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Abstract: Learning to relate to others that differ from you is one of the central aims of citizenship
education. Schools can be understood as practice grounds for citizenship, where students’ citizenship
is not only influenced by the formal curriculum, but also by their experiences in the context of
teacher–student and student–student relations. In this article we therefore investigate how the
practice of dealing with difference is enacted in schools. Data were collected through an exploratory
multiple case study in four secondary schools, combining interviews and focus groups. Despite
the differences between the schools in terms of population and location, in all schools the reflection
on the enactment of ‘dealing with differences’ was limited in scope and depth. ‘Being different’
was understood primarily in terms of individual characteristics. Furthermore, in all schools there
was limited reflection on being different in relation to teachers and the broader community. Finally,
relevant differences for citizenship were confined to the category of ‘ethnic and cultural diversity’.
This article calls for preparing teachers to consider a broader array of differences to practice dealing
with differences with their students and to support students in reflecting on the societal implications
of being different from each other.

Keywords: citizenship education; diversity; differentiation; school as practice ground

1. Introduction

Increased participation in education, migration, emancipation have made schools
more diverse in their composition and have created new challenges for teachers in the
recent decades. The reality of classrooms that are becoming increasingly diverse, e.g.,
academically and socio-culturally, is an invitation to researchers and practitioners alike
to reflect on the most desirable way to deal with these changing teaching and learning
environments. As a result, differences between students have been studied from an
array of perspectives, often related to individuals’ academic capacities, with the goal of
increasing educational equality and ensuring equity of access to high-quality learning
(e.g., Lindsay 2007; Steenbergen-Hu et al. 2016; Thijs and Verkuyten 2014; Tomlinson
et al. 2003). Teachers are well aware of the importance of addressing differences between
students; however, many teachers experience attending to those differences as a challenge
(Gable et al. 2000; Subban 2006; Tomlinson 2001).

Citizenship education as an educational priority and topic has emerged explicitly in
the context of increased societal diversity, especially in terms of their ethnic and cultural
composition. One of its main goals is preparing students to function in societies with fellow
citizens who differ from them (Banks 2007). During recent decades, an increased focus
on the promotion of compulsory citizenship education programs all over the world has
been particularly evident (European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice 2017). In educational
research, citizenship of adolescents has been conceptualized in different ways (e.g., Banks
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2004; Rychen and Salganik 2003). In this study, following Lawy and Biesta (2006), we
approach it as a continuing developmental practice concerned with negotiating the rights
and responsibilities that are tied to the membership of the various communities to which
people belong. Through this definition of citizenship, schools can be understood as practice
grounds for citizenship (Veugelers 2011). Students not only learn about their rights and
responsibilities in schools, but practice them through social interactions within the school:
using their voice in a student council, solving conflicts, and debating sensitive issues
(Flanagan 2013). Learning to deal with differences is at play in all of these examples. Thus,
when we understand schools to be practice grounds for citizenship, the differences that
students encounter within the classroom and the school as well as the way teachers deal
with these differences matter as relevant experiences (Gurin et al. 2004).

In this exploratory multiple case study, our main research question is: how is the
practice of dealing with differences enacted in schools? Through our analysis, we aim
to make transparent what the abstract notion of learning to ‘deal with differences’—as a
key element of the ambitions of citizenship education—may actually entail within schools.
Consequently, we provide insight into the functioning of schools as practice grounds
for citizenship, where citizenship learning takes place beyond the formal citizenship
curriculum. This approach allows for new insight for researchers and practitioners, in
how we can best profit from the school environment to practice (for) citizenship and in
particular, to practice (for) the crucial social skill of dealing with differences.

2. Conceptual Framework
2.1. Dealing with Differences: Categorizing and Group Hierarchy

The ability to categorize ourselves and others into social groups helps us to make
sense of the complexity of the social world (Jenkins 2000). There are many differences
that we can use to categorize ourselves and others, for example: gender, socio-economic
background, ethnic and cultural background, religion, and socio-emotional development.
Schools are typically the place where at least some of these differences are consciously
encountered for the first time in children’s lives (Flanagan 2013). Additionally, even when
these differences are not reflected in the characteristics of the school population itself, they
can be introduced and reflected upon by teachers.

Children learn to categorize groups of people through a combination of similarities
they observe themselves and labelling of groups by authority figures, for example, their
teachers. According to the social identity approach (Tajfel 1978), our positive expectations
of in-group members are connected to the human motivation to have a positive self-concept,
and as a consequence to believe that ‘our’ group is a good group. This is not harmful in
itself. Young children already categorize and attribute certain positive characteristics to
fellow in-group members; however, their social categorization is not automatically negative
for the out-group. It simply separates in-group from out-group (Liberman et al. 2017).

One of the main ways information about social categories is transmitted is through
language, for example, through the use of generic language in which groups are ad-
dressed instead of individuals (i.e., girls always like . . . or Moroccan kids prefer . . . ).
Such use of language reinforces group distinctions and an essentialist understanding of
groups (Liberman et al. 2017). If children learn that members of a category share important
essences beyond what is observable, an essentialist understanding of groups may develop
(Patterson and Bigler 2006). Meanwhile, in society, not all groups are equal, and some
groups have a relatively low status in comparison to the “dominant or most valued group
or groups in society” (Nesdale and Flesser 2001, p. 506). This perceived hierarchy of groups
adds a layer of complexity to dealing with differences, as it suggests that practicing dealing
with differences is not the same exercise for those who do and those who do not belong to
a dominant group.
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2.2. The School as a Practice Ground for Dealing with Differences

School is one of the social environments in which children practice dealing with
differences. Practicing dealing with differences can be understood as part of citizenship
education. This is in line with a developmental definition of citizenship (Lawy and Bi-
esta 2006), in which schools are understood to be more than places where adolescents
formally learn about their future as citizens. Students also informally develop their agency
as citizens on a daily basis within the school, through social interactions with other stu-
dents and teachers (Lawy and Biesta 2006; Torney-Purta and Amadeo 2011). Within the
school students learn what being part of a community means, what the consequences
and implications of their membership in that community actually are, and how they can
best deal with the differences they encounter between themselves and others (Flanagan
2003). Many opportunities for citizenship learning that present themselves within schools
are unintentional, not consciously linked with citizenship education (Kahne and Sporte
2009; Kissling 2018). The practice of citizenship happens in relation to others: their fellow
students, their teachers, and other members of the professional community (Veugelers
2011). Consequently, insight into the functioning and characteristics of these relations is
crucial for understanding how dealing with differences is enacted within the school as a
practice ground.

