
Ethnic Differences in Education in  
Denmark: 

Survey Report

JEnS PEtER thomSEn, BolEttE molDEnhawER anD tina KallEhavE

E D u m i g R o m  S u R v E y  S t u D i E S 

2
0

1
0

Ethnic DiffEREncES in EDucation anD DivERging 
PRoSPEctS foR uRBan youth in an EnlaRgED EuRoPE

survey studies



The research leading to these results has been conducted under the auspices of the project EDUMIGROM: Ethnic 
Differences in Education and Diverging Prospects for Urban Youth in an Enlarged Europe, and has received funding 
from the European Commission’s Seventh Framework Programme (FP7/2007-2013), under Grant Agreement 
SSH7-CT-2008-217384-EDUMIGROM. 

AbOUT EDUMIGROM
Ethnic Differences in Education and Diverging Prospects for Urban Youth in an Enlarged Europe is a collaborative 
research project that aims to study how ethnic differences in education contribute to the diverging prospects 
of minority ethnic youth and their peers in urban settings. Through applying a cross-national comparative 
perspective, the project explores the overt and covert mechanisms in socio-economic, political, cultural, and 
gender relations that make ethnicity a substantive component of inequalities in social status and power. The 
project involves nine countries from old and new member states of the European Union: the Czech Republic, 
Denmark, France, Germany, Hungary, Romania, Slovakia, Sweden, and the United Kingdom. EDUMIGROM began 
in March 2008 and will run through February 2011. The project is coordinated by the Center for Policy Studies at 
Central European University in budapest, Hungary. 

AbOUT THE PAPER
The second phase of EDUMIGROM was dedicated to collecting quantitative data in schools in ethnically diverse 
communities selected by EDUMIGROM research teams. Self-reporting, anonymous questionnaires were filled out 
by students, teachers, and school officials in targeted classes and schools in the selected communities. These 
questionnaires were designed to generate extensive datasets, which also facilitate the cross-country, comparative 
analyses pursued in the subsequent phase of EDUMIGROM research. Data were collected during spring 2009, and 
country-specific datasets were completed by June 2009. A total of eight survey reports were prepared. Selected 
reports made available to the wider public may use pseudonyms or exclude sensitive information on the sites and 
schools selected for EDUMIGROM field research.  

This paper was prepared by Jens Peter Thomsen of the University of Roskilde and Tina Kallehave and bolette 
Moldenhawer from the University of Copenhagen, Denmark.

© EDUMIGROM
The EDUMIGROM Consortium holds copyright for the Papers published under the auspices of the project. 
Reproduction in whole or in part of this text is allowed for research and educational purposes, with appropriate 
citation and acknowledgement. 

CENTER FOR POLICY STUDIES
CENTRAL EUROPEAN UNIVERSITY

Nádor utca 9
H–1051 budapest, Hungary

info@edumigrom.eu
www.edumigrom.eu



Contents 
 

 

Introduction ............................................................................................................................................................. 2 

1. Main characteristics of the selected communities and schools........................................................... 5 

1.1 The Community.......................................................................................................................................... 5 
1.2 Schools selected for the survey...........................................................................................................10 

2. The Survey: Main features in a comparative perspective.....................................................................15 

2.1 Students’ background and living conditions in comparison to the community in general15 
2.2 Internal differentiations within the sample.....................................................................................21 

3. School achievement plans for further study............................................................................................26 

3.1 Students’ school performance .............................................................................................................26 
3.2 Educational paths: Plans for further studies ...................................................................................32 

4. Attitudes toward the school and interpersonal relations ....................................................................37 

4.1 Attitudes toward school ........................................................................................................................37 
4.2 Teacher-student and student-student relationships.....................................................................42 

5. Ethnic identity ..................................................................................................................................................49 

5.1 Ethnic origin and ethnic identity ........................................................................................................49 
5.2 Feelings towards self and ethnicity....................................................................................................52 
5.3 Other feelings toward own ethnicity.................................................................................................54 
5.4 The Role of ethnicity in shaping friendships and family..............................................................56 
5.5 Summary....................................................................................................................................................58 

6. Ideas about adult life .....................................................................................................................................60 

6.1 Future work...............................................................................................................................................60 
6.2 Thoughts on future family life.............................................................................................................62 
6.3 Summary....................................................................................................................................................63 

7. Summary and conclusion ..............................................................................................................................65 

7.1 Community and sample.........................................................................................................................65 
7.2 School performance and plans for future education and work life ..........................................66 
7.3 Attitudes toward school and schoolmates: Feelings of self, ethnicity, and family life .......67 
7.4 Differences among students with Turkish/Kurdish, Pakistani, and Middle East 

origin/identity .........................................................................................................................................69 
7.5 Differences across schools ....................................................................................................................70 
7.6 New findings, new questions...............................................................................................................71 

References ..............................................................................................................................................................74 

 



 

 

 

2

                                               

Introduction 
 

 

The primary purpose of this report is to give a descriptive and analytical account of the lives of 
minority urban youth at the end of their primary schooling by looking at their school 
experiences and achievements, plans for future education and work life, attitudes towards 
school, and relations to peers, as well as the shaping of identity among minority students. 
Focusing on youth in the 8th and 9th grades in primary school in Copenhagen, Denmark, the 
report not only differentiates among ethnic groups in order to identify significant social 
patterns among groups, but also explores how ethnic differentiations intersect with other 
variables relating to the students’ background (gender, parents’ socio-economic status and 
educational level, and so on), and characteristics of everyday social life (social interaction, peer 
relations, etc). The report aims to contribute to a growing body of research on early identity 
formation and interethnic relations among young people in primary schools as a way of 
understanding how and why social positions of young people are structured the way they are. 
The investigation of these issues proceeds, by chapter, as following: 

 

1. Main characteristics of the selected communities and schools 

2. The survey: Main features in a comparative perspective 

3. School achievement: Plans for further study 

4. Attitudes toward the school and interpersonal relations 

5. Ethnic identity  

6. Ideas about adult life 

7. Conclusion 

 

This report is based on a survey conducted in the 8th and 9th grades in seven schools in two 
different catchment areas in the city of Copenhagen. In sum, a total of 392 students in 26 
classes completed the questionnaire.1 Even though the original intent was to survey only 9th 
graders, 8th graders had to be included for a number of reasons. Many schools in Copenhagen 
purport to be over-researched. Also, at the time of the survey, 9th grade classes were busy with 
exam preparations. This rendered it impossible for the research team to gather a sufficient 
number of 9th grade survey participants.2 

 

1 There are no streaming in the Danish school system and hence no different class types in primary school. In 
general, a couple of students in each class would not be present at the time of the collection of questionnaires. We 
would not if there is a systematic bias in what types of students that would be absent. But, all else being equal, the 
students having the hardest time in primary school, are probably often those who are most frequently absentees.  
2 One should note that 8th graders might have more unclear ideas about where to continue their education, etc.  
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Originally, the Danish research team planned to focus on students of four different ethnic 
groups or backgrounds: Pakistani, Turkish, Kurdish, or Somali.3 However, due to the small size of 
some of these groups, a somewhat more pragmatic ethnic grouping was eventually developed – 
one that maintained a degree of detail, while still large enough to use in cross-tabulations. This 
meant that it was not possible to identify students with Somali background as a specific group, 
and that students with Turkish and Kurdish background had to be put in the same group. 
Furthermore the ‘Middle Eastern’ group  (or more precisely: Middle East/Arab) is made up of 
students who identify  particular  country origins (most often Palestine, Lebanon, Iraq, Iran, 
Syria) as well as a large number of students who  identify themselves (or their parents) simply as 
‘Arabs’.4 It has not always been possible to apply a detailed ethnic categorisation in the 
analysis; often, a simple, but essential, division along minority/majority lines is 

Different concepts of ‘ethnicity’ are used in this report. The terms ‘majority student’ and 
‘minority student’ refer to a student’s ethnic background as defined by their parents’ immigrant 
or descendant status (full or partial). The term ‘minority identity student’ refers to a student’s 
own perception of her or his ethnic identity. This might differ from her or his ethnic background. 
‘Bilingual student’ is a term used by the Ministry of Education identifying students with a non-
Danish mother tongue; in reality, a student is automatically bilingual of she or he is a minority 
student. Commonly, the ‘bilingual’ label connotes students with an ethnic background other 
than Danish. In the following, the most important difference to be aware of pertains to that 
between ‘minority’ and ‘minority identity’ students. 

In this report, the concept of ‘community’ is purely administrative and practical, referring either 
to the City of Copenhagen, or to the different administrative districts and catchment areas in 
Copenhagen. For very practical reasons, it was necessary to delimit the choice of schools that 
would participate in the survey. Thus, the research team chose the City of Copenhagen be the 
community that frames the school selection and, within that, the selection of schools was 
primarily from two districts in Copenhagen. In this sense, ‘districts’ can be viewed as smaller 
communities in the community. A scientific, theoretically or empirically derived and operational 
concept of community would have required an in-depth knowledge about young people’s 
everyday social lives prior to conducting the survey; this would have allowed for the 
identification of a community that would be theoretically, methodologically and analytically 
coherent (Bourdieu 1999).5 That said, such an understanding of ‘community’ would likely be 
identified geographically in the very catchment areas that make up the ‘technical’ community 
definition used in this report. 

As to the validity of the different variables in the survey, it is important to bear in mind that all 
information was obtained from the questionnaires filled out by students (and supplemented 
with teacher and school questionnaires). Therefore, information on parents’ ethnic background, 
work status, employment, or educational level, for instance, as well as information on students' 

 
3 See Moldenhawer, Bolette and Tina Kallenhave 2008: EDUMIGROM Background Paper on Ethnic Relations: Nordic 
Countries.” (Denmark and Sweden). 
4 It is worth noting that many students refer to their origin or identity as ‘Arabic.’ Among other things, this shows 
the limitations of political nationality categories. 
5 The concept of ‘community’ will be explored more properly in EDUMIGROM WP7. 
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school results, are based on students’ own information, and not on registered data or official 
statistics.6  

It is also important to note that the survey is, by definition, a community study, in which 
students are examined from many different angles. Data in a range of areas are compiled in 
chart form in different degrees of detail and configurations (e.g. to show intersections of 
gender, ethnic, and socio-economic status).7 The survey is by no means representatives; hence, 
no statistical tests are applied. It would not be legitimate to make any assumptions about young 
people in primary schools in Denmark based on a survey that focuses primarily on two 
catchment areas in Copenhagen. At the same time, however, the survey provides important 
insights into interethnic relations at a crucial stage of personal development. For this reason, 
the findings in the report have relevance for understanding young people in general. The sample 
gives a rich, detailed account of the groups in the chosen communities. Though on some 
accounts, survey findings cannot be extended to the national level, they do help us understand 
the overall picture of ethnic differentiation and schooling – nationally and internationally. In 
the same vein, the findings should not be understood as ‘the final word’ on ethnic urban youth; 
rather, they are indicative findings, pointing toward and suggesting important areas for future 
research. 

Though this report is, to a large extent, descriptive, several analytical tools are used throughout 
the text. The approach is pluralistic, but the primary perspective, taken as the point of 
departure, is the problem of educational mobility (Bourdieu and Passeron 1977; Bourdieu 1996). 
Sociological approaches to understanding identity processes and barriers and opportunities in 
the education system are central to the analysis in this report. 

 
6 Students’ knowledge about their parents’ work and education level is notoriously limited. There might also be 
systematic biases in the answers of different student groups. For instance, an estimated 39% of students with a 
‘lower’ socio-economic background do not know their fathers’ education level, compared to 24% of ‘upper-
background’ students. These figures could be indicative of the cultural importance of ‘education’ in different social 
groups). Many students state their own ethnic identity and/or their parents’ ethnic origin as ‘Arab’, thereby limiting 
the level of detail in categorisations of ethnic groups. This is in itself quite interesting, and may be a sign of 
different ways of giving importance to ethnic identity cultures. 
7 In many cases, for this report, extensive detail or cross-tabulations are not possible due to space limitations in 
tables or cell sizes. 
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1. Main characteristics of the selected communities and schools 
 

 

1.1 The Community8 
 

1.1.1 General community demographics 

Because of the large and diverse representation of ethnic minorities in Denmark’s capital, we 
have chosen the municipality of Copenhagen as our selected community. In Copenhagen, the 
number of inhabitants registered as having a Danish background is 405,954 (80%), while the 
number of inhabitants registered as members of the migrant population is 103,907 (20%). 
Compared to the distribution on a national level, the percentage of migrants is more than 10 
percentage points higher. Immigrants and descendants in Denmark are concentrated not only in 
several larger municipalities, but also in particular neighbourhoods and residential areas. Within 
the municipality of Copenhagen, immigrants and descendants are unevenly spread in the 
different city districts, with fewer non-Western immigrants and descendants in the Inner City 
district (5%), Østerbro (8%), Vanløse (8%) and Amager Øst (11%). Most non-Western 
immigrants and descendants reside in Nørrebro (22%), Brønshøj-Husum (21%), Bispebjerg 
(20%), Valby (15%), Amager Vest (15%), and Vesterbro/Kgs. Enghave (15%). 

Two city districts in Copenhagen are the primary focus of this report: Southport and 
Greendale.9. There, ethnic minority groups are much larger than the overall numbers of the 
Danish population, where 91% are ethnic Danish and only 6% are from non-Western countries. 
These districts were chosen on the basis of their high percentage of immigrants and 
descendants when compared to other districts in Copenhagen. The share of the selected migrant 
groups is relatively high in both districts, and they also are particular in that they have different 
types of housing and demographic characteristics (see below).10 In Southport, seven percent of 
the inhabitants are from the Middle East, two percent  are from countries of former Yugoslavia 
countries, two percent are from Pakistan, and two percent are from Turkey. Five percent of the 
Greendale citizens are from countries in Middle East, four percent from countries of former 
Yugoslavia, three percent are from Pakistan, and another three percent from Turkey.  

In 2007, the total populations of the two city districts (Southport and Greendale) were 
approximately 72,000 and 40,000, respectively. In terms of age structure, Southport is a 
relatively ‘young’ community, having a larger proportion of 19- to 35-year-olds than the rest of 

 
8 All figures in this section are from Statistics Denmark and the City of Copenhagen’s statistical department, from 
the years 2006, 2007, or 2008. 
9 Two protect the identities of survey participants, pseudonyms are used. 
10 In relation to the districts described in EDUMIGROM WP2, the team changed one district to Southport, in order 
to maximise the possibilities of targeting the ethnic minority groups chosen (and to gain access to school relatively 
close to each other). Moldenhawer, Bolette and Tina Kallenhave 2008: EDUMIGROM Background Paper on Ethnic 
Relations: Nordic Countries.” (Denmark and Sweden). 
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the country; Glendale more closely resembles Denmark as a whole. The gender composition of 
the two communities resembles the country in general. For both districts, most households 
comprise a married couple with children (Southport, 47%; Greendale, 57%) or single mothers 
(Southport, 31%; Greendale, 25%). Meanwhile,  in the municipality of Copenhagen, married 
couples with children account for 49% and single mothers account for 28% of all households; 
the national averages are 62% and 18%, respectively. The relatively high level of single mothers 
in both communities might relate to the high level of divorces, preferences for single living, or 
the socio-economic structure and living conditions provided through the welfare system that 
make daily life as a single mother possible (Kallehave 2003). 

Closer to downtown Copenhagen than Greendale, Southport is dominated by four- and five-
story apartment buildings built at the turn of the 18th century. The district has developed from a 
traditional working class housing area into a mix of students, urban professionals, and people 
with lower socioeconomic status. Greendale has developed from a rather suburban-like 
residential area with a mixture of working and lower-middle class inhabitations, living in small 
private houses or rental apartments. As Table 1.1 shows, Southport is dominated by apartment 
co-operatives, private rental, and social housing, while in Greendale, social housing and family 
houses are typical. (Social housing has been built to improve housing standards for socio-
economically weaker groups,. particularly in city districts outside central Copenhagen dominated 
by working and middle class inhabitants.). Homes tend to be smaller in Southport than in 
Greendale (and smaller in Copenhagen than in Denmark in general), and sanitary facilities tend 
to be of a slightly lower standard in Copenhagen compared to Denmark in general. (Southport 
has the lowest standards in these areas; Greendale more closely resembles the national 
average.) 

 

Table 1.1: Communities and housing types (%) 
 Southport Greendale Copenhagen Denmark 

Housing type: 
Family house, detached, semi-detached 0 24 8 54 
Apartment building types:     

Owner-occupied 8 9 11 
Private rental 27 11 26 

17* 

Social housing 20 44 20 14 
Housing society/co-operative 42 11 33 5 
Other 3 2 3 1 

Number of rooms:     
Unknown 0 0 0 1 
1 12 10 10 4 
2 39 28 38 18 
3 32 31 30 23 
4 13 20 15 25 
5 room or above 4 11 9 28 

Sanitary facilities     
Toilet, central heating and bath 81 95 87 95 
Toilet and central heating 16 4 11 3 
Toilet and bath 0 0 1 1 
Toilet 0 0 0 0 
Toilet access (outside apartment)/no toilet 3 0 2 1 

*Note: Figures not entirely compatible with these categories. 
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Within the two city districts, some housing areas tend to be dominated by immigrants and 
descendents; these are commonly known as ‘ghettoes’. As part of Copenhagen’s integration law, 
in an effort to overcome some of the social, schooling, and employment issues that are found in 
such areas, they have received particular attention. Two of the selected schools (Fraser and Oak 
Street) are located in such areas. 

The percentage of the population with a Higher Education degree in Copenhagen is a bit above 
the national average for, and somewhat below for persons whose highest education is 
vocational training school (Table 1.2). In terms of educational attainment, Southport more 
closely resembles Copenhagen, while Greendale resembles the national average. (Greendale is a 
residential area with very few university/college students, which explains the low level of 
inhabitants with secondary comprehensive schooling as their highest level of education).  

 

Table 1.2: Communities and educational and socio-economic status of the population (%) 
 Denmark Copenhagen Southport Greendale

Educational level (percentages) 
Elementary school 32 29 29 35 
Secondary comprehensive 6 14 19 9 
Secondary technical 2 3 3 2 
Vocational training school 34 20 16 26 
Higher education 26 34 33 27 
Total 100 100 100 100 

Socio-economic status 
Self-employed 5 4 4 4 
Managers 2 1 1 2 
Salaried persons – highest skill level (university degree) 9 14 14 12 
Salaried persons – medium skill level (Bachelor’s degree) 13 13 12 12 
Salaried persons – basic skill level (secondary education) 28 23 22 24 
Salaried persons – lowest skill level and others (primary education) 18 17 18 17 
Unemployed 2 3 4 3 
Outside the workforce 22 24 26 26 

Total 100 100 100 100 

 

The average income per person in the districts of Southport and Greendale was 211,000 Danish 
Krone (DKR) (≈28,500 €) and 238,000 DKR (≈32,000 €), respectively, set against an average 
of 243,000 DKR (≈33,000 €) in Copenhagen, and 257,000 DKR (≈35 000 €) in Denmark. The 
socio-economic status of the adult population (16 years and above) is about the same for the 
two districts and Copenhagen as a whole (as seen in Table 1.2). This is a bit above the national 
average for employed persons, even though unemployment rates are a bit higher than the 
country average, as is the percentage of persons outside the workforce.  
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1.1.2 Demographics for the parent cohort in the community 

In order to compare the students’ social background with the background of others, it is useful 
to isolate and examine highest levels of educational attainment among the adult cohort in the 
city districts (the ‘parent’-generation, 30-59 years of age11).  

As seen in Table 1.3, 27% of the adult cohort of Southport left primary school without any 
further education, 12% completed gymnasium (secondary comprehensive/technical education), 
20% finished vocational education, and 41% have higher education. This is a somewhat more 
highly educated cohort than the comparable cohort for Denmark overall, where 24% left 
primary school without any further education, 6% completed a gymnasium, 39% finished 
vocational education, and 32% have higher education. Among the ethnic minority adults 
(immigrants and descendants) in Southport, 45% left primary school without any further 
education, 12% finished a gymnasium, 20%, have vocational education, and 22% have higher 
education. This is a significantly lower educational level than the ethnic Danish Southport 
cohort; it is also below the average for ethnic minority adults in Denmark as a whole, for which 
the corresponding numbers are 26%, 11%, 30%, 32%.  

In Greendale, 28% of the adult cohort left primary school without any further education, 8% 
finished a gymnasium (secondary comprehensive/technical education), 29% have vocational 
education, and 34% have higher education. The percent of adults with vocational education is 
somewhat lower than the comparable overall country cohort, where 24% left primary school 
without any further education, 6% completed a gymnasium, and 39% finished vocational 
education, and 32% have higher education. Among ethnic minority adults in Greendale 
(immigrants and descendants), 46% left primary school without any further education, 13% 
completed a gymnasium, 23% finished vocational education, and 20% have higher education. 
This closely resembles the ethnic minority cohort in Southport. Also like Southport,  levels of 
educational attainment are significantly below the ethnic Danish in Greendale (22%, 6%, 31%, 
40%) and also below the ethnic minority cohort in Denmark (where the corresponding numbers 
are 26%, 11%, 30%, 32%).  

 

Table 1.3: Communities and education level of parent cohort (%) 

 Denmark Denmark 
majority 

Denmark 
minority Copenhagen Southport Southport 

minority Greendale Greendale 
minority 

Educational level (30-59 years) 
Elementary school 24 20 26 29 27 45 28 46 
Secondary 
comprehensive / 
technical 

6 12 11 14 12 12 8 13 

Vocational training  39 21 30 20 20 20 29 23 
Higher education 32 48 32 34 41 22 34 20 
Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

                                                
11 Though this would be more accurate as a ‘parent-generation’, city statistics do not allow for a categorisation of 
40- to 59-year-olds. 



