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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS
Although previous research has shown that deliberative discussions Classroom political
have consequences for intergroup attitudes, very little is known about ~ discussions; political interest;
this impact during the formative adolescent years. In addition, the anti-immigrant prejudice;
mechanism explaining the mechanism through which discussions ~ deliberative discussions;
affect intergroup attitudes is not clear. This 3-wave study of Swedish adolescence
adolescents (N = 892, 51.1% girls, Mager1 = 13.41, nested in 35 class-

rooms) examined the role of teacher-initiated political discussions in

the classroom for the development of youth attitudes toward immi-

grants. The results of multilevel analysis showed that adolescents who

perceived political discussions to be less frequent increased in anti-

immigrant attitudes compared to youth with more frequent discus-

sions. Similarly, classrooms with less deliberative atmosphere were

more negative toward immigrants than classrooms with a higher fre-

quency of discussions, and this effect remained two years after the

students moved to new schools. Mediation analysis revealed that

general political interest (but not news consumption) explained the

effects of classroom discussions on attitudes: Youth who perceived

that their teachers frequently initiate political discussions developed

higher general political interest and, in turn, lower anti-immigrant

attitudes than youth with less frequent discussions. The findings

show an important role of classroom political discussions for the

formation of intergroup attitudes in adolescence. The findings suggest

that frequent discussions reduce the risk of prejudice development by

stimulating youth general political interest.

Introduction

In recent years, there have been growing concerns about hostility between people with
opposing worldviews (e.g., Iyengar et al., 2019). A potential remedy for this process has been
proposed by deliberative theory. It suggests that deliberative political discussions increase
understanding and positive regard toward others by facilitating citizens’ socio-cognitive
functioning in terms of perspective taking, complex thinking, and political interest (Dewey,
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1916/1980; Fearon, 1998; Habermas, 1996). In addition, deliberative discussions involving
outgroup members might enhance positive outgroup evaluations by reducing the salience of
intergroup boundary in favor of common identities, such as townsmen or classmates
(Gaertner & Dovidio, 2000; Stephan, 1999).

Supporting deliberative theory, previous studies have shown that deliberative discussions
have consequences for various attitudes (for a review Delli Carpini et al., 2004), including
intergroup attitudes (Caluwaerts & Reuchamps, 2014; Fishkin et al., 2020; Kim et al., 2018;
Steiner et al., 2017; Ugarriza & Trujillo-Orrego, 2020). Because these studies were conducted
with adult participants, very little is known about the effect of deliberative discussions on
intergroup attitudes during citizens” adolescent years. Yet, deliberative discussions may be
especially beneficial during this life phase because intergroup attitudes develop in adolescence
(Raabe & Beelmann, 2011; Rekker et al., 2015) and youth’s attitudes are particularly sensitive to
the influence of social environments such as their teachers, peers, or parents (Blakemore & Mills,
2014; Miklikowska, Bohman et al., 2019; Miklikowska, Thijs et al., 2019). In addition, during
adolescence, the school context provides an ideal site for deliberative discussions. Classrooms
contain all the characteristics that give discussions deliberative properties and make them
effective in improving attitudes: they bring together a non-self-selected group of individuals
with various ethnicities and beliefs and they are moderated by teachers who balance arguments,
explain demanding material, structure discussions, and are obliged by the curriculum to
promote tolerance (Hess, 2009; Mutz, 2006). Given that youth spend at least five hours of
each weekday listening to teachers and classmates, the sheer quantity of discussions with them
should have consequences for attitudes. However, empirical evidence for the effect of classroom
discussions on intergroup attitudes is scarce and limited to the quality of discussions (Caro &
Schulz, 2012; Carrasco & Irribarra, 2018; Gniewosz & Noack, 2008; Godfrey & Grayman, 2014).

To fill this gap in the literature, this study examines the role of teacher-initiated political
discussions in the classroom for the development of attitudes toward immigrants from early
to mid-adolescence (13 to 15 years of age) using three-wave panel of Swedish youth. It also
examines whether the effects of classroom discussions persist two years after the students
moved to new schools. In addition, this study examines if political interest (captured by
generalized interest and news consumption) can explain the mechanism through which
classroom discussions affect attitudes. Although discussions have been shown to be posi-
tively linked to political interest (Campbell, 2008; Dostie-Goulet, 2009; Quintelier, 2015),
a predictor of less prejudice (Meeusen & Dhont, 2015), the extant research has not tested
whether classroom discussions facilitate political interest and if this relationship can
account for the link between discussions and attitudes.

The Role of Deliberation for Intergroup Attitudes

Deliberative discussions are moderated discussions among people with sufficiently different
opinions and with a clearly identified problem. According to deliberative theory, such
discussions can improve understanding and positive regard toward people with different
worldviews because they facilitate socio-cognitive development in terms of perspective taking,
complex thinking, and political interest (Dewey, 1916/1980; Fearon, 1998; Habermas, 1996).
Specifically, in deliberative discussions, individuals need to look at the issues from different
points of view to understand others’ opinions. This may enhance perspective-taking, which
has been assumed to improve intergroup attitudes by enabling individuals to sympathize with
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outgroup members (Bigler & Liben, 2007; Miklikowska, 2018; Pearce & Littlejohn, 1997).
Further, cross-cutting discussions bring out a variety of beliefs and require developing
arguments. The cognitive dissonance created by hearing reasons behind the opposing ideas
challenges simple explanations, facilitates complex thinking, legitimizes political conflict, and
makes people realize the need for toleration of dissent (Mutz, 2006). In turn, cognitive
complexity has been linked to more positive intergroup attitudes (Neuberg & Newsom,
1993). Finally, discussions help to create greater awareness of the significance of politics for
citizens’ lives. This facilitates political interest, a motivational force for keeping oneself
informed, that is inversely related to prejudice (Meeusen & Dhont, 2015). In addition, positive
interactions involving outgroup members, such as deliberative discussions in ethnically
diverse contexts, might enhance positive outgroup evaluations by inducing individuals to
conceive themselves as one common group rather than as separate groups, thereby transform-
ing “us” and “them” to a more inclusive “we” (Gaertner & Dovidio, 2000; Stephan, 1999).

