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Students’ chauvinistic track attitudes: the role of public track regard and teachers’ 

chauvinistic communication in Belgian secondary schools. 

Abstract 

Although there is a wealth of research on educational tracking, little research investigates 

students’ own track perception. Based on theoretical insights from ethnic and identity studies, 

we study how public regard and teachers’ track communication affect students’ chauvinistic 

track attitudes. Chauvinism is a less desirable way of identification, causing between-group 

prejudice and hostility. The [Anonymized] survey, involving 4500 adolescents from 64 Belgian 

schools is analyzed, using multilevel modelling. The findings show that chauvinism breaks 

down into two concepts, cognitive and social track chauvinism. These are mostly employed by 

students who feel low public regard, as protection against their public status. Teachers’ track 

communication correlates with students’ track chauvinism, both through students’ individual 

perception of teachers’ communication and through schoolwide cultures of chauvinistic teacher 

communication.  

Keywords: Educational Tracking; Secondary Education; Teacher communication; 

Chauvinism; Public regard 

 

1. Introduction 

The educational system in Belgium, like in many other countries, employs tracking in 

secondary education to provide more specific education to its students. Tracking is based on 

the idea that separating students in homogeneous ability groups leads to better academic results, 

since it allows curricula and teaching methods to be adapted better to students’ ability level 

(Hallinan et al., 2003). Through tracking, students are prepared for disparate futures (Gamoran, 

1992). In Belgium, this system is rigid and explicit, meaning that the general public knows the 
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boundaries between the tracks. In a society focused on white collar jobs and with less favorable 

labor market opportunities for blue collar jobs, vocational, and to a lesser extent technical tracks 

are attributed lower public status (Andersen & Van de Werfhorst, 2010). 

Tracking affects students in many different ways. Firstly, tracking steers students’ labor 

market opportunities, since academic tracks prepare students for higher education, whereas 

vocational education has a focus on the labor market. Secondly, tracking also affects a range of 

educational outcomes, as students enrolled in lower status-tracks show less motivation (Saleh 

et al., 2005), more deviant behavior (Van Houtte & Stevens, 2008) and lower educational effort 

(Carbonaro, 2005). Lastly, the public character of tracking causes students in these tracks to be 

attributed different status by society (Andersen & Van de Werfhorst, 2010). Track status affects 

students since they tend to identify with their track (Yonezawa et al., 2002). These status 

differences can lead to lower self-esteem (e.g., Van Houtte, 2005; Ecclestone, 2004), when 

students in more vocationally oriented tracks feel looked down upon by society (Spruyt et al., 

2015). Certain (vocational) tracks and courses are even labelled as ‘dustbins’ by teachers, 

parents and students themselves (Stevens & Vermeersch, 2010). These track labels also cause 

stereotype threat, with students opting for coping strategies like dropping out to counteract the 

negative stereotypes attached to vocational education (Nouwen & Clycq, 2019; Steele & 

Aronson, 1995). Students in the positively viewed academic track on the other hand have a 

higher self-esteem, even more so in multilateral schools where they can compare themselves 

more directly to the educationally more ‘deprived’ tracks (Van Houtte, Demanet & Stevens, 

2012).  

Despite the wealth of research on the educational and broader outcomes of tracking for 

students and the finding that tracks are attributed different social status, there is very little 

research that investigates how students develop their perception of their own track. Although 

little is known about the underlying processes that explain students’ development of track 
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identities, small scale, qualitative case studies show that vocational students cope with their 

lower track status by either rejecting core educational values, like working hard for school 

(Högberg, 2011) or by setting themselves apart from fellow track members and embracing these 

educational values (Van Praag et al., 2017). These findings build on a rich tradition of 

sociological research that shows how working class (Willis, 1977), and racial/ethnic minority 

students (Mac an Ghaill, 1988) ‘resist’ a school system that treats them less favorably and 

instead search for positive identities elsewhere, by working, being cool and successful in dating 

(Van Houtte & Stevens, 2016; Willis, 1977). 

