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ABSTRACT
The increasing levels of diversity in primary education make it 
essential to identify factors that influence Intercultural 
Teaching Competence (ITC). This study investigates which 
factors of Educational Effectiveness Research contribute to 
five dimensions of ITC: openness, classroom management, 
enriched lesson design, social initiative, and storytelling. 
Therewith, it contributes to the literature of both fields. 
Data collected through a cross-sectional survey among 155 
Dutch primary school teachers were examined with linear 
regression analyses. The results showed that some character-
istics at the classroom level have a strong significant relation-
ship with dimensions of Intercultural Teaching Competence, 
whereas school characteristics did not.

ARTICLE HISTORY 
Received 30 September 2020  
Accepted 23 March 2021 

KEYWORDS 
Intercultural teaching 
competence; education 
effectiveness; primary 
education

Introduction

Literature shows that, around the globe, schools are becoming more diverse 
(e.g. Fine-Davis and Faas 2014; Guofang et al. 2021). This growing diversity has 
had an enormous impact on schools and teaching, but teachers are not fully 
prepared for these increasingly diverse classroom settings (Acquah, Tandon, 
and Lempinen 2016; Celeste et al. 2019; Delk 2019; Herzog-Punzenberger et al. 
2020; Kiel, Syring, and Weiss 2017; Mayer et al. 2017; OECD 2019; Sleutjes, De 
Valk, and Ooijevaar 2018; Torrance 2017). Intercultural competencies and sensi-
tivity, and cultural noticing and responding (Cunningham 2019; Deardorff 2020; 
Hammer, Bennett, and Wiseman 2003) are essential competencies for teachers 
to ‘ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong 
learning opportunities for all’ (UN 2016). Aspects of these necessary competen-
cies can be found in the concept of Intercultural Teaching Competence (ITC) 
(Dimitrov and Haque 2016). In our earlier study of ITC among Dutch primary 
school teachers, we were able to measure five dimensions of ITC: openness, 
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classroom management, enriched lesson design, social initiative, and storytell-
ing. These findings are an interesting starting point for further investigation to 
find out which variables are related to the effectiveness of teachers’ ITC.

Although the need for ITC has become more apparent and research recog-
nises the influence of school and classroom characteristics on teaching, only 
little is known about this influence in relation to the five ITC dimensions. We, 
therefore, place the ITC dimensions in the context of Educational Effectiveness 
Research (EER) to see which variables might affect the ITC dimensions. The ITC 
dimensions can be recognised in the output box within the Basic Model of 
School Effectiveness (Scheerens and Blömeke 2016). This presumes for this 
study that inputs (teacher characteristics), context (teacher education), and 
process at school or classroom level (teaching) influence the five ITC dimen-
sions. Most of the EER focuses on the implications of school, teacher, and 
teaching effectiveness (Day et al. 2006; Panayiotou et al. 2014; Scheerens 
2015; Scheerens and Blömeke 2016) or teacher education effectiveness 
(Brouwer and Korthagen 2005) on student outcomes, instead of the intercultural 
aspect of teaching. To our knowledge, no research to date has considered the 
influence of school and classroom characteristics on ITC, although some cross- 
national perspectives were added to EER (Panayiotou et al. 2014). Since teacher 
effectiveness is central to teaching, more aspects of teacher and teacher educa-
tion effectiveness should be included in research (Scheerens and Blömeke 
2016). This study aims to respond to this gap in knowledge by exploring the 
relationship between school and classroom level characteristics and ITC dimen-
sions as teaching effectiveness through a literature review and an empirical 
study. More insight into which school and classroom characteristics influence 
ITC might be helpful to prepare (prospective) teachers for the profession.

It is beyond the scope of this paper to review the entire literature on these 
topics, but instead, we zoom in on a few elements of EER and how this could be 
linked to ITC by exploring if and how the five dimensions of Intercultural 
Teaching Competence are related to aspects at various levels of Educational 
Effectiveness Research. This should help to clarify the reasoning inherent in the 
research model of this study and to answer the following question:

To what extent is there a relationship between school and classroom level 
characteristics and Intercultural Teaching Competence in terms of openness, 
classroom management, enriched lesson design, social initiative, and 
storytelling?