In support of deliberative theory, research on adults has shown that deliberative discus-
sions bring about opinion shifts (for a review see, Delli Carpini et al., 2004). Discussions
have also been shown to facilitate increases in adults’ perspective taking (Gilespie &
Richardson, 2011), sympathy (Gronlund et al., 2017), attitudinal sophistication (Gastil &
Dillard, 1999), and learning new facts (Andersen & Hansen, 2007). Research that focused
specifically on the effects of intergroup discussions on adults’ intergroup attitudes has
demonstrated similar effects (Caluwaerts & Reuchamps, 2014; Kim et al., 2018; Steiner
etal., 2017; Ugarriza & Trujillo-Orrego, 2020). For example, an experimental study demon-
strated that deliberative contact with a minority group members during small-group
discussions can increase support for policies that benefit the minority group (Kim et al.,
2018), although these effects have sometimes been attributed to positive intergroup contact
itself rather than the quality of deliberations (Caluwaerts & Reuchamps, 2014).

Among youth, discussions have been positively related to abstract thinking (Applebee
et al., 2003) and political engagement (Andolina et al., 2003). To our knowledge, there is no
research directly examining the link between deliberative discussions and intergroup
attitudes during adolescence. A few related studies examined the impact of dialogue work-
shops between Israeli and Palestinian adolescents (Hammack, 2006; Maoz, 2000). Although
not specifically focused on deliberative discussions, these studies demonstrated that exchan-
ging personal stories improved adolescents’ perceptions of the other group (Maoz, 2000).

Not all discussions have deliberative characteristics. Individuals select groups and friends
based on attitude similarity because interactions with similar others are more pleasant
(McPherson et al., 2001) and congruent with other social contexts individuals are nested in
(Miklikowska, Bohman et al., 2019). Discussions in such contexts risk to be an echo
chamber of like-mindedness. Tolerant citizens are likely to talk to their tolerant friends
and reinforce each other’s attitudes (Bohman et al., 2019). Indeed, non-moderated discus-
sions with like-minded individuals reinforce preexisting views and make them more
extreme, unlike discussions with deliberative norms (Strandberg et al., 2019).

The Role of Classroom Political Discussions for Intergroup Attitudes

There are at least two reasons why classroom discussions provide a crucial case for the
effect of deliberative discussion on political attitudes. First, classroom discussions take
place during adolescence, which is a formative phase for intergroup attitudes (Kiley &
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Vaisey, 2020; Raabe & Beelmann, 2011; Rekker et al., 2015) and a peak of susceptibility
to the influence of social contexts (Blakemore & Mills, 2014; Miklikowska et al., 2019).
Thus, deliberative discussions may have the greatest potential to shape attitudes during
adolescence. Second, classroom discussions have all the features that may make discus-
sions deliberative and effective in improving attitudes: they are not self-selected, there is
little influence over what opinions one is exposed to, interactions are moderated by
curriculum-bounded teachers (Mutz & Mondak, 2006), and the content of discussions
aims to facilitate prejudice reduction. Thus, classrooms have been identified as one of
the most promising sites for teaching dispositions necessary for democratic life
(Hanson & Howe, 2011; Hess, 2009; Hess & McAvoy, 2015; Sherrod et al., 2002).

Classrooms bring together individuals with various ethnicities and beliefs, which
makes them naturally disagree. During discussions, they share competing viewpoints,
give arguments to support their claims, and disagree respectfully. Such experiences
provide a counterexample to the divisive climate outside of school and are likely to
strengthen students’ socio-cognitive development in terms of perspective taking, com-
plex thinking, and political interest (Gall & Gall, 1990; Hess, 2009; McAvoy & Hess,
2013). In case of ethnically diverse schools, both ethnic majority and minority youth
participate in discussions. Respectful interactions might challenge negative stereotypes,
reduce the salience of intergroup boundary, as well as facilitate positive intergroup
contact, all of which improve intergroup attitudes (Allport, 1954; Gaertner & Dovidio,
2000; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006; Stephan, 1999). Further, the presence of a moderator
maximizes classroom discussions’ deliberative potential as teachers explain cognitively
demanding information and ensure variance and balance of opinions (Verma & Bagley,
1979). In line with this, anti-prejudice programs involving teachers have been found to
result in stronger effects (Beelmann & Heinemann, 2014). Finally, schools in liberal
democracies aim to be a democratic place where different views are discussed, even if
those turn out to challenge values that students bring from home (Miklikowska et al.,
2019). The Education act in Sweden explicitly states that teachers should foster demo-
cratic values and diminish prejudice by engaging students in “active discussions”
(Arnebiack & Englund, 2020; Skolverket, 2018). Frequent classroom discussions should
facilitate the visibility and clarity of democratic values and provide opportunities for
teachers to reinforce specific opinions by verbal and nonverbal encouragement.

Research on classroom discussions has focused on their quality in terms of open climate. It
has shown that open classroom climate is positively related to various youth civic outcomes
such as appreciation of conflict in democracy (Campbell, 2008), commitment to democratic
goals (Flanagan et al., 2007), and interest in news and voting (McIntosh et al., 2007). Open
class climate has been correlated with more positive attitudes toward equal rights of immi-
grants among adolescents from 25 countries (Barber et al., 2013; Carrasco & Irribarra, 2018),
although found no such correlation was found in Germany (Gniewosz & Noack, 2008).