There are different ways in which practicing dealing with differences can take place
within the context of the school. One of the ways proposed in the literature is learning
to take perspective; positioning oneself in the other’s shoes. Research has indicated that
the mere presence of others in schools (other in terms of race, social class, gender, for
example) is not sufficient to support perspective taking; specific conditions are necessary,
for example, equality of status, and normalization and negotiation of conflict (Gurin et al.
2004; Zirkel and Cantor 2004).

Educators act as ‘proximate authority figures’ who play a significant exemplary
role when it comes to experiencing and practicing dealing with differences. In terms of
perspective taking, they are the ones that can convey ‘equality of status’ and model ‘the
normalization and negotiation of conflict’. Teachers, intentionally and unintentionally,
set the example of how students are supposed to deal with others that differ from them.
However, the way educators deal with differences also gives students an impression of
how authority will deal with people ‘like them’ (Flanagan 2013). This role as proxy for
political authority, is illustrated by a recent study by Bruch and Soss (2018) on different
expressions of school authority and their relation to students’ civic attitudes. A stricter
and more punitive expression of authority resulted in lower trust in government and less
political engagement for already-disadvantaged students.

What complicates the enactment of dealing with differences in schools is that for
many teachers, their position as proximate authority figure is combined with membership
in a dominant group. For members of a dominant group, categorizing can be seen as
an innocent act, while for those who perceive themselves as different from a dominant
group, being categorized may be experienced as being ‘othered’ or having their ‘being
different’ confirming their lower status (Borrero et al. 2012). As such for students dealing
with differences can also be learning to deal with being different oneself, as difference is
inherently relational. Diversifying the teacher population, which has been on the educa-
tional agenda for several decades, can help students in several ways in this process. Firstly,
a more diverse teacher population could provide mentors and role models for minority
students. Furthermore, a more diverse teacher population can provide insight into ‘being
different’ from a dominant group and help students reflect on what that means in society
(Cherng and Halpin 2016; Villegas et al. 2012).

2.3. Different Citizenship Approaches for Different Students

To complicate matters further, in light of the school as a practice ground for citizenship,
it is also relevant to point at a pattern that has been revealed in the research: the lines
along which society is stratified, particularly educational level and socio-economic status,
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are mirrored in how citizenship education itself is interpreted for different groups (see,
e.g., Nieuwelink et al. 2019; Ten Dam and Volman 2003). Research has shown that not
all students have equal access to citizenship learning opportunities. A different type
of citizenship may be promoted in the classroom, depending on the educational level
of the students. For example, within pre-vocational education, adaptation was found
to be the main theme, while pre-university students were more often offered a critical
perspective (Ten Dam and Volman 2003). In line with that finding, a recent study showed
that pre-vocational students are given fewer opportunities to practice their citizenship in
terms of taking part in discussions or debates (Nieuwelink et al. 2019). Yet another study
showed that educators in lower socio-economic status school communities had a more local
understanding of citizenship, whereas in a school community with a higher socio-economic
status, an international or global perspective on citizenship was more common (Goren and
Yemini 2017; Sincer et al. 2019; Wood 2015). Finally, Kahne and Middaugh (2008) used
the concept of the ‘civic opportunity gap’ as a way to convey that different students have
different opportunities to develop their citizenship competences. Their study, analyzing
a Californian sample (2737 students) from the IEA civic education study, showed that
academically successful, white and higher socioeconomic status students were presented
with more classroom-based civic learning opportunities. As such, while learning to deal
with difference in a socially just way is an important goal of citizenship education, research
indicates that the way citizenship education itself is enacted in schools often reproduces
societies’ inequalities.

2.4. The Present Study

Our conceptual framework tries to elucidate the complex socializing processes that
underly dealing with differences. The school environment, as one of the arenas where
these processes take place, provides different opportunities besides curricular content for
students to learn how to deal with differences: on the one hand through the opportunities to
practice dealing with differences themselves and on the other hand through the modelling
of their teachers, as authority figures. When we combine both these aspects, the question
remains: how is the practice of dealing with differences enacted in schools as practice
grounds for citizenship?

To answer this research question, an exploratory multiple case study was conducted
(Yin 2003). This approach allowed us to compare schools and to gain an in-depth under-
standing of how schools differ in their teachers’ practices related to dealing with differences
and students’ experiences with dealing with difference.

