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– Chapter 1 – 

 

 

Introduction 

 

 

Over the last decades, there has been a steep increase in migration around the world, with a 

total of 214 million people not living in their country of origin. About one third of the 

migrants worldwide live in Europe, where Germany constitutes the country with the second 

highest number of migrants (International Organization for Migration, 2013). This increase 

in migration requires adjustment – or acculturation – processes from all stakeholders 

(Arends-Tóth & Van de Vijver, 2006; Berry, 1997; Bourhis, Moise, Perrault, & Senecal, 1997; 

Ward, 2001). Acculturation processes have been defined as situations where individuals 

ep ese ti g diffe e t g oups o e i to o ti uous fi st-hand contact, with subsequent 

ha ges i  the o igi al ultu al patte s of eithe  o  oth g oups  (Redfield, Linton, & 

Herskovits, 1936, p. 139). These processes not only take place amongst newly arrived, first-

generation immigrants, but also amongst their children, representing the second and third 

generation of immigrants, who often are still not fully integrated in many life domains, 

including education. Last but not least, members of the host society have to adjust to life in 

an increasingly multicultural society. With all these groups coming into contact and 

interacting with one another, individual acculturation processes do not take place in an 

empty space but in a particular sociocultural context.  

In this dissertation I1 am looking at different contextual conditions for acculturation 

orientations and school-related outcomes of (mainly) second- and third-generation 

adolescent immigrants in Germany. Adolescents form an interesting age group for this topic 

as many of the concepts studied (e.g., relative importance of different contexts, ethnic 

identity and psychological outcomes) undergo changes or consolidate in this period (e.g., 

Eccles, Lord, & Roeser, 1996). Adolescence is the period of transition to adulthood and is 

therefore critical for many longterm outcomes in later life. I am studying three of the most 

important contexts for early adolescent immigrants, the school, the family and the ethnic or 

immigrant group (García Coll & Szalacha, 2004; Motti-Stefanidi, Berry, Chryssochoou, Sam, 

& Phinney, 2012) and how they affect acculturation orientations and school-related 

outcomes. School-related outcomes or school adjustment2 have been defined as important 

acculturation outcomes for adolescent immigrants (Horenczyk & Tatar, 2012). The 

                                                 

1
 I a  usi g the fi st pe so  si gula  I  he e as this hapte  fo s the introduction to my dissertation. 

However, since the theoretical and empirical chapters that follow have all been conducted with co-authors, I 

s it h to fi st pe so  plu al e  i  Chapte s  to .  
 
2
 I a  usi g the te s s hool adjust e t  a d s hool- elated out o es  i te ha gea l  th oughout the 

dissertation to refer to the same set of outcomes. 
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theoretical framework for my research is based on ecological models of acculturation and 

development, notably the acculturation framework by Arends-Tóth and Van de Vijver (2006) 

and the integrative model for immigrant youth adaptation by Motti-Stefanidi and colleagues 

(2012).  

As in many Western European countries, even second- and third-generation 

adolescent immigrants in Germany are often not as well adjusted at school as their 

mainstream peers, both concerning psychological outcomes, such as well-being and mental 

health, and sociocultural outcomes, such as educational attainment (Frankenberg, Kupper, 

Wagner, & Bongard, 2013). But why is it that immigrants in some schools do better than 

others? And why are there differences in outcomes between different immigrant groups? By 

considering a wide range of antecedents, I want to identify crucial aspects in each context 

(school, family and ethnic group) that affect acculturation and school adjustment in early 

adolescent immigrants. In the final step, I test the relative importance of each context in 

explaining outcomes. Understanding the most important antecedents of adjustment and 

the mechanisms by which they work is a prerequisite for the identification of appropriate 

intervention points and the design of suitable intervention measures.  

In the following, I first provide a short introduction into the theoretical framework of 

this dissertation, which is described in more detail in Chapter 2. I then describe some key 

characteristics of Germany as an immigrant receiving society and the broader context of this 

project and review the current situation of adolescent immigrants in Germany. Finally, I 

provide an outlook to the dissertation project and an overview of the individual chapters to 

follow. 

 

Theoretical Framework – A Brief Introduction 

 

Adolescence is a developmental period with changes on many different levels, such as 

pubertal and cognitive development, the redefinition of social roles and school transitions. 

Core developmental tasks in this period include gaining greater independence from parents 

and developing a sense of identity (Eccles et al., 1996). Amongst adolescent immigrants, 

these age-related changes and developmental tasks can interact with acculturative 

processes (e.g., Michel, Titzmann, & Silbereisen, 2012b). The theoretical framework for this 

dissertation (fully elaborated in Chapter 2) is based on contextual theories of acculturation 

(Berry, 1997; Bourhis et al., 1997) and development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). These theories 

suggest that individual acculturative and developmental processes take place in interaction 

with more or less proximal aspects of an i di idual’s o te t (e.g., family or the society). In 

particular, I integrate and extend two recently developed theoretical frameworks, namely 

the acculturation framework by Arends-Tóth and Van de Vijver (2006) and the framework 

for immigrant youth adaptation by Motti-Stefanidi and colleagues (2012). The aim is to 

create a framework that is suitable for the study of acculturative processes against the 

backdrop of development how these processes are associated with school-related 
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outcomes. In this integrated and extended framework, school, family and ethnic group are 

nested in the mainstream society and form contextual conditions for school adjustment of 

adolescent immigrants. Adolesce ts’ a ultu atio  o ie tatio s a d the eth i  a d 
mainstream components of their identity are expected to be mediators between contextual 

conditions and outcomes.  

Psychological outcomes include general and school-specific indicators of mental health, 

such as academic self-concept and general life satisfaction as positive indicators and 

depression, psycho-somatic problems and school-related delinquency or behavioural 

problems as negative indicators. Sociocultural outcomes are conceptualised as competence 

in the national language, academic achievement (i.e., success in the educational institutions 

of the receiving country) and inter-ethnic friendships with mainstream peers. Although 

conceptually distinct, psychological and sociocultural (school) adjustment are interrelated 

and together can be taken as an index for cross-cultural adaptation of adolescent 

immigrants. However, previous research has also shown that psychological and sociocultural 

outcomes may have different antecedent processes (e.g., Ward, 2001). Psychological 

outcomes are often more strongly associated with a  i di idual’s eth i  orientation, 

whereas sociocultural outcomes tend to be more strongly related with a  i di idual’s 
mainstream orientation. Developmental processes can interact with different components 

of the acculturation process. Conditions can be affected by changes in the relative 

importance of different contexts, acculturation orientations can be affected by processes of 

ethnic identity development, and psychological outcomes may be affected by physiological 

processes in puberty. 

 

Germany as an Immigrant-Receiving Country 

 

The bulk of migration to Germany started after the Second World War, with a first major 

immigration wave taking place in the 1960s and a second one in the 1990s (Statistisches 

Bundesamt, 2014). In the 1960s, the German economy was on a steep rise, leading to an 

increase in the demand for cheap labour. As a result, so-called guest workers were recruited 

as temporary labour migrants, mainly from Southern Europe and Turkey. The second major 

immigration wave followed the collapse of the former Soviet Union and the Balkan wars. 

Most of these migrants were ethnically German but had lived in the Diaspora for several 

generations. Some came as political refugees. Currently, the largest group within the 

immigrant population in Germany is from Turkey (19%), followed by Poland (9%), Russia 

(8%), Kazakhstan (6%) and Italy (5%; Statistisches Bundesamt, 2012). Most of the 

adolescents with an immigrant background now entering German secondary schools belong 

to the second or third generation of immigrants. 

Although Germany has one of the highest numbers of immigrants in Europe (International 

Organization for Migration, 2013), the acknowledgement of being an immigration country 

came relatively late (Bommes, 2011). The societal climate in Germany is often perceived and 
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described as assimilationist and ethnist by immigrants and host nationals (Yağ u  & a  de 
Vijver, 2012; Zick, Wagner, Van Dick, & Petzel, 2001). In comparison with other major 

immigrant receiving countries, long-term settlement and naturalisation in Germany are 

relatively difficult and take long (Huddleston, Niessen, Chaoimh, & White, 2011).  For many 

years, the so-called ius sanguinis or blood law was prevailing, which only allows citizenship 

by descent and makes it difficult for immigrants to become full members of the society. 

Ethnist states are characterised by a strong emphasis of common language, culture and 

descent. This is usually accompanied by a strong motivation to assimilate minorities to the 

mainstream culture, thereby homogenizing culturally and linguistically different groups 

(Bourhis et al., 1997; Yağ u  & a  de Vij e , ). Research amongst young Muslims in 

Germany shows that the perception of the German mainstream society as emphasizing 

assimilation and not being supportive of multiculturalism is also widespread in this age 

group (Frindte, Boehnke, Kreikenbom, & Wagner, 2011), together with perceived prejudices 

against Muslims. 

 

Acculturation and School-Related Outcomes of Adolescent Immigrants in Germany 

 

Before investigating the role of the school, family and immigrant group context in explaining 

school adjustment outcomes amongst early adolescents in Germany, I want to take a look at 

the current status quo. How are adolescents with an immigrant background acculturating in 

Germany? How are they doing in terms of their school adjustment, both socioculturally and 

psychologically (for a general review of acculturation and adjustment of adolescent 

immigrants in Germany see Frankenberg et al., 2013)? 

 

Acculturation Orientations 

 

Findings from several studies conducted in Germany suggest that an equally strong 

orientation towards ethnic and mainstream culture (sometimes referred to as integration) is 

most prevalent amongst adolescents (Berry, Phinney, Sam, & Vedder, 2006b; Kupper, 

Frankenberg, & Bongard, 2013 as cited in Frankenberg et al., 2013; Pfafferott & Brown, 

2006) and emerging adults (Schmitz & Berry, 2011). This was also associated with the most 

positive psychological and sociocultural outcomes in all age groups. The second biggest 

group were adolescents, who were mainly oriented towards their ethnic culture (sometimes 

referred to as separation or ethnic profile), followed by adolescents, who were mainly 

oriented towards the national culture (sometimes referred to as assimilation or national 

profile). Findings were mixed concerning the associations of these patterns with outcomes: 

Whereas Berry and colleagues (2006b; Schmitz & Berry, 2011) and Pfafferott and Brown 

(2006) found that the ethnic orientation was more decisive for psychological outcomes, 

Kupper and colleagues (2013 as cited in Frankenberg et al., 2013) found that the orientation 

towards the national culture was more important. One explanation for this discrepancy may 
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lay in the slightly younger sample in the study by Kupper and colleagues, suggesting that 

with increasing age, the orientation towards the ethnic culture becomes more important for 

psychological outcomes. The orientation towards the national culture was found to be more 

important than the orientation towards the ethnic culture for sociocultural outcomes in the 

older samples (Berry et al., 2006b; Pfafferott & Brown, 2006). Adolescents who did not show 

a strong orientation towards either culture (sometimes referred to as marginalisation or 

diffuse profile) were the smallest group and showed the poorest outcomes in all studies, 

both psychologically and socioculturally. 

 

School-related Sociocultural Outcomes 

 

Concerning academic achievement, large-scale studies such as the Program for International 

Student Assessment (PISA; OECD, 2006, 2012) have repeatedly demonstrated that students 

with an immigrant background do less well than their German peers. Compared with other 

European countries, this achievement gap seems to be particularly wide in Germany (Stanat, 

Rauch, & Segeritz, 2011). PISA revealed that notably second and third generation 

descendents of labour migrants from Southern Europe and Turkey are over-represented in 

lower track schools, have higher dropout rates and lower grades than German mainstream 

students. The tracked school system in Germany, where students are placed into different 

secondary school tracks after just a few years of primary schooling, has been pointed out as 

disadvantaging immigrant students (Gomolla & Radtke, 2009; OECD, 2006). As there is no 

obligation for pre-school education in most German federal states, some immigrant 

students communicate in German for the first time when entering primary school. 

Particularly in immigrant families from segregated groups there is often a low usage of and 

late regular exposure of children to the mainstream language (Nauck, 2007; Titzmann, 

Silbereisen, & Mesch, 2012). Four years are then not enough to catch up in terms of German 

language development, which makes it difficult to achieve sufficient grades for placement 

into the academic secondary school track at the end of primary school. The Progress in 

International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS; Mullis, Martin, Foy, & Drucker, 2012) supports 

this claim as immigrant students score considerably lower than their mainstream peers in 

written language skills at the end of primary school. Confirming research from other 

countries and the functional model of friendships by Bochner and colleagues (1977; 

Furnham & Alibhai, 1985; Horenczyk & Tatar, 1998), friendships with mainstream peers are 

associated with better sociocultural outcomes amongst adolescent immigrants in Germany 

(Titzmann, Michel, & Silbereisen, 2010). Amongst recently immigrated ethnic German 

adolescents from the former Soviet Union there was a sharp increase in the number of 

German friends in the first 8 years after migration, with almost half of the friends reported 

being German at the last assessment. The increase in the number of German friends was 

associated with increasing adaptation and use of the mainstream language (Titzmann et al., 

2012). In contrast, a preference for friends from the same ethnic group was still high 
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amongst second generation immigrant adolescents from Turkey. However, friendships were 

often not reciprocated by their German peers, who also had a lower motivation to establish 

friendships with their Turkish-German class-mates (Feddes, Noack, & Rutland, 2009). In 

addition, these differences observed between the two immigrant groups could be a result of 

attending different school tracks in the German system, which are usually characterised by 

different percentages of German students (Klieme et al., 2010).  

 

School-related Psychological Outcomes 

 

Research around (school-related) psychological outcomes of adolescent immigrants in 

Germany is mixed. There is evidence showing that there are no differences in overall 

psychological outcomes between immigrant and native adolescents (Berry et al., 2006b). 

Another study even revealed that adolescent immigrants from the former Soviet Union 

reported lower levels of depressed mood than their native peers (Michel et al., 2012b). On 

the other hand, male adolescent immigrants reported higher levels of behavioural problems 

and minor delinquency than their German peers, which was partly explained by the 

experience of acculturative hassles (Titzmann, Raabe, & Silbereisen, 2008; Titzmann, 

Silbereisen, & Mesch, 2014). A representative study based on data from the German Child 

and Adolescent Health Survey further suggests that adolescents with an immigrant 

background score lower than their native peers on most indicators of psychological 

adjustment, such as emotional, behavioural and peer-related problems (Hölling, Erhart, 

Ravens-Sieberer, & Schlack, 2007). The gap between natives and immigrants is especially 

large in early adolescence between age 11 and 13. However, similar results are obtained for 

children and adolescents from families with a low socio-economic status. Indeed, economic 

problems have been identified as a core risk factor associated with poor psychological 

outcomes amongst immigrants (Berry, 2006). Differences between studies may reflect 

differences in socio-economic status between different immigrant groups. They may also 

reflect differences between different age groups – whereas there appear to be differences 

between immigrants and non-immigrants in early adolescence, there are no differences 

found in any of the studies reported above in late adolescence (Frankenberg et al., 2013). 

The interaction of developmental and acculturative processes in explaining psychological 

outcomes is discussed in more detail in chapter 2.  

 

This Dissertation – An Outlook 

 

In this dissertation I examine different contextual conditions, namely related to school, 

family and ethnic group, for acculturation and school-related outcomes of mainly second- 

and third-generation adolescent immigrants in Germany. I am doing so by drawing on a 
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sample of 1335 students with an immigrant background3, representing a total of 91 

different countries of origin. The participants attended 90 classrooms in 22 culturally diverse 

secondary schools in South-West Germany. I employed a two-cohort design in my 

dissertation project. At the first time point shortly after the beginning of the school year in 

autumn 2010, adolescents attending the first two grades in secondary school were sampled. 

In order to allow for longitudinal analyses, the younger cohort was then surveyed again one 

year later, in autumn 2011.  

A questionnaire comprising of some established and some self-devised measures 

was developed for the purpose of this dissertation project. Items for self-devised measures 

had been formulated on the basis of qualitative interviews with 14 immigrant and 7 non-

immigrant students (some of the central findings have been published in German language 

in Hermann, Schachner, & Noack, 2012). The resulting questionnaire was then piloted with 

51 immigrant and 37 non-immigrant students of the target age group prior to the main 

study. After obtaining consent from regional and local school authorities and parents, 

students completed the questionnaire during class time as part of the main study. 

The questionnaire included a wide range of topics. On the antecedent side, it 

i luded topi s su h as stude ts’ pe eptio  of the ultu al di e sit  li ate at s hool, 
perceived parental attitudes and expectations around acculturation / intercultural relations 

a d edu atio , hild e ’s ultu al o igi , a ultu atio  o ie tatio s a d eth i  ide tit  as 
ell as so e de og aphi  i fo atio , su h as stude ts’ eth i it , i ig a t status a d 

religion. In addition, data on the ethnic composition of each classroom was gathered, which 

also included the ethnicity of students who did not participate in the study. On the outcome 

side, the uestio ai e i luded adoles e ts’ ps hologi al out o es, su h as different 

aspects of well-being and self-concept, behavioural and psychological problems as 

manifested in the school context. Concerning sociocultural outcomes, students were asked 

about school marks, self-reported German language skills and their inter- and intra-ethnic 

friendships within the classroom.  

 

Overview of Chapters 

 

This dissertation includes one theoretical and four empirical chapters4 and ends with a 

general discussion and conclusion. In the theoretical chapter (Chapter 2), I develop a 

                                                 

3
 Students were classed as having an immigrant background when at least one of their parents was from 

another country or ethnic group, regardless of citizenship. I.e., the so- alled „Aussiedle , eth i  Ge a s ho 
have been living in Russia and other Eastern European countries for several generations and recently returned 

to Germany were also treated as having an immigrant background. 

 
4
 Chapters were not developed in the order they appear in the thesis but are the overall product of the work 

carried out in the last five years. Therefore, it can happen that a chapter that appears earlier in the thesis 

references findings from studies only reported in later chapters. Also, since individual chapters were prepared 

as independent manuscripts, there may be slight variations in the terminology used between chapters. 
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conceptual framework for the dissertation and review the literature on contextual 

antecedents for the acculturation and school-related outcomes in the school, the family and 

the ethnic group. In the empirical chapters, I investigate conditions in the school (Chapter 

3), the family (Chapter 4) and the country of origin (Chapter 5). In the last empirical chapter, 

I examine the relative importance of school, family and immigrant group in explaining 

school-related outcomes amongst adolescent immigrants (Chapter 6). I close with a general 

discussion and conclusion (Chapter 7). All empirical chapters are based on the dataset 

introduced before. In chapters 4 and 5 I am also drawing on country-level data, which had 

been assembled from several international data bases. A more detailed outline of the 

individual chapters of this dissertation and the main research questions they address is 

presented below. 

In Chapter 2, I provide an overview of the existing theory and empirical findings on 

contextual conditions related to the school, the family and the ethnic group and how they 

relate to acculturation and school-related outcomes of adolescent immigrants in a particular 

societal context. The aims are (1) to develop a conceptual framework, which integrates 

acculturative and developmental processes in early adolescence and (2) to identify the most 

i po ta t o ditio s fo  adoles e t i ig a ts’ a ultu atio  a d s hool-related outcomes 

in each of these domains. Complementing previous research, which has often been based 

on North-American samples, I am focussing specifically on findings in a European context. 

Chapter 3 addresses the question of how the perceived cultural diversity climate at 

school affects acculturation orientations and school-related psychological outcomes of 

immigrant students (we did not include sociocultural outcomes here as some of them would 

be confounded with school-related antecedents at. time 1). Specifically, effects of the two 

most prominent types of diversity policy and their manifestation in the school climate as 

well as effects of the ethnic composition are investigated. Analyses are based on 

longitudinal data at individual and classroom level, comprising of 386 immigrant students 

nested in 43 classrooms. 

In Chapter 4, the focus is on conditions in the family context. In particular, I address 

the relative importance of perceived parental school involvement, acculturation 

expectations and cultural practices in the family (e.g., religion and language use) in 

e plai i g ea l  adoles e ts’ a ultu atio  o ie tations and school-related psychological 

and sociocultural outcomes. I am also testing for differences between immigrant groups in 

family related acculturation conditions, acculturation orientations and school-related 

outcomes. Analyses are based on a cross-sectional sample of 695 early adolescent 

immigrants with a mono-ethnic background from 54 countries. In order to test for 

differences between immigrant groups, adolescents are grouped into 9 different regions of 

origin. 

Based on the same sample as Chapter 4, in Chapter 5 the individual-level data are 

aggregated at the level of the country of origin. In the first step, country-level correlations 

are calculated between all components of the acculturation process. By doing this, I want to 



 

INTRODUCTION 

19 

examine whether differences in school-related outcomes between immigrant groups can be 

linked to group specific acculturation patterns and whether these group specific patterns 

are following similar processes to those observed at individual level. In the second step, 

aggregated acculturation variables are correlated with central characteristics of the 

countries of origin, such as cultural values, level of development and religious composition. 

The aim is to find out to what extent characteristics of the country of origin can help to 

explain differences in the acculturation process and school-related outcomes between 

immigrant groups. 

In the last empirical study, which forms Chapter 6, I pull together the most important 

characteristics of the school, family and the ethnic group context and compare their relative 

effects on acculturation orientations and both types of school-related outcomes, also 

looking at potential differences between boys and girls. In particular, I am interested in 

attitudinal aspects in relation to the possibility of inclusion and integration in all three 

contexts. As I am also interested in effects of the school context, I am only using data from 

students in 6th grade (i.e., who have already spent one year at the new school) in this study. 

The final sample includes 860 early adolescent immigrant students with an equal share of 

boys and girls. 

The dissertation ends with a general discussion and conclusion, where the most 

important findings are summarised and discussed and their scientific and practical 

implications are highlighted. 
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– Chapter 2 – 

 

 

Contextual Conditions for Acculturation and School-Related Outcomes of Adolescent 

Immigrants – Integrating Theory and Findings 

 

 

In this chapter I review the literature on contextual conditions related to the school, the 

family and the ethnic group and how they relate to acculturation and school-related 

outcomes of adolescent immigrants in a particular societal context. Drawing on theories in 

the areas of acculturation and development, the first aim was to develop a conceptual 

framework, which integrates acculturative and developmental processes in early 

adolescence. This framework can then guide the empirical chapters that follow. The second 

aim was to identify the most important conditions for adolescent immigrants’ a ultu atio  
and school-related outcomes in the school, the family and the immigrant group. These 

variables can then be included in the empirical studies. Complementing previous research, 

which has often been based on North-American samples, I am focussing specifically on 

findings in a European context. This context may be closer to the German context, where 

the empirical studies are carried out. 

 

Keywords: adolescent immigrants, acculturation, context, school adjustment, school, 

family, ethnic group.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This chapter is based on:  

Schachner, M. K., van de Vijver, F. J. R., & Noack, P. (2014). Contextual Conditions for 

Acculturation and School-Related Outcomes of Adolescent Immigrants – Integrating Theory 
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School-related outcomes are important outcomes of a successful acculturation process for 

immigrant children and adolescents and facilitate long-term integration in a society (Vedder 

& Horenczyk, 2006). However, even second- and third-generation immigrant students are 

often not as well adjusted at school as their mainstream peers. This concerns psychological 

outcomes, like school-related well-being and mental health, but also sociocultural 

outcomes, like educational attainment (e.g., Berry et al., 2006b). Besides individual 

differences in adjustment, some ethnic groups are generally better adjusted than others and 

there appear to be differences between receiving societies. Research in the area of 

acculturation (Arends-Tóth & Van de Vijver, 2006; Berry, 1997; Bourhis et al., 1997) and 

development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; García Coll et al., 1996) suggests that these 

differences can be understood by looking at contextual factors and how they shape 

acculturation and adjustment of immigrant students. Relevant contexts can vary in the 

proximity to the individual and include the family, the school, the ethnic group and also the 

wider societal context in the receiving country (Motti-Stefanidi et al., 2012).  

Representing one of the most important developmental periods, adolescence is 

characterised by changes on various levels. These include school transitions and redefining 

social roles, as well as pubertal, sexual and cognitive development. Gaining greater 

independence from parents, dealing with issues of sexuality and extended peer 

elatio ships a d de elopi g a se se of o e’s identity are important developmental tasks in 

this period (Eccles et al., 1996). For adolescent immigrants, age-related changes and 

developmental tasks can interact with acculturation and adjustment processes (e.g., Michel 

et al., 2012b). It is therefore a critical period to study the acculturation process and 

specifically the role of different contextual conditions in shaping acculturation orientations 

and school-related outcomes. We propose a conceptual framework, which integrates 

acculturation and developmental processes. We then provide an overview of acculturation 

and school-related outcomes of adolescent immigrants and review important antecedents 

in the context of school, family, and ethnic group, also taking into account the receiving 

society as a macro-context. Much of the research in this area has been carried out in 

traditional immigrant-receiving countries like the US (e.g., Frisby & Reynolds, 2005; Fuligni, 

Witkow, & Garcia, 2005; García Coll et al., 1996; Garcia Coll & Marks, 2012). In this review, 

our main focus is on research in the European context, which differs from a North-American 

context in many respects, such as migration history, immigration and integration policies, 

the societal climate and ethnic groups concerned.  

 

Building a Conceptual Framework 

 

Some scholars have argued that acculturative processes amongst immigrant children and 

adolescents should be regarded as part of regular development (Oppedal, 2006; Sam, 2006). 

However, a recent study comparing native, newly arrived and earlier arrived immigrant 

adolescents demonstrated that acculturative and developmental processes independently 
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contribute to explaining psychological outcomes of adolescent immigrants and should be 

regarded as separate processes (Michel et al., 2012b). Our framework therefore integrates 

contextual theories of acculturation (Berry, 1997; Bourhis et al., 1997) and development 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Both theories suggest that individual acculturative and 

developmental processes are influenced by context. Contexts vary in their proximity to the 

individual, ranging from micro- (e.g., the family) to macro-level (e.g., society). Our 

conceptual framework is suited specifically to study contextual antecedents of acculturation 

orientations and school-related outcomes of adolescent immigrants against the backdrop of 

developmental processes. We therefore start from two recently developed frameworks, 

namely the acculturation framework by Arends-Tóth and Van de Vijver (2006) and the 

framework for immigrant youth adaptation by Motti-Stefanidi and colleagues (2012). 

In the acculturation framework it is proposed that the acculturation process can be 

divided into acculturation conditions, orientations and outcomes (Arends-Tóth & Van de 

Vijver, 2006). Acculturation conditions can be attitudes and opportunity structures in 

particular contexts (receiving society, society of origin and immigrant group) but also 

personal characteristics. They are seen as antecedents in the acculturation process. These 

contexts can be differentiated into public and private life domains (Arends-Tóth & Van de 

Vijver, 2004). The public life domain refers to contexts outside the family home, such as the 

school or work place as contexts within the mainstream culture and the ethnic or immigrant 

group as a context within the ethnic culture. The private life domain includes the home and 

the immediate family environment. The effect of the acculturation conditions on 

a ultu atio  out o es is ediated  a  i di idual’s a ulturation orientations, i.e. an 

i di idual’s attitudes to a ds ai tai i g o e’s eth i  ultu e a d to a ds adopti g the 
mainstream culture and the respective components of their identity (Berry, 1997). 

Psychological and sociocultural outcomes are usually viewed as distinct outcomes of the 

acculturation process. Psychological outcomes can be well-being, life satisfaction and 

e tal health, he eas so io ultu al out o es efe  to a  i di idual’s o pete e i  
mastering everyday life in a particular cultural context (e.g., Ward, 2001). Although the 

acculturation framework by Arends-Tóth and Van de Vijver (Arends-Tóth & Van de Vijver, 

2006) proposes that the main direction of effects goes from conditions to orientations to 

outcomes, there are also feedback loops (going from right to left), suggesting that changes 

in dependent variables can also affect what are presumably mostly independent variables in 

the process (Figure 2.1.).  
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Figure 2.1.: Acculturation framework by Arends-Tóth and Van de Vijver (2006). 

 

In their integrative framework for immigrant youth adaptation, Motti-Stefanidi and 

colleagues (2012) highlight the importance of three specific contexts, which are crucial for 

the adaptation of adolescent immigrants, namely the school, the family, and the ethnic 

group. All three form part of what they call the level of interaction and are nested in the 

mainstream society. In their distinction between different (nested) contexts which vary in 

thei  p o i it  to the i di idual, the autho s d a  o  B o fe e e ’s (1979) bio-

ecological model of human development. The theory suggests that individual development 

is influenced by micro-systems, with the most proximal one being the family, but also the 

school (Bronfenbrenner, 1986). These are nested in a macro-system, such as a particular 

society. The macro-system is expected to affect individual development mainly indirectly 

through the micro-systems. Different micro-systems can interact and influence each other 

and developmental outcomes in a so-called meso-system, but they can also be influenced 

by other external systems, which are not immediately experienced by the child or 

adolescent, which are called exo-s ste . These a  e thei  pa e ts’ o k – or in the case of 

adolescent immigrants not belonging to the first generation – their country of origin, which 

affects them via their family or ethnic group. Borrowing from acculturation research, Motti-

Stefanidi and colleagues (2012) distinguish between the school context as a predominantly 

mainstream context and the family and ethnic group as predominantly ethnic contexts. 

Within the context of school and ethnic group, the authors highlight the role of mainstream 
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and ethnic peers as important socialisation agents. All these contextual antecedents are 

expected to affect adaptation via characteristics of the individual. The integrative 

framework for immigrant youth adaptation is displayed in Figure 2.2. 

 

 
 

Figure 2.2: Integrative framework for immigrant youth adaptation by Motti-Stefanidi,  Berry, 

Chryssochoou, Sam and Phinney (2012). 

 

In order to adequately reflect acculturation and school-related adjustment processes 

amongst adolescent immigrants, we propose a combination of both frameworks, which 

integrates acculturation and developmental processes. The new conceptual framework is 

presented below (Figure 2.3.). 
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Figure 2.3.: Co eptual f a e o k of o te tual o ditio s fo  adoles e t i ig a ts’ 
acculturation and school adjustment. 

 

In this framework, school, family and ethnic group form the three most important 

acculturation conditions for adolescent immigrants. As conceptualised by Motti-Stefanidi 

and colleagues (2012), they are nested in the mainstream society. Borrowing from the 

acculturation framework (Arends-Tóth & Van de Vijver, 2006), these contextual conditions 

are expected to affect school-related psychological and sociocultural outcomes, which are 

the out o e of i te est i  this e ie , ia adoles e ts’ a ultu atio  o ie tatio s a d the 
ethnic and mainstream components of their identity. Developmental processes can interact 

with different components of the acculturation process. Conditions can be affected by 

changes in the relative importance of different contexts, acculturation orientations can be 

affected by processes of ethnic identity development, and psychological outcomes may be 

affected by physiological processes in puberty. In the following, we consider the main 

components of the framework and the role of developmental processes in each of them in 

more detail.  

 School can be regarded as the most important mainstream context for adolescent 

immigrants, where they interact with mainstream teachers and peers (Horenczyk & Tatar, 

2012). The school climate and approach to dealing with diversity may reflect integration 

policies and attitudes of the wider society. The school can also reflect the ethnic 

composition of the neighbourhood and especially in highly diverse neighbourhoods it may 
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be influenced by characteristics of the most prominent ethnic groups. In the family context, 

parental s hool i ol e e t a d the pa e ts’ attitudes to a ds the ai st ea  ultu e a d 
use of the national language can be important in the socialisation of their children with the 

mainstream culture. The family is also one of the most important micro-contexts 

transmitting values, norms and traditions of the ethnic culture (Schönpflug, 2009). Research 

on cultural distance suggests that family and ethnic group may be influenced by the relative 

status of the ethnic group in the mainstream society and by the degree of perceived 

differences between mainstream and ethnic culture (Hagendoorn, 1995; Ward & Searle, 

1991). In addition, the size of a particular ethnic group in a society determines the 

opportunities for immigrant to engage with their ethnic culture and community (Suanet & 

Van de Vijver, 2008). The relative importance of these contexts can change in adolescence, 

which Bronfenbrenner (1979) refers to as a period of ecological transitions. With increasing 

i depe de e, the ole of pa e ts a d the fa il  ho e i  shapi g thei  hild e ’s 
development decreases and contexts outside of the family home, such as the school, 

become more important. The role of the ethnic group may be particularly salient for 

adolescent immigrants in the process of negotiating their ethnic identity (García Coll et al., 

1996; Phinney, 1989). If there is a misfit between the developmental needs in adolescence 

and a particular context, this can have negative consequences for adjustment (stage-

environment fit hypthesis; Eccles et al., 1996). For adolescent immigrants, such a misfit 

could be betwee  a se o da  s hool o te t hi h does ot pa  u h t i ute to stude ts’ 
ethnic background and their needs in relation to ethnic identity development. At the same 

time, a high expectation for ethnic maintenance at home could clash with the need to 

become independent from parents. 

 Acculturation orientations and the ethnic and mainstream components of identity 

form the core of the acculturation process (Berry, 1997) and also of our framework. They 

mediate the effects of acculturation conditions on psychological and sociocultural outcomes 

but are often also regarded as an important outcome in itself. The orientation towards 

ethnic and mainstream culture are usually found to be relatively independent, both 

concerning their relationship with antecedents and outcomes (Arends-Tóth & Van de Vijver, 

2004; Ward, 2001). Often, antecedents in the public domain, such as the school, are more 

relevant for the orientation towards the mainstream culture, which in turn is more 

important for sociocultural outcomes. Antecedents in the private domain, such as the 

family, are more relevant for the orientation towards the ethnic culture, which in turn is 

more predictive of psychological outcomes. Identity development has been found to peak in 

adolescence (Erikson, 1968). For adolescent immigrants, this also involves the development 

of their ethnic identity (Phinney, 1989), which forms part of their acculturation orientations 

(Liebkind, 2006). The process of this development can be described as a sequence of several 

stages, from diffusion or foreclosure through a period of exploration to an achieved identity 

(Phinney, 1989). Notably in the period of exploration, adolescents may be more sensitive 

towards aspects in their context which are relevant for their ethnic identity and orientations 
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towards the ethnic and the mainstream culture. This can mean, for example, that they show 

stronger reactions when they perceive their ethnic group to be discriminated against. At the 

same time, in the process of exploration they may seek contexts that are relevant for their 

ethnic identity, such as their own immigrant or religious group. This could increase the 

importance of certain contextual conditions for their acculturation process as mentioned in 

the previous paragraph. An achieved ethnic identity has been linked to a better 

psychological adjustment, whereas an ethnic identity crisis, where adolescents are unsure 

about their ethnic identity and unable to commit to any group has been linked with 

externalising and internalising problems (Oppedal, Røysamb, & Heyerdahl, 2005). 

The distinction between psychological and sociocultural outcomes suggested in 

acculturation research (Ward, 2001) can also be applied to school-related acculturation 

outcomes of adolescent immigrants, which are often referred to as school adjustment 

(Vedder & Horenczyk, 2006). School-related sociocultural outcomes can be competence in 

the mainstream language, academic achievement and friendships with mainstream peers. 

Competence in the mainstream language is the core element of sociocultural (school) 

adjustment as it is the key to all areas of life in the mainstream society (e.g., Michel, 

Titzmann, & Silbereisen, 2012a). Education provides access to the labour market and is 

therefore an important step to long-term adaptation. Through friendships with mainstream 

peers adolescents with an immigrant background can learn about cultural norms and values 

of the mainstream society and practice their skills in the mainstream language (Horenczyk & 

Tatar, 1998). School-related psychological outcomes include school engagement and school-

related well-being, but also school-related mental health issues and behavioural problems 

as negative outcomes (Berry et al., 2006b; Liebkind, Jasinskaja-Lahti, & Solheim, 2004; 

Titzmann et al., 2008). Although psychological and sociocultural outcomes are often found 

to be relatively independent (e.g., Ward, 2001), it seems that they are more connected in 

the school context than what is usually found when studying more generic outcomes in 

adult samples. For example, psychological outcomes like academic self-concept have been 

strongly linked to achievement (e.g., Denissen, Zarrett, & Eccles, 2007; Marsh, Trautwein, 

Lüdtke, Köller, & Baumert, 2005), which is a manifestation of sociocultural adjustment . In 

adolescence, psychological outcomes can also be affected by physiological and emotional 

changes marking puberty. Due to these changes, everyday hassles induce higher stress 

levels than before (Stroud et al., 2009). So, the number of potentially stressful life events 

increases (Garber, Keiley, & Martin, 2002). As a result, there is an overall tendency that 

negative psychological outcomes like depression increase (Angold, Costello, & Worthman, 

1998), whereas positive psychological outcomes, such as life satisfaction (Goldbeck, 

Schmitz, Besier, Herschbach, & Henrich, 2007) and self-esteem (Robins & Trzesniewski, 

2005), decrease over the course of adolescence. The overall developmental trend of less 

positive psychological outcomes contradicts the positive trajectory over time which is 

expected in the acculturation process. This can lead to false conclusions when studying 

trajectories in psychological adjustment amongst adolescent immigrants (Michel et al., 



 

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

29 

2012b). For example, when disregarding age-typical decreases in psychological adjustment, 

one might conclude that newly arrived adolescent immigrants do not adapt. In reality, age-

typical decreases may moderate acculturation-related increases in adjustment. In 

adolescent immigrants who arrived earlier or belong to the second or third generation on 

the other hand, changes in psychological outcomes may be better explained by age-related 

than acculturation-related trajectories and not necessarily be a sign of increasing 

maladjustment to the new society. Taken together, developmental processes can interact 

with the acculturation process at different stages as our model suggests and have to be 

taken into account when explaining contextual effects on acculturation and school-related 

outcomes amongst adolescent immigrants. The study by Michel and colleagues (Michel et 

al., 2012b) also suggests that the strength of this link can vary as a function of length of 

residence and immigrant generation. Whereas acculturative processes were more predictive 

of psychological outcomes of newly arrived immigrants, with an increasing number of years 

spent in the country of settlement the trajectory resembled more to the one of mainstream 

adolescents in the course of normal development. Acculturation-related increases in 

positive psychological outcomes have been shown to be strongest in the first five years after 

migration (Birman & Trickett, 2001). It is therefore not only important to consider age and 

developmental stage when studying adolescent immigrants, but also how long they have 

already resided in the country of settlement and their generational status. To date, the most 

comprehensive study of acculturation and adjustment in an adolescent sample is the 

International Comparative Study of Ethnocultural Youth (ICSEY; Berry et al., 2006b), which 

investigated adolescent immigrants in 13 countries. Berry and colleagues found that a 

longer period of residence was mainly associated with an increasing orientation towards the 

mainstream culture, whereas the orientation towards the ethnic culture remained relatively 

stable. Overall, adjustment in the second generation was better than in the first generation, 

but there appear to be differences between ethnic groups, which are discussed later on.  

In the next sections we review (1) desirable outcomes and status quo concerning 

adoles e t i ig a ts’ a ultu atio  o ie tatio s a d s hool adjust e t, a d  ho  these 
can be affected by conditions in the school, the family, the ethnic group and the mainstream 

society. 

 

Acculturation Orientations and School-Related Outcomes  

amongst Adolescent Immigrants 

 

Acculturation orientations form the core of the acculturation process, mediating between 

conditions and outcomes. The relative strength of ethnic and mainstream orientation and 

how they relate to outcomes has attracted considerable attention in acculturation research 

(e.g., Berry, 1997). Ethnic and mainstream orientations seem to complement each other in 

their importance for psychological and sociocultural outcomes (Ward, 2001) and can 

therefore be expected to be equally important for overall adjustment. In support of this, 
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there is a large research base showing that the orientation towards and integration of both 

cultures is most beneficial for adjustment (see Nguyen & Benet-Martínez, 2013 for a meta-

analysis). However, in recent years there is also the realisation that in particular 

circumstances and for particular groups, integration may not be possible and the preference 

of one culture over the other may be more beneficial (Ward, 2013). Especially under 

conditions of perceived discrimination and exclusion by the mainstream society, the 

orientation towards the ethnic culture can be heightened and alleviate some of the negative 

effects of perceived discrimination on psychological outcomes (rejection-identification 

model; Branscombe, Schmitt, & Harvey, 1999). The ICSEY study confirmed that an 

orientation towards both cultures was most prevalent amongst adolescent immigrants and 

associated with the most positive outcomes (Berry et al., 2006b). This was followed by 

adolescents, who were mainly oriented towards their ethnic culture (sometimes referred to 

as separation or ethnic profile), which was associated with equally positive psychological 

outcomes. Fewer adolescents were mainly oriented towards the national culture 

(sometimes referred to as assimilation or national profile). These were found to have 

relatively poor psychological and sociocultural outcomes. Adolescents who did not show a 

strong orientation towards either culture (sometimes referred to as marginalisation or 

diffuse profile) were the smallest group and showed the poorest adjustment. These 

associations with outcomes resemble what has been found for different stages of ethnic 

identity development mentioned in the previous section (Phinney, 1989), notably 

concerning the overall positive effect of the integration profile and the overall negative 

effect of the diffuse profile.  

Sociocultural school adjustment, which includes competence in the mainstream 

language, academic achievement and friendships with mainstream peers, facilitates long-

term adjustment in the mainstream society (Vedder & Horenczyk, 2006).  Although they are 

conceptualised as three separate domains of sociocultural adjustment, they are usually 

found to be connected with each other, with better adjustment in one domain being 

associated with better adjustment in other domains (Sam, Vedder, Ward, & Horenczyk, 

2006). Academic achievement and achievement-related psychological variables have been a 

particular focus of school adjustment research, both in single-country studies and in multi-

ou t  o pa ati e studies. I ig a t stude ts’ edu atio al aspi atio s a e ofte  higher 

than those of their mainstream peers (e.g., Jonsson & Rudolphi, 2011). The ICSEY study 

found that immigrant students were generally scoring as high as their national peers and in 

some countries even higher on school commitment and engagement. This complements 

findings from the US that some ethnic groups outperform mainstream students – a 

phenomenon known as the immigrant paradox (Garcia Coll & Marks, 2012). The immigrant 

paradox describes a situation where notably first-generation immigrant students are doing 

better at school than mainstream students. In subsequent immigrant generations 

achievement decreases until it has reached the level of mainstream students. Yet, a recent 

meta-analysis confirmed that this pattern is not very common in Europe (Dimitrova, 
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Chasiotis, & van de Vijver, 2013). In fact, actual school grades and other  test measures of 

achievement show that immigrant students are performing below the national average in 

most countries (OECD, 2010, 2012). These mixed findings also suggest that the link between 

psychological variables related to achievement, like school engagement and motivation, and 

grades amongst immigrant students may vary across ethnic groups and countries.  

Adolescent immigrants can experience psychological problems related to school life, 

such as low levels of academic or social self-concept and school-related mental health or 

psychosomatic issues. This is especially the case when they experience discrimination at 

school (e.g., Liebkind et al., 2004). Psychological adjustment problems can be manifested in 

behavioural problems and school-related delinquency. These problems are more salient for 

boys (Titzmann et al., 2008; Titzmann et al., 2014) and increase with age (Dimitrova, 

Chasiotis, et al., 2013). The ICSEY study confirmed that adolescent immigrants generally 

showed lower levels of psychological adjustment and more mental health or psychosomatic 

issues than their mainstream peers (Berry et al., 2006b). The second generation was better 

adjusted than the first one in many countries. This pattern was also confirmed for 

psychological and behavioural problems in the meta-analysis by Dimitrova and colleagues 

(2013), which is based on studies from 16 European countries.  

Taken together, many adolescent immigrant students are doing relatively well. Many 

of them find ways of acculturating that allow them to integrate both their ethnic culture and 

the culture of the mainstream society. Where this is not possible, most of them still seem to 

manage to draw onto their ethnic culture as an important resource for adjustment, at least 

in psychological terms (Berry et al., 2006b). Concerning school-related outcomes, there 

appears to be a discrepancy between different measures relating to academic achievement. 

It seems that concerning positive psychological indicators related to achievement, they are 

not lagging behind their mainstream peers and in some cases even score higher (Berry et al., 

2006b; Dimitrova, Chasiotis, et al., 2013). Yet, school grades mostly tell a different story 

(OECD, 2010, 2012). Adolescent immigrants also seem to experience more psychological, 

mental health and behavioural problems than their mainstream peers, although the picture 

is less consistent for positive indicators of psychological well-being and mental health (Berry 

et al., 2006b; Dimitrova, Chasiotis, et al., 2013). 

 

Context Effects on Acculturation Orientations and School-Related Outcomes 

 

School-Related Conditions for School Adjustment 

 

For adolescents with an immigrant background, the school forms an important acculturative 

context as it is for many the place where they are most exposed to the mainstream culture 

(Horenczyk & Tatar, 2012). On the one hand, structural characteristics such as the ethnic 

composition of a school have been shown to affect different school adjustment outcomes 

amongst immigrant students (for a review see Thijs & Verkuyten, 2013). On the other hand, 
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the school or classroom climate, defined as the experience of norms, goals, values, 

interpersonal relationships, teaching and learning practices, and organizational structures in 

everyday school life, has been associated with a wide range of school adjustment outcomes 

(for a review see Thapa, Cohen, Guffey, & Higgins-D’Alessa d o, ). Yet, the number of 

studies specifically including diversity relevant aspects of the school climate is still limited 

(for exceptions see Brand, Felner, Shim, Seitsinger, & Dumas, 2003; Brown & Chu, 2012; 

Haenni Hoti, Heinzmann Agten, Müller, Buholzer, & Künzle, 2013; Schachner, Noack, Van de 

Vijver, & Eckstein, 2014; Verkuyten & Thijs, 2001). Finally, the transition from primary to 

secondary school at the beginning of adolescence marks an important shift within the 

school context that can affect adjustment outcomes (e.g., Eccles et al., 1996). 

A s hool’s ethnic composition has mainly been studied in relation to interethnic 

relations amongst students, with better interethnic relations and more interethnic 

friendships in ethnically heterogeneous schools (Schachner, Brenick, Noack, Van de Vijver, & 

Heizmann, 2013; Thijs & Verkuyten, 2013). Yet, the e is also e ide e that a s hool’s eth i  
composition is related to psychological and achievement-related school adjustment 

outcomes. It has been found that notably students with an immigrant background show 

lower levels of achievement in classrooms with a higher share of immigrant students 

(Hanushek, Kain, & Rivkin, 2009; Van Ewijk & Sleegers, 2010). On the one hand, a higher 

share of immigrant students implies fewer opportunities for contact with mainstream 

students. This was found to lead to a lower mainstream orientation adolescent immigrants 

in these schools (Schachner, Noack, et al., 2014) and was also associated negatively with the 

acquisition of the mainstream language (Rumberger & Palardy, 2005). On the other hand, 

teachers may have lower expectations in these schools and students perceive more 

stereotypes and discrimination (Brenick, Titzmann, Michel, & Silbereisen, 2012). This can 

further reduce their mainstream orientation and lead to a decrease in school belonging and 

engagement, eventually resulting in lower levels of achievement (Wong, Eccles, & Sameroff, 

2003). A recent study in Belgium and Austria demonstrated that friendships with 

mainstream peers mediated the relationship between a lower proportion of immigrants in 

class and better academic outcomes (Baysu, Phalet, & Brown, 2013). These friendships also 

buffered the negative effects of perceived discrimination. In countries with a tracked school 

system like Germany, Austria, or Belgium, the highest proportion of immigrant students is 

usually found in schools representing the lower tracks (i.e. vocational as opposed to 

academic tracks). Such a system may exacerbate the negative effects of school segregation 

mentioned above. Indeed, large-scale educational surveys have repeatedly shown that a 

tracked school system disadvantages immigrant students (OECD, 2006, 2012). Contrary to 

the effect of the proportion of immigrants, a higher level of heterogeneity within the 

immigrant students in a classroom was associated with a higher mainstream orientation 

amongst immigrant students (Schachner, Noack, et al., 2014). In this case, the mainstream 

culture may provide a common ground for students from many different ethnic groups. 

A positive school or classroom climate, which promotes safety and positive 
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relationships amongst students and between students and teachers, promotes school 

adjustment amongst students with and without an immigrant background (Thapa et al., 

2013). It has been found to be beneficial for a wide range of outcomes, like promoting 

stude ts’ ell-being and reducing psychological and behavioural problems. Such a climate 

seems to be particularly important for students with an immigrant background, who have to 

cross cultural and linguistic boundaries and often have to face stereotypes, prejudices and 

discrimination (Haenni Hoti et al., 2013; Thapa et al., 2013). A school climate characterized 

by fairness and justice can buffer effects of individually perceived discrimination and 

victimization on school adjustment of immigrant students (Bayram Özdemir & Stattin, 2013; 

Morin, Maïano, Marsh, Nagengast, & Janosz, in press). Perceived inequality and exclusion at 

school can have very negative consequences for school adjustment of immigrant or ethnic 

minority students (Eccles & Roeser, 2011; Horenczyk & Tatar, 2012), such as a decline in 

academic self-concept, an increase of psychological problems (Bayram Özdemir & Stattin, 

2013; Wong et al., 2003), and an increase in delinquent behaviour (Park, Schwartz, Lee, Kim, 

& Rodriguez, 2013). Only few studies have directly investigated aspects of the school climate 

that are specific to the way of dealing with cultural diversity. Based on cultural diversity 

policies in organizations (Ely & Thomas, 2001), two main approaches have been found to be 

relevant also in the school context (Hachfeld et al., 2011; Schachner, Noack, et al., 2014), 

namely fostering equality and inclusion and valuing multiculturalism. 

Fostering equality and inclusion is close to what Allport (1954) had specified as the 

conditions for ideal contact between members of different (ethnic) groups. This approach 

aims to reduce the negative consequences of diversity by preventing discrimination and 

fostering equality and inclusion. In the school context, this type of intergroup or diversity 

climate has mainly been investigated in relation to interethnic relations between students, 

e.g. by reducing prejudices amongst majority students or taking measures to increase 

friendships between immigrant and non-immigrant students (Jugert, Noack, & Rutland, 

2011; Schachner et al., 2013; Verkuyten & Thijs, 2013). In the acculturation process it was 

recently associated with a higher mainstream orientation and thereby better adjustment of 

immigrant students (Schachner, Noack, et al., 2014). However, at classroom level it appears 

to also edu e stude ts’ eth i  o ie tatio , the e  p o oti g assi ilatio . I  this espe t, 
it seems to be associated with a so-called colour-blind approach to diversity, which takes 

equality for sameness and neglects cultural differences in order to create homogeneity. This 

approach has been found to be very common in educational policy and settings, notably in 

the US (Schofield, 2001), and has been associated with assimilation as the preferred 

acculturation strategy (Plaut, Thomas, & Goren, 2009).  

The second approach, valuing multiculturalism, actively promotes cultural pluralism 

and aims at seeing diversity as a resource. The idea of not only preventing the negative 

consequences of cultural diversity but seeing it as an asset and something that can enrich 

the learning experience at school, e.g. by incorporating topics related to cultural pluralism 

into the curriculum, is relatively new, particularly in non-traditional immigrant-receiving 
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countries (Dietz, 2007). A curriculum that is ea i gful to stude ts’ ultu al a kg ou d 
and involves under-represented groups has been found to promote academic motivation 

and interest, and support school belonging amongst ethnic minority students (Graham & 

Taylor, 2002; Roeser, Eccles, & Sameroff, 2000). Intercultural education can reduce racial 

bias (Verkuyten & Thijs, 2001) and promote the psychological adjustment (general life 

satisfaction and self-efficacy) of adolescent immigrants (Haenni Hoti et al., 2013). Perceived 

support for multiculturalism at school, e.g. through relevant school activities and teachers 

valuing cultural diversity, was associated with lower levels of perceived discrimination and 

delinquency, higher academic aspirations and  achievement and better socio-emotional 

adjustment amongst immigrant and ethnic minority students (Brand et al., 2003; Brown & 

Chu, 2012). In the acculturation process, this type of climate was found to be beneficial for 

stude ts’ eth i  o ie tatio  a d ps hological) school adjustment (Schachner, Noack, et al., 

2014).  

Finally, the transition from primary to secondary school, which takes place in early 

adolescence, brings with it additional challenges, such as new teachers and classmates, an 

increase in academic workload and a more institutional setting than at primary school 

(Eccles & Roeser, 2011). This is often not in line with developmental needs in early 

adolescence and can increase the risk of psychological problems and disengagement from 

school (stage-environment fit hypothesis; Eccles et al., 1996). For example, the school 

transition from primary to secondary school is often accompanied by a temporary decline in 

general and school-related self-esteem (e.g., Watt, 2004; Zimmerman, Copeland, Shope, & 

Dielman, 1997). For immigrant students it may be especially difficult to integrate in the new 

context as they may experience discrimination and language issues and their parents may 

be less able to assist them in finding their way at the new school (Turney & Kao, 2009). 

Indeed, students with an immigrant background are more likely to have adjustment 

problems after the school transition, which can result in declines in academic achievement  

(Gutman & Midgley, 2000). In tracked school systems, immigrant students are more at risk 

of moving to a lower track school following the transition (e.g., Bellenberg & Forell, 2012). 

 

Family-Related Conditions for School Adjustment 

 

The family context is the most proximal context for adolescent immigrants, which affects 

many developmental and psychological outcomes, including school adjustment (e.g., García 

Coll & Szalacha, 2004). Research on family-related antecedents to achievement has 

highlighted the importance of parental school involvement, both for immigrant and 

mainstream students (Hill & Tyson, 2009; Seginer, 2006). More specific to immigrant 

fa ilies, ultu al t a s issio  p o esses a  affe t thei  hild e ’s a ultu atio  p o ess 
(Schönpflug, 2009). Parental acculturation orientations and ethnic identity as well as cultural 

practices in the family have been associated ith thei  hild e ’s a ultu atio  o ie tatio s 
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and cultural behaviours (e.g., Hughes et al., 2006; Schachner, Van de Vijver, & Noack, 

2014a). 

Parental school involvement can compensate for disadvantages children and 

adolescents may experience in their educational trajectory (Dearing, Kreider, Simpkins, & 

Weiss, 2006). Yet, immigrant parents often perceive barriers to involvement, such as 

language issues and status differences (Turney & Kao, 2009). As a consequence, they are not 

i ol ed i  thei  hild e ’s edu atio  i  the sa e a  as ai st ea  pa e ts (Kao, 2004; 

Seginer, 2006). I ig a t pa e ts’ pe so al i ol e e t, i.e. sho i g i te est i  thei  
hild’s a ti ities a d e pe ie es at s hool, is e  i po ta t fo  thei  adoles e t hild e  

and their school adjustment (Fuligni, 1997; Lazarides & Ittel, 2013). By showing interest in 

thei  hild e ’s ell-being at school, parents also show an interest in and appreciation of 

thei  hild e ’s adjust e t i  s hool as a p edo i a tl  ai st ea  o te t. This a  
i ease thei  hild e ’s ai st ea  o ie tatio  a d so io ultu al school adjustment. Due 

to its affe ti e atu e, pa e ts’ pe so al s hool i ol e e t a  also e see  as a fo  of 
social support, which has been associated with a higher ethnic orientation and better 

wellbeing (Schachner, Van de Vijver, & Noack, 2014a; Ward, 2001).  

Perceived acculturation expectations are a strong predictor of individual acculturation 

orientations and outcomes (Ouarasse & van de Vijver, 2004). Parental acculturation 

expectations and ethnic identity in particular revealed to be closely linked with their 

hild e ’s a ultu atio  o ie tatio s a d eth i  ide tit  i  a a iet  of setti gs, age a d 
ethnic groups (Nauck, 2001a; Sabatier, 2008; Schachner, Van de Vijver, & Noack, 2014a).  

Perceived and actual parental acculturation expectations are also linked to outcomes. A 

higher mainstream orientation of the parents predicted better language and cultural skills 

amongst Turkish immigrant children (Becker, Klein, & Biedinger, 2013) and a broad range of 

outcomes associated with better psychological and sociocultural school adjustment 

amongst early adolescent immigrants (Schachner, Van de Vijver, & Noack, 2014a). The 

perceived expectation for ethnic maintenance on the other hand was associated primarily 

with better psychological outcomes. A study with adolescent immigrants in Germany further 

revealed that immigrant parents tended to have higher ethnic and lower mainstream 

orientations than their children. Such discrepancies are known as the acculturation gap in 

immigrant families (Ward, Bochner, & Furnham, 2001). A larger gap between parents and 

their adolescent children was associated with lower levels of well-being amongst the 

adolescents (Pfafferott & Brown, 2006). 

The socialization with (heritage) cultural practices in the family is associated both 

ith thei  hild e ’s eth i  ide tit  a d so io ultu al a d ps hologi al s hool  adjust e t 
outcomes (for a review, see Hughes et al., 2006). Religion and religious practices in 

pa ti ula  a e o e of the ost i po ta t a s of ai tai i g o e’s ultu e of o igi  a d a  
facilitate psychological adjust e t, espe iall  he  fa i g dis i i atio  agai st o e’s 
ethnic group (Güngör, Fleischmann, Phalet, & Maliepaard, 2013; Ward, 2013). A higher 

importance of religion in the family of origin was linked with a stronger ethnic orientation 
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and better psychological adjustment amongst adolescent immigrants from many different 

countries (Schachner, Van de Vijver, & Noack, 2014a). Similarly, a higher retention of the 

ethnic language in the family is associated with a stronger ethnic identity amongst 

adolescent immigrants. Yet, national and ethnic language use in the family of origin are 

often inversely related. A higher retention of the ethnic language is therefore associated 

with lower levels of national language acquisition (Nauck, 2001a) and overall academic 

achievement amongst immigrant children and adolescents (OECD, 2010, 2012).  

 

Conditions for School Adjustment Related to Ethnic or Immigrant Group  

 

School adjustment outcomes tend to differ systematically across ethnic groups (e.g., Berry 

et al., 2006b). Drawing on the acculturation literature, these differences seem to be mostly 

associated with differences in cultural distance between the country of origin and the 

receiving society (Ward & Searle, 1991). Although adolescent immigrants of the second and 

third generation may have had little exposure to their country of origin, they may have 

experienced it indirectly, as a so-called exo-context (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), through their 

parents or their ethnic group in the receiving society. The magnitude of cultural differences 

also seems to be reflected in status differences between ethnic groups in the receiving 

society (Hagendoorn, 1995). In addition, differences in acculturation orientation and 

adjustment outcomes may reflect differences in group size and vitality of the ethnic 

community (e.g., Suanet & Van de Vijver, 2008). In recent years, increasing attention has 

been paid to Muslim immigrant groups, which are amongst the largest in many countries 

but are often not well integrated into the mainstream society (Güngör et al., 2013; Ward, 

2013).  

From the perspective of immigrants, it is more difficult to adjust to a country that is 

pe ei ed to e o e diffe e t f o  o e’s ou t  of o igi  (e.g., Galchenko & Van de 

Vijver, 2007; Ward & Searle, 1991). From the perspective of members of the mainstream 

society, immigrants with a cultural background that is more different from the mainstream 

culture are likely to be percei ed as o e st a ge  a d the efo e e aluated o e 
negatively and excluded more. Hagendoorn (1995) found that different ethnic groups can be 

ranked in terms of the status they hold in a particular society. Usually the national group has 

the top rank and groups that are considered to be more similar to the national group rank 

higher in terms of status. This is called the eth i  hie a h  i  a pa ti ula  so iet . The 
rank order of different ethnic groups in a country also seems to be perceived by members of 

minority groups, and groups at the bottom are typically also rejected by other, higher 

ranking minority groups (Verkuyten, Hagendoorn, & Masson, 1996).  

It has been found that even second- and third-generation immigrants in early 

adolescence have a fairly good idea of cultural differences, which correlate with core 

country-level characteristics, such as cultural norms and values and the level of economic 

and political development (Schachner, Van de Vijver, & Noack, 2014b). This knowledge also 
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seems to be shared by adolescents from other ethnic groups. As a consequence, cultural 

distance and ethnic hierarchy already underlie intergroup relations amongst minority and 

majority early adolescents (Schachner et al., 2013; Verkuyten et al., 1996) and even 

children, with those from lower ranking groups reporting higher levels of peer 

discrimination (Verkuyten, 2002). In their integrative model of child development, García 

Coll a d olleagues suggest that the so ial status of a hild’s eth i  g oup i  a so iet  is o e 
of the most important factors in predicting psychological and developmental outcomes 

(García Coll et al., 1996; García Coll & Szalacha, 2004). Children and adolescents from lower 

status groups may experience more ethnic segregation, prejudices and discrimination, 

which can negatively affect adjustment outcomes.  

The size and vitality of a particular ethnic group play a role in the acculturation and 

adjustment of group members (e.g., Suanet & Van de Vijver, 2008).  Amongst adolescent 

Muslim immigrants, a more vital ethnic community was associated with more religious 

socialization, ethnic maintenance and a stronger ethnic network (Güngör et al., 2013). The 

ICSEY study by Berry and colleagues (2006b) revealed similar findings with a broader sample 

of adolescent immigrants. They also found that a more vital ethnic community in the 

neighbourhood was associated with a lower competence in the national language and fewer 

national friends. In an ethnically heterogeneous classroom setting, the analysis of friendship 

networks revealed that larger groups display higher levels of homophily (Schachner, Van de 

Vijver, Brenick, Noack, & Heizmann, 2014), i.e. the tendency to seek friends within their own 

circles and separate themselves from other ethnic groups (McPherson, Smith-Lovin, & Cook, 

2001). A larger ethnic community is an important form of social capital that can provide 

social support and promote psychological adjustment. Especially when opportunities in the 

mainstream society are restricted and there is a high level of prejudice, a larger immigrant 

community can be a valuable alternative to adjustment to the mainstream group (Nauck, 

2001b). For adolescent immigrants with a Turkish background – one of the largest groups in 

the countries included in the ICSEY study – a high ethnic in combination with a low 

mainstream orientation was the most common pattern and associated with the most 

favourable outcomes, at least in psychological terms (Berry et al., 2006b).  

With a share of almost 8%, Muslims are a relatively large group of the European 

population (Central Intelligence Agency, 2012). However, Muslim immigrants rank at the 

bottom of the ethnic hierarchy in many countries (Hagendoorn, 1995) and Islamophobia has 

become a an increasing problem in Western Europe (Güngör et al., 2013; Zick & Küpper, 

2009). Turkish immigrants in particular are a visible and easily targeted minority, which is 

often stigmatized and generally has a low status in mainstream society. Religious 

maintenance is usually connected to high levels of maintenance of the culture of origin in 

Muslim immigrant groups (e.g., Schachner, Van de Vijver, & Noack, 2014a). Being 

confronted with Islamophobia in the mainstream society, a higher ethnic and religious 

identity can sometimes be accompanied by a weaker orientation towards or even a 

disenfranchisement from the mainstream culture (Verkuyten & Yildiz, 2007). This 
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contributes to the separation of Muslim immigrant adolescents, which takes place in many 

Western societies. Contrary to the overall trend observed across ethnic groups, second-

generation adolescents with a Muslim immigrant background have been found to follow a 

pattern of ethnic and religious re-affirmation, with a stronger ethnic orientation that is 

closely tied in with their religious identity (Güngör et al., 2013; Maliepaard, Lubbers, & 

Gijsberts, 2009). In many countries, Muslim immigrant students have been shown to be 

most at risk of academic underachievement (OECD, 2010). Adolescents with a Muslim 

background have also been found to be most isolated from other groups in multi-ethnic 

classrooms (Schachner, Van de Vijver, Brenick, et al., 2014). 

 

Conditions for School Adjustment Related to the Receiving Society 

 

Internationally comparative studies, such as the ICSEY study (Berry et al., 2006b), revealed 

that there are host-country specific differences in the acculturation and adjustment of 

adolescent immigrants. These differences have been associated with the societal and 

political climate concerning acculturation and cultural pluralism, but also with the migration 

history and ethnic composition between immigrant-receiving countries. The mainstream 

society in the receiving country therefore has to be taken into account when interpreting 

empirical results concerning the acculturation and adjustment of adolescent immigrants.  

Different typologies for the societal climate in receiving societies are offered, which 

mainly differentiate between countries on the basis of how much it is acceptable or even 

supported for immigrants to maintain elements of their ethnic culture and if it is possible to 

combine ethnic maintenance with the adoption of the mainstream culture (Berry, 1997; 

Bourhis et al., 1997). If cultural maintenance is accepted or even supported and immigrants 

are at the same time invited to participate in the mainstream culture, this can be described 

as supporting cultural pluralism, with a typical example being Canada. If, on the other hand, 

the adoption of the mainstream culture is expected in combination with an expectation to 

d op o e’s eth i  ultu e, the li ate a  e des i ed as assi ilati e. The U“ used to e a 
classic example of this kind of policy, recently the Netherlands are also described as 

assimilationist (Yağ u  & a  de Vij e , )This can put immigrants into the situation 

where they have to choose one culture over the other – if they are not willing to assimilate, 

they become segregated (Zick et al., 2001). Drawing on the typology by Bourhis and 

colleagues (1997), some societies can also be described as ethnist, with typical examples 

being Germany and Israel. In an ethnist society, it is difficult for foreigners without national 

ancestors to become a full member of society, no matter how much they assimilate. This 

can increase the risk of separation in these countries. In the worst case scenario, immigrants 

are excluded from the mainstream society altogether and become marginalised (Berry, 

1997). In addition, Bourhis and colleagues (1997) identified a civic ideology, which 

emphasizes citizenship as opposed to differentiating between people by ethnicity or culture. 

A typical example of a civic nation is France. 
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The societal climate around acculturation and cultural pluralism is also manifested in 

immigration and integration policies in a particular country. The Migrant Integration Policy 

Index (MIPEX; Huddleston et al., 2011) was a recent attempt to classify these policies. The 

ai  as to ate a ou t ’s i ig atio  a d i teg atio  poli ies i  ho  i ig a t f ie dl  
they are and thereby allow them to be meaningfully linked to acculturation orientations and 

outcomes of immigrants in that country. The main policy areas covered were, for example, 

labour market mobility, access to nationality, long-term residency and education as well as 

family reunion. Countries scoring high in one area were usually also scoring high in others. 

The MIPEX study includes countries in Europe and North America. Most countries were 

rated just halfway favourable in terms of the immigration and integration policies, with 

scores around 50%. This means that policies create as many obstacles as opportunities for 

immigrants to become equal members of society. Access to education was listed amongst 

the three biggest obstacles immigrants experience when settling in another country. 

Countries in Scandinavia and North America were rated highest, together with Belgium and 

the Netherlands and some Southern European countries. Countries in central Europe were 

rated medium, followed by Switzerland and Austria and countries in Eastern Europe. 

Countries in the Baltic region were rated lowest.  

Interactive models of acculturation like the one by Bourhis and colleagues (1997) 

suggest that a ou t ’s i ig atio  a d i teg atio  poli ies affe t a ultu atio  attitudes 
of immigrants and members of the mainstream society in a particular country and how they 

interact with each other. These attitudes and relational outcomes in turn feed back into 

government decision making and policy making processes. There is indeed evidence for an 

interaction between state integration policies, the mainstream societal climate around 

integration and cultural pluralism and the acculturation and adjustment of immigrants. For 

example, a study with adult Turkish immigrants in Australia, France, Germany and the 

Netherlands found that immigrants had a stronger mainstream orientation and were better 

adjusted in countries with a climate paying more tribute to cultural pluralism and putting 

less pressure on immigrants to assimilate (Yağ u  & a  de Vij e , ). Similar findings 

have been obtained in adolescent samples: The comparative study of Muslim adolescents in 

Western Europe by Güngör and colleagues (2013) mentioned before found that religious 

and ethnic maintenance was higher in countries with a less welcoming intergroup climate. 

Drawing on a broader sample from different ethnic groups in 13 countries of settlement, the 

ICSEY study by Berry and colleagues (2006b) obtained similar findings. Associations with 

characteristics of the country of origin were largest for national orientation, explaining 7% 

of the variance, followed by ethnic orientation. Direct associations with adjustment 

outcomes were weaker. Overall, a higher orientation towards both cultures, which is 

considered the most adaptive, was found more often in more diverse countries with a 

longer immigration history and more pluralistic immigration policies. However, if the 

national context does not allow to integrate the orientations towards the national and the 

ethnic culture, separation was found to be the next best choice for adolescent immigrants 
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across countries of settlement (Berry et al., 2006b). The meta-analysis by Dimitrova and 

colleagues (2013) suggests that the immigrant paradox is more common in countries with 

more immigrant-friendly climate and policies as rated on the MIPEX.  

 

Conclusion 

 

Individual psychological processes do not take place in an empty space but in a particular 

sociocultural context. Processes and outcomes are affected by the attitudes and 

opportunity structures within that context. By integrating an acculturation framework 

(Arends-Tóth & Van de Vijver, 2006) and a framework for immigrant youth adaptation 

(Motti-Stefanidi et al., 2012), we proposed a conceptual framework for the study of 

contextual conditions for acculturation and school adjustment of adolescent immigrants 

that also takes into account developmental processes. Based on this framework, we 

reviewed conditions for adolescent i ig a ts’ a ultu atio  a d s hool adjust e t i  
three of the most important contexts, namely school, family, and ethnic group, which are 

nested in the mainstream society. Most of the studies reviewed are based on data from a 

European context, which differs from the North-American context in many ways, such as 

migration history, immigration and integration policies, the societal climate and the ethnic 

groups concerned. 

 The ost i po ta t fi di gs e e:  Adoles e ts’ a ultu atio  o ie tatio s a d 
school-related outcomes are associated with the acculturation expectations and 

multicultural climate in each of these contexts. The associations seem to be stronger with 

contexts that are more proximal to the individual (notably family and school). Especially the 

transmission from parents to children is high. Predominantly mainstream contexts like the 

s hool o  ai st ea  so iet  a e o e st o gl  asso iated ith adoles e ts’ ai st ea  
orientation, whereas predominantly ethnic contexts like the family or the immigrant group 

are more strongly associated with their ethnic orientation. (2) Rejection and exclusion in the 

mainstream context are met with a heightened orientation towards the ethnic culture and 

sometimes separation tendencies amongst adolescent immigrants. In Europe, a good 

example for this is the situation of Muslim immigrants, where the rise of Islamophobia 

among mainstreamers is associated with a movement of ethnic and religious re-affirmation 

amongst adolescent immigrants. (3) Although assimilation is widely promoted in many 

immigrant-receiving societies and schools, it does not always lead to the best outcomes 

amongst adolescent immigrants – in fact, separation can even be a better option, especially 

if there is a large and vital ethnic community. (4) Opportunity structures in different 

contexts can have immediate effects on outcomes. For example, restricted opportunities for 

contact with mainstream peers in the school context are associated with a range of 

undesirable outcomes, such as lower mainstream language skills, fewer mainstream friends, 

lower grades and higher levels of perceived discrimination. This can contribute to the feeling 

of being excluded from the mainstream society. (5) Different contexts interact with each 
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other and cannot be regarded in isolation. For example, the school climate to some extent 

reflects the wider societal climate around acculturation and cultural pluralism and the family 

may put more emphasis on ethnic maintenance when there is a larger ethnic community. It 

is therefore difficult to predict relationships between a particular context and outcomes 

without at least considering the potential role of other relevant proximal and distal 

contexts. Developmental processes potentially interacting with acculturative processes in 

adolescence further add to the complexity of the picture. 

Potential interactions of one context with other contexts as well as developmental 

trajectories should be taken into account when interpreting findings. Ideally effects of these 

contexts should be studied simultaneously and across time or different stages of 

development. Yet, such studies are rare and require large resources. One exception is, for 

example,  the study by Sabatier (2008), who looks at family and school related antecedents 

to acculturation and adjustment amongst second-generation adolescent immigrants from 

five different ethnic groups in France. Another one is the ICSEY study (Berry et al., 2006b), 

which is probably to date the most comprehensive study in this area. It looks at antecedents 

of acculturation, psychological and sociocultural adjustment (including school adjustment) 

in the context of family and country of settlement, also comparing specific ethnic groups. 

More such large-scale studies are needed in order to integrate the different contexts and 

developmental stages that impact on the acculturation and adjustment of adolescent 

immigrants. 

There are also some practical and policy implications of the findings gathered in this 

review. We would like to highlight especially three important points: (1) There is the 

argument that secondary school tracking into ability groups, which still takes place in 

different forms in many European countries, can enhance the academic self-concept and 

motivation of low-achieving students (Trautwein, Lüdtke, Marsh, Köller, & Baumert, 2006). 

However, there are risks that come with tracking which are inflated amongst students with 

an immigrant background. At the time of assigning students to different ability tracks, they 

often have only had a few years of schooling and a limited time to compensate for any 

disadvantages they may experience by coming from an immigrant family, such as language 

issues. This puts them particularly at risk of being placed in a low-achievement track, 

together with many other immigrant children. The lack of opportunities to interact and 

make friends with mainstream peers and the feeling of being excluded from mainstream 

society may by far outweigh the benefits that such a system may have, especially in terms of 

long-term integration in the mainstream society. Indeed, the PISA study has repeatedly 

picked this up as a major risk factor for poor educational outcomes amongst immigrant 

students (OECD, 2006, 2010). (2) Schools are important micro-contexts within the 

mainstream society, which to some extent transmit the overall societal climate around 

acculturation and multiculturalism. In addition, mainstream language education is seen as a 

core task when teaching immigrant students, and there is a strong motivation to promote 

equality in schools. This makes them prone to favour inclusive but assimilative policies. It is 
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ti e fo  edu ato s a d poli  ake s to a k o ledge stude ts’ eth i  ultu e as a  
importa t esou e fo  i ig a t stude ts’ adjust e t a d ell-being, rather than seeing it 

as a risk of disintegration from mainstream society. The empirical findings in this review 

suggest that if mainstream society allows ethnic maintenance, adolescents and their 

families do not have to choose separation. (3) In many respects, adolescents with a Muslim 

immigrant background seem to be particularly at risk, both in terms of societal 

disintegration and educational outcomes. This is also a reflection of strong anti-Islamic 

sentiments in many countries. With almost one in ten European residents being Muslim, 

Islam has long become part of European societies. Initiatives to better integrate Islam in 

Europe are therefore needed. Such initiatives can include establishing a more European 

form of Islam, e.g. by educating Muslim immigrants to become religious teachers and 

leaders instead of recruiting them from abroad, but also teaching (more) about Islam in 

schools in order to reduce prejudices in the mainstream society in the long run. 
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– Chapter 3 – 

 

 

School Cultural Diversity Climate, Acculturation Orientations and Psychological 

Adjustment  

 

 

Considering the school as an acculturative and developmental context, in this chapter the 

cultural diversity climate at school is investigated and how it relates to acculturation 

orientations and psychological school adjustment of early adolescent immigrants. We focus 

on the manifestation and distinct role of two types of diversity policy in the school climate, 

namely (1) fostering equality and inclusion and (2) acknowledging cultural pluralism. In 

o de  to stud  ha ges o e  the ou se of stude ts’ fi st ea  at se o da  s hool, a 
longitudinal framework with two measurement points is applied, with time 1 (T1) in the first 

three months at secondary school and time 2 (T2) one year later. The climate is a shared 

perception of context and effects of this shared perception may differ from effects of the 

individual perception. We therefore apply a multilevel framework and model relationships 

both at individual and classroom level, also accommodating structural variables (e.g., ethnic 

composition) which are naturally at a higher level of analysis. 

 

Keywords: adolescent immigrants, acculturation, diversity policy, classroom climate, 

school adjustment. 
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Cultural diversity in education is no longer just an issue in traditional immigrant countries 

like the US, Canada, or Australia, or former colonizing countries like the UK, France or the 

Netherlands. In recent years, it also concerns many other European countries, such as 

Germany, which received large numbers of labour migrants and political refugees since the 

1960s. Yet, schools are often ill-prepared and overwhelmed by a culturally diverse student 

population. The focus has mainly been on mainstream language acquisition and educational 

outcomes of immigrant students whereas there was little attention paid to intercultural 

adjustment processes. . Especially outside the Anglo-Saxon world, it is only in recent years 

that educators and policy makers become aware of this issue (Dietz, 2007). This is 

particularly dramatic as immigrant students not only lag behind their mainstream peers in 

educational achievement in most countries (OECD, 2012), but often also experience mental 

health and behavioural problems which are manifested in and affect their school life (Berry 

et al., 2006b; Dimitrova, Chasiotis, et al., 2013). These patterns are not only found in first-

generation immigrants but also in further generations. In this study, we want to investigate 

how the perceived school context and way schools deal with cultural diversity are related to 

acculturation and psychological school adjustment (i.e., better general and school-related 

well-being and fewer general and school-related behavioural and psychological problems) of 

adolescent immigrants. 

Schools are an important acculturative context for adolescent immigrants 

(Horenczyk & Tatar, 2012; Motti-Stefanidi et al., 2012) and their adjustment at school is a 

major outcome of a successful acculturation process, which facilitates long-term integration 

in a society (Berry et al., 2006b). In early adolescence, the role of the school as an 

acculturative context may be particularly critical as it is an important period for ethnic 

identity development (Phinney, 1989). Also, the onset of puberty and the transition from 

primary to secondary school can provide a risk for psychological school adjustment (Eccles 

et al., 1996). This risk may be heightened for immigrant students, who have to face many 

other demands. A positive school climate can promote adjustment and has been found to 

be even more important for adolescents with an immigrant background (Haenni Hoti et al., 

2013; Thapa et al., 2013). Still, there has been very little research on diversity specific 

aspe ts of s hool o te t a d li ate a d ho  the  affe t i ig a t stude ts’ s hool 
adjustment (for exceptions see Brand et al., 2003; Brown & Chu, 2012; Haenni Hoti et al., 

2013; Verkuyten & Thijs, 2001).  

