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In North America and Europe, immigrant minorities often lag 
behind their majority peers in school (Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development, 2015), with far-
reaching consequences for their psychological development 
and future life chances (Motti-Stefanidi & Masten, 2013). The 
overlap of migration-related diversity with persistent and often 
dramatic educational inequalities poses a major challenge to 
schools and societies at large. Compared with their majority 
peers, disadvantaged minority students show lower academic 
achievement (Dimitrova, Chasiotis, & van de Vijver, 2016). 
Moreover, their school belonging is less stable and more con-
tingent on a supportive environment (Cook, Purdie-Vaughns, 
Garcia, & Cohen, 2012). Lack of belonging is not only a criti-
cal developmental risk factor in minority youth (Eccles, Wong, 
& Peck, 2006), but school belonging is also a key process con-
necting the school environment to individual achievement out-
comes (Roeser, Midgley, & Urdan, 1996). The present study 
examines belonging and achievement gaps between minority 
and majority adolescents in the same schools—with an 
explanatory focus on the school environment.

As migration-related diversity is on the rise in schools and 
workplaces, organizations can dampen or perpetuate related 
inequalities, depending on how they handle diversity (Banks, 
2015; Stevens, Plaut, & Sanchez-Burks, 2008). In educa-
tional contexts, school policies specifically dealing with cul-
tural differences communicate different diversity approaches, 
which value, ignore, or reject cultural differences (Guimond, 
de la Sablonnière, & Nugier, 2014). Against this background, 
the present study investigates (a) which diversity approaches 
are communicated by actual school policies in a European 
educational context and (b) how school diversity policies 
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relate to educational inequalities and to minority belonging 
and achievement in particular. To this end, we draw on large-
scale longitudinal surveys following over 3,000 minority and 
majority adolescents in 66 secondary schools in Flanders, 
Belgium (Children of Immigrants Longitudinal Study [CILS] 
Belgium, 2014).

There is some empirical evidence associating specific 
diversity approaches with school adjustment in minority 
youth (e.g., Hoti, Heinzmann, Muller, & Buholzer, 2017; 
Schachner, Noack, van de Vijver, & Eckstein, 2016). One 
limitation of previous studies is their reliance on student or 
teacher perceptions of the prevailing diversity climate. 
Congruence between perceived school diversity norms by 
majority and especially minority students (Civitillo et al., 
2017) and teachers (Fine-Davies & Faas, 2014) is generally 
low. Therefore, rather than diversity perceptions of students 
or teachers, we analyzed the actual contents of school policy 
documents (rules and mission statements) to assess how 
schools deal with diversity. To test the outcomes related to 
different diversity policies across schools, we applied multi-
level modeling of school climate effects (Marsh et al., 2012).

Another limitation of most previous studies is their main 
focus on the school adjustment of minority youth (Aronson & 
Laughter, 2016). In the absence of direct achievement mea-
sures and without majority comparison samples, we cannot 
know whether and how school diversity approaches predict 
educational inequalities between minority and majority 
groups, nor do we know how they affect majority students as 
distinct from their minority peers. It has been suggested that 
valuing cultural diversity can be costly on majorities who may 
feel excluded or alienated (Stevens et al., 2008). Furthermore, 
value in diversity might boost minorities’ belonging in school, 
yet fail to reduce real ethnic inequality in their school achieve-
ment. To assess educational inequality, we estimated the gap 
between minority and majority students’ academic outcomes. 
As a measure of academic achievement, we made use of their 
self-reported Dutch language grades. Dutch language grades 
are very important in the school careers of Flemish-Belgian 
students because educational policies have a strong focus on 
Dutch proficiency as essential for academic success (Pulinx, 
Van Avermaet, & Agirdag, 2017). Next, we tested whether 
school diversity policies at the beginning of middle school 
predicted the achievement gap up to 1 year later. To elucidate 
the processes connecting unequal achievements to the school 
environment, we also tested related gaps in the school belong-
ing of minority and majority youth.

Finally, most research on organizational diversity 
approaches is informed by North American contexts of 
migration and race relations (Plaut, Thomas, Kyneshawau, & 
Romano, 2018). In European societies, however, different 
vocabularies reflect distinct histories and understandings of 
migration-related diversity (Guimond et al., 2014). Given 
such differences, the prevalence and the specific contents of 
diversity approaches vary across societal contexts. Moreover, 
schools are local institutional contexts with distinct diversity 

patterns and norms (Celeste, Meeussen, Verschueren, & 
Phalet, 2016). We do not know to what extent school con-
texts reflect societal diversity approaches or what specifi-
cally constitutes diversity policies in schools. Rather than 
imposing general diversity approaches on these school poli-
cies, therefore, we used a mixed-methods design: Thematic 
content coding of actual diversity policies was combined 
with subsequent cluster analysis to optimally capture the 
meaning of different diversity approaches (Namey, Guest, 
Thairu, & Johnson, 2008).

Diversity Approaches: Multiculturalism, 
Colorblindness, and Assimilationism

North American research has contrasted two main 
approaches: multiculturalism and colorblindness. While both 
approaches seek to include minorities, multiculturalism 
embraces cultural diversity as added value and colorblind-
ness ignores diversity, emphasizing instead individual merits 
or equal treatment (Plaut et al., 2018). Assimilationism rep-
resents a third distinct approach that prioritizes majority cul-
ture adoption (Guimond et al., 2014). Below, we discuss 
multiculturalism, colorblindness, and assimilationism as 
three commonly distinguished diversity approaches.

Multiculturalism policies acknowledge and value cultural 
diversity (Rosenthal & Levy, 2010). From a social identity 
perspective, a multicultural approach seeks to include minor-
ities through affirming their distinct cultural identities 
(Derks, Van Laar, & Ellemers, 2007; Dovidio, Gaertner, & 
Saguy, 2007). In practice, multiculturalism includes school 
policies such as designated “diversity days” to learn about 
each other’s cultural heritage and educational practices 
aimed to improve intercultural understanding (Verkuyten & 
Thijs, 2013). Although multicultural education may contain 
other elements such as combating racism and developing 
caring relations between teachers and students (Zirkel, 
2008), the main focus of a multiculturalist approach is on 
value in diversity (Apfelbaum, Stephens, & Reagans, 2016; 
Civitillo et al., 2017; Schachner et al., 2016).

In contrast, colorblindness tends to ignore cultural diver-
sity. It draws on Enlightenment individualism, valuing 
uniqueness along with meritocratic ideals and equal treat-
ment regardless of one’s cultural background (Rosenthal & 
Levy, 2010; Stevens et al., 2008). In line with value in indi-
viduality, colorblindness seeks to neutralize prejudice and 
discrimination by de-emphasizing group categories and 
ignoring group differences (Park & Judd, 2005). Recent 
comparative research highlights different meanings of color-
blindness across intergroup contexts, however, depending on 
which component of the approach is foregrounded in the 
context (Guimond et al., 2014). Thus, stressing individual 
uniqueness versus ensuring equal treatment may represent 
conflicting ideas depending on the context (Apfelbaum et al., 
2016). Along those lines, a distinct egalitarian approach of 
diversity in German schools combined equal treatment with 
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protection from discrimination (Civitillo et al., 2017; 
Schachner et al., 2016). Similarly in France, an egalitarian 
approach labeled “colorblind equality” related to decreased 
anti-immigrant prejudice in secondary schools (Roebroeck 
& Guimond, 2015). It is a matter of ongoing debate when an 
egalitarian approach may or may not overlap with color-
blindness (Apfelbaum et al., 2016; Schachner et al., 2016).

