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Prejudice in the classroom: a longitudinal analysis of
anti-immigrant attitudes
Jeffrey Mitchell

Department of Sociology, Umeå University, Umeå, Sweden

ABSTRACT
This article analyses how the classroom context contributes to attitude change
in adolescence. By analysing the relationship that the primary school classroom
context has on anti-immigrant attitudes over time, it addresses the single factor
fallacy that has troubled previous research on classrooms, which has largely
tested the contact hypothesis. The dataset includes 849 participants over five-
time points from 2010 to 2015. Findings show that over time individual’s anti-
immigrant attitudes increased in classrooms with a higher average level of
anti-immigrant sentiment net of the effect of classroom heterogeneity.
However, this finding was true only while students were still enrolled in the
same class over the first three waves of the study. After students entered high
school, the classroom/time interaction effect disappears, suggesting that other
contextual influences take over. This article highlights the crucial importance
of classroom context on attitude development in adolescence.

ARTICLE HISTORY Received 17 October 2017; Accepted 12 June 2018
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Introduction

In 1970, a documentary film called “Eye of the Storm” (Elliott 1970) drew atten-
tion to a controversial exercise where an elementary school teacher, Jane
Elliott, separated her pupils into two groups based on their eye colour and
then ascribed negative traits to one of the groups, proclaiming that one is
inherently better than the other. As the day went on the students quickly
adopted these roles, reinforced them upon each other, and conflicts quickly
erupted over the newly introduced inequities. The following day in the
same class, Elliott reversed the roles and the once privileged students were
ascribed the negative stereotypes and the results were similar; the children
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adopted the new roles and the same prejudicial dynamic manifested. This
exercise intended to invoke empathy in the students and instruct them
about how it feels to be the victim of prejudicial attitudes in the hopes of
reducing the real-world prejudices the children harboured toward others
(Stewart 2003). However, the film laid bare how the dynamics between chil-
dren were acted out, how they quickly adapted to and reinforced each
other’s newfound prejudices, and how their effects were internalized. As
Phillip Jackson (1990) notes, the classroom is a unique socializing agent. In
no other situation are people required to spend so much time in direct
contact with other individuals, both friend and foe, at such an important
moment of development. Elliott’s exercise shows, how classroom context
may have powerful effects on young people, especially in how students
adapt to the attitudinal environment around them. This begs the question:
Do classrooms shape prejudicial attitudes?

Answering these questions will provide insight into an important research
area in sociology, how different social contexts shape attitudes. As noted, indi-
viduals spend a large amount of time immersed in the classroom context;
therefore, longitudinal analysis during the attitudinal formation period of ado-
lescence is key. This study analyses longitudinal data over five survey waves of
respondents that range from 13 to 17 years of age, to assess how the attitu-
dinal environment influences adolescents’ attitudes over time.

Classrooms as a contextual socialization factor

Research on prejudice has been primarily focused on adults and has shown
that prejudicial attitudes are highly dependent on contexts (Bennett and
Sani 2008). Many of the social contextual factors that are used as predictors
for prejudicial attitudes have been found in the comparative research
where context is operationalized at the country level. In terms of anti-immi-
grant sentiments, the country level factors have varied but have included pre-
dictors such as religiosity (Bohman and Hjerm 2013; Koopmans 2015),
education (Hjerm 2001), economic condition (Hatton 2017) and proportion
of immigrants (Hjerm 2007). The country level ideological environment has
also been shown to have a negative influence on attitudes towards immi-
grants in countries where attitudes that support right-wing authoritarianism
are more common (Cohrs and Stelzl 2010). Drilling down to smaller contextual
units, there is growing attention being paid to regional and local level con-
texts in Europe (Markaki and Longhi 2013) and at the county level in the
United States (Goldman and Hopkins 2016).