A few experiments using classroom discussions as a tool to increase tolerance showed
mixed findings. Across ten countries, young adults who participated regularly in classroom
discussions and were encouraged to express their opinions had lower levels of authoritar-
ianism (Torney et al., 1975). One study showed that, a month after a 4-week active learning
about freedom of expression and discussing controversial issues, high school students
shifted from mild intolerance to mild tolerance (Avery et al, 1992). However, a small
group of students with high authoritarianism became less tolerant. Similarly, students in
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vocational programs with deliberative teaching revealed more thoughtful opinions and
better conversation skills compared to students in programs with non-deliberative teaching
(Andersson, 2015). However, short cultural awareness workshops that involved discussions
showed no effects (Neville & Furlong, 1994), suggesting that longer exposure to discussions
might be needed to improve attitudes.

Political Interest as One of the Mechanisms behind the Effects of Discussions

Because there is no consensus regarding the mechanisms through which classroom discus-
sions operate, studies exploring the pathways that link discussions with political have been
called for (Hess & McAvoy, 2015). A theoretically indicated pathway is via political interest,
which is the degree to which an individual is motivated to seek out and pay attention to
political information. This interest includes a general curiosity about politics (i.e., general
political interest) and behavioral components such as consumption of political news via
media.

General political interest emerges in adolescence and remains largely unchanged there-
after (Dostie-Goulet, 2009; Neundorf et al., 2013). Youth’s general political interest is seen
as a sign of expanding cognitive skills and social experiences (Metzger & Smetana, 2010;
Torney-Purta, 2002) as well as an expression of pro-societal civic orientation (Erikson,
1968; Yates & Youniss, 1996). Studies found that youth are particularly attentive to injustice
(Bondu & Elsner, 2015) and that their interest stems primarily from a belief that they have
a social and moral responsibility to “do their share” in contributing to the common good
(Flanagan et al., 1998; Verba et al., 1995). This might predispose politically interested youth
to more positive attitudes toward minority members who often face injustice. Moreover,
general political interest during pro-immigration policies might reflect youth’s awareness of
anti-prejudice norms and the elite’s liberal stance on immigration (Sandovici et al., 2012).
Finally, political interest is a facet of political sophistication. A recognition that there are
various ways of thinking and being as well as that the political system benefits from
heterogeneity and diversity should be inversely related to prejudice (Delli Carpini &
Keeter, 1996). In line with these perspectives, general political interest has been shown to
be related to more positive intergroup attitudes among youth (Meeusen & Dhont, 2015).

The majority of adolescents are not very politically interested. They are put off by the
abstractness and seeming irrelevance of politics (Henn & Weinstein, 2006; Hess, 2009).
They also think that politics is thought in a “boring” way, that they don’t understand it, and
that they are not listened to (White et al., 2000). According to deliberative theory (Dewey,
1916/1980; Habermas, 1996), classroom discussions can make politics more appealing and
help to create a greater awareness of its significance for youth’s lives (Campbell, 2008;
McDevitt & Chaffee, 2000; McDevitt & Kiousis, 2004). With the help of teachers who
explain difficult material, discussions can also make politics more understandable and
accessible. Diversity of opinions from students with different backgrounds can facilitate
learning about new aspects of issues. Moreover, adolescents who feel that politics is
personally salient to them are more politically involved (Carmines, 1991).

Research has shown that family and classroom discussions are linked to higher general
political interest among youth (Ekstrom & Ostman, 2013; Hively & Eveland, 2009; Torney
et al, 1975) and adults (Kim et al., 1999). In a unique longitudinal study, the frequency of
teacher-initiated political discussions predicted increases in general political interest among
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Canadian high-school students (Dostie-Goulet, 2009). Studies on controversial topics dur-
ing civics classes have shown that students find them engaging and educational (McAvoy &
Hess, 2013). In addition, students experiencing deliberative discussions are more likely to
identify arguments for various positions compared to the control group (Avery et al., 2013)
as well as more likely to initiate more discussions with teachers (Campbell, 2008; Godfrey &
Grayman, 2014) and parents (McDevitt & Kiousis, 2004).

Alongside general curiosity about politics, a more specific component of political interest
is media news consumption, which is also shaped in adolescent years (Moeller et al., 2018).
While quasi-experimental studies indicate that classroom discussions can stimulate adoles-
cents to pay more attention to the news (McDevitt & Chaffee, 2000; McDevitt & Kiousis,
2004), it is less clear how this increased news consumption may affect youth’s intergroup
attitudes. Much like general political interest, higher levels of news consumption may
improve these attitudes by raising awareness of anti-prejudice norms or the elite’s liberal
stance on immigration (Sandovici et al., 2012). On the other hand, news consumption may
lead to more prejudice because of the negative frames that are used in the coverage of
outgroup members (Meeusen & Jacobs, 2017). For instance, research shows that immi-
grants are overrepresented in the media as perpetrators of crime (Arendt, 2010; Gilliam
et al., 1996). Such coverage may increase prejudice by reinforcing negative stereotypes
(Esses et al., 2013; Vergeer et al.,, 2000). Reflecting these contradictory perspectives, some
studies have related news consumption to more negative attitudes (Arendt, 2010; Héricourt
& Spielvogel, 2014) while others have found this association only for specific types of media
use, such as online (Watson & Riffe, 2013), commercial (Beyer & Matthes, 2015; Jacobs
et al., 2016), or right-wing alternative media (Theorin & Strombick, 2020). Thus, unlike
general political interest, an increased news consumption due to classroom political dis-
cussions might either improve or worsen youth intergroup attitudes.