Assimilationism has been put forward as a distinct 
approach that rejects cultural diversity in Europe (Civitillo 
et al., 2017; Fine-Davies & Faas, 2014; Guimond et al., 
2014) and in the United States (Levin et al., 2012). The 
approach is akin to (American-style) colorblindness to the 
extent that both approaches de-emphasize cultural diversity 
(Rosenthal & Levy, 2010). Under assimilationism, minori-
ties are expected to adopt the majority culture and to relin-
quish their distinct minority cultures or any markers of it 
(Hornsey & Hogg, 2000). The aim is to foster a common 
identity for both majorities and minorities, like the melting 
pot idea of a mainstream culture in the United States. 
Conceptually, assimilationism has been associated with the 
common ingroup identity model, which represents a majority 
group perspective on prejudice reduction (Dovidio et al., 
2007). However, contrary to expectations from common 
ingroup identity, assimilationism was revealed as a hierar-
chy-enhancing ideology. Thus, assimilationist majority atti-
tudes were related to a stronger social dominance orientation 
and predicted more prejudice against immigrants in the 
United States (Levin et al., 2012). For minorities, assimila-
tionism entails conformity pressure to adopt majority cul-
tural customs, norms, and values while relinquishing the 
heritage culture (Van Acker & Vanbeselaere, 2012).

Looking beyond core conceptual distinctions between 
general diversity approaches that value, ignore, or reject cul-
tural differences, there is also contextual variation in the way 
these approaches are construed in specific societies and orga-
nizational settings. Rather than imposing the prevalent soci-
etal diversity approaches on the school context, we take a 
bottom-up approach. To clarify how schools approach diver-
sity in a European educational context and to balance generic 
and context-specific meanings of each diversity approach, 
our study starts from a qualitative analysis of school diver-
sity policies.

Relationship of Diversity Approaches to 
School Belonging and Achievement

Existing research on diversity approaches has mostly 
assessed individual diversity attitudes of majority group 
members in relation to aspects of intergroup relations such as 
bias, prejudice, and stereotyping (Guimond et al., 2014; 
Rattan & Ambady, 2013; Rosenthal & Levy, 2010). There is 
less research on actual diversity policies in organizational 
contexts and in relation to academic outcomes. We take a 
social identity perspective to explain why and how diversity 
approaches may affect academic gaps between minority and 

majority students. From a social identity perspective, cultur-
ally diverse schools as intergroup contexts make minority 
identities salient. When minority identities are valued in the 
context, minority students will feel more included and per-
form better (Derks et al., 2007). Conversely, when the con-
text is identity-threatening, experiences of exclusion, 
discrimination, or negative stereotyping signal to minority 
students that their identities are devalued. In such contexts, 
they will feel less belonging (Walton & Cohen, 2007) and 
may underperform (Baysu, Celeste, Brown, Verschueren, & 
Phalet, 2016).

Along those lines, a multiculturalist diversity approach is 
expected to be related to smaller majority–minority gaps 
(Hypothesis 1) because it values cultural differences and thus 
affirms minority identities (Derks et al., 2007; Verkuyten, 
2005). In support of this expectation, there is evidence of the 
benefits of a multiculturalist approach for minorities’ sense 
of belonging (Meeussen, Otten, & Phalet, 2014) and achieve-
ment (Aronson & Laughter, 2016). Similarly, diversity edu-
cation interventions in schools increased minority motivation 
and performance (Celeste, Baysu, Brown, & Phalet, 2019; 
Hoti et al., 2017).

On the contrary, a colorblind approach is expected to pre-
dict a persistent majority–minority gap, to the extent that it 
ignores cultural differences and related disadvantage 
(Hypothesis 2). From a social identity perspective, color-
blindness disregards a distinct cultural identity of minority 
students, making them feel like they do not belong (Meeussen 
et al., 2014). It can undermine their performance by turning 
a blind eye on minority disadvantage (Holoien & Shelton, 
2012). When equality is part of the definition of colorblind-
ness, however, positive effects were also found (Apfelbaum 
et al., 2016). Thus, student perceptions of equal treatment in 
school buffered identity threat and protected school achieve-
ment for minority students (Baysu et al., 2016). The latter 
findings are in line with evidence of minority inclusion 
through positive intergroup contact and cooperation 
(Schachner et al., 2016). As distinct individualism-focused 
versus equality-focused variants of colorblindness predict 
opposite outcomes, our bottom-up analysis of school policies 
explores the specific meanings of colorblindness in a 
European educational context.

Finally, an assimilationist approach is expected to predict 
a larger majority–minority gap because it rejects cultural dif-
ferences and thus threatens minority identities (Hypothesis 
3). Accordingly, assimilationism was related to majority 
prejudice (Van Acker & Vanbeselaere, 2012), and minority 
students experienced more peer rejection when classroom 
norms stressed assimilationism (Celeste et al., 2016). 
Similarly, when schools enforced assimilation by keeping 
minority students from speaking their native language, they 
left them feeling alienated (Pulinx et al., 2017).

As schools and organizations are not made up of  
only minorities, a distinctive contribution of this study is the 
comparison across minority and majority outcomes. 
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Multiculturalism can be beneficial for majority outcomes to 
the extent that they feel included as in all-inclusive multicul-
turalism (Meeussen et al., 2014; Stevens et al., 2008). It may 
also backfire, however, when majorities feel excluded from 
this approach (Jansen, Otten, & Van der Zee, 2015; Plaut 
et al., 2018). We would not expect colorblind or assimilation-
ist approaches to affect majority academic outcomes as 
majority identities are not threatened. Yet, these approaches 
might also benefit majority outcomes through affirming their 
majority identities. Hence, we have no specific hypotheses 
for majority outcomes.

In addition, we examined whether ethnic school composi-
tion moderated the consequences of diversity policies for 
majority–minority gaps. In today’s highly culturally diverse 
and segregated schools, immigrant minority students often 
make up a numerical majority in their classrooms (Baysu & 
De Valk, 2012; Schachner et al., 2016). Possibly, policies 
valuing cultural diversity are more relevant and effective in 
highly diverse schools, where students from many different 
cultural backgrounds interact on a daily basis, as compared 
with less diverse schools.

Finally, school belonging has been revealed as a psycho-
logical process that connects diversity approaches to school 
achievement (Cook et al., 2012; Inzlicht & Good, 2006). 
Belonging is longitudinally associated with sustained school 
achievement across majority and minority adolescents 
(Gillen-O’Neel & Fuligni, 2013). Moreover, a lack of 
belonging was shown to impair minority achievement 
(Walton & Cohen, 2007), while interventions supporting 
minority belonging improved their achievement (Shnabel, 
Purdie-Vaughns, Cook, Garcia, & Cohen, 2013). Furthermore, 
school belonging mediated between minority experiences of 
cultural diversity and school outcomes (Schachner, He, 
Heizmann, & van de Vijver, 2017). Similarly, workplace 
belonging mediated between diversity approaches of multi-
culturalism (for minorities) or colorblindness (for majorities) 
and workplace outcomes (Jansen, Vos, Otten, Podsiadlowski, 
& Van der Zee, 2016). Together, these findings consistently 
and causally relate diversity approaches to achievement 
through belonging. Our study replicates the mediating role of 
belonging in earlier studies longitudinally, with both minor-
ity and majority samples and with actual diversity policies. 
Specifically, we expect the longitudinal effect of school 
diversity approaches on achievement to be mediated by prior 
school belonging (Hypothesis 4).