However, very little research investigates if lower status track students can identify in a 

positive way with their track, even when their track receives differing societal praise. A possible 

way for students to achieve this can be through chauvinistic identification. Chauvinism1 is a 

sense of ingroup superiority which devalues, discriminates, and derogates outgroups, and 

values what makes the ingroup unique (Raijman et al., 2008). Chauvinistic identification can 

be used as a strategy to counteract outsider judgement, so it might be a useful identification for 

vocational track students (Huddy & Del Ponte, 2019), especially if this could help students at 

risk of dropping out to remain in education by feeling connected with their track, despite a 

negative societal judgement of them and their track. Chauvinistic attitudes might at the same 

time also be held by academic students, as a reflection of societal praise.  

Prior research has established that teachers are an influential voice in students’ 

educational and non-educational attitudes (e.g., Ardies et al., 2015; Boone, Seghers & Van 

Houtte, 2018; Goodenow, 1993). Additionally, teachers are, to a certain extent, tracked 

 
1 Throughout this paper we will discuss the concept of chauvinism based on its academic definition and mainly 
focus on the factors that influence the existence and composition of chauvinism in the context of educational 
tracking. While we are aware that the public discourse on chauvinism as a concept is generally negative and 
chauvinism is often used in a pejorative way, we do not see it within the scope of this paper to discuss the 
merit of chauvinism as a concept or to present our opinion on how chauvinism should be used within the 
academic or public discourse.  
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themselves (e.g., Achinstein et al., 2004; Boldrini et al., 2019; Gore & Morrison 2001). So, 

based on their own experiences of being tracked and observing how students are influenced by 

the public perception on tracks, teachers can, for instance, stimulate chauvinistic track opinions 

in students, in an effort to counteract (negative) societal judgement.  

This paper builds on a rich body of research on tracking, by investigating which factors 

relate to chauvinistic track attitudes in Belgian secondary school children. More specifically, 

this study looks at how students’ track chauvinism is informed by the public perception of tracks 

and teachers’ communication to their students on their own track. 

 

2. Theoretical framework 

2.1 Chauvinism and tracking 

Chauvinism is an attitude that stimulates positive ingroup feelings by distinguishing the 

ingroup from meaningful outgroups through feelings of ingroup homogeneousness and 

superiority, leading to exclusionary and hostile attitudes towards outgroups (Raijman et al., 

2008). Chauvinism is different from other, positive forms of ingroup identification like ingroup 

favoritism or bias, since it is a more conflict-oriented identification, rooted in the idea that the 

ingroup is superior on certain characteristics. Ingroup bias refers to making choices that benefit 

the ingroup more than outgroups, based on a more positive sentiment towards the ingroup. This 

can be both through favoring the ingroup or derogating the outgroup (Brewer, 1979; Hewstone 

et al., 2002; Tajfel et al., 1971). The chauvinism measure does not look at favoring behavior, 

but is purely about attitudes of supremacy based on the idea that if more people were like the 

ingroup, the world would be a better place. Chauvinistic feelings can be caused by the societal 

status ladder, as the highest status group might allow their self-perception to mirror the higher 

status society attributes to them, increasing their feelings of superiority (Stryker & Serpe, 1982). 
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Reflected appraisal, the process through which people come to see themselves as how they 

perceive significant others to see them, effectively acting as a looking glass for the self, might 

likewise lead to a more negative self-perception in lower status tracked students through 

internalizing their lower public status (Cooley, 1902; Mead, 1934; Wallace & Tice, 2012). At 

the same time, chauvinism has also been observed in lower status groups, as chauvinism can be 

a mechanism to resist a lower place on a status ladder (Huddy & Del Ponte, 2019), by dismissing 

the elements on which they are esteemed lower and highlighting ingroup superiority and 

homogeneity. Mizrachi and colleagues (2009), while not explicitly calling it chauvinism, 

observe a sense of superiority in the ‘lower tracks’ compared to the more academic tracks in 

Israel. ‘Lower track students’ claim superiority based on undesirable personality traits in the 

other tracks, not based on academic performance/attitudes. These traits include the way students 

from different tracks dress, ‘the higher tracks’ ’ perceived lack of social solidarity, and that high 

track students study so hard it makes them ‘freaks’ according to ‘low track’ students, rather 

than having fun like the ‘lower track’ students. The suggestion that chauvinism might be 

observed in both groups that are societally praised and lowly esteemed, raises the question 

whether the concept of chauvinism might be given a different meaning depending on which 

group holds these chauvinistic attitudes. The different sources of these tracks’ chauvinistic 

attitudes might also be caused by what track characteristics students attach importance to.  