The Present Study

While deliberative theory suggests that classroom political discussions are important,
there has been little research on their role in relation to intergroup attitudes, particularly
from a longitudinal perspective. Thus, we don’t know whether classoom discussions have
long-term consequences for the formation of intergroup attitudes. Further, previous
studies have rarely distinguished between individual- and classroom-level effects. Yet,
perceptions of classroom discussions are not only an individual-difference measure but
a measure of the classroom environment, and traditional models may result in over-
corrections of the between-classroom differences. Thus, studies that separate experiences
of individuals and students as a collective have been called for (Liidtke et al., 2009).
Finally, we have limited knowledge about the mechanisms through which classroom
discussions affect attitudes.

To fill this gap in the literature, this 3-wave longitudinal study examines the relationship
between classroom political discussions and adolescents’ attitudes toward immigrants. First,
we examine the direct effects of political discussions on youth’s attitudes over the course of
three years that adolescents spend in the same classrooms with fixed teachers. We expect
a negative relation between discussions and anti-immigrant attitudes at the individual and
classroom level. Second, we examine the longevity of classroom discussion effects, that is,
whether these effects remain after adolescents left the classrooms for new schools. Third, we
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examine one of the possible mediators explaining the mechanism behind discussions-
attitudes relation, that is youth’s political interest. We expect that the positive effect of
classroom discussions on youth attitudes would be mediated by youth’s general political
interest while news consumption might either mediate this effect or cancel it out.

Method
Participants

This study uses the data that are a part of a larger longitudinal study on various aspects of
youth social and political development such as political efficacy, discussions, opinions, and
media habits. The study was approved by the Regional Ethical Review Board in Uppsala
(Dnr 2010/115). Responsible for the planning, implementation, and financing of the
collection of data were Profs. Erik Amné, Mats Ekstrom, Margaret Kerr, and Hékan
Stattin. The data collection was supported by grants from Riksbankens Jubileumsfond.
The data that support the findings of this study are available upon request. All methods and
analysis code are presented in supplementary materials.

The study was conducted annually in a mid-sized municipality in Sweden between 2010
and 2014. The city was very similar to Sweden overall, with an average income of 30k €,
7.2% unemployment, and 82.4% Swedish compared to 17.6% non-Swedish residents. These
levels were comparable to national statistics reported at about the same time (31.8k €; 7.0%
unemployment, 81.4% Swedish, 18.6% immigrants; Statistics Sweden, 2016). The data were
collected via questionnaires in school by trained research assistants who informed the
students of the purpose of the study, what participation entailed, their rights as research
participants (including the right to refuse assent or end their participation without con-
sequences), and how their data would be protected. Parents could refuse participation of
their children in the study but only 3.8% did. Data collection took approximately 1 hour for
each assessment. Afterward, a small gift of 100 € was deposited in the class funds of students
who participated. Although the survey includes five waves, we work with the three first
waves (T1-T3) as students moved to new schools (high school) in wave four and were
classified into many new classrooms together with peers from outside of this sample. Thus,
we do not have information about the level of discussions and interest in these new
classrooms nor about these classrooms’ ethnic diversity.

The initial data included N = 946 adolescents (M,ger1 = 13.41; SD = 0.53; 50.7% girls)
with varying perceived economic status (M = 3.01, SD = .80; Range 1-4) and ethnic
background (71.5% Swedish majority youth and 27.1% youth with an immigrant back-
ground). Adolescents were nested in 38 classrooms that were stable between T1 and T3.
Three classrooms with less than eight participants (N = 12 in total) were excluded to
eliminate possible bias for aggregated class and individual-level variables. In addition,
some individual participants (N = 42) were excluded because they changed classrooms
twice and hence could not be classified to any classroom. Individuals (N = 31) who changed
classroom only once were classified to the classroom in which they spent most time. The
final sample consisted of N = 892 youth, nested in 35 classrooms. The data were organized
by age: youth were 13 years old at T1 (M = 13.41, SD = .52), 14 at T2 (M = 15.36, SD = .49),
and 15 at T3 (M = 15.36, SD = .49).
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Measures

Anti-immigrant Attitudes

Adolescents rated three items on a 4-point Likert scale (1 = “Do not agree at all” to 4 =
“Agree completely”): “It happens too often that immigrants have customs and traditions
that do not fit in into Swedish society”; “Immigrants often come here just to take advantage
of the welfare in Sweden”; and “Immigrants often take jobs from people who are born in
Sweden.” Respondents’ mean score on the three items was used as their scale score. The
reliability estimates were good: at; = .77, ar, = .77; a3 = .77. Similar items are available in
the European Social Survey to measure anti-immigrant attitudes (European Social Survey,
2014).

Classroom Political Discussions

Adolescents rated two items on a 4-point Likert scale (1 = “Doesn’t apply at all” to 4 =
“Applies very well”): “There are teachers at my school who try to involve students in
discussions about political issues?” and “There are teachers at my school who try to
encourage students to become more aware of what is going on in the world?.”
Respondents’ mean score on the two items was used as their scale score. The reliability
estimates were good: ar; = .73, ary = .79; ar; = .79. Similar items were used to measure
family discussions (Meeusen & Dhont, 2015) and as one of the components of open class
climate (Gniewosz & Noack, 2008). Given that youth were nested in the same stable
classrooms with fixed teachers between T1 and T3, our variable captures stable differences
between individuals and classrooms in the level of discussions.

Political Interest

General political interest was captured by a single question that was rated on a 5-point Likert
scale (1 = “Very interested” to 5 = “Totally uninterested®): “How interested are you in
politics?.” The item was reverse scored. News consumption was captured by a scale with four
items that asked respondents how often they “Read the morning or evening newspaper (in
paper format),” “Listen to the news on the radio,” “Watch the news on TV,” and “Use the
Internet to check on the news.” Respondents indicated their answer on a 5-point scale
ranging from 1 = “At least 5 days a week” to 5 = “Never.” The items were reverse scored.
Similar items were previously used to measure general political interest (Meeusen & Dhont,
2015) and news consumption (Kruikemeier & Shehata, 2017).