 

 

 

9

The level of employment in the two city districts is below the average of the whole population. 
Among the entire adult population (30-59 years of age), the employment rate is 85%; in 
Southport, the employment rate for adults is 71%; in Greendale, it is 76% (Table 1.4). At the 
national level, migrant labour is more exposed to unemployment than is ethnic Danish labour. 
Similarly, the selected city districts have a relatively high proportion of inhabitants with a 
migrant background, which correlates with the relatively lower employment rates there. 
Furthermore, for long, social housing has been occupied predominately by people with low 
incomes and who are unemployed. 

 

Table 1.4: Communities and socio-economic status of parent cohort (%) 
 Southport Greendale Copenhagen Denmark 

Socio-economic status (30-59 years) 
Self-employed 5 5 5 6 
Managers 1 2 2 3 
Salaried persons – highest skill level 17 15 18 12 
Salaried persons – medium skill level 14 15 15 16 
Salaried persons – basic skill level 18 22 20 30 
Salaried persons – lowest skill level and others 16 16 16 18 
Employment rate - total 71 76 76 85 
Unemployment rate 5 4 4 3 
Outside the workforce 24 20 19 13 
Total 100 100 100 100 

 

In Denmark in 2006, the number of people (above the age of 17) with income from different 
sorts of social security schemes (e.g. early retirement, unemployment, or cash benefits for 
uninsured persons, but not including pensioners and students) was 22%. In Copenhagen, this 
number was 20% for persons with a majority background (19% in Southport and 24% in 
Greendale), and 37% for persons with a minority background (44% in Southport and 43% in 
Greendale). Cash benefits (in Danish: ‘kontanthjælp’) were the single most dominant social 
benefit.  

 

1.1.3 Summary 

The city districts chosen for the survey, Southport and Greendale, differ from other communities 
in Denmark in several respects. They are located in the capital of Denmark where there is a large 
migrant population (20%) that is mainly concentrated in specific city areas. Compared to the 
national average, fewer children in Copenhagen in general and in the two city districts in 
particular live in families of married couples. More children grow up in families of single 
mothers. Also, more families live in social housing than the national average. Educational 
attainment levels among the population in Copenhagen are a bit higher than the national 
average. As opposed to Greendale, Southport has a relatively young population. Part of the 
population in the district is students and young urban professionals, partly explaining the higher 
educational level in the district. The average income in the two districts is under the average of 
243,000 DKR (≈33,000 €) in Copenhagen, and 257,000 ("35,000 ") in Denmark. Socio-economic 
indicators for the adult population of the two districts and Copenhagen resemble each other, 
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being a bit above the national average (even though unemployment rates comparatively high), 
as are the proportions of persons in- and outside the workforce. These different aspects of the 
city districts constitute them as relatively heterogonous areas. 

Among the ‘parent’-population in the two city districts, inhabitants with minority ethnic 
background have a significantly lower level of educational attainment than do inhabitants with 
a majority background; this level is also below the national average for the migrant population. 
The employment rate is below the national average for the cohort. Finally, people with income 
from some sort of social security in Copenhagen and in the two districts is about 20% for 
inhabitants with a majority background; it is about twice as large for the migrant or minority 
ethnic population. 

 

 

1.2 Schools selected for the survey 
In Denmark, 77% of all municipal schools and 82% of all independent schools have less than 
10% bilingual students. The proportion of schools with more than 50% bilingual students is 
largest in the municipality of Copenhagen, where the average percentage of bilingual students 
in schools is 32%.12  

With the purpose of increasing the integration of immigrant and non-immigrant children, the 
municipality of Copenhagen implemented a special school model in 2007, the so-called 
‘Copenhagen Model’ (in Danish: ‘Københavnermodellen’). The model targeted the unequal 
distribution of bilingual children in the public schools of Copenhagen. By bringing together 
monolingual and bilingual children in schools and classrooms, the Copenhagen Model aimed to 
improve school performance for bilingual students and facilitate cultural encounters and 
integration. Several initiatives have been established with the purpose of increasing integration: 
employing bilingual staff members, providing extra resources to schools with many minority 
ethnic children, offering free transportation and after-school activities, and implementing 
supplementary trainings for Danish majority staff members. Throughout this process, some 
schools that were dominated by minority students were closed or merged together, while others 
in the same school district were expanded or allocated more resources, thereby becoming 
‘magnet-schools’. Students from closed schools as well as children with immigrant background 
from schools dominated by minority students have been moved to both magnet or other 
municipal schools with a lower percentage of pupils with minority ethnic background. 

In choosing schools for the survey, the research team had several considerations: priority was 
been given to schools with a high percentage of bilingual students, especially students from 
ethnic ‘target groups’ (see previous section). It was the aim to show the diversity of schooling 
opportunities for ethnic minority students (public/private schools, Muslim/majority schools) and 
to include schools with different proportions of minority ethnic groups. As previously 

 
12 As stated earlier, in statistics on Danish schools, children from migrant backgrounds are registered according to 
their language, but these categories do not inherently show anything about students’ speaking proficiency in their 
mother tongue. 
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mentioned, the selection was also subject to the fact that many respondents in Copenhagen felt 
that their schools were over-researched, and for various reasons, they were very hesitant to 
accept research teams into their institutions.  

Ultimately, seven schools were selected for the survey. Two schools are private Arabic/Muslim 
schools, both located in Southport. The other five are public schools. Two are in Southport and 
three in Greendale. For all schools, the composition of students with immigrant background 
includes more than twenty languages and nationalities.  

 

 Queens Park School is located in Greendale in an area dominated by middle class, private 
housing. A total of 610 students of both genders attend the school. Before 2007, almost 
no immigrant children attended the school. With the Copenhagen Model, the amount of 
immigrant children living in more distant areas increased. The rising number of 
immigrant children was also due to the closing of a neighbouring school also solely for 
immigrant children. These students  were consequently transferred to other schools. 
Now, about 30% of the students have immigrant background. The schoolmaster 
described the school as a ‘Danish school’ with a good reputation profile; 45% of 
graduates continue their education. It is not described as a multicultural school, but the 
integration of immigrant students is supported by an ‘integration-employee’, who is 
bilingual and with immigrant background. 

 Belleview School is located near Queens Park School in Greendale in an area dominated 
by middle class, private housing and working class rental apartments. Within the last 
year, the total number of students (of both genders) rose from 500 to 750, due to the 
aforementioned closing of another local school. The number of students with immigrant 
background rose from 15% to about 40 % within the last four years. The school 
headmaster described the school as an ‘inclusive school’ that is oriented toward 
developing a common school culture with particular attention given to citizenship- and 
tolerance-building. Belleview also hired an integration-employee, who is responsible for 
cooperation between the school and parents. The school headmaster suggested that, in 
order to maintain the school’s good reputation and its ability to recruit Danish students 
from a middle class background, the level of immigrants should be limited to about 30%.  

 Fraser School is situated in Greendale in a social housing area that is geographically 
isolated from the rest of the community. It is inhabited by people from ‘lower’ social 
backgrounds, with a high percentage of immigrants residing in what is commonly 
referred to as a ‘ghetto’. The student body of almost 475 boys and girls comprises almost 
exclusively students with immigrant background from the immediate housing area. 
About 85% of the students have immigrant background. The profile of the school is 
defined by three integrated elements: health and sport activities, language awareness 
with special attention to Danish as a second language, and science and democratic 
values. Fraser is a ‘whole-day’ school. Compared to other schools, the school day is long, 
lasting from 8:00 am to 3:00 pm. This prolonged study period includes extracurricular or 
leisure activities.  

 Greenfield School is located in Southport in a lower-middle class area, with traditional 
and mixed five-story housing. Most of the 578 students are from the immediate area. 
The school is the result of a recent merger of a majority-dominated, middle class school 
with a lower-middle class, immigrant-dominated school. After this merger, more than 
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100 students – mostly with non-immigrant background – chose to change to another 
school. Now, about 75% of the students have immigrant background. The school has an 
international profile based on a vision of inclusion without attention to ethnic 
differences. Pedagogies of recognition are perceived as the ‘best practice’ to support 
students in their present and future educational careers.  

 Oak Street School is located at Southport between two neighbourhoods: one is 
dominated by immigrants who live in a concentrated social housing area (a ‘ghetto’); the 
other is a mix of immigrants and non-immigrants who reside in lower-middle class, five-
story block housing. The school is divided into two organisational units: 450 students 
attend classes from preschool to 5th grade, and 175 students attend lower-secondary 
school from 6th to 9th grades. About 70% of the students have immigrant background. 
The school has a very strong focus on literacy in all grades and subjects (including focus 
on Danish as a second language). Pedagogies of recognition are applied as a mean to 
create a sense of responsibility and loyalty towards the school and education. The school 
has employs an individual who specialises in the development of pedagogies of 
recognition.  

 Hillside Muslim School is a 30-year-old, independent Muslim school located at 
Southport in a middle class area with traditional and mixed five-story housing.  All of 
the 410 students. have minority background and are from Arabic-speaking families. 
About 18% of the students live outside the school district; about 90% have immigrant 
background. The school has a very strong focus on teaching students to live as Muslims 
in a Danish society. Due to its strong educational profile, the school has a long waiting 
list for prospective students. The school profile is high and 74% of students leave for 
continuing education. Special attention is given to Danish as a second language; Arabic 
language is an elective subject. The school has a strong tradition for school-parent co-
operation. 

 North Muslim School is a 10-year-old independent Arabic school located at Southport in 
a middle class area with traditional and mixed five-story housing. The school has 180 
students, 9% of which are from the immediate neighbourhood. Students have mixed 
social backgrounds, are ethnic minorities, and are mostly from Arabic-speaking families. 
Almost 100% of students have immigrant background. The school is not as popular as 
Hillside Muslim School; there is no waiting list for prospective students. The school 
focuses on social inclusion; its pedagogic profile clearly distinguishes between subject- 
and disciplinary-related student problems. Danish as a second language is integrated in 
all subjects and Arabic language is taught as a separate subject until the 7th grade. The 
school has a very large proportion of minority teachers. 

 

Table 1.5 presents some of the most central features of the different schools (unless otherwise 
noted, information is taken from school headmasters).13 Among the different characteristics, it 
is worth noticing that there are few teachers with minority background, even though the 

 
13 Originating from only seven school leaders, these figures are particularly vulnerable to misrepresentations and 
should be dealt with carefully. 
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percentage of minority student is generally high. Most teachers with minority background are 
employed at North Muslim or Hillside Muslim schools; these Muslim schools also have the 
highest percentage of minority students. Queens Park School and Belleview School have the 
lowest percentages. All schools more or less have the same special programmes. 

 

Table 1.5: Schools and characteristics 

 Queens 
Park 

Oak 
Street  Fraser  North 

Muslim  
Green-
field  Belleview  Hillside 

Muslim 

School* Public Public Public Private Public Public NGO 
Neighbourhood mixed mixed poor poor mixed mixed poor 
Number of students 610 650 477 180 578 750 410 
Students from outside catchment area 
(%) 3 10 0 10 45 20 18 

Socially disadvantaged students (%) missing 60 missing 10 70 15 37 
Teachers with minority background (%) 2 17 23 63 17 12 40 
Minority language speaking teachers 
(%) 2 17 23 81 17 12 40 

Minority students (%) 29 73 84 97 77 38 93 
 

Programs to tackle difficulties due to 
language skills  x x x x x x 

Focus on minority ethnic students  x x x x x x 
Programs to develop learning skills x x x x x x x 
Targeting students with difficulties due 
to cultural otherness x  x x x x x 

Targeting students with limited 
capacity x x x x x x x 

Targeting students with difficulties due 
to cultural-social background x x x x x x x 

Targeting students with behavioural 
problems    x    

Data from national statistics 
Grade point average of the school (9th 
or 10th grade.  6.4 4.4 4 4 4.5 5.6 6.9 

Educational choice of 9th grade students three months after graduation (2008) (%) 
Continue in primary school (10th 
grade) 54 61 31 31 44 46 18 
Secondary (comprehensive/technical) 
education 34 12 17 38 34 37 56 
Vocational training school 11 6 29 15 12 5 18 
Other/missing data 1 21 23 16 10 12 8 
Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 
* All schools are standard primary schools. 
Note: This covers five graduation subjects (2008): Danish (reading and oral examination), Mathematics, Physics/Chemistry, 
and English. ‘7’ equal ‘Good’ in the international grading scale and ‘4’ equal ‘satisfactory’). 

 

Table 1.5 reveals that the highest grade point averages are found at Hillside Muslim and Queens 
Park schools. The lowest grade point averages are at Oak Street, Fraser, North Muslim, and 
Greenfield schools. Belleview lies in-between. With Hillside Muslim School as the notable 
exception, the higher the percentage of majority students, the higher the grade point average. 
With regard to where students are three months after completing the 9th grade, we can see 
that Hillside Muslim School by far has the highest proportion of students continuing to 
secondary education, while Oak Street and Fraser schools have the lowest proportions. Fraser 
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has the highest proportion of students continuing with vocational training. Generally, a large 
proportion of students continue into 10th grade, and there is no data available on their 
subsequent educational choices.  

Together, the seven schools reflect the overall structure of the Danish educational system, which 
comprises public municipal and independent schools (here, Arabic and Muslim schools) that 
provide possibilities for different kinds of schooling for ethnic minority students. Independent 
schools must observe the laws and regulations for primary schooling in Denmark (in terms of 
certain subjects to be taught, syllabi used, so on), but they do enjoy some pedagogical freedom 
in the choice of subjects offered. As all pupils are provided education at public schools, being a 
student at a private school necessitates a parental decision (and often a monthly fee). As all 
schools have some sort of ‘inclusive’ profile, choosing between a private or public school does 
not necessarily reflect a parental attitude towards integration/segregation. 

 



2. The Survey: Main features in a comparative perspective  
 

 

2.1 Students’ background and living conditions in comparison to the 
community in general 
This section focuses on students’ family backgrounds and living conditions and compares the 
questionnaire-derived background information with similar information (when available) on the 
parent-generation in the broader community (30-59 years old). 

 

Table 2.1a: Ethnic background of students 
 Frequency % 

Is the student fully or partially from ‘minority ethnic’ background? 
Not from minority background* 127 33 
Minority background (full or partial) 256 67 
Total 383 100 

*Students with majority background + students not from minorities (for example, students with Swedish and 
English background) 
Parents’ ethnic background: 7 categories 

Majority background 136 37 
Pakistani background 32 9 
Turkish/Kurdish background 27 7 
other minority ethnic background 58 16 
Middle East background 91 24 
Albanian/ex-Yugoslavian background 29 8 
Total 373* 100 

*Absolute numbers in the first and second sections of the table differ because a small number of students are 
neither minority nor majority background students (for example, students with Swedish background). 
Minority-gender-family status 

Majority-boy-lower  26 7 
Majority-girl-lower  21 6 
Minority-boy-lower  59 16 
Minority-girl-lower  73 20 
Majority-boy-upper  44 12 
Majority-girl-upper  35 10 
Minority-boy-upper  43 12 
Minority-girl-upper  67 18 

Total 368 100 

 

As a point of departure, some information on parents’ minority/majority status will be useful. 
Table 2.1a presents data on the ethnic background of the students. About two-thirds of 
students have full or partial minority background. Disaggregating by ethnic group shows, we see 
that students with Pakistani background, Turkish/Kurdish background, or Albanian/former-
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Yugoslavian background each amount to 7-8% of the entire student population. Every fourth 
student can be categorised as having Middle Eastern background.14 A brief look at students’ 
backgrounds in terms of gender, ethnic background, and parents’ status shows that: 36% of all 
students are minority background students from families of lower socio-economic status 
(‘lower-status’ families); 13% are majority students from lower-status families; 22% are 
majority students from families with higher socio-economic background (‘upper status’ 
families); and 30% are minority students from upper-status families. 

As a comparison, 80% of the Copenhagen citizens are categorised as ethnic Danish, while 14% 
are from non-western countries. Another three percent are from the Middle East, one percent 
from countries of former Yugoslavia, two percent from Pakistan and two percent from Turkey. 
Not surprisingly, the presence of different ethnic groups among the students’ parents in the 
survey is much higher than the community percentages: as noted earlier, schools and districts 
have been targeted in order to maximise the presence of specific ethnic minority groups. 

 

Table 2.1b: Ethnic background of parents by community (%) 
 Southport Greendale 

Ethnic Danish 72 74 
Non-western background 22 22 
Middle East  7 4 
Former Yugoslavia 2 4 
Pakistan 2 3 
Turkey 2 3 

 

2.1.1 Parents education level and socio-economic status 

Table 2.2 shows that in general, more mothers than fathers  have a university or college 
degree15; more fathers than mothers have secondary level vocational training. When we look at 
education levels, we see discrepancies between Danish background, or ‘majority’ parents and 
parents with full or partial minority background (‘minority’ parents): 63% of majority parents 
have university or college degrees as their highest level of education, compared 39% of minority 
parents (full or partial minority background). Conversely, one-third of minority parents have 
elementary schooling as their highest level of education, against 12 % of the majority parents. 

 

                                                
14 See earlier notes on categorisation limitations and considerations. 
15 A more detailed categorisation of ‘university or college degree’ reveals that mothers predominantly have a 
Bachelors equivalent degree and that fathers predominantly have a university (Masters) degree.  
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Table 2.2: Parents education level (%) 

Parents level of education 
None or 

incomplete 
elementary 

Elementary 
level 

Sec. level 
vocational 
training 

Secondary 
level 

University 
or college 

degree 
Total 

Student not from 
minority background 3 17 6 13 61 100 

Minority background 
full or partial 26 21 4 18 31 100 

Mother 
 

Total 18 20 5 16 41 100 
Student not from 
minority background 4 8 31 13 45 100 

Minority background 
full or partial 16 27 14 16 27 100 

Father 

Total 12 20 20 15 33 100 
Student not from 
minority background 4 13 18 13 53 100 

Minority background 
full or partial 21 24 9 17 29 100 

Parents  
(mothers and 
fathers 
combined) 

Total 15 20 12 16 37 100 
Ethnic Danish 22 27 8 42 100 
Minority 44 21 10 25 100 

Copenhagen  
(30-59 years) 

Total 26 25 9 39 100 
Ethnic Danish 23 40 5 32 100 
Minority 26 30 11 32 100 

Denmark  
(30-59 years) 

Total 24 39 6 32 100 

 

The parents surveyed have slightly lower levels of education than the similar age cohort in 
Copenhagen in all categories of education. In general, minority parents are significantly less 
educated than the national minority age cohort. Majority parents have far less vocational 
training than the national majority age cohort, but far more have university/college degrees.16 
Among minority parents, the most highly educated are those with Middle Eastern background 
(especially with Iranian or Iraqi background) who are first generation immigrants from urban 
areas in their country of origin. Turkish minority parents, originating from rural areas in Turkey, 
most often have none or very little education. 

Among fathers surveyed, six percent are unemployed, compared to eleven percent of mothers. 
The percentage is the same for majority and minority fathers, while seventeen percent of 
minority mothers are unemployed compared to only three percent of majority mothers. These 
unemployment rates are generally higher than the four percent average of Copenhagen (2007). 
However, caution should be exercised when comparing figures/percentages, due to survey 
quality as well as to differences in definitions of socio-economic status.  

Whether or not students’ parents have a regular income, we see that differences are particularly 
striking in the case of mothers: 83% of majority mothers surveyed have a regular monthly 
income, compared to only 48% of minority mothers. As to having a personal income/income 
from social security benefits, the differences are again largest among mothers: 

                                                
16 It should be noted that this section compares register data with data derived from student questionnaires, and 
their might be a not insignificant margin of error in the students’ assessments of their parents’ education levels, 
occupations, income, etc. 
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 4% of majority mothers have income from social security benefits, while 6% have no 
personal income at all;  

 10% of minority mothers have income from social security benefits, while 26% have no 
personal income;  

 3% of majority fathers have income from social security benefits, while 6% have no 
personal income; and.  

 11% of minority fathers have income from social security benefits, while 9% have no 
personal income.  

 

This pattern is repeated when we look at parents’ personal status, displayed in Table 2.3. It is 
clear that minority parents generally have a lower socio-economic status than do majority 
parents, and this is especially the case for minority mothers. 

 

Table 2.3: Student’s ethnic background and parents’ personal status (%) 

  
  

Low education, 
insecure or no 

income from work 

Low education, 
secure but low-

wage job  

Good education, 
secure but low-wage 

job or no job 

Good education, 
secure and good 

job 
Total 

Student not with 
minority background  14 35 26 26 100 

Father Student with minority 
background (full or 
partial) 

27 42 18 12 100 

Total 23 40 21 17 100 
Student not with 
minority background 12 33 27 28 100 

Mother Student with minority 
background (full or 
partial) 

46 25 18 12 100 

Total 34 28 21 18 100 

 

From the perspective of blue- or white-collar jobs help by parents, a division between 
majority/minority is apparent. More majority parents have white-collar jobs than do minority 
parents: Just under half of the majority fathers surveyed hold a blue-collar job, and the same 
share holds a white-collar job. Two-thirds of minority fathers hold a blue collar job, while only 
every fourth have a white-collar job. One-quarter of majority mothers have a blue-collar job, 
while about six in ten holds a white-collar job. Among minority mothers, 40% have blue-collar 
jobs, while 29% have a white-collar jobs (here, we see the large share of unemployed minority 
mothers). As to differences in more specific job types, the prominent occupations for minority 
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parents is ‘service worker’ (43-48%), and ‘professional white collar’ for majority parents (33-
38%).17 

 

2.1.2 Housing and living standards 

The dominant household size in the survey is four persons. One-third of students live in 
households of this size. Every fifth student lives in either a three-person or five-person 
household, and about one in four students lives in a six- or seven-person household. The most 
typical number of children in a household is two (31%), followed by three (20%), four (14%), 
five or one child (7%), and six or more children (4%). The number of children is quite a bit 
higher than the average for households with children in Copenhagen.  