Method

Participants and Procedure

We surveyed 5,336 students at Time 1 and 4,152 students 1 
year later at Time 2; 3,446 participated in both waves (64% 
of the initial sample). Of those who participated in both 
waves, 103 changed schools and another 212 were missing 
essential data and were not included in our sample. Our final 

sample thus consisted of N = 3,131 students (52% female) 
who stayed on in the same 66 Flemish secondary schools in 
both waves (see attrition analysis under the “Results” sec-
tion). Using self-reported own country of birth and parentage 
(i.e., one or both foreign-born parents and/or grandparents), 
we categorized first-, second-, and third-generation immi-
grant-origin adolescents as having an ethnic minority status 
(N = 1,747); the rest were categorized as majority youth (N 
= 1,384). Minority youth were mostly second-generation 
(first N = 614, second N = 986, and third N = 133) from 
Moroccan (N = 544), Turkish (N = 423), and European 
backgrounds (mainly Southern European Union [EU] N = 
365; Western EU N = 75, other regions Ns <30; unspecified 
N = 259). At Time 1, participants were in Year 1 (32%), Year 
2 (26%), or Year 3 (42%) of secondary school with an aver-
age age of 14.74 (SD = 1.18) and attending academic (41%), 
vocational (29%), or technical (30%) training.

The timeline of data collection is provided as supple-
mental material. Data were collected as part of a large-scale 
longitudinal study in randomly sampled secondary schools 
(CILS Belgium, 2014). Classes were randomly sampled 
within schools with varying ethnic composition, using the 
percentage of students speaking a foreign language at home 
(n = 902 in schools with >10% minorities, n = 841 in 
schools with 10%-30% minorities, n = 681 in schools with 
30%-60% minorities, n = 707 in schools with >60% 
minorities). We obtained initial informed consent from 
school principals and teachers and informed participants 
and their parents of their right to opt out. Participants filled 
out Dutch language questionnaires during class time under 
the supervision of trained research assistants and a teacher. 
Teachers and research assistants had a majority-Belgian 
background (96% of teachers were of Belgian origin). 
School policy documents consisted of the mission state-
ments and the rules and regulations of the 66 schools, which 
were downloaded from school websites or obtained from 
administrative staff. Research was conducted in line with 
American Psychological Association (APA) ethical 
guidelines.

Measures

School belonging. School belonging was measured with four 
items (Wang, Willett, & Eccles, 2011) rated from 1 (strongly 
disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Sample items are “I am 
proud to be a student of this school; I feel at home at this 
school.” The measure had high reliabilities in both waves 
(Time 1 α = .85, Time 2 α = .85). For the main analysis, we 
focus on school belonging at Time 2 to estimate longitudinal 
effects of diversity policies. In addition, prior belonging was 
also measured at Time 1 to test possible mediation from 
Time 1 belonging to Time 2 achievement. Note that students 
had already been exposed to the school policies when report-
ing their belonging at Time 1 as there is no baseline measure 
of school belonging preceding school entry.
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School achievement. As a measure of school achievement, we 
asked participants to report their Dutch grades.1 For our anal-
ysis, we focus on Time 2 language grades as a key outcome 
measure. Language achievement is at the same time most 
unequal between minority and majority students (Heath & 
Brinbaum, 2014) and most predictive of minority future suc-
cess (Bleakley & Chin, 2004; Dustmann & Fabbri, 2003). 
Students indicated retrospectively their school-report grade 
for Dutch language at the end of the Fall term (recoded from 
0 to 100 across schools with different grading systems). As 
schools were surveyed during the Spring term, Time 2 grades 
precede our Time 2 belonging measure by at least 1 month.

Control variables. At the school level, we controlled for ethnic 
school composition as indicated by administrative data on stu-
dents speaking a foreign language at home (three dummies: 
10%-30%, 30%-60%, and >60% minority students, with 
<10% as a reference category). At the individual level, we 
controlled for the school track of each student. The Belgian 
educational tracking system sets students up for different 
career paths: Vocational tracks prepare students directly for 
the labor market, while technical and academic tracks prepare 
for higher professional and academic education, respectively 
(Baysu & De Valk, 2012). School track was recoded as two 
dummy variables: vocational and technical with academic 
track as a reference category. As a proxy for students’ socio-
economic status, we accounted for parental education (based 
on the parent with the highest qualification: 1 = primary 
school, 2 = secondary school, 3 = university or higher). 
Given the wide age range, we controlled for age. While there 
was a significant gender difference in Dutch grades, t(2852) = 
−2.74, p = .006; girls reported higher grades, M

diff
 = 2.10, 

when adding all other control variables to our model gender 
did not show any significant effects. At the individual level, 
neither gender nor year in school had any significant effects 
and were hence dropped from the analysis.

Results

Results are presented in two main sections in line with our 
double research aim. To explore school diversity approaches, 
we report the content analysis of school policy documents 
and the cluster analysis of the frequency scores from the cod-
ing. To investigate the effects of school policies on belonging 
and achievement gaps, we present (a) attrition analysis; (b) 
multilevel path models testing Hypotheses 1 to 3, including 
additional analyses of interactions with ethnic school com-
position and associations between diversity approaches; and 
(c) mediation analysis testing Hypothesis 4.

Diversity Approaches

Content analysis and cluster analysis of school policy docu-
ments. In a first step, we conducted qualitative coding of 
each school’s rules (stating explicit regulations) and mission 

and vision statements (stating values/principles) for all 66 
schools that participated in both waves. Conceptually, the 
coding of subthemes was organized around three general 
diversity approaches: multiculturalism, colorblindness, and 
assimilationism. We developed a thematic coding scheme, 
drawing on U.S. and European examples of cultural diversity 
vocabularies (Stevens et al., 2008; Verkuyten, 2005) and 
using conceptual distinctions between approaches that value, 
ignore, or reject diversity as an organizing framework (Gui-
mond et al., 2014). To ensure that our codes fully covered 
and accurately rendered context-specific meanings, we 
inductively fine-tuned our thematic coding scheme on the 
basis of initial reads of the school policy texts.

Technically, coding units were sentences and each docu-
ment was coded by two separate coders. Initially, coders 
independently coded the first few documents. Together, we 
discussed any discrepancies, amended the coding scheme, 
and recoded if necessary (Guest & McLellan, 2003), and 
then coders continued coding the remaining documents using 
NVivo 11 (2015). Documents containing school mission 
statements, school rules, or both were analyzed together. 
Interrater reliability was high (κ = .95, κ2 = .90). More 
information about the coding scheme development and cod-
ing procedure can be found in the supplemental material.

In a next step, we removed subthemes occurring in less 
than 15% of the documents in the frequency report, so that 
all selected subthemes covered a broad sample of schools 
(Guest & McLellan, 2003). The frequencies for the final 15 
coding subthemes (e.g., must speak only Dutch, occurrences 
N = 92) are indicated in Table 1. We then conducted cluster 
analyses on the frequency data to validate our thematic cod-
ing of the school documents. To select the best cluster solu-
tion, we used Ward’s Linkage method for hierarchical 
cluster analysis (Field, 2000). We tested two- to five-cluster 
solutions and decided that a four-cluster solution fit our data 
best (see supplemental material; Field, 2000; Norušis, 
2011). The four-cluster solution distinguished three general 
diversity approaches (Multiculturalism, Colorblindness, 
Assimilationism) and one separate approach focusing on 
Equality. Table 1 shows the specific subthemes included in 
the final four clusters, which define different diversity 
approaches in the Belgian school context. We provide a 
table with specific examples of diversity language for each 
subtheme as supplemental material.