2.5. Dutch Context

The study was conducted in four Dutch secondary schools. Schools in the Netherlands
have a statutory obligation to promote citizenship, yet schools have a great deal of freedom
in fulfilling this obligation (Bron and Thijs 2011). What citizenship implies in this context
is very broadly defined in terms of ‘promoting active citizenship and social integration’
and ‘learning to participate in a pluriform democratic society’ (Dutch Foundation for
Curriculum Development[Stichting Leerplan Ontwikkeling] 2018). This combination of
statutory obligation and school autonomy has led to wide variation in school policies
and educational practices concerning citizenship education (Dijkstra et al. 2020). In more
general terms ‘learning to deal with differences’ is one of the fifty-eight central aims of
secondary education. It is conceptualized in terms of different ‘worldviews’ and ‘lifestyles’
and understanding the importance for society to learn to deal ‘respectfully with diversity’.1

3. Methods
3.1. Sample

For this study, we selected four schools that differed in terms of student population,
tracks offered by the schools, the school’s vision (mainstream versus specific pedagogical
philosophies), degree of urbanization in the school’s location (urban versus rural), and
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school size (small versus large). This maximum variation sampling (Maxwell 2004) was
intended to allow for large variation in practices related to dealing with differences. The
selection of schools with different track combinations (one versus several tracks) led to
variations in academic and sociocultural characteristics and the status of student groups,
due to the considerable differences in tracks. All four schools offered pre-vocational
education, while two of them also offered pre-university education, allowing us to compare
how the schools approached the issue of the handling of the related differences (Table 1).

Table 1. Overview of the cases.

Cases Location Student Population2 Tracks3

Waldorf
(School 1) Urban 800 (approx. 90% native Dutch) Pre-vocational (theory) to

pre-university (3 tracks)
Rural (School 2) Rural 300 (approx. 95% native Dutch) Pre-vocational (job-oriented) (1 track)

Urban
Pre-Vocational

(School 3)
Urban 300 (approx. 5% native Dutch) Pre-vocational (theory) (1 track)

Mixed Urban
(School 4) Urban 1600 (approx. 30% native Dutch) Pre-vocational (job-oriented) to

pre-university (4 tracks)

3.2. Data Collection

Data collection took place from September 2014 until February 2015, and included
a combination of different data sources: document analysis, observations, and semi-
structured interviews. A total of 24 interviews (with 16 staff members and 24 students) were
conducted by two interviewers, one of whom was the first author. More specifically, two
semi-structured interviews were conducted with each school principal, or the team leader
who assumed the role of principal (n = 4). Additionally, one interview was conducted
with the building service workers (n = 4), civics teachers (n = 4), and mentors (n = 4), as
well as one focus group session with six pre-vocational students per school (14- to 15-year-
olds; n = 24). These students were selected by their mentors, based on our instruction of
choosing students that represented the diversity present in the classroom. The mentors we
interviewed were the mentors of the students we included, all were responsible for one
class of students and all of them were also teachers in the school.

To prepare the interviews, we analyzed the school plan, focusing specifically on in-
formation related to citizenship education in general and about dealing with differences
in particular. Additionally, we spent a full day in the school and conducted an initial ex-
ploratory interview with the school leader. We observed the course of events during breaks
and attended at least one class were all students from the focus group were present, as
well as being there at the start and end of the school day. We used all of these observations
as input for our interviews, but did not include the observations themselves in the data
analysis. The interviews with the teachers and building service workers, as well as the first
interviews with the school principals, had the following structure: we started with some
introductory questions regarding the school vision and practices related to citizenship
education and the functioning of the school as community. Next, and in line with the
conceptual framework, we focused on understanding how differences were dealt with
within the school. More specifically, questions concerned the participants’ vision with
regard to differences (e.g., In your school plan you mention the diversity of the student
population: how would you define diversity?), practices related to differences (e.g., What
differences between students are relevant in your practice as a teacher?), and perceived
student experience with differences (e.g., Do you see clear groups in your student popu-
lation? Along what lines do groups exist?). We included the building service workers to
gain an inside perspective on the functioning of the school beyond what happened inside
the classrooms. In these interviews we did not focus on citizenship education, but we did
touch upon all the other themes. The second interview with the principals was usually the
last interview in the school which we used to clarify and ask for additional information.
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Students were interviewed during a focus group session. The focus group session
started with an open-ended conversation regarding the relations between students at the
school and how differences were addressed by teachers (15 min). Next, we presented
three short films to the students (≈2 min each) on groups within the student population,
bullying and student teacher relations to further open up conversations about dealing with
differences at school. After the first film, we asked for example: Are there groups in the
student population? How do you experience these groups? What are characteristics of
these groups?

Thus, in the interviews with different members of the school community, both practices
and student experiences were addressed; however, the emphasis differed between the
structured interviews and the focus group sessions. Through the interviews and focus
groups we tried to reconstruct as complete as possible an image of how actors within the
school experience and practice dealing with differences.

3.3. Data Analysis

All interviews were audio-taped, transcribed verbatim, and interpretatively coded
(Miles and Huberman 1994). The data analysis was performed through an iterative process
of reading and re-reading of the data, by selecting and coding (data reduction), and by
displaying the data in within-case and cross-case matrices (Miles and Huberman 1994). For
the coding (in Atlas.ti), we used both ‘a priori’ and ‘in vivo’ codes (Bogdan and Biklen 1997).
The ‘a priori’ codes were inspired by our conceptual framework and the ‘in vivo’ codes
were inductive, data-driven codes that arose during analysis, either as a new main code or
as a specification of a priori codes in subcodes (see Table 2). The coding and selection of
quotes was carried out by the first author. The second and third author provided feedback
on the coding and interpretation of the selected quotes.