Drawing on the literature in social and cross-cultural psychology (e.g., Berry, 1997; 

Park & Judd, 2005), two main approaches of dealing with cultural diversity have been 

identified, which also form the basis of diversity policy in organizations (Ely & Thomas, 

2001). The first policy aims to reduce the negative consequences of diversity by preventing 

discrimination and fostering equality and inclusion. The second policy promotes cultural 

pluralism and aims at seeing diversity as a resource. The manifestation of these policies is 

also visible in the school context (Hachfeld et al., 2011). Yet, there is no empirical evidence 

on the effectiveness of these policies  in promoting school adjustment amongst immigrant 
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students. We want to address this gap and study the relationship between these two types 

of diversity policy as manifested in the cultural diversity climate at school, immigrant 

stude ts’ a ultu atio  o ie tatio s a d eth i  ide tit  a d thei  ps hologi al s hool 
adjustment. We consider the school environment as an important developmental as well as 

acculturative context for adolescent immigrants (Motti-Stefanidi et al., 2012). In order to do 

so, we adopt an acculturation framework (Arends-Tóth & Van de Vijver, 2006), which 

assumes that effects on school adjustment out o es a e ediated  adoles e ts’ 
orientation towards the ethnic and the  mainstream culture. 

 

School as Developmental and Acculturative Context 

 

Within the school context, much attention has been dedicated to school climate, defined as 

the experience of norms, goals, values, interpersonal relationships, teaching and learning 

practices, and organizational structures in everyday school life (Eccles & Roeser, 2011). 

School climate has been associated with a wide range of school adjustment outcomes (for a 

review see Thapa et al., 2013). Drawing on many empirical studies, the authors confirmed 

that a positive school climate, which promotes safety and positive relationships amongst 

stude ts a d et ee  stude ts a d tea he s, p o otes stude ts’ ell-being and reduces 

psychological and behavioural problems. Immigrant students have to negotiate between 

cultural, socioeconomic and linguistic boundaries and adapt to a context which is usually 

characterized by the cultural norms and practices of the mainstream society (Horenczyk & 

Tatar, 2012). In addition to acculturation related demands such as language issues, they may 

be faced with discrimination at school and find it more difficult to integrate in a new 

classroom and peer group and establish a good working relationship with teachers (Bayram 

Özdemir & Stattin, 2013). Also, their parents often can only provide limited support in 

dealing with school related issues (Turney & Kao, 2009).  It has therefore been suggested 

that a positive school climate is even more important for adolescents with an immigrant 

background (Haenni Hoti et al., 2013; Thapa et al., 2013) and that it can buffer the negative 

effects of perceived discrimination (Bayram Özdemir & Stattin, 2013). Yet, hardly any 

studies s ste ati all  look i to spe ifi  li ate aspe ts that a e elated to a s hool’s 
approach to cultural diversity (Horenczyk & Tatar, 2012). In addition, Brand and colleagues 

(2003) found that compared to more established dimensions of school climate, such as 

student-teacher relations and quality of instruction, the cultural diversity climate showed 

much greater variance between schools. This suggests that this area is also not as 

systematically targeted in school development activities.  

 

Cultural Diversity in the School Context  

 

Approaches to ethnic diversity in schools seem to reflect the two types of policy which have 

been identified in organizations, namely fostering equality and inclusion and acknowledging 
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and promoting cultural pluralism (Hachfeld et al., 2011). Often, the provision of equality and 

inclusion is seen as a necessary but insufficient condition for the promotion of cultural 

pluralism. Besides the manifestation of these two policies in the school climate structural 

aspects of culturally diverse schools, such as their ethnic composition, may also play a role 

in explaining acculturation and school adjustment of immigrant students.  

 

Fostering equality and inclusion. Drawing on social psychological research on intergroup 

contact (Allport, 1954; Park & Judd, 2005; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006), studies measuring 

perceived norms around equality and inclusion between students from different ethnic 

groups in multiethnic classrooms mainly investigated and confirmed their positive effect on 

interethnic relations (Molina & Wittig, 2006; Schachner et al., 2013). A general emphasis on 

fairness and justice at school can also buffer the negative effects of individually perceived 

discrimination and victimization on school adjustment (Bayram Özdemir & Stattin, 2013; 

Morin et al., in press). Such individual experiences of inequality and exclusion can be 

detrimental for school adjustment (Eccles & Roeser, 2011; Horenczyk & Tatar, 2012). For 

example, they have been associated with a decline in academic self-concept and an increase 

of psychological problems (Bayram Özdemir & Stattin, 2013; Wong et al., 2003) as well as an 

increase in delinquent behaviour (Park et al., 2013) amongst ethnic minority students. In 

fact, García Coll and colleagues (1996) suggest that perceived discrimination and exclusion is 

one of the most important factors in the school context (negatively) affecting 

developmental outcomes in ethnic minority children and adolescents. 

 

Valuing cultural pluralism. Valuing pluralism goes beyond the prevention of negative 

consequences of cultural diversity in seeing it as an asset and something that can enrich the 

learning experience at school. This approach is relatively new in educational settings (Dietz, 

2007). It can mean incorporating topics related to cultural pluralism into the curriculum, but 

also creating a climate that welcomes and appreciates cultural diversity. A curriculum that is 

ea i gful to stude ts’ ultu al a kg ou d a  p o ote a ade i  oti atio  a d support 

school belonging (Roeser et al., 2000). Students belonging to an ethnic minority show 

greater interest in course content and materials involving under-represented groups 

(Graham & Taylor, 2002). Research on intercultural education found that it reduces racial 

bias (Verkuyten & Thijs, 2001) and promotes the psychological adjustment (general life 

satisfaction and self-efficacy) of immigrant students (Haenni Hoti et al., 2013). Perceptions 

of the s hool’s suppo t fo  ulti ultu alis , i.e. the s hool’s p o otio  of ulti ultu alis  
and teachers valuing cultural diversity, were associated with lower levels of perceived 

discrimination and delinquency, higher academic aspirations and  achievement and better 

socio-emotional adjustment amongst immigrant and ethnic minority students (Brand et al., 

2003; Brown & Chu, 2012).  
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Structural aspects of multicultural schools. Structural aspects situated at classroom or 

school level, such as the proportion and diversity of immigrants or the school track, can also 

affect psychological school adjustment. A high share of immigrants in the classroom is 

usually associated with fewer opportunities for contact with mainstream students. In 

addition, students have been found to perceive more stereotypes and discrimination in 

these schools (Brenick et al., 2012). Both can contribute to a lower mainstream orientation 

and lead to less optimal psychological outcomes (Wong et al., 2003). Yet, if the immigrant 

group is very diverse (i.e., representing many different countries of origin), the mainstream 

culture may provide a common ground for students from different ethnic groups. This may 

be associated with a higher mainstream orientation amongst immigrant students. In a 

school system with different, performance-based tracks like in Germany, students on low 

performance tracks are more at risk of developing less positive school-related attitudes and 

delinquent behaviour patterns (Eccles & Roeser, 2011). In Germany, the school track is 

heavily confounded with socio-economic status and the proportion of immigrants, which 

may exacerbate the problem at lower track schools. 

 

Acculturation Orientations as Mediators between Context and Adjustment 

 

A ultu atio  o ie tatio s pla  a e t al ole i  i ig a ts’ a ultu atio  p o ess, 

mediating effects of acculturative contexts on adjustment outcomes (Arends-Tóth & Van de 

Vijver, 2006; Berry, 1997; Ward, 2001). We therefore expect effects of the school context on 

adoles e t i ig a ts’ s hool adjust e t to e ediated  thei  o ie tatio s to a ds 
ethnic and mainstream culture. These orientations also include ethnic and mainstream 

identity components (Liebkind, 2006). The orientation towards the mainstream culture, 

defined here as the German national culture, has mostly been associated with sociocultural 

outcomes in the domain of the mainstream culture, such as school performance and 

friendships with mainstream members. The orientation towards the ethnic culture, defined 

he e as the ultu e of the i ig a t’s ou t  of o igi , helps to ai tain relationships with 

ethnic peers and the ethnic or immigrant community, which are an important source of 

emotional support (Ward, 2001). A strong ethnic orientation can also buffer experiences of 

discrimination (Wong et al., 2003). The integration of ethnic and mainstream culture with 

strong orientations towards both therefore seems to be the most effective acculturation 

strategy (Nguyen & Benet-Martínez, 2013). A strong orientation towards only one of the 

cultures (i.e., assimilation to the mainstream culture or separation into the ethnic 

community; Berry, 1997) has been associated with less positive outcomes amongst 

adolescent immigrants (Berry et al., 2006b). We expect that the effect of a positive diversity 

li ate o  i ig a t stude ts’ s hool adjust e t as it has ee  epo ted i  othe  studies 
(e.g., Brand et al., 2003) is mediated by a higher orientation towards both cultures. Cross-

sectional findings support this claim (Schachner, Van de Vijver, & Noack, 2011a). At 

classroom level, we expect that the mainstream culture is less salient when the proportion 
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of immigrant students is high, resulting in a higher ethnic and lower mainstream orientation. 

However, if the immigrant group is very diverse, the mainstream culture may be more 

salient and provide the common ground, resulting in the opposite pattern.  

 

Studying School Context and Adjustment in Early Adolescence 

 

Early adolescence is an important developmental period and provides an interesting time to 

i estigate s hool li ate effe ts o  i ig a t stude ts’ a ultu atio  o ie tatio s a d 
school adjustment. With increasing independence from parents and the family as a primary 

socialization context, the importance of other contexts, such as the school, increases (Eccles 

et al., 1996). Early adolescence is also a critical period in terms of ethnic identity 

development, where adolescent immigrants have to define their identity between two 

cultures (Phinney, 1989). Finally, the onset of puberty brings with it many physical and 

emotional changes, which may affect psychological adjustment and well-being (Eccles et al., 

1996). The transition from primary to secondary school brings with it additional changes and 

challenges (Eccles & Roeser, 2011). It usually implies a new school with new teachers and 

new classmates. Additionally, academic workload increases and the setting is more 

institutional and requires more independence of students at secondary school compared to 

primary school. Such a setting often clashes with developmental needs in early adolescence 

and can increase the likelihood of psychological problems and disengagement from school. 

Especially for immigrant students, integrating in the new context may be difficult. 

Perceptions of discrimination may be more salient in the beginning, when students and 

teachers do not know each other yet, language issues may still exist after a short period of 

primary schooling, and immigrant parents may be less able to assist their children in finding 

their way at the new school (Turney & Kao, 2009).  

 

The Present Study 

 

The present study investigates the manifestation of two types of diversity policy and the 

ethnic composition of the classroom and these are related to acculturation orientations and 

school adjustment amongst early adolescent immigrants. Specifically, we wanted to find out 

the relative effects of both types of policy on school adjustment outcomes of immigrant 

students but also the mechanisms by which they work. In order to study changes over the 

cou se of stude ts’ fi st ea  at se o da  s hool, a lo gitudi al f a e o k ith t o 
measurement points is applied, with time 1 (T1) in the first three months at secondary 

school and time 2 (T2) one year later. It has been highlighted that school or classroom 

climate effects should not only be investigated at individual but also at aggregate level 

(Marsh et al., 2012). Firstly, the climate is a shared perception of context and should 

therefore also be investigated at this level. Secondly, the relationships between antecedents 

and outcomes may differ between individual and classroom level. We therefore apply a 
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multilevel framework and model relationships both at individual and classroom level, also 

accommodating structural variables which are naturally at a higher level of analysis. 

Drawing on the research outlined above, we will test the conceptual model outlined in 

Figure 3.1.  

 

 

Figure 3:1: Conceptual model at individual and classroom level. L1 = individual level, L2 = 

classroom level.  

 

In particular, we expect the following relationships between variables: 

 

Hypothesis 1: The manifestation of both types of diversity policy in the classroom climate at 

T1 improves i ig a t stude ts’ ps hologi al s hool adjust e t at T  at i di idual 
(hypothesis 1a) and classroom level (hypothesis 1b). 

 

Hypothesis 2:  The manifestation of both types of diversity policy in the classroom climate 

at T1is associated with a higher orientation towards mainstream and ethnic culture at 

T2 at individual (hypothesis 2a) and classroom level (hypothesis 2b). The higher 

orientation towards both cultures partly mediates the effects specified in hypothesis 1.  

 

Hypothesis 3: At classroom level, a higher proportion of immigrants at T1 is associated with 

a lower mainstream, a higher ethnic orientation and lower levels of adjustment at T2. A 
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more diverse immigrant group at T1 is associated with a higher mainstream orientation 

and better adjustment at T2. 

 

Method 

 

Participants 

 

The sample comprised 396 students with an immigrant background in Germany. The 

average age at T1 was 10.49 years (SD = .67); 54% were female. Students were classified as 

having an immigrant background when at least one of the parents came from another 

country. For most adolescents (81%) this applied to both parents, representing 55 countries 

of origin. The biggest group is from Turkey (38%), followed by Italy (9%) and Croatia (5%). 

The majority (93%) were born in Germany; the others (7%) had migrated at a very young 

age (M = 3.42 years, SD = 2.42). Data were collected in 53 classrooms at 21 secondary 

schools. Ge a ’s s hool s ste  o p ises th ee se o da  s hool t a ks: A lo  a d a 
medium vocational track allowing an apprenticeship after graduation, and an academic 

t a k hi h allo s u i e sit  e t . Pla e e t i to t a ks is ased o  stude ts’ 
performance in primary school. In our sample, 23% attended the low vocational, 46% the 

medium vocational and 31% the high academic track.  

Measures 

 

Where possible, we chose measures which had previously been used with early adolescent 

immigrants. Where no suitable or adaptable measure was found, we developed our own 

measures. Measures not originally available in German were translated using a translation 

back-translation method (Van de Vijver & Leung, 1997). The te  fo eig e  Auslä de  
was used in the questionnaire to refer to students with an immigrant background as it is 

most commonly used in Germany and also revealed to be best understood by early 

adolescents. All measures were pre-tested and then piloted with 51 early adolescent 

immigrant students. Measures are listed below in the order they occur in the conceptual 

model (see Figure 3.1). Unless stated differently, responses were given on a 5-point Likert 

scale from (1) o, that s ot right to (5) yes, that s right. 

 

Equality and inclusion climate. The perceived equality and inclusion climate was measured 

as descriptive norms for intergroup contact (Allport, 1954) between immigrant and non-

immigrant students in the classroom. Adapted from the School Interracial Climate Scale 

(Green, Adams, & Turner, 1988; Molina & Wittig, 2006), items assessed the perceived 

contact norms of both teachers and students. The scale comprised five subscales: (1) 

pe ei ed u e ual t eat e t  tea he s si  ite s, e.g., Ge a  hild e  a  take o e 
li e ties i  f o t of the tea he  tha  fo eig  hild e . ,  pe ei ed suppo t fo  o ta t 
a d oope atio   tea he s eight ite s, e.g., Ou  tea he s a t German and foreign 
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hild e  to help ea h othe  ith ou se o k. ,  pe ei ed u e ual t eat e t  
stude ts si  ite s, e.g., I   lass oo , fo eig  hild e  a e ofte  teased  the othe  
hild e . ,  pe ei ed suppo t fo  o ta t  stude ts eight ite s, e.g., Ge a  a d 

fo eig  hild e  like to sit e t to ea h othe  i   lass oo .  a d  pe ei ed suppo t 
fo  oope atio   stude ts fi e ite s, e.g., The Ge a  a d the fo eig  hild e  i   
lass oo  sti k togethe . .  

 

Cultural pluralism climate. Perceived cultural pluralism climate was measured using a 

combination of three scales, which had been developed for the purpose of this study: (1) 

The pe ei ed i te est of fello  stude ts a d tea he s i  hild e ’s eth i  a kg ou d si  
ite s; e.g., Fello  stude ts a e i te ested i  fo eig  hild e ’s ou t ies of o igi . ,  

ulti ultu al u i ulu  o e i g so ial elatio ships th ee ite s; e.g., At s hool e a e 
taught to respect each other even if we are from different countries.  a d  ulti ultu al 
u i ulu  o e i g ulti ultu al topi s fi e ite s; e.g., I  lass, e ofte  talk a out 

festi ities a d t aditio s f o  othe  ou t ies. . 
 

Ethnic composition of the classroom. The ethnic composition of the classroom was 

measured by (1) the actual share of immigrant children and (2) the diversity of the 

immigrant group using the Ethnolinguistic Fractionalisation Index (ELF; Alesina, 

Devleeschauwer, Easterly, Kurlat, & Wacziarg, 2003). In order to create these measures, we 

obtained the ethnicities for participating students from their questionnaires and for non-

participating students from the schools. The ELF was calculated as            , where K is 

the number of ethnic groups and pk  is the proportion of each ethnic group out of the total 

immigrant group. Values range from 0 to 1, with values closer to 1 representing higher 

levels of heterogeneity. Using two measures of the ethnic composition, we were able to 

disentangle the effect of the proportion of immigrants and the effect of the heterogeneity 

of the immigrant group.  

 

Acculturation orientations. These included measures on acculturation orientations and 

(ethnic) identity, with mirrored items for ethnic and mainstream culture. Ethnic and 

mainstream identity were measured with ten items by Phinney ( , e.g., I a  happ  that 
I a  f o   othe  ou t . ). Items measuring acculturation orientations were adapted 

from Arends-Tóth and Van de Vijver ( , e.g., I like the t aditio s a d holida s i  
Ge a . ). The scale was also extended to tap into more aspects that are relevant for 

adolescents, such as parenting practices and family life, resulting in a total of 18 items.  

 

Psychological school adjustment. This included measures on general and school-related 

well-being as well as two negative outcomes, namely psychological and behavioral 

problems. 
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Well-being. This included social self-concept, academic self-concept, and general life 

satisfaction. Social self-concept was measured by seven items from the peer relations 

subscale of the Self-Description Questionnaire for early adolescents (SDQ I) by Marsh (1988; 

e.g., Most hild e  like e. ). Academic self-concept was measured with five items from a 

scale by Schöne et al. (2002), hi h is f e ue tl  used i  Ge a  e.g., I a  e  s a t. . 
For general life satisfaction we used the Satisfaction With Life Scale (SWLS; Diener, Emmons, 

Larsen, & Griffin, 1985), o p isi g fi e ite s e.g., I a  satisfied ith  life.  a d 
recently validated for adolescent immigrants (Ponizovsky, Dimitrova, Schachner, & Van de 

Schoot, 2012). 

 

Psychological problems. A combination of fi e ite s o  dep essi e ood I feel lo el  
e e  ith othe  people.  a d five items on ph siologi al st ess s pto s e.g., I feel 
ti ed.  e e used, hi h had ee  alidated ith adoles e t i ig a ts (Berry et al., 

2006b). Responses ranged from (1) almost never to (5) very often. 

 

Behavioural problems. Scales on delinquency (Mc Carthy & Hoge, 1987) and disruptive 

behaviour  (Jenkins, 1995) were used to measure behavioural problems. The delinquency 

scale comprised six items, asking adolescents how often a particular situation had occurred 

o e  the last  o ths e.g., Ho  ofte  did ou get i to a pu h-up in the last 12 

o ths? , f o   never to (5) once a month or more. For disruptive behaviour, we used a 

selection of five items, which were considered appropriate for the age group and context of 

our study. Students were asked how often a particular situation had occurred over the last 

fou  eeks e.g., Ho  ofte  did ou a i e late fo  lass i  the last fou  eeks? , f o   
never to (5) very often.  

 

Procedure and Data Matching 

 

Data were collected as part of a larger study on acculturation and intergroup relations in the 

school context, which targeted multiethnic secondary schools in urban areas in South-West 

Germany. To have a representative sample, schools were drawn from the three tracks just 

mentioned, which varied in the proportion and diversity of immigrant students. The 

questionnaire was administe ed du i g lass, su je t to stude ts’ o se t a d pe issio  
from school authorities and parents. Schools were promised feedback about their diversity 

climate for an internal evaluation as a reward for participation, resulting in a participation 

rate of 87% at T1. The questionnaire was administered in German, which is the language of 

instruction. Students were assessed in the first three months at secondary school and again 

one year later. To match questionnaires of the same student completed at T1 and T2 

stude ts e e asked to ge e ate a  i di idual ode. Afte  so e data loss due to stude ts’ 
absence at the assessment day, some erroneous codes, and some incomplete 

questionnaires, 69% T1 data could be matched with T2 data. There were no significant 
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differences on scale means between students only participating at T1 and students 

participating at both T1 and T2. This suggests that attrition effects may be minimal if any. 

Missing values were estimated using regression estimation. 

 

Results 

 

Preliminary Analyses  

 

Psychometrics and Integration of Measures. Reliabilities, means, and standard deviations 

for scales are displayed in Table 3.1. At T2, internal consistencies were adequate with most 

of them well above .80. At T1, three scales revealed internal consistencies around .60. Yet, 

all scales were later combined in more conglomerate constructs as described below.  

Confirmatory factor analyses (CFA) using AMOS (Arbuckle, 2010) revealed scalar invariance 

across time for all scales with an adequate fit of the intercept invariance model (see Table 

3.2. for fit statistics).  
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Table 3.1.: Characteristics of Subscales and Composite Scales at Time 1 and Time 2. 

 Time 1  Time 2 

Scale M (SD) α M (SD) 

Cultural diversity climate    

Equality and inclusion climate    

Perceived unequal treatment by teachersa 1.67 (.84) .82 1.89 (1.00) 

Perceived support for contact and 

cooperation by teachers 

3.22 (1.11) .74 3.07 (1.17) 

Perceived unequal treatment by studentsa 2.20 (1.10) .83 2.21 (1.13) 

Perceived support for contact by students 3.96 (.97) .95 3.95 (.95) 

Perceived support for cooperation by 

students 

3.95 (.95) .86 3.79 (1.02) 

Cultural pluralism climate    

Perceived interest in ethnic background of 

students 

3.43 (.99) .87 3.46 (.98) 

Multicultural curriculum - relationships 3.99 (.93) .63 3.91 (1.02) 

Multicultural curriculum - topics 3.13 (1.03) .84 3.20 (1.01) 

Perceived support for ethnic maintenance 3.18 (.96) .70 2.98 (.96) 

Perceived expectation for adoption of 

mainstream culturea 

3.02 (1.02) .72 2.89 (1.05) 

Acculturation orientations    

Mainstream culture    

Mainstream identity 3.12 (1.12) .95 2.82 (1.25) 

Mainstream orientation (adoption) 3.63 (.92) .87 3.65 (.94) 

Ethnic culture    

Ethnic identity  4.12 (.95) .91 4.23 (.85) 

Ethnic orientation (maintenance) 3.73 (.82) .80 3.87 (.82) 

Psychological school adjustment    

Wellbeing     

Social self-concept 3.97 (.79) .86 3.96 (.80) 

Academic self-concept 3.66 (.78) .82 3.53 (.77) 

Life satisfaction (SWLS) 3.93 (.84) .79 3.79 (.93) 

Psychological problemsa    

Depressiona 1.72 (.82) .84 1.79 (.80) 

Physiological stress symptomsa 1.72 (.68) .75 1.82 (.67) 

Behavioural problemsa    

Disruptive behaviour at schoola 1.90 (.60) .55 2.07 (.70) 

School delinquencya 1.25 (.39) .60 1.31 (.50) 

Note. 
a scale reversed to create composite measures. 
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Table 3.2.: Equivalence of Subscales at Time 1 and Time 2. 

 
 Invariance Fit statistics 

Scale  χ2
/df RMSEA TLI CFI AIC 

Cultural diversity climate       

Equality and inclusion climate       

Perceived unequal treatment by teachers
a
 Metric 3.75*** .08 .91 .93 247.14 

Scalar 3.82*** .08 .91 .92 285.40 

Perceived support for contact and 

cooperation by teachers
b
 

Metric 2.49*** .06 .92 .93 319.55 

Scalar 2.65*** .07 .91 .92 372.61 

Perceived unequal treatment by students
a, c

 Metric 2.82*** .07 .94 .95 197.18 

Scalar 2.82*** .07 .94 .95 225.93 

Perceived support for contact by students
 d

 Metric 1.61* .04 .99 .99 97.96 

Scalar 1.74** .04 .98 .99 120.77 

Perceived support for cooperation by 

students 
e
 

Metric 2.03** .05 .99 .99 72.61 

Scalar 2.05** .05 .99 .99 89.04 

Cultural pluralism climate       

Perceived interest in ethnic background of 

students 
f
 

Metric   .70 .00 1.00 1.00 32.90 

Scalar 2.01* .05 .99 .99 54.05 

Multicultural curriculum - relationships
 g

 Metric 1.32 .03 .99 1.00 37.26 

Scalar 1.67 .04 .98 .99 51.03 

Multicultural curriculum -  

topics 

Metric 3.33*** .08 .94 .95 153.81 

Scalar 3.10*** .07 .94 .95 171.83 

Acculturation orientations       

Mainstream culture       

Mainstream identity Metric 2.23*** .06 .98 .99 137.61 

 Scalar 2.62*** .06 .98 .99 153.65 

Mainstream orientation  

(adoption) 

Metric 3.23*** .08 .88 .90 540.99 

Scalar 3.13*** .07 .88 .90 537.92 

Ethnic culture       

Ethnic identity  Metric 2.55*** .06 .97 .98 148.01 

 Scalar 2.35*** .06 .98 .98 143.33 

Ethnic orientation
h
 

(maintenance) 

Metric 2.46*** .06 .90 .92 435.10 

Scalar 2.51*** .06 .89 .91 445.72 

Psychological school adjustment       

Wellbeing        

Social self-concept Metric 2.20*** .06 .96 .97 252.85 

 Scalar 2.17*** .05 .96 .96 251.92 

Academic self-concept Metric 2.47*** .06 .95 .96 145.58 

 Scalar 2.50*** .06 .95 .96 148.97 

Life satisfaction (SWLS) Metric 1.79** .05 .98 .98 123.11 

 Scalar 2.25*** .06 .96 .97 139.51 

Psychological problems
a
       

Depression
a
 Metric 1.99*** .05 .97 .98 129.78 

 Scalar 2.57*** .06 .95 .96 151.72 

Physiological stress symptoms
a
 Metric 1.72** .04 .97 .98 120.60 

 Scalar 2.19*** .06 .94 .95 137.03 

Behavioural problems
a
       

Disruptive behaviour at school
a, i

 Metric 1.80*** .05 .93 .95 124.17 

 Scalar 2.39*** .06 .88 .91 143.54 

School delinquency
a, j

 Metric 3.18*** .07 .89 .92 238.93 

 Scalar 3.05*** .07 .89 .91 237.63 
Note. 

a
scale reversed to create composite measures. 

b
correlated errors between

 
items 7 and 8.  

c
correlated errors between

 
items 4 and 5. 

d
correlated errors between

 
items 4 and 5. 

e
mirrored item pairs for perspective of immigrant and 

mainstream students parceled by creating sum scores. 
f
mirrored item pairs for perspective of mainstream students and teachers parceled 

by creating sum scores. 
g
partial scalar invariance with item 1 released. 

h
correlated errors between items 1 and 2, 3 and 4, 3 and 8, and 4 

and 10; partial scalar invariance with item 1 released. 
i
correlated errors between items 2 and 5; partial scalar invariance with item 5 

released. 
j
correlated errors between items 3 and 5; partial scalar invariance with item 5 released. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. N = 396. 
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In the next step, we combined individual scales into composite measures using exploratory 

factor analyses and created the observed variables for our model. As expected, measures on 

perceived equality and inclusion climate could be reduced to a single, positive factor, which 

explained 58% of the variance. Measures on perceived cultural pluralism climate could also 

be reduced to a single factor, which explained 71% of the variance. Further, an ethnic and a 

mainstream factor emerged including the respective acculturation orientation and identity, 

explaining 76% and 83% of the variance respectively. Measures of well-being, psychological 

problems and behavioral problems formed three unifactorial constructs comprising 

individual subscales as mentioned before and explaining 66%, 82% and 74% of the variance 

respectively. The three constructs were then further merged into a single, second order 

factor of psychological school adjustment, which explained 53% of the variance of the initial 

three factors. Loadings on all factors ranged from .53 to .91. 

 

Repeated Measures MANOVA. In order to test for mean differences between T1 and T2 on 

the variables subsequently to be included in the model, repeated measures MANOVA were 

computed with sex and school track as a between subjects factor. Results revealed 

significant changes between T1 and T2 on all variables except perceived cultural pluralism 

climate. Perceptions of the equality and inclusion climate got less positive [F(1, 392) = 9.76, 

p < . , pa tial  η2 = .02] and psychological school adjustment decreased [F(1, 392) = 21.11, 

p < . , pa tial  η2 = .  o e  stude ts’ fi st ea  at se o da  s hool. Diffe e es o  
hild e ’s a ultu atio  o ie tatio s suggest a t e d to a ds sepa atio  du i g thei  fi st 

year at secondary school, with a decrease in mainstream orientation [F(1, 392) = 5.57, p < 

. , pa tial  η2 = .01] and an increase in ethnic orientation, F(1, 392) = 14.21, p < .001, 

pa tial  η2 = .04. Regardless of time, boys reported a more negative equality and inclusion 

climate [F(1, 392) = 12.01, p < . , pa tial  η2 = .03] and a more negative cultural pluralism 

climate [F(1, 392) = 4.62, p < . , pa tial  η2 = .01], had a lower mainstream orientation [F(1, 

392) = 7.44, p < . , pa tial  η2 = .02], and were less well adjusted [F(1, 392) = 8.13, p < .01, 

pa tial  η2 = .02] than girls. Students on lower tracks perceived a more positive cultural 

pluralism climate [F(2, 392) = 3.25, p < . , pa tial  η2 = .02], but a more negative equality 

and inclusion climate [F(2, 392) = 9.23, p < . , pa tial  η2 = .05] than students on higher 

tracks. Students on lower tracks were also less oriented towards the mainstream culture 

[F(2, 392) = 4.18, p < . , pa tial  η2 = .02] and less well adjusted, F(2, 392) = 6.62, p < .01, 

pa tial  η2 = .03. There was a significant interaction between time and sex, revealing that 

the decrease in mainstream orientation between T1 and T2 was driven by girls, F(1, 392) = 

5.30, p < . , pa tial  η2 = .01. Generally, effect sizes suggest that both differences within 

and between subject are small, with time differences in psychological adjustment reaching 

medium size. 
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Longitudinal Multilevel Analyses 

 

In order to test our hypotheses, we looked at the relationship between variables across the 

two time points and at individual and classroom level as specified in our conceptual model 

(Figure 1). Before we could do this, we excluded data from classrooms which were 

represented only by a single student, leaving us with 386 cases in 43 classrooms. The 

remaining classrooms were represented by an average of nine students, with one classroom 

including only two students and the rest including between three and twenty students. 

Correlations between measures at individual (Table 3.3.) and classroom level (Table 3.4.) 

were computed across time points. Intraclass correlations (ICC) were then computed on all 

measures which were based on individual self-reports using MPlus 6 (Muthén & Muthén, 

2010). Students in the same classroom agree most on equality and inclusion climate [ICCT1 = 

.25 and ICCT2 = .27], followed by cultural pluralism climate [ICCT1 = .13 and ICCT2 = .14], and 

mainstream orientation, ICCT1 = .10 and ICCT2 = .14. Students within classrooms seem to be 

less similar in their ethnic orientation [ICCT1 = .05 and ICCT2 = .05], and psychological school 

adjustment, ICCT1 = .10 and ICCT2 = .07. 



 

 

Table 3.3.: Individual-Level Correlations at T1 and T2. 

 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 

1 Sex (male) -           

2 Equality & inclusion 

climate T1 

-.10* -          

3 Equality & inclusion 

climate T2 

-.17** .46** -         

4 Cultural pluralism  

climate T1 

-.06 .39** .17** -        

5 Cultural pluralism 

climate T2 

-.10* .30** .50** .43** -       

6 Mainstream  

orientation T1 

-.17** .38** .22** .18** .15** -      

7 Mainstream  

orientation T2 

-.08 .27** .42** .10* .35** .58** -     

8 Ethnic  

orientation T1 

.00 .17** .05 .20** .11* -.29** -.21** -    

9 Ethnic  

orientation T2 

-.01 .03 .02 .13* .13** -.28** -.24** .50** -   

10 Psychological school 

adjustment T1 

-.14** .45** .27** .20** .19** .30** .17** .11* .10* -  

11 Psychological school 

adjustment T2 

-.10* .32** .46** .11* .23** .17** .28** .06 .14** .52** - 

Note. †p < .10. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. N = 386. 

  



 

 

Table 3.4.: Classroom-Level Correlations at T1 and T2. 

 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 

1 School track -             

2 Proportion of 

immigrants 

-.20 -            

3 Diversity of 

immigrants 

.22 -.17 -           

4 Equality & incl. 

climate T1 

.02 -.13 -.01 -          

5 Equality & incl. 

climate T2 

.25 -.23 .32* .45** -         

6 Cultural plural.  

climate T1 

-.28† -.03 .21 .43** .18 -        

7 Cultural plural.  

climate T2 

-.19 -.01 .28† .30† .59** .55** -       

8 Mainstream  

orientation T1 

.20 -.43** .18 .53** .27† .15 .05 -      

9 Mainstream  

orientation T2 

.32* -.58** .22 .42** .63** .11 .38* .67** -     

10 Ethnic 

orientation T1 

-.14 .05 -.20 .13 -.05 .14 .16 -.31* -.12 -    

11 Ethnic 

orientation T2 

-.06 .23 -.10 -.38* -.28† -.09 -.08 -.43** -.35* .26† -   

12 Psychological 

school 

adjustment T1 

.42** -.10 .16 .49** .33* .07 .11 .40** .39** -.04 -.25 -  

13 Psychological 

school 

adjustment T2 

.31* -.16 .06 .29† .49** -.09 .19 .26† .50** .13 -.20 .56** - 

Note. †p < .10. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. N = 43.
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We proceeded by first testing the relationships at individual level only (hypothesis 1a and 

2a). Since there were significant effects of sex in the MANOVA, we included it as an 

additional predictor of acculturation orientations and school adjustment at individual level. 

However, it turned out not to be significant and was therefore excluded again from further 

a al ses. I  o de  to a hie e a good odel fit χ2/df (N = 386) = 2.98, p > .05; RMSEA = .07; 

TLI = .89; CFI = .98; AIC = 4982.59; SRMR = .02], we allowed for correlations between the 

predictors at T1 and between the two mediators at T2. Supporting hypothesis 1a, both types 

of climate at T1 were associated with better adjustment at T2. Bootstrapping analyses 

confirmed that this effect was mostly indirect through ethnic and mainstream orientation at 

T2 (hypothesis 2a). Whereas the effect of the equality and inclusion climate is mediated by 

adoles e ts’ ai st ea  o ie tatio  β = . , p < .01], the effect of the cultural pluralism 

li ate is a gi all  ediated  thei  eth i  o ie tatio , β = . , p = .08. Next, we added 

the classroom level relationships to test whether school adjustment is also predicted by 

climate perceptions at this level (hypothesis 1b), whether the mediational paths also hold 

there (hypothesis 2b), and whether additional classroom level variables can explain variance 

in either of the acculturation orientations and psychological school adjustment at classroom 

level (hypothesis 3). Most likely due to their low ICCs, psychological school adjustment could 

not be explained at classroom level (disconfirming hypothesis 1b) and was therefore only 

retained at individual level. School track did not significantly predict any of the dependent 

variables and was also not retained in the model. The final multilevel model revealed an 

ade uate fit, χ2/df (N = 386) = 1.33, p > .05, RMSEA = .03, TLI = .96; CFI = .98, AIC = 4892.00, 

SRMRL1 = .02, SRMRL2 = .29.  The standardized coefficients are illustrated in Figure 3.2.  

At classroom level, we could replicate the effect of the equality and inclusion climate 

on mainstream orientation (partly confirming hypothesis 2b), but this effect was not 

significantly stronger than at individual level. Against our expectations, there was also a 

strong negative effect of the equality and inclusion climate on ethnic orientation and 

cultural pluralism climate did not affect either acculturation orientation at classroom level. 

Concerning the ethnic composition, we could only confirm our expectations regarding their 

effect on mainstream orientation (hypothesis 3). A higher share of immigrants in the 

classroom at T1 was associated with a decreased mainstream orientation at T2. Yet, if the 

immigrant group was more diverse (i.e. representing different countries of origin) at T1, this 

was associated with an increased mainstream orientation at T2. Classrooms with a large 

immigrant group and with many students from the same ethnic group, in our case mostly 

ith a Tu kish a kg ou d, the efo e p o ided the least adapti e o positio  fo  stude ts’ 
mainstream orientation.  
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Figure 3.2.: Final model with standardized coefficients at individual and classroom level. L1 = 

individual level, L2 = classroom level. †
p < .10. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. NL1 = 386. NL2 

= 43. 

 

For psychological school adjustment, 34% of the individual level variance could be 

explained. For mainstream orientation, 6% of the individual and 85% of the classroom level 

variance could be explained. For ethnic orientation, 3% of the individual and 75% of the 

classroom level variance could be explained. The pattern of results remained when 

individual school adjustment components were used as dependent variables. There were no 

sig ifi a t i te a tio s et ee  a  the s hool o te t a d stude ts’ i di idual li ate 
pe eptio s a d a ultu atio  o ie tatio s, a d  stude ts’ i di idual ai st ea  a d 
ethnic orientation.  

 

Discussion 

 

In this study, we were interested in the manifestation of two different types of diversity 

policy, which often co-occur, in perceptions of the diversity climate at school and their 

effe t o  adoles e t i ig a ts’ a ultu atio  o ie tations and school adjustment over the 

course of their first year at secondary school. Results suggest that the individual perception 

of both climate aspects promotes psychological school adjustment (hypothesis 1a). While 

the perception of an equality and inclusion climate works both directly and indirectly 

th ough stude ts’ o ie tatio  to a ds the ai st ea  ultu e, the pe eptio  of a ultu al 
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plu alis  li ate o ks i di e tl  th ough stude ts’ o ie tatio  to a ds the eth i  ultu e 
(hypothesis 2a). Psychological school adjustment seems to be mostly determined by 

antecedents at the individual level and not so much by contextual factors (disconfirming 

hypothesis 1b). However, a climate that emphasizes equality and inclusion promotes 

assimilation at classroom level (hypothesis 2b) and a smaller and more diverse immigrant 

group further promotes orientation towards the mainstream culture (hypothesis 3). Our 

study is one of the first to investigate cultural diversity climate at school and its effect on 

acculturation orientations and school adjustment and the only one applying a longitudinal 

multilevel framework. It is the first study systematically disentangling the perception and 

effect of the two most prominent types of diversity policy, which are often mixed in 

research and in practice. We first compare effects of the two types of diversity policy as 

manifested in the classroom climate, also looking at effects of the ethnic composition of the 

classroom. We then discuss the situation of immigrant students in Germany concerning 

diversity climate perceptions, acculturation orientations and school adjustment and how 

these change during the first year at secondary school.  

 

Effects of Two Types of Diversity Policy and Ethnic Composition 

 

A climate that prevents discrimination and emphasizes equality and inclusion seems to 

implicitly promote identification with and orientation towards the mainstream culture as a 

common ingroup and thereby facilitates adjustment at individual level. However, such a 

climate also had a stro g egati e effe t o  stude ts’ eth i  o ie tatio  at lass oo  le el. 
It therefore seems to promote assimilation at the higher level (Berry, 1997).  These 

inconsistent findings between levels suggest that promoting equality and inclusion implies a 

different meaning at individual and classroom level. At classroom level, systematic efforts to 

establish equality and inclusion may be perceived as neglecting cultural differences between 

students. This comes close to adopting a so- alled colour-blind  pe spe ti e, he e 
equality is taken for sameness and highlighting any differences is seen as a risk for harmony 

in the class. This perspective has been shown to be very common in educational settings in 

the US (Schofield, 2001), but also in Germany (Hachfeld et al., 2011) and has been 

associated with assimilation as the preferred acculturation strategy (Plaut et al., 2009). 