“Multiculturalism” consisted of two subthemes valuing 
cultural diversity, focusing on the value of learning about dif-
ferent cultures and how diversity is included in the curriculum. 
“Colorblindness” was a broad cluster, coupling principled reli-
gious neutrality with individualistic values. In the Belgian 
school context, ignoring diversity refers narrowly to religious 
difference. Secularist policies are common in nondenomina-
tional schools and ensure religious neutrality. Specifically, 
Belgian state schools offer religious (including Islamic) 
classes in line with a European understanding of freedom of 
religion, restricting religious expression to these designated 
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classes and imposing strict neutrality outside of those classes. 
In addition, colorblind policies value individual merits and 
rights; they see disadvantage as individual challenge or deficit, 
and they protect individual students from discrimination. 
“Assimilationism” was a more narrow cluster rejecting cul-
tural diversity. In the Belgian school context, it refers specifi-
cally to restrictive policies targeting linguistic and religious 
differences. Finally, a separate cluster “Equality” was induced 
from our data. This egalitarian approach valued social equality 
while recognizing difference. As distinct from multicultural-
ism, its focus was on valuing equality rather than diversity. 
This approach also differed from colorblindness in that differ-
ences were acknowledged rather than ignored.

In a final step, we standardized frequency scores to create 
four z scores on multiculturalism, colorblindness, assimila-
tionism, and equality for each school so that the same school 
could endorse different approaches to varying degrees. 
Across all documents, instances of colorblindness covered 
most subthemes (nine) and were most frequent (273 times); 
assimilationism, multiculturalism, and equality clusters were 
more narrowly defined (two subthemes each), and assimila-
tionism was more frequent (143 times) than multiculturalism 
(85 times) and equality (67 times) (see Table 1). Additional 
analyses regressing the clusters on school-level student per-
ceptions of the school diversity climate provided some sup-
port for the psychological validity of the different diversity 
approaches (see supplemental material).

Effects on Belonging and Achievement Gaps

Attrition analyses. While this study reached a large and repre-
sentative sample of both minority and majority students 

across Flemish secondary schools, panel dropout at Time 2 
was not entirely random. Comparison of participants who 
dropped out (i.e., only completed our survey at Time 1) with 
those who stayed on (i.e., participated at Times 1 and 2) 
revealed more attrition among ethnic minority (vs. majority) 
students; of those who dropped out, 69% had ethnic minority 
status against 56% in the final sample; t(4,135.56) = −8.66, 
p < .001, 95% confidence interval (CI) = [−0.145, −0.092]; 
for older (vs. younger) age groups, M = 15.03, SD = 1.23 
versus M = 14.74, SD = 1.20; t(4,967) = 8.18, p < .001, 
95% CI = [0.223, 0.363]; and at lower levels of Time 1 
school belonging, M = 3.35, SD = 1.00 versus M = 3.74, 
SD = 0.83; t(3,218.95) = −14.22, p < .001, 95% CI = 
[−0.446, −0.338]. The most commonly reported reasons for 
panel dropout were being absent or changing schools. Selec-
tive attrition reflects the reality that ethnic minority students 
are more likely to change schools or leave school (Kalmijn & 
Kraaykamp, 2003).

Multilevel path analyses. Contextual effects of school diver-
sity approaches on minority and majority students’ academic 
outcomes at Time 2 were estimated by way of multilevel 
path analyses in Mplus 7 on the pooled minority and major-
ity samples (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2012). Separate anal-
yses for majority and minority samples largely replicated 
the pattern of findings in the pooled analyses (see supple-
mental material). We tested cross-level interaction effects of 
ethnic minority status with school policy clusters. As the 
least frequent equality cluster had no significant effects on 
academic outcomes, it was removed from further analyses. 
Specifically, analyses were conducted with school belong-
ing and achievement at Time 2 as dependent measures, with 

Table 1. School Diversity Approaches in Final Four-Cluster Solution: Subthemes and Frequencies.

Cluster (frequency 
range per school) Specific subthemes N Total N

Multiculturalism (0-12) •	 	Learning about different cultures as a value 37 85
•	 	Inclusion of diversity in curriculum/instruction 48

Colorblindness (0-13) •	 	Emphasis on individual talent 89 273
•	 	Emphasis on individual counseling 48
•	 	Antidiscrimination bodies available 12
•	 	Zero-tolerance toward racism and discrimination 24
•	 	Can’t wear religious symbols 27
•	 	Religious symbols only in religion class 13
•	 	Religion class not compulsory 27
•	 	Special classes offered for newcomers 13
•	 	Respect individual rights and liberties 20

Assimilationism (0-7) •	 	Must speak only Dutch (classroom/playground) 92 143
•	 	Can’t wear headscarves 51

Equality (0-5) •	 	Awareness of difference 49 67
•	 	Equality as a value 18

 Total codes 568

Note. N indicates frequency of each code across all documents.
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ethnic minority status (individual level), diversity 
approaches (school level) (multiculturalism, colorblindness, 
assimilationism), and their cross-level interaction as predic-
tors, along with (individual- and school-level) control vari-
ables defined at Time 1 (see Table 2 for descriptive statistics 
of study variables).

To conclude that there are real belonging and achieve-
ment gaps between majority and minority youth, the effect of 
minority status on belonging and achievement should remain 
significant even after controlling for individual and school 
characteristics, and to conclude that school diversity 
approaches attenuate or exacerbate the gaps, the cross-level 
interaction effects of ethnic minority status with diversity 
approaches on belonging and achievement should be signifi-
cant. To interpret interaction effects, we report Wald chi-
square tests to indicate significant simple slopes (Muthén & 
Muthén, 1998-2012). Estimating exact power for multilevel 
models using cross-level interactions is highly complex; 
therefore, a 30/30 rule of thumb is suggested for sufficient 
statistical power: 30 groups with 30 individuals per group for 
a sample of 900 (Scherbaum & Ferreter, 2009). The present 
research exceeds the 30/30 rule of thumb with 3,131 students 
across 66 schools.

The analyses were conducted in a stepwise fashion and 
each step significantly improved the model fit (see Table 3 
for stepwise model fit statistics and explained variances). We 
started from a null model with a random intercept only. The 
residual variances of school belonging and Dutch grades 
were significant both at the individual level, 0.72 (0.03),  
p < .001, 95% CI = [0.667, 0.768]; 279.40 (36.57), p < 
.001, 95% CI = [207.733, 351.067], and at the school level, 
0.06 (0.01), p < .001, 95% CI = [0.036, 0.086]; 180.64 
(53.59), p < .001, 95% CI = [75.608, 285.664]. The intra-
class correlations (ICCs) indicated that, respectively, 7.8% 
and 39.2% of the total variance in school belonging and 

Dutch grades are found between schools. In a second step, 
the model included only control variables, which explained 
significant variance at the individual level in both outcomes. 
In a third step, the main-effects-only model, we added minor-
ity status and diversity approaches (multiculturalism, color-
blindness, assimilationism) as predictors. Adding diversity 
approaches explained significant variance at the school level 
in both outcomes. In a final step, we added cross-level inter-
actions between minority status and each of the diversity 
approaches. For parsimony, we included only significant 
cross-level interactions in the final model.

In line with the expected ethnic gaps, minority students 
reported significantly less belonging (M = 3.52) and lower 
Dutch grades (M = 59.28) than majority peers (M = 3.70 
and M = 63.14, respectively; both ps < .001). Significant 
ethnic gaps remained even in the third step when control 
variables and diversity policies were added to the model: 
Minority students still evinced significantly less belonging 
(M = 4.37) and lower Dutch grades (M = 72.86) than major-
ity peers (M = 4.50, M = 75.70, p = .004, p = .001, respec-
tively). Below we report detailed results from our final model 
with significant cross-level interactions (see Table 4 and 
Figure 1). When main effects differ between the main-
effects-only model and the final model, we report effects 
from both models.