Table 2. Coding scheme.4

Codes Definition Subcodes

Type of difference Statements referring to different
categories of differences

Religion
Gender

Cognitive
Cultural background

Mother tongue (native Dutch/other)
Parents’ Socio-Economic Status
Socio-emotional development

Hometown

Evaluation of difference Statements describing difference as being
something positive/negative/irrelevant

Difference_positive (as an asset)
Difference_negative (as a problem)

Difference_blind (as irrelevant)

Source of difference Statements concerning the context and
relation in which difference is understood

Within School—student/student or teacher/student
Outside school—local or national

School policy for dealing
with differences

Statements describing school policy and
practices related to dealing with

differences

Differentiation (early tracking)
Diversifying teacher population
Diversity in classroom composition

Teacher practices for dealing
with differences

Statements describing teacher practices
related to dealing with differences

Discussing being different in the class
Teacher as role model/example

Teacher as representing authority
Essentializing language

Difference understood in a hierarchical way
Difference understood as an individual characteristic
Difference understood as a relational characteristic

Goal of practices/policies
Statements describing the goal of
practices related to dealing with

difference

Interpersonal (as opportunity for students to learn
from each other)

Intrapersonal (as opportunity to learn for the student
who is ‘different’)

Citizenship (as an opportunity for citizenship
learning)
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The second step of the data analysis consisted of two phases. In the first phase—the
within-case analysis—the individual school was taken as our unit of analysis. Transcript
fragments with the same codes were grouped and categorized. This resulted in an individ-
ual, structured case report for each school, encompassing all of the results of the analysis
as well as illustrative interview fragments. The structured case reports described school
policy and teacher practices related to dealing with differences as well as the way in which
dealing with difference was understood in connection to citizenship education in each
school. The structural analogy across the different case reports enabled us to organize
the data in a more manageable form, and facilitated comparisons between schools in the
second phase. In this phase—the cross-case analysis—we looked for systematic differences,
similarities, patterns and processes across the four schools. By comparing the different
schools four main themes emerged that were relevant across all four schools: difference
as an individual characteristic, the difference between teachers and students, a school
internal understanding of difference and a focus on ethnic and cultural diversity in light of
citizenship education.

Participation in the study was entirely voluntary. During data collection, the partic-
ipants were given information about the procedure of data collection and analysis. We
explained why we recorded the interviews as well as what would happen with the data
(i.e., recording, transcribing, and publishing). At each data collection occasion, we asked
them if they had any questions and reminded them that they were free to withdraw at
any given point (which none of the participants did). In the process of data collection
and data analysis, confidentiality and anonymity were guaranteed. The interview data
were anonymized and the results of this study were reported without compromising the
identities of the respondents.

4. Results

Our results show that the way in which most differences were addressed in the schools
limited students’ citizenship learning opportunities, although schools differed in the extent
to which this happened. Four underlying themes emerged from our analysis. First,
differences between students were mainly understood in terms of individual characteristics.
Second, the differences between teachers and students were rarely understood to be
relevant in terms of students’ citizenship learning. Third, the characteristics of the school’s
student population were taken as a reference point for differences. There was little reflection
on how being different from others in society outside of the school might be relevant
in terms of citizenship learning. Finally, at all schools, ethnic and cultural differences
between students were the only differences that were consciously considered as relevant
for practicing dealing with differences as part of citizenship learning, yet the understanding
of these types of differences was superficial at all schools.

4.1. Differences as Individual Characteristics

Students differed in many ways from each other, for example, in terms of educational
level, gender, socio-economic background, and socio-emotional development. These
differences were mostly addressed by teachers in an individualized way; educational level,
background and so forth were understood as individual characteristics, and in some cases
as an obstacle for individual students that teachers could possibly help them overcome.

Regarding differences in educational level, early tracking separated students from the
start of their secondary school careers. School 1 was an example of that early separation;
students were assigned to different tracks in their first year and thus to different classrooms.
Although early tracking is foremost a system feature in the Netherlands, in the first two or
three years of secondary school (depending on the tracks), mixing of students is possible.
School 1 used to mix students from different tracks, but for several reasons the principal
decided to switch to separating students along educational tracks from the very beginning.

Both Schools 2 and 3 served only pre-vocational students. However, these students
did differ in other ways, for example, in terms of gender. Gender was an interesting
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characteristic at School 2, which is pre-vocational, because the preparation for a specific field
provided the basis for different classes, and these fields are very gendered. More specifically,
after the first two years of secondary school there was an all-boys class for technical jobs
and an all-girls class for care-related jobs. This resulted in limited interaction between
these groups. As students were separated along the lines of their different characteristics,
interactions and possibilities for learning from each other and directly experiencing a
different perspective were limited.

School 4 was an exception; at this school, differences between students was a key
theme, was defined in a very broad sense, and was characterized by a relational approach:
“Therefore, learning about differences is not only learning about cognitive differences but
also about different capabilities, different cultures, gender, ethnicity, religion, language”
(principal, School 4). At this school, students across different educational levels shared
classrooms as long as possible, tracking was delayed, which is quite uncommon in the
Netherlands, and the population itself was mixed in terms of origin, SES, cultural back-
ground, gender, and religion. The presence of diverse others was the norm, and classes
were explicitly put together in a way that would ensure a diverse population as possible
in each classroom in terms of student background and characteristics. Learning to deal
with differences was understood to happen automatically when students encountered
differences. Besides the diverse classrooms, other conditions for perspective-taking were
present. Classroom practices aimed at dealing with differences mostly concerned creating
an open climate, for example, by starting and ending each class in a circle to share: “In
the circle we are all equal, there is no one to hide behind”, as one of the teachers put it.
This open climate was used not only for contact, but also to solve conflicts, as one of the
mentors explained. Differences in educational level were also sometimes used within the
classroom. One of the teachers remarked that it was a wonderful exercise for pre-university
level students to explain a subject to a pre-vocational level student, as according to him, “it
helps them to really understand the material”. As illustrated by this quote, School 4 was
the only school in which differences between students were understood as an explicit asset
in their relationships.

At the same time, at three (Schools 1, 2 and 4) of the four schools, teachers reflected
on the quality of their care for individual students’ needs in terms of socio-emotional
wellbeing. For example, at School 2 the principal took pride in the school for having a
well-developed system of mentors and care coordinators to support individual students in
their specific needs related to their socio-emotional development. Additionally, at School
1, the principal described the continual process of trying to figure out the different needs
of individual students and how they could best be supported as part of the process of
“becoming who you are”.