A li ate that e a es ultu al plu alis  a d app e iates stude ts’ eth i  
background on the other hand allows them to acknowledge and identify with their ethnic 

culture, which also contributes to a better adjustment. However, there appears to be little 

agreement between students attending the same classroom. Low ICCs are common in 

school climate research (Marsh et al., 2012). Yet, the lower ICCs of support for cultural 

pluralism could suggest that this policy is employed less systematically in German schools 

than promoting equality and inclusion. One of the reasons for this may be, that fighting 

ethnic discrimination and supporting equality and inclusion has a longer tradition than 

promoting multiculturalism and acknowledging ethnic diversity, not only in social 
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psychological research (Park & Judd, 2005) but also in social policy and legal frameworks in 

many countries (Berry, 1997). Therefore, it is likely to have gained more attention amongst 

practitioners and policy makers. There may also be historic and political reasons why this 

approach is still particularly prominent in Germany. Due to the history of Nazi Germany, the 

prevention of racism is still an important educational goal in German schools today. The 

implicit assimilation expectation that is inherent in this type of policy also fits with the 

overall support for assimilation as the preferred strategy of dealing with immigrants in 

Germany (Yağ u  & a  de Vij e , ; Zick et al., 2001). Germany has only recently 

acknowledged being a multicultural society.  

The ethnic composition of the classroom is also associated with adolescent 

i ig a ts’ a ultu atio  o ie tatio s. Pa ti ula l  lass oo s ith a la ge a d elati el  
homogenous immigrant group seem to be at risk in terms of immigrant students 

dise gagi g f o  the ai st ea  ultu e. “tude ts’ eth i  o ie tatio  o  the othe  ha d 
seems to be hardly affected by the ethnic composition. Classroom-level correlations show 

that a higher share of immigrants was also associated with a less positive equality and 

inclusion climate. These findings confirm negative effects associated with a high share of 

immigrants identified in previous studies (Brenick et al., 2012; Wong et al., 2003). The 

diversity of the immigrant group as an additional factor is usually not taken into account in 

these studies. However, classroom-level correlations suggest that out of the structural 

characteristics, a diverse immigrant group is most strongly associated with a favourable 

diversity climate. The path model confirms that it is also linked to a higher mainstream 

orientation. These findings suggest that in classrooms with a more diverse immigrant group 

dealing with cultural diversity seems to be higher on the agenda, which further enhances 

stude ts’ ai st ea  o ientation.  

Taken together, we can say that both types of policy and their manifestation in the 

classroom climate can promote adjustment. However, efforts to promote equality and 

inclusion without also encouraging cultural pluralism are at risk of being one-sided as they 

s ste ati all  egle t ultu al diffe e es a d stude ts’ eth i  a kg ou d. This a  
actually hinder adjustment. Assimilation – in comparison with integration – has been found 

to lead to good sociocultural outcomes (e.g., school performance) but to less optimal 

psychological adjustment outcomes, particularly concerning well-being (Berry, 1997; Ward, 

2001). More explicit pressure to assimilate can easily be perceived as discrimination against 

o e’s eth i  g oup, e e tuall  leadi g to sepa atio . Resea h f o  so ial a d 
o ga izatio al ps holog  has epeatedl  de o st ated the egati e effe ts of a colour-

blind  pe spe ti e o  i te g oup attitudes a d the ps hologi al fu tio i g of eth i  
minority members in experimental settings (Holoien & Shelton, 2012) and real life (Plaut et 

al., 2009). A large and ethnically homogenous immigrant group in the classroom can further 

enhance the risk of separation. 
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The Situation of Adolescent Immigrants at German Schools 

 

Overall, policies fostering equality and inclusion seem to be more visible for adolescent 

immigrants at German schools than policies promoting cultural pluralism. Yet, adolescent 

immigrants, perceived the equality and inclusion climate to be less positive after their first 

year at secondary school than when they just entered it. An increasing negativity concerning 

the school environment in early adolescence has also been found in previous studies (Eccles 

et al., 1996; Way, Reddy, & Rhodes, 2007). This trend may be the effect of the many 

psychological, physical, and emotional changes in adolescence, which can lead to 

adolescents perceiving their environment more negatively, regardless of the school they 

attend. Yet, we found this trend only for one of the climate dimensions, which suggests that 

the pattern is specific to the equality and inclusion climate. Following the stage-

environment fit hypothesis (Eccles et al., 1996), this may imply that there is a global and 

increasing perception of a misfit between the way in which schools deal with issues of 

equality and inclusion and the developmental needs of adolescent immigrants. In particular, 

their development of an ethnic identity in this period (Phinney, 1989) can make them more 

sensitive about ethnic discrimination and exclusion. Therefore, they may perceive the 

equality and inclusion climate at school less positive over time.  

The global pattern of acculturation orientations reveals that in our sample, 

adoles e t i ig a ts’ eth i  o ie tatio  is highe  tha  thei  mainstream orientation, 

suggesting a pattern of separation (Berry, 1997). This is in line with previous findings that 

separation is particularly high amongst adolescents with a Turkish immigrant background 

(Berry et al., 2006b), which also form the biggest group in our sample. In the German 

context, this preference for separation is particularly strong compared to other countries 

(Yağ u  & a  de Vij e , ). It may therefore also be reaction to the mainstream societal 

climate in Germany, which favors assimilation (or otherwise separation) over integration 

(Zick et al., 2001).  Classroom-level correlations between variables confirm this separation-

assimilation dichotomy. The trend towards separation amongst the students in our study 

increases over the first year at secondary school and school adjustment decreases, possibly 

as a reaction to the more negative perception of the equality and inclusion climate at 

school. Such a reaction would be in line with previous research, which suggests that 

perceived discrimination can trigger separation (Berry et al., 2006b; Ward, 2001). Separation 

can buffer negative effects of perceived exclusion and discrimination, but has also been 

linked to less positive sociocultural outcomes like achievement.  

 

Limitations and Future Directions 

 

Our findings highlight the importance of conducting longitudinal multilevel analyses when 

studying school context effects (Marsh et al., 2012). Effects are often small in this type of 

research, yet the relationships we found were systematic. In order to get more reliable and 
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robust measures of the school diversity climate at aggregate level, future studies should also 

draw on data from multiple informants. Horenczyk and Tatar (2012) recommend to include 

the perspectives and diversity related attitudes of non-immigrant students and teachers and 

measures of the physical school environment when studying the school as an acculturative 

context. Further, our sample was not large enough to test for differences between 

immigrant groups. It is not unlikely that adolescent immigrants differ in their experience of 

the diversity climate at school, based on the status and relative size of their group in society. 

These relationships should therefore also be studied separately in different immigrant 

groups and societies of settlement. Finally, our study only included two time points and 

focused on psychological school adjustment. Future studies should cover a longer period 

and also include achievement related outcomes, such as marks and school completion.  

 

Conclusion and Implications  

 

Although policies fostering equality and inclusion and policies promoting cultural pluralism 

often co-occur, our results suggest that they have to be treated as distinct as they have 

differential effects on the acculturation and school adjustment of immigrant students. 

Confirming previous observations from the US (Schofield, 2001), we also found that 

reducing discrimination and promoting equality and inclusion still seems to be the most 

visible and systematic approach in schools when dealing with a heterogeneous student 

population. Promoting the adoption of the mainstream culture is clearly an important 

educational goal of schools teaching immigrant students, particularly if they come from 

separated communities and attend schools with a very high proportion of immigrants. 

However, the implicit promotion of assimilation to the mainstream culture prevents 

immigrant students from drawing on their ethnic culture and identity as an additional 

resource for psychological well-being and adjustment. Confirming previous on the benefits 

of integration (Nguyen & Benet-Martínez, 2013), we also found that the orientations 

towards ethnic and mainstream culture are almost equally important for adolescent 

i ig a ts’ ps hologi al s hool adjust e t. Ho e e , the o e all pi tu e i  ou  sa ple 
suggests that notably at classroom level, the dynamics seem to be mainly between 

separation and assimilation. Our results once again confirm that integration can only 

flourish if the context allows (Ward, 2013), both in societies and in classrooms. Especially in 

adoles e e, egle ti g ultu al diffe e es a d stude ts’ eth i  a kg ou ds at s hool a  
clash with ethnic identity development, which mostly takes place in this period (Eccles et al., 

1996).  

There are also several implications for practitioners and policy makers. First of all, 

efforts should be made to create classrooms with a more balanced ethnic composition, both 

in terms of the overall share of immigrant students and in terms of their diversity. Secondly, 

schools should move beyond merely reducing discrimination and promoting equality and 

inclusion by simultaneously developing a climate where cultural pluralism is acknowledged. 
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This might allow students to also draw on their ethnic culture and identity as an additional 

resource and adopt an integration strategy at school, which is likely to be more beneficial 

than assimilation for school adjustment outcomes. Even small and easy to implement 

easu es like g eeti g ea h othe  i  diffe e t la guages o  lea i g a out stude ts’ ethnic 

cultures during a school project may help to develop such a climate. Yet, school climate 

development is not only about implementing measures but also about tackling the beliefs, 

attitudes and expectations of individuals, such as teachers (Hachfeld et al., 2011). Diversity 

training measures should be carried out much more systematically, both on the job and 

during teacher education, and individual coaching offered where needed. Teachers may feel 

unprepared and overwhelmed when they are confronted with an ethnically heterogeneous 

studentship. Especially in situations of insecurity, it may be easier to ignore cultural 

differences and focus on the prevention of negative consequences of diversity rather than 

seei g it as a esou e a d the spi e of life  (Berry, 1997, p. 29) it can be.  
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– Chapter 4 – 

 

 

Family-Related A tecede ts of Earl  Adolesce t I igra ts’ Ps chological a d 
Sociocultural School Adjustment in Germany 

 

 

In this chapter, we investigate family- elated o ditio s fo  ea l  adoles e ts’ a ultu atio  
orientations and psychological and sociocultural school adjustment. The aim is to test the 

effects of some of the most important acculturation conditions in the family context and 

how they relate to early adolescents’ a ultu atio  a d s hool-related outcomes. In 

particular, we study perceived parental school involvement, acculturation expectations and 

cultural practices in the family (e.g., religion and language use) and explain early 

adoles e ts’ a ultu atio  o ie tatio s a d ps hologi al a d so io ultu al s hool 
adjustment. In addition, we are interested in potential differences in acculturation 

conditions, orientations and outcomes between immigrant groups in family related 

acculturation conditions, acculturation orientations and school adjustment outcomes. 

 

Keywords: acculturation, early adolescents, school adjustment, family, cultural 

distance, Germany. 
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School adjustment – both in psychological and sociocultural terms – is one of the most 

important outcomes of a successful acculturation process for adolescent immigrants. 

Although their educational aspirations are often higher than those of their mainstream 

peers (e.g., Jonsson & Rudolphi, 2011), students with an immigrant background are 

performing below the national average in many countries when it comes to educational 

attainment (OECD, 2006). The opposite pattern, called the immigrant paradox, has been 

found in some immigrant groups in the US (Garcia Coll & Marks, 2012). At the same time, 

large differences in educational outcomes have been observed between different immigrant 

groups (OECD, 2006).  

When students enter secondary school in early adolescence, academic outcomes 

become more decisive for their future academic and professional career (Eccles & Harold, 

1993). At the same time, students have to face new challenges, which also affect academic 

outcomes (Hill & Chao, 2009): A more institutional setting with bigger classrooms requires 

more independence of students at secondary school compared to primary school and 

academic workload increases. These challenges can be even bigger for adolescents with an 

immigrant background. Firstly, because they already have to meet many other demands, 

and secondly, because their parents are often not able to give them the same kind of 

support as parents from the mainstream society can give their children to face school 

related demands (Kao, 2004; Seginer, 2006). Early adolescence is therefore a critical period 

for interventions to alleviate any disadvantages students may be experiencing in their 

educational career because of their demographic background. The family has been 

identified as one of the core environments shaping individual development 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1986). It has also been identified as a core environment for acculturative 

processes and outcomes amongst adolescent immigrants (Motti-Stefanidi et al., 2012). In 

order to develop interventions for students with an immigrant background, it is crucial to 

better understand the relatio ship et ee  ea l  adoles e t i ig a ts’ fa il  
environment and their educational achievement. 

In the present study, we integrate research on the effect of parent and family 

e i o e t elated o ditio s o  ea l  adoles e ts’ a ade i  out o es and school 

adjustment (Fuligni, 1997; Hill & Tyson, 2009; Noack, 2004) into an acculturation framework 

(Arends-Tóth & Van de Vijver, 2006). More specifically, we investigate the relationship 

between antecedents related to the parents and the family environment, early adolescent 

i ig a ts’ a ultu atio  o ie tatio s, a d thei  ps hologi al a d so io ultu al s hool 
adjustment, also examining differences between immigrant groups. 

 

The Acculturation Framework 

 

The acculturation framework (Arends-Tóth & Van de Vijver, 2006) that is used in the present 

study has been developed to differentiate between different components of the 

acculturation process. These components are linked in a mediation model, which usually 
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goes f o  pe so al, g oup o  o te t spe ifi  o ditio s to the i di idual’s o ie tatio s 
towards his or her ethnic culture (we refer to ethnic culture here in the sense of the culture 

of origin of the immigrant) and the national mainstream culture as mediating variables, to 

psychological and sociocultural outcomes as the outcome variables in the model.  

A  i di idual’s e i o e t a d the attitudes a d oppo tu it  st u tu es i  this 
particular environment form one of the most important acculturation conditions (Arends-

Tóth & Van de Vijver, 2006). In this study, we focus on conditions rooted in the family and 

the home environment, which is one of the core environments shaping individual 

development (Bronfenbrenner, 1986) and acculturative processes and outcomes amongst 

adolescent immigrants (Motti-Stefanidi et al., 2012). In particular, we focus on education-

related and acculturation-specific aspects within the family context as they are expected to 

be most relevant for acculturation and school-related outcomes.  

The orientation towards the national and the ethnic culture are at the centre of the 

acculturation framework and mediate between acculturation conditions and outcomes. 

They have been found to differ in their effects on sociocultural and psychological outcomes 

(Ward, 2001). The orientation towards the national culture is more predictive of 

sociocultural outcomes in the domain of the national culture, such as school performance 

and friendships with mainstream members. The orientation towards the ethnic culture on 

the other hand is important as it helps to maintain relationships with ethnic peers and the 

ethnic or immigrant community, which are an important source of emotional support. In her 

review, Ward (2001) therefore  concludes that it is more strongly linked to psychological 

outcomes.  

On the outcome side, psychological and sociocultural outcomes are distinguished. 

Psychological outcomes can be well-being, life satisfaction and mental health, whereas 

so io ultu al out o es efe  to a  i di idual’s o pete e i  aste i g e e da  life i  a 
particular cultural context (e.g., Ward, 2001). This distinction can also be applied to school 

adjustment outcomes (Berry et al., 2006b). We therefore chose psychological and 

so io ultu al out o es that a e ele a t i  the s hool o te t, su h as adoles e ts’ 
academic self-concept, relationship with native peers in class and competence in the 

mainstream language (Schachner, Noack, et al., 2014; Schachner, Van de Vijver, & Noack, 

2014b).  

 

Education-Related Conditions for School Adjustment 

 

Research on education-related a te ede ts i  the fa il  to hild e ’s edu atio al 
attainment has highlighted the role of parental school involvement, both for immigrant and 

mainstream students (Hill & Tyson, 2009; Seginer, 2006).  It has been shown that parental 

school involvement can actually compensate for disadvantages children may experience in 

their educational career which are rooted in demographic differences (Dearing et al., 2006). 

Grolnick and Slowiaczek (1994) propose three main types of involvement in their 
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multidimensional conceptualization of parental school involvement, namely behavioural, 

cognitive-intellectual, and personal involvement. Behavioural involvement refers to 

participation in school activities, such as parent evenings; cognitive-intellectual involvement 

refers to the provision of activities and materials that are cognitively stimulating; and 

personal involvement refers to the perception that parents care about the school and their 

hild’s e pe ie e at s hool. P e ious esea h has poi ted out that i ig a t pa e ts ofte  
show less behavioural, school-based types of involvement, such as the attendance of parent 

evenings (Kao, 2004; Seginer, 2006). Also, they may not participate so much in cognitively 

stimulating activities related to the mainstream society, such as going to the theatre or 

visiting a museum. We therefore focus on personal school involvement and the provision of 

cognitive-i telle tual ate ials ooks  as o ditio s of ea l  adoles e t i ig a ts’ 
psychological and sociocultural school adjustment in our study. Both types of parental 

involvement have been shown to be related to achievement (e.g., Gniewosz & Noack, 2012; 

Noack, 2004). Personal involvement appears to be a particularly important predictor of 

i ig a t stude ts’ a ade i  out o es (Fuligni, 1997). 

Given the immediate relation between parental school involvement and school 

adjustment, we expect both personal school involvement and the provision of cognitive-

intellectual materials to have direct effects on acculturation outcomes. Due to its affective 

nature, we expect that personal involvement is relevant for psychological as well as 

sociocultural outcomes, whereas the provision of cognitive-intellectual materials is only 

relevant for sociocultural outcomes. Since the school domain is mainly associated with the 

mainstream culture, we also expect that there will be an indirect effect of personal school 

involvement and the provision of cognitive-intellectual materials through mainstream 

orientation.  

 

Acculturation-Specific Conditions for School Adjustment 

 

Research on acculturation- or culture-specific conditions for adjustment has highlighted the 

role of perceived cultural distance between the country of origin and the country of 

settlement as an important antecedent (e.g., Galchenko & Van de Vijver, 2007; Ward & 

Searle, 1991). In the family context, parental acculturation expectations and cultural 

p a ti es, su h as la guage use a d eligious p a ti e, a e likel  to affe t thei  hild e ’s 
acculturation orientations and adjustment through processes of cultural transmission 

(Schönpflug, 2009).  

It has been suggested that individuals who perceive more cultural distance (i.e., 

larger perceived differences in cultural values, norms and behaviour) between their culture 

of origin and the national culture are more inclined to orient themselves to the former and 

find it more difficult to adapt to the latter as it requires more culture learning (e.g., 

Galchenko & Van de Vijver, 2007; Ward & Searle, 1991). This relationship does not appear 

to depend on other acculturation variables, such as immigrant status (Zlobina, Basabe, Paez, 
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& Furnham, 2006). We expect to find the same relationships for the early adolescent 

immigrants in our sample. 

Further, previous studies have shown that perceived acculturation expectations in a certain 

environment are a strong predictor of both acculturation orientations and outcomes 

(Ouarasse & van de Vijver, 2004). In particular, expectations in the immigrant community 

towards ethnic maintenance and adoption were found to be important predictors of school 

success and good mental health amongst young Moroccans in the Netherlands. In Germany, 

a stronger orientation of the parents towards the mainstream culture predicted better 

(German) language and cultural skills amongst Turkish immigrant children (Becker et al., 

2013). We e pe t that ea l  adoles e ts’ a ultu atio  o ie tatio s as ell as thei  
sociocultural and psychological school adjustment will be strongly influenced by the 

perceived acculturation expectations of their parents. 

Concerning cultural practices, the importance of national language use in the family 

fo  hild e ’s o  la guage o pete e a d edu atio al su ess has ee  highlighted 
(Esser, 2006). Drawing on the acculturation framework (Arends-Tóth & Van de Vijver, 2006), 

we would expect that this effect is mediated by a stronger orientation towards the national 

culture. Religion and religious practices on the other hand are usually rooted in the culture 

of origin and have been linked to a higher level of maintenance of the culture of origin 

(Güngör et al., 2013). In fact, in her recent review Ward (2013) suggests that religious 

p a ti e is a tuall  o e of the ost i po ta t a s of ai tai i g o e’s ultu e of o igi  
and can facilitate psychological adjustment. It is therefore expected that a higher 

importance of religion in the family of origin will be connected to a higher ethnic orientation 

and more positive psychological acculturation outcomes.  

 

The Present Study 

 

The present study goes beyond previous research in three ways: Firstly, it integrates 

research on the family as an important developmental and acculturative context for 

adolescent immigrants (Bronfenbrenner, 1986; Motti-Stefanidi et al., 2012) into an 

acculturation framework (Arends-Tóth & Van de Vijver, 2006). In doing so, the framework is 

tested in a particular context and age group where it has not been applied yet. Secondly, it 

is one of very few studies investigating the relationship between all components of the 

acculturation framework. This level of comprehensiveness is rarely achieved. Thirdly, it 

draws on a large and diverse sample of early adolescent immigrants, thereby providing 

more opportunity to generalize findings across immigrant groups. Addressing these points, 

we first test for differences between immigrant groups on all concepts studied and then test 

the conceptual model displayed in Figure 4.1.  
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Figure 4.1. Conceptual model of hypothesised relationships – mediation model and direct 

paths. Dotted arrows mark paths which are expected to be non-significant. 

 

Method 

 

Participants 

 

A total of 695 students (Mage = 11.04 years, SDage = 0.88, 49% male) with a migration 

background participated in the study. All students came from a mono-ethnic parental 

background.  Students represented 54 countries of origin, reflecting the major immigration 

waves to Germany, with guest workers from Turkey and Southern Europe arriving in the 

1960s and 1970s and refugees, predominantly from Eastern Europe and the Balkan, in the 

1990s. The biggest groups came from Turkey (N = 281), Italy (N = 45), Kosovo (N = 39), 

Greece (N = 38), Croatia (N = 32), Russia (N = 30), and Bosnia (N = 23). The majority of 

students (86%) were born in Germany. The average age at migration for first generation 

students was M = 4.66 years (SD = 3.31).  The three main secondary school tracks in 

Ge a  e e all ell ep ese ted i  the sa ple: lo  o atio al t a k Haupts hule , N = 

, high o atio al t a k Reals hule , N =  a d a ade i  t a k G asiu , N = 

204). Usually, the concentration of students with an immigrant background is much higher 

in the lower tracks (OECD, 2006). However, to make results comparable across school 
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tracks, schools with a similar proportion of immigrants were targeted in all three tracks; the 

average proportion across schools was .69.  

Measures 

 

Measures are listed below in the order they occur in the acculturation framework (see 

Figure 1). Psychological and sociocultural adjustment each consisted of three components, 

which are listed separately. For psychological adjustment these components were well-

being, psychological and behavioural problems. For sociocultural adjustment, these 

components were the number of mainstream friends, national language competence, and 

school track. Measures not originally available in German were translated using a translation 

back-translation method (Van de Vijver & Leung, 1997). All items and scales had been tested 

in a pilot study with 51 immigrant students of the target age group. Scale characteristics are 

displayed in Table 4.1.  

 

Provision of cognitive-intellectual materials. As a proxy for the exposure to intellectually 

stimulating materials at home, a single item asked about the number of books in the 

household on a 5-point Likert scale from (1) none or very few to (5) more than 200 books. 

This is a standard measure for this age group and has been validated in large-scale studies 

for immigrant and non-immigrant students (e.g., Albert, Hurrelmann, & Quenzel, 2010).  

 

Pare ts’ perso al school i volve e t. The e l  de eloped s ale easu ed pa e ts’ a ti e 
i te est i  thei  hild e ’s s hool life a d a ademic career and comprised three items (e.g., 

M  pa e ts ofte  ask e hat e a e doi g at s hool. . Respo ses e e gi e  o  a -

point Likert scale from (1) o, that s ot right to (5) yes, that s right. 

 

Perceived cultural distance. A six-item adaptation of Gal he ko a d Va  de Vij e ’s (2007) 

questionnaire was used. Items measured how similar or different the early adolescents 

perceived their culture of origin and the German culture, tapping into public and private life 

domains relevant and familiar to early adolescents, such as family life, general way of life, 

d ess a d pa e ti g st les e.g., Ho  si ila  o  diffe e t do people d ess i  Ge a  a d 
ou  othe  ou t ? . Respo ses a ged f o   very similar to (5) very different.  

 

Pare ts’ acculturatio  e pectatio s. We adapted 12 items from scales by Arends-Tóth and 

Van de Vijver (2007), which tapped into the public and private domain and were mirrored 

fo  eth i  a d ai st ea  di e sio s e.g., M  pa e ts a t e to get to k o  the 
usto s a d t aditio s f o   othe  ou t . . Respo ses a ged f o   o, that s ot 

right to (5) yes, that s right. 
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Use of the mainstream language at home. With a single item, early adolescents were asked 

which language(s) was (were) spoken at home. Responses ranged from (1) always my ethnic 

language to (5) always the mainstream language.  

 

Importance of religion at home. A single item was newly developed, asking the early 

adolescents how important they felt religion was in their family. Responses ranged from (1) 

not important at all to (5) very important.  The item was found to be related to the religious 

o positio  of ea l  adoles e ts’ ountries of origin at country level (Schachner, Van de 

Vijver, & Noack, 2014b), suggesting that it is a valid measure of cultural differences in the 

importance of religion in immigrant families. 

 

Acculturation orientations. As ethnic identity and acculturation orientations are both 

studied as the attitudinal component of the acculturation process (Ward, 2001), the 

o i atio  of the t o as used i  the odel as the hild e ’s acculturation orientations. 

A reformulation of the items measuring perceived parental acculturation expectations was 

used, which had been adapted from Arends-Tóth and Van de Vijver (2007, e.g., "I like the 

way families live in my other country."). The scale was also extended to tap into more 

aspects, resulting in a total of 18 items. Responses ranged from (1) o, that s ot right to (5) 

yes, that s right. Additionally, ethnic and mainstream identity were measured with ten items 

by Phinney (1992, e.g., "I have a lot of pride to be a member of my ethnic group").  

 

Well-being. This comprised measures of general life satisfaction (Diener et al., 1985), 

academic self-concept (SESSKO; Schöne et al., 2002), and social self-concept (Marsh, 1988). 

General life satisfaction was measured with the widely used Satisfaction With Life Scale 

(SWLS; Diener et al., 1985), hi h o p ises fi e ite s e.g., I a  satisfied ith  life. . 
The SWLS has recently been validated in different immigrant communities and age groups 

(Ponizovsky et al., 2012). Academic self-concept was measured with five items from the 

SESSKO scale by Schöne et al. (2002), which is frequently used in the German context (e.g., 

Lea i g e  thi gs is eas  fo  e. . “o ial self-concept was measured using seven items 

from the relations with peers subscale of the Self-Description Questionnaire for early 

adolescents (SDQ I) by Marsh ( ; e.g., I ake f ie ds easil . ). Answers on all three 

scales ranged from (1) o, that s ot right to (5) yes, that s right. 
 

Psychological problems. A combination of five items on physiological stress symptoms (e.g., 

I feel dizz  a d fai t.  a d fi e ite s o  dep essi e ood e.g., I o  a lot.  e e used, 
which have been used with adolescent immigrants in 13 countries (Berry, Phinney, Sam, & 

Vedder, 2006a). Responses ranged from (1) almost never to (5) very often. 

 

Behavioural problems. A combination of disruptive behaviour (Jenkins, 1995) and 

delinquency (Mc Carthy & Hoge, 1987) measures were used. For disruptive behaviour, we 
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used a selection of five items, which were considered appropriate for the age group and 

context of our study. Students were asked how often a particular situation had occurred 

o e  the last fou  eeks e.g., Ho  ofte  did ou hat with your neighbour during class in 

the last fou  eeks? , f o   never to (5) very often. In the delinquency scale, early 

adolescents were asked how often a particular situation had occurred over the last 12 

o ths e.g., Ho  ofte  ha e ou dest o ed s hool p ope t  i  the last  o ths? , f o  
(1) never to (5) once a month or more. 

 

School track. In South-West Germany, where the data were collected, early adolescents 

have to pass a standardized test in primary school, which covers the main subjects and 

determines the secondary school track they can go to. This decision is binding. The school 

track, with scores of (1) low vocational track, (2) high vocational track and (3) academic 

track, is therefore a good indication of overall academic performance for early adolescents 

who just entered secondary schools. 

 

(Perceived) mainstream language competence. This was measured with a single item 

where the adolescent rated his or her ability to communicate in the national mainstream 

language (German) from (1) not at all to (5) very good. 

 

Number of mainstream friends. Participants were asked to list their five best friends in the 

classroom, using their respective numbers on the class list. This was then matched with their 

f ie ds’ uestio ai e data to o tai  their demographic information and extract the number 

of mainstream friends for every adolescent. This procedure is less prone to social desirability 

and has been found to be effective in previous research (Vervoort, Scholte, & Scheepers, 

2011). Since the proportion of children with an immigrant background was higher than that 

of German children in most classrooms that participated in the study, the actual number of 

friends was then turned into a new variable with (0) no German friend, (1) one German 

friend, and (2) at least two German friends.  
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Table 4.1.: Scale Characteristics by Subscale. 

Scale M (SD) Reliability 

Acculturation conditions   

Provision of cognitive-intellectual materials 3.03 (1.14) - 

Pa e ts’ pe so al s hool i ol e e t         4.17 (.86) .67 

Perceived cultural distance 3.45 (.91) .83 

Pa e ts’ a ultu atio  o ie tatio s   

Adoption expectation  3.51 (1.11) .85 

Maintenance expectation  3.97 (1.01) .84 

Use of mainstream language at home       2.75 (.85) - 

Importance of religion at home 3.89 (1.24) - 

Attitudes towards mainstream and ethnic culture   

Ethnic identity   

Germany 2.86 (1.18) .94 

Other country       4.22 (.87) .88 

Acculturation orientation   

Mainstream orientation (adoption) 3.42 (.88) .83 

Ethnic orientation (maintenance) 3.80 (.80) .81 

Psychological outcomes   

Depression 1.81 (.86) .84 

Physiological stress symptoms 1.80 (.69) .73 

Self-concept   

Social self 3.95 (.83) .87 

Academic self 3.58 (.80) .81 

Life satisfaction (SWLS) 3.76 (.93) .82 

Disruptive behavior at school 1.99 (.68) .62 

School delinquency 1.27 (.43) .66 

Sociocultural outcomes   

School track 1.99 (.77) - 

Number of mainstream friends 1.06 (.82) - 

Competence mainstream language 4.31 (.72) - 

Note. 679 < N < 695.  

 Procedure  

 

Students were recruited in culturally heterogeneous secondary schools in Germany, during 

their first year at the school. Subject to permission from school authorities and parental 

consent, they completed a questionnaire in class under supervision of the first author and 

her assistants. The questionnaire was part of a larger project on school-related acculturation 

processes of early adolescent immigrants and took the students about 1.5 hours to 

complete. 
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Results 

 

Preliminary Analyses – Measures 

 

Before the main analyses, exploratory factor analyses were carried out on all individual 

scales to establish their (uni-)dimensionality. This was confirmed for all scales. Reliabilities, 

means, and standard deviations for each scale are displayed in Table 4.1. Most internal 

consistencies were above .70 and several well above .80, which is adequate. Three scales 

revealed internal consistencies between .60 and .70, yet, they were later combined with 

other scales into higher-level constructs as described below. In the next step, we computed 

exploratory factor analyses on the scale means in order to parcel individual scales and 

create the observed variables (factor scores) for our model. As expected, an ethnic and a 

mainstream factor emerged including the respective acculturation orientation and identity. 

With respect to our measures of psychological outcomes, measures of well-being, 

psychological problems and behavioural problems formed three unifactorial constructs 

comprising individual scales as mentioned before. Proportions of variance explained by 

these higher order factors ranged from 68% to 81% and loadings of individual scales onto 

these factors ranged from .81 to .90. Correlations between observed variables to go into the 

path model are displayed in Table 4.2. 



 

 

 

Table 4.2.: Correlations Between Observed Variables In The Path Model. 

  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 

1 PCIM 1 .22** 0 .05 .13** .09* .03 .04 .14** .08* -.09 .05 .15** .11** .08* 

2 PPSI .22** 1 .04 .10* -.01 .05 .14** .23** .08* .32** -.22** -.15** .13** .09* -.01 

3 Perceived cultural 

distance 

.00 .04 1 .17** -.18** -.07 .15** .08* -.16** -.06 .01 .09* .03 -.06 -.07 

4 Ethnic maintenance 

expectation 

.05 .10* .17** 1 .16** -.07 .26** .51** -.02 .20** -.02 .01 -.02 .00 -.09* 

5 Mainstream 

adoption expectation 

.13** -.01 -.18** .16** 1 .11** -.06 .06 .56** .26** -.07 -.08* -.03 .10* .09* 

6 Use of mainstream 

language 

.09* .05 -.07 -.07 .11** 1 -.08* -.13** .21** .10** -.02 -.09* .01 .17** .06 

7 Importance of 

religion 

.03 .14** .15** .26** -.06 -.08* 1 .31** -.15** .12** -.03 .05 -.00 -.05 -.18** 

8 Ethnic orientation .04 .23** .08* .51** .06 -.13** .31** 1 .11** .33** -.10** -.02 -.03 .00 -.10** 

9 Mainstream 

orientation 

.14** .08* -.16** -.02 .56** .21** -.15** .11** 1 .31** -.19** -.07 .09* .17** .16** 

10 Wellbeing .08* .32** -.06 .20** .26** .10** .12** .33** .31** 1 -.20** -.32** .08* .20** .05 

11 Psych. problems -.09* -.22** .01 -.02 -.07 -.02 -.03 -.10** -.19** -.20** 1 .11** -.11** -.05 -.01 

12 Behav. problems .05 -.15** .09* .01 -.08* -.09* .05 -.02 -.07 -.32** .11** 1 -.09* -.06 .03 

13 School track .15** .13** .03 -.02 -.03 .01 -.00 -.03 .09* .08* -.11** -.09* 1 .18** .10** 

14 Comp. mainstr. 

language 

.11** .09* -.06 .00 .10* .17** -.05 .00 .17** .20** -.05 -.06 .18** 1 .06 

15 Mainstr. friends .08* -.01 -.07 -.09* .09* .06 -.18** -.10** .16** .05 -.01 .03 .10** .06 1 

Note. PCIM = Provision cognitive-intellectual material. PP“I = Pa e ts’ pe so al s hool involvement. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 

N = 695. 
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Preliminary Analyses – Cultural Differences 

 

In order to make the large number of cultural groups more accessible for statistical analysis, 

early adolescents were grouped into 9 different regions. These were Turkey (N = 280), 

Balkan Countries (N = 113), Southern Europe (N = 104), Eastern Europe and the former USSR 

(N = 85), Arab Countries and North Africa (N = 71), Asia (N = 23), Sub-Saharan Africa (N = 

11), Western Europe and North America (N = 4) and Latin America and the Caribbean (N = 

4). Regions were formed on the basis of cultural and religious aspects (e.g., Islam in Arab 

countries and North Africa, Catholicism in Southern Europe; Central Intelligence Agency, 

2012) as well as the immigration history (e.g., guest workers from Southern Europe, 

refugees from the former Yugoslavian countries on the Balkan; OECD, 2006). Turkey was the 

only country treated as a region on its own due to the large number of participants in this 

group.  

In the next step, we conducted a MANOVA with region and sex as the independent 

variables and the variables subsequently to be used in the path model as dependent 

variables. As Western Europe and North America and Latin America and the Caribbean only 

comprised very few participants, they were excluded from this analysis. There was a 

significant multivariate main effect for sex, F(11, 663) = 1.91, p < . , pa tial  η2 = .03, and 

region, F(66, 4008) = 4.05, p < . , η2 = .06. However, an inspection of the specific effects 

for sex revealed only a small (Cohen, 1988) significant effect for mainstream orientation, 

F(1, 663) = 9.60, p < . , η2 = .01, with boys scoring lower than girls, and psychological 

outcomes, F(1, 663) = 4.53, p < . , η2 = .01, with girls scoring lower than boys. Regional 

differences on the individual variables appeared to be more pronounced. 

Although significant differences between early adolescents from different regions 

eme ged o  all a ia les e ept fo  pa e ts’ pe so al s hool i ol e e t, la guage use at 
home and the combined psychological outcomes, effect sizes were generally small (see 

Ta le . . We the efo e o l  i te p eted diffe e es ith a ediu  η2 > .06) or la ge η2 > 

.14) effect as defined by Cohen (1988), namely for ethnic orientation and the importance of 

religion at home. Religion was seen as particularly important in families from Turkey, 

followed by Arab countries and North Africa, and least important in families from Asia and 

Eastern Europe and the Former USSR. Similarly, ethnic orientation was highest for early 

adolescents from the Balkan countries and Turkey and lowest for early adolescents from 

Asia and Eastern Europe and the Former USSR. We did not find significant interactions 

between sex and region.  



 

 

Table 4.3.: Means and Differences by Region of Origin. 

 Turkey  Balkan 

Countries 

Southern 

Europe 

Eastern Europe 

&  

former USSR  

Arab Countries 

& North Africa 

Asia Sub-Saharan 

Africa 

Difference 

by region 

Partial 

η2 

Provision cog.-int. 

materials 

3.14 (1.11) 2.87 (1.11) 2.80 (1.19) 3.26 (.1.03) 2.96 (1.25) 2.83 (1.11) 2.91 (1.22) † .02 

Pa e ts’ pe so al 
school inv.a 

.19 (1.02) .03 (.97) -.02 (1.02) -.07 (.96) -.22 (.99) -.32 (1.15) -.03 (1.10) ns .01 

Perceived cultural 

distance 

3.53 (.87) 3.30 (.92) 3.41 (.91) 3.09 (.94) 3.67 (.94) 3.60 (.87) 4.20 (.74) *** .04 

Ethnic maintenance 
expectationa 

.30 (.81) .33 (.80) .21 (.89) -.15 (1.05) .18 (1.18) .05 (.97) .63 (.60) ** .03 

Mainstream 

adoption 

expectationa 

-.17 (.99) -.23 (1.04) -.36 (1.04) .23 (.91) -.04 (.89) .00 (.99) .29 (.80) ** .03 

Use of mainstream 

language 

2.87 (.76) 2.80 (.86) 2.62 (.90) 2.72 (1.04) 2.75 (.92) 2.52 (.73) 3.00 (.89) ns .02 

Importance of 

religion 

4.24 (1.07) 4.09 (1.02) 3.53 (1.27) 2.75 (1.18) 4.21 (1.20) 3.47 (1.51) 3.91 (1.22) *** .16 

Ethnic orientationa .31 (.77) .45 (.77) .23 (.99) -.22 (.99) -.13 (1.01) -.13 (1.09) -.02 (.91) *** .07 

Mainstream 
orientationa 

-.30 (.97) -.11 (.99) -.39 (.98) .19 (.89) -.02 (.84) .22 (.79) 0 (.88) *** .04 

Psychological 

outcomesa 

-.05 (.97) -.10 (.98) .06 (.95) .04 (1.08) .16 (1.12) .15 (1.03) .03 (.92) ns .01 

Sociocultural 

outcomesa 

-.14 (1.01) .14 (1.05) -.08 (1.05) .22 (.84) .21 (.87) .14 (.82) -.60 (1.30) ** .03 

Note. a  Factor scores including several scale means. †
p < .10. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. ns = non-significant. 