Longitudinal effects on school belonging. We found signifi-
cant effects of school diversity approaches on the belonging 
gap at Time 2 (Hypotheses 1-3; see Table 4 and Figure 1). 
For multiculturalism, no main effect was found, but there 
was a significant cross-level interaction between minority 
status and multiculturalism (Figure 2). In low multicultural-
ism schools, minority students felt significantly less belong-
ing than majority students, Wald χ2(1) = 12.90, p < .001. 
In high multiculturalism schools, on the contrary, the gap 

Table 2. Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations of Study Variables at the Individual Level and School Level (N = 3,131, n = 66).

Individual level M/% SD 1 2 3 4  

1. Age T1 14.74 1.18  
2. Ethnic minority status T1 44% 0.50 −.17***  
3. Parental education T1 2.34 0.55 −.11*** .24***  
4. School belonging T2 3.57 0.90 −.14*** .15*** .06***  
5. Dutch grades T2 62.56 22.77 −.11*** .16*** .12*** .10***  

School level M SD 6 7 8 9 10

6. Ethnic school composition (10%-30%) 0.27 0.44  
7. Ethnic school composition (30%-60%) 0.22 0.41 −.32***  
8. Ethnic school composition (>60%) 0.23 0.42 −.33*** −.29***  
9. Multiculturalism −0.001 0.99 −.12*** .06**** .23***  
10. Colorblindness −0.032 0.98 .08*** .13*** .13*** .18***  
11. Assimilation −0.007 1.01 −.05** .11*** .02 .50*** .22***

Note. Percentages are presented for categorical variables instead of means. Ethnic minority status is coded as 0 = ethnic minority background and  
1 = majority background.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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Table 4. Multilevel Path Analysis Relating Ethnic Minority Status and School Diversity Policies and Their Interaction to Time 2 School 
Belonging and Dutch Grades.

Individual level

T2 school belonging T2 Dutch grades

B (SE) B (SE)

Control variables
 Age −0.04 (0.02)* −0.65 (0.42)
 Technical track (vs. academic) −0.16 (0.06)** −5.51 (1.39)***
 Vocational track (vs. academic) −0.18 (0.08)* −3.11 (2.52)
 Parental education ns 1.59 (0.77)*
Intercept of the random slope
 Ethnic minority status 0.13 (0.04)** 2.93 (0.81)***
 Residual variance 0.70 (0.03)*** 258.35 (34.74)***
School level
 Intercept 4.33 (0.24)*** 73.37 (6.45)***
Control variables
 Ethnic school composition (10%-30%) −0.14 (0.08)* −1.25 (2.74)
 Ethnic school composition (30%-60%) −0.21 (0.07)** −7.86 (4.39)^

 Ethnic school composition (>60%) −0.15 (0.09)^^ −11.31 (4.55)**
Predictors
 MC 0.04 (0.03) 3.13 (1.16)**
 CB ns −3.42 (1.60)*
 AS −0.09 (0.03)*** ns
Random slope cross-level interactions
 MC × Ethnic Minority Status −0.10 (0.04)** ns
 CB × Ethnic Minority Status ns 1.88 (1.14)^^

 AS × Ethnic Minority Status 0.10 (0.05)* ns
 Residual variance 0.02 (0.01)* 119.51 (34.54)***

Note. Model presents unstandardized regression results with standard errors in parentheses. ns indicates the “nonsignificant” effects that were set to be 0. 
Ethnic minority status is coded 0 = ethnic minority and 1 = majority. Academic Track is the reference category for Technical Track and Vocational Track 
dummy-coded variables. MC = multiculturalism; CB = colorblindness; AS = assimilationism.
^^p < .097. ^p < .07. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

Table 3. Model Fit Statistics and Explained Variance for Stepwise Models.

Covariates-only 
model

Main-effects-only 
model Final model

Log likelihood 28,091.52 28,080.01 28,067.24
parameters 23 27 32
AIC 28,137.52 28,134.02 28,131.24
BIC 28,272.01 28,291.89 28,318.36
Sample size–adjusted BIC 28,198.93 28,206.11 28,216.69
Δχ2, p value 1,440.81 13.89 13.07

p < .001 p = .008 p = .023
Explained variance
 Individual level
  School belonging R2 = .025 R2 = .026  

p = .022 p = .022  
  Dutch grades R2 = .044 R2 = .045  

p = .006 p = .005  
 School level
  School belonging R2 = .206 R2 = .265  

p = .094 p = .031  
  Dutch grades R2 = .128 R2 = .204  

p = .084 p = .024  

Note. R2 values are not calculated for (final) model with cross-level interactions. AIC = Akaike information criterion; BIC = Bayesian information 
criterion.
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was not significant such that majority and minority students 
did not differ in their school belonging, Wald χ2(1) = 0.54,  
p = .463. The minority slope was not significant, p = .228. 
Moreover, majority students’ belonging was not significantly 
related to multiculturalism. In the pooled model, the major-
ity slope neared significance, p = .088, but separate analy-
ses for minority and majorities revealed no significant effect 
for multiculturalism on majority students’ belonging. As 
expected, the interaction pattern reveals that multiculturalism 

relates to a reduced majority–minority belonging gap with-
out significantly relating to reduced majority belonging. For 
colorblindness, there were no significant effects on belong-
ing. Assimilationism was related to lower school belonging, 
as evident from a significant main effect. As this main effect 
was not significant in the main-effects-only model, p = .106, 
the effect appears to be conditional on the significant interac-
tion with minority status (see Figure 3). In low assimilation-
ism schools, minority and majority students did not differ in 
belonging; thus, there was no significant majority–minority 
gap. Conversely, in high assimilationism schools, the gap was 
significant: Minority students felt significantly less belonging 
than majority students, Wald χ2(1) = 12.18, p < .001. The 
more assimilationist the school, the less belonging minority 
students felt, Wald χ2(1) = 10.12, p = .002. Assimilationism 
was not related to majority students’ belonging, however: The 
majority slope was not significant, p = .845.

Longitudinal effects on achievement. We also found signifi-
cant effects of diversity approaches on Dutch grades at Time 
2 (Hypotheses 1-3; see Table 4 and Figure 1). Multicultural-
ism was related to better achievement across minority and 
majority students, as evident from a significant main effect. 
The more multiculturalist the school, the higher the students’ 
self-reported Dutch language grades. While the interaction 
with ethnic minority status was not significant, additional 
analyses in minority and majority samples separately suggest 
that the achievement benefits of multiculturalism in the pooled 

Figure 1. Multilevel path model relating ethnic minority status and school policies and their interaction to Time 2 school belonging and 
Dutch grades.
Note. The model presents unstandardized regression results. Control variables were included in the model but are not shown here for simplicity. Ethnic 
minority status is coded 0 = ethnic minority background and 1 = majority background.
^p = .097. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

Figure 2. Cross-level interaction effect of ethnic minority status 
with school diversity policies of multiculturalism on Time 2 
school belonging.
Significant slopes are indicated by ***p < .001.
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data were driven by a significant positive effect for minority 
students, whereas the grades of majority students were not 
significantly related to multiculturalism (see supplemental 
material). Colorblindness also had a significant main effect on 
grades—albeit in the opposite direction—such that the more 
colorblind a school was, the lower the self-reported Dutch 
grades were (Table 4). As this main effect was near significant 
in the main-effects-only model (B = −2.75, SE = 1.51, p = 
.069), the effect in the final model appears to be conditional 
on the trend-significant interaction with minority status (Table 
4). This interaction shows that in low colorblindness schools, 
minority and majority students did not differ in grades (p = 
.346); thus, there was no significant majority–minority gap. In 
high colorblindness schools, on the contrary, the gap was sig-
nificant: Minority students reported significantly lower grades 
than majority students, Wald χ2(1) = 9.48, p = .002. The more 
colorblind the school, the lower the minority students’ self-
reported grades, Wald χ2(1) = 4.55, p = .033. Moreover, the 
majority slope was not significant, so majority students’ grades 
were not affected by a colorblind approach (p = .337) (see Fig-
ure 4). Assimilationism did not affect Dutch grades.