Public perception is relevant to study in all grouping systems where the groups are explicit 

and publicly known. Public regard is the extent to which individuals feel that others view their 

group positively or negatively (Sellers et al., 1998). Public track regard is known to affect 

students on educational outcomes, it can alter educational motivation from a more individual 

to a more group-oriented feeling of accomplishment (Chavous et al., 2003) and public group 

regard can even affect personal self-esteem (e.g., Thomas et al., 2012). Additionally, according 

to the Rejection-Identification model, increased identification can be used to counteract low 
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public regard (Branscombe et al., 1999). Chauvinism is expected to be higher for academic 

track students with high public regard, as their feelings of superiority are more confirmed by 

society, whereas for lower status technical and vocational tracks, a lower public regard could 

also increase chauvinism, invoking more protective feelings against judgement by others. 

2.2 Chauvinism and tracking: the role of the teacher 

Teachers can be influential in how students perceive themselves. Teachers shape 

students’ views on a wide range of subjects, for example interest in educational subject matters 

(e.g., Ardies et al., 2015), students’ sense of belonging (Goodenow, 1993), school engagement 

(Quin, 2017) and even non-educational attitudes like ethnic prejudice (Vervaet, Van Houtte & 

Stevens, 2018). Teachers are also shown to be role models for students. Feelings of sharing a 

certain trait with the teacher, being gender, ethnicity, religion, or caste, all positively affect 

students’ performance and educational attitudes (e.g., Paredes, 2014; Rawal & Kingdon, 2010; 

Zirkel, 2002). Since teachers are seen as role models by students through a wide variety of traits 

they share with their students, it can be assumed they are also role models for their students 

based on their shared track membership. It is quite likely for teachers to communicate about 

tracks since they also experience the benefits and burdens of being tracked, in a similar way to 

their students and become ‘tracked’ themselves to a certain extent (Achinstein et al., 2004). 

Especially in educational systems such as those in the USA, where the assignment of classes to 

teachers is based on a competitive (performance) model between teachers, teachers’ personal 

status attainment will be closely tied to tracking (Finley, 1984; Kelly, 2004; Talbert & Ennis, 

1990).  

Teachers experience the public regard of the tracks they teach. The societal focus on 

higher education makes teachers in vocational education courses feel that their subject does not 

matter and their job is considered less valuable than that of their academically oriented 
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colleagues (Achinstein et al., 2004; Boldrini et al., 2019; Gore & Morrison, 2001). In the United 

States, teachers are shown to look down on their colleagues who teach in lower status tracks 

(Finley, 1984). Additionally, vocational education teachers feel that the challenges associated 

with the diverse educational and personal backgrounds of their students, motivating their 

students, and trying to bridge the gap between curriculum and future workplace does not receive 

the social recognition it deserves, causing increased job frustration (Amitai, 2021; Boldrini et 

al., 2019). 

Teachers hold a position of authority, so their expressed track opinion could be interpreted 

as very commanding. Students tend to accept teachers as authority figures in their school, out 

of respect, to show their appreciation towards teachers as guardians or to avoid punishment 

(Yariv, 2009). Teachers’ authority is limited however. Issues that overstep teachers’ authority 

include violating civil rights, intervening in personal matters and causing moral dilemmas 

(Yariv, 2009). It could be argued that the teachers’ personal opinion on tracks, and how students 

should view their own and other tracks is a strictly personal matter and falls outside the authority 

of the teacher. Expressed chauvinistic track attitudes by teachers might affect students’ track 

chauvinism, though, as students can consider their teachers as both a role model and a voice of 

authority. 