Control Variables

Immigrant background was coded with 0 for native Swedish youth and 1 for respondents
with an immigrant background (i.e., with at least one parent born outside of the Nordic
countries). Youth reported on the perceived economic situation of their family by answering
the questions “What are your family finances like?” on a 4-point scale (1 = “My parents
always complain that they don’t have enough money” to 4 = “My parents never complain
about being short of money”). Gender was coded as 1 for females and 2 for males. Classroom
diversity was operationalized as a share of pupils with an immigrant background in the
classroom (Mr; = .23, SD = .15).
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Plan of Analyses

Correlations, means, and standard deviations are reported in Table 1. Youth’s individual
experiences of classroom political discussions were positively, although weakly, related to
their anti-immigrant attitudes. General political interest and news consumption were positively
related to classroom discussions and general political interest was negatively related to anti-
immigrant attitudes. Repeated-measures analyses of variance with measurement time as
a within-subject variable and youth prejudice as dependent variables showed significant mean-
level linear change in anti-immigrant attitudes between T1 and T3 F(1, 602) = 10.04, p = .002.

Mplus 8.6 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998/2018) and multilevel analyses with manifest vari-
ables were used to test if classroom political discussions would predict the individual and
classroom-level differences in anti-immigrant attitudes. Predictors at the individual level
were sample-mean centered (i.e., based on the sample average of the means from three time
points) and predictors at the classroom level were classroom-mean centered (i.e., based on
the average of the classroom means from three time points). First, we specified baseline
models to assess average over-time change (Model 1 to Model 3). Model 1 included
a random intercept that splits the variance in attitudes into individual and classroom levels.
Model 2 specified a fixed linear slope that represents the average change of youth’s attitudes.
Model 3 specified a random slope that represents differences in over-time change between
individuals and classrooms. Second, we added the predictors, that is classroom political
discussions at the individual and classroom level (Model 4).

Mediation models at the individual and classroom level were specified to test whether
political interest mediated the effects of classroom discussions. These models included paths
(1) from classroom discussions to a general political interest or news consumption, (2) from
a general political interest or news consumption to youth’s attitudes, and (3) directly from
classroom discussions to youth’s attitudes. In addition, we tested the reverse effect of political
interest on classroom discussions and, in turn, on youth’s attitudes. All nested models were
evaluated using deviance test (A-2LL) and the AIC criterion. The model with lower deviance
and AIC, compared to the null model, is considered to be the better-fitting model (Kreft & de
Leeuw, 1998). The amount of missing data was small: M = 15%, Range: 9-19%. To account
for the missing data, all effects were estimated using Full Information Maximum Likelihood.

Table 1. Means, standard deviations, and correlations between the variables.

M SD 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10.  11.
1. Prejudice T1 220 0.74 -
2. Prejudice T2 222 0.72 A5%* -
3. Prejudice T3 2.28 0.72 AQ**  56%* -
4. Discussions T1 2,57 0.71 06 -06 -.05 -
5. Discussions T2 277 070 —12** —08% —.15%¢ 33** -
6. Discussions T3 273 075 —.07 4% —16%* 27*%F A43%* -
7. Political interest T1  1.87 0.82 —.09** —10%* —11** 18%** ,18** 12** -
8. Political interest T2 197 0.81 —.06 —.08*% —20% [12%* 24** 16** 52%* -
9. Political interest T3 196 0.80 -.02 -.07 -12** 10 23%% 0 20%*  36%* .64%* -
10. News consumption 2.53 0.84 .01 .02 -.01 3% 3% .07 38%* 30%* [ 23**
T
11. News consumption 2.64 .083 —-01 —07* —05 .09* .20%* .11** 30%¢ 42** 33** gp1** -
T2
12. News consumption 2.57 0.86 -—.01 —.04 00 .09%  115%% 18** 30** .32*%* 40** 48** 57**
T3

**p <.01,* p <.05, minimum N = 649
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Results

Classroom Discussions as a Direct Predictor of Changes in Youth’s Anti-immigrant
Attitudes

A random intercept model was built that splits the variance in anti-immigrant attitudes
between the individual and the classroom level (Model 1). The intraclass-correlations (ICC)
from this model showed that 40.5% of variance in prejudice was between individuals and
6.1% of variance was between classrooms. Adding a fixed linear slope (Model 2) signifi-
cantly improved model fit (A-2LL = 10.58 (1), p < .001; AAIC = 8.58), showing that there
was a significant average increase in anti-immigrant attitudes across the three time points
(B =.045, p <.001, 95%CI [.022, .068]). There was a significant variation around the slope at
the individual level (6® = .038,p < .001, 95%CI [.019, .056]), indicating that there were
differences between adolescents in their rate of change. There was no significant variation
around the slope at the classroom level (6* = .006, p = .094, 95%CI [.000, .011]) and it was
constrained to zero (Model 3). Setting the slope at random at the individual level improved
model fit (A-2LL = 12.12 (2), p < .01; AAIC = 8.12).

In Model 4, classroom discussions were added as a predictor of anti-immigrant attitudes
the individual level, which improved model fit (A-2LL = 206.58 (2), p < .001; AAIC =
202.57). Discussions significantly predicted differences between adolescents in the over-
time change of anti-immigrant attitudes (B = —.061, p = .028, 95%CI [-.107, —.015]) but not
in the level of attitudes (B = —.030, p = .549, 95%CI [-.107, —.015]). The effect of discussions
at the individual level was small (R* = 0.01). In Model 5, classroom discussions were added
as a predictor of anti-immigrant attitudes at the classroom level. This further improved
model fit (A-2LL = 11.88 (1), p < .001; AAIC = 9.89). Discussions significantly predicted
differences in the level of anti-immigrant attitudes between classrooms (B = —.543, p < .001,
95%CI [-.772, —.314]). The effect of discussions at the classroom level was small (R* =
0.03)." Table 2 presents all model fit indices and parameter estimates. The effects of class-
room discussions on youth anti-immigrant attitudes are illustrated in Figure 1(a, b).