When differences between students are only understood in terms of how best to meet
the individual needs that might be associated with those differences, the consequence for
the school as a practice ground is that students are not invited to actively practice dealing
with differences themselves. They are treated in a way that addresses their individual way
of ‘being different’ but they are rarely invited to deal with differences between themselves
and others, and to reflect on the meaning and impact of differing from each other. At all
schools a myriad of opportunities to practice dealing with differences, for example through
the experience of different perspectives, thus remained underused.

4.2. Different from Your Teacher

Students did not just differ from each other; in general, they also shared few charac-
teristics with their teachers. This was especially true in pre-vocational classrooms, where
teachers all completed a higher education program, something the majority of their stu-
dents probably never will do. Teachers in our sample were also predominantly white.
At School 1 (the Waldorf school), however, students and teachers were similar on many
counts: in background, in ideology, and in socio-economic status. In general, the teacher
population was hardly ever understood as a significant part of the school population
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when differences were reflected upon, and consequently the differences between teachers
and students were ignored as an opportunity for reflection and citizenship learning for
students.

At School 3, however, the analysis showed that diversity in the teacher population
was considered important; the ambition was to have a teacher population that reflected the
surrounding environment within which the school was located.

That is a considered choice [to have a diverse teacher population], also in view of our
environment. But now it is no longer a considered choice, it is more the normal state of
affairs. Because half of this city, 50-50 obviously, consists of . . . and it would, of course,
be idiotic if in a big city in which there are different cultures, and this is true for the
Netherlands as a whole, that all your teachers are still native Dutch only. (team leader,
School 3)

However, even at this school, beyond aiming at a diverse teacher population, there
was no vision as to what this diversity should lead to, or what practices within the school
should contribute to bringing about the desired effect. However, there seemed to be the
implicit idea at this school that teachers can act as role models. Additionally, indeed, at
all schools, students looked for similarities with their teachers. The teachers who were
understood to be part of their in-group were treated differently by students. At School
3, one of the teachers, who wore a headscarf, talked about being confided in by students
looking for advice on how to interpret some of the religious laws. At School 4, the building
service worker described a similar dynamic as he explained that after students realized
that he had a Surinamese background (which was not obvious at first sight), this helped
him to interact with many of them in a friendly and interested manner.

Additionally, while similarities between members of the professional community
seemed to be an invitation to connect, differences seemed to invite the exact opposite.
For example, at School 3, a teacher who differed from most of her students in terms of
ethnic background and educational level talked about how shocked she was by the level of
mistrust the students had in her intentions, accusing her of “wanting them to fail”.

That effect of detecting differences seemed to work both ways. Differences between
teachers and students were seldom used as an invitation to collective reflection. For
example, one of the civics teachers (School 4) shared his frustration regarding the garbage
on the streets after a bike ride through the neighborhood where most students live, and
remarked: “Additionally, then one must reach the conclusion that not everyone has the
same intrinsic motivation for citizenship as you and I”. In terms of citizenship learning,
this illustrates the perceived difference in starting point between teacher and student, but it
did not invite the teacher to use this observation to reflect on it together with his students:
is this about motivation? What do the students think? What could be reason for the trash
on the streets? The same teacher talked about having to lower his expectations with some
of his students, and learning to accept that when a student has two or more homes the
chances are a bit better for things to become lost. This observation resulted in a changed,
more tolerant attitude towards students, but did not actively include the students, for
example, through a discussion on the broader implications of divorce or the effects of
multiple caregivers on children.

In terms of the school as a practice ground, this illustrated the importance of teacher
reflexivity on their position in relation to their students as well as to the dominant group.
This is a complex skill that most of them probably were not trained for as part as their
teacher education. Besides the difference in position within the school, possibly the fact
that teachers are representatives of the dominant group plays a role here: they may have
unconsciously considered themselves ‘the norm’ and their students as ‘different’. However,
teachers’ lack of reflection on their position diminished the opportunity for students to
learn about the significance of hierarchies of groups in society, as well as about their own
relative position and its implication. At the same time, it became clear that the students
experienced relationships with their teachers, both positively and negatively, as relevant
and as having an influence on their learning to deal with differences.
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4.3. Being Different: Within and Outside of the School

Learning to deal with differences is also learning to deal with being different. The
student population within the school seemed to serve as the only reference point for
difference. We rarely encountered a broader reflection on what being part of the specific
population the school serves implies in the context of the broader society.

At School 2, ‘the city’ was far away, not only geographically. “These students do
not move far beyond the tractor”, the civics teacher remarked. He was very focused on
giving the students pride in their local identity, for example, by sometimes using the local
dialect. Other teachers seemed less occupied with the question of identity; they were more
concerned with the students obtaining their diplomas and keeping the students in school.
Citizenship at this school was understood in a local sense: “Contributing to the local
community” and “Making the world around you a bit better” (civics teacher 1, School 2).

The other civics teacher the rural school, School 2, explicitly aimed at making these
students’ world larger: “They must understand that the world is bigger than their small
village” (team leader and civics teacher, School 2). This example illustrates the complexity of
finding ‘the right way’ to deal with the perceived distance between the student population
and the dominant group. At this school, two teachers used different approaches: the first
civics teacher stimulated local pride, strengthening the sense of community within the
school, while the other civics teacher tried to move beyond the local, trying to make the
‘normal’ a bit less narrow by encouraging students to take a broader perspective.

At School 3, there was the same tendency to using the students’ background as a
reference point for what is ‘normal’. Teachers dealt with the fact that many of their students
differed from the dominant group in a similar fashion: they connected this ‘being different’
to characteristics of the local community. Most of the students had an Islamic background;
at this school, that was just “normal”. This is illustrated by the fact that the school emptied
out during Islamic holidays and teachers did something fun with the few non-Islamic
students. Citizenship was also understood in a local way at this school; the national level
was explicitly reduced to that of the city where the school was situated: “When we are
talking about the Netherlands, we are actually mainly referring to [city]” (school leader,
School 3). In terms of the school as a practice ground, this implied that students mostly
practiced for the world they already know, a world that is nearby.

School 1, the Waldorf school, illustrated the costs, in terms of citizenship learning
opportunities related to dealing with differences, of a school community where ideological
characteristics are shared by students and teachers. Despite having a completely different
population than the other three schools, it illustrated the presence of the implicit reference
category of the dominant group in a different way. Furthermore, what was different
about the population at this school was that it did not reflect the diversity of the urban
context it was located within, whereas the other three schools mirrored characteristics of
the members of the surrounding community. At this school, the perceived connection of
the school community to the dominant, white, group was frowned upon. Throughout the
professional community frustration was expressed at being reduced to working at a ‘white
school’, a term used in the Netherlands to describe a school that has a predominantly native
Dutch population. The association diminished the importance of what they themselves
understood to be their shared identity; for them it was the ideology they shared, not
their skin color. The consequence of the exclusive character of the school, a relatively
homogeneous population, was negatively discussed within the professional community,
but there was little reflection on the possible role that the shared ideology could play in
maintaining that exclusive character. However, students did consciously experience its
‘othering’ implications and did experience how the rules worked differently for people
‘like them’.

Student A: There was this boy ( . . . ), who has a foreign background, and who is not your
stereotypical ‘Waldorf’ child but, like, he was a student here, and he was such a pain in
his class, but when he did something it was regarded as ten times more serious than for
someone else. If a real ‘Waldorf’ child did that, it was judged upon in a very mild way,
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and if he did something like that, the reaction immediately was “If this goes on, you will
be suspended”. So, actually, I often think that if you are not completely what they want
you to be, they may still, well, how shall I put it . . .

Student C: begin to hate you.

Student A: Yes, it may be that this school will start to hate you.

(focus group students, School 1)

The openness of the within-school relations was cherished by teachers, and the dis-
tance from the outside world was accepted as part of the ambition to keep the shared
ideological roots intact. The effect was comparable to that at Schools 2 and 3; the practice
ground for citizenship remained narrow.

Teachers and school leaders at all three of these schools tended to use the characteristics
of their student population as a reference point for difference, possibly as a means to make
students feel included and connected to the school. What the examples illustrate is that
to gain greater insight into how dealing with differences is enacted within schools, an
important aspect to consider is the presence and effect of using the within-school student
population as a reference point for what is ‘normal’. While teachers might have focused on
what was shared from the perspective of community, a relatively homogenous environment
complicated learning to deal with differences. Despite the positive motivation behind it,
this process limits the opportunities of students to practice dealing with differences and
dealing with being different. It also limits the scope of their understanding of their relative
position in the larger society, a missed opportunity in terms of citizenship learning. At
School 4, the mere presence of a diverse student population and the fact that this diversity
was understood and used as an asset created a different starting point for a shared norm.
Here, diversity was normalized, instead of relative homogeneity.

4.4. Diversity, Not Difference

While principals and teachers ignored many types of difference as opportunities to
practice dealing with differences, they all discussed and reflected upon ethnic and cultural
differences, usually under the header of ‘diversity’. This type of difference was also the
only type of difference that was explicitly connected to citizenship education at all schools.

At School 1, the Waldorf school, ethnic and cultural diversity was almost entirely
absent within the school population. The principal described the homogenizing effect of
attending the school on an already homogenous population: “students seem to get more
and more alike during their time here”. There was a clear wish for increased diversity, but
little reflection on how minority students could be made to feel welcome. To compensate
for the lack of this type of diversity a ‘World Day’ was organized every year, where “people
with different cultural backgrounds, for example Surinamese, Hindu and Indonesian”
were invited to talk about ‘their culture’. In terms of the school as a practice ground one
might say that this confirms ‘other’ cultures as being far removed from the daily lives
of students, and exoticized them rather than creating opportunities to practice taking a
different perspective.

Citizenship education at this school was focused on ‘becoming who you are’; sup-
porting self-expression was the main goal, in this context. Meanwhile, “unworldly”,
disconnected to the reality of the ‘real world’, was what some students in the school
called themselves:

However, I do feel that there are few people from different backgrounds at our school, and
people thus more easily shy away from other cultures and such. And that is not a good
thing, in my opinion, because the whole world is a mix, like, and it is also good to get to
know other cultures and not be afraid of them. ( . . . ) And later you are simply in the
real world and there will be other cultures all around you and I do feel that you should
learn about this, like, earlier. (student, School 1)

While some students qualified their being ‘unworldly’ as somewhat problematic, they
did not consider it their school’s task to help them become more worldly. The principal
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realized that this inward look did contribute to the strong sense of community in the school.
However, at the same time, it limited students’ exposure to the outside world, which is
different not only in its greater diversity, but also, for example, in having stricter rules.

At School 2, the rural school, ethnic and cultural diversity were also almost entirely
absent within the school population, but the principal, who also taught civics, stressed that
this type of diversity was nevertheless an important theme in the school, because students
were often very stigmatizing when they talked about immigrants. The principal struggled
with creating an awareness that the world is larger than the small villages the students
come from, and also felt that the lack of ethnic and cultural diversity within the school was
a limiting factor in terms of citizenship education. During his civics classes, he used the
significance of the local community to help students reflect on the experience of refugees, by
discussing what had happened in the area during World War II, when many of the ancestors
of the students had to flee themselves. Even though the school population provided little
opportunity to practice dealing with ethnic and cultural diversity, this was an attempt to at
least nurture compassion and perspective-taking in light of encountering differences.