The higher status attributed to academic tracks, combined with their students’ more pro-

school attitudes could lead us to assume that the academic schools are the most desired by 

teachers. This is not necessarily the case. Less study-oriented attitudes do impact teachers’ job 

satisfaction to a certain extent (Van Houtte, 2006), but it does not mean that teachers view their 

bond with these students less positively (Spilt & Koomen, 2009). An important driver of 

teachers’ track preference concerns their preferences in student-attributes. Vocational and 

technical track schools experience the highest teacher mobility to other tracks, based on their 

students exhibiting a higher sense of futility and these students being perceived as less teachable 
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(Amitai, 2021). On the other hand, the personal-social behavior of technical and vocational 

track students is rated more positively (Stevens & Vermeersch, 2010; Amitai, 2021). Students’ 

sense of futility and teachability are more impactful on teacher mobility than students’ 

performance (Boyd et al., 2005). So, generally speaking, academic education is more attractive 

to teachers, yet teachers who put an emphasis on student-teacher communication may prefer 

teaching in vocational education.    

The influential voice teachers have towards their students, combined with teachers’ own 

experiences with the effect of track status, and the possible benefits of chauvinism for students’ 

self-image, leads us to hypothesize that teachers will employ track chauvinistic communication 

to improve students’ self-image. The extent to which teachers communicate about tracks might 

depend on the extent they feel students’ self-image is threatened by track status. As the 

vocational track students are the most status disadvantaged, teachers might communicate more 

chauvinistically about their track to counteract its lower status. Educational grouping systems 

in which the academic track is considered the most desirable might cause academic education 

members to consider their track as ‘the norm’ or even as ‘the regular trajectory,’ and due to this 

feeling of ‘normality’ academic track students might not even be aware of their tracked identity. 

This would cause the track to remain a hidden, dominant identity, as has been shown in ethnic 

identity research with dominant groups (Doane, 1997). Hidden identity means that for members 

of the dominant group, their identity is less salient and they do not identify with it as consciously 

and explicitly since it is less visible. Academic teachers for whom track is a hidden identity are 

expected to communicate less about tracks. Yet, following social dominance theory, high track 

status students and teachers might put more emphasis on their track identity, as a source of 

status gains (e.g., Sidanius et al., 1997). Vocational, and to a lesser extent technical track 

teachers, are expected to show track chauvinistic communication as a defensive response to 

lower public regard. 
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2.3 Current study 

In this study, we examine how students’ track chauvinism is constructed, influenced by 

their perception of external opinions, being the public opinion on their track and their teachers’ 

chauvinistic track communication. In doing so, we test the applicability of concepts and theories 

originated in ethnic studies and social psychology, such as chauvinism, public regard, social 

dominance theory, reflected appraisal, and theories studied previously in education, related to 

teachers as role models. As these concepts and theories have not been applied widely to 

educational tracking before, the expected directions of effects for the following hypotheses will 

be adopted from their original fields. 

The theoretical framework leads to four hypotheses. Firstly, the chauvinism composition 

hypothesis assumes that track chauvinism can be broken down into two concepts. Chauvinism 

might tap into its cognitive component (Stryker & Serpe, 1982; Wallace & Tice, 2012), and 

into its social component (Willis, 1977; Mizrachi et al., 2009). Secondly, if chauvinism is one 

unified concept, the track chauvinism hypothesis assumes that the academic track students will 

have the highest chauvinism, since the studied educational tracking system is characterized by 

rigid boundaries, limited upward mobility raising the status of students who stay in the ‘highest 

track’, and a focus on academic achievement. Students who ‘succeed’ in this system could feel 

cognitively superior to students from the technical and vocational track who are considered 

‘less successful’. Yet if track chauvinism is hypothesized to occur in different status groups 

based on different sources, not solely based on educational prowess, all tracks might have fairly 

equal chauvinism. Thirdly, the direction of the effect of public regard on track chauvinism is 

track dependent. The public regard hypothesis assumes that, in the academic track, a high public 

regard will allow students to gain status from their track position which might lead to higher 

chauvinism through reflected appraisal (Sidanius et al., 1997; Stryker & Serpe, 1982). In 

contrast, in the vocational track, and to a lesser extent the technical track, a lower public regard 
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will lead to more stereotype threat and might result in higher chauvinism, as chauvinism can be 

used to resist the threats of their lower status position (Huddy & Del Ponte 2019; Steele & 