To test the longevity of the effects of classroom discussions on anti-immigrant attitudes,
we regressed youth’s attitude scores after adolescents had left their classroom (i.e., at T4 and
T5) on classroom discussions (T1-T3). Regression analysis showed that classroom discus-
sions were a significant predictor of lower anti-immigrant attitudes at T4 (R* = .023, F(1,
634) = 14.83, p = .001, p = —.151, p = .001) and at T5 (R? = .043, F(1, 617) = .27.72, p = .001,
B = —.207, p = .001).

Political Interest as a Mediator of the Relation between Classroom Discussions and
Prejudice

Four mediation models were specified: two at the individual level (for general political
interest and news consumption) and two at the classroom level (for general political
interest and news consumption). At the individual level, the indirect effect of classroom
discussions on anti-immigrant attitudes via general political interest was significant (B =
-.018, p = .005, 95%CI [-.029, —.008]). The effect of discussions on interest was sig-
nificant (B = .433, p = .001, 95%CI [.338, .527]) and the effect of general political interest
on anti-immigrant attitudes was also significant (B = —.042, p = .002, 95%CI [-.065,
—-.019]). After accounting for the indirect effect, the direct effect of discussions on anti-
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Table 2. Models to account for the change in adolescents’ anti-immigrant attitudes.

Fit Change Individual Classroom
Model LL (df) -2LL (df) Level (B) Level (B) Variance
Model 1 -2269.45 (4) - - - 532
Random Intercept AlC =
4546.90
Model 2 -2264.16 (5)  10.58 (1) B B 531
Fixed Linear Slope AlC = p<
4538.32 .001
Model 3 Random Linear Slope -2258.10 (7) 1212 (2) - - 584
AIC = p < .01
4530.20
Model 4 -2154.81(9) 20658 (2) Bieyel = -.030 - 583
Predictor: Discussions at the Individual Level AlC = p < p=.524
4327.63 001 Bsiope =
-.061
p=.026
Model 5 -2148.87 (10)  11.88 (1)  Bieye1 =.000  Beye =-.539 567
Predictor: Discussions at the Individual and AlC = p < p =.996 p < .001
Classroom Level 4317.74 .001 Bsiope =
-.061
p =.027

immigrant attitudes was no longer significant (B = —.043, p = .128, 95%CI [-.089, .003]).
The indirect effect of classroom discussions on anti-immigrant attitudes via news con-
sumption was not significant (B = .001, p = .848, 95%CI [-.006, .008]). Although the
effect of discussions on news consumption was significant (B = .246, p = .001, 95%CI
[.171, .321]), the effect of news consumption on attitudes was not (B =.003, p = .848, 95%
CI [-.025, .031]).

At the classroom level, the indirect effect of classroom discussions on the level of anti-
immigrant attitudes via general political interest was significant (B = —.389, p = .002, 95%CI
[-.595, —.182]). The direct effect of classroom discussions on general political interest was
significant (B = .877, p =.001, 95%CI [.586, 1.167]) and the direct effect of general political
interest on the level of prejudice was also significant (B = —.443, p = .001, 95%CI [-.628,
—.259]). After accounting for the indirect effect, the direct effect of classroom discussions on
attitudes was no longer significant (B = —.155, p = .321, 95%CI [-.412, .102]). The indirect
effect of classroom discussions on anti-immigrant attitudes via news consumption was not
significant (B = —.089, p = .262, 95%CI [-.219, .042]). Although the effect of discussions on
news consumption was significant (B = .436, p =.002, 95%CI [.203, .669]), the effect of news
consumption on attitudes was not (B = —.203, p = .229, 95%CI [-.482, .075]). The effect of
classroom discussions on general political interest and news consumption are illustrated in
(Figure 1c-f). The effect of youth’s general political interest on anti-immigrant attitudes is
illustrated in Figure 2.

In addition, we tested for the reversed effect from general political interest to discussions
and then to anti-immigrant attitudes. The indirect effect was not significant at either the
individual (B = —.006, p = .188, 95%CI [-.014, .002]) or the classroom level (B = —.093, p =
.235, 95%CI [-.222, .036]). To test the longevity of the effect of classroom discussions on
general political interest, we regressed interest scores after youth had left classrooms (i.e., at
T4 and T5) on classroom discussions (T1-T3). Regression analysis showed that classroom
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Figure 1. The effects of classroom discussions on: Anti-immigrant Attitudes (A, B), General Political
Interest (C, D), and News Consumption (E, F).

discussions were a significant predictor of higher interest at both T4 (R* = .038, F(1, 645) =
2544, p = .001, B = .195, p = .001) and T5 (R* = .020, F(1, 619) = 12.79, p = .001, B = .142,
p=.001).

Discussion

Deliberative theory proposes that discussions with deliberative characteristics can be used
to increase understanding and positive regard between people with different worldviews.
Such discussions may be particularly effective in improving intergroup attitudes during
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Figure 2. General political interest and anti-immigrant attitudes at the individual level (A) and classroom
level (B).

adolescence, when attitudes are most open to change and when individuals attend class-
rooms that have all the features that may make discussions deliberative. Therefore, this
study used a longitudinal, multilevel approach to examine the role of teacher-initiated
political discussions in the classroom for the development of youth’s attitudes toward
immigrants. It also examined one of the mechanisms underlying the effect of classroom
discussions: youth political interest in terms of general interest and news consumption. The
current results revealed several important insights about the role of classroom discussions.