In 38% of households, there are two parents and one or two children; 29% have three or more 
children. These figures combined are close to the Copenhagen average of 65% for two parents 
with children. Single-parents households with one or two children or with three or more 
children make up ten and six percent of the total, respectively ( somewhat lower than the 
Copenhagen average of 27 %). Three percent of students live in extended families, and thirteen 
percent in other arrangements (no comparable data available).  

In terms of residence and homeownership, 40% of students come from households that own 
their own house or apartment; another 59% are renters, and 2% are housed temporarily. The 
corresponding numbers for Copenhagen are 53% for homeowners and 44% for renters. (These 
percentages are not entirely comparable due to differences in definitions and categorisations). 
Differences in housing types in the two districts can be discerned: the percentage of students in 
family houses (in Greendale specifically) is four times larger than Copenhagen average (32 
compared to 8%); 13% in the districts live in an apartment in a condominium (70% in 
Copenhagen); and 53% live in social housing (predominantly Southport) – much more than the 
average 20 % in Copenhagen.18  

These data on living standards and economic situations convey a picture where poor or destitute 
households are very seldom. As with other variables on living conditions and material standards, 
the lack of dispersion may reflect variables that are constructed with economically diverse 
European populations in mind. It might also raise the question whether these variables can 
capture poverty, or what form of poverty these variables are aimed at capturing.  

This is evident in a number of figures on living standards: 88% live in what the EDUMIGROM 
research collective has defined as ‘good housing conditions’, while 12% live in below average 
conditions. While 59% of families live at the average level, 23% live above and 4% live below 
the average level. None are defined as ‘rather poor’. Students have access to all usual household 
facilities in 81% of the cases, 15% of households have partial facilities. Three percent have poor 
facilities. Overall, 71% of households are excellently equipped, and only 3% are partially or 

 
17 It is not possible to compare parents’ types of employment and work positions with Copenhagen and national 
levels due to differences in categorisations and definitions. 
18 In a Danish context, housing projects/social housing refers to subsidized social housing dwellings, a form of 
housing where inhabitants have a broader social profile than what is normally thought of when speaking about 
housing projects – although they usually still are in the lower end of the income scale. 
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poorly equipped. Thus, the pattern for the general material condition in the homes and families’ 
overall living standards being the same. 19  

As to the overall social position of the family (as defined in the EDUMIGROM project), half of 
the students enjoy a high (‘upper’) or very high socio-economic position, while 19% have a low 
or very low position. As Table 2.4 shows, the proportion of minority students from low or very 
low positions is three times as high as the proportion of students who do not have a minority 
background, largely reflecting the different labour market positions of the adult majority and 
minority populations. 

 

Table 2.4: Socio-economic position if the family and ethnic background 

Socio-economic position of the family   
  
  
  

Very good Upper  Average Lower  Very 
low  Total 

No 37 26 29 4 4 100 Is student fully or partially from 
‘minority ethnic’ background? Yes (full or 

partial) 19 22 34 12 13 100 

Total 26 24 32 9 10 100 

 

One-third of the students report that the family’s economic situation is better than two years 
ago, while 15% think it is worse. This might reflect the preceding economic boom (and 
concomitant drop in unemployment rates).20 

 

2.1.3 Comparing the sample with the same age-group in the surrounding society 

In order to compare students in the survey with their peers in the community and nation-wide, 
it would have been useful to have data on the social backgrounds of peers of the same age (14-
16 years). However, there is limited available data on the age-group within the community, in 
the larger region, or in the country as a whole. Thus, it is not possible to compare with peers’ 
social backgrounds (parents’ education, income, socio-economic status), since these data are 
insufficient. That said, by comparing parents with their age cohort in the community and in 
Denmark, Section 2.2 provides a pretty good idea of the social status of young people in the 
survey in relation to the wider community and national level.  

 

                                                
19 Due to survey quality, some of the living standard variables had to be constructed slightly differently than 
intended. Caution should be exercised when making country comparisons based on this group of variables. 
20 When questionnaires were collected, the present economic crisis was relatively recent. Thus, it might not have 
had a great impact on students’ views on their family’s situation. 
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2.1.4 Summary  

Due to the selection of schools, two-thirds of the students in the survey have full or partial 
minority background – of which 24% of all students have a Middle Eastern background, 9% 
have a Pakistani background, and 7% have a Turkish/Kurdish background. The large proportion 
of minority students in the survey is reflected in the various demographic characteristics of 
students’ backgrounds. It conveys a picture of a sample of students from relatively lower socio-
economic backgrounds than the average in Copenhagen.  

The education level for parents is slightly lower than the average in Copenhagen, but as in 
Copenhagen, it is significantly higher for majority parents than minority parents. Not 
surprisingly, more minority parents than majority parents have blue-collar jobs, and the 
prominent occupation is ‘service worker’. 

Unemployment rates are higher for parents in the survey than for the parent generation in 
Copenhagen. Minority mothers especially have a very high unemployment rate, and half of 
minority mothers lack regular monthly income. Generally, minority parents have a lower socio-
economic status than majority parents. Again, this is especially the case for minority mothers. 

To a large extent, reflecting the large proportion of minority students in the sample, compared 
to Copenhagen averages, household sizes in the communities are somewhat larger, more people 
rent their home (and fewer own their own home), and many more, students live in social 
housing dwellings (50% compared to 20%). Living standards, however – as defined by the 
European research collective – are generally high, and very few students come from poor or 
materially deprived homes. Still, there are important differences when one looks at the socio-
economic position of the families. As Table 2.4 shows, about every fifth student comes from a 
family with a low or very low socio-economic position. Low socio-economic status is more often 
the case for minority students (one in four). In this sense, better than living standards as such, 
the educational and socio-economic levels of families in the sample might capture the 
‘rich/poor’ dispersion – between families with many or with few resources (material or 
immaterial).  

 

 

2.2 Internal differentiations within the sample 
This section provides a detailed characterisation of the sample by introducing its composition 
along a number of central differentiating factors: demographic, socio-economic, ‘ethnic’, and 
relating to school differences. In doing so, it breaks the sample down to identifiable internal 
groups, the distinct features of which provide the basis of the analyses in later sections. 

 

2.2.1 Ethnicity, education and occupational differentiations 

The sample includes more students with minority background than majority students. The 
gender composition is: 19% – majority boys, 28% – minority boys, 15% – majority girls, and 
39% – minority girls. In several cases, the data presented here are not disaggregated fully, such 
as by ethnic group. 
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Of minority students, 86% were born in Denmark, while 93% of their fathers and 85% of their 
mothers were born in another country. Two-thirds of the minority students have Danish 
citizenship, while only 40% of their parents have Danish citizenship (note, however, that about 
30% of the minority students answer ‘I don’t know’ to the question on parents’ citizenship. Of 
minority students, 12% have Danish as their first language, 24% have Arabic as mother tongue, 
and 28% are bilingual (with Danish as one of the languages). The minority students’ first 
languages are generally spoken with family and peers and not with teachers. 

As is the case with the more general demographic picture in the community, majority parents 
are the most highly educated, followed closely by parents with Middle Eastern background. 
Parents with Pakistani and Turkish/Kurdish background are the least educated. As later 
descriptions will show, there are substantial differences in the educational strategies of students 
with Pakistani background vis-à-vis Turkish/Kurdish background – surprisingly, perhaps, given 
the equally low education level for the parents in the two groups. Further analysis would be 
needed to explain this, but some research suggests differences in minority families’ structure, 
networks, and educational values and strategies, which lead the Pakistani families to be more 
active in maintaining and obtaining social positions. Another important explanation is that 
Pakistani families have a more pragmatic attitude towards education and educational 
possibilities than, for instance, Turkish/Kurdish families, which has a positive influence upon 
their children’s education strategies (Moldenhawer 2001, 2004, 2005b). 

Twice as many majority as minority students’ parents have white-collar jobs; in particular, 
parents of students with Turkish/Kurdish background, or who identify themselves as 
Turkish/Kurdish, have blue-collar jobs. These differences mirror overall community differences. 
Moreover, as with the more general picture, majority parents are much more often employed 
full-time than minority parents – especially minority mothers. More parents have a regular 
source income in the outskirt areas of Copenhagen, and parents are also somewhat better 
educated there than in inner city areas. With regard to families’ socio-economic positions (as 
defined in the EDUMIGROM project), 25% of minority families have low or very low positions, 
compared to 8% of majority families. 

 

2.2.2 Sample differences in housing and living standards 

The mean household size for majority students is 3.6 persons and 5 persons for minority 
students. (Students with Turkish/Kurdish background and with former-Yugoslavian background 
are below the mean.). Minority students generally have more siblings than majority students. 
Additionally, 59% of majority students’ household consists of parents with one or two children, 
and 11% with three or more. The corresponding numbers for minority students’ households are 
28% and 38%.  

Most majority students in the sample live in a family house, while it is much more common for 
minority students to live in apartments and/or social housing dwellings or ghettoes. As much as 
84% with Middle Eastern background have such places of residence, compared to 60% among 
Pakistani and Turkish/Kurdish students. This pattern is also visible when looking at differences in 
owner/renter status: 65% of majority students have parents who owns their own house or 
apartment, while minority parents most often rent, especially parents with Middle Eastern 
background. This difference is probably due in part to economic constraints, and also in part to 
the fact that they tend to live in communities. (Many minority families reside in social housing 
dwellings). 
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Regardless of ethnic background, families’ material conditions are almost exclusively mediocre 
or affluent, with no real interesting internal differentiations – except that Pakistani minorities 
are the most affluent of all, explained at least in part by their positive, pro-active attitude 
towards the Danish educational system as a medium for social mobility. Only a small fraction is 
‘poor’, and as commented in Section 2.1.2, this raises questions about the validity of this 
variable group in a Danish context (Andersen et al 2009). Thus, we can observe that not less 
than 94% of majority students live in good housing conditions; this figure is ten percentage 
points lower for minority students. Also, all homes are well or excellently equipped, and all 
facilities are partially or fully at disposal in close to all homes, regardless of ethnic background: 
in 100 % of majority students’ homes (the highest) and in 91% of homes of students of Middle 
Eastern background (the lowest). Nevertheless, as discussed earlier, at the same time we can 
observe differences in the socio-economic positions of the families – a far larger proportion of 
minority students coming from families with lower socio-economic positions.  

As Table 2.5 shows, majority students from upper-status families tend to live in neighbourhoods 
with other members of the Danish majority, while the opposite is the case for minority students 
with upper-status families. Majority students from lower-status families are evenly divided 
between majority and minority/mixed neighbourhoods, while minority students from lower-
status families almost exclusively live in minority/mixed neighbourhoods. Table 2.5 shows a 
somewhat segregated composition of neighbourhoods. We also notice some interesting 
intersections between ethnic background and status – for instance, majority students with 
upper-status parents and minority students with lower-status parents live in the most ethnically 
segregated neighbourhoods (see Andersen 2005). Many of the better-off majority families in the 
sample live in their own houses in the suburb of Greendale, while many of the minority families 
in the sample live in ‘ghettoes’, or social housing dwellings. 

 

 Table 2.5: Parents’ status and ‘ethnic’ composition of the neighbourhood (%) 
‘Ethnic’ composition of the neighbourhood  

Mostly majority  Mostly minority  Mixed majority-minority Total 
Ethnic background (full/partial) and parents’ status 

Majority and upper 66 5 29 100 
Minority and upper 23 39 38 100 
Majority and lower 51 14 35 100 
Minority and lower  9 51 40 100 
Total 31 33 36 100 

 

2.2.3 School characteristics 

Table 2.6 lists some central features of students for the different schools in the sample. Queens 
Park and Belleview schools have the highest percentage of majority students by far, while the 
rest of the schools almost exclusively have minority students – a distribution that resembles the 
one given by the schools themselves in Section 1.2. Divided into ethnic groups, Oak Street has 
many students with Pakistani and Middle Eastern background, while Fraser School has a large 
percentage of students with Turkish/Kurdish or Albanian/former-Yugoslavian or other 
backgrounds. North Muslim and Hillside Muslim schools have a very large proportion of students 
with Middle East background, while Greenfield School also has many students with Middle 
Eastern background, or students with other backgrounds.  



Table 2.6: Schools and student sample characteristics 

 Queens 
Park 

Oak Street Fraser North 
Muslim 

Greenfield Belleview Hillside 
Muslim 

Minority students (%) 38 95 93 100 87 30 100 
Students living in outskirts of 
Copenhagen (%) 

97 8 100 35 55 100 56 

Grades from questionnaires*  6.2 5.8 5.5 5.4 6.2 6.5 6.8 
Grades from Table 1.5 (national 
statistics) 6.4 4.4 4 4 4.5 5.6 6.9 

Parents’ highest education 
(Higher Education/ Elementary 
school ) 

58/16 29/42 22/47 75/17 31/33 61/20 56/7 

Proportion of  upper-status 
parents (%) 

39 10 8 38 14 31 54 

Proportion of girls (%) 48 59 47 59 59 49 68 
* Danish grading: the higher the number, the higher the grade. ‘7’ equals ‘good’ in the international grading scale,  
‘4’ is ‘satisfactory’. 

 

Queens Park, Fraser, and Belleview schools are located in the outskirts of Copenhagen, and 
attract students who live in their catchment areas. Fraser differs from the other two outskirt 
schools in that the catchment area is below the socio-economic level of Queens Park and 
Belleview (and is often referred to as a ‘ghetto’). Students from Queens Park and Belleview tend 
to live in family houses, while social housing dwellings tend to be the typical form of housing at 
the other schools. As seen in the previous section, the ethnic composition of students’ 
neighbourhoods follows the ethnic composition of students’ schools quite closely.  

Oak Street, Fraser, and Greenfield schools are where we find the fewest parents whose highest 
education level is a university or college degree – and where the most parents have elementary 
schooling as their highest education level. The opposite is the case for Hillside Muslim, North 
Muslim, Belleview, and Queens Park schools. The pattern is exactly the same when looking at 
parents’ status in Table 2.6 as it is for a number of other similar socio-economic variables.21 

This school ‘hierarchy’ can be split up in a division between minority/majority and here, Table 
2.6 shows that Hillside Muslim and North Muslim have the highest percentages of minority 
students from upper-status families (roughly three out of four students – much higher than the 
other schools). Belleview and Queens Park have the highest percentage of majority students 
from upper-status families (just under half of the students) and from lower-status families 
(about every fourth student). As majority schools, these proportions are much higher than at the 
other schools. Two-thirds of the students at Oak Street and Fraser schools and half of the 
students at Greenfield School are minority students from lower-status families. 
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21 One could have imagined that the status of the parents could be different from their educational level – for 
instance, in the case of families with large amount of economic and cultural capital respectively. Unfortunately, we 
have no information on the size of the parents’ income, and many of the socio-economic status variables in the 
sample have the parents’ educational level embedded in their construction.  



 

 

 

25

                                               

Not surprisingly, the highest frequencies of parents with white-collar jobs are found at North 
Muslim, Hillside Muslim, and Queens Park schools.22 All in all, an ethnic and socio-economical 
hierarchy emerges here: between schools dominated by majority and minority students from 
upper-status families and schools dominated by minority students form lower-status families. 
Students’ grades (grades from registrar data as well as grades stated in the questionnaires) 
follow this ‘hierarchy’ closely. Hillside Muslim School has the highest grade point average and 
also the highest percentage of female students who regularly perform better than male students 
(and Table 1.5 tells us that Hillside Muslim School by far has the highest proportion of students 
continuing to secondary education). There is a marked exception to this hierarchy, however: 
North Muslim School, where the grade point average is quite a bit lower than what one would 
perhaps expect. There could be school-endemic factors at play here (Table 1.5 in Section 1.2 
tells us that unique features of North Muslim School includes a very small number of students 
compared to the other schools, and a far greater percentage of teachers with minority 
background). As will be discussed later in the report, these school differences have implications 
for student life at schools, as well as for the students’ future educational paths. 

 

2.2.4 Summary 

In the sample, a number of interesting differences come to light when data are broken down to 
sub-groups that are organised by such central background variables as ethnicity, gender, 
education, occupation, and schools. First of all, there are a number of differences pertaining to 
majority/minority groups, and secondly, there are several additional differentiations among 
smaller ethnic groups (to the extent that sample data has allowed for such divisions). Generally, 
majority students’ parents are higher educated, have a higher employment rate, and a higher 
socio-economical status than do minority students’ parents. Among the ethnic minority groups, 
parents with Middle Eastern background have the highest education levels; parents with 
Turkish/Kurdish background have the largest percentage of blue-collar jobs. We can also see 
that the above socio-economic differences manifest themselves in the relatively segregated 
neighbourhoods in which students live, as well as in the difference between homeowners 
(majority parents) and rents (minority parents).  

The schools have quite different student profiles. Queens Park and Belleview are ‘majority 
student’ schools, where parents have relatively higher socio-economic positions. Hillside Muslim 
and North Muslim are ‘minority student’ schools with large proportion of students with Middle 
Eastern background; there, in relation to the other minority schools, more students also have 
upper-status parents. Oak Street and School (and to a lesser degree, Greenfield) are minority 
schools, where parents have a lower socio-economic status. Oak Street has a large proportion of 
students with Pakistani and Middle Eastern background, Greenfield has a large proportion of 
Middle Eastern background students, and Fraser has a large proportion of students with 
Turkish/Kurdish and Albanian/former-Yugoslavian background. 

 
22 Here, as is the case in other sections, many cross-tabulations are not possible due to small cell sizes.  
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3. School achievement plans for further study 
 

 

3.1 Students’ school performance 
This section focuses on how students’ performance is shaped by different personal and school-
related factors. As is the case with other chapters, in the following sections, it is of pivotal 
importance to investigate how major, independent variables such as gender, ethnicity, and class 
intersect in matters of school performance. Are the main explanatory factors linked to ethnic 
background, to gender, or to parents’ status and education level? Do such factors intersect, and 
if so, how?23 

These questions are pursued in the following section, examining school performance by means 
of variables such as overall school performance, performance in different subjects, attitudes 
towards different subjects/fields, and subjects most liked/disliked. These variables are examined 
individually in two- and three- dimensional cross-tabulations against a number of background 
variables, the most important being family’s educational level and status, ethnic background, 
and student’s gender. 

 

3.1.1 Average and subject-specific grades 

Initially, it might be interesting to explore the relationships between a student’s overall 
performance (grade average as stated by the students24), gender, and majority/minority and 
family status. When cross-tabulating different performance variables with a student’s gender 
and majority/minority status, it is clear that girls with majority background gets the best grades 
(72% get excellent/good), while boys with minority background gets the lowest grades (43% get 
excellent/good). Students with Turkish/Kurdish background have significantly lower grade 
averages than do other ethnic groups. This is especially the case for subjects in the humanities. 
It is also worth noticing that students with Turkish/Kurdish background were least likely to 
report their grades in the questionnaire.  

These relationships mirror well-documented connections between school results, gender, and 
ethnicity. There are a number of conventional explanations for these patterns. Firstly, girls, by 
way of different gendered socialisation processes (in the family upbringing and school), are 
more adaptive to the demands of the education system than are boys (Mehlbye et al 2000). 
Secondly, minority students are disadvantaged in the education system. In a primary school 
system that explicitly or implicitly addresses the standard ‘majority’ student, they are culturally 
and socio-economically disadvantaged because they are unfamiliar with the form and content 

 
23 As earlier noted, the size of the survey does not allow for very detailed breakdown into different intersectional 
categories. Later, data will be disaggregated to the widest extent possible. While exploring specific ethnic groups in 
this section is possible some places, small cell sizes makes this problematic most of the time. 
24 It needs to be taken into consideration that grade point average is based on the students’ own information. 



 

 

 

27

of education, and their parents lack the specific resources needed to aid them in their 
educational endeavours. (Following this, one could say that minority students are twice as 
disadvantaged as Danish students from lower socio-economic backgrounds) (see Gitz-Johansen 
2006a, 2006b). 

These explanations can be developed further by systematically bringing students’ social 
background into the picture. Table 3.1 shows that the proportion of students getting 
excellent/good grades in their overall school performance, in the humanities, and in the sciences 
is a function of their background broken down to gender, minority/majority background and 
family (socio-economic) status. 

 

Table 3.1: Minority, gender status of the students and school performance (%) 

 Overall performance – all subjects  
excellent/good 

Average grades – humanities: 
excellent/good 

Average grades – sciences: 
excellent/good 

minority-gender-family status 
majority-boy-lower  33 43 19 
majority-girl-lower  60 67 53 
minority-boy-lower  40 36 46 
minority-girl-lower  37 42 42 
majority-boy-upper  53 59 61 
majority-girl-upper  79 81 58 
minority-boy-upper  47 51 55 
minority-girl-upper  68 68 69 
Total 52 55 52 

 

The first data column of Table 3.1 reveals some interesting and perhaps well known information. 
Firstly, students from lower-status families tend to receive lower grades than students from 
families with upper-status backgrounds. Secondly, girls, regardless of their social background, 
most often receive higher grades than do boys. Thirdly, minority students most often receive 
slightly lower grades than do majority students (Dahl and Jakobsen 2005).  