Aronson, 1995). This hypothesis might change if chauvinism breaks down into multiple 

concepts, as high public regard is assumed to be positively related to more cognitively inspired 

chauvinism, whereas low public regard might cause students to put more emphasis on 

personality based chauvinism. Fourthly, the teacher communication hypothesis assumes that in 

schools with track chauvinistic teacher cultures, expressed through teachers’ chauvinistic track 

communication, students will develop more chauvinistic track attitudes. This is assumed 

regardless of whether there is one or multiple types of track chauvinism. Students can be 

assumed to take the opinion of their teachers into consideration, since their teachers can be seen 

as role models who also have the experience of being tracked.  

2.4 Belgian context 

There are five particularities of the Belgian educational context that must be taken into 

consideration for this study. Firstly, the Belgian tracking system can be typified as a ‘cascade’, 

secondly the tracks are explicitly connected to schools, thirdly teachers’ track membership does 

not depend on their accreditation, fourthly Belgian secondary education has regional 

differences, and lastly tracking can be done either within or between schools. The dominant 

position of the academic track students is unquestioned in Belgium. This is established in the 

organization of tracking. Students have the choice to start in either a general A-stream or 

remedial B-stream, reserved for those who did not obtain a primary education degree. Within 

this general A-stream students must choose elective courses already in the first year – such as 

Latin or technology, which serve as a preparation for the official track choice they will make 

after the second year (Van Praag et al., 2015). When students choose their track officially in 

year three, they have the choice between the academic, technical, vocational and arts track. The 

academic track prepares students for higher education, the technical track consists of both 
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general and technical-theoretical courses, and the vocational track focuses on training students 

for a craft (Vlaams Ministerie van Onderwijs en Vorming, 2019). The arts track offers art 

courses and a general education, but due to the low number of students enrolled in this track, 

2.2 percent of the student population in 2019 (Vlaamse Overheid, 2019), the arts track will not 

be considered in this study. The most important aspect of this system for the current study is 

that once students are part of a track, moving ‘down’ to a more practical track can be done 

easily and is common, but ‘upward’ mobility towards more academic education is barely 

possible in practice. This causes a ‘cascade’, whereby students in secondary education ‘aim 

high’ by trying out the more academic track first, and eventually ‘go down’ to ‘lower’, more 

technical tracks (Boone, Seghers & Van Houtte, 2018). This urge to ‘aim high’ at the start 

exemplifies that the academic track is valued the most. Track movement advise is based on 

students’ performance. Student performance is assessed through the schools’ own examination, 

which is based on governmental educational standards and teachers’ estimation of students’ 

skill, as there was no central examination in Belgian secondary education at the time of this 

study.  

Secondly, tracks are explicit and publicly known in Belgian education. Schools can offer 

either one track or multiple tracks in the same school. There are countries characterized by 

within school ability grouping (for example the United States, United Kingdom and Australia) 

and countries which only organize between-school tracking, in which each school provides one 

track (e.g., Japan) (Chmielewski, 2014; Ono, 2001). In countries like Belgium and Germany 

tracks are organized both between schools and within schools. So-called ‘categorical schools’ 

provide one track per school (commonly academic or technical/vocational) and multilateral 

schools (or ‘Gesamtschule’ in German) provide more than one track in the same school. Yet 

the distinction between tracks persists and there is no education in heterogeneous or mixed-

ability groups (Chmielewski, 2014; Van Houtte, Demanet & Stevens, 2012). Since the tracks 
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provided by each school are publicly known, teachers can make a conscious choice to teach a 

certain track. This allows teachers to take the status of a track and the student characteristics 

they prefer into consideration when choosing their workplace, which should lead to a better fit 

between teacher and track. Public tracking results in more teachers who value the track they 

teach in for its unique characteristics and are invested in the track they teach, rather than looking 

for opportunities to teach in higher status tracks. The difference between one track and multiple 

track schools does not seem to affect students’ evaluation of their own track (Dekeyser et al., 

2022), even though this does affect students in terms of study involvement, sense of futility and 

self-esteem (Van Houtte & Stevens, 2009; Van Houtte, Demanet & Stevens, 2012; Van Praag 

et al., 2015). These differences are caused by the difference in interacting, with students in 

multilateral school being confronted with other tracks on a daily basis, causing track 

membership to become more salient.   

