of risk or adversity—we asked
what this resilience-oriented adaptation of systems in upper secondary education might
look like when it comes to fostering success of male migrant students with a low socio-
economic status at school. In the context of our study, this not only means an individual’s
“just do it mentality”, nourished by Hollywood misconceptions of migrant students being
“invincible” or “invulnerable” despite existing odds.

The material (interviews, field notes, and reports) was openly coded in a first eval-
uative run (initial coding), with the aim of recording the thematic case structure of the
interviews. The codes were developed into categories for the specific interviews. This
was followed by differentiation in terms of content, which increasingly resulted in more
theoretical and more targeted foci. These methodological considerations, to be situated
within the framework of grounded theory, were relevant in order to develop categories
that reflect the viewpoint of those concerned and, at the same time, open up targeted
perspectives that help break down the ties between structural conditions and individual
explanations [42]. We also followed the qualitative approach of Strauss’ and Corbin’s (1996)
“coding paradigm” [43], which directed our data analysis in order to understand and
explain human action under a micro-sociological approach. We followed contemporary
epistemological discussions and used the theoretical knowledge Ungar’s, especially his
concepts of “navigation” and “negotiation” relating to child and youth services in order to
outline their perspectivation for the school context. Therefore, the concepts of “navigation”
and “negotiation” were used as heuristics, not as a model to be applied on [44].

Masten’s resilience model was enriched by Ungar’s [32,45] insights from social services
to school resilience. The resilience turning points in schools would consist in resilience
pathways fostered by proactive actions of the students in question, called navigation, in
correspondence to students-focused interventions by the respective schools sustaining
positive school outcomes, called negotiation. Following these insights, we performed an
exploratory analysis of the turning points for success at school in two “cases” of young
male adolescents with a migration background and low socio-economic status at upper
secondary level. Very much like Masten [28] and Ungar et al. [18], we specifically asked
about the processes within a dynamic school system for fostering resilience pathways and,
thereby, allowing turning points in the development of success at school to unfold.

Even when resources were provided to Eron, his path into accepting them and adapt-
ing them to his school practices, and into becoming performative for school success, did
not take the course of a straight line, but was much rather a meandering endeavour. His
teachers and peers in the project first had to make positive relations and experiences possi-
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ble, and by that, overturning former negative school experiences because of his migrant
background and low SES before Eron started to engage in navigation-oriented actions
approximately one year into the programme. He developed his own priorities and goals
for achieving success at upper secondary school and took action to lead to accomplishing
the “how” and the “what”. We conclude that, again, in school settings at upper secondary
level, you cannot force resilience upon anyone; you have to apply the knowledge that
a student’s resilience “ . . . is as dependent on what is built inside them as what is built
around them.” [32] (p. 425). For Eron, especially the associations between his gender, his
family’s low SES, and his migrant background had first to be taken into account when
aiming on success at secondary school. Especially, but by far not just for him, the role of
the specific schools and the respective teachers involved [18] had to be connected to this
former educational failure experiences.

Even at the very end of the project when Eron had successfully passed the two final
examinations, he needed external support to adapt and successfully pass. Contrary to
former situations of failure, and the period before the intervention at school, this time,
he merely knew what had to be learned content-wise, knew how to achieve this goal,
and showed proactive navigation. He just needed social support and, thus, additional
negotiation in order to make it happen.

Eron can be called a receiver from the project’s very start, as he asks others (teachers
and peers) for their opinions and support in relation to the what and the how. He needed
one year to gain acceptance among his teachers and peers as well as self-confidence before
he then started to himself be a supporter of others and, thereby, to be more of a giver and,
thus, also a significant other for his peers. He is experimenting with the notion of justice
through mutual support and develops strong social relations to Ricardo, in particular, but
also to other students: he is receiving support in one school subject from his peers and is
himself supporting them in school subjects where they need his help.

One of the most challenging results identified from Ricardo’s interviews was the fact
that teachers working on the project were also not “just” teaching in a very general way,
but also adjusting their approach to their students to the particular students in question.
Additionally, for Ricardo, it was very important that the negotiation by the teacher also
took into consideration the individual needs expressed by the students, as well as the
specific competence requirements of the student in question. As an example, because of the
lack of Ricardo’s family to support him academically, the teacher involved started offering
Ricardo reinforcement in German as a second language, in particular, but moved on to
self-regulation and social relationships with peers, and to learning techniques and effective
planning of one’s week.