However, we can also see that minority boys from lower-status families get slightly higher 
grades than majority boys from lower-status families. It appears as though least some minority 
boys fare better than their majority peers with the ‘same’ family background, which suggests 
that these minority families may have additional or particular educational strategies beyond the 
‘traditional’ educational values of majority families from lower socio-economic positions.25 
Trying to link this to school differences is difficult due to the small size of the sample, but it 
could be that minorities from lower-status families perform best at the mixed schools of 

                                                
25 The different school performance indicators and school attitudes are, to a wide extent, also correlated with 
students neighbourhood and ethnic composition, but not in ways that differs from how these indicators are 
correlated with the above treated socio-economic and ethnic variables (majority neighbourhoods have a higher 
grade point average than do minority neighbourhoods, for instance). Besides, the outskirts and inner city areas 
range widely; it is not possible to break the variable down into different neighbourhoods or ‘ghettos’. As to the 
variable ‘dramatic’, there are no noticeable differences: it is not correlated with any of the tested variables. The 
variables on ’events’ have much too small cell sizes in cross-tabulations. 
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Belleview and Queens Park, as well as at the highly segregated Hillside Muslim School. One 
explanation could be that grade-wise, there is a positive ‘spill-over’ effect from majority 
students with many resources at the first two schools, and from minority students with many 
resources at the third school (i.e. there is a relationship between school resources and student 
performance). 

The above pattern is even more visible when looking at how the students fare in the humanities 
(second column). In this subjects, being a majority girl from an upper-status family is an 
advantage with regard to performance: 81% have an average grade of excellent/good, while 
only 36% of minority boys from lower-status families achieve these grades. Moreover, the 
‘advantage’ of minority boys from lower-status families, seen in the first column, disappears in 
the second.  

The third column deals with science subjects. Here, we see a pattern that resembles that of the 
first column.  Minority boys from lower-status families much more often get an average of 
excellent/good (49%) than their majority peers (19%); minority girls from upper-status families 
also fare better than their majority peers. This could warrant an explanation that science 
subjects are ostensibly less culturally-conditioned and relatively strongly-framed and -classified 
than humanities subjects (Gilliam 2006, 2008; Gitz-Johansen 2006b). The argument here would 
be that, all else being equal, minority students are less disadvantaged in science subjects 
because these subjects are characterised by knowledge forms that are hierarchical, logical, and 
based on things being either ‘true’ or not ‘true’. Hence, being able to master a scholarly 
language that is abstract, based on assessments and the ability to argue ones case, as many 
majority students (from upper-status homes) are trained to do from early socialisation, are not 
as important in the sciences. 

 

Table 3.2: Ethnic identity, parents highest education and average grades 

 Average grades - humanities:  
Excellent/good 

Average grades - sciences:  
Excellent/good 

Ethnic identity and parents highest education26 
Majority and higher 76 63 
Minority and higher 54 49 
Mixed and higher 65 74 
Majority and lower 50 43 
Minority and lower 22 45 
Mixed and lower 48 46 
Total 58 56 

 

These considerations are developed in Table 3.2, where average grades in the humanities and 
science subjects are cross-tabulated with ethnic identity and social (educational) background. In 
the first column, we see that beside the familiar performance gap between children of upper- 
and lower-educated parents, majority identity students have the highest proportion of 
good/excellent grades, and minority identity students the lowest, while the mixed 

                                                
26 Using parents’ status instead of education shows exactly the same pattern. 
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minority/majority-identity students are much closer to the majority-identity students. Here, 
having a mixed minority/majority-identity is clearly an advantage.  

In the second column (science subjects), mixed identity students on average achieve 
excellent/good-grades more often than majority students. Also, minority-identity students from 
lower-educated families twice as often receive excellent/good grades in science subjects as in 
the humanities (45% to 22%, respectively). Once again, this suggests a relative advantage in the 
less culturally-conditioned subjects; it also begs the question why a mixed minority/majority-
identity is a particular advantage in the science subjects. One explanation could be that 
stronger aspirations for being part of the ‘majority’ might play a role here. Or, students with a 
mixed identity might have a particular advantage because they ‘fuse’ the goal-oriented 
strategies of some minority students with the familiarity of the Danish educational culture of 
majority students. 

As is the case for many of the correlations in this report, the sample size would imply that many 
of these findings are tentative. Nonetheless they point to interesting patterns and the need for 
further research in a number of areas.  

When looking at the Danish numeric grades given in different subjects, minority students do not 
higher average grades than majority students in any individual subject. The gap between 
majority and minority students is smallest in Geography and Biology (0.01), followed by 
Physics/Chemistry, Danish language, Social Science, German and French languages, History, 
English language, and finally, Mathematics (as the subject with the widest gap  at 0.18). 
Similarly, in no individual subject do students with ‘unskilled’ parents have higher grades than 
students where both parents have a higher education. The gap is smallest in Physics/Chemistry 
(0.27), followed by Biology, Geography, Social Science, Danish, English, German/French, History, 
and finally, Mathematics (with 0.54). In light of the above explanations regarding more and less 
culturally conditioned subjects, it might be surprising to find Mathematics on the ‘opposite end’ 
of what might be expected. This would again point to the need for further explorations here, in 
order to formulate a sufficient explanation. 

 

3.1.2 Subjects favoured and disfavoured 

Generally, while German language, Mathematics, and English language rank among the most 
unpopular subjects (accounting for one-third of the ‘disliked’ subjects); Mathematics, Danish 
language and English are the most popular subjects, accounting for 57 % of the subjects ‘liked’. 
When looking at what subjects broad groups most favour or disfavour, generally, the lack of 
differentiation along the lines of gender, ethnicity, family status, and parents’ educational level 
are striking.27 Summary variables reveal no differences along the crude minority/majority-axis. 
They do enable us to see that the subjects with the biggest gap between liked/disliked are 
Literature (Danish), which is liked four times more than disliked, and Science (Biology, 
Geography, Physics/Chemistry), which is liked half as much as disliked. It is hard to come up 
with an explanation for this, and it runs contrary to an hypotheses that proposes that minority 

 
27 The Danish research also asked about reasons for favouring/disfavouring different subjects. No significant 
differences could be found. 
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students favour science subjects. The role of specific/unique teachers might be at play, or that 
liking a subject and getting good grades in it do not necessarily coincide.  

However, looking at the intersection of gender and ethnicity, interestingly enough, majority girls 
tend to feel most uncomfortable with science subjects; minority boys are least uncomfortable 
with science subjects. More girls also mention humanities among the most liked subjects. This 
could relate to traditional gender patterns and the above subject-endemic explanations.28 Other 
noticeable differences include students with Pakistani origin, who are less likely to be 
uncomfortable with science subjects (28% are uncomfortable – more than half of other groups) 
and humanities subjects (59%).  

From the Danish part of the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) survey, we 
know that the greatest gap in lower secondary school between the achievement levels of 
minority and majority students is seen within the natural sciences. The smallest gap is found in 
their interpretive reading skills. Another conclusion is that differences in school performance 
remain when data are controlled for social background and parents’ educational level (Egelund 
and Tranæs 2007; Schindler 2005). At different educational levels, this runs somewhat counter 
to the findings in this report. This would need further investigation. 

 

3.1.3 The Importance of home to students’ education 

The Danish research team has also asked the students about the importance of their home to 
their education. Some interesting differences are observable. Many more majority students and 
students from upper-status families receive help with their homework; two-thirds of the 
minority students (versus 47% of majority students) agree that at home, weight is placed on 
getting a ‘proper’ education. This indicates that the ethnic minority families have different 
(more instrumental) education strategies; they might place more weight on their offspring 
getting an education than is commonly recognised as useful and leading to good job positions. 

It is also noticeable that parents’/siblings’ education inspires the educational pursuits of 
students from upper-status families to a high degree. Interesting differences along school lines 
are that Hillside Muslim School has far more students stating that they talk about politics at 
home and that at home, emphasis is placed on getting a ‘proper’ education; students at Fraser 
and Oak Street schools are least likely to receive help with their homework. These differences 
most likely have to do with the different social compositions of the surveyed schools. 

 

3.1.4 School and teacher differentiations 

When looking at how grades are distributed among the schools, it can be seen that the 
distribution of grades in science and humanities subjects follows the school pattern from 
Sections 1.2 and 2.2.3. Again, North Muslim School sticks out with significantly lower grades 

 
28 At the same time, harder to explain is that there are no real differences as to how often the different groups’ 
mentions science subjects among their most liked subjects, and slightly more majority students mentions 
humanistic subjects among disliked subjects than minority students. 
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than what would be expected from its student composition. As to differences linked the 
personal characteristics and attitudes of the class teacher (i.e. the teacher who bears certain 
responsibilities for the class as group of students), there are no meaningful differentiations to 
explore. Students with female class teachers receive better grades, but a closer inspection of 
this connection reveals that the female teachers in this sample are predominantly from schools 
where the grades are in the higher end anyway. (For instance, in the sample, there are only male 
teachers represented from Oak Street and Fraser schools). A major weakness with these 
variables is also that they only provide information on the class teacher, but not all the other 
teachers assigned to the classes 

 

3.1.5 Summary 

At first glance, when looking at students’ gender, ethnic background, and social background 
independently, school results seem to follow predictable lines. Some interesting differentiations 
appear when we combine these factors. Male minority students from lower-status backgrounds 
get better grades than their male majority peers, especially in science subjects, minority 
students feel less uncomfortable with these subjects than majority students. We see that 
minority identity students from lower-status backgrounds twice as often get good grades in 
science subjects as in the humanities subjects. In all subjects, it is a major advantage for 
students with minority background to have a mixed minority/majority identity (again, especially 
in the science subjects, where they outperform majority identity students).  

This could indicate that minority students gain a relative advantage in those science subjects 
that one could define as ‘hard-pure’ (minus mathematics) and ‘hard-applied’. The argument is 
that, all else being equal, these subjects are not as culturally conditioned as the humanistic 
subjects, where knowledge of Danish ‘majority’ culture would be advantageous for the student 
and where the discourse of the ‘implied’ student would often in particular carry ‘majority’ 
student connotations. This would also be in-line with what we know about minority students’ 
later education choices: they tend to lean towards technical/science applied-oriented subjects, 
whether in vocational training or in higher education (Hummelgaard et al 2002; 
Indenrigsministeriet 2001; Rosholm et al 2002). The importance of getting a ‘proper’ education 
could be interpreted along just these lines. 

Given the fact that male minority students from lower-status backgrounds receive better grades 
than male majority students, one would, in an educational mobility perspective, expect that 
their later education frequency would be higher. Insofar as this is not the case, this would point 
to the manifold structural barriers in the education system that meets minority students on 
their educational pathways. Longitudinal research into precisely those pathways might shed 
light on important processes of differentiation in the education system. 
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3.2 Educational paths: Plans for further studies 
In this section, the future educational paths of students are explored. As is the case throughout 
this report, intersections of gender, ethnic background, and family’s socio-economic positions 
are central to the analyses. 

In Denmark, there are basically two types of education at the secondary level:  

 

a) Gymnasium, which can be comprehensive (stx) or business- (hhx) or technically- (htx) 
oriented (in Table 3.3: Secondary comprehensive and secondary business or technical 
school), aimed toward entry to higher education.  

b) Vocational training school, which leads to different kinds of practically oriented jobs 
and does not providing access to higher education.  

 

No schools have formalized entry regulations (except for a primary education) but generally, 
some gymnasiums are very popular. The social composition of gymnasiums is very different from 
that of vocational schools – namely, at the former, parents have a significantly higher education 
level.  

With regard to the question of where students want to continue their schooling, to begin, it 
must be observed that almost all students in the survey responded that they want to continue 
studying (94%). Also, there is a positive correlation between a student’s overall school results, 
her or his propensity to continue secondary comprehensive, and her or his plans for higher 
education. Table 3.3 provides more specific information about where students want to continue 
their schooling, . It lists the different forms of schooling and how they are distributed along a 
number of central variables.  

It can be seen that practically all of Hillside Muslim School’s students, and 73% of North 
Muslim School’s students want to go to secondary comprehensive (‘gymnasium’(stx)) or to 
secondary technical (hhx, htx) schools, while Fraser School students most often opt for 
vocational training (about one-third). These preferences parallel differences in actual 
educational pathways as listed in Table 1.5.  

These preferences are also mirrored when differing between ethnic groups. Most students with 
Turkish/Kurdish origin, or who identify themselves as Turkish/Kurdish (of which Fraser School 
has a large proportion) choose secondary comprehensive/technical to a significantly lesser 
degree than do other groups; instead, they opt for vocational training school or for staying 
primary school. The ethnic group that chooses secondary comprehensive most is students with 
Middle East origin (48%), of which there are many at Hillside Muslim and North Muslim schools.  
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Table 3.3: Plans for further studies and different student characteristics 

 Comprehensive 
secondary 

Secondary 
technical 

(business or 
technical 

gymnasium) 

Secondary 
level 

vocational 
training 
school 

Stay in  primary 
school 

Plan to leave 
school Other Total

Schools 
Queens Park  31 17 13 17  21 100 
Oak Street  41 16 14 22 3 5 100*
Fraser  34 21 32 6 2 6 100 
North Muslim  53 20 13 7  7 100*
Greenfield  35 23 12 16  14 100 

Belleview  35 16 19 17  13 100 
Hillside Muslim  46 50  4   100*
Total 36 21 16 14 1 12 100 

*Please observe: small cell counts 
Parents’ highest education  

None above 
elementary 
schooling 

27 16 21 27 1 7 100 

Secondary 
vocational  28 17 24 10  21 100 

Secondary level - 
academic 
certificate 

32 32 11 9 2 14 100 

University or 
college degree 47 18 9 9  17 100 

Total 38 19 14 14 1 14 100 
 Gender and ethnic origin  

majority-boy 25 22 17 15  22 100 
majority-girl 43 7 11 19  20 100 
minority-boy 24 31 26 9 1 9 100 
minority-girl 47 19 10 16 1 7 100 
Total  36 21 16 14 1 12 100 

Ethnic origin (full/partial) and parents’ status  
Majority and higher 
status  41 15 8 14  22 100 

Minority and higher 
status 39 28 12 10 1 10 100 

Majority and 
lower-status  20 16 24 22  18 100 

Minority and 
lower-status 37 21 19 15 1 7 100 

Total 36 21 15 14 1 12 100 

 

Table 3.3 also shows that there is a distinct relationship between parents’ educational 
level/family status and a student’s choice of different educational paths. Students with highly 
educated parents tend to opt for secondary comprehensive, while students with lower educated 
parents typically favour vocational training school or want to stay in primary school – a pattern 
that is repeated when working with family status (instead of parents’ education level). Twice as 
many girls as boys (regardless of ethnic origin) choose comprehensive secondary, while boys 
tend to favour secondary technical school and vocational training (the latter especially minority 
background boys). Also, more students with minority background, especially boys, choose 
secondary technical school over students with majority origin.  
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About 10 percentage points more minority students with upper-status parents than minority 
students with lower-status parents choose secondary comprehensive or secondary technical 
school (67% to 58%, respectively). Among majority students, polarisation is a somewhat more 
pronounced: 56% of students with upper-status parents choose secondary comprehensive or 
secondary technical school, for majority students with lower-status parents, this figure is 36%.  

When looking at how gender and ethnic origin intersect with family status, we see that minority 
boys and (especially) girls from lower-status families prefer secondary comprehensive or 
technical school more than do majority students from lower-status families. Female minority 
students from upper-status families also prefer these educational paths more often than do 
female majority students from similar backgrounds. Hence, students’ social background and 
gender are important predictors of future educational pathways, but ethnic origin matters as 
well: minorities from lower status families choose secondary comprehensive or technical more 
than majority students with similar backgrounds.  

On the one hand, these findings might this might indicate that minority groups, unfamiliar with 
the Danish educational system, have more instrumental or goal-oriented educational strategies 
than their majority peers from the same social positions (Integrationsministeriet 2004). 
However, it must be noted that many majority origin students choose to stay in primary school 
or ‘continuation school’. Continuation school, or efterskole in Danish, is a form of 10th grade, but 
which allows greater freedom in subject choice, teaching methods, and so on. Efterskole is often 
preferred by students wanting to develop themselves personally in one way or another. This 
school type is included in the ‘other’-category in Table 3.3. Very few students choose erfterskole. 
It is something that almost no minority students chose; majority students appear to be delaying 
their choice of continuing education. There might be a number of reasons for the lack of 
minority students in continuation school, for instance: family strategies that place weight on 
establishing a family and being early wage-earners; or not adhering to the ideas of the 
continuation school that are rooted in Danish reform-pedagogical cultures (i.e. seeing education 
as a means to and end and not as a tool of personal development and identity building). So, the 
picture in the bottom of Table 3.3 might be disregarded; but it also tells us that most often, 
minority students will not ‘waste’ their time continuing with the 10th grade or choosing 
continuation school.  

Lastly, a reservation: students’ wishes for their educational futures of course do not necessarily 
say anything about where the students actually end up. Here, statistics on national level 
(Integrationsministeriet 2004) tell us that about half of the majority students and half of the 
minority students (born in Denmark) complete Gymnasium (secondary comprehensive/technical) 
after primary school. Another 30% of the majority students complete vocational training school, 
compared to only 13% of minority students; attrition is a major problem among minority 
students in vocational training schools. We can also see that the overall drop-out rate for 
majority students in secondary education is 20% compared to 32% for minority students. All in 
all, the actual destinations differ some from the desired destinations – but still, a rather large 
number of minority students completes a secondary comprehensive/technical education. 
Furthermore, recent statistics show that the proportion of female minority students enrolled in a 
higher education program is now the same as the proportion of female majority students in 
higher education. 

In light of existing statistical knowledge on minority students’ educational choices, the 
aspirations for continuing studies discussed here are important. Namely, minority students to a 
large degree choose applied-oriented subjects within the technical-, science- or social science 
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fields. For instance, at the university level, they opt for subjects like dentistry, pharmacy, 
medicine, or engineering (Thomsen 2008); we also know that some of them (especially the boys) 
lean towards the science subjects in school. Similarly, upper-status girls, often leaning toward 
humanities in school, tend to choose secondary comprehensive most often, and humanities 
subjects later, typically at the university level. Generally, in these different educational choices, 
it is not possible to isolate personal interests from various socio-cultural factors – at least 
statistically, it must be argued that personal interests in different educational pathways are 
often intimately connected to overall family values and life strategies. This is exemplified in the 
family values of many Pakistani students and their wishes for prestigious, professional higher 
education programmes. 

 

3.2.1 Influences on educational choices 

While there are a number of variables in this section that do not correlated significantly with 
any of the independent variables, a few interesting connections can be found, such as 
pertaining to familiarity with the educational system, to ethnicity, and to the role of the family. 

As to the importance of school reputation as a factor in future educational choice, there seems 
to be a weak correlation between students giving importance to school reputation and students 
from lower socio-economic backgrounds, minority male students, and students with Turkish 
/Kurdish origin. There is a relatively clear connection, however, between the status and level of 
education of a student’s parents, and the student’s response to whether her or his teacher 
played a role in educational choice. The lower a family’s educational level/status, the higher the 
role the teacher played. Three out of five minority students’ answered ‘yes’, compared to one in 
five majority students. Furthermore, it also seems that a school’s location is more important in 
shaping the ultimate educational choices of students from lower status families than it is for 
students from higher-status backgrounds: 37% of the former group indicated that this factor 
plays a role in their decisions, compared to 23% for the latter group.    

The common denominator in these connections could be whether the student and his or her 
family are familiar with the education system and have experience navigating in it. For instance, 
we might consider the role teacher plays for minority students, and in the importance of the 
school’s reputation: when families are not ‘at home’ in the education system, they place more 
weight on school reputation. In a more ‘empowered’ perspective, a family strategy among 
minority students would be one that manages to use the education system in a very goal-
oriented way – taking advantage of the possibilities offered to get a ‘proper’ education that will 
secure an economically attractive and prestigious job position, or viewing education as a means 
to an end. This can be seen in one of the country specific questions in the questionnaire: asked 
about degrees that can be used internationally, minority students often responded that this is 
very important. A hypothesis here is that many minority students have an international outlook 
when it comes to future work life.29 

 
29 Student advisors report that minority students often give this reason for choosing specific programmes – that 
they can be used internationally. We do not know, however, if they actually end up working in another country. 
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The importance of the school being inclusive seems to be related solely to minority students, 
and whether schools should offer religious education is linked exclusively to minority students 
from lower socio-economic backgrounds. Whether a priest or religious leader played a role in 
educational choice is also clearly related to ethnicity, especially those from lower socio-
economic backgrounds. The two Muslim schools have the highest proportion of student stating 
this, while a smaller proportion of minority students at the mixed schools state this.  

On the question of whether parents played a role in educational choices, it is interesting to note 
that fathers are mentioned just as frequently as are mothers (about 80% for both). Minority 
students – and especially students with Pakistani origin – mention both fathers and mothers as 
playing a role more often than do majority students. (There does not seem to be any correlation 
with the family’s social position). Similarly, siblings play a greater role for minority students 
(58%)– especially with Pakistani origin  – than they do for majority students (41%). This could 
point to the role of different family patterns generally, and specifically, to the tightly knit family 
structures of Pakistani students, which often gives them an educational advantage 
(Moldenhawer 2002, 2004, 2005b). Students with Pakistani origin often aim for (and 
completing) secondary comprehensive/technical. 

Lastly, a note on what role interest plays in educational choices: In Denmark, there has 
traditionally been a strong discourse on educational choices being interest-driven and a central 
part of the identity-work of young people (Katznelson 2004). What might be worth exploring in 
a cross-country comparative perspective, therefore, is that 99% of all students answer ‘yes’ to 
the question whether ‘interest’ played a role in educational choice. In the Danish survey, 
students were also asked what was important if they considered choosing a higher education. 
Almost everyone indicated ‘interest’ here as well. 