The two schools with a population that was not predominantly native Dutch dealt
with this fact in very different ways. At School 4, ethnic and cultural diversity was
celebrated, as an important cornerstone of the school’s identity. Diversity was mostly
approached as an opportunity to learn from each other, and the school’s responsibility to
be an emancipating institution was emphasized. However, at this school, teachers also
categorized students by their ethnic or cultural background: “All the Surinamese kids . . .
”, “These kids have music in them, they are so different from the Turkish and Moroccan
kids . . . ”. This way of speaking could reinforce essentialist notions of cultural identity
and influenced what students learnt about being ethnically and culturally different from
the native Dutch population. Students themselves said they appreciated the fact that their
school was so diverse, because other kids could teach you about “their culture, for example
what they eat”, reflecting a superficial understanding of the implications of ethnic and
cultural differences.

The student population at School 3 was rather homogeneous non-native Dutch, mainly
of Moroccan and Turkish descent, and the great majority of students shared an Islamic
background. In terms of the school as a practice ground for citizenship, there was a strong
focus on adaptation and rule obedience; for example, speaking any other language than
Dutch was strictly forbidden, even in the hallways. The fact that the majority of the students
in this school belonged to a minority in society, ethnically different from the dominant
group, was not reflected upon or used. One of the teachers noted that students from a
minority group within the school, such as those with a Hindu or atheist background, were
sometimes hesitant when she asked them to speak their mind on what they believe: “They
are afraid the others will find them strange” (civics teacher, School 3).

Schools 3 and 4 illustrate that the mere presence of an ethnically diverse or minoritized
student population did not automatically result in more nuanced reflection on what being
different implies or what being part of a minority implies. However, at the two other
schools with a more homogeneous native Dutch population, the assumption did seem to
be that a more ethnically diverse population would lead to more nuanced reflection.

To conclude, at all schools, despite their differences in population, the understanding
of ethnic and cultural differences, usually labelled as ‘diversity’, was quite superficial,
mentioning only surface elements. This superficial understanding was visible in the
schools’ practices and student experiences. This was the case even at schools that had
ethnically and culturally diverse populations. In terms of the school as a practice ground,
despite the importance attached to this type of difference, students seemed to learn little
about its complex implications.

5. Discussion

This study explored how the practice of dealing with differences is enacted in schools
as practice grounds for citizenship. Our main finding is that the reflection on the enactment
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of dealing with differences was limited in scope and depth within the schools that were
studied. However, schools did differ in the extent to which and the way this happened.
The differences between schools were related to four underlying themes.

The first theme specifically concerns the individual, instead of relational, understand-
ing of difference. Differences between students were mainly understood in terms of
individual characteristics. Differences were addressed in a way that focused on improving
students’ individual learning trajectories instead of being seen as an opportunity to practice
dealing with differences in relation with other students. This is in line with what other
authors have pointed out concerning citizenship education in general, where a lack of
‘good citizenship’ has also been framed in individual terms, as an individual characteristic
and problem to be solved through education instead of as a contexualized and relational
practice (Biesta and Lawy 2006).

The second theme was the lack of reflection on the difference between students and
teachers and, as a consequence, the missed opportunities to practice with dealing with
these differences. Our study illustrated that the enactment of dealing with differences that
supports citizenship learning opportunities for students asks for specific competencies
of teachers. Teachers at all four schools showed little reflexivity on their own position-
ality as (predominantly) members of the white, native Dutch majority (Martin and Van
Gunten 2002). As such, they did not make use of the opportunities to address the soci-
etal implications of differences and model possible alternatives and as such contribute to
the citizenship learning of their students. Furthermore, while the few minority teachers
showed interest in their role as possible role models, other teachers reflected hardly at all
on their position as representing authority outside of their classrooms (Flanagan 2003).
Other research confirms that there is work to be done in this realm in terms of teacher
training. To promote a more relational and contextualized understanding of difference
in particular, Goodman (2011) proposes that the only way to do justice to difference is
to move beyond ‘accepting, appreciating and understanding cultural differences’ (p. 3)
and to seek social justice by addressing issues of ‘privilege and power’(p. 4). To do this,
teachers must be taught to reflect on their own position of power as a starting point to help
their students in this complex process (Paul-Binyamin and Haj-Yehia 2019). Additionally, a
more inclusive approach to relevant differences instead of the narrow focus on ethnic and
cultural difference could also contribute to better practices, as advantage and disadvantage,
power and privilege, are at play in the context of many differences (e.g., differences in
gender, ability, age and sexual identity; Knowles and Clark 2018).

Thirdly, defining difference was primarily done using the characteristics of the school’s
student population as a reference point. The broader societal context was hardly under-
stood as a reference point for difference. As such, there was little reflection on how being
different from others in society outside of the school might be relevant in terms of citi-
zenship learning. The inward focus on the school and the corresponding sense of school
community were (unconsciously) prioritized over the introduction of the outside world
and its complex relation with difference (Sincer 2021). As such, citizenship learning was
primarily focused on a world that students already knew, a world nearby. It is clear that
doing justice to diversity while supporting a sense of unity is a complicated task. As a
solution, Shields (2000) proposed the notion of schools as ‘communities of difference’, in
which both a sense of (school) community and the value of diversity are combined. This
is an approach to community where what is shared is built upon reflection on how best
to deal with differences, in all their nuances, within the school. This can be understood
as an invitation to move beyond the narrow focus on ethnic and cultural differences and
to embrace a broader understanding of relevant differences, including but not limited
to educational level, gender identity, religious background, socio-economic status and
socio-emotional development as possible differences that are relevant in students’ daily
lives in the larger society. In terms of the school as a practice ground for citizenship, this
approach could enable an enactment of dealing with differences that supports a much
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broader array of citizenship learning opportunities than we encountered in the schools that
were part of this study.