Interaction with ethnic school composition. We tested whether 
the effects of different diversity approaches on majority–
minority gaps held in schools with varying ethnic composi-
tion. Specifically, we differentiated between schools with low 
versus high minority presence, that is, schools where minority 
students make up the local numerical minority versus major-
ity (>60% minority students). We found only one significant 
interaction effect: Ethnic school composition moderated the 
association of multiculturalism with Dutch grades (B = 4.56, 
SE = 2.135, p = .033, 95% CI = [0.370, 8.740]) so that mul-
ticulturalism was beneficial for students’ self-reported grades 
in schools with larger shares of minority students, Wald χ2(1) 
= 10.68, p = .001 (Figure in supplemental material).

Associations between diversity approaches.2 Diversity 
approaches were positively correlated. Colorblindness corre-
lated similarly with multiculturalism (r = .18, p < .001) and 

assimilation (r = .22, p < .001), but the strongest correlation 
was between multiculturalism and assimilationism (r = .50, 
p < .001). These associations suggest that schools endorsed 
multiple diversity approaches (Civitillo et al., 2017). Addi-
tional analyses testing interaction effects between diversity 
approaches on grades did not reach statistical significance 
(for the results, see supplemental material).

Mediation analyses. We tested whether the effects of school 
diversity approaches on the achievement gap at Time 2 were 
mediated through prior school belonging (Hypothesis 4). To 
ensure that belonging was indeed measured before achieve-
ment, in these mediational analyses we used the measure of 
school belonging at Time 1 (1 year earlier) as a predictor of 
school belonging and Dutch grades at Time 2. To investigate 
the expected mediation, we retested our final model adding 
effects of controls and school diversity approaches on Time 
1 belonging to the model, and testing the effects of Time 1 
belonging on Time 2 belonging and Time 2 Dutch grades. 
This model also included all previously tested associations 
of school diversity approaches, ethnic minority status, and 
their interaction with belonging and achievement at Time 2 
(see supplemental material for the complete mediation 
model). Our final model in Table 4 held up when adding 
Time 1 belonging as a mediator, except for minor changes in 
line with the mediation: Colorblindness predicted Time 1 
school belonging (B = −0.07, SE = 0.03, p = .008, 95% CI 
= [−0.119, −0.018]); Time 1 school belonging significantly 
predicted Time 2 belonging and Time 2 Dutch grades (B = 
0.68, SE = 0.19, p < .001, 95% CI = [0.297, 1.059]; B = 
30.89, SE = 11.44, p = .007, 95% CI = [8.470, 53.317], 
respectively); and the main effect of colorblindness on Time 
2 Dutch grades became nonsignificant. Using the Goodman 
test which gives an unbiased estimate of the variance of the 
indirect effect (Preacher & Leonardelli, 2015), the indirect 
effect of colorblindness (through Time 1 belonging) on Time 
2 Dutch grades was near significant, z = −1.84, p = .066, 

Figure 3. Cross-level interaction effect of ethnic minority status 
with school diversity policies of assimilationism on Time 2 school 
belonging.
Significant slopes are indicated by **p < .01. ***p < .001.

Figure 4. Cross-level interaction effect of ethnic minority status 
with school diversity policies of colorblindness on Time 2 Dutch 
grades (B = 1.88 SE = 1.14, p = .097, 95% CI = [−0.344, 4.110]).
Note. CI = confidence interval.
Significant slopes are indicated by *p < .05. **p < .01.
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and the indirect effect of colorblindness (through Time 1 
belonging) on Time 2 belonging was significant z = −2.19, p 
= .029. Thus, for both minority and majority students, color-
blindness predicted lower school belonging at Time 1, which 
in turn predicted less belonging and (near significantly) 
lower achievement 1 year later. The findings provide partial 
support for Hypothesis 4 for colorblindness only.

Discussion

Minority adolescents often lag behind their majority peers in 
terms of belonging and achievement in today’s increasingly 
diverse schools. One way for schools to reduce ethnic 
inequalities is to develop institutional policies and practices 
to maximize the benefits of cultural diversity and to mini-
mize its costs. We examined how schools approach cultural 
diversity in a European educational context by analyzing 
actual school policies. Thus, we inductively derived mean-
ingful and distinct diversity approaches. In a next step, we 
could relate these approaches to the gaps between minority 
and majority students’ school belonging and achievement 1 
year later. Overall, approaches that value cultural diversity 
predicted smaller gaps, whereas approaches ignoring or 
rejecting diversity were related to persistent gaps in student 
outcomes. Below we first discuss the distinct diversity 
approaches that emerged from our analysis of actual school 
policies. Next, we discuss how these contextual approaches 
relate to the individual school belonging and achievement of 
minority and majority students over time.

Diversity Approaches: Multiculturalism, 
Colorblindness, and Assimilationism

Our study distinguished multiculturalism, colorblindness, 
assimilationism, and equality as common diversity approaches 
in our Belgian school panel. The defining aspects of each 
approach mirror conceptual distinctions between alternate 
policies valuing, ignoring, or rejecting cultural diversity: for 
instance, including diversity in the curriculum for multicultur-
alism, emphasizing individual talent for colorblindness, and 
only being allowed to speak Dutch for assimilationism.

Appreciating cultural diversity is a defining aspect of 
multiculturalism (Rattan & Ambady, 2013; Rosenthal & 
Levy, 2010), which resonates with similar notions of “value 
in diversity/difference” or “cultural pluralism” in organiza-
tional or school contexts (Apfelbaum et al., 2016; Civitillo 
et al., 2017; Schachner et al., 2016). However, it is more nar-
row than multicultural education, which includes a range of 
related practices such as combating racism, developing car-
ing relations between teachers and students, and endorsing 
various pedagogical tools (Banks, 2015; Zirkel, 2008).

Unexpectedly, colorblindness was the most frequent 
approach in Belgian schools, rather than assimilationism, 
which has been proposed as the most common diversity 
approach in European diversity research (Civitillo et al., 2017; 

Fine-Davies & Faas, 2014). Along with individualistic aspects, 
a closer look at the meaning of colorblindness revealed aspects 
of antidiscrimination and secularism that reflect historically 
rooted and widely shared principles in European societies 
(Guimond et al., 2014). Assimilationist policies, in contrast, 
referred narrowly to restrictions on minority language use and 
religious expression as defining aspects and were hence less 
broad and less common than anticipated.