 

3.2.2 Summary 

At first glance, it might seem as if minority students choose comprehensive or technical 
secondary more often than do majority students regardless of social background. It should be 
noted, however, that many of the majority students postpone their choices of post-primary 
education (spending a year at continuation school, etc.), thereby eschewing the picture of 
educational patterns and suggesting  that minority students want to continue their education 
much faster than do majority students. This might be indicative of distinctly different 
educational strategies. Here, we see a need for more research into the educational pathways of 
minority vis-à-vis majority students. 

With regard to differences among ethnic groups, we see that students with Turkish/Kurdish 
origin opt for vocational training school and choose secondary comprehensive/technical to a 
much lesser degree than do other groups. Meanwhile, students with Middle Eastern background 
choose secondary comprehensive most often – and this is strongly associated with family’ status 
and parents’ education level. They are also heavily represented at Hillside Muslim and North 
Muslim schools – schools with particularly high frequencies of students wanting to continue in 
secondary comprehensive/technical school.  
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4. Attitudes toward the school and interpersonal relations  
 

 

4.1 Attitudes toward school 

The first section of this chapter touches upon different aspects of the daily life of students in 
school. Firstly, attitudes toward school, schoolwork, and other students are examined and 
secondly, a number of variables on possible discrimination are explored.  

 

4.1.1 Feelings about schoolwork, fellow students, and class atmosphere30 

In general, four out of five students ‘feel good’ about schoolwork. While this is connected to 
their school results, as shown in Table 4.1, interestingly enough, there does not seem to be any 
major differences across student’s social background. There are, however, some interesting 
differences with respect to gender and ethnic origin. Namely, a larger proportion of ethnic 
minority boys than majority boys feel good about schoolwork. As Table 4.1 shows, over one-
third of majority boys do not feel good about schoolwork, while only every tenth girl, regardless 
of ethnic background, does not feel good. (The higher percentage of girls feeling good might 
also explain the connection to school results.) 

 

Table 4.1: Feelings about schoolwork, by ethnicity, gender, and school results (%) 

  I feel good about schoolwork 
Ethnic origin-gender Yes/rather yes Rather no/no Total 

Majority-boy 61 39 100 
Majority-girl 89 11 100 
Minority-boy 79 21 100 
Minority-girl 89 11 100 
Total 81 19 100 

Overall school performance    
Excellent 96 4 100 
Good 89 11 100 
Satisfactory 80 21 100 
Sufficient 73 27 100 
Total 84 16 100 

 

                                                
30 This question was purposefully left open for students’ interpretations. The questionnaire asked students about 
feelings of comfort with school. Two questions were posed: ‘I feel comfortable with school because I feel good 
about schoolwork’ and ‘I feel comfortable with school because I get along well with other students’. Students were 
asked to respond by marking ‘yes’, ‘rather yes’, ‘rather no’, ‘no’ or ‘I don’t know’. 
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It is remarkable that majority boys have such a relatively low score, especially since majority 
boys and minority boys have the same grade point average in the survey – 5.9, which is ‘good’ 
on the international grading scale. An adequate explanation for this would require further 
investigations.31 It is nevertheless an important reminder of how necessary it is to examine 
these questions by way of an intersectional approach. 

Looking across ethnic groups, we see that the proportion of majority identity students feeling 
good about schoolwork (76%) is a bit below the overall average. Among minority students, 
those with Pakistani identity are 10 percentage points above average (the highest), and students 
with Turkish/Kurdish identity are 10 points below average (the lowest). The feelings of these 
minority groups towards schoolwork are consistent with what we know about school results and 
school attitudes of Pakistani and Turkish student – as discussed in this report and from research 
results. Namely: Pakistani students generally fare much better in the education system than do 
Turkish minority students; and Pakistani students have more self-confidence and behave more 
successfully in school than do Turkish students. We also know that although both groups of 
students do wish for a future that provides more that what their parents experienced, Pakistani 
students manage to incorporate an idea of what it means to invest in schooling. A further 
explanation of the relative school success of Pakistani students is that they develop a strategy 
of “accommodation and acculturation without assimilation” (Gibson 1988, 1997), through 
which they regard cultural and linguistic accommodation as a positive dimension of their ethnic 
identity formation (Moldenhawer 2001, 2004). 

 

4.1.2 Friends and schoolmates 

With regard to friends and schoolmates, 92% of all surveyed students stated they have several 
friends among schoolmates. This figure is slightly higher among students from upper-status 
backgrounds or with highly educated parents. Further, as high as 95% of the students answered 
‘yes’ or ‘rather yes’ to the statement: ‘I get along with other students’. The only real differences 
here is that there seems to be a slight correspondence between socio-economic status and how 
students get along with other students. Slightly more students from lower-status families do 
not get along with their peers.  

Responses to ‘experiences with schoolmates/peers are positive in all aspects’ seem, to some 
extent, to be linked to family status: 31% of students from upper-status families have solely 
positive experiences, compared to 20% of students from lower-status families. There are no 
differences between majority/minority students, but among students with minority background, 
students with Turkish/Kurdish origin are the fewest with ‘all positive’ experiences.32 

Just over half of the students described their class atmosphere as ‘a friendly and cohesive 
community’, while 21% found hostile groups in class. Another 13% stated that the class is 

 
31 Perhaps this is a gendered issue – as girls fare better than boys in the education system –  and a difference in 
authoritarian views on the education system. A hypothesis would then be that among majority boys, family 
authority patterns might be different. As a student, you are ‘supposed’ to dislike schoolwork in order to gain 
recognition from peers. 
32 No students have negative experiences with mates/peers in all aspects. 
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‘highly individualised’. Students from upper-status families tended to find the classroom to be a 
‘friendly and cohesive community’. Boys concurred with this statement to a higher degree than 
did girls (60 to 45%). When we look at how these responses intersect with gender and ethnicity, 
boys from upper-status backgrounds, regardless of minority ethnic belonging, most frequently 
and positively assessed the atmosphere as ‘friendly’. This could again warrant an explanation 
pertaining to patterns of sex roles in peer groups. More interesting is the fact that these 
responses to do seem to correspond with ethnicity.  

Looking at the distribution across schools (Table 4.2), Oak Street and Greenfield schools have the 
fewest students who found the atmosphere friendly and cohesive – and the highest share of 
students who see hostile groups in class. Hillside Muslim and Belleview schools had very 
positively assessed atmospheres. This resembles the school ‘hierarchy’ from Section 2.2.3. 
Hillside Muslim School’s high percentage might point to a combination of its relative 
homogenous student body and other specific school measures and characteristics that need 
further investigation. 

 

Table 4.2: Class atmosphere and schools (%) 

Atmosphere in class 
  Friendly and cohesive 

community 
Hostile groups in this 

class 
Class is highly 
individualised Total 

Schools 
Queens Park School 58 23 19 100 
Oak Street School 36 36 28 100 
Fraser School 58 40 2 100 
North Muslim School 67 20 13 100 
Greenfield School 49 29 22 100 
Belleview School 75 12 13 100 
Hillside Muslim School 93 7  100 
Total 61 24 15 100 

 

Whether a student has strong, positive feelings about school is first of all strongly correlated 
with her or his school results, as shown in Table 4.3. Here, we see a significant correlation with 
parents’ social positions – 51% are from upper-status families, and 32% are from lower-status 
families. It is also an advantage to be female (as we have seen, girls, regardless of ethnicity, 
tend to feel good about schoolwork.). Table 4.3 shows that minority identity students and mixed 
minority/majority identity students (especially with lower status parents) actually have stronger 
positive feelings about school than do majority identity students. This echoes findings presented 
previously, with the addition that positive feelings toward school are stronger among minority 
than majority students. Within the former group, positive feelings are especially strong in the 
case of students with mixed identities from lower-status backgrounds.  Here, strong aspirations 
for upward mobility might play a role. Instead, I would recommend: The correlation between 
having a mixed identity and particularly strong, positive feelings toward school is an interesting 
result that needs further investigation on order to be explained properly. (It might be that they, 
in an educational perspective, adopt the ‘best’ from both identities, so to speak). 

 



Table 4.3: Feelings about school, performance, ethnic identity and parents’ status (%) 

Feelings about school 
  Strong, 

positive  
Dominantly 

negative  Mixed Total 

Overall school performance 
Excellent 67 4 30 100 
Good 44 5 52 100 
Satisfactory 35 5 60 100 
Sufficient 22 7 70 100 
Total 40 5 55 100 

Ethnic identity and parents’ status 
Majority and upper-status parents 46 5 48 100 
Minority and upper-status parents 47 6 47 100 
Mixed and upper-status parents 50 3 47 100 
Majority and lower-status parents 26 11 62 100 
Minority and lower-status parents 29 9 62 100 
Mixed and lower-status parents 41 5 55 100 
Total  40 7 54 100 

 

Students who consider themselves Turkish/Kurdish have far lower positive feelings than other 
ethnic groups: one 13% have a positive assessment of school atmosphere. Elsewhere, positive 
assessments range between 35-50%. Hillside Muslim School sticks out. There, 70% of students 
have strong positive feelings about school – about twice as much as the rest (around 30-35%). 
Lastly, having positive feelings about school are, not surprisingly, strongly correlated with 
having one or more teachers who likes the student. 

 

4.1.3 Discrimination 

In the following, selected variables on experiencing and witnessing various form of 
discrimination are examined.33 Religious discrimination is experienced more often by ethnic 
minorities – while nine out of ten majority students had never experienced religious 
discrimination, about seven out of ten minority students had experienced such discrimination. 
With regard to discrimination by social background, it seems that boys, ethnic minorities, and 
students from lower-status backgrounds feel discriminated against somewhat more than do 
other students. With regard to students who have witnessed and act discrimination by social 
background, the pattern is repeated: ethnic minorities and students from lower-status 
backgrounds had witnessed discrimination somewhat more than other students. 

Discrimination along ethnic lines links to a student’s ethnic background: 94% of  majority 
students state they have never experienced any ethnic discrimination, compared to only 72% of 
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33 Many of the variables have been omitted because the cell sizes in cross-tabulations were too small. 
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minority students. As to the question of whether the students have witnessed discrimination 
linked to ethnic origin, slightly more boys (than girls) and more majority (than minority) 
students had never witnessed this. (Overall, three out of four students had never witnessed 
ethnic discrimination.) Discrimination by appearance does not seem to be linked to ethnicity.34 

The similarities between ‘experiencing’ and ‘witnessing’ discrimination might suggest that 
students did not perceive a clear distinction (i.e. between witnessing and experiences 
discrimination).  Another issue is how these answers relate to prevailing discourses on 
discrimination and ethnicity. This is hard to say: the proportion of students experiencing 
discrimination is not extremely high, and we might have expected that the presence of public 
debates and discourses on bullying and on Muslims would spur experiences of discrimination. 

Discrimination by a teacher is weakly linked to parents’ status and ethnic origin: 24 % of 
majority students stated that discrimination by a teacher has occurred, compared to 37 % of 
minority students. Male minority students from lower-status backgrounds feel discriminated 
against most  (43%), and specifically, students with Turkish/Kurdish identity (students with 
Turkish/Kurdish identity also feel most discriminated against by peers). One explanation for 
these patterns could be that the ‘story’ among many teachers (in our survey and as in discerned 
in other research) is that male minority students are most challenged in the classroom. They 
tend to create  ‘counter cultures’ for instance, thereby leading teachers to view them as 
‘problem’ students (Gilliam 2005). For Turkish/Kurdish students, many teachers know that they 
often come from lower-educated backgrounds; they may also be perceived as ‘badly behaving’ 
students. Another explanation could be that, since students with Turkish/Kurdish identity are 
most often found at Fraser School, certain unique school- and peer-cultures affect students’ 
accounts of discrimination. 

The fewest accounts of discrimination by a teacher was found at North Muslim School, which 
most likely has to do with the fact that it has the biggest proportion of ethnic minority teachers 
by far. They also have a program to target students with behavioural problems, which might 
play a role). Regarding accounts of experiencing and witnessing discrimination by 
peers/schoolmates, it is remarkable that no significant differentiations appear with reference to 
the independent variables used in this section. Again, one could interpret this as a ‘political 
correct’ answer provided by students, who are aware of what is expected from them. However, 
there are no reasons to think that this would be particularly be the case in Danish school 
classes. 

 

4.1.4 Summary 

In students’ feelings about school and schoolwork, we find some well-known gender differences. 
In particular good feelings toward school are more prevalent among girls.  We also found that 

 
34 Discrimination by appearance only seems to be linked to gender – boys experience less discrimination than girls. 
(Four out of five boys had never experienced discrimination, compared to three out of four girls. Similarly, two-
thirds of boys had never witnessed an instance of discrimination, compared to just under half the girls. Four out of 
five has never experienced discrimination by gender in the class room, with no significant differentiations. Other 
variables in this variable-group have to small cell sizes to pass on information on sources of discrimination. 
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good feelings about school are positively correlated with parents’ higher status. Next, there are 
some surprising differences in ethnicity: generally, majority boys are least likely to feel good 
about schoolwork, and mixed majority/minority-identity students are prone to have strong 
positive feelings about school.  

In feelings toward school as well as toward schoolwork, there seems to be something at play 
that makes minority students rather prone to positive feelings. This would certainly be a case for 
further examination, especially since we know that this is the same student group that is 
systematically disadvantaged in the education system. Whether this is also related to unique 
school differences – at Hillside Muslim School as much as 70% have strong, positive school 
feelings – must be a matter of further investigation. Lastly, students who consider themselves 
Turkish/Kurdish are again seen to be disadvantaged: they have the least positive feelings. 
Students with Pakistani identity are above average in feeling good about schoolwork. 

Practically all students get along with and have friends among other students. Having good 
student-student experiences and finding the atmosphere friendly and inclusive is slightly 
correlated with students’ social backgrounds. What is quite interesting is that these variables do 
not differ along a majority-minority axis (except that students who consider themselves 
Turkish/Kurdish have the least positive experiences in all aspects with other students). This could 
perhaps necessitate a closer look at the schools, especially since 93% of Hillside Muslim School 
students find the atmosphere friendly and cohesive, compared to only 36% at Oak Street 
(general variation in school percentages being very large). 

Different discrimination variables convey a rather well-known picture: that religious and ethnic 
discrimination is felt more often by minority students than majority students, and that 
discrimination by social background to some extent follows students’ social backgrounds.  

Experiencing teacher discrimination relates to ethnicity and social background.  Male minority 
students from lower-status backgrounds feel most discriminated against, mirroring some 
research literature focusing on classroom interaction and the construction of different ‘ethnic’ 
student roles in the classroom (Gilliam 2009; Moldenhawer 2005a, 2006, 2007a, 2007b). This 
might have to do with the teachers’ ethnic background, since discrimination by teacher is found 
least at the school (North Muslim) where the percentage of minority teachers is the highest.  

 

 

4.2 Teacher-student and student-student relationships 
The second part of the chapter consists of two sections: first, students’ experiences with their 
teachers are examined; and second, student-student relationships are investigated – how they 
relate to each other and how these relations vary along social-, gender-, ethnic- and school 
lines. 

 

4.2.1 Teacher-student relationships 

Of students who say that they have teachers who like them, slightly more have (upper) status 
parents. Not surprisingly, having a ‘liking’ teacher is strongly correlated with good school results 
(average results as well as average results in humanities and science subjects separately). There 
are some interesting differences when we look at intersections of gender, ethnicity, and social 
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background in more detail. As shown in Table 4.4, there is quite a gender difference in how 
majority students answer – and this difference is especially conspicuous for majority students of 
lower-socio-economic status. Far more girls have teachers who like them, while there is very 
little difference in the answers of minority boys and girls on the respective status levels.35  

 

Table 4.4: Minority-gender-status and teacher sympathy (%) 

 I have one or several teachers who likes me 

minority-gender-family status  
majority-boy-lower  38 
minority boy-lower  49 
majority-girl-lower  81 
minority-girl-lower  50 
majority-boy-upper  55 
minority-boy-upper  77 
majority-girl-upper  74 
minority-girl-upper  70 
Total 60 

 

Relatively, it seems to be particularly disadvantageous to be a majority male student and a 
particular advantage to be a majority girl. This is not linked to school: distributions across 
schools are inconclusive. The reasons for these differences need to be examined further. (One 
hypothesis could be that these findings might have to do with minority students being ‘noticed’ 
– for better or for worse - more than majority students).  

Split into ethnic minority groups, students with Turkish/Kurdish identity differ greatly from the 
rest: a little over half have one or more teachers who like them, and not less than 90% have one 
or more teachers that dislike them. As touched upon earlier, this might have to do with a 
combination of a certain common view that Turkish students fare worst in the education system 
and school-endemic factors: most Turkish/Kurdish students are found at Fraser School. 

 

4.2.1.1 Experiences of unjust treatment 

About 20% of the students responded they had experienced unjust treatment often, a little 
fewer than 40% said ‘occasionally’, and 20%  ‘never’. Nearly one-third (30 %) of male students 
had experienced unjust treatment often – about double the percentage of female students. 
One-quarter of minority students answered ‘yes’ to having experienced unjust treatment, 
compared to 15% of majority students. It also seems that students from lower-status families 
experience unjust treatment more often than students from an upper-status background.36  

                                                
35 Explorations along the same line as above concerning the question of having teachers that dislikes them are 
inconclusive here. Generally a large proportion of the students answers that they do not know if they have one or 
several teachers that likes or dislikes them. 
36 But generally, cell sizes are small in tabulations with this variable. 
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Going into detail, we can see that slightly more minority than majority students state that the 
unjust treatment had to do with their scholarly performance (61% to 52%). Just under one-
third of the students linked unjust treatment with ‘punishment’: more majority than minority 
students, and more boys than girls (male majority students: 41%, and female minority students: 
26%). Differences are very small as to which students identify unjust treatment as having to do 
with their own behaviour. More students from the lower status homes than from upper status 
homes (31% to 19%) stated that the unjust treatment was linked to distributing rewards. 

These findings do, to some degree, confirm commonly cited differences in teacher-student 
relations: that boys are perceived as having less discipline that girls, and that teachers view 
minority students and students from lower status homes as having more behavioural problems 
than others. These differences suggest certain expectations and pre-constructed student 
categories in education. (The typical teacher, meanwhile, is a middle class, majority female 
(Gitz-Johansen 2003)). 

A third of the students answered that discrimination by a teacher has occurred in school. As 
reported in Section 4.1.3, we can discern differences with regard to students’ gender, ethnicity, 
and social background: male minority students from lower-status backgrounds feel most 
discriminated against. 

 

4.2.2 Student-student relationships 

As reported in Section 4.1.2, almost all students stated that they get along and have friends 
among their classmates. There is no gender or ethnic differences to be found, but students' 
responses seem to be very weakly correlated with parents’ status and educational level. 

 

4.2.2.1 Bullying 

On the matter of bullying at school or in the classroom, 16% of students responded that 
bullying occurs frequently, while 51% stated that it occurs occasionally (11% said ‘never’ and 
21% ‘do not know’). Responses to this question seem to differ along gender and ethnic lines. 
Twice as many boys (every fifth) as girls stated that bullying occurs frequently, and 6% of 
majority students answered that bullying occurs frequently, compared to 22% of minority 
students. Again, students with Turkish/Kurdish origin, or who identify themselves as such, stand 
out as having a significantly higher score on this question than other groups. This could have 
several explanations. It be that boys bully more, and/or that bullying is perceived as a physical 
act that more often connected to ‘boyish’ behaviour (bullying done by girls is more ‘invisible’). It 
might also be the case that minority students, being ‘othered’ and identified as ‘strangers’, 
experience bullying more – and this might be especially evident among students with 
Turkish/Kurdish origin. 

Oak Street sticks out as the school where the highest proportion of students – by far – said that 
bullying occurs. This is in-line findings from the previous section (4.1.2): Oak Street School also 
has the lowest number of students that find the atmosphere ‘friendly and cohesive’. This might 
be explained by school culture and a student body from neighbourhoods characterised by 
conflictual ethnic relations. 

Bullying between students of different school classes seems to be related to ethnic identity and 
social background (Table 4.5). Slightly more students with lower-status parents experience 
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bullying between different classes. Within these groups, minority identity students experience 
bullying the most, and mixed majority/minority-identity students – the least. Again, this might 
have to do with minority students being most susceptible to bullying experiences, while mixed 
identity students, perhaps striving to be part of the majority, do not feel the need to construct 
bullying as a problem. 

 

 Table 4.5: Bullying between classes, by ethnic identity and parents’ status 
 Bullying between different classes 

Ethnic identity and parents’ status Yes No Total 
Majority and upper-status  42 58 100 
Minority and upper-status  53 47 100 
Mixed and upper-status  32 68 100 
Majority  and lower-status  54 46 100 
Minority and lower-status  62 38 100 
Mixed and lower-status  44 56 100 
Total  49 51 100 

 

Bullying between students with different social backgrounds is experienced by every fifth 
student. Queens Park and Belleview schools, being the majority schools, have much higher 
percentages of students experiencing bullying between students with different social 
backgrounds than the other schools. This could have something to do with the fact that these 
schools are the most ethnically (and socially) segregated schools. Bullying between students 
with different social backgrounds does not take place at schools where the student body is, 
generally, either equally socially advantaged or disadvantaged.  