Finally, our analysis shows that ‘ethnicity and/or culture as difference’ is understood
as the most pressing difference within schools in the context of citizenship education. This
was especially true in the schools that lacked this type of difference within the student
population. Despite the relevance attached to it for all schools, differences within this
category were treated in a superficial way, for example, with a focus on tangible differences
such as food preference or music, and essentializing language was often used to describe
these differences. This limited nuanced reflection on the meaning and implications of
ethnic and cultural diversity, and the way differences in this category interact with other
differences. The presence of diverse others within the school community in this category
was not sufficient to avoid these pitfalls, although within schools that lacked this type
of difference that seemed to be the idea: their population not their practices limited the
opportunity to learn to deal with ethnic and cultural diversity (Zirkel and Cantor 2004).
This seems to hold true not only for citizenship education, but within the discourse on
citizenship in general (Bauböck and Rundell 1998; Bloemraad et al. 2008), which is not
surprising as citizenship education and citizenship learning are connected to broader
societal understandings of citizenship (e.g., Banks and Diem 2008). Here, we also recognize
the tension between a desire for unity and the reality of diversity. The focus on ‘a shared
culture’, defined along the lines of the culture of the mainstream or dominant groups in
society, as the cornerstone of how citizenship in general is understood is an illustration
of the first aspect (Alba and Duyvendak 2019). Meanwhile, the multicultural or even
‘super-diverse’ character of most Western nations has become a given. The dual forces of a
narrow understanding of citizenship in general and the desire by an increasingly diverse
population to feel included and acknowledged as citizens, create a complex playing field
for educators in the realm of citizenship education; they are expected to prepare their
students for a world in which both these forces are present. As Ben-Porath (2012) described
it using her framework of ‘citizenship as shared fate’:

Schools in democratic societies are charged with responding to the multiplicity of affili-
ations, preferences, ideologies, languages, values, and memberships. They are expected
to celebrate the diversity of the student body, but also to minimize it by developing
civic capacity and a host of shared dimensions, including language(s), civic knowledge,
academic competency, and patriotic sentiments. (p. 328)

The response from the perspective of citizenship education to this increasingly pluri-
form context differs. Some authors have proposed a more global approach to citizenship
education (e.g., Veugelers 2011), one that focuses on shared human rights (e.g., Alderson
2016) or one that specifically centers on cultural rights (e.g., Banks 2004). What these
approaches share is a critique of the lack of reflection on hierarchy and power between
different groups in society in the context of citizenship and citizenship education, a relevant
critique in light of the results of this study.

6. Conclusions

Learning to deal with differences is one of the main themes in the context of schools
as practice grounds for citizenship. Despite limitations such as early tracking and school
segregation, schools can make use of a broad array of opportunities for students to learn
from, through and about differences, their implications and different ways to deal with
them. In sum, this study showed that the way dealing with differences was enacted limited
the citizenship learning opportunities of students. A broader understanding of relevant
differences in schools, reflection on the fact that difference is inherently relational, as it is a
characteristic of a relationship, as well as more reflection on the societal hierarchy related
to differences by teachers would all contribute to increasing the quantity and quality of
these opportunities.

Practicing dealing with differences can be a conscious as well as an unconscious pro-
cess. In this study, we have primarily relied on interviews to gain insight into how dealing
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with differences was enacted. This method allowed us to compare four different schools.
However, to gain insight into the subtler processes by which dealing with differences is
modeled by teachers, for example, an ethnographic approach might be a more appropriate
method. Furthermore, schools are not islands; dealing with differences is also practiced
by teachers and students outside of the school and their practices and understandings are
thereby also influenced by peers, the media, and the community of which they are a part. In
this study, we focused exclusively on the school. For future research, it would be interesting
to find out how students perceive the weight of the school’s influence in comparison to
the influence of their peers, family, and media. Finally, we touched upon similar topics
in all interviews. However, in some interviews we spoke more elaborately about some of
the topics than in others. This was especially true for the focus group sessions with the
students, in which some topics were difficult to discuss in some of the groups, and probing
did not always result in a deeper conversation. In scientific research, more insight is needed
into (different groups of) students’ experiences with how differences are dealt with within
their schools, in order to understand the effect of different approaches. Another important
question for future studies is how different ways of dealing with differences affect civic
and democratic attitudes and behaviors of students outside the classroom.

The results of this study underline the importance of teacher competencies for dealing
with differences in the context of schools as practice grounds for citizenship, and serve
as an invitation to teacher educators to reflect on what practices will best serve the de-
velopment of these competencies. This starts with the affirmation that how dealing with
differences is enacted by teachers matters for the content and quality of the citizenship
learning opportunities of their students. Further research on effective teacher training in
this domain is necessary, especially because what is effective might differ for different
teachers and different (groups of) students, as well as within different national contexts
(Leeman and Reid 2006; Wubbels et al. 2006; Seeberg 2003). Furthermore, for future re-
search, it would be interesting to see if the notion of ‘schools as communities of difference’
in practice, if embraced by the professional community at a school, indeed contributes to a
greater scope and depth of citizenship learning opportunities for students in the realm of
dealing with differences. This interpretation of community might provide a crucial starting
point to address the tension present within citizenship, and citizenship education, between
craving unity and addressing diversity in a socially just way.
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Notes
1 As stated in the ‘Decree Key Aims of Secondary Education’ 7 June 2006 by the Dutch Ministry of Education, Culture and Science

(nr. WJZ/2006/4655 (3805). Available online: https://wetten.overheid.nl/BWBR0019945/2012-12-01 (accessed on 20 February
2021).

2 The percentage of native Dutch students is based on an estimation by school principals.
3 After completing primary school (age 11/12), students are placed in one of the three tracks within the Dutch school system:

pre-vocational education (vmbo), general secondary education (havo) and pre-university education (vwo). Pre-vocational schools
have job-oriented tracks (vmbo-b/k) and theory-oriented tracks (vmbo-tl).

4. The ‘in vivo’ codes and subcodes are in italics.
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