These studies have illuminated the importance that different contexts can
have in predicting prejudicial attitudes in adults. However, research has
shown that these attitudes form during childhood and adolescence (Raabe
and Beelmann 2011) and that once prejudicial attitudes are formed, they
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only become more stable and crystalized throughout the life course (Henry
and Sears 2009; Sears and Funk 1999; Rekker et al. 2015). Additionally, it
appears that the time when individuals are susceptible to attitudinal
change precipitously drops after adolescence and in young adulthood (Kros-
nick and Alwin 1989). Which leads to the assumption that if we are to under-
stand how social contexts effect prejudicial attitudes, we must study their
effects during adolescence. Taking in to account the research on how impor-
tant the timing is on attitudinal formation and change, it is interesting that the
research into the contextual effects on prejudice in adolescence has been
quite scarce (but see Bubritzki et al. 2017; Hjerm 2005; Miklikowska 2016,
2017; Van Zalk et al. 2013).

Of all the social contexts that adolescents are exposed, schools and specifi-
cally classrooms must certainly be considered. Classrooms as a context can be
thought of in many ways, but for the purposes of this study, the classroom is a
socializing agent where the aggregated attitudes of the individual’s peers are
posited to influence their own. This approach is supported in research on
classroom effect generally, showing that the attitudinal environment can
influence things such as bullying (Sentse et al. 2015), aggression, focus and
pro-social behaviour (Barth et al. 2004; Chang 2017). Furthermore, school
and classroom climate context can influence interest in civic and political
engagement (Lenzi et al. 2014; Campbell 2008), and the classroom peer
effect has also been shown to influence learning outcomes (Burke and Sass
2013). This comes as little surprise since classrooms are nearly universal
aspect of adolescents’ lives and so much time is spent there.

Since the 1970s, much of what we understand about how adolescents
adopt the attitudes of others has been shaped by social identity theory
(Tajfel and Turner 1979), which suggests that individuals strive to maintain
a positive social identity and that this identity on based on favourable com-
parisons between the individual’s in-group and some out-group. In the inter-
est of maintaining high self-esteem, individuals seek to identify with their
chosen in-group and assign a value to that identity, thus prejudices
develop through creating positive associations to in-group traits and negative
associations to out-group traits as a means of justifying the perceived group
membership. Naturally, peer groups defined as small groups of friends, have
attracted considerable attention as researchers have attempted to parse out
the mechanisms by which attitude adoption takes place, arguing that an indi-
vidual’s peers serve as the reference group around which in-group prefer-
ences are constructed (Brown 1990; Brown et al. 2008). However, as
Hornsey notes in a review of the social identity approach (2008), people do
not blindly express in-group favouritism regardless of context. Instead,
social context influences how the individual interacts with their peer groups
and contributes to the adoption of attitudes. Furthermore, classrooms are
environments of involuntary peer groups, where individuals must interact
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with both with their friends and their foes facing exposure to attitudes typi-
cally not captured in studies on small peer groups due to selection effect.
Therefore, classroom context as defined by the attitudinal environment are
related to, and yet still distinct from, peer groups as defined in previous atti-
tude research. As Brown notes, “Researchers should remain mindful of how
major contexts in adolescent lives such as classrooms, work, family and
other larger social institutions shape peer group relations” (182, 1990).

This is not to say that the research on prejudicial attitude development has
overlooked classroom context. Rather, the context has been defined differ-
ently. When classrooms are researched, it is typically in the interest of
testing the effect that classroom heterogeneity has on inter-group biases
through the contact hypothesis. This suggests individuals are likely to be
less prejudiced toward out-group members, under certain conditions, the
more they have contact with them (Allport 1954). Studies support the asser-
tion of inter-group contact theory across multiple contexts and in meta-ana-
lyses (Pettigrew and Tropp 2006; Van Laar et al. 2005; Bubritzki et al. 2017;
Janmaat 2014; Munniksma et al. 2017; Titzmann, Brenick, and Silbereisen
2015). While these studies have provided valuable insight into this type of
classroom context in relation to prejudice, they suggest that the classroom
influence is merely a meeting place where the in-group biases are mitigated
through inter-group contact.