It became evident for both students that their own personalities and school histories
represented an apparent socialisation paradigm for their success at school at upper sec-
ondary level. Eron’s low self-esteem, his depressive symptoms, his still low-level language
skills, and his experiences that teachers have not been able to teach him how (procedural
knowledge) and what (declarative knowledge) to learn in order to feel and be successful
at school represented a failure pattern, as far as success at upper secondary school can be
predicted. Due to this quite dense arrangement of negative experiences, his performativity
in proactive navigation was very low. He first needed negotiation-oriented structures
and —here, especially—a teacher to push him. It was obvious that waiting for Eron to drag
himself out of the downward spiral—following the popular but still not evidence-based
individualistic mantra of resilience “of being the architect of your own future”—would
have been the wrong choice. Ungar calls it “professional myopia” [32] (p. 425) when inter-
ventions in schools or social services are primarily focused on provision and neglect and,
therefore, on the perspective of the children as agentic consumers of a service. This way,
school resilience in upper secondary education moves us beyond studies of how individual
students overcome academic problems. Instead, successful resilience pathways at school
are understood as dependent upon the service ecologies and result from “ . . . the interac-
tion between what is provided to at-risk children, children’s access to health resources on
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their own terms, and how well the resources that are provided address children’s unique
constellations of problem behaviours and psychopathology” [32] (p. 425).

In order to identify possible long-term effects of the described navigation and nego-
tiations processes, a project representative met the two young men one year after they
completed secondary school. Ricardo was following a long-term goal and started studying
at the university, showing a clear and distinctive navigation regarding his professional
development. Even if the exams seemed very demanding to him, he was making his way.
Right after leaving school, he had first started a one-year internship, and he reported being
very well prepared by the project for the demands of the internship. His high levels of
language skills and the knowledge he had acquired on how to learn more effectively and
push himself—even if a specific school subject is, for the most part, not fun—were very
supportive factors. He even halved his summer holidays and gave himself more time to
learn for the upcoming exams at the university, both individually and in a group setting
with fellow students. At the time of the interview, just few weeks before the exams, he was
very much looking forward to this challenge, because he felt very optimistic and was very
well prepared.

One year later, Eron has completed a one-year internship in the commercial field,
which he provides a very critical report of. During this time, he often undergoes pointless
activities and, at the same time, feels bored, which is also because he rules out a future
professional career in this field. The specific choice of internship was made more for
reasons of practicality; it was the only internship position that was still open. Following
the internship and the associated 4-month military service, however, he is aiming to start
studying business psychology.

The available findings can, moreover, be classified in educational offer–benefit models
as well as in theoretical concepts of the expectancy value [29] of action control. While the
former were widely used in studies for analysing educational decisions, the latter were
more likely to be discussed in the context of process–product (–effect) models of lesson
design [30]. Due to the openness of the support programme examined here, the learners
were, on the one hand, able to shape their learning in a differentiated way, as shapers of
the process, as a form of individual negotiation. To a certain extent, they were, therefore,
able to help shape the aspect of their learning that was to do with the offering itself. At
the same time, value-specific valences or moments of expectation played into how they
controlled their actions, which shaped their navigation and negotiation activities. This
was the case, for example, when the two learners noticed that they would profit more
from the programme if they prepared for it and were, thus, able to make use of the open
opportunities to learn as learning resources in a more effective manner.

Navigating towards school resilience at upper secondary level requires a high level of
individual strength, according to our insights. Our intention was to identify these aspects
of personal strength that lead to resilience, e.g., self-efficacy and self-acceptance. We except
that these aspects of personal strength, called individual supportive factors in resilience
theory, will have to be adjusted to resilience factors that come in the form of academic
and personal support from the teacher. This process of connecting individual and social
supporting factors still has to be explored and empirically validated.

In addition, against the backdrop of these theoretical discussions, we may now think
further about the extent to which the dynamics of a socio-ecological-oriented concept
of resilience can be differentiated. In both cases, one could see at the beginning of the
programme that the focus of the negotiation is strongly teacher-centred. Eron and Ricardo
immediately look to the teacher to see if they are available to help solve their problems.
Over time, however, they begin to prepare at home, and so, they are familiar with the
questions or problems before the session. Moreover, during the programme, they both
begin to collaborate with their peers as a form of self-directed social learning, initially,
as support receivers, then also as support givers. Their negotiations seem to move from
a situational, teacher-centred problem-solving focus in two directions. One is internally
oriented, a kind of negotiation of shortfalls in preparation, and one is outwardly oriented,
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as a kind of navigation of competence among social peers. Perhaps this expresses an
increasing sense of efficiency regarding their efforts at self-directed stabilisation.