In the Belgian school context, colorblindness covers three 
main themes: individualism, antidiscrimination, and secular-
ism. Stressing individual talents, merits, rights, or needs is a 
core aspect of colorblindness and reflects ideals of individual-
ism (Guimond et al., 2014). Combating racism and discrimi-
nation, however, is sometimes associated with multiculturalism, 
as in multicultural education (Banks, 2015; Verkuyten & Thijs, 
2013), and at other times with colorblindness (Rosenthal & 
Levy, 2010; Schwarzenthal, Schachner, van de Vijver, & 
Juang, 2018), as is the case here. The difference probably lies 
in the focus: The former—multicultural education—chal-
lenges discrimination to expose issues of racial or cultural dif-
ference, whereas the latter highlights equal treatment. 
Secularism is also part of colorblindness and denotes the so-
called neutrality principle that restricts religious expression or 
symbols in the public domain. Religious neutrality is the insti-
tutionalized approach of religious diversity in state schools as 
distinct from Catholic schools in Flanders, Belgium. It is not 
surprising that institutionalized secularism fits with color-
blindness because of its purpose to prevent differential treat-
ment of (non)religious minorities. While colorblindness is 
prevalent in the North American context (Stevens et al., 2008), 
we show that this is also the case in the European context, 
though what constitutes colorblindness differs on both sides of 
the Atlantic (Guimond et al., 2014).

The assimilationist approach is theoretically an extension 
of the colorblind approach (Rosenthal & Levy, 2010), yet it is 
also distinct. Assimilationism requires that minorities adopt 
the majority culture (as in German schools, Civitillo et al., 
2017) by distancing themselves from their distinct minority 
culture or identity. Accordingly, assimilationist policies tend to 
restrict the maintenance of the heritage culture, for instance, 
banning headscarves or penalizing the use of one’s mother 
tongue in school. These markers of minority identity—heads-
carf and language—are hot topics in public debates over 
national identity and cultural diversity targeting Muslim 
minorities in Western Europe (Fleischmann & Phalet, 2018).

In addition, equality emerged as a separate diversity 
approach in this study. This finding resonates with the argu-
ment by Apfelbaum and colleagues (2016) that ignoring 
diversity and equal treatment are separate components of 
colorblindness. It is also in line with recent research high-
lighting potential benefits of a focus on equality as a value in 
the European context (Apfelbaum et al., 2016; Roebroeck & 
Guimond, 2015; Schachner et al., 2016). Interestingly, egali-
tarian values were associated with the awareness—rather 
than the denial—of difference in our study. Still, this 
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approach was less prevalent than other approaches in Belgian 
school policies. Thanks to our bottom-up method, we were 
able to separate out equality from colorblindness proper, 
whereas confounding these aspects could have resulted in 
mixed or zero effects of colorblindness.

The bottom-up definition of diversity approaches also 
revealed unanticipated context-relevant meanings, which 
enriched our initial coding scheme. For example, the phrases 
“can’t wear religious symbols” and “can’t wear headscarves” 
came under different approaches of colorblindness and 
assimilationism, respectively. This distinction reflects dis-
tinct policies in the Belgian school context: “can’t wear reli-
gious symbols” is a blanket assertion of principled neutrality 
toward all religions (colorblindness) in Belgian state schools, 
whereas “can’t wear headscarves” targets Muslims as a 
devalued religious minority group in Belgian society (assim-
ilationism). Our bottom-up analysis of actual policies thus 
captured some more subtle differences between colorblind 
and assimilationist language.

It is noteworthy that schools typically endorsed more than 
one diversity approach, in line with previous research 
(Civitillo et al., 2017; Plaut et al., 2018), and that different 
approaches were positively correlated (Ryan, Casas, & 
Thompson, 2010). One reason may be a distinction between 
diversity principles and practices. Our initial coding scheme 
anticipated both behaviorally oriented subthemes (about 
rules and regulations) and value-oriented subthemes (about 
principles and ideals) for each diversity approach. Yet, 
assimilationism relied narrowly on behavioral restrictions, 
regulating language use and religious dress code, while both 
multiculturalism and colorblindness included more value-
oriented subthemes. Thus, schools may communicate prin-
cipled multiculturalism, yet implement some assimilationist 
policies that maintain inequalities in a practical manner, in 
line with a possible principle–implementation gap (Dixon, 
Durrheim, & Tredoux, 2007).

Relationship of Diversity Approaches to School 
Belonging and Achievement

We now turn to the relationship of these diversity approaches 
to majority–minority gaps in academic outcomes. We 
focused on language grades, as opposed to other achieve-
ment outcomes, to assess how school policies related to an 
outcome that is the most unequal and most predictive of 
future success for minorities (Bleakley & Chin, 2004; Heath 
& Brinbaum, 2014). Each of the three main diversity 
approaches had unique effects, and multiculturalism was the 
most beneficial for both belonging and achievement. 
Multiculturalism attenuated the majority–minority gap in 
belonging. Specifically, while in schools scoring low on mul-
ticulturalism minority students felt significantly less belong-
ing than majority students, in schools with high 
multiculturalism there was no gap in belonging. The more 
multiculturalist the school was, the higher the reported Dutch 

grades were (driven by the positive effect for minority stu-
dents). This is in line with the social identity argument that 
multiculturalism values (rather than threatens) minorities’ 
cultural identities and thus enables their belonging and 
achievement. While the benefits of multiculturalism for 
minority outcomes are well-documented (Plaut et al., 2018; 
Rattan & Ambady, 2013; Stevens et al., 2008), the absence of 
significant negative effects for majority students’ achieve-
ment is an important nonfinding. In particular, highly diverse 
schools may thus be able to create a school climate of all-
inclusive multiculturalism, affirming the distinct cultures 
and identities of minority students without excluding major-
ity students (Jansen et al., 2015; Stevens et al., 2008). 
Potentially, in the “super-diverse” schools of present days 
(Vertovec, 2007) where majorities are no longer the numeri-
cal majority, a multiculturalist diversity definition may sig-
nal the value of majorities’ identities as much as minorities’ 
identities. If so, one would expect the benefits of multicultur-
alism for all students to be higher in more diverse schools. 
Additional analyses indeed supported this latter possibility 
by showing that multiculturalism policy was especially ben-
eficial for achievement in schools with larger shares of eth-
nic minority students (>60% minorities).

A colorblind approach focusing on individualism and 
ignoring differences was detrimental for both belonging and 
achievement, particularly for minority students, and pre-
dicted persistent gaps in achievement. In less colorblind 
schools, minority and majority students did not differ in 
achievement. In more colorblind schools, on the contrary, 
the gap was significant: Minorities reported significantly 
lower grades than majorities. The more colorblind the 
school, the lower the minority students’ grades; yet it did not 
harm or benefit the majority students. This is also in line 
with social identity valuation perspective such that ignoring 
diversity through a colorblind approach undermines minor-
ity belonging and performance (Holoien & Shelton, 2012; 
Meeussen et al., 2014).

An assimilationist approach rejecting cultural diversity 
had negative effects on minorities’ sense of belonging and 
predicted persistent gaps in belonging. In less assimilationist 
schools, minority and majority students did not differ in 
belonging. Conversely, in more assimilationist schools, 
minority students felt significantly less belonging than 
majority students. The more assimilationist the school was, 
the less belonging minority students felt, whereas it did not 
affect majority students’ belonging. In line with social iden-
tity threat, the pressure to adopt the majority culture and to 
leave behind the minority culture in school appears to alien-
ate minority students from the school as a majority context. 
Assimilationism, at least from the perspective of minorities, 
is thus not necessarily about majority and minority identities 
becoming part of a new overarching common identity 
(Guimond et al., 2014). Our findings suggest that assimila-
tionist policies rejecting cultural diversity relate to the worst 
outcomes for minorities’ identity and belonging. An 
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interesting nonfinding is that the minority–majority gap in 
Dutch language grades persists in assimilationist schools, 
whereas assimilationist policies are commonly justified as 
necessary to promote Dutch language mastery (Pulinx et al., 
2017).