However, recently Pettigrew and Hewstone have referred to complications
presented in this research as the “single factor fallacy” (2017), where studies
focus exclusively on one factor (inter-group contact for example) and omit
other, potentially significant factors that help to explain changes in prejudicial
attitudes. They recommend incorporating other potential confounders at
different analytic levels to account for structural influences such as class-
rooms. They also highlight the need for longitudinal analysis to understand
the changes that happen in attitudes as the only way to account for overtime
factors that have plagued previous work. There are two notable exceptions to
this line of research, first as Poteat’s (2007) longitudinal study on homophobic
attitudes showed, the attitudinal environment of the classroom can impact
attitudes toward out-group members, and second Thijs and Verkuyten’s
(2013) study on multicultural attitudes, though neither of which control for
inter-group contact.

Looking toward the attitudinal environment of the classroom there is
encouraging evidence in the experimental literature. For example, the social
tuning hypothesis suggests that people generally wish to get along with
one another, and therefore modify their beliefs and behaviours to others
around them, tuning in with one another as they spend time together (Jost,
Ledgerwood, and Hardin 2008). Testing the social tuning hypothesis there
is evidence that this applies to implicit prejudices, and that interpersonal
interactions with in-group as well as out-group members can shape
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respondent’s biases (Sinclair et al. 2005a; Sinclair et al. 2005b; Sinclair, Kenrick,
and Jacoby-Senghor 2014). Additionally, Huntsinger et al. (2016) find that this
social tuning is a function of changing associations, suggesting that this effect
is subject to contextual change. While these experimental findings provide
insight, their focus has been on parsing out how social tuning functions
between individuals in different circumstances. However, social context pro-
vides the frame of reference by which individuals’ attitudes are compared
(Abrams and Hogg 1990), and so the attitudinal context of classroom peers
may serve as the reference by which the individuals tune their own attitudes.

It is with this in mind that the present study incorporates classroom level
attitudinal environment as a socializing agent into the analysis of anti-immi-
grant attitudes in adolescence over time. Therefore, the following hypotheses
have been developed:

H1: Adolescents’ prejudice level will be effected by the degree of prejudice in
their classroom.

More specifically, over time the anti-immigrant attitudes of the individual
will move closer to the average anti-immigrant attitudes of their classroom.

H2: Effect of the classroom prejudice will persist net of the level of classroom
heterogeneity.

Time matters

Adding upon the importance of classroom context, understanding when con-
textual factors are most important in influencing attitudes is another area that
has been left largely unexplored. When, for example, does class context
matter most? Or, does the influence you receive during years of intense class-
room involvement (being in the same classroom with many of the same indi-
viduals over time for example) have a lasting effect on your attitudes even
after you matriculate? The current research largely treats the effects of
context on attitude development as if it is consistent over time, when it is
possible that they are also dynamically changing, having different effects
sizes at different times, or disappearing entirely as real-world conditions
change. Historically, value-added models analysing longitudinal data have
addressed this issue to study academic achievement in relation to classroom
context and teacher performance on students (Doran and Lockwood 2006;
McCaffrey et al. 2004), however, this method has not yet been applied to atti-
tude development. As previous research has noted, there is an age effect on
prejudice, but the ages that apply to this dataset (∼13–17 years) have been
found to be a stabilizing time for adolescent’s attitudes (Raabe and Beelmann
2011). It is suggested that this is due to the increased importance of micro
contextual influences in this age group (Rutland, Killen, and Abrams 2010).
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This makes the longitudinal nature of this study all the more appealing. Given
its potential to analyse the micro contextual influence on anti-immigrant atti-
tudes at different time points the following hypothesis has been developed:

H3: Once students matriculate into high school, their primary school classroom
prejudice will no longer influence them.

The present study

Participants and measurement

Participants in this study consist of adolescents from the Youth and Society
dataset compiled by Örebro University in Sweden from 2010 to 2015. The
sample is from a typical city in Sweden, which resembles the national
average on a number of metrics in including income, population density
and employment rate, making this subsample generalizable to the population
(Amnå et al. 2010).