 

FAMILY-RELATED CONDITIONS 

85 

Model Test, Using Structural Equation Modeling 

 

Using MPlus 5 (Muthén & Muthén, 2010), we set out to test the conceptual model of Figure 

4.1. The modification indices suggested to include a correlation between ethnic and 

mainstream orientation to improve model fit. Allowing for this correlation, r = .23, p < .01, 

the odel e ealed a good fit, ith χ2/df (N = 622) = 2.72, p < .01; CFI = .90; RMSEA = .05 

(90% CI: 0.04–0.06); SRMR = .04. Standardised path coefficients are displayed in Table 4.4. 

The patterns observed were largely as expected: The provision of more cognitive-

i telle tual ate ials a d adoles e ts’ pe eptio  of a highe  pe so al s hool i ol e e t 
by parents predicted a higher ai st ea  o ie tatio . Adoles e ts’ pe eptio  of a highe  
personal school involvement by parents also predicted a higher ethnic orientation. Both also 

directly predicted the outcome variables (i.e., unrelated to acculturation processes) as 

expected. Surprisingly, perceived cultural distance was not a significant predictor of either 

orientation. Perceived parental acculturation expectations were by far the strongest 

p edi to s fo  ea l  adoles e ts’ a ultu atio  o ie tatio s. The use of the ai st ea  
language at home predicted higher mainstream and lower ethnic orientations amongst the 

early adolescents. Finally, the importance of religion at home predicted a higher ethnic and 

lower mainstream orientation. Mainstream orientation was positively associated with both 

types of outcomes, whereas ethnic orientation was only positively associated with 

psychological outcomes (and a marginally significant negative association with sociocultural 

outcomes). 

Bootstrapping tests revealed that all indirect effects of the predictors on the 

outcomes via the acculturation orientations were significant. Coefficients for the indirect 

effects were small, ranging -.  < β < .  fo  effe ts ia eth i  o ie tatio  a d -.  < β < .  
for effects via mainstream orientation. Overall, the proportions of variance explained 

tended to be large, particularly for acculturation orientations and psychological outcomes, 

which revealed values above 30% (see Table 4.4 for details). 

 

 



 

 

Table 4.4.: Standardised Regression Coefficients. 

           Dependent variables 

 Acc. orientations  Psychological outcomes  Sociocultural outcomes 

 Ethnic Main-

stream  

 

 

Psych. 

out-

comes 

(latent) 

Well-

being 

 

Psych. 

problems 

Behav. 

problems 

 Socioc. 

out-

comes 

(latent) 

School 

track 

Compe-

tence 

mainstr. 

language 

Main-

stream 

friends 

 

% of variance explained 31% 36% 33% 71% 12%  9%  22% 17% 26% 5% 

Independent variables            

Acculturation conditions            

PCIM ns .07*      .23***    

PPSI .16*** .08* .33***     .16*    

Perceived cultural 

distance  

ns ns          

Ethnic maintenance 

expectation 

.43*** -.07*          

Mainstream adoption 

expectation 

ns .53***          

Use of mainstream 

language  

-.11*** .11***          

Importance of religion  .17*** -.10**          

Accult. orientations             

Ethnic   .25***     -.13
†
    

Mainstream   .31***     .32***    

Psych. outcomes (latent)    .84
a
 -.35*** -.29***      

Soc. outcomes (latent)         .41
a
 .52*** .22*** 

Note. Empty cells refer to effects that are assumed to be zero. PCIM = Provision cognitive-intellectual materials. PP“I = Pa e ts’ 
personal school involvement. aFixed at a value of one in unstandardised solution.  †

p < .10. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. N = 622. 
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Discussion 

 

In this study, we were interested in associations of the family context with the acculturation 

orientations and psychological and sociocultural school adjustment of early adolescent 

immigrants in an acculturation framework (Arends-Tóth & Van de Vijver, 2006). The aim was 

to get insight in the application of such a framework and the interrelation between its main 

components, which are expected to be antecedents, mediators and outcomes of the 

acculturation process. We also wanted to investigate the distinct role of a broad range of 

antecedents in the family context that are relevant for acculturation orientations and school 

adjustment of adolescent immigrants. Finally, we were interested in studying cultural 

differences in antecedents and outcomes in different immigrant groups. Analyses were 

based on a large and diverse sample including data from students from more than 50 

countries who attended German secondary schools. Results will first be discussed in relation 

to the application of the acculturation framework, followed by the associations of different 

o ditio s i  the fa il  o te t ith adoles e ts’ s hool adjust e t a d fi all  diffe e es 
between immigrant groups. 

 

Applying an Acculturation Framework 

 

We could explain much variation in acculturation orientations and outcomes by applying a 

model in which acculturation orientations mediated the relationship between acculturation 

conditions and outcomes. As expected, most of the antecedents were associated with our 

out o e a ia les i di e tl , ia adoles e ts’ a ultu atio  o ie tatio s.  This highlights 

once again the central role of acculturation orientations in acculturation (Berry, 1997; Ward, 

2001). Moreover, our findings support the usefulness of studying them in a conceptual 

framework, where they are treated as mediators and thereby shed light onto the way in 

which specific conditions are associated with acculturation outcomes. 

For the mostly second and third generation adolescents in our sample, the 

orientation towards ethnic and mainstream culture seem to be compatible, both in terms of 

their positive intercorrelation and in terms of their almost equally positive association with 

psychological outcomes. However, antecedents were mostly associated either with the 

orientation towards the ethnic or the mainstream culture. If they were associated with both 

orientations, they tended to be associated positively with one and negatively with the other 

orientation. This suggests that antecedents work in opposite directions. It seems that in the 

family context, mainstream and ethnic culture are seen as mutually exclusive. Such a 

unidimensional view of acculturation is prominent in Germany, with many people seeing 

acculturation as a development from separation towards assimilation as opposed to an 

integration of both cultures (Zick et al., 2001). This is also supported by a recent 

comparative study of adult Turkish immigrants in four Western countries (Yağ u  & a  de 
Vijver, 2012), which suggests that Germany can be characterized as an ethnist society, 
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where ethnic and mainstream culture and identity are seen as mostly incompatible by 

immigrants.  

Looking at the relationship between acculturation orientations and outcomes, the positive 

associations between both orientations and psychological outcomes are in line with a view 

that integration facilitates positive acculturation outcomes, as argued by Berry and 

colleagues (Berry, 1997; Berry et al., 2006a) and confirmed in a recent meta-analysis 

(Nguyen & Benet-Martínez, 2013). Yet, mainstream orientation appeared to be more 

important than ethnic orientation for both sociocultural and psychological outcomes. This 

may be explained by the types of outcomes chosen in our study, which are relevant for 

school and therefore mainly reflect the public domain and adjustment to the mainstream 

society. Indeed, acculturation processes can be domain specific and orientations may differ 

between public and private domains of life (Arends-Tóth & Van de Vijver, 2006). Previous 

qualitative research could demonstrate that early adolescent immigrants in Germany do 

actually follow more assimilationist strategies at school than outside of school (Hermann et 

al., 2012). This may be a reaction to perceived expectations to assimilate - or  perceived risk 

to be segregated - by the mainstream society (Zick et al., 2001), which are mentioned above 

and still reflected in school policies and politics in Germany today. These findings highlight 

the importance of considering the societal context, especially concerning acculturation 

expectations and multiculturalism ideologies, when studying acculturation processes (Ward, 

2013; Yağ u  & a  de Vij e , ). 

 Taken together, our findings support the usefulness of an acculturation framework in 

order to better understand the mechanisms underlying the acculturation process, also when 

studying the context of immigrant families and acculturation processes and outcomes 

amongst adolescent immigrants. In particular, the central and mediating role of an 

i di idual’s o ie tatio s to a ds the eth i  a d the ai st ea  ultu e is highlighted, 
which explain how certain acculturation conditions are translated into outcomes. Our 

findings also suggest that it is important to consider the wider context – in this case the 

mainstream society and the school on the one hand and immigrant families living in this 

society on the other hand – when interpreting the relations between acculturation 

conditions, orientations and outcomes.  

 

Conditions for School Adjustment of Early Adolescent Immigrants 

 

Looking at the effect of individual antecedents on acculturation orientations and outcomes, 

pa e ts’ pe so al s hool i ol e e t appea ed to atte  o e fo  ea l  adoles e ts’ 
school adjustment than the provision of cognitive-intellectual materials – both directly and 

i di e tl  ia a ultu atio  o ie tatio s. This o fi s that pa e ts’ pe so al s hool 
involvement reflects a more general attitude of providing psychological support and taking 

pa t i  thei  hild e ’s li es as suggested  G ol i k a d “lo ia zek (1994), which promotes 
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integration and adjustment. It is also in line with studies showing the positive effect of 

pe ei ed fa il  suppo t i  adoles e ts’ a ultu atio  p o ess (Edwards & Lopez, 2006).  

Against our expectations and contrary to previous findings in older samples (e.g., 

Galchenko & Van de Vijver, 2007), cultural distance was not a significant predictor of early 

adoles e t i ig a ts’ acculturation orientations or outcomes in our study. We confirmed 

that the lack is not due to multicollinearity between predictors. Yet, the concept of cultural 

distance seems to be meaningful for early adolescent immigrants as we could show that 

their judgments are clearly linked with more objective measures of cultural distance on 

country level (Schachner, Van de Vijver, & Noack, 2014b). One explanation for non-

significant role of cultural distance may be that most of the adolescents are second- or even 

third-generation immigrants (previous studies worked with exchange students and mostly 

first-generation immigrants); so, students in our sample have never lived in the country of 

origin of their (grand-)parents and the family home is for many of them the only place 

where they are exposed to their ethnic culture. Therefore, the influence of the ethnic 

culture may have eroded even though they have still enough knowledge of their culture of 

origin to appreciate the distance between that culture and the mainstream culture in 

Germany. There may not be an immediate association of this culture or any differences 

e pe ie ed et ee  this ultu e a d the ai st ea  ultu e ith ea l  adoles e ts’ 
acculturation orientations and outcomes, but how the parents are dealing with the 

intercultural situation (e.g., their acculturation expectations and cultural practices) may be 

more important.  

Another reason why perceived cultural distance was not associated with 

acculturation orientations and outcomes in our study could lie in the composition of our 

sample, which included a high share of immigrants with a Muslim background. It turned out 

that items describing the most visible distinctions between Muslim and non-Muslim groups, 

namely those related to gender roles and dress, varied most between regions. This suggests 

that our measure of cultural distance mainly picked up the difference between Muslim and 

non-Muslim immigrants. In that respect, it may have tapped into similar aspects as our 

measure of the importance of religion in the family, which also varied most between 

Muslims and non-Muslims as described below. Although the correlation between these two 

variables was not very high, they show a similar pattern of relationships with the other 

variables in the model. It seems therefore likely that the importance of religion explained 

some variance which would otherwise have been explained by perceived cultural distance. 

Perceived parental acculturation expectations were most strongly associated with 

ea l  adoles e ts’ o  o ie tatio , suggesti g high ates of ultu al t a s issio  i  this 
domain (Schönpflug, 2009). This is in line with a study by Nauck (2001a), who found very 

high rates of ethnic identity transmission amongst adolescent immigrants and their parents. 

“i e e easu ed adoles e ts’ pe eptio s of thei  pa e ts’ a ultu atio  attitudes, the 
uestio  a ises, to hat e te t these efle t pa e ts’ actual expectations and to what extent 

the  a e a p oje tio  of adoles e ts’ o  a ultu atio  o ie tatio s. Ho e e , esea h 
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suggests that although projection does play an important role in this age group (Gniewosz & 

Noack, 2006), early adolescents’ pe eptio s of i te g oup attitudes a e still sig ifi a tl  
li ked ith pa e ts’ a tual attitudes.  

As expected, the use of the mainstream language at home significantly predicted 

ea l  adoles e ts’ mainstream orientation. The fact that it is also linked with a lower ethnic 

orientation is most likely mainly a measurement effect, since the use of mainstream and 

ethnic language at home was measured with a single item rather than with two separate 

dimensions for ethnic and mainstream language. Still, our findings are in line with previous 

lite atu e highlighti g the i po ta e of the la guage use at ho e fo  i ig a t hild e ’s 
acculturation orientations (Nauck, 2001a) and outcomes (Esser, 2006). Finally, more religion 

at home is associated with higher levels of ethnic maintenance and lower levels of adoption 

of the mainstream culture. This is in line with previous research suggesting that religious 

practice is a promine t a  of ai tai i g o e’s ultu e of o igi , espe iall  a o gst 
Muslim immigrants (Güngör et al., 2013; Ward, 2013).  

I  su a , it appea s that ea l  adoles e ts’ a ultu atio  o ie tatio s a e o e 
strongly associated with perceived parental attitudes towards acculturation and cultural 

practices in the family than they are with perceived differences between the ethnic and the 

mainstream culture. Cultural transmission within the family is still high in this age group. 

These findings emphasize the role of the parents and the family home as an important 

i o os  shapi g hild e ’s i te ultu al e pe ie e a d a ulturation process. Further, 

ota l  pa e ts’ pe so al s hool i ol e e t see s to p o ote i teg atio  a d 
adjust e t. This highlights agai  the i po ta e of pe ei ed fa il  suppo t i  adoles e ts’ 
acculturation process (Edwards & Lopez, 2006) and is especially encouraging as parents may 

not be able show more behaviou al fo s of i ol e e t i  thei  hild e ’s s hool life (Kao, 

2004; Seginer, 2006).  

 

Differences Between Immigrant Groups 

 

The importance of religion at home shows the greatest systematic differences between 

i ig a ts’ egio s of o igi , follo ed  eth i  ai te a e. The fa t that adoles e ts 
from regions with many Muslims (Schachner, Van de Vijver, & Noack, 2014b) score 

particularly high on both confirms earlier suggestions that especially for these immigrants 

practicing their religion is an important way of maintaining their culture of origin (Güngör et 

al., 2013; Ward, 2013). The practice of religion may further be increased amongst Muslim 

immigrants as a reaction to rising prejudices against their group in the mainstream society. 

Indeed, a consistent increase of the practice of Islam amongst Muslim immigrants, 

particularly those in the second or third generation, has been observed following the 

terrorist attacks in the US in 2001. Turkish immigrants in particular are one of the most 

visible minorities, which are often stigmatized and generally have a low status in German 

mainstream society.  
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Ethnic maintenance was also higher amongst the bigger immigrant groups, suggesting that it 

a  e easie  to keep up o e’s eth i  ultu e if the e are more peers around who share this 

culture. When conducting our study, we came across classrooms where students with a 

Turkish background formed the biggest ethnic group, even outnumbering the Germans. 

Also, the ethnic community outside of schools may be more vital  for bigger groups (Suanet 

& Van de Vijver, 2008), providing additional opportunities for cultural maintenance.  

Taken together with our findings concerning perceived cultural distance, the main cultural 

differences in our sample involve the distinction between Muslim and non-Muslim 

immigrant groups. Therefore, the importance of religion appears to be more predictive than 

a broader perception of cultural differences. This supports what Ward (2013) suggests in her 

recent review, namely that despite the substantial overlap, religious identity can be even 

more important than ethnic identity for Muslim immigrants. The strong religious identity, 

however, can also be connected to the high levels of anti-Muslim sentiments these 

immigrants are exposed to in many countries (Güngör et al., 2013). A larger and more vital 

ethnic community and a higher number of ethnic peers in class may further facilitate ethnic 

maintenance in these groups. 

 

Limitations and Future Directions 

 

Despite the comprehensiveness of our study, there are some shortcomings that should be 

mentioned. Firstly, although the proportion of different immigrant groups in our sample was 

a reflection of their relative proportion in the general population, some of the groups in our 

sample were quite small. This prevented us from testing all potentially relevant relationships 

in a multilevel framework or multigroup analyses, which would have allowed us to better 

examine cultural variations in them. Such analyses should be a goal for future research. 

Secondly, as it is typical for the context in Germany and many other countries (Berry et al., 

2006b), the vast majority of adolescents in our sample represented the second and third 

generation of immigrants. Out of the small number of first-generation immigrants, most had 

migrated at a very young age. It is therefore likely that the majority of first-generation 

immigrants in our sample have very few if any memories of the migration experience. This 

did not allow us to systematically study differences based on immigrant generation in the 

different immigrant groups. Future research should aim to include a higher proportion of 

first-generation immigrants in order to address this issue. Thirdly, the question arises which 

cultural groups are actually most relevant for early adolescent immigrants as in our sample. 

Especially for Muslim immigrants, their religious identity may actually be more salient than 

their ethnic identity (Ward, 2013). In order to better understand the interplay between 

ethnic and religious culture, future studies should make an effort to disentangle the two and 

examine their unique role in the acculturation process. Finally, while the strength of our 

study is that it provides an overview of the patterns between a broad range of antecedents 

and outcomes and there are valid reasons to expect effects going into the direction that was 
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tested in our study, the issue of causality cannot be addressed using cross-sectional data. 

Future studies should focus on a smaller set of variables but assess them longitudinally. This 

would also allow the investigation of developmental processes which may be intertwined 

with acculturative processes in adolescence (e.g., Michel et al., 2012b).  

 

Conclusion and Implications 

 

Taken together, our study is one of very few which is testing the acculturation framework 

(Arends-Tóth & Van de Vijver, 2006) with all its main components. By studying the family 

context as an acculturation condition, we provide insight into a core developmental and 

acculturative context for adolescent immigrants (Bronfenbrenner, 1986; Motti-Stefanidi et 

al., 2012) and its associations with their acculturation orientations and school adjustment. 

Taking into account many different aspects on the antecedent and outcome side and 

drawing on adolescent immigrants from more than 50 countries, we could provide a 

comprehensive overview of the relationships between variables, also taking into account 

differences between immigrant groups, which is to this extent rarely done.  

The findings suggest that, studying acculturation in a framework with conditions, 

orientations and outcomes can help to better understand the mechanisms by which certain 

conditions are translated into outcomes. A bi-dimensional conceptualization and 

measurement of acculturation orientations seems to be most useful in terms of explaining 

the unique antecedents and effects of the orientation towards ethnic and mainstream 

culture. 

Especially for the (mainly) second- and third-generation early adolescent immigrants 

in our sample, perceived cultural differences with the country of origin are not very 

predictive, but rather how this is reflected in their immediate environment at home and 

how the parents deal with and think of the intercultural situation. In particular, the role of 

religion in the family appeared to differ between immigrant groups and was strongly linked 

to ea l  adoles e ts’ a ultu atio  o ie tatio s a d out o es.  
Since perceived parental acculturation expectations were the strongest predictor for 

ea l  adoles e ts’ a ultu atio  o ie tatio s a d adjust e t, i te e tio s to p o ote 
ea l  adoles e ts’ ps hologi al a d so io ultu al adjust e t i  s hools should also ta get 
their families and the acculturation attitudes held there. Often, schools focus on the 

promotion of formal aspects of parental involvement and integration (mostly understood as 

assimilation), such as providing additional information and offering mainstream language 

classes to immigrant parents. These measures are important for promoting the school 

involvement of immigrant parents; yet, it may be much more important to create a 

welcoming and multicultural climate, which promotes integration as the preferred 

acculturation style. Such a climate has been shown to positively affect immigrant students 

and their acculturation orientations and adjustment (Schachner, Noack, et al., 2014). There 

is indeed research showing that a positive school climate can have an effect on parents and 
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the e  i di e tl  affe t stude ts’ out o es (Hamilton, Marshall, Rummens, Fenta, & 

Simich, 2011).  

Finally, given the importance of religion as one of the main vehicles of maintaining 

o e’s ultu e of o igi , pa ti ula l  a o gst Musli  i ig a ts (Ward, 2013), combined 

with the high levels of Islamophobia recently observed in many countries (Güngör et al., 

2013), increasing efforts have to be made to allow for integration also concerning religious 

beliefs and practices and thereby avoid segregation of Muslim immigrants. An important 

step in this direction may be the establishment of a more European form of Islam and 

Islamic institutions, such as the education of imams at European Universities, which has also 

just started in Germany. 
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– Chapter 5 – 

 

 

Associations between Characteristics of the Country of Origin and Adolesce t I igra ts’ 
Acculturation and Adjustment 

 

 

Chapter 5 is based on the same sample as Chapter 4. Yet in this chapter, the individual-level 

data are aggregated at the level of the country of origin. First, we calculate country-level 

correlations between all components of the acculturation process. Our first aim is to 

examine whether differences in school adjustment outcomes between immigrant groups 

can be linked to group specific acculturation patterns and whether these group specific 

patterns are following similar processes to those observed at individual level. We then 

correlate aggregated acculturation variables with central characteristics of the countries of 

origin, such as level of development, cultural values and religious composition. Our second 

aim is to find out to what extent characteristics of the country of origin can help to explain 

differences in the acculturation process and school adjustment between immigrant groups. 

 

Keywords: acculturation, adolescents, school adjustment, country of origin, cultural 

distance 
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Education is the key to success in later life and an important outcome of the acculturation 

process for adolescent immigrants. However, in many countries, students with an immigrant 

background lag behind their native peers when it comes to school performance (OECD, 

2012). This gap appears to be particularly pronounced in countries with a tracked school 

system, such as Germany. At the same time, large differences can be observed between 

different immigrant groups. Differences between adolescents representing different 

immigrant groups have also been found on a wider range of school adjustment outcomes 

(Schachner, Van de Vijver, & Noack, 2014a). Such differences may be rooted in acculturation 

patterns of an immigrant group as well as in characteristics of the culture of origin.  

Based on the acculturation framework (Arends-Tóth & Van de Vijver, 2006) and 

B o fe e e ’s (1979) bio-ecological model of human development, the aim of this study 

is two-fold. Firstly, we want to confirm whether the relationships between different 

components of the acculturation process that are found at individual level also hold at 

country level (involving here the country of origin of the adolescent or his or her parents). 

Similarity of correlations would suggest similar processes at individual and group level. 

Secondly, we want to explore the relationship between objective characteristics of the 

country of origin and adoles e ts’ acculturation conditions, orientations, and school-related 

outcomes. If such relationships can be found, this might identify some of the causes for why 

different immigrant groups have different acculturation patterns. In the following, we first 

introduce ecological models of acculturation and development as they form the background 

of our research. We then elaborate the acculturation framework in more detail, as we want 

to investigate its validity at country level, and review empirical findings on the relationship 

between different components of adoles e ts’ acculturation process and other country-

level variables. Based on this theoretical and empirical background, we derive some specific 

hypotheses. Yet, since the research base at country level we could draw on is still limited 

and we wanted to include a wide range of variables, the nature of this study is to some 

extent exploratory. 

 

Ecological Models of Acculturation and Development 

 

Ecological models of acculturation and development propose that acculturative and 

developmental processes take place in and are influenced by context. In ecological systems 

theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), which has been very influential in developmental research, 

a distinction is made between different types of environment, in which individual 

development takes place, ranging from micro-level as the most proximal context to macro-

level as the most distal context. A similar distinction between distal and proximal 

environments impacting on psychological processes has been conceptualised in 

acculturation research (e.g., Arends-Tóth & Van de Vijver, 2006).  

Looking at adolescent immigrants’ acculturation process, at the micro-level there is the 

family or group of friends, which may affect adoles e ts’ acculturation orientations and 
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outcomes (Arends-Tóth & Van de Vijver, 2006). The family in turn is nested in a particular 

immigrant group from a particular country of origin. We would therefore expect that there 

is systematic variation in the acculturation process of adolescents from different immigrant 

groups and countries of origin. At the same time, the host society also provides a particular 

societal context, which may vary in the way immigrants are received and where different 

immigrant groups may have a different status in relation to other immigrant groups and the 

mainstream society. This societal context also has to be taken into account when 

interpreting acculturative patterns of different immigrant groups. 

 

Group-Level Relationships Between Acculturation Variables 

 

So far, the relationships between different components of the acculturation process as 

specified in acculturation models such as the acculturation framework (Arends-Tóth & Van 

de Vijver, 2006) have only been investigated at individual level. In our study, our first aim is 

to see whether these relationships also hold at the level of the country of origin. In country-

level analyses, all cases from a single country are aggregated and some statistic, usually the 

mean, is taken as an indicator of the status of the country on the variable. In the last 

decades there is increasing interest in models in which individual- and country-level 

variables are related to each other (called multilevel equivalence or isomorphism in 

multilevel research; Van de Vijver, Van Hemert, & Poortinga, 2008). If we find similar 

relationships at country- or immigrant group-level to what has been found at individual-

level, this supports the idea of immigrant group specific acculturation patterns and suggests 

that they are based on similar processes at country level to what has been specified at 

individual level. The acculturation framework (Arends-Tóth & Van de Vijver, 2006) divides 

the acculturation process into conditions, orientations, and outcomes and suggests a 

mediation model, where a range of conditions affect outcomes either directly or via the 

i di idual’s o ie tatio  to a ds the culture of origin and the national (majority group) 

culture. 

In particular, a larger perceived distance between the culture of origin and the 

mainstream culture have been associated with a lower mainstream and a higher ethnic 

orientation (Suanet & Van de Vijver, 2009). Taking the family as a micro-level environment, 

acculturation conditions such as educational opportunities at home, perceived parental 

acculturation expectations, and cultural practices in the family have been shown to affect 

adoles e ts’ acculturation orientations and school adjustment at individual level 

(Schachner, Van de Vijver, & Noack, 2014a). In particular, more educational opportunities, 

more perceived school involvement and interest shown by the parents, and a more frequent 

use of the mainstream language at home have been associated with a higher (perceived) 

mainstream orientation amongst early adolescent immigrants and their parents and better 

school adjustment. Religious practices on the other hand are one way of maintaining 

ultu al t aditio s of o e’s ou t  of o igi  (Güngör, Bornstein, & Phalet, 2012) and have 
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therefore been associated with a higher orientation towards the ethnic culture. Although 

this has been found mainly amongst Muslim immigrants (Ward, 2013), our own individual-

level research could demonstrate that the intensity of religious practice is a stronger 

predictor of ethnic orientation than the differentiation between various religious 

denominations (Schachner, Van de Vijver, & Noack, 2011b). Due to cultural transmission 

processes, perceived acculturation expectations of the parents concerning ethnic and 

mainstream culture have been strongly linked to their adolescent hild e ’s o  
orientations towards either culture at individual level (Schachner, Van de Vijver, & Noack, 

2014a). 

Our individual-level analyses further showed that antecedents often have opposite 

effects on the two acculturation orientations (i.e., where we had anticipated a positive 

effect on mainstream orientation, there was simultaneously a negative effect on ethnic 

orientation and the other way round). Although adoles e ts’ own orientations are positively 

correlated, this suggests that in the family environment, the two cultures may be seen as 

mutually exclusive. This is also in line with literature suggesting that a unidimensional 

conceptualisation of acculturation, viewing it as a movement from one culture to the other, 

is prominent in Germany, both within the mainstream society and amongst immigrants 

(Berry et al., 2006b; Yağ u  & a  de Vij e , ; Zick et al., 2001). 

Acculturation orientations have also been shown to be differentially related to 

sociocultural and psychological outcomes (Arends-Tóth & Van de Vijver, 2006; Ward, 2001; 

Ward & Searle, 1991). The orientation towards the national culture has been found to be 

primarily associated with sociocultural outcomes in the domain of the national culture. 

These are mainly related to the acquisition of cultural skills, such as competence in the 

national language, the ability to build up relationships with majority group members, and 

general skills related to the life in the society of settlement. A stronger orientation towards 

the culture of origin on the other hand is conducive for maintaining stronger ties and a more 

extensive social support network in the ethnic group and has therefore been associated 

primarily with psychological outcomes. These include psychological well-being, life 

satisfaction, and self-esteem as positive indicators, and psychological and mental health 

problems as negative indicators. 

Since we were interested in adolescent immigrants’ school adjustment, we focused 

on sociocultural and psychological outcomes that are relevant in the school context, such as 

their academic and social self-concept, their academic performance and their relationship 

with native peers in class. A conceptual overview of the different components of the 

framework which are included in this study is displayed in Figure 5.1. At individual level, we 

have largely confirmed the expected relationships between variables as specified above 

(Schachner, Van de Vijver, & Noack, 2014a). Our first aim in the present study is to test to 

what extent these relationships found at individual level generalise to country level.  

 



 

ASSOCIATIONS WITH COUNTRY OF ORIGIN 

99 

 

Figure 5.1.: Conceptual overview of components of the acculturation framework included in 

our study.  

 

Acculturation Variables and their Relationship with Other Country-Level Variables  

 

Based on the ecological models of acculturation and development described above, 

acculturation variables aggregated at country of origin-level can be expected to be related 

to othe  ha a te isti s of i ig a ts’ ou t  of o igi , su h as ultu al alues, the eligious 
composition, and the level of economic development. In particular, it was the second aim of 

our study to test for relationships between country-level social indicators (such as level of 

affluence of the country of origin) and aggregated scores of perceived cultural distance, 

cultural practices and (perceived) acculturation strategies of parents and adolescents, 

(perceived) opportunity structures at home and adoles e ts’ psychological and sociocultural 

school adjustment (aggregation is across all participants from the same country of origin). 

 

Perceived cultural distance. Since perceived cultural distance refers to the subjective 

perception of cultural differences between the country of origin and the host country, we 

expect that aggregated perceptions of cultural distance at country of origin-level are 

associated with between-country differences on more objective measures of the country-
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level characteristics just mentioned. Yet, very few studies have examined the relationship 

between such objective characteristics and perceived cultural distance: In a study with 

international exchange students in Russia, Suanet and Van de Vijver (2009) investigated 

country-level relationships between perceived cultural distance and mean differences 

between host country and country of origin on characteristics such as cultural values and 

the level of development. However, they only found a significant negative correlation with 

Uncertainty Avoidance. In a study on German expatriates abroad, Stroppa (2011) found 

significant relationships between perceived cultural distance and country differences in 

Assertiveness Orientation, Ingroup Collectivism and Human Orientation. Relationships with 

socioeconomic indicators could not be confirmed.  

Germany is usually amongst the top countries when it comes to economic and 

political development (World Bank, 2011). In terms of values, Germany scores relatively high 

on Harmony (vs. Mastery), Egalitarianism (vs. Hierarchy) and Autonomy (vs. Embeddedness; 

Schwartz, 2009). Usi g Hofstede’s (2009) values, Germany scores relatively low on Power 

Distance and Indulgence (vs. Restraint), and relatively high on Individualism (vs. 

Collectivism), Uncertainty Avoidance,  Masculinity (vs. Femininity) and  Long-Term (vs. 

Short-Term) Orientation. Concerning the religious composition, Germany has a relatively 

large proportion of Christians and non-religious people whereas the proportion of Muslims 

is relatively low (Wikipedia, 2007). Since economic and political development, cultural 

values and religious composition are central variables when describing cultural differences, 

it seems likely that adolescents from countries which are more similar to Germany on those 

characteristics perceive a lower level of cultural distance.  

 

Cultural practices and acculturation strategies. As previously mentioned, a higher perceived 

cultural distance has been associated with a stronger ethnic orientation at individual level 

(Suanet & Van de Vijver, 2009). Similarly, at country of origin level, we expect that 

adolescents from countries that are more dissimilar from Germany in terms of values, 

religious composition and development show a stronger preference for cultural 

maintenance and a weaker preference for adopting the mainstream culture and perceive 

their parents to have similar acculturation expectations. This should also be reflected in the 

mainstream language being used less at home in these groups. 

Concerning the link with values, a study with Turkish immigrant adolescents in 

Belgium (which is similar to Germany on many country-level characteristics) confirms this at 

the i di idual le el  e eali g that “epa ated ess, hi h is o pa a le to “ h a tz’s 
otio  of Auto o  a d Hofstede’s (2001) notion of Individualism, is linked with a higher 

orientation towards the national culture (Güngör, 2007). Conformity, an opposite value, 

hi h is o pa a le to “ h a tz’s (2006) otio  of E edded ess a d Hofstede’s (2001) 

notion of Collectivism, has been associated with a higher orientation towards the ethnic 

culture.  
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Religiosity has been linked to more conservative values at country level (He, van de Vijver, 

Dominguez Espinosa, & Mui, 2012; Schwartz, 2012).  We therefore expect that a higher 

proportion of people belonging to a religious group in the country of origin is associated 

with a higher importance of religion in the family as well as a higher (perceived) preference 

for cultural maintenance and a lower (perceived) preference for cultural adoption by 

parents and adolescents as well as a lower national language use at home.  

 

Opportunity structures at home and adolesce ts’ school adjustment. As previously 

mentioned, there is some individual-level evidence linking a better adjustment with lower 

levels of perceived cultural distance (Suanet & Van de Vijver, 2009; Ward & Searle, 1991). 

Galchenko and Van de Vijver (2007) also confirmed that exchange students from countries 

that were more similar to the host country on core country-level characteristics were better 

adjusted. Yet, relationships of value discrepancies between country of origin and host 

country with adjustment could not be confirmed (Ward & Searle, 1991). In light of these 

findings, it seems likely that adolescents from countries that are more similar to Germany in 

terms of values, religious composition, and level of development, show more psychological 

and sociocultural adjustment. Further, parents from countries that are more similar to 

Germany on those variables are likely to be better adjusted themselves. We therefore 

expect that they provide more opportunities for learning at home, are perceived as more 

involved in their adolescent hild e ’s s hool life, a d o u i ate i  the ai st ea  
language more often.  

 

The Present Study 

 

The present study goes beyond previous research as it is one of very few studies in which 

country-level variables are studied in an acculturation context, using data from immigrants 

from a large number of countries as well as country-level data from large-scale international 

data bases. Based on the literature and arguments presented above, we expect the 

following relationships: 

 

Hypothesis 1: Relationships between different components of adolescent immigrants’ 
acculturation process at country of origin-level largely replicate what has been found at 

individual-level (e.g., Schachner, Van de Vijver, & Noack, 2014a). Our specific 

expectations are: 

 A larger perceived cultural distance, a higher importance of religion in the family, 

and a stronger perceived parental expectation to maintain the ethnic culture are 

associated with a stronger orientation towards the ethnic culture and a weaker 

orientation towards the mainstream culture (hypothesis 1a). 

 More learning opportunities at home, a higher perceived parental interest in 

adoles e ts’ school life, a more frequent use of the mainstream language at home, 
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and a stronger perceived parental expectation to adopt the mainstream culture are 

associated with a stronger orientation towards the mainstream culture and a weaker 

orientation towards the ethnic culture (hypothesis 1b). 

 More learning opportunities at home, more perceived parental interest in their 

hild e ’s s hool life, a d o e f e ue t use of the ai st ea  la guage at ho e 
are also associated with better school adjustment outcomes (hypothesis 1c). 

 A stronger ethnic orientation is primarily associated with better psychological 

adjustment, whereas a stronger mainstream orientation is primarily associated with 

better sociocultural adjustment (hypothesis 1d). 

 

Hypothesis 2: Larger differences on country-level characteristics (cultural values, level of 

development, and religious composition) are associated with aggregated acculturation 

variables in the same way as what has been found in relation to perceived cultural 

distance at individual level.  

 Adolescents from countries that are more different from Germany in terms of 

cultural values, level of development, and religious composition experience a larger 

cultural distance between their country of origin and Germany (hypothesis 2a).  

 Adolescents from countries that are more dissimilar from Germany in terms of 

values, religious composition and development perceive a greater importance of 

religion at home and show a stronger preference for cultural maintenance and a 

lower preference for adopting the mainstream culture. They perceive their parents 

to have similar acculturation expectations (hypothesis 2b).  

 Adolescents from countries that are more similar to Germany in terms of values, 

religious composition, and level of development show more psychological and 

sociocultural adjustment. Parents from countries that are more similar to Germany 

are expected to provide more opportunities for learning at home, to be perceived as 

o e i ol ed i  thei  hild e ’s s hool life, a d to communicate in the mainstream 

language more often (hypothesis 2c).  

 

Method 

 

Participants 

 

A total of 695 students with an immigrant background (age: M = 11.04 years, SD = 0.88, 49% 

male) participated in the study. All students came from a mono-ethnic parental background.  

Students represented 54 countries of origin, reflecting the major immigration waves to 

Germany, with guest workers from Turkey and Southern Europe arriving in the 1960s and 

1970s and refugees from Eastern Europe and the Balkan in the 1990s. The biggest groups 

came from Turkey (N = 281), Italy (N = 45), Kosovo (N = 39), Greece (N = 38), Croatia (N = 

32), Russia (N = 30), and Bosnia (N = 23). The majority of students (86%) were born in 
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Germany. Average age at migration for first generation students was M = 4.66 years (SD = 

3.31).  The three main secondary school types in Germany were all well represented in the 

sa ple: lo  o atio al t a k Haupts hule , N = , high o atio al t a k Reals hule , 
N = , a d a ade i  t a k G asiu , N = 204). Usually, the concentration of 

students with an immigrant background is much higher in the lower tracks (OECD, 2012). 

However, to make results comparable across school types, schools with a similar proportion 

of immigrants were targeted in all three tracks, averaging at 69%.  

 

Measures 

 

Measures included variables, which were part of a questionnaire administered to students 

and therefore measured at individual level, whereas country-level variables were taken 

from various country-level data bases as specified below. 

 

Individual level. Individual-level variables are listed below in the order they occur in the 

conceptual overview of the different components of the acculturation framework which are 

included in this study (see Figure 5.1). Adoles e ts’ psychological and sociocultural 

adjustment each consisted of three components, which are listed separately. For 

psychological adjustment these components were well-being, psychological and behavioural 

problems. Psychological and behavioural problems were included as measures tapping into 

internalising and externalising ways of coping with psychological issues as defined by 

Lazarus and Folkman (1984). Since boys and girls differ in their (maladaptive) coping 

strategies, it is important to include both types of outcomes when studying both sexes 

(Leadbeater, Kuperminc, Blatt, & Hertzog, 1999). For sociocultural adjustment, these 

components were the number of mainstream friends, national language competence, and 

academic achievement. Measures not originally available in German were translated using a 

translation back-translation method (Van de Vijver & Leung, 1997). Some scales were 

developed or adapted based on qualitative interviews and subsequently tested in a pilot 

study with 51 adolescent immigrants from the target age group. Scale characteristics are 

displayed in Table 5.1.  

 

Learning opportunities at home were measured with a single item, asking the adolescent 

about the number of books in the household on a 5-point Likert scale from (1) none or very 

few to (5) more than 200 books. This is a standard measure for participants of this age 

group, who might not yet know the educational attainments of their parents, and has been 

validated in large-scale studies (e.g., Albert et al., 2010).  

 

Perceived parental interest in children’s school life was measured using a newly developed 

s ale. This s ale o p ised th ee ite s e.g. M  pa e ts ofte  ask e hat e a e doi g at 
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s hool. . Respo ses e e gi e  o  a -point Likert scale from (1) o, that s ot right to (5) 

yes, that s right. 

 

Perceived cultural distance was measured using an adaptation of Galchenko and Van de 

Vijver (2007). The six items measured how similar or different the adolescents perceived 

their culture of origin and the German culture, tapping into public and private life domains 

relevant and familiar to early adolescents, such as family life, general way of life, dress and 

pa e ti g st les e.g., Ho  si ila  o  diffe e t do people d ess i  Ge any and your other 

ou t ? . Respo ses a ged f o   very similar to (5) very different.  