The Role of Classroom Political Discussions for Youth’s Attitudes toward Immigrants

First, the results showed that teacher-initiated political classroom discussions were directly,
although weakly, related to youth’s attitudes at both the individual and the classroom level
across the three years when students were in the same classrooms with fixed teachers.
Adolescents who perceived their teachers to initiate discussions less often became more
negative toward immigrants than youth with more frequent discussions. Similarly, class-
rooms with a less deliberative atmosphere showed higher level of anti-immigrant attitudes
than classrooms where frequent discussions were the norm. Second, the results showed that
the effect of classroom discussions on attitudes persisted after adolescents moved to new
schools, highlighting the long-term effect of classroom discussions. Third, given that we
controlled for the effects of classroom diversity, our results showed that classroom discus-
sions had positive effects on attitudes over and above the effects of intergroup contact
(Caluwaerts & Reuchamps, 2014).

In line with deliberative theory, these results suggest that deliberative discussions can
increase understanding and positive attitudes between groups because they foster socio-
cognitive development (Dewey, 1916/1980; Fearon, 1998; Habermas, 1996). Higher levels of
perspective-taking, complex thinking, or political interest reduce the risk of prejudice as
they enable adolescents to empathize with outgroups, question simplistic stereotypes, and
be more attuned to anti-prejudice norms. Deliberative discussions might also enhance
positive outgroup evaluations by reducing the salience of intergroup boundaries in favor
of common identities, such as classmates (Gaertner & Dovidio, 2000; Stephan, 1999). The
findings are also in line with previous research showing significant links between open
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classroom climate and youth’s attitudes toward equal rights of immigrants (Barber et al.,
2013; Carrasco & Irribarra, 2018; Flanagan et al., 2007) and positive effects of discussion
trainings on tolerance (Avery et al., 1992). They also echo studies with adult samples
showing positive effects of intergroup discussions on intergroup attitudes (Caluwaerts &
Reuchamps, 2014; Kim et al., 2018; Steiner et al., 2017; Ugarriza & Trujillo-Orrego, 2020).

Together with previous studies, these results offer support for claims that engaging
students in classroom discussions reduces the risk of prejudice development. Students are
in the process of forming their political opinions and the classroom context brings together
diverse groups of people. Even classes that are homogeneous along race or class encompass
broader attitudinal diversity than students’ own homes or friendship networks (Hess, 2009;
Miklikowska et al., 2019; Mutz, 2006). Unlike self-selected contexts, classroom discussions
are also more likely to reach less tolerant adolescents. Thus, an important component of
democratic citizenship preparation might be to teach youth to deliberate about the public
good and to teach teachers to use the curriculum as the starting point for discussions (Hess
& McAvoy, 2015). Discussions might be especially important as a pedagogical method
during early to middle adolescence, given the temporary increase in anti-immigration
attitudes during this life phase (Rekker et al., 2015). Discussions might reduce this increase
or facilitate a faster decline in prejudice.

Unfortunately, teachers often avoid having discussions because they fear inflaming
attitudinal differences (Arneback & Englund, 2020) and report a lack of confidence in
their abilities to moderate discussions, which makes them very rare (Nystrand et al., 2003).
Our results underscore a need for strategies helping teachers to develop lesson plans to
maximize the anti-prejudice potential of discussions (McAvoy & Hess, 2013). Although the
effect of classroom discussions was rather small, it is comparable with the average effect of
anti-prejudice intervention programs (Cohen’s d = .2) that typically show an improvement
of attitudes by about 15% (Beelmann & Heinemann, 2014). Even small individual effects
accrue into large aggregate effects (at the classroom level) and could have impressive
implications and practical significance, for example, if slightly improved attitudes lead to
less discrimination toward outgroup members (Ellis, 2010).

Political Interest as One of the Mechanisms behind the Effects of Discussions

Fourth, the current results showed that general political interest mediated the effects of
discussions at both the individual and classroom level. Adolescents who experienced
frequent political discussions developed higher levels of general political interest and, in
turn, lower anti-immigrant attitudes than youth with less frequent discussions. The effects
of classroom discussions on interest persisted after adolescents moved to new schools.
Importantly, the reverse indirect effect (i.e., from interest to discussions and, in turn, to
attitudes) was not significant, suggesting that it is discussions that primarily facilitate the
development of interest and attitudes rather than vice versa.

The positive effects of discussions on general political interest are in line with delib-
erative theory, suggesting that classroom discussions might stimulate youth’s socio-
cognitive development in terms of political interest (Dewey, 1916/1980; Habermas,
1996), and with previous studies showing links between political discussions and interest
(Campbell, 2008; McDevitt & Chaffee, 2000; Torney-Purta et al., 1975). Together with the
only other longitudinal study (Dostie-Goulet, 2009), the current results suggest that
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youth experiencing frequent political discussions in the classroom find politics less
daunting. Given that majority of youth are not very politically interested (Henn &
Weinstein, 2006; Hess, 2009), the results suggest that it is important for teachers to not
only teach facts but to engage youth in discussions and convey their own excitement
about politics.

The current results are also in line with cross-sectional studies that revealed a negative
relationship between youth’s general political interest and their level of prejudice (e.g.,
Meeusen & Dhont, 2015). Our results expand upon these cross-sectional studies by showing
that general political interest is inversely related to prejudice development over time. This
finding echoes the perspective that political interest among youth is a sign of pro-societal
civic orientation (Verba et al., 1995; Yates & Youniss, 1996). Our study also adds to the
literature on political interest by showing that this interest increases from early to mid-
adolescence (Dostie-Goulet, 2009; Neundorf et al., 2013). The pattern that political interest
remains highly stable during adulthood further emphasizes the importance of classroom
discussions.

Alongside the effect on general political interest, our mediation analyses revealed that
political discussions predict increased levels of news consumption. This finding again
underlines the beneficial effects of classroom discussions, because adolescence is also
a formative period for the development of media habits (Moeller et al., 2018). Even after
classroom discussions have ended, youth’s increased news consumption may continue to
contribute to the development of their general political interest, as well as vice versa
(Kruikemeier & Shehata, 2017).