This study analyses repeated measures of students from five waves, when
they are in seventh, eighth and ninth grades, and following them into high
school for two waves. The average age of students at time point one of
13.41 years old (SD = .525). There are a total of 849 participants in this study
in 40 classrooms averaging 24 students per class (SD= 4.31). Classrooms
differed with respect to ethnic composition but students predominantly
identified as Swedish or Nordic marking their parents as being born within
one of the Nordic countries 73.4 per cent (Sweden, Norway, Finland or
Denmark) versus non-Nordic 26.6 per cent. There were 23 missing responses
to the dependent variable for the initial response rate (T0 n = 826). Wave two
the saw an attrition rate of 25.5 per cent (T1 n = 698), attrition between wave
two and wave three was negligible at .4 per cent (T2 n = 695), attrition
between wave three and four was 21.6 per cent (T3 n = 615) and finally the
attrition rate between wave four and five was 4.6 per cent (T4 n = 593).

Individual anti-immigrant attitudes

Participants were provided a stem question which read: “What is your opinion
about people that come here from other countries?” followed by three state-
ments where they could select items on a four-point Likert scale (1 = Does not
apply at all, 2 = Does not apply so well, 3 = Applies quite well 4 = Applies very
well). The statements were: “It happens only too often that immigrants have
customs and traditions that not fit into Swedish society”, “Immigrants often
come here just to take advantage of welfare in Sweden” and “Immigrants
often take jobs from people who are born in Sweden”. Each item correlated
well to each other to at least .47 or higher and in an exploratory factor analysis,
the three items loaded on to a single component explaining 68 per cent of the
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variance in the data. Thus to create the prejudice measurement for individ-
uals, the variables were averaged into one scale for each wave with a
sufficient internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha T0 = .77). This was true
across all other time points as well with Cronbach’s alpha’s (T1= .78, T2
= .77, T3 = .80 T4 = .81).

To ensure that the measurement scale item for the dependent variable was
consistent across time points, measurement invariance models were con-
ducted on each of the waves using semTools R package. This allows for
measurement invariance testing to provide confidence that the scale is
measuring the same construct across the waves, while also accommodating
for the autocorrelated nature of the repeated measures (Vandenberg and
Lance 2000) used in this study. Since this study contains a relatively large
sample size, CFI and RMSEA model fit indicators were used to judge measure-
ment invariance. Baseline models show an acceptable CFI level of .968 and CFI
difference in the full scalar invariance model is within acceptable parameters
(.958) supplemented by similarly small RMSEA measurement difference
between models (.046–.048) (Chen 2007).1 This provides confidence that
the “prejudice” scale variable for each wave are consistent and allow for the
comparison across time points for the interpretation of changes in the respon-
dents’ attitudes over time.

Independent variables

The independent classroom-level prejudice variable was made by averaging
the prejudice score of the students in the classroom for each wave. These
three waves had a high level of consistency (Cronbach’s alpha= .70) and a
low level of inter-item variance (.03), justifying averaging the waves to
make a discreet classroom level prejudice scale that is consistent over time.
Additionally, this allows for the creation of a “stable group model” where
the Level 3 predictor variable varies from classroom to classroom but not
from time point to time point (Bauer et al. 2013). In this case, the classroom
is an ideal contextual measurement because adolescents remain in the
same class for the first three waves of the study. This has two advantages,
first, it allows for control of selection effect by examining the same classrooms
with largely the same individuals in them over three-time points – which is
something that has troubled previous research since it controls for both
homophily and inter-group contact effects. Second, it allows for analysis of
whether the classroom context stops influencing, or continues to influence
individuals once they leave in two-time points after primary school.