The additional cluster of equality did not have any effects 
on our outcome measures, possibly because it was infre-
quently mentioned in the school documents and had lower 
variance compared with other approaches. However, previ-
ous research has shown that student perceptions of equal 
treatment matter and are related to higher belonging and 
achievement (Baysu et al., 2016), psychological adjustment 
in school (Schachner et al., 2016), and lower prejudice 
(Roebroeck & Guimond, 2015).

We also found that the relationship between school diver-
sity policies and achievement was mediated by prior school 
belonging: Minorities felt weaker belonging in more color-
blind schools, and this lack of belonging in turn predicted 
later academic outcomes. This mediation suggests that color-
blindness creates an unwelcoming environment that can 
harm minority achievement through undermining belonging 
(Cook et al., 2012). Plausibly, minority students who lack a 
sense of belonging in school will sooner disengage from 
their schoolwork and therefore fall behind (Baysu, Phalet, & 
Brown, 2011). Our findings differ from those of Jansen et al. 
(2016) who find that for majority employees, colorblindness 
positively affects workplace outcomes, mediated by 
enhanced belonging. Notably, their definition of colorblind-
ness in the workplace-context focused on valuing compe-
tence (qualifications and job performance), which was less 
central in colorblind school policies. This further suggests 
that definitions and outcomes of colorblindness vary across 
contexts (Guimond et al., 2014).

The mediation hypothesis was not supported, however, 
for assimilationism and multiculturalism. As these policies 
were unrelated to the initial belonging of the students, they 
could not mediate policy effects on student outcomes over 
time. This nonfinding also implies that the longitudinal con-
sequences of assimilation and multiculturalism for minority 
outcomes 1 year later cannot be due to initial differences in 
the belonging of minority students in those schools. This 
strengthens the causality argument that school policies affect 
school belonging and achievement, rather than the reverse.

The present research contributes to the current literature 
in several ways. First, the positive effect of a policy of mul-
ticulturalism in terms of reducing academic inequalities 
between minority and majority students extends a large 
amount of research associating multiculturalism with lower, 
and colorblindness and assimilationism with higher, levels of 
ethnic stereotyping and prejudice (Dovidio et al., 2007; 
Levin et al., 2012). Importantly, the fact that we did not find 
any evidence of the alleged costs of multicultural policies for 
majority outcomes is inconsistent with recent studies sug-
gesting that multiculturalism is threatening for majorities 
(Plaut et al., 2018). These novel findings highlight 

the distinctive nature of our study. Methodologically, we 
combine qualitative and quantitative, multilevel and longitu-
dinal forms of analyses to address our questions. Qualitative 
coding based our assessment of diversity policies in the 
details of actual diversity management in schools. Cluster 
analysis revealed how these details fit together to form dis-
tinct and coherent diversity approaches. Multilevel and lon-
gitudinal analyses related these approaches at the school 
level to individual outcomes over time for large random 
samples of minority and majority students. We showed that 
different diversity approaches are consequential, even after 
controlling for parental education, age, school track, and eth-
nic school composition, all of which affected academic out-
comes. Another distinctive feature of our study is the 
inclusion of both minority and majority groups in the same 
schools, which enabled us to estimate real ethnic inequalities 
between both groups. We showed that outcomes for minority 
and majority students were differently related to diversity 
policies. Future research should further examine the influ-
ence of different school policies on students’ own attitudes 
toward diversity (Celeste et al., 2016; Schachner et al., 2016).

There are also limitations. First, the attrition of our sample 
was not entirely random, such that those who dropped out—
around 1,800 students—were older, more often had a minority 
status, and felt less school belonging at Time 1. Although we 
could not assess how their belonging and achievement related 
to the school policies over time, it is likely that both harmful 
and beneficial effects would have been stronger for those who 
already felt marginalized in school. Another limitation is that 
many subthemes that we initially coded were not frequent 
enough to quantitatively analyze. This is partly due to the 
nature of a mixed-method approach, and an in-depth focus on 
the qualitative analysis might have uncovered more 
approaches. In terms of language, the questionnaire was pre-
sented in the Dutch language, which could reinforce the 
majority culture. However, we would expect any effects of the 
questionnaire language would be very small within the daily 
monolingual Dutch-speaking setting of the school. The self-
reported nature of student grades as an achievement measure 
is another limitation. Although there is no obvious reason why 
minority and majority students would report their grades dif-
ferently depending on diversity approaches, nevertheless, 
future studies may add actual student grades as external mea-
sures. In addition, the indirect effect of colorblindness on 
Dutch grades through prior belonging was only near signifi-
cant, and mediation was not supported for multiculturalism or 
assimilationism. Future research can investigate alternate 
ways in which school policies may affect grades such as 
through school teachers as diversity managers (Meeussen 
et al., 2014): If policies affect teachers’ expectations (Pulinx 
et al., 2017) and behaviors in class (e.g., support or grading 
system), this could in turn affect student outcomes (Baysu & 
Phalet, 2012).

Finally, given that school policies were already in place 
when we collected data, we could not test reverse causation: 
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whether schools may have implemented particular diversity 
approaches in response to achievement gaps. Therefore, we 
do not know how schools have developed different diversity 
approaches in response to diversity issues, nor how school 
diversity approaches and students’ diversity experiences may 
mutually reinforce each other over time. Future research 
could investigate such recursive cycles by following up the 
same schools over several years or by zooming in on natu-
rally occurring policy changes, for instance, when schools 
transition to a new scale of diversity as a consequence of 
school mergers or, finally, by implementing new diversity 
policies and monitoring student achievement in school inter-
vention studies (e.g., Civitillo et al., 2017).

To conclude, we examined real school policies and asked 
how schools approach diversity and how this relates to dispa-
rate belonging and achievement outcomes among majority 
and minority students. We found positive effects of an inclu-
sive multiculturalism approach, which may attenuate the 
majority–minority gap in belonging and boost achievement 
across all students. We found these positive effects in spite of 
the fact that actual multicultural policies were mainly value-
oriented and that some schools combined multiculturalism 
with colorblind or assimilationist policies. Our main findings 
suggest the potential of designing multiculturalist diversity 
policies as an effective way to reduce the gap between minor-
ity and majority school careers. Future applied studies should 
investigate ways to implement such policies, for instance, by 
training teachers to create identity-valuing school climates 
for all students and by raising awareness of the risks of often 
well-intentioned colorblind or assimilationist approaches to 
cultural diversity.
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Notes

1. To test the validity of our achievement outcome measure, we 
related self-reported Time 2 language grades to (a) an objective 
measure of language mastery (i.e., a Dutch vocabulary test) and 
to (b) self-reported Time 2 mathematics grades. Positive asso-
ciations of self-reported language grades with test performance 
(r = .26, p = .001) and math grades (r = .77, p = .001) support 
the construct validity of our measure.

2. To further test the robustness of our findings on additional 
achievement outcomes, we tested all multilevel models with 
self-reported Time 2 math grades as an additional dependent 

measure. Math grades replicated the same patterns of associa-
tions with ethnic minority status and school diversity policies as 
Dutch grades (except for one effect: The main effect for color-
blindness was not significant for math grades (p = .159); how-
ever, over and above this main effect, the cross-level interaction 
of colorblindness with ethnic minority status was near signifi-
cant for math grades (p = .088), just as for Dutch grades (p 
= .097). The pattern of mediation was also replicated for math 
grades. The additional analyses for math grades are available 
from the first author upon request.
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