Interestingly, our analyses revealed that adolescents’ news consumption did not mediate
the positive effect of classroom discussions on their attitudes. Although classroom discus-
sions predicted higher levels of news consumption, this media use was unrelated to attitudes
in our study. We see at least two possible explanations for this null result. The first is that the
two opposing mechanisms that we hypothesized in the introduction have canceled each
other out. On one hand, news consumption may decrease prejudice much like general
political interest by raising citizens” awareness of anti-prejudice norms and the elite’s liberal
stance on immigration (Sandovici et al., 2012). On the other hand, news consumption could
also lead to more prejudice because of the negative frames that are often used in the
coverage of immigrants (e.g., Stromback et al., 2016). If both effects are at play and cancel
each other out, this would explain the lack of an overall association between news con-
sumption and prejudice. A more optimistic, but more speculative, explanation for the lack
of media use effects in our study is that classroom discussions might only promote the
consumption of high-quality news media, that might be unrelated to prejudice. Several
studies have revealed that only specific types of news consumption, such as right-wing
alternative media, are associated with higher levels of prejudice (e.g., Theorin & Strémbdck,
2020) and these might not be the kind of news outlets that are promoted in classroom
discussions.

Strengths and Limitations

This study has various strengths, such as a longitudinal design, differentiation of indivi-
dual and classroom levels, the attention to general political interest and news consump-
tion as mechanisms explaining how discussions affect attitudes, and testing for the
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direction of effects. Although our longitudinal design enabled us to analyze the over-time
effects of discussions, we cannot make causal inferences. Testing causal effects would be
possible with an experimental design but such data are not currently available. Whereas
this study examined the mediating role of political interest, future research could examine
if other facets of youth’s socio-cognitive development (e.g., empathy), a common identity
(e.g., classmates), or out-group trust also mediate the effect of classroom discussion
(Gaertner & Dovidio, 2000; Maoz & Ellis, 2008; Miklikowska, 2018; Stephan, 1999). In
addition, although our results show positive effects of political interest on adolescents’
attitudes toward immigrants, these effects might not be universal across the political
spectrum in adulthood. For individuals who hold very solidified and stable negative
attitudes toward immigration (e.g., adults with very high authoritarian values), exposure
to the diverse perspectives might not result in dramatic changes of their attitudes. For
these individuals, political interest might lead to a deeper entrenchment of their initial
predispositions. Future studies should examine in greter detail the role of political interest
in adulthood. Our independent variable was composed of two items that measured
a rather stable characteristic of teachers, while students were in stable classrooms with
fixed teachers. Future studies should replicate our findings with a more refined measure
for the frequency of discussions. Such measures could for example, ask how many times
students participated in discussions on different topics during the past 12 months. It
would also be useful to nuance the current findings by examining to what extent the
quality of classroom discussions moderates their effectiveness. It is likely that discussions
fulfilling all deliberative criteria are more effective in reducing prejudice than discussions
with fewer deliberative characteristics. During the 2000s when this study was conducted,
Sweden had more generous immigration policies (MIPEX, 2015) compared to the average
Western European country. Although this context might enhance the positive effects of
classroom discussions, similar positive links between classroom discussions and demo-
cratic values have been found in countries with less generous policies such as the U.S.
(Barber et al., 2013; Flanagan et al., 2007). This suggests that the current findings likely
generalize to other countries. Moreover, the differences between Sweden and other
countries should not be overstated as today’s Swedish politics is characterized by the
same divide over immigration that exists throughout Western Europe (Stromback et al.,
2016), and the levels of ethnic discrimination are higher in Sweden than in Western
Europe or the U.S. (Quillian et al., 2019). Nevertheless, studying the effects of classroom
discussions in times of less tolerant political discourse as well as in countries with
intergroup conflict would help to specify the potential moderating role of a larger socio-
political context.

Conclusions

In times of increasing hostility between people with opposing worldviews, there is an urgent
need for strategies that can increase understanding and positive attitudes between different
groups in society. Deliberative theory proposes that discussions with deliberative character-
istics can help to achieve this goal. This study argues that the classroom constitutes an ideal
site for the implementation of deliberative discussions as it provides an exceptional combina-
tion of deliberative characteristics during a formative life phase for the development of
intergroup attitudes. Our analyses support this argument by showing that discussions
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initiated by teachers in the classroom reduce the development of anti-immigrant attitudes in
adolescence. This is partly due to the positive impact of classroom discussions on youth’s
political interest: Discussions foster youth political interest and, in turn, politically interested
adolescents develop more positive attitudes toward immigration. This study also shows that
these effects persist after students move to new schools. Given the stability of intergroup
attitudes and political interest after adolescence, the current findings show the importance of
what schools and teachers do. They underscore the need for active strategies aimed at helping
teachers to stimulate and moderate classroom discussions, which are still very rare.

Note

1. Additional analyses showed that the effects of classroom discussions on the level and slope of
attitudes did not change substantially after controlling for the effects of individual and classroom-
level background predictors such as: gender (Bieyel = .12, p = .019; Byope = .08, p = .007), perceived
socioeconomic status (Bievel = —.01, p = .774; Byope = —.35, p = .076), ethnicity (Bieye = —.32, p = .001;
Bsiope = -06, p = .107), and classroom ethnic diversity (Bjevel = —.763, p = .001). Females,youth with
an immigrant background and attending more ethnically diverse classrooms were more positive
toward immigrants. Additional analyses also showed that the effects of classroom discussions were
not moderated by youth’s immigrant background (Byeye) = —.047, p = .676; Byope = —.026, p =.713)
or classroom diversity (Bjeyel = .598, p = .399), although accounting for the insignificant moderation
by immigrant background rendered the effect of discussions insignificant as well.
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