These findings are mirrored in bullying between students from different neighbourhoods. The 
only reasonably significant difference is found among the different schools: Fraser School 
students who predominantly live in a socially homogenous, disadvantaged neighbourhood have 
the lowest percentage of students experiencing bullying between neighbourhoods (only 5% 
answered ‘yes’ to this), while 20-25 % of students at Hillside Muslim, Belleview, and Greenfield 
schools said bullying occurs – probably due to their mixed neighbourhood composition.  

Bullying between students with different ethnic origin is correlated slightly with ethnic identity. 
About 20% of minority identity students and mixed majority/minority-identity students said 
that this occurs, while 30 % of majority identity students said it occurs. This rather surprising 
finding might be explained by looking at school compositions.  The vast majority of ethnic 
majority students are found at Queens Park and Belleview schools. The high answer rate here 
(‘yes’, bullying between ethnic groups occurs) might have to do with the fact that these schools 
have a very mixed majority/minority student body. (Other schools are more ethnically 
segregated; hence, students do not experience bullying between students of different ethnic 
groups.) Findings from Greenfield, Queens Park, and Belleview schools, where the student body 
is not all minority, indicate this. A possible explanation could be that bullying between students 
of different ethnic backgrounds most often occurs in schools with a mix of majority and 
minority students. Students with Albanian/former-Yugoslavian or Turkish/Kurdish identities 
responded that bullying occurs between students with different ethnic origins the least. These 
groups are also heavily represented at Fraser School, which in general had low levels of bullying.  
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4.2.2.2 Interethnic interaction 

Whether students of different ethnic backgrounds sit together in the canteen relates to 
ethnicity and, to some degree, to parents’ status. Among majority students with upper-status 
parents, 84% responded that different groups do sit together, compared to 99% of minority 
students with  lower-status parents. This is least likely to happen (12-13 % says it does not 
happen) at the majority schools, Belleview and Queens Park. 

Roughly the same pattern is seen when we turn to homework – and specifically, if homework is 
done with students with a different ethnic background. Majority boys stick do this significantly 
less than the other groups: two-thirds answered that this happens, while the proportion for 
majority girls and minority student is around 90%. Concomitantly, 97 % of students do 
homework with students of a different ethnic background at Fraser School, compared to about 
80% at Belleview and Queens Park schools.  

On the one hand, we can see some segregation: minority students have more interethnic 
interaction than some majority students. That said, we do not know if minority students interact 
with majority students or, as is likely the case, with other minority students.37 On the other 
hand, the proportion of majority students involved in interethnic interactions is fairly high. This 
pattern is reproduced when looking at whether students ‘hang out’ with students of different 
ethnic backgrounds: 74% of the majority boys do, compared to 89-94% of majority girls or 
minority students. At Fraser, Greenfield, and Hillside Muslim schools, almost all students hang 
out with students of different ethnic backgrounds (93-95%), a few percentage points more than 
at other schools. The higher proportion of majority girls socialising with minority student, might 
be linked to the fact that minority girls are more ‘adapted’ to a school and school culture, while 
majority boys are less likely to socialise with minority male students because they are more 
often ‘othered’, as previously discussed. 

Whether students share secrets together with students of different ethnic backgrounds is a 
question that is related to gender, as well as to ethnicity and social background. An average of 
83% do share secrets, and this figure is slightly higher if a student has a lower-status 
background, is female, and is a minority. Hence, minority girls from lower-status families share 
secrets most, while majority boys from upper-status families shares them least (44%). Secret-
sharing between ethnic groups is least likely to happen at Queens Park and Belleview schools, 
not surprisingly. The same pattern is found regarding the question of whether students with 
different ethnic backgrounds visit each other’s homes, except that the connection to family 
status is weaker. Responding to this question, 58% of the majority boys do visit the homes of 
students of different ethnic groups, far below the average of 85%. Majority boys from upper-
status families interact with other student groups the least. 

 

 
37 This questionnaire only asks about interaction with students with a different ethnic background, not also about 
interaction with majority students. 



Table 4.6: Interethnic activities, by ethnic origin, gender and parents’ status 

Activities done together with mate having different ‘ethnic origin’ 
  Happens in all 

activities Happens in some activities Never happens Total 

Ethnic origin-gender-status 
Majority-boy-lower  71 24 6 100 
Majority-girl-lower  79 5 16 100 
Minority boy-lower  80 20 0 100 
Minority-girl-lower  85 13 2 100 
Majority-boy-upper  59 25 16 100 
Majority-girl-upper  86 7 7 100 
Minority-boy-upper  78 16 5 100 
Minority-girl-upper  89 9 2 100 
Total 80 15 5 100 

 

We also explored whether the above activities are done with students of different backgrounds: 
if this never happens, or if it happens in some activities. Four out of five students stated that 
they interact with students of different ethnic backgrounds in all activities. As seen above, this 
is weakly linked to socio-economic status, as well as gender and ethnicity.  Majority male 
students, and especially the ones from upper-status families, are least likely do all the activities 
(see Table 4.6). As written earlier, perhaps this is because many minority male students are 
stigmatised in school and classroom cultures. 

 

4.2.3 Summary 

It is most often minority students that experience unjust treatment by the teacher (and students 
from lower-status families), and male minority students from lower-status backgrounds are the 
ones that feels discrimination by the teacher the most. At the same time, having one or more 
teachers that likes the responding student is more often the case among male minority students 
than with male majority students. While the former is consistent with common scholarly 
perceptions on the social positions of minority students in the classroom, the latter, apparently 
not having to do with differences inherent to the different schools, needs further investigation. 
One explanation could be that majority male students, especially from lower-status families, are 
‘unnoticed’ in the classroom, while minority students are targets for both discriminatory and 
unjust behaviour. Also, their teachers might be particularly susceptible to (male) minority 
students when they display ‘achiever’-behaviour. This could fuel the hypothesis about the 
‘forgotten’ male majority from lower-status families in the academic and public debate on 
performance differences in the education system.  

About every fifth minority student said that bullying occurs frequently (6% of the majority 
students). One-fifth of minority students also stated that bullying between students with 
different ethnic background occurs frequently; this is actually lower than the 30% of majority 
student that stated this. When looking at school differences, an explanation could be that 
bullying between students with different ethnic origin occurs most often in schools with a mix 
of majority and minority students. 
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Practically all students get along with and have friends among their classmates. Pertaining to 
differences in various interethnic student relations, there seem to be two major conclusions to 
be drawn.  

First, the level of interethnic activities among students is high, perhaps even surprisingly high. 
That segregation is generally not apparent is, on the one side, related to particular schools (with 
their specific demographic compositions); on the other side, it may be also be evidence of a 
student body that is at least to some degree less ethnically segregated than expected. Signs of 
racism in student-student relations appear to be largely absent.  

Second, the student group that more or less consistently differs from the rest is majority boys 
from upper-status families: they interact with other student groups the least. While some of 
this segregation might be a reflection of the fact that most majority boys from upper-status 
families study at majority schools, this does not suffice as an explanation. Majority girls 
resemble minority students a lot more in all of these matters.38 It might be that minority girls 
are more ‘adapted’ to a school and school culture, while majority boys are less prone to socialise 
with minority male students. They are more often ‘othered’ and stigmatised in school and 
classroom culture. 

 
38 Cross-tabulations with neighbourhood variables on the social and ethnic composition of students’ 
neighbourhoods are inconclusive in this section. These variables are also poorly dispersed, as are many of the 
dependant variables in this section. 
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5. Ethnic identity 
 

 

This chapter explores different meanings of ‘ethnicity’ among the students: how and to what 
extent ‘ethnicity’ plays a role in students’ perceptions of identity and feelings of self, in relations 
with other students, and in shaping friendships and family. Correlations between these different 
perceptions of ethnicity and the background variables utilised in the previous chapters are 
examined. Any correlations are investigated in-depth.  

 

 

5.1 Ethnic origin and ethnic identity 
A very important question in this report relates to the construction of different ethnic identities. 
A powerful way of analysing this question is by comparing students’ responses with the ethnic 
origin of parents. In Table 5.1, we see how students’ own ethnic identities are dispersed in 
relation to their parents’ ethnicity. Most interesting is that a rather large part of students with 
minority background identify themselves first and foremost as a ‘mix’ of majority and minority 
(36%). An additional 10% feel as part of the majority; 54% consider themselves to be a 
minority and have minority origin. Among the ethnic minority groups, students with Pakistani 
and Middle Eastern ethnic origin tend to feel mixed majority-minority (or as majority). 

 

 Table 5.1: Students’ ethnic identity and parents’ ethnic origin (N) 

Parents’ ethnic origin 
 

Majority  Pakistani Turkish/Kurdish Other minority Middle 
East  

Albanian/ex-
Yugoslavian  Total 

Students’ ethnic identity (primary self-definition)  
Majority 122 2 1 5 12 3 145 
Pakistani 0 14 0 0 0 0 14 
Turkish/Kurdish 0 0 15 1 0 0 16 
Middle Eastern 0 0 0 3 34 0 37 
Albanian 0 0 0 0 0 17 17 
Mixed majority-
minority 5 15 10 22 27 6 85 

Mixed minority 0 0 1 0 7 0 8 
Other minority 0 0 0 18 7 2 27 

Total 127 31 27 49 87 28 349 

 

When looking at the question of whether students’ ethnic identity differs from their ethnicity, 
more girls than boys with ethnic minority origin feel themselves part of the majority or a mix of 
majority and minority. If we compare parents’ education level with the above-mentioned 
differences in ethnic identity feelings, it is interesting to see that there is no relationship – other 
than for students with Middle Eastern background. Here, we can see that Middle East students 
with highly educated parents in particular ‘change’ identity. There could be a number of reasons 
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for this. For one, this ethnic group, due to prevailing public discourses on Muslims in Denmark, 
are given particular attention. In particular, they are central in struggles over ethnic identity. 
Hence, it might be that students from lower-status families ‘reinforce’ their minority identity, 
while students from upper-status families have a reactionary position. Again, this remains 
speculative and requires further examination. 

What is also noteworthy is that students with mixed majority-minority identity feel twice as 
good in school as students with minority or majority identity, as seen in Table 5.2. With regard 
to their feeling of comfort, students with majority identity ticked the category ‘mixed in school, 
comfort outside’ most often.39 Interestingly, responses were not apparently connected to gender 
or parents’ status, but to ethnic origin/identity. Breaking this down into different ethnic groups, 
Pakistani students are far above the minority average, with 29% of students ‘feeling good’ in 
school.  

 

Table 5.2: Feelings of comfort in school and elsewhere, and ethnic identity (%) 

Self-evaluation: feelings of comfort 

  Good in 
school 

Mixed in 
school, comfort 

outside 

Mixed in school, no 
comfort outside 

No comfort in 
school, comfort 

outside 

No comfort 
anywhere Total 

Ethnic identity 
Majority 5 77 15 2 1 100 
Minority 6 45 44 3 3 100 
Mixed majority-
minority 13 53 31 1 2 100 

Total 7 61 28 2 2 100 

 

With regard to students with minority origin who identified themselves as majority or a mix of 
minority and majority, it is worth noting that slightly more are born in Denmark than students 
who identified themselves as minority: 90 % as opposed to 82%. of minority origin students 
What is more,  92% of the former groups’ fathers are born in another country, as opposed to 
99% from the second group; for mothers, the percentages are  79% and 97%, respectively. 
Among minority students who identified themselves as majority or a mix of minority and 
majority, 74% have Danish citizenship; 56% of the students with minority origin that identified 
themselves as minority have Danish citizenship.40 As Table 5.3 shows, compared to students 
with minority identity, many more minority students who identified as majority or a minority-
majority mix have Danish as their first language, or are bilingual with Danish as one of the 
languages.  

 

                                                
39 The pattern is the same whether we look at origin or identity.  
40 Slightly more mothers of the first group have Danish citizenship, while there are no differences in fathers’ 
citizenship. 
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 Table 5.3: Language and ethnic identity (%) 
Language spoken 

 
Danish Foreign 

language Bilingual, Danish 
Bilingual, 

Danish not 
spoken 

Tri-lingual Total 

Ethnic identity –ethnic origin 
majority or majority-
minority mix –minority 
origin 

16 41 38 2 3 100 

minority – minority 
origin 1 71 20 5 3 100 

 

To sum up, it is perhaps not surprising that more minority students who identified themselves as 
majority or a mix of minority and majority (than as minority) are born in Denmark, have Danish 
citizenship, and have Danish as their mother tongue. What might be surprising is that just under 
half of the minority students identified themselves as a mix between majority and minority 
(36%) or as majority (10%). With regard to different ethnic minority groups, students with 
Pakistani and Middle Eastern background tend to see themselves as mixed (majority-minority). 

Additionally, more girls than boys tend to see themselves as mixed; unlike gender, background 
dies not seem to figure prominently in students’ responses (except for students with Middle 
Eastern background). It is also interesting whether these identifications are related to school 
feelings. Here, we see that minority students with mixed majority-minority identity feel twice as 
good in school as do students with minority identity or with majority identity; this is not 
connected to gender or parents’ status. This mirrors findings in Sections 3 and 4, suggesting that 
students with mixed identities might have a relative advantage in their assimilation/integration-
strategies: they combine the goal-oriented strategies of some minority origin students with the 
familiarity of the Danish educational culture of majority origin students. It must also be noted 
that the likelihood of having an ethnic identity different from one’s ethnic background is more 
or less evenly dispersed across the seven schools; hence, it is apparently not connected to 
differences in schools with mixed student groups or with ‘voluntary’/‘involuntary’ ethnic 
separation. Perhaps also surprising, having an ethnic identity different from one’s ethnic origin 
is only very weakly linked to plans for continuing education: slightly more students with an 
identity other than their ethnic origin aim for secondary comprehensive, while slightly more 
students with the same identity as their ethnic origin aim for vocational training school. 

A comparison of these findings with research literature focusing on different strategies of 
identity formation among minority ethnic youth might bring some perspective to these 
discussions. These strategies include: 1) a reflexive strategy, mainly identified among girls (as 
girls are more apt to develop learning skills – or skills required for good school performance – 
than are boys); 2) an oppositional strategy, mainly identified among Turkish boys who are 
outside the control of their families, claim to be part of the majority, and thus, are especially 
vulnerable to processes of exclusion; and 3) a strategy of ethnic self-confidence, mainly found 
among Pakistani students, who have found their own way of feeling comfortable by merging the 
best from Danish and Pakistani cultures (Lindholm and Vinderskov 1997). 
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5.2 Feelings towards self and ethnicity  
Having strong, positive self-esteem is correlated with the level of parents’ education and status 
(as seen in Table 5.4), with a student’s grades, and also with being male and majority student. 
More students have strong positive self-esteem at Hillside Muslim and North Muslim schools 
than at the other schools. With regard to minority students, the highest proportion with strong 
self-esteem is found at Hillside Muslim and North Muslim schools, while the proportion at the 
other schools is significantly lower. There is no difference between mixed schools and 
segregated schools, and the proportion at Oak Street School, which might be considered a 
school with ‘voluntary’ segregation, is also significantly lower. Therefore, it might to some 
extent be true that strong self-esteem is cultivated in schools such as Hillside Muslim and North 
Muslim, which are characterised by ‘voluntary’ segregation and a student body form upper-
status families. Oak Street School is the exception. 

In Table 5.4, we see majority students with upper-status parents are most likely to have positive 
self-esteem, while minority students with lower-status parents are least likely to have positive 
self-esteem. There is, however, some important differences when taking into account ethnic 
identity. The lower section of rows tells us that positive self-esteem is actually higher among 
minority students with a mixed majority/minority identity or majority identity, and lower among 
minority students with minority identity. For some minority origin students with minority 
identity from segregated or mixed schools, having a minority identity is perceived as a 
disadvantage in terms of self-esteem, while other minority identity students in the voluntary 
segregated schools see this as an advantage, affecting their self-esteem positively. 

 

Table 5.4: Self-esteem, ethnic origin and identity, and parents’ status (%) 

Self-esteem  
  Positive  Uncertainties  Negative  Total 

Ethnic origin (full/partial) and parents’ status 
Majority and upper  91 8 1 100 
Minority and upper 85 12 4 100 
Majority and lower 89 8 2 100 
Minority and lower 79 15 6 100 

  85 12 4 100 
Ethnic identity and parents’ status 

Majority identity and 
upper 91 8 1 100 

Minority identity and 
upper 76 18 7 100 

Mixed identity and upper 89 8 3 100 
Majority identity and 
lower 89 10 2 100 

Minority identity and 
lower 74 19 8 100 

Mixed identity and lower 84 14 2 100 
Total  85 12 4 100 

 

Regarding attitudes toward own ethnicity, slightly more students from lower-status 
backgrounds than from upper-status backgrounds and more students with lower grades with 
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higher grades have positive feelings toward their own ethnicity. Table 5.5 shows the distribution 
of responses to this question on by ethnic group. Two-thirds of all students have mixed feelings 
towards their own ethnicity; while a third have positive feelings about it. Only one percent said 
that ethnicity does not matter in their life. Slightly more minority identity students (40%) have 
positive feelings than do majority students (33%). Students with Turkish/Kurdish identity stick 
out, with 69% having strong positive feelings about their ethnicity. On closer look, responses 
seem to correlate primarily with social background and to some extent, with gender. Students 
from lower educated/status backgrounds, and boys in particular, have stronger positive feelings 
about their ethnicity than do students from higher educated/status background. (Most of the 
latter have a higher degree have mixed feelings.) The most positive feelings about one’s own 
ethnicity are found at Fraser School (45%), with its large Turkish/Kurdish background student 
body; the least positive feelings are found at Hillside Muslim School (25%). Taking into 
consideration minority students that felt as mixed majority-minority, we can see that having a 
positive attitude toward one’s own ethnicity correlates positively with male (minority) students 
from lower-status families. 

What might be at play here is that while students from upper-status families and with mixed 
identities tend to take pride in themselves – that is, they have strong, positive self-esteem – 
students from lower-status families and with minority identities, perhaps feeling marginalised, 
tend to take pride in their ethnicity. Their ethnic affiliation is what they feel they ‘have going for 
them’. 

 

Table 5.5: Ethnic identity and attitude toward own ethnicity (%) 

Attitudes toward own ethnicity 
  
 Positive Mixed  

Neutral:  
Ethnicity does not 

matter  
Total 

Ethnic identity 
Mostly majority people 33 65 2 100 
Mostly Pakistani 46 54 0 100 
Mostly Turkish/Kurdish 69 31 0 100 
Mostly middle East 26 74 0 100 
Mostly Albanian 53 47 0 100 
Mixed majority- 
minority 31 69 0 100 

Mixed minorities 25 75 0 100 
Other minority 31 69 0 100 
 Total 34 65 1 100 

 

With regard to whether ethnic origin affects a student, more than half answered that they do 
not know (19%) or that it does not play a role (33%). Only one percent answered that they feel 
that their ethnic background is mostly disadvantageous. Generally, minority students (or 
minority identity students) lean toward thinking that their background is an advantage. Majority 
students do not think it matters; mixed identity students are in-between. The notable Oak 
Street, where nine percent felt that their ethnic background is a disadvantage. This is far more 
than the majority of the schools, where the percentage is zero. As earlier discussed, the 
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relatively high proportion in this school might have to do with current (and largely negative) 
public discourse on ethnic (Muslim) minorities in this community. 

To sum up, strong, positive self-esteem is more prevalent among male students from upper-
status families, especially those that have a mixed majority/minority-identity. Positive feelings 
about one’s own ethnicity are more prevalent among male minority identity students from 
lower-status families and in particular, among with Turkish/Kurdish identity. Here, ethnic 
identification seems to be connected to specific strands of the socio-economic status hierarchy. 
One explanation could be that students from upper-status families and with mixed identities 
tend to take pride in themselves (strong self-esteem), and students from lower-status families 
and with minority identities, perhaps feeling marginalised, tend to take pride in their ethnicity. 
It is worth noting that a remarkably meagre one percent answered that they feel their ethnic 
origin is mostly disadvantageous for them.  Generally, minority students (or minority identity 
students) lean toward thinking that their ethnic background is an advantage. 

 

 

5.3 Other feelings toward own ethnicity 
Whether a student has have felt pride because of his or her ethnic origin seems to correlate 
solely with his or her ethnic origin or identity. Table 5.6 shows that a very high percentage of 
students with minority or majority/minority-identity recall an incident when they felt pride 
because of their ethnicity. This is consistent with the extremely low number of students who 
stated that their ethnic origin is mostly disadvantageous for them. The percentage is much 
lower for students with majority identity, which might be explained by the fact that many 
majority students had trouble understanding questions about their ‘ethnic identity’ or ‘ethnic 
origin’. For many students, ‘ethnic’ means ‘being a minority’. 

 

Table 5.6: Ethnic identity and pride because of ‘ethnic origin’ 
Pride because of ‘ethnic origin’ 

 
Has happened Does not 

happen Do not remember such feeling Total 

Ethnic identity 
Majority 66 11 23 100 
Minority 96 0 4 100 
Mixed majority-
minority 93 0 7 100 

Total 84 4 12 100 

 

A similar pattern – and the possible explanation for it – can be discerned when looking at 
whether respondents had ever felt solidarity with students of the same ‘ethnic origin’. Of 
students with minority identity, 66% had had this feeling, while students with majority identity 
answered that this had not happen or that they did not remember such feelings. What is more 
interesting here, however, is that this variable seems to differ quite clearly across schools. 
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Table 5.7: Solidarity with those having same ‘ethnic origin’ and schools (") 

Solidarity with those having same ‘ethnic origin’?   
  Has happened Does not happen Do not remember such feeling Total 

School 
Queens Park  36 23 41 100 
Oak Street  30 37 33 100 
Fraser S 57 14 29 100 
North Muslim  59 24 18 100 
Greenfield  61 13 26 100 
Belleview  31 34 34 100 
Hillside 
Muslim  76 12 12 100 

Total 47 22 31 100 

 

As Table 5.7 shows, schools with the same proportion of ethnic minority students, such as 
Hillside Muslim, North Muslim, Oak Street, and Fraser schools, have quite different shares of 
students who responded that they had felt solidarity with people with the same ethnic origin. 
One possible explanation could be that Hillside Muslim, North Muslim and Fraser schools, as 
touched upon earlier, each, in their own way, have a rather cohesive student communities. Oak 
Street School, for some reason, does not have such a cohesive community, perhaps because its 
student body and catchment area are characterised by more conflicted ethnic identity relations. 

Students who have felt discomfort because of their ethnic origin are almost exclusively minority 
students. One in five minority students had had this feeling, while six percent of majority 
students had had this feeling. Again, ethnicity is they key factor; there are no particular 
differences along any gender or social status lines. It is worth noting that students with 
Pakistani origin experience discomfort to the least degree, while students with Middle Eastern 
origin experienced this the most. As discussed earlier, a likely explanation for these differences 
could relate to the discourse about ‘Muslims’ in Denmark in general, and more locally, the 
discourse about young Arab ‘troublemakers’ in Copenhagen (something that the students at Oak 
Street School might very well be subject to). 

Responses to whether it is sometimes better to ‘hide’ one’s ethnic origin vary exclusively along 
‘ethnic’ lines. As Table 5.8 shows, particularly for students with mixed minority/majority-
identity, the feeling of being mixed majority minority might be closely related to trying not to 
be identified as minority. The vast majority do not think it is better to hide one’s own ‘ethnic 
origin’. 

 

Table 5.8: Need to hide one’s ethnic origin and ethnic identity (%) 

Better to hide ‘ethnic origin’ 
  

Has happened Does not happen Do not remember such 
feeling Total 

Ethnic identity 
Majority 2 84 14 100 
Minority 4 88 8 100 
Mixed majority-minority 10 82 8 100 
Total  5 85 10 100 
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In this section, the vast majority of minority students have felt pride because of their ethnic 
origin, and only a very small percentage have felt that it sometimes was better to hide their 
ethnic origin. Two-thirds of the students with minority identity have felt solidarity with those 
having the same ‘ethnic origin’ – a feeling that is quite differently dispersed across the seven 
schools. One in five minority students have felt discomfort because of their ethnic origin; 
students with Pakistani origin experience discomfort to the least degree. These findings are all 
linked quite exclusively to ethnicity.  

 

 

5.4 The Role of ethnicity in shaping friendships and family 
Does having the same ethnic background play a role in shaping friendships? Slightly more boys 
than girls answered  ‘yes,’ as did more students with lower educated/status parents. As seen in 
Table 5.9, minority students with lower-status parents feel that having a common ethnic origin 
does play a role in shaping friendships more than do minority students with upper-status 
parents. (There is no difference in how majority students are distributed here.  

 

Table 5.9: The importance of ethnic origin in shaping friendships, by ethnic origin, gender 
and parents’ status (%) 

Does same ‘ethnic origin‘ play a role in shaping friendships? 
 

Is  important Definitely not important Uncertain  Total 
Ethnic origin-gender-parents’ status 

Majority-boy-lower  9 52 39 100 
Majority-girl-lower  14 71 14 100 
Minority boy-lower  37 33 31 100 
Minority-girl-lower  23 54 23 100 
Majority-boy-upper  10 75 15 100 
Majority-girl-upper  12 65 24 100 
Minority-boy-upper  29 47 24 100 
Minority-girl-upper  10 69 21 100 
Total 19 57 24 100 

 

Going into more detail, it becomes apparent that among minority students with upper-status 
parents, three times as many boys as girls think that having a common ethnicity is important for 
friendships is important (29% and 10%), compared to 37% of minority boys from lower socio-
economic backgrounds and 23% of minority girls from lower socio-economic backgrounds. All 
in all, male minority students are most likely to respond that having a shared ethnic background 
is important in shaping friendships  

Looking at how this question is connected with students’ ethnic identities, we can see that 34% 
of minority students with minority identity stated that a shared ethnic origin is important in 
shaping friendships, compared to only 14% of minority students with mixed/majority identity. 
(These responses are consistent with other findings, which showed that  the latter student group 
placed less weight on their ethnic origin.) It is also clear that among minority groups, students 
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with Turkish/Kurdish origin/identity answered ‘yes’ more than other minority ethnic groups by 
far. Similarly, when looking at differences across schools, Fraser School, with a large proportion 
of Turkish/Kurdish minority students, has a high percentage of students giving importance to 
this matter. 

We see quite similar patterns concerning the question of whether a partner should be of the 
same ethnic origin: 24% of minority students from lower-status families considered it ‘very 
important’ that their partner be of the same ethnic origin, compared to 14% for majority 
students from lower-status families, 14% for minority students from upper-status backgrounds, 
and only 4% for majority students from upper-status families. Furthermore, a gender 
perspective reveals that the ethnicity of partners is more important for majority boys than for 
majority girls, and more important for minority girls than minority boys. It is also much more 
common for minority identity students to think this than it is for mixed identity students (who 
closely resemble majority identity students. Considering all this, it is perhaps not surprising that 
among ethnic minority groups, students with Turkish/Kurdish identity consider the ethnicity of 
partners far more important than do other groups: 57% find it important, which is more than 
twice the ethnic minority identity average. Likewise, at Fraser School, this attitude is most 
predominant.41 

As Table 5.10 shows, slightly more minority students from lower- than upper-status families pay 
importance to their partner having the same religion. Minority girls hold these views to a 
significantly higher degree than do minority boys, with the extremes being minority girls from 
lower-status families (61%) and majority boys from upper-status families (3%). It is also 
interesting that Hillside Muslim School by far has the highest percentage of students where this 
question is a priority: 70%. This figure is twice the percentage of North Muslim School, even 
though the student body is to some extent comparable. 
 

 
41 The pattern is the same for the related variable: ‘Should a future spouse have the same ethnic origin as the 
respondent’? This is linked to parents’ education/status and ethnicity in that it is minority students from lower 
family backgrounds that are the most in agreement with this (51%) and majority students from upper family status 
the least (19%). Groups of students lying above the average percentage in paying importance to the question of 
whether their partner should look good included boys, minorities, students from lower educated/status background, 
students with lower grades, and student wanting to stay in primary or go to vocational or technical school. 
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Table 5.10: Importance of partner having the same religion, ethnic origin, gender and 
parent’s status (%) 

Should partner belong to the same religion? 
  Very 

important 
Has some 

importance 
No, 

contrarily 
I do not care 

about Do not know Total 

Minority-gender-family status 
Majority-boy-lower  25 15 15 45 0 100 
Majority-girl-lower  10 5 5 81 0 100 
Minority boy-lower  26 22 9 43 0 100 
Minority-girl-lower  61 19 5 15 0 100 
Majority-boy-upper  3 8 5 85 0 100 
Majority-girl-upper  9 15 9 68 0 100 
Minority-boy-upper  19 19 14 49 0 100 
Minority-girl-upper  52 11 3 30 3 100 
Total  31 15 7 46 1 100 

 

Finally, responses to the compound question ‘Does ethnic origin play a role in shaping 
friendships/relationships/dating?’ show that ethnicity on average plays a role for 13% of 
students – particularly for students from lower-status families, and more minority boys than 
majority boys. Three times as many (24%) minority identity students with minority background 
as mixed/majority identity students with minority origin have this disposition. 

 

 

5.5 Summary  
Just under half of minority students, and especially girls, identified themselves as a ‘mix’ of 
majority and minority or as majority. Students with Pakistani and Middle Eastern ethnic origin 
tend to feel mixed (or as a member of the majority) most among other groups. Responses do not 
appear to be related to students’ socio-economic backgrounds (except for students with Middle 
Eastern origin). We also see that minority students with mixed majority-minority identity feel 
twice as good in school as do students with minority or with majority identity. Responses to this 
(do not appear to be connected to gender or parents status. These findings could suggest that 
students with a mixed identity might gain a relative advantage in their integration strategies: 
they combine the goal-oriented strategies of some minority origin students with the familiarity 
of the Danish educational culture of majority origin students. It must also be noted that having 
an ethnic identity different from one’s ethnic origin is more or less evenly dispersed across the 
seven schools. Hence. it apparently is not connected to differences in schools with mixed 
student groups or with ‘voluntary’/’involuntary’ ethnic separation. Perhaps also surprising is that 
having an ethnic identity different from one’s ethnic origin is only very weakly linked to plans 
for continuing education: slightly more students with an identity other than their ethnic origin 
aim for secondary comprehensive (schooling), while slightly more students with the same 
identity as their ethnic origin aim for vocational training school. 

Strong, positive self-esteem is more prevalent among (male) students from upper-status 
families, especially those that have a mixed identity. Positive feelings about one’s own ethnicity 
is, however, more prevalent among male minority identity students from lower-status families – 



 

 

 

59

and students with Turkish/Kurdish identity in particular. Here, ethnic identification seems to be 
connected to specific strands of the socio-economic status hierarchy. One explanation could be 
that students from upper-status families and with mixed identities tend to take pride in them 
themselves (strong self-esteem), and students from lower-status families and with minority 
identities, perhaps feeling marginalised, tend to take pride in their ethnicity. The only school 
that sticks out is Oak Street School, where nine percent responded that their ethnicity is a 
disadvantage. This figure is considerably higher than the majority of schools where the 
percentage is zero. It must also be said that only one percent responded that they feel their 
ethnic origin is mostly disadvantageous – generally, minority students (or minority identity 
students) lean toward thinking that their ethnicity is an advantage. 

The vast majority of minority students had felt pride because of their ethnic origin, and only a 
very small percentage of them had felt that it sometimes was better to hide their ethnicity. On 
average, two-thirds of the students with minority identity had felt solidarity with those having 
the same ‘ethnic origin’ – a feeling that ranges widely across the seven schools, though. One in 
five minority students had felt discomfort because of their ethnic origin; students with Pakistani 
origin experience discomfort to the least degree. These findings are all linked quite exclusively 
to ethnicity.  

Schools with the same proportion of ethnic minority students, such as Hillside Muslim, North 
Muslim, and Fraser schools, have quite different shares of students who felt solidarity with 
people with the same ethnic origin. One explanation could be that these three schools, each in 
their own way, have a rather cohesive student community. The student body at Oak Street 
School, meanwhile, might be characterised by more conflicted ethnic identity relations. 

Every fifth student thinks that ethnic origin is important in shaping friendships – and this is 
linked to being a minority as well as to students’ gender and background. Among minority 
students from upper-status families, three times as many boys as girls think that a shared 
ethnicity is important (29% and 10%). Of minority boys from lower socio-economic 
backgrounds 37 % found it important, compared to 23% of minority girls from lower socio-
economic backgrounds. 

Generally, male minority students are most likely to think that a shared ethnic origin matters in 
shaping friendships. Minority identity students give this matter more attention than do students 
with mixed/majority identity. As earlier noted, it might be the case that minority students from 
lower socio-economic backgrounds feel somewhat marginalised in the everyday education and 
peer culture, thereby being more prone to create friendships with minority peers. We can also 
see that students with Turkish/Kurdish origin/identity by far responded that having a common 
ethnicity is important. The pattern is same concerning whether a future spouse should be of the 
same ethnic origin. More minority students from lower-status families considered it very 
important; this is particularly the case for students with Turkish/Kurdish identity. All together, 
ethnic origin plays a role in shaping friendships/relationships/dating for 13% of the students on 
average – more for students from lower-status families and more for minority boys than for 
majority boys. Additionally, three times as many minority identity students responded that a 
shared ethnicity is important, as do mixed/majority identity students with minority origin. This 
might be consistent with findings suggesting that minority students from lower-status families 
tend to value their ethnic minority identity a great deal – which might be a sub-culturalised 
way of being recognised in their peer and family practices.  
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6. Ideas about adult life 
 

 

This last chapter explores how students think about their future work, family arrangements, and 
other conditions of adult life. As with the previous chapters, patterns are analysed in relation to 
important background variables. The chapter investigates the role and influences of the 
student’s present situation and thoughts on future family and work life.  

Several variables provide interesting and meaningful cross-tabulations, other had to be 
discarded. The latter was is the case for variables concerning the students’ fears, worries, and 
desires:  very few students answered questions directly related to these issues, and the level of 
detail in the variables made cross-tabulations difficult. Other variables are notably in that that 
they are equally dispersed across student groups. For instance, the variable about types of 
wishes: practically all desires of the students are defined as ‘realistic, with positive consent’).42  

 

 

6.1 Future work 
A variable that has been especially interesting to explore: concerns students’ wishes for future 
work positions – for instance, whether they want blue or white collar jobs. First, students who 
have strong, positive feelings about school or have a high grade point average tend to aim for a 
white collar job.43 Second (and more noticeably), as Table 6.1 shows, more minority students 
want white collar jobs than majority students; the latter favour blue collar jobs. Differentiating 
among ethnic groups, we see that students with Turkish/Kurdish background are the least likely 
to take a white collar job – 71%.44 

 

Table 6.1: Job aspirations and ethnic background (%) 

What would you like to work as an adult?   
  Blue collar  White collar  Be in the household Total 

Ethnic background  
Not from minority background 31 69 0 100 
Minority background/full or partial 15 84 1 100 
Total 20 79 0 100 

                                                
42 This is also the case with the variable on mobility in relation to parents: in two thirds of the cases mobility in 
comparison to parents can not be established, and in 80% of the remaining cases the students are characterised as 
having upward mobility aspirations and parents from with low or lower middle status. 
43 Almost everyone wants to continue studying. Students with low self-esteem are the ones that are most insecure 
about future family life, but cell counts are small here too. More students with higher grades want the wife to have 
a job and live in a nuclear family, than students with lower grades. 
44 But cell counts are small, as they generally are in this section, probably due to ‘questionnaire fatigue’. 
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Relating to the students gender, 89% of the female students wants a white collar job, compared 
to 65% of the male students – a picture that is similar to the current educational patterns of 
male and female young people in Denmark. When comparing the future aspirations of students 
with their parents’ education levels, the most striking relationship is that a larger proportion of 
students want to do to white collar work than what their background would suggest. Even 
though this does not say anything about the actual occupational paths that the students will 
take, it provides us with important information on their aspirations – and in this case, the 
desires for social mobility that is expressed in these aspirations. 

 

Table 6.2: Job aspirations and background characteristics (%) 
What would you like to work as an adult? 

 
Blue collar  White collar 

Be in the 
household Total 

Parents’ highest level of education 
None of parents above elementary schooling 28 73 0 100 
Highest: secondary vocational -without academic 
certificate 

24 76 0 100 

Highest: secondary level - academic certificate 18 79 3 100 
Highest: university or college degree 14 86 0 100 
Total 19 81 1 100 

Minority-gender-status 
Majority-boy-lower family status 44 56 0 100 
Majority-girl-lower family status 27 73 0 100 
Minority boy-lower family status 33 67 0 100 
Minority-girl-lower family status 5 95 0 100 
Majority-boy-upper family status 32 68 0 100 
Majority-girl-upper family status 23 77 0 100 
Minority-boy-upper family status 26 70 4 100 
Minority-girl-upper family status 4 96 0 100 
 Total 20 80 1 100 

 

In Table 6.2, we see how ethnic origin intersects with socio-economic standing in the question 
of whether the students want a white or blue collar job. Minority students from the different 
socio-economic levels consistently aspire for a white collar job to a higher degree than majority 
students. That the minority students’ future work life aspirations differ in this important way 
from their majority peers might relate to the difference between ethnic minority families’  
educational and occupational strategies majority families of the same socio-economic level (as 
touched upon earlier). This might again vary between ethnic groups. In Table 6.3, we can see 
that about 90% of all Pakistani and Middle East origin students want a white-collar job. This is 
consistent with other literature on the educational pathways of Iranian and Pakistani youth, 
who fare better than other minority groups and just as good or better as majority young people 
(Integrationsministeriet 2004). We can also see that Turkish/Kurdish minority students, together 
with majority students, are the least likely to aim for a white-collar job. 
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Table 6.3: Job aspirations and parents’ ethnic origin 

 

What would you like to work as an adult? 
 

Blue collar White collar Be in the 
household Total 

Parents’ ethnic origin 
Majority origin 28 72 0 100 
Pakistani origin 10 90 0 100 
Turkish/Kurdish origin 29 71 0 100 
other minority ethnic origin 21 79 0 100 
Middle East origin 10 88 2 100 
Albanian/ex-Yugoslavian origin 24 76 0 100 
Total 20 80 0 100 

 

These differences might be reflected in cross-tabulations on students’ work aspirations and their 
current school (Table 6.4). While Hillside Muslim and North Muslim schools have very high 
percentages of students wanting a white-collar job, the lowest percentages are found at Fraser 
(with a high proportion of Turkish/Kurdish students and majority students from lower-status 
families), Belleview, and Queens Park schools (with high proportion of majority students). 

 

Table 6.4: Job aspirations and schools 

 
What would you like to work as an adult?   

  Blue collar White collar Be in the household Total 
Schools 
Fraser School 29 71 0 100 
Belleview School 28 72 0 100 
Queens park School 24 76 0 100 
Oak Street School 14 81 5 100 
Greenfield School 15 85 0 100 
Hillside Muslim School 5 95 0 100 
North Muslim School 0 100 0 100 
Total 20 79 0 99 

 

 

6.2 Thoughts on future family life  
Slightly more majority than minority students want to live in ‘nuclear’ families (70% to 62%), 
while slightly more minority students want to live in extended families (11% to 0%). There are 
variations when looking at how wishes about family type intersect with gender, ethnicity, and 
socio-economic status: minority boys from lower-status families stick out as wishing for a 
nuclear family to a significantly lesser degree than the other groups – and they are the only 
group for which the desire to live in extended family types is noticeably high: 32% want this 
family type, which is four times more than minority girls from lower-status families. (No 
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majority students have these wishes). Looking at the ethnic groups, students with Pakistani 
origin wish for extended families most. On average, students wanting to live in extended 
families come from household sizes of 5.3 persons, while students wanting to live in nuclear 
families come from household sizes of 4.3 persons. 

It is as also worth noting that there are no minority/majority differences as to whether a future 
spouse should work or stay at home. Practically all students say that a future spouse should 
work. The one (slightly) outlying group comprises male minority students from lower-status 
families: 8% say that a future spouse should stay at home. Related to this, students whose 
mothers are on social security benefits are the least prone to answer ‘yes’ to the question of a 
future working spouse.  

Majority boys want the fewest children (1.6-1.7), followed by majority girls (1.8-2), whereas 
minority students want the most children (2.3-2.4 on average). These responses do not seem to 
be linked to socio-economic status, but rather to ethnic origin and gender. Students with 
Turkish/Kurdish origin want fewer children than do students with Pakistani and Middle East 
origin (which may be a sign of Turkish/Kurdish students wanting to adopt elements of the 
majority culture) (Moldenhawer 2001; Rytter 2005; Smidt 2007).45 

 

 

6.3 Summary 
Across the different ethnic and socio-economic student groups’, upward mobility is prominent 
in the students’ answers. Far more students aim for a white-collar job than their parents’ 
education level would suggest. While it may not be surprising that girls aim for a white-collar 
job to a higher degree than do boys, it is interesting to note that the minority students aim for a 
white collar job to a higher degree than majority students – despite their parents’ lower average 
education level. There can be a number of explanations for this. One could be that the 
immigrant families statistically are not at home in the Danish education system to the same 
degree as are many majority families. They may rely on to strategies they know will work: 
getting a proper education and a good job (and as seen earlier, they do not intend to waste time 
between primary and secondary school). Another explanation could be that the immigrant 
families, keenly aware of the opportunities offered to their children in the Danish education 
system, aim to take advantage of these opportunities (even though statistics also show that 
they run into far more barriers than the majority population). Their educational strategies are 
more goal-oriented and instrumental compared to those families where the discourse of choice 
of education as purely interest-driven and as a vehicle of personal development are 
predominate. The former strategy might be the case in schools such as Hillside Muslim and 
North Muslim School, with a large Middle Eastern student body, where high percentages of 
students aim for a white collar job.  

 
45 Students living in the inner city area want to have 2.43 children in average, while students from the outskirts of 
Copenhagen want 2.04 children – a purely ethnic difference. More minority students want to live in the local 
neighbourhood, while majority students favour living in a capital. 
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It is also worth noting that minority girls top the ‘white collar’ ambition, and in other areas, we 
see that minority girls and minorities from upper-status families resemble majority students of 
the same family status. Meanwhile, minority boys from lower-status families stick out. This is 
the case with regards to wanting to live in an extended family and agreeing least that a future 
spouse should work. These findings could be indicative of a student group, for which where 
ethnic identity is relatively more tied up with the values of sub- cultural –groups – like family or 
peers – while minority students from higher socio-economic backgrounds adhere to majority 
values (wanting to live in nuclear families, for instance) (Rytter 2005; Schmidt 2007). 
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7. Summary and conclusion  
In this final chapter, the most central and important findings from the report are summarised 
and conclusions are offered. Unique characteristics of the minority groups that have been given 
special attention in this report – Turkish/Kurdish, Pakistani and Middle Eastern  – are summed 
up, as are differences between the schools. Finally, new contributions to the understanding of 
‘ethnic’ processes of differentiation are accentuated. 

 

 

7.1 Community and sample 
In he first two chapters of this report, the community and the sample were introduced. The 
community of Copenhagen has a large concentration of minorities. Among the ‘parent’ 
generation in the two districts of Copenhagen – Southport and Greendale – inhabitants with 
minority origin have a significantly lower educational level and employment rate than do 
inhabitants with majority background; they also have a lower educational level than the 
national average for the minority population. In the sample, schools with a large minority 
student body were selected and two-thirds of the students in the survey have full or partial 
minority background. The large proportion of minority students in the survey is reflected in the 
various demographic characteristics of the students’ backgrounds. It should also be noted that 
the sample of students are from relatively lower socio-economic backgrounds than what is the 
general picture in Copenhagen. 

Majority students’ parents are generally higher educated, have a higher employment rate, and a 
higher socio-economical status than minority students’ parents. Also, majority parents are 
primarily owners of their home; minority parents are renters (in fact, the majority live in social 
housing dwellings). Within the ethnic minority groups, parents with Middle Eastern origin have 
the highest education level, while parents with Turkish/Kurdish origin have the largest 
percentage of blue-collar jobs. 

The schools have different student profiles. Queens Park and Belleview are ‘majority’ schools, 
while Hillside Muslim and North Muslim are ‘minority’ schools. All four schools have students 
from relatively high socio-economic positions. Oak Street and Fraser (and to a lesser degree, 
Greenfield) are minority schools where parents have a relatively low socio-economic status. The 
proportion of minority teachers is generally low compared to the proportion of minority 
students. Most minority teachers are found at the ‘Muslim’ schools of North Muslim and Hillside 
Muslim. There is not much difference in what special programs are offered at the schools, as 
this report has shown. It might be argued that processes of differentiation between different 
schools to a large extent run along more intangible lines than what can be identified through 
different institutionalised measures. Concomitantly, processes of differentiation must be 
explored sensitively. 

 

 



 

 

 

66

                                               

7.2 School performance and plans for future education and work life 
Chapter 3 showed examined grades are correlated with parents’ education or status. It showed 
that girls with majority origin receive the best grades, while boys with minority origin receive 
the lowest. These patterns are well known and often explained by different factors: 1) girls, by 
way of gendered socialisation processes in family upbringing and school, are more adaptive to 
the demands of the education system than are boys; 2)  lower-status families lack the specific 
cultural capital needed to navigate and bring their children successfully through the education 
system; and 3) certain groups of students face special challenges that are brought onto them by 
a school system that discursively or implicitly addresses the standard ‘majority’ student. In short, 
these groups may be exposed to various forms of institutional and social racism. 

When we examine how gender, ethnicity, and class intersect, however, we see  that minority 
boys from lower-status families report that they get higher grades than majority boys from the 
same social positions (especially in the science subjects). Furthermore, having a mixed 
majority/minority-identity is a particular advantage in the science subjects, where these 
students, regardless of social background, get better grades than do their majority or minority 
identity peers. These subjects, being strongly framed and classified, might be less culturally 
‘conditioned’ than humanities subjects, were previous knowledge of Danish ‘majority culture’ is 
likely an advantage in the classroom.46 These findings also mirror many minority students’ later 
education choices: applied-oriented subjects within the technical-, science- or social science 
fields in vocational training or in higher education. The importance of getting a ‘proper’ 
education among minority students could be related. Lastly, not to be forgotten, there are  likely 
different ‘status’ hierarchies at play, with different students favouring different subjects, 
different post-primary educational paths, and different occupational positions (for instance, in 
Denmark. minority students who progress to the university level most often choose subjects like 
dentistry, pharmacy, medicine, or engineering.). That mixed majority/minority-identity students 
who get the best grades is interesting. A hypothesis could be that these students aspire for 
upward mobility and incorporate the most school-adaptive features of both identities (majority-
minority): intimate knowledge of the peculiarities of the Danish education system and culture of 
education of families of majority identity students, and the goal-oriented attitude of the 
families of (some of) the minority-identity students (getting a ‘proper’ education).  

At first glance, minority students from lower-status families perform best at the two mixed 
schools and at Hillside Muslin School. This might have to with a positive ‘spill-over’ effect – a 
result of being in classes with (majority) students from more upper-status households. It runs 
counter to those who argue that ‘voluntary’ separation spurs good performance while 
‘involuntary’ separation inhibits it. It is also worth noting that the two Muslim schools chosen 
for the sample are in the upper end of the social scale. Meanwhile, schools with ‘involuntary’ 
separation apparently also encourage good performance among minority students. The question 
is whether it is feasible to operate with a distinction between ‘voluntary’ and ‘involuntary’ 
segregation – the argument being that segregation is a structural factor and not reducible to 
subjective accounts of voluntary/involuntary actions.  

 
46 Compliant with the above subject-endemic explanations, minority boys are also least prone to mention science 
subjects among subjects they are not comfortable with (especially Pakistani minority students). 
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On the matter of choice of different educational paths, there is a distinct relationship between 
gender, ethnicity, and parents’ educational level/family status. Students with highly educated 
parents favoured comprehensive secondary (gymnasium), while students whose parents have 
‘lower’ education favoured vocational training school or wanted to stay in primary school. Twice 
as many girls as boys (regardless of ethic origin) chose comprehensive secondary, while boys 
generally favoured secondary technical and vocational training (the latter especially minority 
origin boys). Minority boys and (especially) girls from lower family status chose comprehensive 
or technical secondary more than majority students from lower family status. Similarly, female 
minority students from upper-status families chose secondary comprehensive more often than 
female majority students with similar backgrounds.  

This is, however, a biased picture since many majority students postpone their choice of 
secondary education. Minority students, on the other side, tend to want to continue studying 
immediately after completion of primary school, This might be indicative of their somewhat 
more instrumental education strategies – that is, education is seen as a means to an end. As 
stated earlier, we can also see that minority students place weight on getting a ‘proper’ 
education and on getting a degree that can be used internationally.  

In relation to their parents’ occupational status, far more students (and especially girls) aspire 
for a white-collar job and, despite their parents’ relative lower-average education level, minority 
students aim for a white collar job to a higher degree than do majority students. The causes of 
these inspirational differences can likely be explained with some of the above-mentioned 
‘gender-specific’ and ‘ethnicity-specific’ education strategies. Simply put, for some immigrant 
families, possibilities of getting a proper education and a good might be a much more central, 
socially-reproductive feature than for many majority families. In the latter, by comparison, 
education is taken as ‘means’ in itself. This prevalent discourse on education in majority families 
dominates the educational pathways and the (relatively more absent) thoughts on future work-
life of young students. 

In these different educational choices, it is hard to isolate personal interest from various socio-
cultural factors. We know from statistics that personal interests in different educational 
pathways are most often intimately connected to the overall family values and life strategies – 
as exemplified in the family values of many Pakistani students and their wishes for prestigious 
and professional higher education programmes. 

 

 

7.3 Attitudes toward school and schoolmates: Feelings of self, ethnicity, and 
family life 
Just under half of the minority students – girls in particular – identified themselves as a mix of 
majority and minority or as majority. Generally, responses are not related to students’ socio-
economic background. Girls generally feel best about school and schoolwork. Mixed 
majority/minority-identity students are particularly prone to have strong positive feelings about 
school, while majority boys are least likely to feel good about schoolwork. From a socially 
inclusive perspective, these findings are extremely interesting.  It seems worth to pursue 
questions as to why: 1) minority students feel better about certain school issues, and 2) it is a 
particular advantage to be a minority student with a mixed minority/majority-identity.  
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Almost all of the students get along with and have friends among their classmates. Also, while 
having good student-student experiences and finding the atmosphere friendly and inclusive 
correlate slightly with students’ social position, they are not connected to the 
minority/majority-division. Regarding experiencing and witnessing discrimination by 
peers/schoolmates, it is also remarkable that no significant differentiations appear with 
reference to the major independent variables used throughout the report. All in all, the level of 
interethnic interaction through various activities among the students is high. The lack of 
segregation may suggest an everyday social student practice that is less ethnically segregated 
than is commonly believed. However, some practices ‘disturb’ this picture: minority students 
have more interethnic interaction than do some majority students and, in particular, boys from 
upper-status families. (That said, we do not know if the minority students interact with majority 
students or, what is probably the case, with other minority students). It might be that majority 
girls interact with minority girls because they are viewed as more ‘adapted’ to the school and 
school culture. Majority boys are less prone to socialise with minority male students, who are 
more often ‘othered’ and stigmatised in school and classroom cultures. 

Bullying between students of different ethnic backgrounds most often occurs in schools with a 
mix of majority and minority students. (Other schools are more ethnically segregated and hence, 
students of different ethnicities interact less very rarely experience interethnic bullying). As 
discussed above, it is also at these schools we find majority boys from upper-status 
backgrounds: the group that interact the least with students with an ethnic origin other than 
their own. This might be connected. 

It is most often minority students that experience unjust treatment by the teacher (and students 
from lower-status families). Compared to other categories of students, male minority students 
from lower-status backgrounds feel discrimination by a teacher the most. At the same time, 
more male minority students than male majority students responded that they had one or more 
teachers that ‘likes’ them. The former case (experiences with discrimination) is in-line with 
research literature that has focused on classroom interactions and the construction and social 
positioning of different (‘ethnic’) students’ roles in the classroom: teachers often perceive boys 
to be  less disciplined than girls, and (male) minority students and students from lower-status 
homes have more behavioural problems than do other students. The latter case (experiences 
with teachers ‘liking’ a student) needs further investigation in order to generate a plausible 
explanation.  

Strong, positive self-esteem is most frequent among (male) students with upper-family 
background, especially among those with mixed (majority-minority) identities. Positive feelings 
about one’s own ethnicity, on the other hand, are more prevalent among male minority-identity 
students from lower-status families. What might be at play here is that while students from 
upper-status families and with mixed identities tend to take pride in them themselves (strong 
self-esteem), students from lower-status families and with minority identities, perhaps feeling 
marginalised, tend to take pride in their ethnicity – in what unites them. 

The vast majority of minority students have felt pride because of their ethnic background, and 
only a few have felt that it sometimes was better to hide their ethnicity. Generally, minority 
students (or minority-identity students) lean toward thinking their ethnic origin is an advantage 
for them (only 1% see it as a disadvantage). One in five minority students have felt discomfort 
because of their ethnic origin (often those that also have a mixed identity). These findings are 
all linked quite exclusively to ethnicity, and not differentiated by gender or parents’ status. 
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In some areas, minority boys from lower-status families deviate from the other students. This is 
the case with regard to thinking that ethnic origin plays a role in shaping 
friendships/relationships/dating, and with regard to wanting to live in an extended family. 
Minority boys from lower-status families are also most likely to respond that a future spouse 
should stay at home. These findings might say more about certain group-specific cultural 
practices prevalent in the family or among peers; while minority students from higher socio-
economic backgrounds (and girls in general) adhere to ‘majority’ values – that is, they prefer to 
live in nuclear families, having mixed/majority identities, etc.).  

To summarise, it might be the case that minority students from lower socio-economic 
backgrounds feel somewhat more marginalised in everyday education- and peer-culture. As a 
result, they are more prone to create friendships with minority peers. Minority students from 
lower-status families tend to value their ethnic minority identity; this might be a sub-
culturalised way of being recognised in their peer and family practices.  

 

 

7.4 Differences among students with Turkish/Kurdish, Pakistani, and Middle 
East origin/identity  
Students with Turkish/Kurdish origin/identity have significantly lower grades than the other 
ethnic groups. With regard to further education, most of these students choose vocational 
training school; they are least likely to aim for a white-collar job. They feel most discriminated 
against by teachers and peers, and tend to feel least ‘good’ (in comparison to other categories of 
students) about their schoolwork. . Students with Turkish/Kurdish origin/identity have the least 
positive experiences with other students, and have far lower positive feelings about school than 
the rest of the ethnic groups. At the same time, they have the most positive feelings about their 
own ethnicity by far and most frequently think ethnic origin is important in shaping friendships 
and when choosing a future spouse. 

Students with Pakistani origin have the most positive feelings about school and schoolwork; 
90% aspire for a white-collar job. They have experienced discomfort because of their ethnic 
origin to the least degree of all ethnic groups. Consistent with research on the family network 
structures of Pakistani minorities, for students with Pakistani origin, siblings play a particularly 
prominent role in choice of further education. 

Compared to other categories of students, students with Middle East origin chose secondary 
comprehensive for their continued education nine out of ten aim for a white-collar job. 
Students with Pakistani and Middle Eastern ethnic origin tend to feel their identity as mixed 
(majority-minority) to the highest degree.  Middle East students with highly educated parents in 
particular ‘change’ identity – that is, they have an ethnic identity that differs from their 
minority origin. In this group, ethnic identity might shaped by public discourses on ‘Muslims’ 
and ‘Arabs’ in Denmark:  students from lower-status families to reinforce their minority identity, 
while students from upper-status families position themselves otherwise in reaction to these 
discourses. These correlations would need further investigation. 

The feelings of these three minority groups (Turkish/Kurdish, Pakistani, and Middle East) toward 
school and future life are more or less consistent with what we know about the performances 
and different school attitudes of Pakistani and Turkish minority students. We are not able to 
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distinguish between different ethnic origins within the Middle East group, but we do know from 
previously cited works that Iranian and Pakistani youth perform just as well as – or better than 
– majority students in the education system. Pakistani and (some) Middle East students are 
much more advantaged in the education system than Turkish/Kurdish minority students. One 
could argue that the two former groups often come from families that do not necessarily 
possess intimate knowledge of the Danish education system; rather, they recognise the value of 
education in general. The importance placed on education is an integral part of their family 
strategies. It appears as though the opposite is the case for Turkish/Kurdish students who have 
poorly educated parents. Being one of the oldest minority groups in Denmark, it is in some ways 
remarkable that Turkish/Kurdish students face so many challenges adapting to the Danish 
education system. 

 

 

7.5 Differences across schools 
Hillside Muslim School a significant number of students from households where a ‘proper’ 
education was stated as important. Practically all students (as with many of North Muslim 
School’s students) responded that they want to go to secondary comprehensive along these 
educational pathways in high numbers). Students at Fraser School students most often chose 
vocational training – and here, students most often continue along this path. Hillside Muslim 
and North Muslim school (both with many Middle Eastern students) also have a very high 
percentage of students wanting a white-collar job, while Fraser (with many Turkish/Kurdish 
students), Belleview, and Queens Park school (with many majority students) have the lowest 
percentage of students aiming for a white-collar job. Percentages of students having the most 
positive feelings about their own ethnicity are highest at Fraser School (45%) and lowest at 
Hillside Muslim School (25 %).  

The smallest percentage of students experiencing discrimination by teachers is found at North 
Muslim School. This might be connected to the high proportion of ethnic minority teachers 
there. Whether the high percentage of ethnic minority teachers has anything to do with the 
surprisingly low grade point average of North Muslim School students, needs further 
investigation. Hillside Muslim School (and, to a lesser degree, Belleview School) has the largest 
number of students that have strong, positive feelings about school and find the atmosphere 
friendly and cohesive. The lowest numbers are found at Oak Street and Greenfield schools, 
where we also find the highest share of students who responded that they had experienced 
hostility/hostile groups in class. Additionally, compared to other schools, students at Oak Street 
most often responded that bullying occurs  and that their ethnic origin is a disadvantage for 
them. 

These differences resemble the socio-economic hierarchy of the schools, but they are not 
reducible to characteristics of students’ background or to differences in official school profiles. 
Most likely, different school cultures and different educational strategies among families (where 
some are able to select more prestigious school) play a role – for instance regarding grade point 
average differences between Hillside Muslim and North Muslim schools. We can also see that 
schools with the same proportion of ethnic minority students have quite different shares of 
students who responded that they had felt solidarity with people of the same ethnic origin. This 
finding supports the hypothesis that Hillside Muslim, North Muslim, and Fraser schools each (in 
different ways) have rather cohesive student communities. Oak Street school, for some reason, 
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does not – perhaps because its student body (with lower-status parents) and catchment area 
are characterised by more conflictual ethnic identity relations. The relative negative feelings 
about one’s own ethnicity at both Hillside Muslim and Oak Street schools might have to do with 
a combination of having mixed identities and the above-mentioned discourses on Muslims and 
Arabs in Denmark.  

In short, it might seem as if Oak Street School, situated in a mixed neighbourhood with many 
Middle East students from lower-status families, is somehow more exposed to negative minority 
discourses than Fraser School, which is situated in a neighbourhood in which minority students 
with lower-status parents are the majority. Hillside Muslim School, with many Middle East 
students from upper-status families has, education-wise, a more ‘elite’ profile – and apparently 
more elite than the ‘majority’ schools of Queens Park and Belleview.  

All in all, on the basis of the school findings and as commented in section 7.2, it could be 
argued that ‘voluntary’ segregation does not necessarily enhance minority students’ possibilities 
– or it might for upper-status families – and  involuntary segregation does not necessarily 
diminish minority students’ possibilities (to gain a favourable social position. Along the same 
vein, it is difficult to isolate personal interest from various socio-cultural factors in the different 
educational choices of the students. Personal interest in different educational pathways is most 
often intimately connected to the overall values and life strategies of the family. 

 

 

7.6 New findings, new questions 
This section condenses the most important new contributions to the relevant research fields. 
These findings should be regarded as tentative, given the size and composition of the sample, 
but they are nevertheless findings that certainly warrant further investigation. 

 

 Based on students’ responses, minority boys from lower-status families receive better 
grades than do majority boys from lower-status families, and especially in science 
subjects. In terms of grades, it is a particular advantage to be a minority student with a 
mixed majority/minority-identity. At the same time, this student group is most content 
with going to school; majority boys, meanwhile, tend to dislike schoolwork.  Beyond 
possible correlations with grades (e.g. in the sciences), differences in positive school 
feelings need to be examined more thoroughly in order to validate them and try to 
explain why these relations appear. These findings suggest that the relative good grades 
and positive school feelings might be the foundation of specific educational strategies: 
regardless of social origin, more minority students than majority students aspire for 
white-collar jobs. This points to the need for longitudinal research into the different 
educational, social, and family-related pathways on which that young ethnic minority 
students embark in comparison with their majority peers.  

 All students get along with their schoolmates and have friends among them. At the 
same time, having good student-student experiences and finding the atmosphere 
‘friendly and cohesive’ is correlated slightly with students’ social positions, but not to 
ethnicity. This, combined with the generally high level of interethnic activities among 
students, might challenge dominant views on ethnically segregated peer-cultures among 
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student, classroom practices and school life. If any group ‘stands out’ here, it is majority 
boys from upper-status families: they interact with students with another ethnic origin 
to a somewhat lesser degree than do other students (probably because they do not want 
to interact with relatively marginalised male minority students).  

 Just under half of the minority students, and especially the girls, identify themselves as a 
majority-minority mix between majority and minority or as majority people. We also see 
that minority students with mixed identities feel twice as good in school as students 
with minority identity or with majority identity – and this is not connected to gender or 
parents’ status. Furthermore, majority girls and minority students in general feel better 
about schoolwork than do majority boys – and here, it is remarkable that social position 
does not seem to matter. Again, these relationships run contrary to popular beliefs about 
the school attitudes of minority students. In-depth investigations would perhaps be able 
to shed some light on these issues. Another interesting finding regarding students’ 
feelings about ethnic identity is that strong self-esteem seems to be specific to majority 
and mixed-identity students from upper-status families, while ‘ethnic pride’ is specific to 
minority students from lower-status families. A crude analysis would be that the former 
group is socialised into taking pride in themselves, while the latter group takes pride in 
their ethnicity. These connections resemble differences between an individualised 
cultural practice and a collective cultural practice.  

 

From a perspective concerned about social inclusion and educational mobility, we have 
discerned some familiar patterns in this report, as well as uncovered some findings that, albeit 
tentative, point in new directions and perhaps even disturb the traditional majority/minority-
dichotomy. For instance, the relatively ambitious (education-wise) and socially-integrated 
minority students might, to some extent, destabilise existing beliefs on the marginalisation of 
ethnic minorities. Again, further investigations into these novel ‘ethnic’ differentiations are 
needed. 

It may be the case that more subtle processes of differentiation are at play in the Danish 
education system, with its seemingly universal welfare services, focus on equal opportunities, 
lack of tracking, student grants for all, and so on. Along the same vein, school cultures may at 
first glance be characterised by their lack of conspicuous differentiation practices; these 
practices, though subtle, are nevertheless very present.  

In this report we have tried to balance a focus on findings that are surprising; disturbing the 
ethnicity-categories, and a focus on the segregational effects of the ethnic categories. Here, it is 
perhaps important to stress that differences pertaining to ethnicity are, of course, not a priori 
inscribed in the young students views – ethnic origin is not important per se. The kinds of 
specific cultural practice often connected to different ‘ethnic’ expressions are. Similarly, 
students’ social background is interesting because it often provides us with information about 
cultural practices ‘typical’ for that background; gender is interesting because we know that 
statistically, there is a connection between sex and the gendered way that socialisation 
processes produce ‘male’ and ‘female’ social practices or identities. In short, these concepts are 
interesting precisely because they capture and condense different everyday cultural practices.  

In this report, these different cultural practices might be indicative of different student groups 
having distinctly different educational strategies and educational pathways. Some minority 
students, often from upper social positions, manage to use the education system to get a proper, 
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reputable education that can be used internationally. Some might face other barriers in the 
system or do not have a family or peer network to help them. Or, some may have alternate 
strategies – familial, peer-related, or other – for which education is not assigned a pivotal role. 
In short, there might be various structural barriers, but there are also different life strategies 
and, hence, different pathways According to which importance of education varies. The 
prevalent perspective in this report, however, has been that of educational mobility. In this 
perspective it remains a ’problem’ that some students that like school and receive good grades 
does not progress and continue with further education. 
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