 

The importance of religion at home was measured using a single item, which was newly 

developed and asked adolescents how important they felt religion was in their family. 

Responses ranged from (1) not important at all to (5) very important.  

 

Perceived parental acculturation expectations were measured with 12 items adapted from 

scales by Arends-Tóth and Van de Vijver (2007), which tapped into the public and private 

do ai  a d e e i o ed fo  eth i  a d ai st ea  di e sio s e.g., M  pa e ts a t 
e to get to k o  the usto s a d t aditio s f o   othe  ou t . . Responses ranged 

from (1) o, that s ot right to (5) yes, that s right. 

 

The use of the mainstream language at home was measured with a single item, asking 

adolescents which language(s) was spoken at home, with responses ranging from (1) always 

my ethnic language to (5) always the mainstream language.  

 

Adolescents’ acculturation orientations were measured with a reformulation of the items 

measuring perceived parental acculturation expectations which had been adapted from 

Arends-Tóth and Van de Vijver (2007, e.g., "I like the way families live in my other 

country."), but were extended to tap into more aspects, resulting in a total of 18 items. 

Responses ranged from (1) o, that s ot right to (5) yes, that s right. Additionally, ethnic 

and mainstream identity were measured with ten items by Phinney (1992, e.g., "I have a lot 

of pride to be a member of my ethnic group").  

 

Well-being comprised measures of general life satisfaction (Diener et al., 1985), academic 

self-esteem (SESSKO; Schöne et al., 2002), and social self-esteem (Marsh, 1988). General life 

satisfaction was measured with the widely used Satisfaction With Life Scale (SWLS; Diener et 

al., 1985), whi h o p ises fi e ite s e.g., I a  satisfied ith  life. . The “WL“ has 
recently been validated in different immigrant communities and age groups (Ponizovsky et 

al., 2012). Academic self-esteem was measured with five items from the SESSKO scale by 

Schöne et al. (2002), hi h is f e ue tl  used i  the Ge a  o te t e.g., Lea i g e  
thi gs is eas  fo  e. . “o ial self-esteem was measured using seven items from the 
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relations with peers subscale of the Self-Description Questionnaire for early adolescents 

(SDQ I) by Marsh ( ; e.g., I ake f ie ds easil . ). Answers on all three scales ranged 

from (1) o, that s ot right to (5) yes, that s right. 
 

Psychological problems were measured with a combination of five items on physiological 

st ess s pto s e.g., I feel dizz  a d fai t.  a d fi e ite s o  dep essi e ood I o  
a lot. , hi h ha e ee  used ith adolescent immigrants in 13 countries (Berry et al., 

2006a). Responses ranged from (1) almost never to (5) very often. 

 

Behavioural problems were measured with scales on disruptive behaviour (Mc Carthy & 

Hoge, 1987) and delinquency (Jenkins, 1995), consisting of five and six items respectively. In 

the former, adolescents were asked how often a particular situation had occurred over the 

last fou  eeks e.g., Ho  ofte  did ou hat ith ou  eigh ou  du i g lass i  the last 
fou  eeks? , f om (1) never to (5) very often. In the latter, adolescents were asked how 

ofte  a pa ti ula  situatio  had o u ed o e  the last  o ths e.g. Ho  ofte  ha e ou 
dest o ed s hool p ope t  i  the last  o ths? , f o   never to (5) once a month or 

more. 

 

The number of mainstream friends was measured by asking adolescents to list their five 

best friends in the classroom, using their respective numbers on the class list. This was then 

at hed ith thei  f ie ds’ uestio ai e data to o tai  thei  de ographic information and 

extract the number of mainstream friends for every adolescent. This procedure is less prone 

to social desirability and has been found to be effective in previous research (Vervoort et al., 

2011). The actual number of friends was then turned into a categorical variable with (0) no 

German friend, (1) one German friend, and (2) at least two German friends. 

 

National language competence was measured firstly, by asking the adolescent about the 

respective mark obtained in the last report (German language marks from (1) very good to 

(6) unsatisfactory were re-coded to match the second measure). The second measure was a 

single item where the adolescent rated his or her ability to communicate in the mainstream 

language (German) from (1) not at all to (5) very good. 

 

Academic achievement was measured using school type as a proxy. In South-West 

Germany, where the data were collected, students get a recommendation from primary 

school for any of three types of secondary school, which is based on standardised exams 

and binding. The school type (with scores of (1) low vocational track, (2) high vocational 

track and (3) academic track) is therefore a good indication of overall academic 

performance for adolescents who just entered secondary schools. 
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Table 5.1.: Scale Characteristics by Subscale. 

Scale    M (SD) Reliability 

Acculturation conditions   

Perceived cultural distance 3.45 (.91) .83 

Use of mainstream language at home 2.75 (.85) - 

Learning opportunities at home 3.03 (1.14) - 

Importance of religion at home 3.89 (1.24) - 

Pa e ts’ a ultu atio  o ie tatio s   

Adoption expectation  3.51 (1.11) .85 

Maintenance expectation  3.97 (1.01) .84 

Pa e ts’ interest in their hild e ’s s hool life  4.17 (.86) .67 

Attitudes towards mainstream and ethnic culture   

Ethnic identity   

Germany 2.86 (1.18) .94 

Other country 4.22 (.87) .88 

Acculturation orientation   

Mainstream orientation (adoption) 3.42 (.88) .83 

Ethnic orientation (maintenance) 3.80 (.80) .81 

Psychological outcomes   

Depression 1.81 (.86) .84 

Physiological stress symptoms 1.80 (.69) .73 

Self-concept   

Social self 3.95 (.83) .87 

Academic self 3.58 (.80) .81 

Life satisfaction (SWLS) 3.76 (.93) .82 

Disruptive behavior at school 1.99 (.68) .62 

School delinquency 1.27 (.43) .66 

Sociocultural outcomes   

Academic performance 1.99 (.77) - 

Number of national friends 1.06 (.82) - 

Competence national language   

School mark 2.93 (.80) - 

Self-reported competence 4.31 (.72) - 

Note. 679 < N < 695.  

Country level. At country level, a number of indicators from various data bases were 

included, which were expected to be correlated with aggregated individual-level variables as 

specified in the introduction. In particular, we chose the most prominent psychological 

variables describing cultural differences, namely cultural values (Schwartz, 2006; Hofstede, 

2001), as well as the most common indicators of economic and political development, 

namely the Human Development Index (HDI; United Nations, 2010), and the globalisation 

index (Swiss Federal Institute of Technology Zurich, 2010). For religious composition, we 

chose the proportion of the two largest religious groups (Muslim and Christian) and the 

proportion of agnostics in a country.  
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Values were measured using data from the Schwartz Value Survey (Schwartz, 2009) and 

Hofstede’s (2009) data o  his alue di e sio s. “ h a tz’s (2006) model comprises of 

seven cultural values along three dimensions: Embeddedness versus Affective and 

Intellectual Autonomy, Mastery versus Harmony and Hierarchy versus Egalitarianism. 

Hofstede’s ; Hofstede, G., Hofstede, G. J. & Mi ko , ) model comprises of six 

dimensions, namely Power Distance, Individualism, Masculinity, Uncertainty Avoidance, 

Long-Term versus Short-Term orientation, and Indulgence versus Restraint. Values on a 

national level range from (1) not important to (5) very important. 

 

Religious composition was measured using the proportion of Muslims, Christians, and non-

religious people within a country (Wikipedia, 2007). Muslims and Christians were chosen as 

they made up the largest religious groups within our sample. The proportion of non-

religious people in a country was chosen as non-religious people have been shown to differ 

from religious people on a number of variables including values (Schwartz, 2012). Values 

range from (0) none to (1) the total population. 

 

Globalisation was measured using the KOF Index of Globalisation (Swiss Federal Institute of 

Technology Zurich, 2010). It combines measures of economic (e.g., percentage of GDP in 

trade), social (e.g., number of TVs per 1000 people), and political (e.g., number of embassies 

in the country) dimensions of globalization. 

 

Development was measured with the Human Development Index (HDI; United Nations, 

2010), comprising 24 variables. It measures the average achievements in a country in three 

basic dimensions of human development: a long and healthy life (e.g., life expectancy at 

birth), access to knowledge (e.g., mean years of schooling), and a decent standard of living 

(e.g., gross national income per capita). 

 

Procedure 

 

Students were recruited from the lowest two grades in culturally heterogeneous secondary 

schools in Germany. Subject to permission from school authorities and parental consent, 

they completed a questionnaire in class and under supervision of the first author and her 

assistants. The questionnaire was part of a larger project on school-related acculturation 

processes amongst adolescent immigrants and took adolescents about 1.5 hours to 

complete. 
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Results 

 

Preliminary Analyses 

 

Prior to the hypothesis tests, exploratory factor analyses (EFA) were carried out on all 

individual level scales to establish their dimensionality. The expected structure emerged on 

all subscales. Reliabilities, means, and standard deviations for each subscale are displayed in 

Table 5.1. As all internal consistencies were above .60 and several well above .80, it was 

concluded that the internal consistencies were adequate.  

In order to reduce the number of variables in the model, EFAs were computed on the 

basis of subscale means at individual level. Concerning attitudes towards mainstream and 

ethnic culture, an ethnic and a mainstream factor emerged including the respective 

acculturation orientation and identity. With respect to psychological outcomes, three 

factors emerged: The first one covered positive outcomes related to general well-being and 

well-being at school, namely social and academic self-concept and general life satisfaction. 

The other two factors covered negative outcomes, with one factor related to psychological 

problems (physiological stress symptoms and depression) and one factor related to 

behavioural problems (school misconduct and delinquency). The three indicators for 

psychological and sociocultural adjustment respectively were then merged into two higher 

order factors, one measuring psychological adjustment and the other one measuring 

sociocultural adjustment. Proportions of variance explained by these higher order factors 

ranged from 68% to 81% and loadings of individual scales onto these factors ranged from 

.81 to .90. 

 

Country-Level Analyses 

 

In the first step, we aggregated individual-level variables by country of origin. In order to 

accommodate the different sample sizes within countries of origin, we used log (base 10) 

transformations of the number of participants per country as weights before calculating 

correlations between them5. Country-level correlations of the aggregated individual level 

variables are displayed in Table 5.2.  

                                                 

5
 Checking for outliers, five countries with only one or two respondents each and extreme scores on some 

variables were excluded (Paraguay, Slovenia, Philippines, The United States of America, and Saudi-Arabia). 



  

 

Table 5.2.: Country-Level Correlations between Aggregated Individual-Level Variables. 

 Opp P-Int PCD Rel P-Mai P-Ado Lang Eth Main Psy Soc 

Acculturation conditions            

Opportunities for learning  - .25
*
 -.33

**
 -.21 -.29

**
 .00 .02 -.14 .17 .20 .35

**
 

Interest in their hild e ’s 
school life 

 - .02 .09 .12 .11 -.28
*
 .24

*
 -.12 -.12 -.05 

Perceived cultural 

distance  

  - .23
*
 .20 -.22 -.23

*
 .01 -.35

**
 .12 -.06 

Importance of religion     - .53
**

 -.26
*
 -.22

*
 .56

**
 -.35

**
 -.19 -.24

*
 

Ethnic maintenance 

expectation 

    - .05 -.14 .59
**

 -.42
**

 -.15 -.38
**

 

Mainstream adoption 

expectation 

     - .26
*
 -.17 .44

**
 -.26

*
 -.02 

Use of mainstream 

language  

      - -.21 .16 -.32
**

 .09 

Acculturation orientations             

Ethnic        - -.19 -.12 -.58
**

 

Mainstream         - -.10 .11 

Psychological outcomes           - .06 

Sociocultural outcomes            - 

Note. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. N = 80 . Opp = learning opportunities at home, P-Int = pa e ts’ i te est i  s hool life, PCD = 
perceived cultural distance, Rel = importance of religion at home, P-Mai = pa e ts’ ai te a e e pe tatio , P-Ado = pa e ts’s 
adoption expectation, Lang = use of mainstream language at home, Eth = ethnic orientation, Main = mainstream orientation, Psy = 

psychological outcomes, Soc = sociocultural outcomes. Significant correlations are printed in boldface.  
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Country-level correlations between these aggregated individual-level variables reveal a 

similar pattern of relationships to what has been found at individual level (Schachner, Van 

de Vijver, & Noack, 2014a). Hypothesis 1 was therefore largely supported. In particular, 

higher levels of perceived cultural distance were associated with a lower preference for the 

mainstream culture (Hypothesis 1a) but distance was not significantly linked to adoles e ts’ 
adjustment. More opportunities for learning at home were linked with a lower preference 

for ethnic maintenance and a better sociocultural adjustment (Hypotheses 1b and 1c). There 

were no significant positive relationships between acculturation orientations and outcomes 

(contrary to common findings at individual level); negative links were found between the 

preference for ethnic maintenance and sociocultural outcomes and between the preference 

for adoption to the mainstream culture and psychological outcomes (Hypothesis 1d).  

In the next step, we calculated country-level correlations between the aggregated 

individual-level variables and the country-level variables. In particular, we were looking for 

correlations between country-level characteristics and country of origin-level aggregated 

scores of perceived cultural distance, cultural practices and (perceived) acculturation 

strategies of parents and adolescents, (perceived) opportunity structures at home and 

adoles e ts’ psychological and sociocultural school adjustment. Country-level correlations 

between aggregated individual- and country-level variables are displayed in Table 5.3.  

 

 



 

 

Table 5.3.: Country-Level Correlations between Aggregated Individual-Level and Country-Level Variables. 

 Aggregated individual level acculturation variables 

 Conditions  Orientations  Outcomes 

Country level variables Opp P-Int PCD Rel P-Mai P-Ado Lang  Eth Main  Psy Soc 

Values (Schwartz)              

Harmony .00 -.09 -.32* -.08 -.12 .11 .03  .00 -.06  -.07 -.06 

Embeddedness -.12 .14 .45
** .22 .03 .09 -.03  -.09 -.04  -.09 .04 

Hierarchy -.16 -.16 .38
** -.10 -.03 .11 -.06  -.24 .12  .02 .10 

Mastery -.12 -.02 .32* .09 .04 -.22 -.09  -.02 -.13  -.08 .03 

Affective autonomy .17 .00 -.41
**

 -.14 .10 -.03 .03  .18 .12  .05 .10 

Intellectual autonomy .15 -.12 -.48
**

 -.17 -.16 -.07 .13  .04 -.03  .03 .01 
Egalitarianism -.15 -.10 -.09 .21 .17 -.13 -.05  .18 -.21  .12 -.26 

Values (Hofstede)              

Power Distance -.34
*
 .04 .24 -.01 .01 .01 -.12  .03 -.04  -.38

*
 -.08 

Individualism .35
*
 .54

**
 -.41

**
 .03 .15 .08 -.29  .37

*
 -.17  .08 -.21 

Masculinity .34
*
 .17 -.40

**
 -.04 .01 .07 -.05  .00 -.02  .12 .04 

Uncertainty Avoidance .01 .05 -.24 .06 .06 .15 .19  .22 .01  -.10 -.32
*
 

Long-Term vs. Short-Term 

Orientation 

.14 -.04 -.17 -.44
**

 -.24 -.06 -.09  -.22 .22  -.06 .13 

Indulgence vs. Restraint .04 .17 -.06 .09 -.01 .09 .12  .20 .14  -.04 -.11 

Religious composition              
Proportion of Christians .13 .15 -.24

*
 -.17 .00 -.13 -.09  .19 .06  .05 -.31

**
 

Proportion of Muslims -.23
*
 -.10 .15 .37

**
 .19 .10 .23

*
  -.02 -.21  -.17 .12 

Proportion of non-religious .34
**

 .00 -.32
**

 -.33
**

 -.25
*
 -.10 -.12  -.16 .03  .08 .24

*
 

Economic and political 

development 

             

Development (HDI) .37
**

 .21 -.49
**

 -.33
**

 -.31
**

 -.16 .00  .08 -.03  .05 .16 

Globalisation .33
**

 .18 -.51
**

 -.19 -.22 -.05 -.03  .11 .05  .18 .02 

Note. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. 44 < N < 80 . Opp = learning opportunities at home, P-Int = pa e ts’ i te est i  s hool life, PCD = pe ei ed 
cultural distance, Rel = importance of religion at home, P-Mai = pa e ts’ ai te a e e pe tatio , P-Ado = pa e ts’s adoptio  e pe tatio , La g 
= use of mainstream language at home, Eth = ethnic orientation, Main = mainstream orientation, Psy = psychological outcomes, Soc = 

sociocultural outcomes. Significant correlations are printed in boldface.  
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As expected, perceived cultural distance was significantly correlated with most other 

country-le el a ia les H pothesis a , ota l  “ h a tz’s (2009) cultural values: Higher 

levels of perceived cultural distance were associated with higher levels of Embeddedness, 

Hierarchy, and Mastery and with lower levels of Intellectual and Affective Autonomy. 

Ho e e , as fo  Hofstede’s (2009) values, significant (negative) relations were only found 

for with Individualism and Masculinity. Moreover, higher levels of perceived cultural 

distance were associated with a lower proportion of Christians and non-religious people and 

lower levels of development and globalization in the country of origin.  

Relationships with perceived parental and adoles e ts’ acculturation strategies and 

related behaviour, however, were much weaker (Hypothesis 2b). The importance of religion 

i  the fa il  a d pa e ts’ perceived maintenance expectations, also strongly linked with 

one another, showed the same pattern of relationships with country-level variables: They 

were associated with a stronger Short-Term Orientation, a higher proportion of Muslims 

and a lower proportion of non-religious people in a country, as well as with lower levels of 

de elop e t. Pa e ts’ adoptio  e pe tatio  o  the othe  ha d as o l  sig ifi a tl  a d 
positively linked with Individualism, whereas language use at home did not significantly 

correlate with any of the country level variables. Finally, ethnic orientation was associated 

with higher levels of Uncertainty Avoidance in the country of origin; no such relationship 

was found for mainstream orientation. 

Concerning country level links with adjustment (Hypothesis 2c), there were no 

significant relationships with adoles e ts’ psychological adjustment. However, parents from 

countries with higher Masculinity values, a higher proportion of non-religious people and 

higher levels of development provided more opportunities for learning and parents from 

o e i di idualisti  ou t ies sho ed a g eate  i te est i  thei  hild e ’s s hool life. 
Finally, adolescents from countries with lower levels of Uncertainty Avoidance as well as a 

higher proportion of non-religious people and a lower proportion of Christians showed 

higher levels of sociocultural adjustment. Taken together, there was some support for 

Hypothesis 2. Country-level characteristics and how different they were from Germany were 

associated with acculturation conditions in the family but not so much with adoles e ts’ 
acculturation orientations and outcomes.  

 

Discussion 

 

Based on the acculturation framework (Arends-Tóth & Van de Vijver, 2006) and 

B o fe e e ’s (1979) bio-ecological model of human development, the aim of this study 

was twofold. On the one hand, we wanted to confirm whether relationships between 

different components of the acculturation process that are found at individual level 

(Schachner, Van de Vijver, & Noack, 2014a) also hold at the level of the country of origin. On 

the other hand, we wanted to explore the relationship between social indicators of the 

country of origin and ea l  adoles e ts’ acculturation conditions, orientations and school-
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related outcomes. Our analyses were based on data from 695 second- and third-generation 

adolescent immigrants from 54 different countries of origin living in Germany. The results 

suggest that as expected, the relationships between different aspects of the acculturation 

process are similar at country of origin level to what has been found at individual level 

(Hypothesis 1). Further, we found that the relationship with more objective characteristics 

of the country of origin is generally weak. However, the relationships we found replicate 

associations with perceived cultural distance at individual level (Hypothesis 2). In the 

following, we provide a detailed discussion of specific relationships found, followed by some 

critical remarks about the limitations of our study, a general conclusion and some 

implications of our research. 

 

Group-Level Relationships Between Acculturation Variables  

 

There were many significant and meaningful relationships between acculturation variables 

at the level of the country of origin, following similar patterns to what has been found at 

individual level (Schachner, Van de Vijver, & Noack, 2014a). This supports the idea of 

immigrant group specific acculturation patterns and suggests that correlations are based on 

similar processes at group-level to what has been specified at individual-level. However, it 

can be observed that opposite relationships between aspects related to the maintenance of 

the culture of origin and aspects related to the adoption of the national culture are even 

stronger at country of origin-level. Interestingly, almost all significant relationships with 

adjustment outcomes were negative. In particular, aspects related to cultural maintenance 

were associated with less positive sociocultural outcomes and aspects related to cultural 

adoption were associated with less positive psychological outcomes. This pattern was 

particularly strong for the importance of religion, with more religious immigrant groups 

showing a stronger tendency towards separation and lower (sociocultural) adjustment. 

Taken together, this suggests that at group level, the orientations towards both 

cultures appear to be mutually exclusive (and even more so than what has been found at 

individual level). Immigrant groups, in this case differentiated by country of origin, vary in 

their acculturation strategies between separation as one end of the scale and assimilation as 

the other end of the scale. This again supports the prominence of a unidimensional 

conceptualisation of acculturation in Germany, where it is viewed by mainstreamers and 

immigrants as a movement from one culture to the other (Berry et al., 2006b; Yağ u  & a  
de Vijver, 2012; Zick et al., 2001). Our data also show, however, that choosing one culture 

over the other comes at a cost for immigrant groups, which often seems to outweigh the 

benefits. Previous literature has also identified Germany as one of the countries in Europe, 

where Islam is most underprivileged compared to other religions (Güngör et al., 2013). This 

societal climate has been associated with more conservative forms of religious practice 

combined with separation tendencies amongst Muslim immigrants, as we found them in our 

sample. 
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Acculturation Variables and their Relationship with Other Country-Level Variables  

 

As expected, we found many relationships between characteristics of adoles e ts’ country 

of origin and aggregated perceptions of cultural distance. Values, religious composition, and 

level of development were mostly associated with perceived cultural distance in the 

expected direction. This suggests that – although most of the participants were second- or 

third-generation immigrants and quite young – they had a fairly adequate idea of the degree 

of difference or similarity between their ancestral culture and the German national culture. 

This finding is remarkable and novel as to our knowledge objective and subjective measures 

of cultural distance have not been successfully linked to this extent before. The accuracy of 

perceptions of cultural distance in this age group also replicates previous studies which 

found that adolescents of similar age are already aware of status differences between 

different immigrant groups in a country (Verkuyten et al., 1996). These status differences 

are strongly related to perceived cultural differences between specific ethnic groups and the 

mainstream society. 

We had also expected that adolescents from countries which were more different 

from Germany in terms of values, religious composition, and development would prefer 

cultural maintenance more and cultural adoption of the mainstream culture less and 

perceive their parents to hold similar attitudes. However, it turned out that this was only 

the case to a limited extent. The links observed were mainly in relation to preferences for 

ethnic maintenance and they were stronger for perceived parental preferences than for 

adoles e ts’ own preferences. Except for the link between perceived parental adoption 

orientation and Individualism, we did not find any other relationships between (perceived) 

acculturation preferences and cultural values.  

As expected, a higher proportion of non-religious people in the country of origin was 

associated with a lower preference for cultural maintenance. Although not significant, the 

opposite was the case for the proportion of Muslims in a country, whereas the proportion of 

Christians in a country was not associated with cultural maintenance. Taken together, this 

supports literature suggesting that religion is an important vehicle for cultural values, 

norms, and traditions (Güngör et al., 2012; Ward, 2013) and our individual-level findings 

that the intensity of religious practice is more important for cultural maintenance than 

which particular religion is practiced (Schachner et al., 2011b). The slightly different findings 

concerning the proportion of Christians and Muslims in the country of origin support what 

has also been suggested in the literature, namely that the link between religion and cultural 

maintenance is especially strong amongst Muslim immigrants. Also, since a lot of the 

German traditions are rooted in Christianity, the link between religious practice and cultural 

maintenance may not be as strong amongst Christian immigrants.  

Further, the practice of religion is more important in families from Muslim countries 

compared to families from countries with a higher proportion of Christians and non-

religious people. Surprisingly, the proportion of Muslims in the country of origin is also 
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associated with a more frequent use of the mainstream language at home. To some extent, 

this relationship may be explained by the fact that many families of Muslim adolescents in 

our sample are already in Germany for a relatively long time. Another explanation may be 

that we did not differentiate between language spoken with siblings and parents. Since 

families with a Muslim background are often larger compared to other immigrant families, 

the higher use of the mainstream language in Muslim families may reflect language use with 

siblings more than with parents. 

Finally, we were interested in the relationships between characteristics of the 

country of origin, opportunity structures at home and adoles e ts’ school adjustment. 

Similar to our findings for acculturation strategies, we only found some relationships with 

variables describing the opportunity structures at home and none with adoles e ts’ actual 

adjustment. These opportunity structures seem to reflect parental sociocultural adjustment 

as these structures are all somehow connected to parental competence in the national 

language, but also to their understanding of the German education system and the kind of 

support they can provide to their children to succeed in this system. Notably the provision 

of opportunities to learn (measured in our study as the number of books in the household) 

was strongly related to most characteristics of the country of origin. In families from 

countries that were more similar to Germany in terms of values, religious composition and 

development, adolescents had access to more books at home. This is a very important 

finding as adoles e ts’ exposure to books is crucial for language acquisition and educational 

attainment (Schachner, Van de Vijver, & Noack, 2014a). 

To summarise, we could indeed find relationships between characteristics of 

adoles e ts’ country of origin, their immediate family environment, and different 

components of their acculturation process as ecological models would suggest. The 

relationships with perceived parental acculturation strategies and opportunity structures at 

home were much stronger than with adoles e ts’ orientations and adjustment. This 

suggests that amongst second- and third-generation adolescent immigrants, associations of 

their adjustment outcomes with the culture of origin may have eroded even though they 

have still enough knowledge of their ancestral culture to appreciate its differences from 

mainstream culture. Nevertheless, there may be indirect associations with their culture of 

origin through the way parents deal with their intercultural situation (e.g., through religious 

practice or their perceived acculturation strategies) and the opportunities and support they 

can provide to their children. Given that we did not find many associations of adjustment 

outcomes with any variables at country of origin level however, this may also mean that 

individual-level factors are more decisive for these outcomes than factors at group level.  

 

Limitations and Future Directions 

 

Although our study draws on a large dataset and includes adolescents from many different 

countries of origin, there are several limitations to it. First, most of the adolescents in our 
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sample are second- or third-generation immigrants. This means the relationships with 

characteristics of the country of origin may not be as strong in our sample as they would 

have been in a sample of first-generation immigrants. It would be interesting to see similar 

studies drawing on a sample of first-generation immigrants with more recent immigration 

experiences and a longer exposure to the country of origin prior to migration. Secondly, the 

analyses presented in this study are purely correlational and not controlling for relationships 

at individual-level. This allowed us to include a wide range of variables, take a more 

exploratory approach and get an overview of the patterning of relationships between 

variables at the level of the country of origin. Nevertheless, we cannot make conclusions 

about causality. Based on our research, future studies could select a smaller set of variables 

and assess the relationships between them simultaneously at both levels, using multilevel 

analyses. Thirdly, parental attitudes were not assessed amongst parents, but we relied on 

adoles e ts’ perceptions of parental attitudes and the family environment. Future studies 

should also include data obtained from parents directly. Fourthly, although we have 

interpreted some of our findings in relation to Germany as an example for specific type of 

receiving society (namely assimilationist), it would be interesting to extend this research to 

other receiving societies and look at interactions between a particular receiving context and 

different immigrant groups. 

 

Conclusion and Implications 

 

In our study, we drew on a large sample of adolescent immigrants from 54 countries and 

some of the most important indices used to describe psychological differences between 

people from different countries. Based on this unique combination of data, our study 

provided insights on the interplay between macro- and micro-level environments and their 

associations with adoles e t i ig a ts’ adjustment, which is rarely done. Moreover, we 

assessed all main components of the acculturation process – conditions, orientations, and 

outcomes – which enabled us to provide an overview of which particular aspects of the 

process are linked to characteristics of adoles e ts’ country of origin.  

Taken together, our most important findings suggest that (1) the relationship 

between different components of the acculturation process follows a similar pattern at the 

level of country of origin to what has been found at individual level. This supports the idea 

that there is systematic variation between different immigrant groups in the way they 

acculturate, which is even visible amongst second and third generation adolescent 

immigrants. (2) The overall pattern of relationships at country of origin level suggests that 

groups vary in their acculturation practices, strategies, and outcomes along a continuum 

from separation to assimilation, which is particularly characteristic for the German context 

and has also been identified in other studies (Berry et al., 2006b; Yağ u  & a  de Vij e , 
2012; Zick et al., 2001). (3) Associations with characteristics of adoles e ts’ country of origin 

suggest that this group-specific variation to some extent seems to be rooted in differences 



 

ASSOCIATIONS WITH COUNTRY OF ORIGIN 

117 

between countries of origin. Associations were mainly found with specific conditions in the 

family and not so much with adoles e ts’ outcomes. This suggests that parents are closer to 

these countries and more likely to be influenced by them still than their adolescent children, 

who belong to the second or third generation of immigrants. Yet, even in the absence of a 

direct relationship, characteristics of adoles e ts’ countries of origin may be linked to 

adoles e ts’ outcomes indirectly via the family context. (4) Religion, both concerning the 

religious composition of the country of origin and the importance of religion in families from 

particular immigrant groups, was associated with many other acculturation variables. This 

supports recent voices that more attention should be paid to religion and religious practice 

when studying the acculturation of immigrants (Güngör et al., 2013; Ward, 2013).  

There are practical and policy implications that can be derived from our study. In 

particular, our results emphasize the importance of continuing efforts to reduce differences 

in opportunity structures at home between adolescents from different immigrant groups. 

Where there is limited access to books and other educational materials at home, it is 

essential to ensure that adolescents are exposed to such materials in pre-school educational 

settings. Further, our results suggest that immigrant groups in Germany vary mainly on a 

continuum between separating into an ethnic community and completely assimilating to the 

mainstream culture. The tendency towards either end is associated with less beneficial 

adjustment outcomes. In the light of these findings, it is important to create a societal 

climate that embraces cultural pluralism and allows immigrants to integrate their ethnic, 

mainstream and religious identities. 
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– Chapter 6 – 

 

Contextual Conditions for Acculturation and School-Related Outcomes in Early Adolescent 

Immigrants in Germany – The Role of School, Family, and Ethnic Group 

 

 

In this chapter, we are interested in the relative role of antecedents within the school, 

family, and ethnic group for acculturation and school-related outcomes amongst early 

adolescent boys and girls. Pulling together the findings from the previous theoretical and 

empirical chapters we select some of the most important antecedents within each context 

and test their association with school-related psychological and sociocultural outcomes. In 

particular, we are interested in associations of the intercultural attitudes and climate within 

each context and the outcomes. We also test for differences between boys and girls in 

means and relationships between variables. 

 

Keywords: acculturation, early adolescents, school adjustment, family, school, ethnic 

group. 
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Navigating between cultures in addition to developmental changes and challenges in 

adolescence can be a difficult task. Immigrant students are therefore often found to score 

lower on school-related outcomes and general psychological well-being than their 

mainstream peers (Berry et al., 2006b). However, there appear to be large differences 

between individual adolescent immigrants and even entire immigrant groups. Further, boys 

are often found to have more adjustment problems than girls and are particularly at risk of 

becoming delinquent and disengaging from the mainstream society (Berry et al., 2006b; 

Titzmann et al., 2014). Drawing on ecological theories in acculturation (Arends-Tóth & Van 

de Vijver, 2006; Berry, 1997; Bourhis et al., 1997) and development (Bronfenbrenner & 

Morris, 2006; García Coll et al., 1996), some of these differences can be understood by 

looking at contextual factors and how they shape the acculturation and adjustment of 

immigrant students. Relevant contexts can be more or less proximal to the individual. 

School, family and ethnic group in particular have been identified as the most important 

contexts for adoles e t i ig a ts’ a ultu atio  a d adjust e t a d a e ested ithi  the 
broader context of the mainstream society (Motti-Stefanidi et al., 2012). Including some of 

the most important antecedents in each context, the aim of the present study is to test their 

relative importance for acculturation and school-related outcomes in early adolescent 

immigrants, also looking at potential differences between boys and girls.  

Early adolescence is one of the most rapidly changing developmental periods, which 

is marked by pubertal and cognitive development, the redefinition of social roles and the 

transition from primary to secondary school. Gaining greater independence from parents, 

e pa di g the pee  et o k, a d de elopi g a se se of o e’s ide tit  a e o e 
developmental tasks (Eccles et al., 1996). For immigrant students, this period may require 

(re-)negotiating their acculturation process between ethnic culture and mainstream society. 

It is therefore a critical period to study the role of different contextual conditions in shaping 

acculturation orientations and school-related outcomes. The conceptual framework for our 

research integrates an acculturation framework (Arends-Tóth & Van de Vijver, 2006) and a 

framework for immigrant youth adaptation (Motti-Stefanidi et al., 2012). After identifying 

some of the most important antecedents in the context of the school, the family and the 

ethnic group, we test the effect of each of these contexts in explaining acculturation and 

school-related outcomes in early adolescent immigrant boys and girls in Germany. 

 

Contexts for Acculturation and Adjustment in Adolescence 

 

Drawing on the bio-ecological theory of human development (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 

2006), Motti-Stefanidi and colleagues (2012) highlight school, family and ethnic group as the 

most important contexts for the adaptation of adolescent immigrants. Together they form 

the level of interaction, which is nested in the mainstream society. Whereas the school can 

be regarded as a predominantly mainstream context, the family and the ethnic group form 

mostly ethnic contexts. In an acculturation framework, these contexts are seen as 
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acculturation co ditio s, hi h affe t out o es ia a  i di idual’s o ie tatio  to a ds 
ethnic and mainstream culture (Arends-Tóth & Van de Vijver, 2006). Mainstream contexts, 

such as school, tend to be more important for mainstream orientation, and ethnic contexts, 

such as family and ethnic group, tend to be more relevant for ethnic orientation. Outcomes 

can be psychological, related to general well-being and mental health, and sociocultural, 

related to cultural skills and relationships with members of the mainstream society (Ward, 

2001). School-related psychological outcomes include academic self-concept as a positive 

indicator and school-related behavioural problems and delinquency as negative indicators, 

which are especially prevalent amongst boys (Titzmann et al., 2014). School-related 

sociocultural outcomes include academic achievement but also relationships with 

mainstream peers in the classroom (Vedder & Horenczyk, 2006). The International 

Comparative Study of Ethnocultural Youth (ICSEY; Berry et al., 2006b), which investigated 

many different immigrant groups in 13 countries of settlement, revealed that adolescent 

immigrants often show lower levels of adjustment in both areas than their native peers.  

There are also large individual and group differences in acculturation outcomes, 

which have been associated with differences in individual and context-related acculturation 

conditions and orientations. A strong orientation towards mainstream and ethnic culture 

(integration) is usually seen as most beneficial for overall outcomes (see Nguyen & Benet-

Martínez, 2013, for a meta-analysis of studies including different age groups). However, a 

stronger ethnic orientation appears more relevant for psychological adjustment, whereas a 

stronger mainstream orientation seems more functional for sociocultural adjustment (Ward, 

2001). Under certain conditions, a stronger orientation towards one culture can be useful. 

Especially in large immigrant groups with a strong ethnic community and when it is difficult 

to integrate into the mainstream society, a stronger ethnic and weaker mainstream 

orientation (separation) may be beneficial (Dimitrova, Aydinli, Chasiotis, Bender, & Van de 

Vijver, 2013). Yet, a stronger mainstream and weaker ethnic orientation (assimilation) is 

associated with more negative outcomes, especially in psychological terms (Berry et al., 

2006b). Boys and girls were found to differ in their perception of the context, but also in 

their acculturation orientations and outcomes (Berry et al., 2006b), with boys perceiving 

more discrimination, favouring more separation and showing lower levels of adjustment 

than girls. More negative outcomes amongst boys may also be explained by different 

reactions to contextual conditions. For example, first-generation immigrant boys were 

found to be more susceptible to risk factors in the school and family than to protective 

factors (Titzmann et al., 2008). Boys and girls may therefore differ in the associations 

between contextual antecedents and outcomes. 

 

Conditions in the School Context 

 

School forms one of the most important acculturative contexts for adolescent immigrants. 

For many, it is the place where they have most contact with members of the mainstream 



 

CHAPTER 6 

122 

society, such as teachers and fellow students (Horenczyk & Tatar, 2012). School climate is 

known to affect a wide range of school-related outcomes and can be especially important 

for immigrant students (Thapa et al., 2013). A good school climate is characterised by 

positive relationships amongst and between teachers and students; such a climate can 

p o ote stude ts’ ps hologi al ell-being and mental health, but also achievement- and 

peer-related outcomes. A climate emphasizing fairness and justice, for example, has been 

found to buffer the potentially negative effects of individually perceived discrimination and 

victimisation by immigrant students (Bayram Özdemir & Stattin, 2013). Diversity-specific 

aspects of the school climate have rarely been investigated. Drawing on literature on 

diversity management in organisations (Ely & Thomas, 2001), two prominent approaches 

have been identified as also being relevant in educational contexts, namely (a) fostering 

equality and inclusion and (b) acknowledging or even promoting cultural pluralism (Hachfeld 

et al., 2011; Schofield, 2001). Both have been associated with positive outcomes amongst 

students. However, the promotion of equality and inclusion has also been associated with a 

so-called colour-blind approach, which neglects cultural differences between students. The 

two approaches have been found to affect outcomes by eliciting different processes 

(Schachner, Noack, et al., 2014). Whereas the positive effect of equality and inclusion was 

mediated by a stronger mainstream orientation, cultural pluralism affected outcomes via a 

stronger ethnic orientation.  

 

Conditions in the Family Context 

 

In the family context, educational support and involvement as well as cultural attitudes and 

behaviour have been identified as important antecede ts fo  adoles e t i ig a ts’ 
acculturation and school-related outcomes (Schachner, Van de Vijver, & Noack, 2014a). In 

particular, the positive effects of different forms of parental school involvement are well 

documented (see Hill & Tyson, 2009, for a review). For immigrant students, these effects are 

partly mediated by a stronger mainstream orientation (Schachner, Van de Vijver, & Noack, 

2014a). Cultural attitudes, norms, and practices are passed from parents to their children 

during processes of cultural transmission (Schönpflug, 2009). Notably for ethnic identity and 

acculturation orientations, transmission rates between parents and their adolescent 

children have been found to be very high (Dimitrova, Chasiotis, Bender, & Van de Vijver, 

2014). Perceived parental expectations for ethnic maintenance and mainstream adoption 

are often positively correlated, although eliciting different processes: Perceived parental 

expectations for ethnic maintenance have been associated with a stronger ethnic 

orientation and a better psychological adjustment amongst early adolescent immigrants. 

Perceived parental expectations for the adoption of the mainstream culture were associated 

with a stronger mainstream orientation and better sociocultural outcomes (Schachner, Van 

de Vijver, & Noack, 2014a). This suggests that the integration of ethnic and mainstream 
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ultu e i  the fa il  is ost e efi ial fo  adoles e t i ig a ts’ a ulturation and school-

related outcomes. 

