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This study explores how teachers and students from culturally Received 20 August 2022
diverse upper secondary classrooms experienced the potential Accepted 18 June 2023

for enhanced belonging through the use of question cards from KEYWORDS

New Citizens. The methods include the collection of self- School belonging:
reported reflection logs from teachers, a focus group interview friendships; specific tools;
with teachers and individual interviews with students. The find- culturally diverse classrooms;
ings indicate three main themes: 1) development of communica- upper secondary schools
tion skills, trust, and safety in student—student relationships, 2)

students’ experiences of self-efficacy and self-worth, and 3) recog-

nition of similarities and differences among students. These find-

ings confirm the importance of student—student relationships in

upper secondary schools and show how the recognition of

similarities and understanding were enhanced through the

use of question cards. An implication of this study is that the

further development of such tools could help teachers promote

belonging in culturally diverse classrooms.

Introduction

Throughout the Norwegian educational curriculum, diversity is seen as a resource.
Perspectives on diversity and identity across cultural, linguistic, and political
backgrounds are described as important for students’ development and learning,
and for student belonging: ‘Students will learn to respect diversity and under-
stand that everyone is entitled a place in the community. Each student has
a unique personal history, as well as hopes and ambitions for the future. When
children and youth experience respect and acknowledgement, this contributes to
feelings of belonging’ (The Educational Act, 2020, pp. 14-15). School belonging
relates to students being included and valued members of the classroom, con-
ceptualized as a community of practice (Wenger, 1998), where all students have
opportunities to participate through collaborative activities and learning
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(Osterman, 2000). Feelings of belonging are, however, highly subjective. For
students with an immigrant background, family situation and reasons for migrat-
ing are important factors associated with belonging. Belonging can be developed
in different contextual settings, and the school classroom is one such important
setting. A sense of belonging is related to students feeling acknowledged,
included, supported, and valued by teachers and other students (Allen & Kern,
2020; The Educational Act, 2020; Libbey, 2004; Osterman, 2000). Previous studies
have documented the significance of student—student relationships for experien-
cing belonging in adolescence (Allen & Kern, 2020; Hamm & Faircloth, 2005;
Korpershoek et al., 2020). Such relationships could provide both academic and
emotional support depending on the quality of the relations and students’
attitudes towards school (Allen & Kern, 2020). Since belonging is related to
many important academic outcomes, e.g. motivational, social-emotional and
behavioural outcomes, developing safe student—student relationships is impor-
tant (Allen & Kern, 2020; Osterman, 2000; Thapa et al., 2013).

The educational context

In Norway, all students have a statutory right to attend an upper secondary
educational programme after lower secondary school, regardless of their pre-
vious academic achievement. Ninety-eight percent of students begin upper
secondary school immediately after finishing lower secondary school (NOU,
2018). Students can choose between two educational paths, vocational or
academic. The vocational option consists of two years of school and two years
of practical work experience. In this study, students were selected from the
vocational programme Health and adolescence.

Culturally diverse classrooms, teachers’ roles and strategies

Like the societies of many other countries, Norwegian society is diverse and
pluralistic. In Norway, 18.2% of students in upper secondary schools have
immigrant backgrounds (Statistics Norway, 2020). This reflects the develop-
ment of culturally diverse classrooms in upper secondary schools. Teachers
often request strategies to support and teach socially and culturally diverse
student groups. Central to such a perspective is how to build connected
communities in schools (Allen et al., 2021). However, students are diverse not
only in cultural and linguistic terms but also through their backgrounds,
experiences, and preferences: ‘ ... as individuals move from one situation
to another, with different affiliations — or different constellations of intersect-
ing affiliations — being highlighted depending on the particular social context
encountered’ (Barrett, 2018, p. 94). Students are also diverse in terms of
gender, class, language, religion, interests, sexual orientation, personal
experiences and learning abilities (Allan, 2007; Biesta, 2006; Fandrem, 2015;
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Skrefsrud & @stberg, 2015). Thus, a culturally diverse classroom and group of
culturally diverse students can be understood to include several dimensions of
sociocultural differences. Intersectionality is a concept often used to explain
how identities consist of several dimensions and how these dimensions
interact and become visible in different contexts (Crenshaw, 1989). In addi-
tion, the concept is used to explain the privileges and power dimensions
involved in how ‘others’ are defined, and it can therefore clarify how dis-
crimination occurs (Lykke, 2005). Previously, Fandrem et al. (2015) used the
concept of intersectionality to show how different sociocultural dimensions
may become visible in a specific situation in the school context. Culturally
diverse classrooms may thus be a good place to focus on similarities and
differences (Gay, 2018). This opens up several perspectives and methods for
improving students’ feelings of belonging in a class community.

Teachers are especially important in facilitating a learning environment
where all students feel safe and supported (Allen et al., 2018; Osterman, 2000;
Solbue et al., 2017; Thapa et al,, 2013; Vestad & Tharaldsen, 2021). Solbue et al.
(2017) note that acceptance of diversity is a component of enhancing interac-
tions in class. According to their findings, teachers need to focus more on
interactions during teaching than on categorization based on ethnicity, gender,
linguistic or social background. Recent studies have indicated that promoting
belonging in culturally diverse classrooms contributes to all students experien-
cing belonging (Schachner et al., 2019). Students who experienced discrimina-
tion were found to report less belonging, while students who experienced
a positive class environment were found to report more belonging by
Heikamp et al. (2020). The findings also indicated that lack of belonging was
associated with lower task engagement (Heikamp et al., 2020).

In Norway, teachers in upper secondary schools have some strategies to
promote student—student relationships, e.g. using strategies from Safe
Learning (Trygg leering) or VIP-makkerskap. Similarly, Allen and Kern (2020)
presented approaches for teachers to promote belonging in class, consisting
of methods to develop relationships and self-awareness. Diversity is also
included as an aspect of some of the activities, e.g. diversity cards (Allen &
Kern, 2020).

There are, however, few contemporary studies exploring how specific tools or
interventions may be used by teachers to promote belonging in culturally
diverse upper secondary schools. Makinen et al. (2019) implemented a teacher-
based intervention to reduce prejudice in culturally diverse classrooms. Similar
prejudice interventions have previously been conducted by researchers
(Makinen et al., 2019). Their findings were mixed, indicating that interactions
between students should be studied further. Allen et al. (2021) reviewed recent
quantitative research on interventions to improve school belonging among
secondary school students. The studies that found positive effects on school
belonging focused on students’ strengths and their relationships at school.
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The role of friendship for immigrant students

Feelings of school belonging are often related to the relationships between
students (Libbey, 2004; Osterman, 2000). According to Allen and Kern
(2020), friendships contribute to a sense of belonging. In line with their
research, supportive relationships such as friendships in class provide hap-
piness and well-being and lead to fewer negative experiences of stress.
Recent research has found that the quality of contact, not just the quantity
of time spent together, correlates with the perpetration of bullying
(Caravita et al., 2021). Therefore, in culturally diverse classrooms, more
attention should be given to the quality of contact between students
with different ethnic backgrounds (Caravita et al.,, 2021). Notably, for stu-
dents in upper secondary school, it can be difficult to establish stable
friendships. Upper secondary schools tend to require more focus on aca-
demic goals and accomplishments and allow less time to work on establish-
ing stable and supportive relationships in class. Nevertheless, some
students can feel connected and motivated without having friends. These
students often feel connected to school because of their high academic
motivation (Allen & Kern, 2020).

Nergaard et al. (2020) found in their study about culturally diverse classrooms
in lower secondary schools that friendships contributed to students feeling
accepted and respected. They also found that culture influenced the formation
of friendships. Overall, students reported feelings of connection, perspective-
taking, humour, time, and common interest to be important aspects of estab-
lishing friendships (Nergaard et al., 2020). Establishing friendships could differ
between individualistic and collectivistic cultures. In collectivistic cultures, har-
mony and agreement are important (Fandrem, 2015). Collectivistic cultures may
also have fewer dyadic relationships based on closeness and warmth outside
their kin groups (Fandrem, 2015).

Experiencing exclusion from relationships could lead to students’ stress
(Allen & Kern, 2020). Over time, students who experience a lack of acceptance
through student—student relationships may feel alienated (Hamm & Faircloth,
2005). One recent study found that more immigrant students experienced
loneliness than native students in upper secondary schools (Fandrem et al.,
2021). In this study, loneliness was measured as perceived lack of social parti-
cipation with peers, feelings of loneliness and social isolation; thus, loneliness
could be understood as lacking the experience of belonging in class or at
school. In addition, Hamm and Faircloth (2005) found that there might be
difficulties in establishing cross-cultural friendships. Students often became
friends with familiar students sharing a common culture or ethnicity. Despite
tolerance and respect for culturally diverse students, a recent study found that
exclusion and segregation occurred between students in diverse classrooms in
upper secondary schools (Hancock et al., 2021).
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These findings indicate a need for more studies on how to promote belong-
ing and cross-cultural friendships, particularly studies in which teachers have
tools and strategies to promote healthy, positive, and supportive relationships
among students. Teachers often request tools and strategies that can help them
support the development of safe relationships in classrooms. In line with pre-
vious research, creating supportive student—student relationships could pre-
vent students’ experiences of loneliness or exclusion.

The current study

There is currently a research gap regarding how students experience belonging
(Allen & Boyle, 2018). Since previous research has reported challenges in devel-
oping student—student relationships beyond culture, ethnicity, and nationality
(Hamm & Faircloth, 2005), there is a particular need for studies in culturally
diverse classrooms. Moreover, there are few studies on the use of tools, strate-
gies, and interventions to enhance student belonging (Allen et al., 2021).
Studies in upper secondary schools are particularly scarce.

This study contributes to knowledge on teachers’ use of a specific tool, the
question cards from New Citizens, to enhance belonging in culturally diverse
upper secondary classrooms. The main research questions are as follows: 1) How
do teachers experience using question cards from New Citizens to promote
student—student relationships to enhance belonging? 2) How do students
experience using question cards from New Citizens to improve student—student
relationships to enhance belonging? 3) What challenges and possibilities do
teachers and students report after using the question cards?

Materials and methods
Participants

The 12 teachers in this study were all women between 32 and 50 years of age.
Within the educational programme Health and adolescence there was a gender
imbalance among both teachers and students. There were no male teachers
within this educational programme in the period the study was conducted. The
17 students included 3 boys and 14 girls between 16 and 21 years of age. The
teachers and students were from two public schools located in one urban
municipality in Norway. Both schools were defined as large (700-800 students)
with several educational programs. Nine students were second-generation
immigrants with a cross-cultural background, and eight were newly arrived
immigrant students from Afghanistan, Eritrea, Ethiopia, and Somalia who had
lived in Norway for 3-5 years. They all participated in a vocational educational
programme, Health and adolescence. Convenience sampling was performed
based on a set of selection criteria: 1) Upper secondary teachers with at least
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1year of experience 2) teachers that participated in a national programme
called Competence for diversity. The latter criterion ensured that the teachers
had an interest for, and experience with, culturally diverse classrooms. Two of
the upper secondary schools that participated in Competence for diversity were
approached. The head of department of each school contacted the relevant
teachers and arranged for an information meeting about the project. The meet-
ing was conducted by the researcher, who gave guidelines for how to use the
question cards, write reflection logs and plan for interviews, as well as instruc-
tions for how to divide the students into groups. The selection of students was
instructed by the head administrator of the schools. The student interviews
were organised by three of the teachers, who together with the head adminis-
trator divided the students into two main groups: The first group consisted of
newly arrived immigrant students with adequate language proficiency (first-
generation immigrants), while the second group consisted of second-
generation immigrant students. The teachers and the researcher informed the
students about the research project and the possibility to withdraw from
participating.

Data collection and procedures

The data were obtained by method triangulation from reflection logs with 12
teachers, a focus group interview with these teachers, and individual interviews
with 17 students. The self-reported reflection logs were anonymous and col-
lected in SurveyXact over a period of nine weeks. Every week, the teachers
answered certain questions in their logs, e.g. ‘What topic did you use this week?’;
‘How did you organize it?; and ‘How did the students work together on the
activity?’ Interviews with teachers and students were semi-structured. The
questions were open-ended but structured around central topics related to
the theoretical framework on belonging, e.g. ‘How did you experience using
the question cards?’; ‘How did this activity develop your relations with other
students?’; 'How did your teachers support you?’; ‘How did you feel connected
to your class afterwards?’; and ‘Did you experience the use of the cards as
uncomfortable?’ After the teachers had used the tool for nine weeks, a focus
group interview was conducted to facilitate discussion among them that could
allow them to share their experiences and opinions. A few weeks later, indivi-
dual interviews were conducted with the students to ensure that they had
privacy in sharing their experiences from the classroom. Individual interviews
were more suitable because the students could be open about any difficult
experiences. All the individual interviews were conducted by the researcher at
the schools and lasted for approximately 25-30 minutes. The focus group inter-
view with teachers lasted for 55 minutes. The interviews were audiotaped and
transcribed afterwards.
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After three weeks of practice, the researcher observed the students and
teachers for two hours. The aim was to define central issues that could be
included as questions in the interviews with the students and teachers.
Observation notes were written by hand. The observation helped create rele-
vant interview questions as preparation for the interviews.

The researcher was white Norwegian but was bilingual in Norwegian and
English with experience from cultural and linguistic diversity in schools and
research. Because the researcher has grown up in an individualistic culture,
a potential bias could be less openness towards values in collectivistic cultures.

Qualitative analysis

The analysis was based on thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The theore-
tical framework on school belonging (e.g. Allen & Kern, 2020; Libbey, 2004;
Osterman, 2000) was used to construct questions for interviews and reflection
logs and later to analyse and compare data. The reflection logs and interviews
were summarized to condense the meanings as part of the first-cycle coding
(Miles et al., 2014). Later, NVivo 11 (QSR International) was used to code and
categorize the data. Here data was analysed based on the theoretical framework
outlined in the introduction, and driven by the identification of codes, cate-
gories, and themes. These steps were part of the second-cycle coding, and it was
important to identify meaning and relations among the codes, categories, and
themes. The main steps of the analysis were based on 1) condensing data, 2)
coding data, 3) categorizing teacher and student codes, and 4) comparing and
searching for patterns and themes across student and teacher data. Initially,
student and teacher data were coded and categorized separately. This ensured
that both student and teacher experiences were included in the analysis. Data
were organized into a matrix of codes and categories. The matrices (Appendix A,
Figures A1 and A2) visualise the main categories with example quotes. For
further analysis, the categories from teachers and students were compared.
Based on this comparison, three themes emerged: 1) development of commu-
nication skills, trust, and safety in student—student relationships; 2) students’
experiences of self-efficacy and self-worth; and 3) recognition of similarities and
differences among students.

Ethical considerations

The teachers and students signed a letter of consent approved by the
Norwegian Centre for Research Data (NSD). Confidentiality and anonymity
were ensured throughout the research process. The NSD has strict restrictions
concerning confidential information about students, including their name, age,
ethnicity, diagnosis, or personal issues. Teachers and students were reminded
about the confidentiality of the data at the beginning of every interview. The
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anonymity of teachers and students were ensured in the transcriptions and
publications by using pseudonyms.

New citizens

In this study, the New Citizens tool was used. It consists of 9 topics and 171
question cards written in both Norwegian and English. To ensure quality and
relevance, New Citizens has been developed in collaboration with professionals
competent in the field of cultural diversity and migration. The researcher had no
role in the development of the question cards. Similar tools and activities were
initially discussed, such as activities presented in Allen and Kern (2020). In the
end, the New Citizens was chosen because it was a concrete tool with enough
topics to be able use it over several weeks. Furthermore, many of the topics on
the question cards were especially relevant for subjects within the educational
programme Health and adolescence.

The aim of New Citizens is to provide good conversations and strengthen
relationships. It can be used as part of different activities. New Citizens has
mainly been used in volunteer organizations to stimulate development, lan-
guage skills and relationships. To some degree, it has also been used in schools.
New Citizens is produced by the initiative FuelBox, which has a several collec-
tions of question cards intended for various contexts, e.g. FuelBox for elderly
individuals, individuals undergoing cancer rehabilitation, kindergarteners, and
organizations (FUELBOX Norge, 2022).

The guidelines for the use of the New Citizens tool consisted of the teachers
introducing the activity, setting the frame for how and why it would be used in
the lesson, presenting the aim of the lesson, and telling the students that they
had the right to not answer a question. The teachers also guided and summar-
ized the activity. Sometimes the students were able to go for a ‘walk and talk’,
but most teachers preferred to monitor the activities more closely by encoura-
ging active listening, follow-up questions, and dialogue between students.

The tool was used by the students in groups of two or four. Each group would
draw one or two question cards and discuss their answers in the group.
Afterwards, the students presented some of their answers to the rest of the
class. In a few cases, the teachers incorporated questions that were relevant for
Health and adolescence into oral or written presentations. The students were
also given the opportunity to discuss the question cards outside of the class-
room, as part of a ‘walk and talk’ activity. The tool was not formally a part of the
national curriculum but was seen as relevant by school administrators and
teachers, to be used as an additional activity in the subject Communication
and interaction. Since this was to be a whole class activity, the teachers were
mostly available in the classrooms during discussions. The individual question
cards were reviewed in advance, and it was deemed that none of the topics
were so personal as to warrant strict confidentiality measures. The use of the



PASTORAL CARE IN EDUCATION e 9

tool requires language skills; therefore, some immigrant students experienced
challenges with concepts and words. The solution was to ask the students to
help explain words and concepts to each other. The question cards provide
opportunities for students to support their fellow students in understanding the
content and meaning of difficult concepts such as ‘freedom of speech’ and
‘injustice’. Due to language difficulties, immigrant students may also struggle to
fully express their thoughts and opinions, but these difficulties represent
a possibility to practise and learn more.

In addition to New Citizens, there was a guide providing teachers with
suggestions for other activities in class. The teachers were also presented with
some key guidelines from the researcher, such as starting and summarizing the
activity, being available to guide students, helping students with difficult words,
encouraging active listening, and setting boundaries for sharing personal
experiences. The teachers used nine different topics from the New Citizens
tool over 9 weeks. The topics were Me; Family; Relationships; Values, opinions,
and attitudes; This and that; School and work; Culture; Traditions; and Norway.
Examples of questions from the Values, opinions and attitudes topic are ‘What
does “respect” mean to you?’; ‘What expectations are difficult to live up to?’; and
‘What characterises people who dare to be different?” Example questions from
the School and work topic are ‘What concerns do you have about school or
work?” and ‘What achievements at school or work have made you most proud?’
Examples from the Relationships topic are ‘Who can you always turn to when
you need help? and ‘What is the best thing a friend has ever done for you?

Results

The research aim was to explore how teachers and students experienced using
question cards from the New Citizens tool. The findings contributed to increased
knowledge on how this tool can be used to promote belonging and were
grouped according to the three main themes that emerged from the data.
The findings will be presented separately under these themes in the following
paragraphs.

Development of communication skills, trust and safety in student—student
relationships

The teachers and students talked about how the question cards helped them
gain more familiarity and understanding about fellow students. The teachers
reported that the students talked and listened to each other to “understand
students’ backgrounds”. Mary (a teacher) noted that ‘using the question cards
helped students talk together, laugh and be serious together'. Several teachers
and students described how the activity contributed to interaction, dialogue,
and understanding. Sarah, a senior teacher, explained the activity as ‘a good
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opportunity to practise cooperation, help and understand each other, and
respect differences’. Overall, the teachers expressed that the activity created
a feeling of safety in class and trust among the students.

However, they were aware that some questions could trigger previous nega-
tive experiences for students who had experienced bullying or exclusion.
Beatrice, a young teacher, seemed very concerned with these students’ well-
being. In particular, she talked about how students may have been previously
traumatized and how this trauma could impact students’ health and relation-
ships. She therefore suggested that the activity should always be initiated,
organized, and closely supervised by teachers. Several students talked about
prior negative school experiences. Fatima described negative experiences of
discrimination and bullying in secondary school, recalling: ‘I experienced being
bullied throughout secondary school. It was very difficult for me, but now | like
school and have friends’. Other students talked about previous experiences of
discrimination, e.g. their opinions not being considered or teachers talking
rudely to students. To protect and support their students, the teachers told
them to set boundaries regarding questions that were too uncomfortable or
private to answer. A central part of the activity was the option to say ‘no’ or ‘next
question’. The teachers and students mutually agreed to set these boundaries
without having to give an explanation.

Overall, students described their experiences with the question cards as
engaging and positive. However, some of them mentioned that other activities
were more important for them to establish student—student relationships. Two
male students shared their experiences of belonging, mainly making friendships
through common activities such as football. Tharik was a young student who
had fled from war, and he was trying to start a new life. He expressed that
shared activities could promote feelings of friendships with students in class.
Another male student living with his family said that he had no friends in the
beginning as he struggled with language and adapted to a new place, but he
noted, ‘I played football so that helped me get friends and be a part of the social
environment’ (Omar, student).

Students’ experiences of self-efficacy and self-worth

All the teachers mentioned how important students’ self-efficacy was for experi-
encing recognition and value during the activity. In the reflection logs, several
teachers wrote about how the question cards helped students express their
opinions, thoughts and preferences in a way that could enhance positive
thoughts about themselves.

‘I noticed that many students experienced positive self-efficacy when they shared their
thoughts and were acknowledged in a positive way by fellow students. These situa-
tions can give them better self-esteem, so they will participate more in academic
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discussions in lessons. Many of my students were met with “Oh, that's the way | feel
too” or “I have also experienced that ... ” when they answered the questions. This
contributes to a feeling of community. The students experience belonging because
they share something new with fellow students’. (Trudy, teacher)

The question cards gave opportunities and ideas for starting conversations in
new contexts with new people. Experiencing a positive connection with oneself
and fellow students could be the foundation of a sense of belonging, as one
student noted: 'l feel more open to fellow students now after using the question
cards. They seemed interested in knowing more about my interests and pre-
ferences. In the beginning, | was a bit embarrassed to share, but now | am proud’
(Samina, student). Using the question cards appeared to influence students’
own experiences of self-efficacy and self-worth. One student stated, “I became
more confident, more aware of myself and other students’ personality and
experiences” (Kimmy, student). Some of the students also tried the activity in
other contexts, explaining: ‘I liked using the cards in class. It gave me ideas for
topics and questions | could use in practical work situations. | tried it [the
activity] out in a nursing home with elderly people. Sometimes it is difficult to
start a new conversation, but now | was inspired to engage in conversations and
ask questions’ (Farah, student).

Recognition of similarities and differences

The teachers and students expressed how using the question cards emphasized
developing an understanding of oneself and others. Sharing experiences and
thoughts gave the students a more profound understanding of each other and
difficult topics concerning attitudes, values and traditions. In particular, the
topic ‘Values, opinions, and attitudes’ provided the teachers and students with
a starting point for discussions in class. In such discussions, the students focused
more on their similarities than on their differences, allowing them to develop
empathy and understanding. One student, Christina, described how the stu-
dents learned about similarities by sharing common views and thoughts, not-
ing: ‘Oh, you also experience this ... and | also like to do that, etc. We had similar
preferences and experiences. Before, | did not know we had this in common’.
The question cards opened up common ground among the students, and
during the activity, this built interest, trust and connection. By sharing thoughts,
opinions, and preferences in class, the students sometimes shared their
thoughts on different topics. In sharing mutual examples and familiarities, the
students gained awareness of similarities in their lives, school, friends, and
interests. Several students pointed out that by sharing their experiences, opi-
nions, and thoughts, “we gained more understanding for other students’ situa-
tions” (Omar, student).
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Trudy (teacher) clarified that ‘representing different cultures, languages and
experiences is normal here in this school. We are a diverse school, and there is
a high level of tolerance among the students’. However, she and some other
teachers observed that friendships were based on cultural or linguistic famil-
iarity. Mona reflected upon the topic and stated, ‘How many of us teachers have
cross-cultural friends who we invite home?’ She noted that some of the students
had formed new friendships in class but that these friendships were often based
on common experiences of migration or settlement. Nevertheless, the activity of
using question cards helped the students learn perspective-taking, active listen-
ing and sharing of experiences and opinions. Interestingly, the question cards
did not emphasise being different; they highlighted similarities. In this way, the
question cards were used as a tool for the students to understand each indivi-
dual student beyond his or her cultural background.

Challenges with using new citizens

Teachers experienced several challenges during the activity with New Citizens.
First, not all concepts were easily understood by the students, as one teacher
observed: 'l helped to explain words and expressions that were difficult’. In such
cases, students and teachers spent time explaining the concepts. Overall, tea-
chers expressed that the activity could provide language training in a more non-
academic context as long as teachers guided and supported the students.
Second, on some occasions, students finished the activity too quickly, as
a teacher noted: ‘Some students finished the task too soon without asking
follow-up questions’. In the introduction of the activity, teachers explained the
importance of active listening and asking follow-up questions. Teachers noted
that they specifically guided students in asking follow-up questions in an effort
to extend the dialogues between students. Third, time and consistency could
affect the activity. To what degree the activity was successful was dependent on
teachers being motivated to complete the nine weeks of practice with question
cards. Thus, the activity was vulnerable to teachers’ extensively busy timetables,
lack of motivation to complete it, or unplanned absences, such as sick leave.
Students reported some challenges with the activity when asked. In particular,
newly arrived immigrant students reported that they did struggle with some of
the concepts and words on the question cards, but they still considered it
a good opportunity to practise language training. However, two of the newly
arrived immigrant students reported that they did not like the activity because
they found it difficult to share their thoughts, opinions, and values. In addition,
some of the students elaborated on how other activities, such as football and
music, were important for their sense of belonging and making friends. These
challenges raised by teachers and students should be considered when using
the tool.
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Discussion

The aim of this study was to explore teachers’ and students’ experiences using
question cards from New Citizens. More specifically, this study explored how
these question cards could enhance a sense of belonging. The theoretical
framework of the study was research on school belonging and the promotion
of belonging in a classroom community. Previous research has shown that
belonging is important for all students (Schachner et al., 2019). Moreover, the
acceptance and visibility of diversity seems to be important for increasing
feelings of belonging (Heikamp et al., 2020). First, the findings indicated an
increase in communication skills among the students, which could promote
trust and safety. Second, the students experienced self-efficacy and self-worth.
By sharing experiences, they focused on resources within themselves and
became more aware of their own strengths. Third, the question cards helped
the students emphasise similarities above differences. Differences did appear
but were discussed openly in class with the teachers.

Developing communication skills and feeling valued in student—student
relationships

The findings in this study indicated that sharing experiences, opinions, and
thoughts with fellow students by using question cards contributed to experien-
cing more trust and understanding in student—student relationships. In devel-
oping understanding, the students were acknowledged for what they brought
to the conversations. Using the question cards on a weekly basis helped them
practise their communication-related skills, e.g. active listening, dialogue, and
perspective-taking. This was exemplified by the students becoming attentive to
others, asking follow-up questions, comparing their answers, and learning more
about how to start a conversation. These findings are in line with previous
findings on students feeling acknowledged, supported, and valued (Allen &
Kern, 2020; The Educational Act, 2020; Libbey, 2004; Osterman, 2000; Solbue
et al., 2017). Some students also found that these conversations increased their
competence for vocational training situations. Talking about different topics
and questions gave the students experience with starting and holding conver-
sations, e.g. working with elderly people in nursing homes.

The question cards worked as a classroom activity that gave opportunities for
contact and dialogue between students. The activity helped to increase contact
among the students, but it was uncertain if new and lasting friendships
occurred. Developing closeness in friendships, through activities such as listen-
ing and sharing, is different in individualistic cultures than in collectivistic
cultures (Fandrem, 2015). Students from collectivistic cultures may be more
reserved in sharing personal opinions and thoughts (Fandrem, 2015). The
question cards could trigger discomfort in challenging such students to share
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personal experiences, e.g. previous experiences of discrimination or victimiza-
tion. In sum, the students reported feeling safe to share as long as they set
boundaries for what they wished to talk about.

Question cards could facilitate opportunities to talk to new students, but in
line with previous studies, building lasting friendships often required time,
interest, and shared activities (Nergaard et al., 2020). Some students, especially
boys, preferred to have a common activity with other students. For example,
Omar and Tharik offered insights into how playing football was important in
developing friendships and learning language skills. The findings implied that
shared activities and interest, such as football, training, and music, are important
to establishing new friendships.

Interestingly, the findings revealed that self-efficacy and self-worth could
strengthen the students’ feelings of belonging. In this way, the question cards
helped the students become more aware of their own value. This finding is in
line with Allen and Kern (2020), who described how connection with oneself is
part of developing emotional and social competencies. These competencies
relate to students focusing on their strengths to empower self-efficacy and self-
worth. Allen and Kern (2020) found this to be associated with school belonging.
The question cards contributed to actively sharing and focusing on resources,
which helped students express their self-worth. For some students, this was
related to their dreams and aims in life, e.g. striving to complete an educational
plan or establishing long-term friendships. Students also reported a willingness
to believe in themselves and set educational goals for their future. Students with
high self-efficacy often rate themselves competent to solve academic tasks
(Rogstad & Reegard, 2016).

Experiencing similarities and differences beyond culture

By using the question cards, students became aware of individual differences as
well as cultural differences. Interestingly, the students noted that they had
common experiences and preferences as youths, e.g. interest in music and
films, training, and dreams of travelling, obtaining a job, or pursuing a hobby.
The findings indicated that the students talked about their identities, going
beyond discussions of their native country, language, or religion. Going beyond
culture allowed the students to understand more about their fellow students as
individuals and not merely as representatives of their culture. The dilemma
between individual differences and cultural diversity is highlighted in theory
on intersectionality (Fandrem et al., 2015). Taking intersectionality into account,
the teachers were aware that some of the students were uncomfortable talking
about their identities and that power imbalances could occur between students,
e.g. based on previous experiences of victimization or reasons for migration. The
findings indicated that the students set boundaries to protect themselves from
sharing experiences that were private or very unpleasant. In contrast, the
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question cards helped students talk about positive experiences, memories, and
dreams for the future. This could influence student—student relationships, build-
ing closeness, trust, and safety in class.

Concerning cultural differences, the cards introduced topics concerning
attitudes and values that highlighted differences in experiences and opinions.
In these cases, the teacher was a key facilitator for summarizing the activity in
class. Often, this could lead to class discussions on different ways of living and
believing, e.g. views on homosexuality in different cultures and countries
(example from observation in class). Question cards with a focus on cultural
differences reflected students’ opinions, identities, and values in discussions.
This finding can be related to general principles concerning the value of
diversity in the Norwegian curriculum (The Educational Act, 2020).

The students experienced how to relate to fellow students beyond their
cultures because the activity provided opportunities to get to know each
student as an individual. This led them to focus on common identities, e.g.
being a student or young person. When students talked about their opinions,
thoughts, and experiences, it helped them express their own voices in the
classroom. These findings can be understood in light of students’ role in the
class community and their responsibility for this community (Biesta, 2006).
Notably, Biesta emphasized the need for differences to challenge the known
and common. Understanding other people’s points of view is an important part
of students becoming individual and responsive adults (Biesta, 2006). This can
also relate to the pedagogy of discomfort (Boler, 1999) and the importance of
discussing societal issues, e.g. Black Lives Matter, gender inequality, or climate
change. Teaching such topics is relevant and can challenge students’ comfort
zones (Zembylas, 2015). Developing more cards that pose questions on societal
issues can allow students to discuss their opinions together. Uncomfortable
feelings related to societal topics (stereotypes, racism, violence) could be related
to the way teachers develop these discussions. Due to the potential for difficult
feelings of anger or shame in class, teachers often avoid bringing up these
topics (Zembylas & Papamichael, 2017).

This study showed the need to explore intersectionality as a part of belong-
ing in culturally diverse classrooms. Intersectionality also takes students’ indivi-
dual identities, e.g. their interests, prior experiences, and attitudes, as important
for their feelings of belonging. Intersectionality refers to imbalances in position,
influence, and power (Collins & Bilge, 2016). Therefore, the term cannot be
understood completely without discussing the challenges that can occur in
attempts to respond to other students’ identities. There are challenges regard-
ing whose identities are more accepted and valued in different societies and the
associations and acknowledgements that certain identities retain. For example,
a homosexual identity is not accepted or is illegal in some countries.

The teachers and students in this study favoured using the question cards as
a tool to promote belonging and student—student relationships. The way the
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teachers organized and supported the activity was important: The teachers
needed awareness, knowledge, and cultural sensitivity to guide and provide
instructions for the activity in a wise and responsible manner. In discussing
similarities and differences, the students touched upon topics such as attitudes
and values. In their discussions, they raised topics related to intersectionality,
discrimination, and exclusion. In this way, they discussed central dilemmas
concerning imbalances of power and injustice. These findings indicated how
students were responsive and responsible in conversing about the dilemmas
and challenges of today’s pluralistic societies. In conclusion, the findings high-
light the need to express and discuss similarities and differences in safe and
respectful ways, where disagreement, discomfort and differences are
represented.

Limitations and further research

This study used convenience sampling and may be said to have a small
sample size (12 teachers and 17 students from two schools). However, as in
qualitative research in general, the aim was not to generalize the findings
from this investigation. To generalize findings on this topic, similar studies
could be conducted in several classroom contexts with mixed cultural and
linguistic backgrounds. Systematic observation and/or a longitudinal design
with RCT should also be used to gain knowledge about the impact of tools
on belonging and student—student relationships. Even if the students
seemed to improve their communication skills and self-efficacy, it is uncertain
whether this can be attributed solely to the question cards, as the teachers
worked to develop such skills throughout the school year in their everyday
classroom practices.

Newly arrived immigrant students expressed language difficulties, and their
teachers noted that some of them struggled to understand certain concepts.
This should be considered when working with similar tools.

Conclusion and implications

The presence of students with different cultural backgrounds could influence all
students’ sense of belonging in class in positive ways (Heikamp et al., 2020;
Schachner et al., 2019; Solbue et al.,, 2017). Moreover, teachers play a key role in
acknowledging and valuing students for who they are through how they
respond to diversity. The findings of this study shed some light on how teachers’
use of a specific tool can promote student—student relationships and thus
enhance belonging. This, however, raises questions about the roles and respon-
sibilities of teachers. The findings do not cover the implementation of the tool or
teacher motivation to use the tool, but there were indications that these
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aspects, e.g. how teachers organized the activity, were vital for whether using
the question cards became a successful activity.

Teachers need competence, resources, and tools to promote student belong-
ing. Therefore, teachers’ and students’ voices should not be overlooked or
neglected in the development of tools and interventions. Their perspectives
are important for developing empirically based tools and knowledge about all
students in culturally diverse classrooms. As teachers’ and students’ voices are
empowered, awareness of their needs and competences to achieve and thrive
in schools is also increased.
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Appendices

Appendix A
Codes Categories Short quotations
Talking more together Communicating [...more open to fellow

students now...]

Speaking to all students

Connecting with new students

[...I got to know stuff about
classmates I never talked with

before...]
Sharing experiences, thoughts, | Trust, safety, self-efficacy [I became more confident in
being brave myself.]

Activities for making friends

Belonging through activities

[I played football so that helped
me get friends...]

Similarities, not differences Acknowledgement [...gained more understanding
for other students’ situations.]
Figure A1. Student categories.
Codes Categories Short quotations

Communication, practising
active listening, feeling safe in
class

Safe communication
(In groups + summarizing in
class)

[...helped students to talk
together, laugh and be serious
together.], [...students became
safer and more open...]

Teacher organization and
support

Facilitating

[... four groups with three
students...], [...giving them
easier questions to start with,
then questions requiring more
reflection...]

Finding similarities by getting
to know students

Connecting through student—
student relationships

[...open up common ground
among the students], [...talking
about taboos, could change
prejudices...]

Sharing experiences, opinions,
thoughts

Sense of belonging, building
community and understanding

[...a good opportunity to
practise cooperation, help and
understand each other, and
respect differences...],
[...common experiences by
sharing with each other...]

Students worth and self- Self-efficacy [...experienced positive self-

efficacy efficacy when they shared...],
[...take a stand, have an
opinion...]

Language as an obstacle Limitations [I explained difficult words and

expressions... ]

Figure A2. Teacher categories.
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