Following Masten [28], when analysing our data, we addressed the interplay of
structural and procedural risk and protective factors for resilience pathways. As we
know from the initial work of Aisenberg and Herrenkohl [46] and Ungar and Lieben-
berg [15], resilience is better understood if protective and risk factors are modelled not
only on individual factors, but also on contextual factors, such as at the family and
school class [45,47] levels. If we continue to structure our analysis of protective and
risk factors only in terms of individual traits and characteristics in upper secondary
education, we continue to run the risk of victim blaming, that is, turning back to the
individual as the sole source of explanations for why resilience is not achieve.

When positively framed and viewed from a content perspective, we emphasise
that a male migrant student’s school resilience status in upper secondary education
could also be influenced by minimising contextual risk factors and supporting contex-
tual protective factors in their everyday lives [45]. If we knew which of these factors
make a sustainable difference—especially those concerning family’s low SES and school
class—they could be named “resilience factors” and used to support students, fam-
ilies and schools. We must, of course, also support students’ personalities, thereby
combining external and internal factors.

Following Tashakkori and Teddlie [48,49] when applying an exploratory (not ex-
planatory) heuristical approach, we need first a deeper qualitative understanding of the
specific processual patterns and their meanings for the respective adolescents. We applied
the heuristic approach not as a speculative formulation but serving as a guide in the in-
vestigation of school success in upper secondary school. It constituted an approach in
which methodological and theoretical learning took place. Therefore, case studies would
best achieve these insights to deepen the understanding of how school success is socially
enacted in adolescence during upper secondary school.

Another problematic aspect of the advanced intervention that needs to be discussed
is the relationship of responsibilities between subject and society, as noted at various
points, especially in the context of questions of equal opportunities [47]. In this regard,
there is a kind of ambivalence associated with navigation- or negotiation-based promo-
tion of resources. On the one hand, one must rule out the possibility of learners being
disadvantaged in the education system due to characteristics of their background. This
responsibility lies with the system and must not be passed on to individuals. On the other
hand, programmes, and, above all, the resilience concept, signal that people can overcome
experienced adversities and are, thus, considered a beacon for individual responsibility
and for personal strength in proving oneself. To make matters worse, this is a circumstance
that, for everyone else, is then often declared a heroic excessive elevation towards the goal
that also has to be achieved. The programme in question and the findings presented here
wish to show, in the context of this discussion, that, for one thing, when the state uses
programmes such as these, it is paying for unpleasant effects that it has evoked itself. Addi-
tionally, the fact that the discourse on systemic success carried out elsewhere is legitimised
here by individually sustained selection mechanisms that pose problems in terms of justice
does not need to be elaborated further.

6. Limitations

By endorsing Ungar’s navigation and negotiation social-work approach [32] to edu-
cational psychology, we tested the possibility of an interdisciplinary avenue. We applied
an exploratory qualitative analysis to two cases in order to understand processual and
structural dynamics of success at school at the upper secondary level. Even though our
results detect the interwoven effects of individual and institutional responsibilities and the
interrelatedness of navigation and negotiation towards school success in a very distinctive
way, we still have to confirm our point by using larger samples.
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A further extension of this work, which is needed in order to understand these
resilience processes in a more immersed way, would be to apply a mixed-methods design
with qualitative and quantitative research tools and also use data from the teachers involved.
So far, we have only used the students’ data. Using a mixed-methods design [48,49] would
be highly recommended in order to understand the interdependence of navigation and
negotiation processes in a more future-oriented way. Therefore, we additionally needed
a quantitative exploration of the structure, function, and dynamics of navigation and
negotiation. For example, we still have to understand if navigation and negotiation
processes are connected unmediated.

By using an intersectional approach, we were able to underline the specific rele-
vance of school interventions at upper secondary level for male students with a migration
background and low socio-economic status, as they are the most vulnerable group interna-
tionally for failure at school [18]. The possibly differing effects of the intervention upon
the female students with a migration background and low socio-economic status who also
attended the programme, and the respective processes for them, still have to be identified.

Regarding the analyses of the two case studies, it can be stated that even though the
intervention’s effects point clearly towards the desired directions of school development,
the sample remains too small to generalize these insights. Therefore, a central concern for a
future intervention should be to increase the number of students and to accompany them
constantly over the entire school period of three years (first to third grade of upper sec-
ondary school). A design with comparison and control groups should bring an additional
important extension to the current design. Furthermore, the respective school classes as a
relevant contextual factor should be taken into account, and we should specifically ask for
class not only individual effects by a multilevel analytical approach. By this approach, we
could also focus on the development of the teachers running the program.

Finally, in the future, we would like to add a control group design to similar analyses
in order to test the validity of the navigation and negotiation approach and, in so doing,
also the longitudinal effects of the intervention that are identified. We hope that, in the
meantime, with our revision of the existing approaches, we have made a good start towards
understanding resilience at school at upper secondary level.
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