Theoretical background

Research on teacher behaviour and how this is affected by variables at distinct 
levels is guided by theory on school effectiveness, school improvement, teacher 
education effectiveness, teaching effectiveness and educational effectiveness 
(Brouwer and Korthagen 2005; Darling-Hammond, Wei, and Andree 2010; 
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Kyriakides and Creemers 2018; Scheerens 2015, 2018; Scheerens and Blömeke 
2016). A causal pathway between all these levels could be across and within 
levels (Scheerens and Blömeke 2016). Namely, teacher effectiveness depends on 
teacher activities, which is depended on teacher knowledge and teacher educa-
tion quality. Also, school and national level variables influence the behaviour of 
teachers. Educational effectiveness can therefore be used as referring to the 
collection of these terms (Scheerens and Blömeke 2016).

In this paper, we focus on a particular aspect of educational effectiveness as 
a dependent variable: ITC: ‘The ability of instructors to support the learning of 
students who are linguistically, culturally, socially, or in other ways different 
from the instructor or from each other across a very wide definition of perceived 
difference and group identity’; and second, ‘the ability to engage students 
effectively in global learning’ (Dimitrov and Haque 2016). In our earlier work, 
we found five dimensions of ITC in the context of Dutch primary education: 
openness, classroom management, enriched lesson design, social initiative, and 
storytelling. These dimensions are essential for teachers in an increasingly 
intercultural primary school setting.

Following the more advanced Dynamic Model of Educational Effectiveness 
(Kyriakides, Creemers, and Panayiotou 2018; Kyriakides and Creemers 2009), we 
recognise possible influence of factors on ITC at four levels: student, teacher, 
school, and system. Also, the Integrated Multilevel Model of education 
(Scheerens 2015) shows that various relationships exist between system, school, 
classroom/learning group, and students. This model is conceptualised as 
a hierarchical system which includes across-level relationships that ‘can be 
interpreted in terms of control, facilitation, and buffering from a higher level 
directed at the core process at the next lower level’ (Scheerens 2015). These EER 
models illustrate the range of variables influencing the dependent variable, 
which was mostly student outcomes. However, as this study is focused on 
teaching, in particular ITC, within the category of classroom/learning group 
(Scheerens 2015) and teacher (Kyriakides and Creemers 2009), we reviewed 
the literature on school and classroom level and found potential factors related 
to ITC for the purpose of this research.

We consider the school level as the first layer of influence on ITC. The school 
context affects teacher behaviour, as teachers use or develop ITC dimensions 
through the interaction with the community in which they work. Scheerens 
(2015) writes about the school ecology and considers, among others, the ethnic 
composition of student cohorts as influential factor for educational effective-
ness. If the ethnic composition of the teaching team is considered, we recognise 
an interaction between these two groups in a school. Due to multiculturality in 
schools, teaching teams might differ from their pupil population in terms of 
ethnic background. Studies (Banerjee 2018; Driessen 2015) on the connection 
between ethnic backgrounds of teachers and students show that a disbalance 
of background might result into a culture gap. This, in turn, influences teacher 
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behaviour and the interaction between teachers and students. The level of 
diversity and multiculturality might be connected to the residence of the pupils, 
whether the school is situated close to students’ homes, and the locale (larger 
city, smaller town).

The category of school leadership, policies and organisation includes more 
practical aspects of the school environment level affecting educational effec-
tiveness (Day et al. 2006; Scheerens 2015). This level explains whether the school 
workplace is seen as expansive or restrictive for teacher behaviour and learning 
(Billett 2001; Fuller and Unwin 2003). Expansive school environments stimulate 
teacher learning and behaviour and include close collaborative working, sup-
port for professional development, instruction-oriented leadership (Scheerens 
2007), and opportunities to extend professional identity through boundary 
crossing (Hodkinson and Hodkinson 2005). Hodkinson and Hodkinson (2005) 
also highlight the importance of collaboration within teaching teams as this 
includes ‘conversation and discussion, observing and taking an interest in what 
others do, and joint activity’ (p. 116), leading to teacher improvements. Last, 
school diversity policies, which have increased in importance recently, influence 
how the concept of diversity is viewed within a school (Celeste et al. 2019) and 
might thus influence teacher behaviour.