 

Conditions in the Context of the Ethnic Group 

 

Conditions in the context of the ethnic group mostly relate to the relative group status 

within the mainstream society (García Coll et al., 1996; Verkuyten et al., 1996). A g oup’s 
status reflects its perceived difference from the majority culture. Different ethnic groups 

within a society can be ranked according to their degree of difference in what is called an 

ethnic hierarchy (Hagendoorn, 1995). Early adolescents already have very adequate 

perceptions of cultural differences between ethnic groups (also called cultural distance), 

which have been found to underlie their interethnic relations (Schachner et al., 2013). 

However, it was found that perceptions of cultural distance by mainstream adolescents 

were more decisive for intergroup outcomes than those by adolescent immigrants 

(Schachner, Van de Vijver, Brenick, et al., 2014; Verkuyten et al., 1996). Adolescent 

i ig a ts’ pe eptio s of ultu al dista e e e also fou d to e u elated to thei  
acculturation orientations (Schachner, Van de Vijver, & Noack, 2014a). It seems that it is not 

so much the perception of cultural distance by adolescent immigrants which matters, but 

rather the reaction they experience by members of the mainstream society as a result of 

that distance. Indeed, perceptions of cultural distance have been linked to perceived ethnic 

discrimination (Verkuyten, 2002), which in turn has negative consequences for the 

acculturation and adjustment of adolescent immigrants (Berry et al., 2006b). As proposed in 

the rejection-identification model (Branscombe et al., 1999), a common reaction to 

perceived discrimination is a stronger orientation towards the ethnic culture in order to 

buffer negative effects on psychological outcomes and well-being. In Germany and many 

other European countries, Muslim immigrants are highly stigmatised and rank at the bottom 

of the ethnic hierarchy. Adolescent Muslim immigrants are often found to have a high 

ethnic and low mainstream orientation (Güngör et al., 2013). Comparative studies with 

adolescent Turkish immigrants in different countries confirmed that this pattern is also 

connected with best psychological outcomes (Berry et al., 2006b; Dimitrova, Aydinli, et al., 

2013).  

 

The Present Study 

 

A review of the literature shows that school, family, and ethnic group are central contexts 

for acculturation and school-related outcomes amongst adolescent immigrants. But what is 

their relative importance in early adolescence and does this differ for boys and girls? On the 

one hand, this period is characterised by an increasing independence from parents and the 

family and an increasing importance of other, more distal contexts. On the other hand, as an 

ethnic context the family may be important for the development of an ethnic identity, which 
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is a core developmental task in adolescence. In the present study, we aim to understand the 

most important contextual antecedents for the adjustment of early adolescent immigrants 

and the mechanisms by which they work. This is a prerequisite for the identification of 

appropriate intervention points and the design of suitable intervention measures. In order 

to compare the relative importance of school, family and ethnic group in this age group and 

across sexes, we test the conceptual model displayed in Figure 1 amongst immigrant boys 

and girls. 

 

 
 

Figure 6.1.: Conceptual model of contextual conditions for acculturation and school-related 

outcomes. 

 

In particular, we expect the following: 

 

Hypothesis 1: All three contexts are associated with acculturation and school-related 

outcomes: 

 Perceived support for inclusion and pluralism in the school context and perceived 

involvement and support for integration in the family context promote integration 

(i.e., a stronger orientation towards ethnic and mainstream culture) amongst 

adolescents (hypothesis 1a). 

 Pe ei ed dista e a d dis i i atio  i  the o te t of o e’s eth i  g oup p o otes 
separation (i.e., a stronger ethnic and a weaker mainstream orientation) amongst 

adolescents (hypothesis 1b). 
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Hypothesis 2: Ethnic and mainstream orientations are equally important for overall positive 

outcomes. However, ethnic orientation is more relevant for psychological outcomes 

and mainstream orientation is more relevant for sociocultural outcomes. 

 

Hypothesis 3: Boys and girls differ in levels of and associations between variables:  

 Boys perceive the acculturation context in school, family and ethnic group more 

negatively than girls, have a stronger ethnic and weaker mainstream orientation and 

show less positive outcomes (hypothesis 3a).  

 Associations between negative contextual conditions (ethnic group distance and 

discrimination) and outcomes are stronger, and associations between positive 

contextual conditions (support for inclusion and integration in school and family) and 

outcomes are weaker amongst boys compared to girls (hypothesis 3b). 

 

Method 

 

Participants 

 

A total of 902 early adolescents with an immigrant background (by both parents) were 

sampled. A missing value analysis revealed that 41 cases had missing values on more than 

20% of the variables. We decided to exclude these cases. As missing values were not 

completely at random (χ2/df (N = 901) = 1.04, p < .01), expectation maximisation (EM) was 

used to impute missing values for the remaining 860 cases (Little & Rubin, 2002). The 

average age in the final sample was 11.59 years (SD = .70); 50% of the participants were 

male. Most of the participants (87%) were born in Germany and the ones who were not 

mostly migrated at a very young age (M = 4.78 years, SD = 3.66). The majority of our sample 

can therefore be classified as second-generation or beyond. For most of the adolescents 

(85%) their parents came from the same country, representing a total of 71 countries of 

origin. The largest group came from Turkey (36%), followed by Italy (8%), Croatia, Greece, 

and Kosovo (all 5%), Russia and Bosnia (both 4%), Poland (3%), Kazakhstan, Irak, Iran, 

Portugal, Romania, and Serbia (all 2%). The remaining countries made up 1% or less. This 

composition reflects the major immigration waves to Germany. In the 1960s and 1970s 

guest workers from Turkey and Southern Europe made up a first wave, and in the 1990s 

refugees from Eastern Europe and the Balkan made up a second wave. The sample was also 

balanced across the three main secondary school tracks in Germany, with 26% of students 

attending the low vocational track, 43% of students attending the medium vocational track 

and 31% of students attending the high academic track. Although the proportion of 

immigrant students is usually lower on the higher school tracks (OECD, 2010), we ensured a 

similar proportion of immigrants across tracks, averaging at 64% (72% at the low vocational, 

60% at the medium vocational and 59% at the high academic track).  
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Procedure 

 

This study formed part of a larger survey on acculturation and interethnic relations in multi-

ethnic schools. Adolescents were asked about their perception of school, family, and ethnic 

group related conditions as well as their acculturation orientations and a range of school-

related outcomes. We specifically targeted students in their second year at secondary 

school. Students by then should have had sufficiently stabilised in terms of their school 

marks and friendships following school transition. They had also sufficiently experienced 

their new school environment to be able to have a clear perception of it, which might be 

associated with adjustment outcomes. In order to ensure that diversity-related aspects of 

the school climate were relevant in the schools, we selected schools with a high proportion 

of immigrants in South-West Germany. The 22 participating schools were located in 

ethnically diverse urban areas. The questionnaire was administered in German during 

regular class time. German is the language of instruction in these schools and it was 

therefore assumed that participants would have mastered the language sufficiently to be 

able to complete the questionnaire in German (this had also been confirmed in the pilot 

study). Additionally, students were given the opportunity to ask for clarification at several 

points during the study. Participation was voluntary and subject to permission from school 

authorities and parents. As schools were promised feedback about their diversity climate for 

an internal evaluation, the participation rate was very high (87%).  

 

Measures 

 

Measures are described below in the order they occur in the conceptual model (see Figure 

1). School, family, and ethnic group related conditions as well as psychological and 

sociocultural outcomes each consist of several components. Details of individual scales 

(number of items, exemplary item, response scale and reliability) can be obtained from 

Table 1. Measures not originally available in German were translated using a translation 

back-translation method (Van de Vijver & Leung, 1997). Ideas for the generation of new 

measures and the adaptation of existing measures had been generated on the basis of 

qualitative interviews with 14 immigrant students. All items and scales were then tested in a 

pilot study with 51 immigrant students of the target age group.  



 

 

Table 6.1.: Measures, Scale Reliabilities and Descriptive Statistics by Sex. 

 
Higher-order construct Number of items, example and response format a  Boys                                    Girls 

Scale – subscale  α M (SD)  α           M (SD)  

School context   

ET – equal treatment by 

teachers 

“i  ite s, e.g., Ge a  hild e  a  take o e li e ties i  f o t of the 
tea he  tha  fo eig  hild e .  e e se ite  

.86 3.86 (1.06) .85 4.17 (.94) 

ET – equal treatment by 

students  

“i  ite s, e.g., I   lass oo , fo eig  hild e  a e ofte  teased  the 
othe  hild e .  e e se ite  

.83 3.85 (.97) .86 3.91 (1.02) 

CC – support contact and 

cooperation by teachers 

Eight ite s, e.g., Ou  tea he s a t Ge a  a d fo eign children to help 

ea h othe  ith ou se o k.  

.85 3.38 (.98) .84 3.58 (.90) 

CC – support contact by 

students  

Eight ite s, e.g., Ge a  a d fo eig  hild e  like to sit e t to ea h othe  
i   lass oo .  

.94 3.71 (1.04) .94 4.03 (.91) 

CC – support for 
cooperation by students 

Fi e ite s, e.g., The Ge a  a d the fo eig  hild e  i   lass oo  
sti k togethe .  

.88 3.51 (1.16) .85 3.78 (1.06) 

CP – interest in ethnic 

background  

“i  ite s, i o ed fo  stude ts a d tea he s, e.g., Fello  stude ts / 

tea he s a e i te ested i  fo eig  hild e ’s ou t ies of o igi .  

.86 3.22 (.98) .87 3.53 (.96) 

CP – learning about 

multicultural topics  

Fi e ite s; e.g., I  lass, e ofte  talk a out festi ities a d t aditio s f o  
othe  ou t ies.  

.83 3.02 (.96) .85 3.16 (.99) 

CP – learning about 

intercultural relations  

Th ee ite s, e.g., At s hool e a e taught to espe t ea h othe  e e  if e 
a e f o  diffe e t ou t ies.  

.74 3.66 (1.06) .73 3.91 (1.01) 

Family context      

Parental school involvement Three ite s, e.g., M  pa e ts ofte  ask e hat e a e doi g at s hool.  .64 4.17 (.80) .63 4.07 (.84) 

Parental expectation ethnic 
maintenance 

“i  ite s, e.g., M  pa e ts a t e to get to k o  the usto s a d 
t aditio s f o   othe  ou t .  

.84 4.02 (.85) .82 4.05 (.82) 

Parental expectation 

mainstream adoption 

Six items, mirrored from parental expectation for ethnic maintenance .88 3.52 (1.00) .85 3.58 (.98) 

Ethnic group context      

Perceived cultural distance “i  ite s, e.g., Ho  si ila  o  diffe ent do people dress in Germany and 

ou  othe  ou t ? ; espo ses a gi g f o   very similar to (5) very 

different 

.87 3.46 (.93) .87 3.50 (.95) 

Perceived discrimination Fi e ite s, e.g., Ha e ou e e  ee  teased o  i sulted e ause ou a e 
from your othe  ou t ? ; espo ses a gi g f o   never to (5) very 

often 

.84 2.12 (.95) .79 1.94 (.81) 

Muslim Dummy variable with (0) non-Muslim and (1) Muslim - .52 (.50) - .57 (.50) 

      



 

 

Accult. orientations 

Ethnic orientation  Nine items, e.g., "I like the way families live in my other country." .83 3.80 (.79) .82 3.88 (.78) 

Mainstream orientation Nine items, mirrored from ethnic orientation .87 3.31 (.91) .84 3.57 (.84) 

Ethnic identity Five items, e.g., "I have a lot of pride to be a member of my ethni  g oup.  .88 4.22 (.84) .90 4.26 (.85) 
Mainstream identity Five items, mirrored from ethnic identity .95 2.58 (1.22) .94 2.81 (1.12) 

Psychological outcomes      

Academic self-concept Fi e ite s, e.g., Lea i g e  thi gs is eas  fo  e.  .82 3.57 (.79) .83 3.45 (.77) 

Social self-concept “e e  ite s, e.g., I ake f ie ds easil .  .88 3.95 (.81) .88 3.95 (.80) 

General life satisfaction Fi e ite s, e.g., I a  satisfied ith  life.  .80 3.69 (.88) .84 3.74 (.92) 
Depression Five items, e.g., I o  a lot. ; espo ses a gi g f o   almost never to 

(5) very often 

.79 1.74 (.74) .85 1.87 (.87) 

Physiological stress 

symptoms 

Five items, e.g., I feel dizz  a d fai t. ; espo ses a gi g f o   almost 

never to (5) very often 

.70 1.84 (.64) .76 1.88 (.71) 

Disruptive behaviour at 

school 

Five items, asking about occurrence of a particular situation in the last four 

eeks, e.g., Ho  ofte  did ou hat ith ou  eigh ou  du i g lass i  
the last fou  eeks? ; espo ses a gi g f o   never to (5) very often 

.70 2.18 (.76) .60 2.02 (.14) 

School-related delinquency Six items, asking about occurrence of a particular situation in the last 12 

o ths, e.g., Ho  ofte  ha e ou dest o ed s hool p ope t  i  the last  
o ths? , espo ses a gi g f o   never to (5) once a month or more 

.73 1.41 (.56) .57 1.21 (.35) 

Sociocultural outcomes      
Academic achievement Three items, comprising last end of year marks in the three main subjects 

(English, Mathematics and German); ranging from (1) excellent to (6) 

unsatisfactory (German original marking system, later reverse coded) 

.73 4.01 (.68) .72 4.14 (.61) 

Mainstream language 

competence 

“i gle ite , Ho  ell do ou speak Ge a ? ; espo ses a gi g f o  (1) 

not at all to (5) very good 

- 4.34 (.71) - 4.42 (.67) 

Mainstream friends Count variable ranging from (0) no German friend  to (2) two or more 

German friends 

- .95 (.86) - .82 (.83) 

Note. ET = equal treatment. CC = contact and cooperation. CP = cultural pluralism. a responses ranging from (1) o, that s ot right to 

(5) yes, that s right unless stated differently. 
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School context. The support for inclusion and pluralism in the school context was measured 

with two subscales tapping into equal treatment by fellow students and teachers, three 

subscales on support for contact and cooperation by fellow students and teachers, and 

three subscales tapping into schools valuing cultural pluralism (perceived interest of fellow 

stude ts a d tea he s i  hild e ’s eth i  a kg ou d, lea i g a out i te ultu al elatio s 

and learning about multicultural topics). Subscales on equal treatment, contact and 

cooperation were adapted from the School Interracial Climate Scale (Green et al., 1988; 

Molina & Wittig, 2006) and assessed the perceived descriptive norms for interethnic contact 

of students and teachers. Subscales on cultural pluralism were developed for the purpose of 

this study. 

 

Family context. Support for integration and involvement in the family was measured by 

three scales, including perceived parental acculturation expectations (support for ethnic 

maintenance and cultural adoption) and parental school involvement. The scales on 

parental acculturation expectations were adapted from Arends-Tóth and van de Vijver 

(2007). Items tapped into the public and private life domain and were mirrored for ethnic 

and mainstream dimensions. The scale on parental school involvement was newly 

developed and emphasised personal aspects of involvement and a general interest in their 

hild e ’s s hool life. 
 

Ethnic group context. Measures of the ethnic group context tapped into different aspects 

related to cultural distance, namely perceived cultural distance, perceived discrimination by 

members of the mainstream society and whether the participant is Muslim. The scale on 

perceived cultural distance was adapted from Galchenko and van de Vijver (2007) and 

measured how similar or different early adolescents perceived their culture of origin and 

the German culture, tapping into public and private life domains relevant and familiar to 

early adolescents, such as family life, dress, and general way of life. For perceived 

discrimination we used the general measure from the ICSEY survey (Berry et al., 2006b).  

 

Acculturation orientations. For immigrants, ethnic identity and acculturation orientations 

are closely linked (Ward, 2001). The combination of the two was therefore used in the 

model. For acculturation orientations, the items measuring perceived parental acculturation 

expectations, which had been adapted from Arends-Tóth and Van de Vijver (2007), were 

reformulated and extended to tap into additional aspects. Ethnic and mainstream identity 

were measured with the Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure (MEIM) by Phinney (1992).  

 

Psychological outcomes. These were measured by a combination of scales tapping into 

general psychological well-being as a positive indicator, and scales tapping into 

psychological and behavioural problems as negative indicators. Well-being comprised the 

widely used Satisfaction With Life Scale (SWLS; Diener et al., 1985) as a measure of general 
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life satisfaction, the most general subscale from a German measure of academic self-

concept (Schöne et al., 2002), and the relations with peers subscale of the Self-Description 

Questionnaire  for early adolescents (SDQ I; Marsh, 1988) as a measure of social self-

concept. Psychological problems comprised measures of physiological stress symptoms and 

depressive mood from the ICSEY study (Berry et al., 2006a). Behavioural problems 

comprised selected items measuring disruptive behaviour, which were considered 

appropriate for the age group and context of our study (Jenkins, 1995), and a school 

delinquency scale (Mc Carthy & Hoge, 1987).  

 

Sociocultural outcomes.  Measures on sociocultural outcomes included academic 

achievement based on actual school marks, self-reported competence in the mainstream 

language and the number of mainstream friends in the classroom. Participants were 

instructed to identify their five best friends in class and write down their number on the 

class list as well as their own number on the class list. With this number we could then 

ide tif  thei  f ie ds’ uestio ai es a d o tai  i fo atio  o  thei  f ie ds’ eth i ities 
from there. For students who did not participate in the study the ethnicity was obtained 

from the class teacher.  

 

Results 

 

We first established the reliability of the individual scales and conducted factor analyses in 

order to compute the observed variables for our conceptual model. In the next step, we 

tested for mean differences between boys and girls on the observed variables (namely 

contextual conditions, acculturation orientations and school-related outcomes). In the third 

step, we used structural equation modeling in order to test our conceptual model.  

 

Preliminary Analyses – Measures 

 

Individual scales were reliable, with most alphas well above .80. Only parental school 

involvement had an alpha of .63 and the two scales on behavioural problems revealed low 

alphas for girls (around .60 for both scales). Reliabilities, means, and standard deviations for 

each scale are displayed in Table 1. Next, we computed the observed scores for our path 

model. In the first step, we combined scales tapping into the same overall construct in order 

to create the indicators for our observed antecedents and the latent outcomes as well as 

the two mediators. Scales measuring different aspects of the school context were combined 

into three unifactorial constructs (equal treatment, contact and cooperation, and cultural 

pluralism). Ethnic and mainstream orientations were combined with the respective identity 

components. For psychological outcomes, scales measuring well-being, psychological 

problems and behavioural problems were combined into three unifactorial constructs. All 

scales were combined by computing mean scores with the exception of behavioural 
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problems, where we used a factor score as the response range differed between scales. In 

the next step, we computed EFAs to test whether the indicators of a higher-order construct 

indeed loaded onto a single factor. This was confirmed for all five higher-order constructs in 

our model (school, family, ethnic group, and psychological and sociocultural outcomes), 

with indicator loadings between .46 and .88 and proportions of variance explained by these 

factors between 41% and 63%. Factor scores comprising antecedents in school, family and 

ethnic group were saved forming the observed context variables for our model. Correlations 

between components of higher-order constructs and acculturation orientations amongst 

male and female adolescents are displayed in Table 6.2. 

 



 

 

Table 6.2.: Correlations Between Components of Higher-Order Constructs and Acculturation Orientations Amongst Boys and Girls. 
 

  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 

1 School -ET - .50** .27** -.03 .16** .13** -.24** -.49** -.06 .29** -.03 .16** -.33** -.23** .12* .11* .10* 

2 School -CC .49** - .48** .18** .33** .19** -.16** -.23** .09 .30** .11* .34** -.25** -.16** .01 .12* .11* 

3 School -CP .29
**

 .60
**

 - .25** .30** .10* -.06 -.14** -.03 .30** .18** .25** -.09 -.04 -.02 .07 .02 

4 Family - 

Ethnic 

.00 .14
**

 .21
**

 

- 

.33** .12* .19** .05 .14** -.01 .51** .19** .00 .01 -.08 .04 -.03 

5 Family –
Mainstr. 

.18
**

 .39
**

 .33
**

 .32
**

 

- 

.21** -.19** -.15** .03 .58** .00 .26** -.10* -.05 .01 .13** .16** 

6 Family – 

Inv. 

.02 .19
**

 .17
**

 .21
**

 .32
**

 

- 

.02 -.12* .03 .04 .10* .34** -.22** -.29** .08 .00 .10* 

7 Ethnic - 

distance 

-.20
**

 -.18
**

 -.07 .18
**

 -.13
**

 .01 

- 

.26** .16** -.25** .12* -.14** .08 .08 -.07 -.19** -.16** 

8 Ethnic – 

discrim. 

-.47
**

 -.28
**

 -.16
**

 .15
**

 -.14
**

 -.03 .24
**

 

- 

.05 -.25** .06 -.26** .40** .16** -.07 -.12* -.11* 

9 Ethnic - 

Muslim 

-.12
*
 .00 .01 .04 -.11

*
 -.01 .06 .12

*
 

- 

-.03 .17** .20** -.09 .00 -.08 -.08 -.16** 

10 Orient. - 

Ethnic 

.38
**

 .39
**

 .27
**

 -.04 .58
**

 .07 -.23
**

 -.31
**

 -.14
**

 

- 

-.19** .20** -.11* -.07 .05 .25** .24** 

11 Orient. – 

Mainstr. 

-.03 .09 .08 .54
**

 .01 .21
**

 .22
**

 .11
*
 .10 -.26

**
 

- 

.30** -.12* -.02 -.04 -.02 -.15** 

12 Psych. – 

wellb. 

.08 .28
**

 .25
**

 .21
**

 .22
**

 .32
**

 -.00 -.09 .04 .11
*
 .24

**
 

- 

-.54** -.19** .15** .19** .07 

13 Psych. –
psy. pr.  

-.28
**

 -.17
**

 -.09 -.04 -.11
*
 -.22

**
 .09 .34

**
 .01 -.07 -.11

*
 -.40

**
 

- 

.29** -.05 -.04 -.03 

14 Psych. -

beh. pr. 

-.32
**

 -.21
**

 -.08 -.06 -.12
*
 -.10

*
 .01 .25

**
 .05 -.23

**
 -.06 -.15

**
 .27

**
 

- 

-.25** -.03 -.10* 

15 Soc. –  

ach. 

.12
*
 .02 -.01 -.04 .03 .07 -.03 -.06 -.09 .07 -.03 .11

*
 -.06 -.06 

- 

.12* .07 

16 Soc. – 

lang. 

.07 .03 .03 .02 .17
**

 .11
*
 -.01 -.09 -.05 .18

**
 .05 .25

**
 -.06 -.04 .05 - .11* 

17 Soc. - 

friends 

.17
**

 .20
**

 .05 -.08 .18
**

 .06 -.13
**

 -.12
*
 -.16

**
 .32

**
 -.08 .03 .01 -.00 .21

**
 .13

**
 - 

Note. ET = equal treatment. CC = contact and cooperation. CP = cultural pluralism. Numbers above the diagonal reflect correlations amongst girls and numbers 

below the diagonal reflect correlations amongst boys. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. N = 837 (23 adolescents did not state their religion). 
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Preliminary Analyses – Sex and Age Differences  

 

In order to test for mean differences between boys and girls, we conducted a MANCOVA 

with sex and age as categorical and continuous independent variables and the individual 

components of the constructs in our conceptual model as dependent variables. There was a 

significant multivariate main effect for age [F(16, 842) = 1.89, p < . , pa tial  η2 = .04] and 

sex, F(16, 842) = 6.94, p < . , η2 = .12. However, an inspection of the specific effects 

revealed only a small (Cohen, 1988) significant age effect for psychological problems [F(1, 

857) = 10.43, p < . , η2 = .01], with older adolescents having more problems. More 

differences were found between boys and girls, yet effect sizes were also small. Boys held a 

more negative perception of the diversity climate at school, concerning equal treatment 

[F(1, 857) = 9.18, p < . , η2 = .01], support for contact and inclusion [F(1, 857) = 21.42, p < 

. , η2 = .02], and valuing cultural pluralism [F(1, 857) = 17.11, p < . , η2 = .02], and in 

general perceived more discrimination, F(1, 857) = 8.76, p < . , η2 = .01. They also had a 

weaker mainstream orientation [F(1, 857) = 15.23, p < . , η2 = .02] and reported more 

behavioural problems, F(1, 857) = 29.39, p < . , η2 = .03.   

 

Model Test Using Structural Equation Modelling 

 

We then tested the conceptual model of Figure 1 amongst male and female early 

adolescents employing a multigroup analysis in AMOS (Arbuckle, 2010). Our conceptual 

model assumes full mediation of associations between contextual antecedents and school-

elated out o es  adoles e ts’ a ultu atio  o ie tatio s. Yet, odifi atio  i di es 
suggested four direct paths from antecedents to outcomes, namely from school- and family-

related antecedents to psychological outcomes and from antecedents related to the ethnic 

group to sociocultural outcomes. To improve model fit, we allowed correlated errors 

between ethnic and mainstream orientation, between psychological and sociocultural 

outcomes, between behavioural problems and achievement and between behavioural and 

psychological problems. The structural residuals model was accepted as the most restrictive 

model with an adequate fit and a change in CFI of no more than .01 from the previous 

model (Cheung & Rensvold, 2002). Fit statistics for all six models (from unconstrained to 

measurement residuals) are displayed in Table 3.  
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Table 6.3.: Fit Statistics for the Multigroup Analysis (Boys and Girls). 

 

Model χ2/df RMSEA TLI CFI AIC 

Unconstrained 3.01*** .05 .85 .92 324.40 

Measurement weights 3.07*** .05 .84 .91 332.35 

Structural weights 2.71*** .05 .87 .91 318.91 

Structural covariances 2.58*** .04 .88 .91 310.71 

Structural residuals 2.46*** .04 .89 .91 303.71 

Measurement residuals 3.14*** .05 .84 .86 371.36 

Note. Most restrictive model with a good fit is printed in italics.  

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 

 

Standardised coefficients and significance levels for individual paths can be seen in Figure 2. 

Since all paths were constrained to be equal between groups, coefficients are valid for boys 

and girls.  

 

 
 

Figure 6.2.: Final multigroup model and standardised estimates. Well-being was fixed with a 

loading of 1 and a variance of 0. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 

 

The proportions of variance explained were 14% for ethnic orientation and 25% for 

mainstream orientation. For psychological outcomes 21% of the overall variance could be 

explained, with 21% for psychological problems and 3% for behavioural problems. For 

sociocultural outcomes 46% of the overall variance was explained; these values were 5% for 

achievement, 16% for mainstream language skills and 16% for mainstream friends. The 

relationships between variables were largely as expected in both groups. Support for 

inclusion in the school context and support for integration in the family context were 

associated with stronger orientations towards both cultures. The association was stronger 
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within the ethnic or mainstream domain than between domains, i.e. the (predominantly 

ai st ea  o te t at s hool as o e st o gl  li ked to adoles e ts’ ai st ea  
orientation (to the point where the association with ethnic orientation did not reach 

significance) and the predominantly ethnic context at home was more strongly associated 

ith adoles e ts’ eth i  o ie tatio . As e pe ted, dista e a d dis i i atio  e pe ie es 
as pa t of o e’s eth i  g oup e e asso iated positi el  ith adoles e ts’ eth i  o ie tatio  
and negatively with the orientation towards the mainstream culture. Also in line with 

predictions, a stronger ethnic orientation was associated with better psychological 

outcomes and a stronger mainstream orientation was mainly associated with better 

sociocultural outcomes. However, we also found a small significant effect on psychological 

outcomes. All indirect effects of antecedents on outcomes via the respective acculturation 

orientations were significant. In addition, it turned out that school and family support for 

inclusion and integration had a positive direct effect on psychological outcomes. Cultural 

dista e a d pe ei ed dis i i atio  as pa t of o e’s eth i  g oup o  the othe  ha d had a 
direct negative effect on sociocultural outcomes.  

 

Discussion 

 

School, family and ethnic group are central contexts shaping acculturative and 

developmental processes amongst adolescent immigrants. In this study, we investigated 

their relative importance in explaining differences in acculturation orientations and school-

related psychological and sociocultural outcomes amongst adolescent immigrant boys and 

girls mostly of the second generation and beyond. Within each context, we focussed on 

attitudes and perceptions concerning the intercultural situation between ethnic and 

mainstream culture. By including acculturation orientations as mediators, we were also able 

to better understand the underlying mechanisms by which contextual conditions affect 

school-related outcomes. Our results confirmed that (1) all three contexts contribute to 

acculturation and school-related outcomes amongst immigrants of this age group 

(hypothesis 1). (2) Perceived support for inclusion and integration in the school and the 

family context are associated with a stronger orientation towards both cultures and more 

positive outcomes (hypothesis a . Pe ei ed dista e a d dis i i atio  as pa t of o e’s 
ethnic group on the other hand are associated with a tendency towards separation and 

more negative outcomes (hypothesis 1b). Although the orientations towards both cultures 

are associated with positive outcomes, their associations with specific outcomes differ 

(hypothesis 2). (3) Overall, there are not many differences between boys and girls 

(hypothesis 3). Boys perceive the context to be more negative, have a weaker mainstream 

orientation and show more behavioural problems, yet differences are small (hypothesis 3a). 

Boys do not differ from girls in the way contextual antecedents are associated with 

acculturation and school-related outcomes (hypothesis 3b). 
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Relative Importance of School, Family and Ethnic Group 

 

A te ede ts i  all th ee o te ts a e asso iated ith adoles e ts’ a ultu atio  o ie tatio s 
and outcomes to a similar extent, supporting previous research which had identified these 

three contexts as most crucial for the adjustment of adolescent immigrants (Motti-Stefanidi 

et al., 2012). However, relationships between specific antecedents and outcomes differ in 

strength. Whereas the school as a predominantly mainstream context is more relevant for 

adoles e ts’ ai st ea  o ie tatio , the fa il  as a p edo i a tl  eth i  o te t is o e 
u ial fo  adoles e ts’ eth i  o ie tatio . This suggests that the transmission of 

mainstream and ethnic orientations is mostly domain specific (Arends-Tóth & Van de Vijver, 

2004). Looking at direct relationships of contextual antecedents with outcomes, it seems 

that more proximal contexts (school and family) are more strongly associated with 

psychological outcomes, whereas the ethnic group and its overall position in the 

mainstream society as a more distal context is associated more strongly with sociocultural 

outcomes.  

 In the public discourse in Germany, immigrant families are often depicted as 

strongholds of ethnic maintenance promoting separation tendencies in their children. 

However, confirming some previous studies (Dimitrova et al., 2014), e fou d that pa e ts’ 
support for ethnic maintenance and mainstream adoption loaded positively onto a single 

factor. This factor, which also includes school involvement, is associated with a stronger 

orientation towards both cultures amongst adolescents. This suggests that immigrant 

families in Germany generally seem to promote integration as opposed to separation. In 

previous  research it was found that religious maintenance, which is particularly high in 

Muslim families, is associated with separation from the mainstream society (Güngör et al., 

2013; Schachner, Van de Vijver, & Noack, 2014a). In our study, being Muslim was positively 

associated with higher levels of perceived cultural distance and discrimination and this 

combination was associated with separation tendencies amongst adolescents. This pattern 

is in line with the rejection-identification model (Branscombe et al., 1999) and confirms the 

low status of Muslim immigrants in Western societies (Güngör et al., 2013). Findings suggest 

that even if mainstream and ethnic orientation seem to be compatible in immigrant 

families, the perception of distance and discrimination as members of their ethnic group 

may drive them into separation. Perceived distance and discrimination as a member of 

o e’s eth i  g oup also had the st o gest di e t effe t o  out o es, ei g asso iated ith 
lower sociocultural adjustment. This confirms previous research showing the detrimental 

effects of perceived discrimination and (low) ethnic group status for the acculturation of 

adolescent immigrants (Berry, 1997) and the development of ethnic minority children and 

adolescents (García Coll et al., 1996).  
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The Mediating Role of Acculturation Orientations 

 

Most of the effects of contextual antecedents are indirect, via acculturation orientations. 

This confirms the central role of acculturation orientations in the acculturation process 

(Arends-Tóth & Van de Vijver, 2006; Berry, 1997; Ward, 2001). We also find that ethnic and 

mainstream orientations seem to differ in their associations with outcomes and therefore 

seem to fulfil distinct functions in the acculturation process, as suggested in previous 

research with mostly adult samples (Ward, 2001). I  pa ti ula , adoles e ts’ eth i  
orientation is an important resource for psychological well-being and adjustment, whereas a 

stronger mainstream orientation is associated primarily with better sociocultural outcomes. 

The additional positive association between mainstream orientation and psychological 

outcomes may be related to the fact that our psychological outcomes were mostly related 

to the school as a mainstream context. Overall, we can conclude that the integration of both 

orientations was associated with the best overall outcomes. This is in line with a recent 

meta-analysis showing the positive effect of integration on various adjustment outcomes 

(Nguyen & Benet-Martínez, 2013). However, as Ward (2013) suggested in her recent review, 

integration can only work if the context in the mainstream society allows this. In the face of 

high levels of perceived discrimination and when belonging to a stigmatised group such as 

Musli  i ig a ts, it a  e o e fu tio al fo  o e’s ps hologi al ell-being and 

adjust e t to tu  to o e’s ethnic group, even if it means turning away from the 

mainstream society (Branscombe et al., 1999). 

 

Differences and Similarities between Boys and Girls 

Overall, sex differences were few and small. In line with our expectations and previous 

research (e.g., Berry et al., 2006b), boys had more negative perceptions of their 

environment, particularly in relation to inclusion and equal treatment by members of the 

mainstream society. Boys also had a weaker mainstream orientation and reported more 

behavioural problems than girls. However, boys and girls did not differ in the associations 

between antecedents and outcomes, suggesting similar processes. The heightened 

susceptibility to risk factors and higher resistance to protective factors in the school and 

family context was previously only confirmed in first-generation immigrants (Titzmann et al., 

2008). In our sample, most adolescents belonged to the second or further generations of 

immigrants. Also, our sample comprised early adolescents whereas the study by Titzmann 

and colleagues was based on boys in middle to late adolescence. Yet, the mean differences 

we found suggest that early adolescent boys are already more at risk than girls of 

developing a negative trajectory by feeling more discriminated against, separating from the 

mainstream society and engaging in delinquent behaviour at school.  
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Limitations and future directions 

 

Despite the overall comprehensiveness of our study, there are some shortcomings to be 

mentioned. Firstly, it is cross-sectional and therefore does not allow conclusions about 

causal relationships between variables. Secondly, the individual-level data are nested in 

classroom and there may also be some variation of variables and meaningful relationships 

between them at classroom level. Yet, the goal of the present study was to include many 

different variables, which would not have been feasible in a longitudinal or multilevel 

framework. With regards to the school context, however, these relationships have been 

confirmed in a longitudinal and multilevel framework (Schachner, Noack, et al., 2014), 

revealing very similar relationships across time and levels.  Thirdly, we specifically focussed 

on early adolescent immigrants and the age range in our sample was quite narrow. Future 

research should also include older samples and samples with a broader age range in order 

to confirm these relationships for older adolescents or study age-related effects. Fourthly, 

although we have some more objective measures on the outcome side (friends and marks), 

on the context side we relied enti el  o  adoles e ts’ self-reports. Future studies should 

include multiple informants for more objective information on contextual antecedents. 

Finally, it would be interesting to investigate these relationships in specific ethnic groups. To 

some extent, this has been done in relation to family-related antecedents (Schachner, Van 

de Vijver, & Noack, 2014a). However, notably in the school context, it would be interesting 

to study ethnic group differences in the perception of the school context and how they are 

associated with differences in outcomes. 

 

Conclusion and Implications 

 

Although associations of school, family and ethnic group with the outcomes have been 

studied individually and there is agreement that these are the most important contexts for 

adolescent immigrants, they are hardly ever studied together (one exception being the 

ICSEY study; Berry et al., 2006b). We are not aware of a single study that simultaneously 

looked at the attitudinal climate in each of these contexts and their relationships with both 

acculturation orientations and a broad range of outcomes at this level of detail. Many of the 

studies referenced before (including the ICSEY study) were conducted amongst older 

adolescents and there is still a shortage of studies in early adolescence. Also, many of the 

previous studies have only investigated either relationships between acculturation 

conditions and orientations or relationships between acculturation orientations and 

outcomes. Studies treating acculturation orientations as a mediator are still rare. Yet, this is 

important in order to understand the processes by which conditions are associated with 

outcomes. Studying all these antecedents and outcomes in a single study is the only way to 

obtain information about the relative importance of each of these contexts for the 

acculturation and adjustment of adolescent immigrants, which in turn is a prerequisite for 
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the identification of appropriate intervention points and the design of suitable intervention 

measures. Our results confirm that inclusive and integrative climates at school and at home 

promote integration and adjustment of adolescent immigrants, especially concerning 

psychological aspects of adjustment. On the other hand, perceived discrimination and 

e lusio  as pa t of o e’s eth i  g oup a e a ajo  isk fa to  asso iated ith sepa atio  
tendencies and negative sociocultural outcomes. This risk seems to be heightened for boys.  

Promoting inclusion and positive intergroup attitudes in order to lower perceived 

discrimination amongst adolescent immigrants should therefore have a high priority, both 

concerning the attitudinal climate in the (mainstream) society at large and in the school as a 

more proximal (mainstream) context. Forms of discrimination may have become more 

subtle, yet they are still noticeable for adolescents with an immigrant background and 

especially for boys. In schools, a so-called colour-blind approach is common (Schachner, 

Noack, et al., 2014; Schofield, 2001). It emphasizes equality and non-discrimination, but by 

ignoring any kind of cultural differences it implicitly promotes assimilation to a common 

mainstream culture – which again can be perceived as discrimination by ethnic minority 

students. The scarcity of male role models in educational settings may further enhance the 

feeling of being excluded amongst boys. Our results also show that ethnic maintenance 

does not exclude the simultaneous adoption of the mainstream culture and can have many 

beneficial effects, particularly for psychological well-being and adjustment. In public 

discourse, ethnic maintenance is often equated with separation and perceived as a threat by 

members of the mainstream society. Yet, it is actually the denying of ethnic maintenance 

which leaves no option for immigrants but to fully assimilate or separate. In the light of 

discrimination, separation is usually preferred in order to retain psychological adjustment 

(Branscombe et al., 1999). Co t a  to pu li  opi io , i teg ati g stude ts’ eth i  ultu e i  
the school context does not lead to more separation but rather is associated with a stronger 

orientation towards the mainstream culture. It is therefore crucial to change this 

perception, both in the wider society and in educational settings. This requires a more 

adequate representation of this issue in the media and on the political stage, but also 

training measures for practitioners in educational settings in order to develop more 

evidence-based knowledge in this area.  
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– Chapter 7 – 

 

 

General Discussion and Conclusions 

 

 

I started this dissertation with the broad question of what makes immigrant students do 

well (or not so well) at school, concerning aspects related to achievement and peer 

relations, but also concerning their general well-being and psychological adjustment. With 

my own background in Social, Cross-Cultural and Educational Psychology, I am interested in 

context as a major factor for individual adjustment. I chose to study immigrants in 

adolescence because it is a period of rapid change in many respects. This can have 

implications for the role of different contextual domains, but also for the individual 

orientation towards and identification with the mainstream and the ethnic culture. Due to 

physiological and emotional changes which form part of puberty, it is also a sensitive period 

for psychological adjustment. These developmental changes are accompanied by an 

institutional change in early adolescence, namely the transition from primary to secondary 

school. A new school comes with new peers and new teachers. In the beginning, cultural 

and ethnic differences between students and teachers may be more salient again, turning it 

into an acculturation experience for everyone. For immigrant students, the combination of 

developmental and institutional changes may require a (re-)negotiation of their 

acculturation process between ethnic culture and mainstream society. It is therefore also an 

interesting time to study acculturative processes. Family and school are the most proximal 

contexts, which have been linked to developmental processes and outcomes in 

adolescence. For adolescent immigrants, they both carry aspects of more distal contexts, 

namely the ethnic group and the mainstream society. The overall research question for this 

dissertation therefore is, how adolescent immigrants negotiate their cultural orientations 

and identity between the contexts of family and ethnic culture on the one hand, and school 

and the mainstream culture on the other hand, and how this in turn relates to their 

adjustment and school-related outcomes following the transition to secondary school. This 

overall research question can be broken down into several, more specific research 

questions, which I tried to answer in the individual chapters of this thesis: 

1. How can developmental and acculturative processes affecting adolescent 

i ig a ts’ i di idual adjust e t e i teg ated i to a o o  esea h 
framework? (Chapter 2) 

2. What are the most important antecedents in the context of school, family and ethnic 

group and how do they reflect or interact with characteristics of the mainstream 

society? (Chapters 2 and 6) 
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3. How do individually perceived and objective or shared characteristics of the school 

conte t shape adoles e t i ig a ts’ a ultu atio  o ie tatio s a d ps hologi al 
adjustment over the course of their first year at secondary school? (Chapter 3)

4. How are parental school involvement, acculturation expectations and cultural 

practices associated ith adoles e t i ig a ts’ a ultu atio  a d s hool 
adjustment? (Chapter 4) 

5. Are there differences between adolescents and their families from different 

immigrant groups, both concerning antecedents and outcomes? (Chapter 4) 

6. Are these variations between different ethnic groups reflected in a similar pattern of 

relationships between different components of the acculturation process to the 

relationships found at individual level? (Chapter 5) 

7. Are differences on country-level characteristics (cultural values, level of 

development, and religious composition) associated with (a) perceptions of cultural 

distance at the level of the country of origin, and (b) aggregated acculturation 

variables in the same way as what has been found in relation to perceived cultural 

distance at individual level? (Chapter 5) 

8. What is the relative importance of the perceived school, family, and ethnic group 

context in explaining acculturation orientations and school adjustment amongst 

early adolescents? (Chapter 6) 

 

In the following, I summarise the main findings from each chapter and the answers they 

provide for the specific and the overall research questions. 

 

Main Findings 

 

In Chapter 2, the main goal was to come up with an overarching theoretical framework, 

which integrates developmental and acculturative processes and incorporates the 

contextual antecedents and individual outcomes to be investigated in this thesis. We 

combined and extended an acculturation framework (Arends-Tóth & Van de Vijver, 2006) 

and a framework for immigrant youth adaptation (Motti-Stefanidi et al., 2012). A review of 

the literature based on this framework suggested that adoles e ts’ a ultu atio  
orientations and school-related outcomes are associated with the acculturation 

expectations and multicultural climate in school, family, ethnic group, and mainstream 

society, with more proximal contexts exerting a greater influence and different contexts 

interacting with one another. Perceived rejection, exclusion (also by a lack of opportunities 

for contact with members of the mainstream society), and pressure to assimilate in 

mainstream contexts were found to be negatively related to outcomes. 

In Chapter 3, we took a closer look at the school context and how it affects acculturation 

orientations and psychological school adjustment. We focussed on the manifestation and 

distinct role of two types of diversity policy in the school climate, namely fostering equality 
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and inclusion and acknowledging cultural pluralism. In order to adequately investigate 

school context effects after secondary school transition, we employed longitudinal and 

multilevel analyses with 386 immigrant students coming from 43 ethnically heterogeneous 

classrooms. We found that both climate aspects promote psychological school adjustment. 

While the perception of an equality and inclusion climate worked both directly and 

i di e tl  ia stude ts’ o ie tatio  to a ds the ai st ea  ultu e, the pe eptio  of a 
ultu al plu alis  li ate o ked i di e tl  ia stude ts’ o ie tatio  to a ds the eth i  

culture. Yet, the joint perception of a climate that emphasizes equality and inclusion 

appea ed to e asso iated ith a olou - li d  pe spe ti e o  ultu al di e sit  a d 
promoted assimilation at the classroom level. 

In Chapter 4, we investigated family- elated o ditio s fo  ea l  adoles e ts’ 
acculturation orientations and psychological and sociocultural school adjustment in 

Germany. Analyses were based on data from 695 mostly second- and third-generation 

adolescents from 54 countries, who were grouped into nine different regions of origin. 

Parental acculturation expectations and cultural practices in the family (e.g., religion and 

language use) as well as their level of school involvement were the best predictors of 

adoles e ts’ ps hologi al a d so io ultu al out o es. The i po ta e of eligio  in the 

fa il  diffe ed ost a oss i ig a t g oups a d as st o gl  li ked to adoles e ts’ eth i  
orientation. Notably adolescents from predominantly Muslim regions scored high on both, 

whereas ethnic orientation also appeared to be higher in larger groups. 

In Chapter 5, we carried out analyses at the level of the countries of origin. In 

particular, we investigated country-level relationships between acculturation conditions 

(e.g., perceived parental acculturation expectations and cultural practices in the family), 

orientations (ethnic and mainstream), and school-related outcomes (psychological and 

sociocultural) of adolescent immigrants from specific countries. In the second step, we 

examined how these aggregated individual-level variables are related to characteristics of 

the countries of origin (e.g. cultural values, level of development and religious composition). 

Country-level analyses were based on a diverse sample of 695 second- and third-generation 

immigrant children from 54 different countries of origin. Our results confirm that country-

level relationships between different components of the acculturation process are very 

similar to what has been found at individual level. We also found some relationships 

between characteristics of the country of origin and acculturation conditions, yet, the 

relationships with acculturation orientations and outcomes were much weaker. These 

findings suggest that there appear to be ethnic group-specific acculturation patterns 

amongst adolescent immigrants in Germany and that these can explain differences in school 

adjustment. However, although still reflected in the family context, characteristics of the 

country of origin only play a minor role in the school adjustment of adolescent immigrants.  

In Chapter 6, the aim was to pull together findings from the previous empirical chapters and 

investigate the relative role of school, family and ethnic group and the attitudinal climate 

within these contexts for acculturation and school-related outcomes. In each context, we 
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included the most important antecedents which had been identified in previous chapters. 

We were also interested in differences between boys and girls. Analyses were based on data 

from 860 immigrant students (50% male; Mage = 11.59 years). The results confirmed that 

perceived support for inclusion and integration in the school and the family context were 

associated with a higher orientation towards both cultures and more positive outcomes. 

Pe ei ed dista e a d dis i i atio  as pa t of o e’s eth i  g oup o  the other hand were 

associated with a tendency towards separation and more negative outcomes. Boys 

perceived the context to be more negative, had a lower mainstream orientation and 

showed more behavioural problems but did not differ from girls in the associations between 

variables. 

Taken together, the main findings from the empirical chapters suggest that all three 

contexts (school, family, and ethnic group) are associated with acculturation orientations 

and outcomes of adolescent immigrants. In early adolescence, associations with the family 

context are still strongest, followed by the school context. Direct associations of 

characteristics of the country of origin and perceived differences between their ethnic and 

the ai st ea  ultu e ith adoles e ts’ a ulturation orientations and outcomes were 

weak. However, these characteristics and the magnitude of differences with the mainstream 

culture are reflected in the family context. Only characteristics of the ethnic group which are 

immediately connected to its situation in the mainstream society (group size and perception 

of group-spe ifi  dis i i atio  e e asso iated di e tl  ith adoles e ts’ a ultu atio  
orientations and outcomes. Most of the effects of contextual antecedents on outcomes 

were mediated by adoles e ts’ a ultu atio  o ie tatio s. Out of the p o i al o te ts, 
s hool as a p edo i a tl  ai st ea  o te t as asso iated ostl  ith adoles e ts’ 
orientation towards the mainstream culture, whereas the family, as a predominantly ethnic 

context, was asso iated ostl  ith adoles e ts’ o ie tatio  to a ds the eth i  ultu e. 
The o ie tatio s to a ds oth ultu es e e al ost e uall  e efi ial fo  adoles e ts’ 
psychological adjustment. Better sociocultural outcomes reflected a higher mainstream 

orientatio , he eas the  e e u elated o  e e  eakl  egati el  elated to adoles e ts’ 
ethnic orientation. 

 

Theoretical Implications 

 

The empirical studies of this thesis resulted in many interesting findings, as summarized in 

the previous section. But what have we learned in relation to existing theories and past 

empirical research? I want to start with an evaluation of the overall theoretical framework 

we developed in Chapter 2, which forms the basis of the empirical studies presented in 

Chapters 3 to 6. Secondly, I look at contexts studied and their role in the socialisation of 

acculturation orientations and outcomes amongst early adolescent immigrants. Third, I 

address the issue of acculturation orientations and identity and their associations with 
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outcomes. Finally, I reflect on how these findings are associated with the specific context of 

Germany and the situation of immigrants in Germany. 

 

Is the theoretical framework proposed adequate?  

 

In Chapter 2 we proposed a theoretical framework which assumes that effects of contextual 

conditions on school- elated out o es a e ediated  adoles e ts’ o ie tatio s to a ds 
mainstream and ethnic cultures. This mediational relationship and the distinction between 

psychological and sociocultural outcomes are common in acculturation research (Arends-

Tóth & Van de Vijver, 2006; Berry, 1997). On the antecedent side, we included the three 

supposedly most important contexts for adolescent immigrants, namely school, family and 

ethnic group, which are nested in the mainstream society (Motti-Stefanidi et al., 2012). We 

assumed that developmental processes would interact with acculturation conditions, 

orientations and outcomes and therefore have to be considered when interpreting findings 

in adolescent immigrants.  

In chapters 3 to 6 the mediational aspect of the framework was largely supported. 

Most o te tual o ditio s e e o l  o  ai l  i di e tl  asso iated ith adoles e ts’ 
school-related outcomes. Studies 4, 5 and 6 also demonstrated that the separate 

conceptualisation of psychological and sociocultural types of school-related outcomes is 

useful and adequate, since they tend to differ in their antecedents (Ward, 2001). I will 

discuss these differences later on. Effects of the mainstream society as a macro-context 

were not explicitly studied in the empirical chapters of this thesis as this would require an 

internationally comparative study of several countries of settlement. However, the 

literature review in Chapter 2 supports our conceptualisation of the mainstream society as 

an important macro-context affecting acculturation and adjustment of adolescent 

immigrants. According to our framework, the effect is mainly indirect through more 

proximal contexts like the school, the family and the ethnic group. We therefore interpret 

some of the associations of these contexts with outcomes amongst adolescent immigrants 

in the light of the German mainstream society. I will address this issue in more detail later in 

the text. Similarly, our focus on one specific period within adolescence did not allow for the 

explicit study of developmental processes. Still, we interpret some of our findings against 

the backdrop of developmental processes and institutional changes, which are typically 

experienced in early adolescence. 

 

What are the most important acculturative contexts in early adolescence?  

 

One of the most influential theories in developmental psychology, the bio-ecological model 

of human development by Bronfenbrenner (1979), suggests that contexts shaping individual 

development can be differentiated according to their proximity to the individual. More 

proximal contexts are most relevant in childhood and with increasing age and in the process 
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of ecological transitions, other, more distal contexts become more important. In their 

framework of immigrant youth adaptation, Motti-Stefanidi and colleagues (2012) suggest 

that for adolescent immigrants, school, family, and ethnic group are the three most 

important micro-contexts, which are part of the macro-context of mainstream society. 

Drawing on acculturation research, they propose that the school can be classified as a 

predominantly mainstream context whereas family and ethnic group can be classified as 

predominantly ethnic contexts. The notion of private and public life domains (Arends-Tóth & 

Van de Vijver, 2004) can be seen as integrating both ideas, as ethnic contexts are often also 

the ones that are more proximal for (adolescent) immigrants and mainstream contexts the 

ones that are more distal. 

The review of past research and the empirical studies included in this thesis suggest 

that fa il  a d s hool a e ost st o gl  asso iated ith ea l  adoles e t i ig a ts’ 
acculturation orientations and school-related outcomes. As demonstrated in Chapter 5, 

these adolescents seem to have a fairly adequate idea of cultural differences between their 

culture of origin and the mainstream culture, which correlates with major country-level 

characteristics. However, these differences per se do not seem to affect them but rather, 

how they perceive to be treated by members of the mainstream society as a reaction to 

these differences (Chapter 6). Chapter 5 also revealed that these characteristics of the 

country of origin were associated with adoles e ts’ a ultu atio  o ie tatio s a d 
outcomes only to a very limited extent, while the relationship was stronger with perceived 

acculturation conditions (attitudes, cultural behaviours) in the family. This suggests that for 

mainly second- and third-generation immigrants in early adolescence, the ethnic culture as 

it is experienced in the family is more important than the ethnic culture per se. On the one 

hand, second- and third-generation immigrants have not lived in their country of origin and, 

depending on the size of their ethnic community in the mainstream society, may or may not 

have much contact with members of their ethnic group outside of their family. On the other 

hand, the greater importance of the family and ethnic socialisation there may be related to 

the young age of our participants, who were only just embarking into adolescence. For this 

age group, the family may still be the most important context in shaping their acculturation 

orientations and school-related outcomes. In addition, immediately after the transition from 

primary to secondary school, parents may provide a more stable context and resource for 

adjustment than the school.  In older samples and once having settled in the new school, 

the peer group in and outside of the school context and other contexts outside of the family 

home may become more important.  

 

How are acculturation orientations and identity linked to outcomes?  

 

The relative strength of ethnic and mainstream orientation and how they relate to 

outcomes has attracted considerable attention in acculturation research (e.g., Berry, 1997). 

Ethnic and mainstream orientations seem to complement each other in their effects on 
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psychological and sociocultural outcomes (Ward, 2001). They can therefore be expected to 

be both equally important for overall adjustment. In support of this, there is a large research 

base showing that the orientation towards and integration of both cultures is most 

beneficial for adjustment (see Nguyen & Benet-Martínez, 2013, for a meta-analysis). 

However, in recent years there is also the realisation that in particular circumstances and for 

particular groups, integration may not be possible and the preference of one culture over 

the other may be more beneficial (Ward, 2013). Especially under conditions of perceived 

discrimination and exclusion by the mainstream society, the orientation towards the ethnic 

culture can be heightened and alleviate some of the negative effects of perceived 

discrimination on psychological outcomes (rejection-identification model; Branscombe et 

al., 1999).  

In our studies (Chapters 4, 5, and 6), distinct antecedent processes for different types 

of outcomes were most visible for sociocultural outcomes. We only included sociocultural 

outcomes related to the mainstream culture (academic achievement, mainstream peers, 

and perceived mainstream language competence). It therefore comes as no big surprise that 

these outcomes are mostly predicted by the orientation towards the mainstream culture. 

Unlike in previous research, however, psychological outcomes were associated with the 

orientation towards the mainstream culture even more than with the orientation towards 

the ethnic culture. One explanation for this finding may be that our psychological outcomes 

were mainly referring to the school context (e.g., behavioural problems at school, academic 

self-concept). These outcomes are therefore more closely linked to sociocultural outcomes 

and everyday functioning in the mainstream society than in most other studies. In the 

school context as a public and predominantly mainstream context, the orientation towards 

the mainstream culture therefore seems more important for overall positive outcomes than 

the ethnic culture, although the ethnic culture is still an important resource for 

psychological adjustment. Interviews conducted with immigrant students prior to the main 

quantitative survey revealed, that many of them are more oriented to the mainstream 

culture in the school context than at home as they feel this is more adaptive (Hermann et 

al., 2012). 

 

What did we learn specifically about the German context?  

 

Although Germany has one of the highest numbers of immigrants in Europe (International 

Organization for Migration, 2013), the realisation of being an immigration country came 

relatively late (Bommes, 2011). The societal climate in Germany is often perceived and 

described as assimilationist and ethnist by immigrants and host nationals (Yağ u  & a  de 
Vijver, 2012; Zick et al., 2001). Ethnist states are characterised by a strong emphasis on 

common language, culture, and descent. This is usually accompanied by a strong motivation 

to assimilate minorities to the mainstream culture, thereby homogenizing culturally and 

linguistically different groups (Bourhis et al., 1997). Notably immigrants from Turkey, which 
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form the biggest immigrant group in Germany, find that they have to choose between their 

ethnic and the mainstream culture, by either assimilating to the mainstream culture or 

separating into their ethnic communities. They also perceive high levels of discrimination 

(Frindte et al., 2011; Yağ u  & a  de Vij e , ).  

Our empirical results suggest that in German schools, more emphasis is put on 

fostering equality and inclusion than on acknowledging and promoting multiculturalism. 

This negle t of stude ts’ eth i  ultu e at s hool a  also e pe ei ed as a  atte pt to 
homogenise ethnically diverse students and promote assimilation. In fact, while the data 

was collected, it became official policy in many schools to only speak German at school. 

Studies from the US have revealed that the so- alled olou - li d  app oa h to di e sit  is 
very common in educational settings (Schofield, 2001). On the one hand, linguistic 

assimilation may be functional in the school context, both for interethnic relations amongst 

students and for the acquisition of the mainstream language by immigrant students. On the 

other hand, this strong emphasis on assimilation may also reflect the overall societal climate 

in Germany. Observational data of school activities collected alongside the quantitative 

survey data suggests that the prevention of racism is one of the most important educational 

goals in relation to ethnic diversity (Handrick, 2013). This is most likely due to the history of 

Nazi Germany in the 1930s and 40s, which is still connected with a sense of collective guilt 

and stigma in German society today. The strong motivation to prevent racism may further 

amplify attempts to homogenise students and promote assimilation – thereby exerting a 

different kind of discrimination. Notably amongst adolescents with a Muslim background, 

this is met with a strong ethnic orientation and religious practice in the family. This ethnic 

and religious re-affirmation has also been found in second- and third-generation Muslim 

immigrants in other European countries, especially when they experience exclusion and 

discrimination by members of the mainstream society (Güngör et al., 2013). 

 

Implications for Future Research 

 

Although this thesis provided answers to many important questions, some issues remained 

unresolved and some additional questions arose, which require more research. First of all, 

although the concepts studied are part of dynamic processes (acculturation and 

development), only one of the studies included in this dissertation was longitudinal. There 

are conceptual reasons and evidence from past research which suggest a certain sequence 

of variables as specified in our conceptual model. Yet, our analyses did not allow addressing 

causality. Besides the issue of causality, potential interactions with developmental processes 

as we assume them would also require a sample with a broader age range or the inclusion 

of different cohorts. As we focussed on the first year at secondary school, we did not have 

much variation in age in our sample. In order to look at different stages of the acculturation 

process, it would be important to compare adolescents representing the first generation of 

immigrants with those from subsequent generations. By including many variables (which 
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would not have been possible in a longitudinal design), e e e a le to look at the igge  
pi tu e  a d p o ide a oad o e ie  of patte s of elatio ships et ee  o te tual 
antecedents, mediators and outcomes. Yet, it was only a snapshot in the course of 

acculturation and development, focussing on early adolescence and mainly second- and 

third-generation immigrants. 

There is also additional research needed to investigate the role of specific contextual 

conditions in the acculturation process. Although school climate research is booming in 

recent years (Thapa et al., 2013), there are very few studies investigating diversity-specific 

aspects of the school climate. The study reported in Chapter 2 was the first one 

systematically looking at the two main approaches of managing diversity and their 

manifestation in the school climate. However, we still do not know on which basis 

immigrant students develop their perceptions of the climate. Future studies should look at 

potential antecedents of these climate perceptions, such as actual school and educational 

policies and school activities to meet these policies. School climate studies with multiple 

informants, e.g., mainstream and immigrant students, demonstrate that individuals 

representing different groups do not necessarily agree on the climate (e.g., Schachner et al., 

2013). A deeper understanding of the dynamics of climate perceptions between multiple 

informants and different stakeholders in the school context is therefore needed. In terms of 

ethnic groups, our sample reflected the diversity found in many ethnically heterogeneous 

inner-city areas in Germany. However, some groups were only represented by a few 

individuals. In order to get a better picture of ethnic group similarities and differences in the 

relationships between variables, specific ethnic groups should be targeted, allowing for 

multigroup analyses. Finally, although we interpreted some of the findings in the light of the 

German mainstream society, our conclusions await confirmation in internationally 

comparative studies including different societies of settlement. 

 

Implications for Educators and Policy Makers 

 

Besides the scientific implications of the research presented in this thesis, there are also 

several implications for practitioners and policy makers, which I would like to highlight in 

this section. First, there are structural aspects of schools which can promote or hinder 

school adjustment of immigrant students. If the share of mainstream students in a 

classroom is low, immigrant students are deprived of opportunities to interact and make 

friends with mainstream peers. This can have negative consequences for their mainstream 

language competence, but also for other skills related to interacting with members of the 

mainstream society. Besides, it can create a feeling of exclusion from that society, which can 

be frustrating especially for second- or third-generation adolescent immigrants whose 

families are living in the mainstream society long enough to be full members of it. Such 

feelings can lead to an ethnic re-affirmation and further enhance the separation of 

individuals or entire groups (Güngör et al., 2013). Controlling for the overall proportion of 
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immigrants in a classroom, we found that a more diverse immigrant group with students 

from many different countries was positively associated with their orientation towards the 

mainstream culture. Ethnic separation in education is a particular problem in school systems 

with ability-based tracking (OECD, 2006, 2012). Our own research beyond this dissertation 

also shows that in Germany, the lowest track is characterised by a large but relatively 

homogenous group of immigrant students. On the highest track, the proportion is much 

lower but immigrant students are more diverse (Schachner et al., 2013). Measures to ensure 

a better mixing of ethnic groups in schools are therefore needed. Countries with tracked 

systems should move towards more comprehensive schools or tracking within schools, 

which allows for more permeability between tracks and ensures at least some contact 

between students attending different tracks. Further, students should be allocated to tracks 

at a later age, so that immigrant students have more time to catch up with their mainstream 

peers and a better chance to be placed into a higher track. On the community level, 

strategies should be put in place to prevent ethnic segregation in schools, e.g., by mixing 

students from different neighbourhoods. Between-school partnerships can also help to 

ensure some contact is taking place between students attending different schools or tracks. 

There is a large body of research showing that contact between members of different ethnic 

groups is associated with positive intergroup outcomes for members of majority and 

minority groups (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006). Mixing students from different ethnic groups in 

education can therefore be beneficial for all students, not only for those with an immigrant 

background. 

Our research has also demonstrated that the diversity-specific climate in schools can 

make a difference for acculturation and school-related outcomes of immigrant students. 

Our research within and beyond this dissertation shows, that more effort is put into 

fostering equality and inclusion than into the promotion of cultural pluralism in German 

schools (Handrick, 2013; Schachner, Noack, et al., 2014). The strong emphasis on the 

prevention of racism and discrimination may in part be a result of the German history. 

However, it may also reflect the overall societal climate that favours assimilation and does 

not support ethnic maintenance amongst immigrants. Similar trends have also been 

observed in educational settings in other countries, such as the US (Schofield, 2001). Our 

results show that both approaches are important in their own way and should therefore be 

more balanced. For most schools, this means that they should become more open to their 

stude ts’ eth i  ultu e. I stead of seei g it as o st u ti g thei  adoptio  of ai st ea  
culture and language, teachers should acknowledge and value their students’ eth i  
heritage as an additional resource for identity, adjustment and well-being of immigrant 

students. Learning more about other cultures can be beneficial for everyone. It can improve 

interethnic relations at school and promote intercultural competence amongst students and 

tea he s. The e a e a  a s of i teg ati g stude ts’ eth i  ultu e i to e e da  s hool 
life and curriculum in any subject. Simple measures can be greeting each other in different 

languages, learning about and celebrating important holidays from other cultures or serving 
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food from other countries during school events. There are also school networks, such as 

I lusio  a d Di e sit  i  Edu atio  u   the B itish Cou il i  se e al Eu opea  
ou t ies, a d “ hule  oh e Rassis us – “ hule  it Cou age  “ hools ithout Ra is  – 

Schools with Courage] in Germany, which provide a platform for exchange on possible 

initiatives and activities. More ideas for activities in German language, which were collected 

in the schools taking part in the studies included in this dissertation, can be obtained from 

Handrick (2013). 

Another issue I would like to highlight is the need for professional training and 

development of teachers and other school personnel in diversity management and 

intercultural competence. At least in Germany, these topics are often still neglected in 

teacher education and older teachers may not have received any training in this area at 

university. On the job, training measures and other professional development activities, 

such as mentoring and partnership programs for teachers, are therefore needed. 

Participation in such measures should be strongly encouraged if not made obligatory, 

especially in highly diverse schools. This also requires (time and financial) resources to be 

allocated by school authorities and (federal) governments. Finally, it requires headmasters 

and other authorities who are committed to this issue. Other studies using teacher data 

collected alongside the student data reported in this dissertation revealed, that the 

commitment by the headmaster is a major school-le el fa to  asso iated ith tea he s’ 
intercultural competence (Schachner, Sendzik, Noack, & Van de Vijver, 2014) and the way 

they deal with intercultural situations (Zoellick, 2013).  

Given that parental school involvement is crucial for school-related outcomes, 

especially amongst immigrant parents, schools should also work on their strategies to 

improve contact with these parents. Besides the language barrier, there are also differences 

in communication style, status imbalances, and cultural stereotypes, which can sometimes 

lead to misunderstandings between mainstream teachers and immigrant parents and make 

it more difficult to establish a good working relationship. Training teachers in intercultural 

competence as mentioned before may help to overcome such boundaries. Further, schools 

often focus on the promotion of formal measures to enhance parental involvement and 

integration (mostly understood as assimilation), such as providing additional information 

(mostly in the mainstream language) and offering mainstream language classes to 

immigrant parents. These measures are important; yet, they can also be perceived as 

pressure to assimilate. A welcoming and multicultural climate as described above, which 

acknowledges the cultural background of immigrant students, may be more effective in 

building bridges with immigrant parents. This is also supported by research around the 

creation of family-school partnerships (e.g., Christenson, 2004). Initiatives by schools to 

have parent representatives from the biggest immigrant groups may help to find common 

grounds. Similarly, facilitators from the ethnic community as well as teachers with an 

immigrant background may be accepted more easily as communication partners by 

immigrant parents and find it easier to cross cultural and linguistic boundaries. 
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General Conclusion 

 

Taken together, by including many different variables in a large and ethnically diverse 

sa ple, this disse tatio  took a i d’s e e ie  at so e of the ost i po ta t o te tual 
antecedents for acculturation and school-related outcomes amongst early adolescent 

immigrants. This level of comprehensiveness is rarely achieved in psychological research and 

important insights have been gained. In some respects, findings from previous studies could 

be confirmed in another context or setting. But in many respects, the studies included in 

this dissertation also extended previous research, by shedding light onto areas, which have 

not been studied in this way before. Notably in the school context, these new findings also 

have strong practical and policy implications and are therefore highly relevant for educating 

immigrant students in multiethnic societies. 
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Summary 

 

The overall research question for this dissertation was, how adolescent immigrants 

negotiate their cultural orientations and identity between the contexts of family and ethnic 

culture on the one hand, and school and the mainstream culture on the other hand, and 

how this in turn relates to their adjustment and school-related outcomes following the 

transition to secondary school. This overall research question was translated into the 

following specific research questions, which I tried to answer in the individual chapters of 

this thesis: 

 

1. How can developmental and acculturative processes affecting adolescent 

i ig a ts’ i di idual adjust e t e i teg ated i to a common research 

framework? (Chapter 2) 

2. What are the most important antecedents in the context of school, family and ethnic 

group and how do they reflect or interact with characteristics of the mainstream 

society? (Chapters 2) 

3. How do individually perceived and objective or shared characteristics of the school 

o te t shape adoles e t i ig a ts’ a ultu atio  o ie tatio s a d ps hologi al 
adjustment over the course of their first year at secondary school? (Chapter 3) 

4. How are parental school involvement, acculturation expectations and cultural 

p a ti es asso iated ith adoles e t i ig a ts’ a ultu atio  a d s hool 
adjustment? (Chapter 4) 

5. Are there differences between adolescents and their families from different 

immigrant groups, both concerning antecedents and outcomes? (Chapter 4) 

6. Are these variations between different ethnic groups reflected in a similar pattern of 

relationships between different components of the acculturation process to the 

relationships found at individual level? (Chapter 5) 

7. Are differences on country-level characteristics (cultural values, level of 

development, and religious composition) associated with (a) perceptions of cultural 

distance at the level of the country of origin, and (b) aggregated acculturation 

variables in the same way as what has been found in relation to perceived cultural 

distance at individual level? (Chapter 5) 

8. What is the relative importance of the perceived school, family, and ethnic group 

context in explaining acculturation orientations and school adjustment amongst 

early adolescents? (Chapter 6) 

 

In order to answer these questions, we started with a review of the relevant literature and 

the development of a common theoretical framework (Chapter 2) and then conducted four 

empirical studies (Chapters 3, 4, 5 and 6). The theoretical framework developed in Chapter 2 
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was based on research on contextual antecedents of acculturation and development and 

integrated an acculturation framework (Arends-Tóth & van de Vijver, 2006) and an 

integrative framework of immigrant youth adaptation (Motti-Stefanidi et al., 2012). The 

empirical studies were based on data from 1335 early adolescents with an immigrant 

background, representing a total of 91 different countries of origin. The participants 

attended 90 classrooms in 22 culturally diverse secondary schools in South-West Germany. 

The dissertation project employed a two-cohort design. Adolescents attending the first two 

grades in secondary school were sampled the first time shortly after the beginning of the 

school year. The younger cohort was then sampled again one year later. In order to get 

i fo atio  o  adoles e ts’ f ie dships a d the eth i  o positio  of thei  lass oo , 
information from 828 mainstream students attending the same classrooms was also 

obtained. The nested structure of adolescents within classrooms across two measurement 

points allowed us to conduct longitudinal multilevel analyses in the school context in 

Chapter 3. By sampling adolescents from many countries, we were able to look into 

differences between adolescents and their families from diverse ethnic groups in Chapter 4, 

as well as studying immigrant-specific patterns and associations with characteristics of the 

country of origin in Chapter 5.  

 Specifically, in Chapter 2, our main goal was to come up with an overarching 

theoretical framework, which integrates developmental and acculturative processes and 

incorporates the contextual antecedents and individual outcomes to be investigated in this 

thesis. We combined and extended an acculturation framework (Arends-Tóth & van de 

Vijver, 2006) and a framework for immigrant youth adaptation (Motti-Stefanidi et al., 2012). 

A review of the literature based on this framework suggested that adoles e ts’ 
acculturation orientations and school-related outcomes are associated with the 

acculturation expectations and multicultural climate in school, family, ethnic group, and 

mainstream society, with more proximal contexts exerting a greater influence and different 

contexts interacting with one another. Perceived rejection, exclusion (also by a lack of 

opportunities for contact with members of the mainstream society), and pressure to 

assimilate in mainstream contexts were found to be negatively related to outcomes. 

In Chapter 3, we took a closer look at the school context and how it affects 

acculturation orientations and psychological school adjustment. We focussed on the 

manifestation and distinct role of two types of diversity policy in the school climate, namely 

fostering equality and inclusion and acknowledging cultural pluralism. In order to 

adequately investigate school context effects after secondary school transition, we 

employed longitudinal and multilevel analyses with 386 immigrant students coming from 43 

ethnically heterogeneous classrooms. We found that both climate aspects promote 

psychological school adjustment. While the perception of an equality and inclusion climate 

o ked oth di e tl  a d i di e tl  ia stude ts’ o ie tatio  to a ds the ai st ea  
culture, the perception of a cultural pluralism climate worked indirectly via students’ 
orientation towards the ethnic culture. Yet, the joint perception of a climate that 
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e phasizes e ualit  a d i lusio  appea ed to e asso iated ith a olou - li d  
perspective on cultural diversity and promoted assimilation at the classroom level. 

In Chapter 4, we investigated family- elated o ditio s fo  ea l  adoles e ts’ a ultu atio  
orientations and psychological and sociocultural school adjustment in Germany. Analyses 

were based on data from 695 mostly second- and third-generation adolescents from 54 

countries, who were grouped into nine different regions of origin. Parental acculturation 

expectations and cultural practices in the family (e.g., religion and language use) as well as 

their level of school involvement were the best predictors of adoles e ts’ ps hologi al a d 
sociocultural outcomes. The importance of religion in the family differed most across 

i ig a t g oups a d as st o gl  li ked to adoles e ts’ eth i  o ie tatio . Nota l  
adolescents from predominantly Muslim regions scored high on both, whereas ethnic 

orientation also appeared to be higher in larger groups. 

In Chapter 5, we carried out analyses at the level of the countries of origin. In 

particular, we investigated country-level relationships between acculturation conditions 

(e.g., perceived parental acculturation expectations and cultural practices in the family), 

orientations (ethnic and mainstream), and school-related outcomes (psychological and 

sociocultural) of adolescent immigrants from specific countries. In the second step, we 

examined how these aggregated individual-level variables are related to characteristics of 

the countries of origin (e.g. cultural values, level of development and religious composition). 

Country-level analyses were based on a diverse sample of 695 second- and third-generation 

immigrant children from 54 different countries of origin. Our results confirm that country-

level relationships between different components of the acculturation process are very 

similar to what has been found at individual level. We also found some relationships 

between characteristics of the country of origin and acculturation conditions, yet, the 

relationships with acculturation orientations and outcomes were much weaker. These 

findings suggest that there appear to be ethnic group-specific acculturation patterns 

amongst adolescent immigrants in Germany and that these can explain differences in school 

adjustment. However, although still reflected in the family context, characteristics of the 

country of origin only play a minor role in the school adjustment of adolescent immigrants.  

In Chapter 6, the aim was to pull together findings from the previous empirical 

chapters and investigate the relative role of school, family and ethnic group and the 

attitudinal climate within these contexts for acculturation and school-related outcomes. In 

each context, we included the most important antecedents which had been identified in 

previous chapters. We were also interested in differences between boys and girls. Analyses 

were based on data from 860 immigrant students (50% male; Mage = 11.59 years). The 

results confirmed that perceived support for inclusion and integration in the school and the 

family context were associated with a higher orientation towards both cultures and more 

positive outco es. Pe ei ed dista e a d dis i i atio  as pa t of o e’s eth i  g oup o  
the other hand were associated with a tendency towards separation and more negative 

outcomes. Boys perceived the context to be more negative, had a lower mainstream 
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orientation and showed more behavioural problems but did not differ from girls in the 

associations between variables.  

Taken together, the main findings from the empirical chapters suggest that all three 

contexts (school, family, and ethnic group) are associated with acculturation orientations 

and outcomes of adolescent immigrants. In early adolescence, associations with the family 

context are still strongest, followed by the school context. Direct associations of 

characteristics of the country of origin and perceived differences between their ethnic and 

the ai st ea  ultu e ith adoles e ts’ a ultu atio  o ie tatio s a d out o es e e 
weak. However, these characteristics and the magnitude of differences with the mainstream 

culture are reflected in the family context. Only characteristics of the ethnic group which are 

immediately connected to its situation in the mainstream society (group size and perception 

of group-spe ifi  dis i i atio ) e e asso iated di e tl  ith adoles e ts’ a ultu atio  
orientations and outcomes. Most of the effects of contextual antecedents on outcomes 

e e ediated  adoles e ts’ a ultu atio  o ie tatio s. Out of the p o i al o te ts, 
s hool as a p edo i a tl  ai st ea  o te t as asso iated ostl  ith adoles e ts’ 
orientation towards the mainstream culture, whereas the family, as a predominantly ethnic 

o te t, as asso iated ostl  ith adoles e ts’ o ie tatio  to a ds the eth i  ultu e. 
The o ie tatio s to a ds oth ultu es e e al ost e uall  e efi ial fo  adoles e ts’ 
psychological adjustment. Better sociocultural outcomes reflected a higher mainstream 

o ie tatio , he eas the  e e u elated o  e e  eakl  egati el  elated to adoles e ts’ 
ethnic orientation. 

The findings from the empirical chapters are discussed in relation to the theoretical 

framework developed in Chapter 2 as well as contextual models of acculturation and 

development. In most instances, the relationships specified in the conceptual framework 

were confirmed. The meditational model proved adequate and antecedents were 

associated with acculturation orientations and outcomes in the expected direction. 

Although developmental processes and the mainstream society were not explicitly studied, 

they were considered in the interpretation of the findings. In line with the Bio-Ecological 

Model of Human Development by Bronfenbrenner (1979), contexts which were more 

proximal to adolescents were more strongly associated with outcomes, especially with 

psychological adjustment. The results also support the distinction between mainstream and 

ethnic or public and private life domains (Arends-Tóth & van de Vijver, 2004). Associations 

with acculturation orientations were stronger within domains than across domains. Our 

results also confirm the overall positive effects of an integration of ethnic and mainstream 

orientation (Nguyen & Benet-Martínez, 2013), which complement each other in their effects 

on psychological and sociocultural adjustment (Ward, 2001). Yet, integration is only possible 

if it is accepted by members of the mainstream society (Ward, 2013). Adolescent 

immigrants in Germany and especially those with a Muslim background still perceive 

discrimination by members of the mainstream society. Efforts to promote equality and 

inclusion in the school context still seem to be more visible than efforts to promote 
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multiculturalism. This is in line with the strong emphasis on assimilation policies which is 

often observed in Germany (Bourhis, Moise, Perrault, & Senecal, 1997; Zick, Wagner, Van 

Dick, & Petzel, 2001). 

To conclude, this dissertation provided an overview of some of the most important 

contextual antecedents for acculturation and school-related outcomes amongst early 

adolescent immigrants. This level of comprehensiveness, including many different variables 

in a large and ethnically diverse sample, is rarely achieved in psychological research. Several 

important insights have been gained: Findings from previous studies were confirmed in 

another context or setting. However, the studies included in this dissertation also went 

beyond previous research in many respects and shed light onto areas, which have not been 

studied in this way before. In the school context in particular, there are important practical 

and policy implications to be drawn from the studies presented in this dissertation. The 

findings are highly relevant for the education and adjustment of immigrant students in 

multiethnic societies. 
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Appendix 1: Original Questionnaire in German Language 
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There has been a steady increase in international migration in

recent years. Acculturation processes not only take place amongst

newly arrived, first-generation immigrants, but also amongst their

children. Representing the second and third generation of

immigrants they are often still not fully integrated in many life

domains, including education. In this dissertation I am looking at

different contextual conditions for acculturation orientations and

school-related outcomes of (mainly) second- and third-generation

adolescent immigrants in Germany. Specifically, I am focussing on

conditions in the school, family and ethnic group as three of the

most important contexts for adolescent immigrants.