Thirdly, teachers’ accreditation in Belgium has no influence on track membership. 

Belgian higher education is open to all students who successfully graduated and all courses can 

be chosen freely. When studying a general course (e.g., mathematics, French), students are 

trained and licensed to teach this in all tracks. The only exceptions are track specific courses, 

(e.g., Latin for academic track and hairdressing for vocational education). So, teachers can 

develop their track preference throughout their career, rather than it being solely based on 

course choice or personal educational history.  

Fourthly, Belgian education is divided in a Flemish-region governed and Walloon-region 

governed education. These systems are similar but show some differences: in the Walloon 

system, when students do not succeed in their first two years, they are rerouted to a program 

which aims to tackle their individual issues and reinstate students in the communal program 

afterwards. The Flemish system is more willing to let students ‘move down’ to vocational tracks 

or make students re-do a year instead of applying remedial programs (Onderwijskiezer, 2021). 
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Lastly, Flemish research on within and between school tracking generally differentiates 

between categorical schools and multilateral schools, the former providing either academic or 

technical and/or vocational education and the latter providing a combination of academic with 

either technical, vocational or both types of education (e.g., Van Houtte, Demanet & Stevens, 

2012).  

3. Methods 

3.1 Sample 

The data for this study are drawn from the School, Identity & Society survey. The 

dataset relies on a mixed-method research design (QUAL > QUAN). The measurement 

instruments vis-à-vis students’ track identification are based on qualitative interviews with 

adolescents (N = 32) enrolled in their third year of secondary education. These qualitative 

interviews were conducted as a preparatory phase for the School, Identity & Society-survey. 

The goal of the interviews was to unravel which social identities were important for these 

adolescents and how these identities were embedded in their overall school context (Maene, 

Thijs & Stevens, 2021). Special attention went to the discourse/language the students used to 

talk about the identities and their social interactions with peers and teachers. The findings of 

these interviews were used to develop measurement instruments to investigate more in-depth 

the role of tracking as a social identity with multiple dimensions (Ashmore et al., 2004) and its 

embeddedness in the school context.  

The quantitative dataset contains information on 4540 third year high school students:  

64 schools took part, 7 schools in Wallonia (French speaking part of Belgium), 29 in Flanders 

(Dutch speaking part of Belgium) and 28 in the Brussel Capital Region (21 French speaking 

and 7 Dutch speaking). The schools were selected through multistage sampling: first cities with 

a history of migration were randomly selected and secondly the secondary schools were divided 
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in strata based on their track variety. This led to a distinction between purely academic schools, 

technical-vocational and multilateral schools. Schools were randomly invited from each stratum 

to participate with this study. The focus on cities with a history of migration was a choice based 

on the more overarching topic of the dataset, but is not informed by tracking research. In total, 

360 schools were contacted, from which 64 schools agreed to participate. Belgian educational 

research has a history of rather low school response rates, as many schools feel they are asked 

too often to participate in scientific research (e.g., Vervaet, Van Houtte & Stevens, 2018). Yet 

even considering this over demand, the School, Identity & Society survey has lower response 

rates than other educational research in Belgium, possibly due to its focus on ethnic and national 

identities, which schools might consider as sensitive topics to survey. The response rate was 

lower in Brussels and Wallonia (18.3% and 11.3% respectively) compared to Flanders (23%), 

possibly due to the lack of familiarity these regions have with Flemish research institutions.  

The School, Identity & Society dataset is stratified. The objective for the School, 

Identity & Society survey was to generate a dataset that would allow to study adolescents’ 

ethnic and track identities on a wide range of outcomes such as their intercultural, psychological 

and educational functioning. The dataset therefore had to include sufficient numbers of students 

from each educational track and a sufficient number of students with a migration background. 