The second level of possible influence on ITC is the classroom level. In this 
study, we make a clear distinction between characteristics at 1) classroom level, 
consisting of teachers (their characteristics and dispositions) and pedagogies 
(way of teaching), and 2) teaching (a process in which teacher behaviour 
including ITC is manifested), which is here the outcome variable (Scheerens 
and Blömeke 2016) (Figure 1).

Pre-existing teacher characteristics are part of the classroom-level influences, 
although these factors sometimes go beyond the classroom in influencing 
teaching. However, teacher characteristics become visible in how teachers 
offer curriculum and content and are therefore considered part of the class-
room-level in this study. First, some researchers (Creemers 1994; Day et al. 2006; 
Huberman 1989; Scheerens 1992) refer to teacher experience or career stage 
affecting educational effectiveness. Huberman (1989) already described the 
influence of career stages through the career development process. It shows 
that there are distinct teaching career profiles and teachers have different aims 
and dilemmas at various moments in their professional cycle. Steffy and Wolfe 
(2001) reported six distinct phases of teacher development in a life cycle model, 
based on Mezirow’s transformation theory (1997): novice, apprentice, profes-
sional, expert, distinguished, and emeritus. Every phase would lead to specific 
behaviour, tensions, and challenges. These findings indicate that career stage 
and work experience might influence ITC.
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Second, work by Kyriakides and Creemers (2018) and Muijs et al. (2014) 
touches slightly on actual teacher characteristics. These include teacher expec-
tations, and pedagogical and subject knowledge. The context of this study also 
relates to Kiel, Syring, and Weiss (2017), who refer to cultural knowledge as an 
important characteristic for effective teacher behaviour.

Driessen (2015) argued that cultural background should be considered as an 
influential factor for educational effectiveness and that ‘a stronger degree of 
ethnic match [between teachers and students] leads to predominantly positive 
results’ (p. 188). It hints at the interaction between various levels of influence on 
ITC; cultural background of teachers at classroom level and cultural background 
of pupils at school level.

The educational background of teachers is another dimension of teacher 
characteristics that influences teaching behaviour (Brouwer and Korthagen 
2005; Mincu 2015). Brouwer and Korthagen (2005) contend that student teaching 
activities during teacher education may impact teacher behaviour. In particular, 
study abroad (SA) as a teaching activity, part of a teacher education programme, 
appears to influence teaching effectiveness (Anderson et al. 2006; Authors 2019; 
Harris et al. 2018; Kuh, O’Donnell, and Reed 2013; Quezada 2004) and could be 
recognised in the context of the Basic Model of school effectiveness (Scheerens 
and Blömeke 2016). As SA could offer teachers the relevant insights into other 
cultures, ways of teaching, and opportunities for international collaboration, it 
might result in more effective ITC. This is also highlighted by other studies 
(Biraimah and Jotia 2013; Cushner and Mahon 2002; Klein and Wikan 2019; Lee 
2011) that show the connection between SA learning outcomes and ITC dimen-
sions. Namely, SA outcomes include results like appreciation for curricular materi-
als, growth in use of teaching methods, empathy development, and openness. 
Our previous studies show a significant difference between teachers with and 
without SA regarding openness and the use of storytelling within primary schools.

Pedagogies, the other part of the classroom level, might also influence ITC. 
They include classroom composition, aspects of climate (rules, support), class 
size, and match of teachers and classes (Scheerens 2007). Kyriakides and 
Creemers (2018) describe eight factors for teachers’ instructional role in the 
classroom which influence teacher behaviour: orientation, structuring, ques-
tioning, teaching, application, management of time, teacher role in making 
classroom a learning environment, and classroom assessment. Kyriakides, 
Creemers, and Panayiotou (2018) describe these factors in more depth and 
emphasise that the teaching context should be considered when measuring 
these factors. Azigwe et al. (2016) claim that these factors have statistically 
significant effects on student achievement, more so than school characteristics. 
Hattie’s work (2003) on teacher effectiveness shows overlap with the eight 
factors of Kyriakides and Creemers (2018). They argue that teachers are most 
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powerful in creating educational effectiveness and that this includes factors 
such as giving feedback, questioning, teacher style, and creating a safe learning 
environment.

The five dimensions of ITC that we measured in our previous study are 
considered to be related to characteristics on school and classroom level. 
These ITC dimensions are here the outcome variables. As teachers need to 
respond to the challenges of intercultural learning environments, the dimen-
sions openness, classroom management, enriched lesson design, social initia-
tive, and storytelling are essential. These ITC dimensions are necessary aspects 
of teacher behaviour and include aspects of open-mindedness, cultural intelli-
gence, intercultural competencies, differentiation and communication strate-
gies, student-centred learning approaches, and general classroom management 
skills to create a safe learning environment and trust as a foundational compe-
tency for ITC (Dimitrov and Haque 2016). Kiel, Syring, and Weiss (2017) argue 
that classroom practices should include aspects of competencies which follow 
values such as tolerance and acceptance of diversity. An intercultural competent 
teacher should be able to transfer their attitudes to modelling appropriate 
behaviour to their students and should help pupils deal with uncertainty 
involved in exploring difference and perspective taking (Dimitrov and Haque 
2016). This aligns with the school and teaching policy of Multiculturalism 
(Celeste et al. 2019) which focuses on including diversity in curriculum and 
instruction. All these aspects are included in the concept of ITC.

This research approaches ITC as essential for contemporary education and used 
EER to identify possible influential factors at school and classroom level. Our 
literature review shows that many factors are related to Educational 
Effectiveness. However, it is less clear how these factors influence the cultural 
aspect of teaching and in specific ITC. Therefore, this study investigated the 
possible relationship between characteristics at school and classroom level, and 
five ITC dimensions relevant for the Dutch primary teaching context: openness, 
classroom management, enriched lesson design, social initiative, and storytelling. 
Our model (Figure 1) illustrates the assumed relationships between the variables.

Methods

This descriptive study used a quantitative design to explore possible relationships 
between characteristics at school and classroom level and ITC dimensions 
(Figure 1). Respondents of this study reported on their teacher behaviour through 
a cross-sectional survey. The survey was first pilot-tested among teachers.

We sent participation invitations by email to 553 primary schools throughout 
the Netherlands. The email explained the research goals and the voluntary 
nature of the study, and included the link to the survey. All respondents signed 
the consent form digitally before being able to proceed.
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Our final sample consisted of 155 teachers from primary schools in the 
Netherlands (89% female). The age of the teachers in our sample varied: The 
largest group (28%) was aged 20–29 and the second largest group (22%) was 50– 
59. Mostly, respondents indicated they worked in a particularly homogeneous 
school. However, 20% of the teachers responded that they worked in a school 
with great to extreme ethnic diversity. Forty-one teachers had SA experiences 
during their teacher education, varying from short-term (n = 14, < 4 weeks), to 
medium and long-term (n = 27). All respondents of this study completed their 
Teacher Education (TE) in the Netherlands, yet, the graduation year varied sig-
nificantly (e.g. some respondents graduated 5 years ago, whereas another 
respondent completed their TE programme 40 years ago). Therefore, the content 
of the TE programme and the level of training on the intercultural teaching 
competency among respondents also varied. Although the current educator’s 
competency profile includes some behavioural indicators linked to intercultural 
aspects of the teaching profession (e.g. being able to differentiate based on 
a diverse pupil population), until today, there are no explicit references to inter-
cultural teaching competencies. Yet, the Ministry of Education, Culture, and 
Science did discuss more recent developments in terms of internationalisation 
with teachers, but concluded that the prerogative of how to implement these 
topics are made at the school level. This might lead to additional, but potentially 
varied, competency requirements for teachers. Also, TE programmes differ in 
how, and to what extent, they cover topics such as intercultural competencies 
and other learning outcomes of internationalisation in their programmes. Some 
TE programmes explicitly discuss topics such as superdiversity and identity while 
others describe this more broadly in terms of being aware of diverse socio- 
cultural backgrounds of pupils (HBO Bachelors, forthcoming). This might be the 
result of the location of the TE programme and the context in which graduates 
eventually work, as, for instance, Fukkink and Oostdam (2016) argued that 
teachers who end up working in larger cities – the urban professionals – need 
adapted teacher training with enhanced focus on diversity.

We conducted block-wise linear regression analyses to investigate the pos-
sible relationship between factors of EER at school and classroom level and ITC 
dimensions in the context of Dutch primary education. We looked at school and 
classroom characteristics as groups of independent variables and how these 
were separately related to every ITC dimension (five dependent variables) 
through block-wise regression analyses using SPSS.

The school characteristics items included the ethnic composition of the pupil 
population (1: primarily homogeneous Dutch – 5: primarily homogeneous other) 
and the school locale (1 = village, 2 = small city, 3 = large city). In addition, we 
investigated the factors school support (Cronbach’s Alpha .73, consisting of three 
items of support: school leader, administrative, and teaching assistant) and 
professional freedom (Cronbach’s Alpha .67; consisting of four items: professional 
development opportunities, professional initiative, collaboration, and curriculum 
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development time). These were assessed by asking how satisfied the respondents 
felt using a six point-Likert scale (1: totally disagree – 6: totally agree). We also 
included three measurements to explore school profile (yes/no) in terms of 
religion, level of internationalisation, and interculturality. Table 1 shows the 
means and standard deviations of all variables at the school level.

At the classroom level we investigated the teacher characteristics (gender, age) 
and secondly, the pedagogies, which were examined through items on a six point- 
Likert scale in terms of student-centred learning approaches and structuring style. 
The items in the survey were both general and focused on intercultural aspects of 
teaching, to accommodate the varying levels of interculturality within the respon-
dents' classrooms. Statements such as ‘My role as a teacher is only to facilitate pupils 
in their own learning journey’ (student-centred learning) and ‘I always use the same 
teaching method in my lessons’ (structuring style) were part of this category. Table 2 
shows the means and standard deviations of all variables at the classroom level.

Finally, the five ITC dimensions were investigated with the help of a six 
point-Likert scale. The teachers reflected on items related to the ITC dimen-
sions and mentioned to which extent they agreed or disagreed. This part of 
the survey included items from validated instruments (MPQ short form of Van 
der Zee et al. 2013; CPSA of Borgmeier, Loman, and Hara 2016; Cultural 
Intelligence Scale of Ang, Rockstuhl, and Tan 2015; Ang and Van Dyne 2008). 
The items described precise behaviour to increase the self-perception accu-
racy, as specific measures tend to yield higher correlations with actual perfor-
mance (Hertzog et al. 2000; Swann, Chang-Schneider, and McClarty 2007). 
Table 3 shows an overview of all dimensions: sample items, number of 
items, and reliabilities.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics school level characteristics: 
Means and standard deviations.

Variable M SD

Ethnic composition pupils 2.35 1.87
School location size 1.58 .78
School support 3.70 1.01
Professional freedom 4.36 .89
School profile Interculturality .10 .29
School profile level Internationalisation .08 .28
School profile religion .32 .47

Table 2. Descriptive statistics classroom level: 
Means and standard deviations.

Variable M SD

Gender 1.09 .29
Age 2.72 1.42
Educational degree 3.29 1.46
Work experience 3.28 1.75
Student-centred learning 4.02 1.17
Structuring 4.18 1.58
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Results

We aimed to explore the relationship between school characteristics as inde-
pendent variables and the ITC dimensions as five groups of dependent vari-
ables. A weak significant relationship (p < .1) appeared between the ITC 
dimension openness and variable location of school (p .07), and the ITC dimen-
sion storytelling and the two variables school profile international (p .08) and 
professional freedom (p .05) (Table 4). None of the school characteristics seemed 
to be related strongly significant to any of the ITC dimensions.

We also investigated the relationship between teacher and pedagogies char-
acteristics as group of independent variables on classroom level and the five ITC 
dimensions as groups of dependent variables. Two of the classroom level vari-
ables (age and student-centred learning) showed a strong significant relationship 
(p < .05) with the ITC dimension openness (p .02, p .004). The classroom level 
characteristics explained 29% of the variance for the ITC dimension classroom 
management. Gender, educational background, and work experience had 
a strong significant relationship with this dimension. The third ITC dimension, 
enriched lesson design, showed a strong significant relationship with student- 
centred learning (p .005) and a weak significant relationship with gender (p .08). 

Table 4. Linear regression results significant school and classroom level characteristics.

Openness Storytelling
Classroom 

management
Enriched lesson 

design
Social 

Initiative

Variable PEV Sig. PEV Sig. PEV Sig. PEV Sig. PEV Sig.

School level 8% 10% 2% 4% 4%
Location school .07* - - - -
Profile international - .08* - - -
Professional freedom - .05* - - -
Classroom level 17% 11% 29% 13% 12%
Age .02** .000** - - -
Student-centred learning .004** - - .05** .05**
Gender - - .001** .08* -
Educational background - - .001** - -
Work experience - .001** .015** - -
International  
experience

.05**

*p < .1, **p < .05

Table 3. Descriptive statistics intercultural teaching competence dimensions.

ITC dimension Sample item
Nr. Of 
items

Cronbach’s 
Alpha Mean

Openness ‘I value talking to pupils and parents with diverse cultural 
backgrounds’

7 .87 4.79

Enriched lesson 
design

‘I integrate self-selected materials and learning content in 
my lessons to facilitate pupils’ needs’

11 .80 4.91

Classroom 
Management

‘I include clear routines in my lessons’ 8 .74 5.20

Social initiative ‘I like to take initiative’ 7 .72 4.82
Storytelling ‘I use storytelling to teach pupils about aspects of life’ 3 .88 3.81
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Twelve percent of the variance could be explained by the classroom level char-
acteristics for the fourth ITC dimension social initiative, in which student-centred 
learning and international experience mattered the most by showing a strong 
significance (both p .05). Age and work experience were two strong significant 
variables for the last ITC dimension storytelling. Table 4 gives an overview of the 
weak and strong significant variables at both school and classroom level.

Conclusions and discussion

This research investigated the relationship between factors of Educational 
Effectiveness Research in terms of school and classroom characteristics and 
Intercultural Teaching Competence’ dimensions. By linking these two streams 
of research in our model, we provided a new picture on the relationship 
between the various factors, and, thereby, broadened the existing knowledge 
in these fields. To our knowledge, EER has not often (Panayiotou et al. 2014) 
been focused on the intercultural aspect of teaching, even though ITC is 
essential for teachers in contemporary multicultural classrooms.

Using our survey data from 155 Dutch primary school teachers, we found 
that our classroom characteristics were able to explain substantially more 
variation in ITC dimensions than the school characteristics. This is in line with 
research of, among others, Azigwe et al. (2016), Hattie (2003), Kyriakides, 
Campbell, and Gagatsis (2000), and Scheerens and Bosker (1997), who also 
claim that the classroom level is more important than the school level in 
terms of explaining the variance, although their dependent variable was 
student achievement instead of ITC. In our study, the classroom character-
istics especially explained variation for classroom management (29%), while 
this was only 2% for the school characteristics. Also, the influence of class-
room characteristics on openness (17%), in which age and student-centred 
learning were significant variables, differed greatly with the school character-
istics (8%). This is an important finding, as openness is a crucial aspect of 
teaching in multicultural settings and the largest category for intercultural 
school development in a broader sense (Kiel, Syring, and Weiss 2017). It thus 
seems that, even though a school organisation wants to become more 
intercultural, the starting point of improvement of openness is teacher’s 
development, as teacher characteristics show a greater relationship with 
ITC. The low amount of explained variation for the school characteristics on 
the ITC dimensions could be that the teachers in our study experienced 
a sufficient level of professional freedom (M 4.36; Table 2) to make their 
own teaching decisions, independently of the school’s profile or policy.

Student-centred learning, as part of the classroom level, was one variable 
showing significant relationships with openness, enriched lesson design, and 
social initiative. This is thus an important aspect of teaching in our sample. 
Increased focus on pupil’s needs rather than prescribed lesson plans allows for 
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more attention to the level of diversity in a classroom. This finding is in line with 
Herzog-Punzenberger et al. (2020), who claim that responding in different 
(assessment) ways to pupils is mostly affected by teacher characteristics, rather 
than school policies. Also, Baeten et al. (2010) show the importance of the 
teachers at classroom level for student-centred learning. They argued that, if 
teachers are oriented towards students and change their conceptions, students 
are inclined to use a deeper learning approach. Such students are more intrin-
sically motivated and show higher engagement in learning tasks.

Following research of the influence of teacher experience and career stage 
affecting educational effectiveness (Creemers 1994; Day et al. 2006; Huberman 
1989; Scheerens 1992), we explored the relationships between educational 
background, work experience, and ITC. These factors showed a significant 
relationship with classroom management, yet, did not show a strong connec-
tion with any other ITC dimension. This could be explained by beginning 
teacher dilemmas, as teachers have different aims and dilemmas at various 
moments in their professional cycle (Huberman 1989). At the beginning of 
their career, teachers might be mostly focused on classroom management 
and do not yet feel the professional freedom to include elements of other ITC 
dimensions in their teaching.

However, Brouwer and Korthagen (2005) argue that the influence of the 
school context, rather than pre-service programmes, is more powerful in 
terms of classroom management. When teachers face large groups of pupils 
who need to be disciplined in ways discrepant with their personal preferences, 
the school characteristics overrule personal teacher characteristics. It might be, 
though, that the relationship between educational background and ITC 
becomes more apparent after some years of working experience (Brouwer 
and Korthagen 2005; Wubbels and Korthagen 1990), until teachers find the 
freedom to teach more authentic and ‘have developed more of the instructional 
and educative competence they need to put their ideals into practice’ (Brouwer 
and Korthagen 2005). This could explain why educational background was not 
showing a strong significant relationship with the other ITC dimensions, since 
most respondents (28%) were aged 20–29.

The ITC dimension storytelling showed significant relationships with an 
international profile of the school and professional freedom at the school 
level, and with age and work experience at the classroom level. Storytelling 
could be an aspect of multiculturalism (Celeste et al. 2019) and as 
a differentiation and communication strategy as part of ITC (Dimitrov and 
Haque 2016) as reaction to the level of classroom diversity. This might explain 
the connection between an international profile and professional freedom in 
a school and storytelling in the classroom. The combination of storytelling and 
student-centred learning approaches as significant variables on different ITC 
dimensions, could also be highlighted. A teacher might use storytelling as 
a way of student-centred teaching, as this could make pupils’ learning more 
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personal, could reduce stigma in intercultural settings (Kimball et al. 2016), 
and might help pupils to understand human behaviour (Bledsoe and 
Setterlund 2020). Therefore, this outcome is an important finding for ITC in 
primary education.

To conclude, our research findings show a significant relationship between 
classroom characteristics and various ITC dimensions. This sheds light on EER in 
terms of intercultural aspects of teaching. However, intercultural teaching might 
concern a combination of teachers’ work, lives, and experience (Day et al. 2006). 
There might thus be an interaction between school, classroom and even exter-
nal factors and ITC dimensions. It is, however, beyond the scope of this paper to 
investigate the interaction between all characteristics.

Limitations

Several limitations of this study need to be considered. Firstly, survey data were 
collected at one time. Thus, teachers might not have scored high on some items 
of the survey because they had not experienced the described situations 
recently, because Stronger correlations exist when the questions are asked 
right after the specific performance or behaviour (Ackerman and Wolman 
2007). Also, mood, availability of time, and realistic self-image may have had 
an effect. Secondly, the direction of the relationships between our variables 
stays unclear. Although we based our assumptions on EER that school and 
classroom characteristics lead to ITC dimensions, an international experience 
might lead a teacher to show more openness, or a greater openness increases 
the likelihood to engage in international experiences. Finally, the extent of 
homogeneity of classrooms and teachers may have reduced the range of out-
comes of the use of ITC in primary education.

Implications for research and practice

We support Hattie’s (2003, 3) claim that we should ‘focus on the greatest 
source of variance that can make the difference – the teacher -’ in order to 
be effective in teaching multicultural groups of pupils. We therefore need to 
optimise this influence by including more intercultural aspects into teacher 
education, as educational background also seems to have an impact on ITC 
(Table 4), although this may take time (Brouwer and Korthagen 2005; 
Wubbels and Korthagen 1990). Some initiatives have arisen in Europe to 
train teacher educators on this topic (Dumcius et al. 2017). Further research 
could investigate the interrelationship between various levels of influence 
on ITC and could explore the ITC dimensions in other educational contexts, 
since, for instance Kyriakides, Creemers, and Panayiotou (2018) describe that 
the teaching context should be considered when measuring the EER factors. 
This work has shown that consideration of the various levels, as recognised 
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by EER, require further investigation beyond the ultimate dependent vari-
able of student outcomes, since these levels may assert diverse influences 
on one another.
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