Included in the analysis are a number of variables to control for possible
cofounders. To control for contact hypothesis, classroom heterogeneity on
the basis of nationality was created with a dichotomous variable where “1”
indicates if the participant has at least one of their parents that were born
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outside of Sweden or another Nordic country, then an average score was
created for each classroom. Also, included in the analysis was gender variable
where “1 = girl” and “2 = boy”. To control for socio-economic status (SES), a
perceived SES scale variable was created by averaging three SES questions
together, each on a five-point Likert scale. The first question asked, “If you
want things that cost a lot of money (e.g., a computer, skateboard, cell
phone), can your parents afford to buy them if you want them?” (1 = Absol-
utely not, 5 = Yes, absolutely). Then two other questions where responded
were asked to compare their family finances to others in their classroom.
Similar to the dependent variable, these three items correlated highly to
each other at .45 or higher and in a factor analysis loaded on to one com-
ponent explaining 66.3 per cent of the variance in the data with a sufficient
internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha = .74).

Methods

Longitudinal multilevel analysis with repeated measures using the LME4
package (Bates et al. 2015) in the R environment was used for this study
and p-values were obtained using the lmerTest package (Kuznetsova,
Brockhoff and Christensen, 2017). The models constructed have a nested
three-level structure with: responses at different time points (Level 1),
nested within individuals (Level 2), and nested within classrooms (Level 3).
Due to this structure, a “model building” approach was taken, where multiple
data analysis runs are conducted in a step-wise fashion with growing com-
plexity where first an unconditional model is created and tested against
different error structures to obtain good model fit, then the focal predictor
is added, followed by the addition of covariates, and finally a full model
over the all the waves in the study. Assuming the outcome changes linearly
with time (see the unconditional model tests below), this model is written
as follows:

ytij = b0 + b1timetij + uj + r0ij + r1ij timetij + etij

where j indexes group, i indexes individual and t indexes the observation. The
first two terms are the fixed effects, capturing the average change over time.
The term b0 can be interpreted as the expected value of anti-immigrant atti-
tude of individual y at time point one (T0). b1 is the average rate individual y’s
attitude changes over time in the group. The remaining terms in the equation
are the random effects. First, uj accounts for the stable mean differences in
attitudes of individuals across classrooms. r0ij is the random intercept captur-
ing the individual differences at time point 1 (T0), and r1ijtimetij captures the
random difference in the rate of change in time. Finally, etij is the residual
that captures the random noise around individuals’ growth trajectories. This
unconditional model (Model 1), with a random coefficient growth model
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with intercepts and slopes at each level of the nesting and the main effect for
time only.

Model 2 incorporates the focal predictor, classroom prejudice, into the
equation as a discrete scale variable described above, and Model 3 incorpor-
ates the control variables classroom heterogeneity, gender and SES. To create
a nuanced analysis that tests the time-related hypothesis (H3) separately,
Models 1, 2 and 3 are all analysed using just the first three waves of the
data, while students are still in primary school and in the same classroom
environment at each of the time measurements. After this, students leave
their classroom cohorts and enrol into high school, where their peers, tea-
chers, classrooms and schools are all different. Therefore, separate analysis
incorporating the waves four and five are conducted in Model 4 to test if
the effect of their primary school classroom context had a lasting effect on
their anti-immigrant attitudes.

Model fit

Because I have fit a three-level model there are three levels of random effects.
In an examination of model fit, it was found that the residual variance in the
linear model was not constant over time, an assumption of the first model.
The estimated residual variance for each time point diminishes where (T0 =
1.00, T1 = .93, T2 = .76) showing the residual standard deviation at measure-
ment time three is estimated to be 76 per cent as large as that for time
measurement 1. This suggests a heteroskedastic nature to the data where
overtime where the residual variance is shrinking (Pinheiro and Bates,
2000). Since both models were fit using REML differing only in their stochastic
portion a likelihood test ratio was used to compare them, ANOVA shows that
the log likelihood for the model that allowed for heterogeneous variance was
closer to zero (−2240.7 versus −2245.9) at the .005 level, suggesting that it is a
much better fit for the data. Quadratic or polynomial models were also tested
and ANOVA tests show those changes did not improve the model fit.