In addition, to allow a sociological perspective on the data, structural and cultural contextual 

features had to be incorporated in the design of the dataset. This implied that schools had to be 

diversified on three axes: educational system (i.e. Dutch-speaking or French-speaking), 

diversity of the student population (ranging from monocultural to multicultural schools) and 

range of tracks offered (i.e. categorical or multilateral schools). In terms of ethnicity, there was 

an underrepresentation of Belgians without foreign roots (56% population, 36.7% sample), a 

considerable oversampling of Belgians with a foreign background, based on the birthplace of 

the grandparents or parents (33% population, 44.2% sample), and an of non-Belgians (11% 
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population, 19.1% sample) (Statbel, 2018; Maene, Thijs & Stevens, 2021). It was a conscious 

decision to oversample students with a migration background to enable studying the main 

objectives of the School, Identity & Society survey. For tracking, there was an 

overrepresentation of academic track students (41% population, 59.9 % sample) and an 

underrepresentation of both technical (31% population, 22.8% sample) and vocational students 

(25% population, 17.3 % sample). The arts track was not included in the survey as they 

represent only 2.2 percent of the secondary school population (Vlaamse Overheid, 2019). For 

sex there was a slight underrepresentation of boys (52% population, 49.1% sample). 

The data collection took place from September 2017 to December 2017. The school 

principals distributed an information letter to all students and their parents, informing them on 

the research theme, timing and the anonymous and voluntary nature of the study. This letter 

gave parents the option to opt their child out of participating in the survey. Depending on region, 

6 to 8% of parents did not give their consent. During the data-collection at school, students were 

asked to participate voluntarily, which yielded an 80% response-rate. The questionnaire was 

distributed and filled out in the classroom. There was no clear pattern in the non-consent and 

non-response. This survey moment was monitored by a researcher who answered students’ 

questions, and teachers who supervised students while respecting their privacy. 

3.2 Variable description 

3.2.1 Dependent variable  

Students’ track chauvinism. Students were presented 5 statements on how they view 

their track compared to other tracks. These statements were formulated based on the explorative 

qualitative interviews of the School, Identity & Society survey and inspired by research on 

national/ethnic chauvinism. Items previously used in national/ethnic chauvinism research, like 

‘the world would be a better place if people were more like the X-group’ and ‘Generally, 
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[country] is a better country than most other countries’ (e.g., Raijman et al., 2008) were not 

included as these can seem rather broad, whereas the explorative qualitative interviews gave 

the basis to break down sense of superiority into more detailed characteristics, more explicitly 

linked to education but inspired by the same underlying sentiment as previously used items. 

Items commonly used in welfare chauvinism research did not translate very well to the 

educational context. Van der Waal and colleagues (2010) operationalized welfare chauvinism 

as: ‘Thinking of people coming to live in [country] from other countries, when do you think 

they should obtain the same rights to social benefits and services as citizens already living 

here?’. The studied items were therefore more inspired by national/ethnic chauvinism research, 

rather than welfare chauvinism. The statements had 5 answering categories ranging from 

‘absolutely disagree’ (1) to ‘totally agree’ (5): (1) ‘students in my track are smarter than those 

in other tracks’, (2) ‘have more capabilities than those in other tracks’, (3) ‘are cooler than those 

in other tracks’, (4) ‘my track is harder’ and (5) ‘more creative’. The goal of these items was to 

measure students’ sense of track superiority (i.e., track chauvinism). To validate its conceptual 

difference with students’ public track regard (see further), we included the items of these two 

measures in an exploratory factor analysis. The factor analysis included a total of 8 items for 

which two factors explained 51% of the variance (KMO = 0.859). The factor analysis showed 

that students’ track chauvinism and students’ track public regard are conceptually distinct. The 

factor loadings for track chauvinism ranged from 0.623 to 0.861, except for the item ‘my track 

is harder’ which had a factor loading of 0.450. 

3.2.2 Main determinants 

Student level; Track membership. Students are part of only one track. There were 2723 

surveyed academic track students, 1034 technical and 783 vocational track students.  
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Students’ public track regard. A self-developed three item scale, based on Sellers and 

colleagues’ (1998) definition of public regard as the extent to which individuals feel that others 

view their group positively or negatively, were included in the survey. The items were: ‘students 

from other tracks look down on my track’, ‘students from other tracks are respected more than 

my track’ and ