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Introduction

Schools represent one of the first contexts in which youth experience a wide range of ethnic and cultural diversity and form their
views of the surrounding world (Schwarzenthal et al., 2018). Therefore, schools stand at the forefront of cultural exchanges
(Verkuyten, 2022), and the success of diversity integration relies on the ability of school institutions to foster a climate in which
teachers support contact and cooperation between adolescents with (i.e., adolescents or at least one of their parents were born outside
the host country; European Commission, 2023) and without (i.e., youth and their parents were born in the country in which they
currently live) a migrant background, provide equal treatment for all students, and show interest in children’s cultural backgrounds
(Schachner et al., 2016). An inclusive diversity climate can influence the adjustment of adolescents (for a review, see Wang et al.,
2020). However, while the effects of a positive school diversity climate on academic achievement have been highlighted among
students with and without a migrant background (e.g., Schachner et al., 2019), limited attention is given to their social well-being,
defined as the individuals’ sense of commonality and confidence in their positive contributions to society and trust in other people
and institutions (Keyes, 1998, 2005). A school climate that promotes contact and cooperation among culturally diverse students could
also lead to positive intergroup relationships (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006), which, in turn, may have positive effects on the well-being of
adolescents despite their cultural background (for a review, see Marinucci et al., 2021). At the same time, other school-related factors
may play a key role in shaping the association between school diversity climate and adolescents’ academic achievement and social
well-being. In particular, the sense of school belonging, defined as the feeling of being supported by others and integrated within the
school environment (Willms, 2003), may serve as a crucial factor in explaining how a positive school diversity climate can promote the
academic achievement (e.g., grade point average) and social well-being of students with and without a migrant background (e.g.,
Schachner et al., 2021). Given the complexity and dynamic nature of these processes, longitudinal approaches are essential to
capturing how school diversity climates influence students’ developmental trajectories over time, enabling a more nuanced under-
standing of the mechanisms involved, including potential mediation effects such as those related to school belonging (Cole & Maxwell,
2003). Based on these premises, this longitudinal study examined how a positive school diversity climate influences the academic
achievement (e.g., grade point average) and social well-being of students with and without a migrant background over time, as well as
the mediating role of school belonging.

Beyond classrooms: Bridging the gap from inclusive schools to inclusive societies

Worldwide, schools have become contexts characterized by increasing ethnic and cultural diversity. Italy, where the current study
was conducted, is among the European countries with a significant percentage of students with a migrant background (11.2 % of the
school population; Ministero della Pubblica Istruzione [MIUR], 2024). Pupils with a migrant background come from various countries,
mainly Eastern Europe (e.g., Romania, Albania, and Ukraine), North Africa (e.g., Morocco), and Asia (e.g., China), and most of them
are second-generation immigrants (66.4 %; Ministero della Pubblica Istruzione, 2022). Emilia-Romagna, the regional context of this
study, records the highest number of adolescents from migrant backgrounds in both the general (Regione Emilia-Romagna, 2022) and
school (Ministero della Pubblica Istruzione, 2022) populations compared to all other Italian regions.

Increased diversity of schools can significantly influence youth’s experiences in this context, impacting their academic and socio-
emotional development (Eccles & Roeser, 2011). Adolescents with a migrant background face not only developmental tasks, such as
forming and consolidating their identity (Crocetti et al., 2023), but also acculturative tasks related to navigating across multiple
cultural systems (Motti-Stefanidi, 2023). Overcoming these challenges becomes complex as these students are often in schools with
fewer material resources (e.g., a shortage of technology materials) or with a higher concentration of academically struggling students,
which may affect their access to tertiary education and increase the chances of academic drop-outs (European Commission, European
Education and Culture, & Executive Agency, 2023). Moreover, when examining the consequences of a highly diverse environment, it is
essential to consider also the majority group (Kunst et al., 2021). Indeed, both individuals with and without a migrant background may
perceive the changes resulting from the high degree of ethnic and cultural diversity as a threat, which could lead to more intergroup
tensions instead of harmony (Meeusen et al., 2019). Therefore, how schools deal with this high concentration of diversity could make a
difference in overcoming adverse outcomes and facilitating the academic achievement and social well-being of all their students.

Schools can positively manage the high concentration of ethnic and cultural diversity by fostering a climate where teachers provide
support for contact and cooperation and equal treatment for students with and without a migrant background (Schachner et al., 2016).
However, treating students in the same way could be a double-edged sword, flattening adolescents’ cultural differences and favoring
an assimilation process of students with a migrant background into the mainstream culture rather than embracing cultural pluralism
(Karatas et al., 2023; Schachner et al., 2019). Relatedly, teachers’ interest in children’s cultural backgrounds could promote an open
exchange and communication between students’ various cultures, leading to perceiving cultural diversity as a worthwhile learning
opportunity (Schwarzenthal et al., 2018; Thijs & Verkuyten, 2013). Yet, it is important to recognize that such inclusive practices are
not simply the result of top-down policy mandates but rather the outcome of complex processes of policy enactment, rather than
implementation, whereby teachers and schools translate policy ideas into situated and context-sensitive practices (Braun et al., 2010,
2011). These processes are shaped by a combination of factors, such as school culture, material resources, local demographics, and
professional values, which influence how diversity-related policies are concretely applied in classrooms (Ball et al., 2011). Ultimately,
it is the interaction between institutional conditions and individual agency that determines whether school diversity climate can
effectively promote positive outcomes for students with and without a migrant background (Baysu et al., 2023; Schachner et al., 2019).
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School diversity climate and adolescents’ academic achievement

Academic achievement is mostly described in terms of grade point averages and serves as a pivotal gauge for all students’ adaptation
and social mobility (for a review, see York et al., 2019). Adolescents’ academic achievement has important implications for their
current adjustment (e.g., life satisfaction; Clark & Malecki, 2019) and future challenges (e.g., occupational goals; Zhao et al., 2019).
Academic and social adaptation are intertwined, especially for students with a migrant background. As these students reach positive
outcomes in their educational paths, they are more likely to overcome acculturative tasks (e.g., intercultural competence; Novikova
et al., 2022), successfully adjust to society (Zhang et al., 2022), and attain a higher social status (Fang, 2020). Furthermore, in a
positive loop, the more youth are integrated into society, the higher their academic achievement (Berry & Hou, 2017).

Nevertheless, students with a migrant background often report lower academic achievement (European Commission, European
Education and Culture, & Executive Agency, 202.3). This disparity can be partially explained by a combination of individual, structural,
and contextual factors that may hinder their academic performance. At the individual level, challenges such as limited language
proficiency or differences in prior educational experiences can affect students’ ability to engage with the curriculum and fully
participate in classroom interactions (Koehler & Schneider, 2019). At the structural and contextual levels, institutional inequalities,
such as disparities in resource allocation, tracking practices, and access to high-quality instruction, can create barriers to academic
success (for a review, see Isik et al., 2018). In this vein, students with a migrant background are often disproportionately represented in
lower tracks (e.g., vocational) with fewer resources, which contributes to reduced academic expectations and achievement and more
limited access to high-quality instruction and positive peer interactions, compared to students placed in higher school tracks (e.g., Ma,
2019; Nishen et al., 2023). Together, these factors at different levels help explain why students with a migrant background may face
additional obstacles in achieving academic parity with their majority peers. Moreover, these conditions heighten the risk of experi-
encing academic failure, which can adversely affect adolescents’ well-being (Motti-Stefanidi, 2019). Such failures are more likely to
occur when students with a migrant background experience discrimination and feel unsupported in the school environment (Baysu
et al., 2023).

In schools where teachers support contact between adolescents, treat students equally, and show interest in students’ cultural
background, the risk of experiencing these failures decreases, leaving space for better academic outcomes (Baysu et al., 2023;
Schachner et al., 2019, 2021). Similarly, a school context that promotes multiculturalism policies, acknowledging and valuing cultural
diversity and integrating it into the curriculum and instruction, while offering positive intergroup contact experiences, can boost the
academic achievement of students with a migrant background (Konings et al., 2023, 2024; Phalet & Baysu, 2020), thereby reducing
achievement gaps with the majority group (Celeste et al., 2019). Remarkably, the positive effects of a diversity-supportive climate
extend beyond students with a migrant background. Prior research has highlighted that a school-inclusive climate can contribute to
higher academic achievement of all students, regardless of their migrant background (Schachner et al., 2019, 2021). Thus, schools’
approach to diversity represents a significant factor for better adaptation among students with and without a migrant background, not
only at the academic level but also in the broader social context.

School diversity climate and adolescents’ social well-being

Adolescents are embedded in a context characterized by multiple layers, such as micro- (e.g., family) and macro-systems (e.g.,
society; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2007), and have experiences with several institutions (Emler & Reicher, 1987). Schools represent
one of the first institutions youth engage with (Rubini & Palmonari, 2022). Therefore, students’ future relationships and orientation
toward the surrounding world might also depend on how they perceive and relate to this first institution. Understanding their re-
sponsibilities and the expectations of school authorities, such as teachers, offers adolescents valuable insights into their societal roles
(Rubini & Palmonari, 2022). The enhancement of their social skills, increased awareness of their role, and more frequent interaction
with institutions could, therefore, impact adolescents’ sense of integration in the broader society.

In this vein, schools can influence adolescents’ social well-being, referring to individuals’ sense of belonging and active social
engagement (Keyes, 1998). More precisely, social well-being refers to the degree to which individuals feel connected to the groups and
society they belong to, and perceive themselves as capable of making meaningful contributions to the common good. It encompasses
trust in others, positive interpersonal attitudes, and the capacity to understand and evaluate the quality, organization, and functioning
of the social world, as well as to derive meaning from social events (Keyes, 1998, 2005).

Whether adolescents trust the school institution and its key actors (e.g., classmates) can significantly impact their social well-being
(Albarello et al., 2021; Pilkauskaite-Valickiene & Gabrialaviciute, 2015). This could be particularly important for students with a
migrant background, given the challenges they face in the integration process (Motti-Stefanidi, 2019; Zhang et al., 2022). So far, most
studies have focused on the effects of school diversity climate on the adjustment of students with a migrant background, considering,
for instance, their mental health (e.g., depression; Schachner et al., 2016), life satisfaction (e.g., Schachner et al., 2019, 2021), and
self-esteem (e.g., Oczlon et al., 2021). Studies that have taken a social stance have explored the association between school climate and
the social adjustment of students with a migrant background in terms of whether they successfully overcome acculturative tasks (e.g.,
intercultural competence, Schwarzenthal et al., 2020; language skills, Yough et al., 2024).

In contrast, limited empirical evidence exists regarding the impact of a positive school diversity climate on adolescents from the
majority group and their social well-being. However, a climate where contact and cooperation among students from diverse back-
grounds are supported can foster cross-group friendships and positive intergroup experiences (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006). These
intimate relationships, along with the promotion of multicultural policies (Phalet & Baysu, 2020), can mitigate prejudices and foster
positive outcomes for adolescents’ social well-being, regardless of their backgrounds (for a review, see Marinucci et al., 2021). At the
same time, a school diversity climate characterized by high levels of respect is associated with a greater perceived collective voice for
all students (Gale & Phalet, 2024), which reflects a form of empowerment among individuals in socially subordinate or hierarchically
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disadvantaged positions (Maton, 2008). This sense of empowerment may ultimately contribute to the social well-being of students
with and without a migrant background by fostering a sense of community, promoting social justice, and driving positive change
(Marchandise et al., 2024). Thus, to advance the understanding of factors enhancing adolescents’ social integration, it is crucial to
examine whether promoting a school diversity climate can foster the social well-being of students with and without a migrant
background and which mechanisms underlie this association.

Unveiling the mechanism: The role of school belonging

How can a diversity climate promote adolescents’ academic achievement and social well-being? To address this question, it might
be useful to tackle the role of school belonging. Adolescents’ school belonging can be defined as the subjective perception of being
accepted, respected, included, and supported within the school environment, both by peers and adults (Slaten et al., 2016). More than
a simple sense of attachment, it represents a multidimensional construct involving emotional, cognitive, and relational components
that reflect the quality of adolescents’ integration into the school community (Willms, 2003). As such, school belonging can be
conceived as a bridge facilitating the transition from adapting to the specific school context to achieving broader social well-being
(Albarello et al., 2021), as well as prosocial behaviors (Allen et al., 2021).

Prior research has highlighted a divide in the sense of school belonging between youth with and without a migrant background.
Specifically, students with a migrant background generally report lower levels of school belonging than their native peers (Chan et al.,
2023). Thus, it is important to understand which contextual conditions can bridge the gap between students with and without a
migrant background and foster their academic achievement and social well-being.

Schools can enhance the sense of belonging in this context among students with a migrant background by fostering a positive
climate toward diversity. Evidence showed that the more schools promote an inclusive climate, in which multiculturalism policies are
promoted, the more adolescents with a migrant background report high levels of school belonging (Heikamp et al., 2020; Konings
et al., 2023, 2024), thereby reducing the gap with majority students (Celeste et al., 2019). At the same time, the perception of an
equality-based school climate fosters high levels of teacher support and low levels of teacher rejection, which in turn are associated
with better school outcomes, especially among students with a migrant background, such as increased emotional engagement, stronger
school belonging, and greater compliance (Baysu et al., 2021). Remarkably, the positive effects of an inclusive diversity climate on
school belonging appear to extend beyond the students with a migrant background. Specifically, evidence shows that a positive school
diversity climate (Schachner et al., 2019), rather than a discriminatory one (Baysu et al., 2023), can enhance the school belonging for
all students, regardless of their migrant background.

Promoting greater school belonging is of utmost importance, considering its numerous beneficial effects. High levels of school
belonging are associated with students’ higher academic achievement (e.g., better grades in mathematics; Schachner et al., 2021),
more positive attitudes towards learning (Baysu et al., 2023), and reduced school drop-out rates (for a meta-analysis, see Korpershoek
et al., 2020). These positive effects apply especially to students with a migrant background and extend to their majority peers (for a
review, see Slaten et al., 2016).

Beyond the positive influence on academic achievements, evidence highlighted associations between school belonging and ado-
lescents’ well-being. School belonging has been linked to higher life satisfaction, positive emotional well-being, and lower behavioral
problems (Arslan et al., 2020). This attachment to the school seems to play a significant role in the social well-being of adolescents with
a migrant background. Specifically, the more these students feel they belong to the school environment, the higher their social
well-being is (Hurem et al., 2021). However, it is not entirely clear how school belonging can influence the social well-being of all
students, regardless of their background.

Considering these positive effects on adolescents’ psychosocial adjustment, school belonging can be conceived as a possible
mediator of the relation between school diversity climate and students’ academic achievement and social well-being. Evidence showed
that adolescents’ high level of school belonging mediates the effects of the positive diversity climate on different indicators of academic
achievement of students with and without a migrant background, such as math and reading scores (e.g., Schachner et al., 2021), grades
in main curriculum subjects (Schachner et al., 2019), and academic engagement (Heikamp et al., 2020). Furthermore, a mediating
effect of school belonging on the social skills of students with a migrant background has been documented (In et al., 2019). However, it
is still unclear whether the school diversity climate could directly and indirectly promote, via school belonging, the academic
achievement and social well-being of students with and without a migrant background. To better capture these potential mediation
processes, longitudinal research is needed, as it allows for the examination of temporal sequences and cascade mechanisms (Cole &
Maxwell, 2003), thereby clarifying whether school diversity climates can foster students’ sense of school belonging, which in turn can
influence later academic achievement and social well-being.

The current study

Adolescents’ psychosocial adjustment is profoundly influenced by their school experience. While evidence on the positive link
between school diversity climate and academic achievement has been provided for both students with and without a migrant back-
ground, the focus on social adjustment has been primarily on those with a migrant background and on their acculturative tasks. Thus, it
is still unclear whether the school diversity climate can directly and indirectly, via school belonging, influence the academic
achievement and social well-being of all students. In light of this knowledge gap, the purpose of the current longitudinal study was to
examine how each dimension of school diversity climate (i.e., perceived teachers’ support for contact and cooperation, equal treat-
ment, and interest in children’s cultural backgrounds) influences over time the academic achievement and social well-being of students
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with and without a migrant background, and whether school belonging mediates these associations and youth’s migrant background
moderates them.

Methods
Participants

Participants for this study were drawn from the ongoing longitudinal project IDENTITIES “Managing identities in diverse societies:
A developmental intergroup perspective with adolescents” following adolescents for four waves across one year. For the purpose of the
current study, only youth who completed the questionnaire at the beginning of the study (T1) were included. This resulted in a total of
1156 adolescents (Mage = 15.69, SDage = 1.20 at T1, 51.65 % females) from two age groups: first- (49.44 %, Mage = 14.61, SD,ge = 0.48)
or third-year (50.56 %, Mage = 16.75, SDage = 0.61) students from secondary high schools located in the North-East of Italy (i.e.,
Emilia-Romagna region). Most adolescents had an Italian background (79.69 %, Mage = 15.64, SDage = 1.14), while the remaining
(20.31 %, Mage = 15.92, SD,ge = 1.38) had a migrant background (i.e., either they were born outside Italy or at least one of their
parents was born outside Italy). Most of the adolescents with a migrant background in the current study come from Eastern-Europe (e.
g., Albania; 35.90 %), Asia (e.g., Pakistan; 26.92 %), and Africa (e.g., Nigeria; 24.36 %), the remaining come from America (e.g.,
United States; 7.7 %), Western-Europe (e.g., Germany; 3.84 %), and Oceania (i.e., Australia; 1.28 %). Furthermore, most were second-
generation immigrants (68.80 %), while the remaining were first-generation immigrants (31.20 %). Thus, the ethnic composition of
the current sample is consistent with recent migration statistics specific to the national and regional school context (Ministero della
Pubblica Istruzione, 2022).

Students were enrolled in different school tracks. Specifically, some attended a university-oriented track (45.63 %), followed by
those enrolled in a technical (31.86 %) and a vocational (22.51 %) school. Regarding parents’ educational level, approximately half of
the adolescents’ mothers (47.59 %) had a medium educational level (i.e., high school diploma), while some (33.21 %) had a high (i.e.,
university degree or higher) and a few (19.20 %) a low (i.e., up to middle school diploma) educational level. Concerning fathers, most
of them (47.45 %) had a medium educational level, followed by those with low (28.14 %) and high (24.41 %) educational levels.

Most adolescents participated in all four assessments (53.63 %), while almost all (87.11 %) completed at least two assessments. The
completion rate at the item level was very high at the first (89.88 %), at the second and third assessments (59.95 %) that were
combined for further analyses (see below), as well as at the fourth and final (58.82 %) wave. The Little’s (1988) Missing Completely at
Random (MCAR) test conducted on the study variables (i.e., perceived school diversity climate, school belonging, academic
achievement, and social well-being) yielded a normed 2 (y%/df = 1316.08/1833) of 0.72, indicating that data were likely missing
completely at random. Therefore, the total sample of 1156 adolescents was included in the analyses, and missing data were handled
with the Full Information Maximum Likelihood (FIML) procedure available in Mplus (Kelloway, 2015).

Procedure

The present study was approved by the Ethics Committee of the Alma Mater University of Bologna (Italy) as part of the ERC-
Consolidator project IDENTITIES “Managing identities in diverse societies: A developmental intergroup perspective with adoles-
cents”. This ongoing longitudinal research involves adolescents from several high schools in Italy. Schools were selected through a
stratified (by track and level of urbanization) randomized method, and principals were approached to present the project. Upon their
approval, the study was presented to students and their parents, who received written and detailed information. Parents provided
active consent for underage adolescents, while older youth provided their active consent to participate in the project. Underage youth
also provided their assent to take part in the study. Adolescents were informed that participation was voluntary and that they could
withdraw their consent anytime.

The ERC-Consolidator project IDENTITIES started in 2022 and included multiple annual, monthly, and daily assessments. The
current study used adolescents’ data from four assessment points (i.e., T1: January/February 2022; T2: April/May 2022; T3:
September/October 2022; and T4: January/February 2023). These assessment points spanned across one solar year and two academic
years. More specifically, the first and second waves occurred in the middle and at the end of adolescents’ first or third high school year,
respectively, while the third and the fourth assessments occurred at the beginning and in the middle of their following year (i.e., second
or fourth), respectively. At each wave, adolescents completed online questionnaires on Qualtrics during school hours, with researchers
and research assistants present in the classroom to answer any questions. Adolescents were required to create a personal code (unique
to each youth) to pair their answers over time and to protect their anonymity.

Measures

Participants demographics
Participants’ socio-demographic information (e.g., age, sex, nationality) was collected at T1.

Classroom Ethnic Diversity
Archive information concerning the percentage of students with a migrant background in each classroom was obtained from the
school principals at T1.
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Perceived school diversity climate

Adolescents’ perceived teachers’ support for contact and cooperation, equal treatment, and interest in children’s cultural back-
ground were measured at the beginning of the study (T1) with a shortened version of the School Cultural Diversity Climate Scale
(Schachner et al., 2016; for the Italian version, see Karatas et al., 2023). It comprises 11 items that adolescents scored on a 5-point
Likert scale, ranging from 1 (completely false) to 5 (completely true). Sample items include: "Teachers in your class encourage Italian
children and children of immigrant background to help each other with homework" (perceived support for contact and cooperation by
teachers; 4 items, o = .86), "Teachers in your class are equally friendly with Italian children and children of immigrant background"
(perceived equal treatment by teachers; 4 items, @ = .73), and "Teachers in your class are interested in where the students of immigrant
background are from" (perceived interest of teachers in children’s cultural background; 3 items, a = .84).

School belonging

Adolescents’ sense of belonging to the school was assessed at T2 and T3 with the School Belonging scale (Wang et al., 2011). It
includes three items which adolescents scored on a 5-point Likert-type rating scale, ranging from 1 (completely false) to 5 (completely
true). Cronbach’s Alpha were .76 and .77 at T2 and T3, respectively. For the current analysis, these two scores were averaged to capture
the youth’s sense of belonging in between two academic years.

Adolescents’ academic achievement

At both the beginning (T1) and end (T4) of the current study, adolescents were requested to report their school grade average. In
the Italian high school context, grades range from 1 (extremely negative) to 10 (excellent), with 6 (sufficient) being the threshold of
passing mark evaluation.

Adolescents’ social well-being

Social well-being at the beginning (T1) and at the end (T4) of the study was assessed using the social well-being subscale of the
Mental Health Continuum -Short Form (Keyes, 2005; Italian validation by Petrillo et al., 2015). It includes five items (e.g., "How often
did you feel that you had something important to contribute to society?") referred to the last four months, which adolescents rated on a
6-point Likert-type scale from 1 (never) to 6 (every day). Cronbach’s Alphas were.75 and.83 at T1 and T4, respectively.

Results
Preliminary analyses

Descriptive analyses were computed using IBM SPSS Version 29 for Windows. Means, standard deviations, and correlations among
study variables are reported in Table S1 of the Supplemental materials. All the remaining analyses were conducted in Mplus 8.11
(Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2017), using Maximum Likelihood Robust (MLR) estimator (Satorra & Bentler, 2001). Analyses were

conducted using Type = Complex to account for the nested structure of the current data (i.e., students nested within classrooms).
Analyses codes and outputs can be retrieved from https://osf.io/syg6c/.

T1 T2-T3 T4

Perceived Support for
Contact and Cooperation

- Perceived Equal - 078%
Treatment
: 1320
o Perceived Interest in
Students' Cultural
- Background
153wk | 1w
{ School Belonging
098
L20rhe b
Academic Achievement 743wk ———»| Academic Achievement
27150 =

—
/ 091
Social Well-Being 448wk Social Well-Being

Fig. 1. Significant standardized results of the path analysis model. Note. For the sake of clarity, only significant paths and correlations are displayed.
Bold arrows indicate a chain of significant indirect effects. * p < .05; ~ p <.01; * p < .001.
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As a first preliminary step, mean-level changes, and rank-order stability of the outcome measures (i.e., social well-being and ac-
ademic achievement) were examined. Regarding mean-level changes, two repeated measure analyses of variances (ANOVAs) were
conducted. Adolescents displayed a significant increase in their social well-being (F = 200.19, p < .001; #? = .22), but general stability
in academic achievement (F = 0.05, p = .824; ”2 = .00). Regarding rank-order stability, Pearson’s test-retest correlations were
computed (see bolded values in Table S1 of the Supplemental Materials) with coefficients equal or higher than 0.60 indicative of high
stability. As can be inferred, social well-being displayed moderate (r = .50, p < .001), while academic achievement displayed high (r =
.73, p < .001) rank-order stability. Furthermore, as a second preliminary check, longitudinal measurement invariance of the social
well-being scale was examined. Partial metric invariance could be established (see Table S2 of the Supplemental materials), the
minimum requirement for conducting models with observed variables.

Path analysis models

The current study aimed to understand whether adolescents’ perceptions of their school diversity climate would contribute to
changes in their academic achievement and social well-being directly and indirectly, via school belonging, and whether youth’s
migrant background would moderate these influences. To this end, a path analysis model with observed variables was first estimated
on the entire sample. In this model, youth’s perceptions of school diversity climate at the beginning of the study (T1) were included as
predictors of later school belonging and students’ academic achievement and social well-being. Moreover, starting levels (at T1) of
academic achievement and social well-being were included as predictors of later levels of school belonging (at T2-T3) and academic
achievement and social well-being (at T4). Subsequently, this model was replicated in a multigroup framework to examine the
moderating effect of adolescents’ migrant background, and the Wald test statistic was used to identify significant differences in direct
and indirect associations, within-time correlations, and correlated changes among the groups. All models were fully saturated. Sig-
nificant regression paths and correlations are displayed in Fig. 1.

As can be seen, at T1, both perceived equal treatment and support for contact and cooperation were associated with higher levels of
social well-being and academic achievement. Regarding longitudinal direct paths, perceived equal treatment was directly associated
with a small decrease in social well-being. However, it indirectly led to a significant increase in adolescents’ social well-being via its
positive effect on school belonging (standardized indirect effect = .029 [.008, .050], p = .006), which was found to be a strong
predictor of relative increases in social well-being.

Adolescents’ migrant background was found to significantly moderate two direct and one indirect association. Regarding direct
paths, perceived interest of teachers in students’ cultural background at T1 was associated with significantly lower levels of school
belonging for students with a migrant background (f = -.243, p = .010), but not for majority (8 = .003, p = .959) youth (Wald=4.21,
p = .040). Additionally, the effect of school belonging on changes in social well-being was found to be significantly stronger for
students with a migrant background ($ = .382, p < .001) compared to majority (f =.183, p < .001) students (Wald = 4.57, p = .032).
Regarding indirect paths, perceived teachers’ interests in students’ cultural background led to significant decreases in social well-being
of students with a migrant background (indirect effect = -.132 [-.229, — .034], p = .008) but not majority (indirect effect = .001
[-.023,.025], p = .967) adolescents (Wald=6.10, p = .013).

Sensitivity analyses

As ancillary sensitivity analyses, the main path analysis model was tested including participants’ sex, school year at the beginning
of the study (i.e., first or third), and classroom ethnic diversity (i.e., the percentage of students with a migrant background in the class)
as covariates. Specifically, these variables were regressed on all the other variables included in the model. Results are reported in
Table S3 of the Supplemental materials. Being female was associated with higher levels of perceived support for contact and coop-
eration, perceived teachers’ interest in students’ cultural background, and academic achievement at the beginning of the study.
However, it was also linked to lower levels of social well-being at both time points. Moreover, attending the third year of high school
was associated with lower levels of social well-being at T1. Last, classroom ethnic diversity was significantly linked to students’ ac-
ademic achievement and social well-being at T4. Specifically, at higher percentages of students with a migrant background in the
classroom, adolescents reported lower levels of academic achievement and social well-being at the end of the study. Regarding dif-
ferences between the model with and without covariates, a couple of effects (perceived equal treatment T1—social well-being T4;
social well-being T1—academic achievement T4) which were of small dimension (i.e., # < .10) in the main model became non-
significant when accounting for covariates. Additionally, the association from perceived equal treatment to academic achievement,
which was marginally not significant (p = .055) in the main model, became significant when covariates were accounted for. Overall,
results were largely replicated, highlighting the robustness of the current findings.

Discussion

How schools approach diversity is crucial in supporting adolescents’ adjustment to the school context (Schwarzenthal et al., 2018)
and their social integration (Rubini & Palmonari, 2022). While evidence on the link between school diversity climate and academic
achievement has been provided for both students with and without a migrant background (e.g., Schachner et al., 2019, 2021), the
focus on broader adjustment has been primarily on those with a migrant background, examining their psychological well-being (e.g.,
Kutsyuruba et al., 2015; Oczlon et al., 2021; Schachner et al., 2016) and acculturative tasks (e.g., Schwarzenthal et al., 2020; Yough
et al., 2024), rather than their social well-being. In this regard, the current longitudinal study advanced our understanding of how each
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dimension of school diversity climate (i.e., perceived teachers’ support for contact and cooperation, equal treatment, and interest in
children’s cultural backgrounds) influenced over time, directly and indirectly via school belonging, academic achievement and social
well-being of students with and without a migrant background, and whether youth’s migrant background moderated these influences.
Overall, perceived equal treatment by teachers indirectly led to a significant increase in adolescents’ social well-being via its effect on
school belonging. Furthermore, adolescents’ migrant background was found to moderate direct and indirect associations, suggesting
that teachers’ interest in students’ cultural backgrounds might adversely affect their sense of school belonging and social well-being.
These findings highlighted the role of school diversity climate in shaping adolescents’ social well-being, raising awareness of schools’
role in advancing inclusive societies.

Can school diversity climate boost grades and promote social well-being?

As a primary focus, this research sought to investigate the associations between school diversity climate and adolescents’ academic
achievement and social well-being, and whether youth’s migrant background would moderate them. Regarding adolescents’ academic
achievement, results indicated that, at the beginning of the study, the perception of a school climate in which teachers support contact
between adolescents from diverse groups and provide equal treatment to the students was associated with adolescents’ better grade
point average, regardless of their migrant background. These results align with prior cross-sectional evidence highlighting that an
inclusive school diversity climate was associated with higher academic achievement for students with and without a migrant back-
ground (Schachner et al., 2019, 2021). However, it should be noted that most of these studies have examined the associations between
school diversity climate and adolescents’ academic achievement by focusing on specific subjects (e.g., better grades in mathematics;
Schachner et al., 2021) rather than the overall students’ grade point average. Furthermore, when considering longitudinal paths, the
present study showed that such associations disappear, indicating that school diversity climate did not influence students’ academic
achievement over time. Yet, prior longitudinal studies have mostly focused on the link between school diversity climate and ado-
lescents’ educational adjustment in terms of better academic self-concept (Schachner et al., 2016). Considering this, more longitudinal
research is needed to understand how school diversity climate and adolescents’ academic achievement, in terms of overall better grade
point average, are intertwined over time.

Regarding the association between school diversity climate and adolescents’ social well-being, the results indicated that at T1, the
perception of teachers’ support for contact and cooperation and the feelings of being treated equally were associated with higher levels
of adolescents’ social well-being. These associations align with previous cross-sectional findings, indicating that these two dimensions
of school diversity climate were associated with adolescents’ better psychological well-being (e.g., Oczlon et al., 2021) and positive
acculturative tasks (e.g., Schwarzenthal et al., 2020). However, when examining over-time associations, only the relation between
perceived equal treatment and adolescents’ social well-being remained significant but in the opposite direction. Specifically, this
perception was associated with a decrease in adolescents’ social well-being. This finding contrasts with previous longitudinal research,
which found perceived equal treatment to positively affect adolescents’ psychosocial adjustment (Schachner et al., 2016). Never-
theless, in the current study, the negative effect of perceived equal treatment was relatively small and became non-significant when
accounting for covariates. Moreover, this association should also be considered in light of other explanatory mechanisms, such as the
sense of belonging to the school context (Baysu et al., 2023; Schachner et al., 2019).

From inclusive schools to inclusive societies: School belonging as a key mechanism

The influence of school diversity climate on the adolescents’ academic achievement and social well-being needs to be considered,
bearing in mind other crucial factors related to the school and students’ subjective experiences. For this reason, this study assessed
whether school belonging mediates the link between school diversity climate and the academic achievement and social well-being of
students with and without a migrant background. Results indicated that only the perception of teachers’ equal treatment was directly
associated with school belonging and indirectly associated with adolescents’ social well-being. The more adolescents felt treated
equally by their teachers, the higher their sense of school belonging was. Subsequently, the increased attachment to the school led to
higher levels of social well-being among students with and without a migrant background.

This finding, combined with the former one suggesting a negative, albeit small, longitudinal effect of perceived equal treatment on
social well-being, underscores a nuanced role played by this component of the school diversity climate. Being treated equally by
teachers has long-term positive effects only when it promotes a sense of belonging to the school context. Thus, experiencing fairness
and justice in this primary institution set the basis for developing positive intergroup relations in the school context (Karatas et al.,
2023) and a sense of integration in the broader society (Emler & Reicher, 1995; Rubini & Palmonari, 2022).

If, on the one hand, being treated equally positively influences the school belonging of all adolescents, when considering students’
migrant background, another aspect of the school diversity climate has an opposite effect. Specifically, for adolescents with a migrant
background, the perception of teachers’ interest in their cultural background was associated with a reduced sense of school belonging
and, in turn, hindered their social well-being. This is consistent with other evidence suggesting that interest shown by teachers towards
their cultural background can be perceived negatively by students with a migrant background, who may feel objectified and perceived
as "foreigners" (Schwarzenthal et al., 2018). Additionally, this outcome may stem from two contrasting factors. On the one hand,
teachers may feel hesitant to discuss cultural differences in the classroom, particularly when unfamiliar with these topics, as such
discussions could be perceived as labeling or stereotyping by their students (Schwarzenthal et al., 2018). On the other hand, teachers
might superficially address the issue of multiculturalism (Civitillo et al., 2017), conveying stereotypical assumptions and perceptions
about their students’ cultural backgrounds (Armenta et al., 2013). In both scenarios, these factors could hinder the creation of a
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classroom climate where diversity is seen as a valuable learning resource (Schwarzenthal et al., 2018; Thijs & Verkuyten, 2013),
ultimately limiting its positive impact on the adjustment of students with a migrant background (for a review, see Bardach et al., 2024).

These results highlighted how certain aspects of the school diversity climate can promote students’ social well-being while others
can hinder it. This study, in line with previous research (e.g., Schachner et al., 2019), suggests the importance of considering the
different impacts of each dimension of school diversity climate in promoting adolescents’ school belonging and social well-being,
bridging the gap from inclusive schools to inclusive societies. School represents a microcosm of our larger society, and students
learn how to navigate our social structures based on their experiences in this context. Thus, it is crucial to understand how to effectively
leverage each aspect of the school diversity climate to foster an environment characterized by high inclusiveness.

Practical implications

The current study has important practical implications. The results suggested that while being treated equally by teachers is crucial
in promoting greater school belonging for students regardless of their migrant background, teachers’ interest in their students’ cultural
backgrounds could negatively affect students with a migrant background. These results might indicate a gap in teachers’ training in
managing diversity within the school context (Abdullahi et al., 2024; Civitillo et al., 2024; Ulbricht et al., 2024), as they are often
unaware of the negative consequences of negative intergroup experiences in their classrooms (e.g., Alvarez & Farinde-Wu, 2022;
Spencer & Ullucci, 2022). Along this line, culturally relevant pedagogies (Ladson-Billings, 1995, 2014; Paris & Alim, 2014) aimed at
promoting a context in which cultural diversity is conceived as a valuable learning resource that could represent a solid tool to help
teachers address issues related to the social well-being of students with a migrant background.

The current findings provide additional insight into the crucial role of school belonging, which is especially relevant for the well-
being of students with a migrant background. Therefore, future interventions should tackle this important feature of the school
context, considering that students with a migrant background usually report a lower sense of belonging (e.g., Baysu et al., 2023; Chan
et al., 2023). In this vein, prior research has highlighted the effectiveness of interventions targeting adolescents’ behavioral (for a
review, see Allen et al., 2022) and socio-emotional (Pollak et al., 2024) skills in enhancing students’ positive relationships with
classmates and their overall connectedness to the school context.

Limitations and suggestions for future research

This study contributes to disentangling direct and indirect longitudinal associations between school diversity climate and the
academic achievement and social well-being of students with and without a migrant background. However, some limitations should be
considered. First, this study only considered students’ perceptions regarding the school diversity climate. Prior research demonstrated
the importance of considering teachers’ perspectives and the congruence or incongruence with adolescents’ (Debnam et al., 2021).
Specifically, it has been observed that the greater the incongruence in perceptions between adolescents and teachers regarding school
equity, the lower the adolescents’ sense of school belonging was. In this context, future studies should consider both perspectives and
their degree of congruence to better understand how the school diversity climate can influence students’ academic achievement and
social well-being.

Second, the current four-wave study did not cover all five high school years. This constraint limits the possibility of obtaining a
more comprehensive understanding of how school diversity climate impacts adolescents throughout high school, especially consid-
ering that certain negative events, such as conflicts with teachers, hold greater significance in later years than earlier ones (Ansari
et al., 2020). This heightened significance could affect the teacher-student relationships and, consequently, the adolescents’ per-
ceptions of school climate (Liang et al., 2020). Future research could benefit from uncovering the short- and long-term associations
between adolescents’ perceptions of the school diversity climate and their academic achievement and social well-being.

Last, given the importance of ethnic and cultural diversity for the current study, it should be noted that the data for this research
were collected in an Italian region characterized by unique features regarding concentrations of people with a migrant background
(Regione Emilia-Romagna, 2022). This region was chosen due to the highest concentration of individuals with migrant backgrounds in
the student population (Ministero della Pubblica Istruzione, 2022). Thus, generalizations of current findings warrant caution. More
research in other contexts with heterogeneous levels of ethnic and cultural diversity is needed.

Conclusion

While the link between school diversity climate and academic achievement has been consistently investigated for adolescents with
and without a migrant background, less is known about whether and how the school management of cultural diversity can affect
adolescents’ social well-being. This study advanced the understanding of the role played by each dimension of school diversity climate.
Perceived equal treatment by teachers led to a significant increase in social well-being by enhancing the school belonging of both
students with and without a migrant background. In contrast, teachers’ interest in students’ cultural backgrounds adversely affects
school belonging and, in turn, the social well-being of students with a migrant background. These findings highlighted the role of
school diversity climate in shaping adolescents’ academic achievement and social well-being, raising heightened awareness of how
inclusive schools can generate inclusive societies.
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