Results

Descriptive statistics for students’ anti-immigrant attitudes across each time
point are shown in Table 1. The average individual anti-immigrant attitude
scores for all students in the sample remain relative steady through the first
four time points (m range 2.22–2.28) followed by a dip in the final wave (m
= 2.14). Girls in the sample score consistently lower on average than do
boys across all time points (T0 =−.12, T1 =−.21, T2 =−.31. T3 =−.23, T4 =
−.31), and students classified non-Nordic score consistently lower on
average than do Nordic students (T0 =−.23, T1 =−.29, T2 =−.29, T3 =−.30,
T4 =−.18). Average score for the SES control variable was 3.29 (SD = .70).
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics for anti-immigrant attitudes (n=849).
T0 T1 T2 T3 T4

N= Mean SD N= Mean SD N= Mean SD N= Mean SD N= Mean SD

Individual AIA 826 2.2211 0.74634 698 2.2314 0.72634 695 2.2799 0.71643 615 2.2840 0.76187 593 2.1358 0.75348
Female AIA 417 2.1623 0.71764 363 2.1267 0.66714 359 2.1286 0.67759 327 2.1753 0.71299 313 1.9872 0.71451
Male AIA 409 2.2812 0.77077 335 2.3448 0.77056 336 2.4415 0.72245 288 2.4074 0.79725 280 2.3018 0.76246
Nordic AIA 596 2.3020 0.72597 514 2.3097 0.72625 508 2.3507 0.70070 459 2.3544 0.77279 447 2.1756 0.76558
Non-Nordic AIA 212 2.0071 0.75611 169 2.0197 0.67525 172 2.0562 0.71470 147 2.0476 0.67207 137 1.9854 0.69677
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The classroom level prejudice score, averaged across classrooms was 2.21 (SD
= .21). While it may appear that there is small variation across individuals over
time, there is sufficient within individual variation to justify analysis.

Additionally, according to Hypothesis 1, over time the anti-immigrant atti-
tudes of the individual will move closer to the average anti-immigrant atti-
tudes of their classroom. If this were the case, then as each student’s
attitudes should approach the average attitudinal level of their classroom
and the classroom level standard deviation should shrink as the student-to-
student variance decreases. This appears to be the case as the average stan-
dard deviation for all classrooms shrinks over the three waves (Wave 1 SD
= .73, Wave 3 SD = .66). It would also be possible that the within an individual
residual variance of the prejudicial indicators would decrease over time, which
is also the case across the three waves (Wave 1 = .56, Wave 3 = .51) bolstering
the evidence provided in further analysis.

In the analytic results shown in Table 2, Model 1 shows the random effects
residual s2 is .25 with a standard deviation of .5. The individual level random
intercept t00 is .275, SD = .524 and the classroom level random intercept is t01
is .028, SD = .167. The intercept in the fixed part of the unconditional model
(Model 1) is 2.2 and time is not significantly different from zero, showing
that respondents did not show change due strictly to time effect of getting
older. This finding is consistent with previous research showing no significant
age effect for the 14–16 year old age category (Raabe and Beelmann 2011).

Models 2 confirm Hypothesis 1 showing that when classroom level preju-
dice is included into the analysis it significantly influences individuals anti-
immigrant attitudes. At time point zero, the mean difference between class-
rooms is .61, (CI = .35–.87). In these models, the interaction between time
and classroom level prejudice show that there is a classroom slope difference
over time dependent on the level of prejudice in the classroom. (.29, CI=
.10–.47). Figure 1 shows the predicted values of the growth curve for this
model in high (2.63), medium (2.21) and low (1.80) prejudice classroom con-
texts. It shows how individuals track towards the means of these classrooms
over the three waves that they are exposed to their primary school context.
This figure makes clear the three-wave trend towards the means in each of
the classroom types.

Model 3 is the fully constrained model over the first three waves that
includes the other covariates. The effect of classroom context still remains sig-
nificant over time although only at the .05 level (.27, CI = .09–.46), but both
gender and classroom heterogeneity have significant effect on prejudice
over time where the boys are more prejudiced than the girls (.2) and class-
rooms with more immigrants result in lower anti-immigrant attitudes (−.24).
These sustained effects over time show that the growth curve of classroom
effect on anti-immigrant attitudes remains, ruling out the possibility for selec-
tion effect. Furthermore, the classroom level contextual effect remains even
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Table 2. Multilevel models, dependent variable: anti-immigrant attitudes.
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

B CI p B CI p B CI p B CI p

Fixed Parts
(Intercept) 2.2 2.13–2.27 <.001 0.86 0.29–1.44 0.004 1.03 0.37–1.69 0.003 0.67 0.08–1.27 0.028
Time 0.04 −0.00–0.08 0.09 −0.62 −1.04–−0.20 0.006 −0.6 −1.03–−0.18 0.008 −0.1 −0.36–0.16 0.44
Classroom Prejudice 0.61 0.35–0.87 <.001 0.47 0.19–0.74 0.002 0.64 0.39–0.90 <.001
Time X Classroom Prejudice 0.29 0.10–0.47 0.004 0.28 0.09–0.47 0.005 0.04 −0.07–0.16 0.486
Gender 0.21 0.13–0.28 <.001 0.22 0.15–0.28 <.001
Classroom Heterogeneity −0.27 −0.45–−0.09 0.004 −0.21 −0.38–−0.05 0.011
SES −0.03 −0.08–0.03 0.354 −0.03 −0.08–0.01 0.168
Random Parts
σ2 0.25 0.251 0.249 0.252
τ00, ourid:class 0.275 0.273 0.271 0.265
τ00, class 0.028 0.008 0.012 0.012
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after controlling for the potential contact hypothesis confounder through
classroom heterogeneity. This confirms other research that has analysed the
contact hypothesis as it relates to classrooms, but it also confirms Hypothesis
2, that the classroom context still has an effect on individuals’ anti-immigrant
attitudes net of the effect resulting from the proportion of non-Nordic stu-
dents in the classroom.

Model 4 extends the study to include the last two waves in the dataset
when students enter high school. It shows that the classroom effect
remains significant, but that the interaction between classroom level preju-
dice and time is gone. This suggests that while there is a measurable
growth curve in individual’s anti-immigrant attitudes associated with their
classroom context during primary school (shown in Models 2 and 3), this is
no longer the case once they enter high school (Model 4). This indicates
that the primary school classroom contextual effect is important in shaping
adolescents attitudes only while students are in that environment. Once stu-
dents matriculate into high school, the slope variation is no longer signifi-
cantly different from zero. Showing that other effects not included in this
analysis, or their new high school cohort grouping take over in influencing
their attitudes towards immigrants.

This may be for a number of reasons. First, while in primary school the stu-
dents are in the same classroom, with the same teachers, and the same peers
for an extended period of time so their exposure to the group dynamic
(whether that be pro-or anti-immigrant) is much higher for longer. They are
also in that environment for three years, so there is ample time for their
change in attitudes to be measured. Once they enter high school, they split
from their primary school group, change teachers and are in multiple
different classrooms with a new high school cohort grouping so the nature
of classroom context as it is operationalized in this study has changed. It is
possible that their new high school cohort grouping assumes this influencing

Figure 1. Predicted values: high, medium and low prejudice classrooms with 95 per cent
confidence intervals.
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role providing a new group for them to “socially tune” their attitudes, but data
about this group was not collected in this dataset. Still, the non-finding of con-
tinued influence of the primary school context remains interesting. It provides
insight into the mechanism of context, showing that the amount of exposure
is important in the ability to effect attitudes but that the results of this effect
are not necessarily permanent. If exposed to the right contexts later on in ado-
lescence these effects could be undone. Essentially, the attitudinal environ-
ment of their classroom effects students, helping to shape their individual
attitudes as they prepare to enter high school. However, once they enter
high school they are subject to other contexts that influence their attitudes
from that point on.

Conclusions

The results from this study confirm the hypotheses set forth at the beginning
of this article. Consistent with the social tuning hypothesis, attitudes of the
individuals in the study come into line with those of the group. More specifi-
cally, individuals’ anti-immigrant attitudes approach the average attitudinal
level of their classrooms over time. This shows that students in classrooms
with a high level of anti-immigrant sentiment harbour similar sentiments
themselves at the end of the three waves. While the data show that classroom
heterogeneity was important, after controlling for this, the effect of the class-
room attitudinal environment remained, suggesting that students’ attitudes
are adjusting to the group even when there are few, if any, out-group
members present. Finally, these results are supported by the fact that this
effect disappears in the model after the students are no longer exposed to
their primary school classroom environment.

Generally, this study supports the literature showing a general decline in
anti-immigrant attitudes over time among adolescents (Raabe and Beelmann
2011), and that there is a decline that is attributed to the contact hypothesis.
Still, even taking that into account, respondents in high anti-immigrant class-
room contexts still exhibit an increase in anti-immigrant attitudes. Addition-
ally, this study offers new information about the potential for decreasing
anti-immigrant attitudes, even when increasing populations of out-group
members is difficult or impossible since it shows that individuals will
respond to an attitudinal environment that is accepting of immigrants,
even if there are few or no immigrants present.

While the results of classroom influence were only found while students
were enrolled in their primary school classes, the classroom level influence
did not continue to have an impact after students left. This is probably due
to the amount of time students spend with the same group and teacher
during their primary school years, but it may also have to do with a shift in
students susceptibility to be influenced by chosen peer groups more
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commonly associated with social identity theory, instead of the socializing
effects of the classroom. It is important to keep in mind that that the
primary school classroom effect does not disappear, rather the classroom
effect establishes a new baseline level of prejudice in the adolescents in the
study when they entered high school. In either case, this finding has interest-
ing implications for potential anti-prejudice intervention programmes.

Several limitations of the study should be acknowledged. First, the study
begins its analysis of students at around 13 years of age. It is known that at
this point in the life course, prejudicial and political attitudes are already
developing and can be quite nuanced (Bennett and Sani 2008). To have a
better understanding of the influence that the classroom has on students,
data that covers a longer period of time, or ideally the full experience of
their primary school education would provide better insight. Another limit-
ation is that this data did not collect information about attitudes of the tea-
chers in the classrooms. Obviously, teachers have a large impact on the
environment of the classrooms, which might serve as a mediating effect on
the transmission of group attitudes to the individual. As noted in the theoreti-
cal section of the paper, peer groups are one of the most important contexts
for attitudinal development in adolescence, and this study did not control for
friendship influence within classrooms. It is also possible that in rare instances
a single individual could influence all of the other students in the classroom,
thus reversing the causal direction of the relationship between individuals
and their classroom attitudes. Finally, another limitation of the data was
that it did not account for the different structure of high school so that it
was impossible to analyse the potential effect of the new grouping cohort
that the participants entered into at this time.

Still, the findings from this study provide nuance and serve as an example
of what many scholars are calling for in new research. It avoids the “single
factor fallacy” that has previously existed by including multiple levels of
influence and controlling for factors presented by different theoretical per-
spectives. The primary theme of this paper has been to analyse how the atti-
tudinal environment influences anti-immigrant attitudes, but thanks to the
availability of data it was able to control for contact hypothesis and overall
effects that time has on attitudinal development as adolescents get older. It
shows that exposing adolescents to different attitudinal environments is
important as they develop their attitudes in relation to their own social iden-
tity, but that the ethnic make-up of the environment also matters. This indi-
cates that these two theoretical perspective are not mutually exclusive,
rather that there are two distinct but related types of influence occurring
inside classrooms during this crucial time of development. As researchers con-
tinue to parse out the mechanisms by which attitudes develop, it is rec-
ommended that empirical studies test aspects of different theories together
to provide further nuance to our knowledge of attitude development.
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Note

1. This invariance test defined the dependent variable as continuous in the sem-
Tools, since this is the only available option with that package and it is how
the variable is operationalized in this study. A similar analysis defining the vari-
able as ordinal was conducted using Mplus showing poorer model fit. Since the
longitudinal analysis reported here fits within the recommended thresholds the
author believes that the continuous use of the variable is appropriate for this
study.
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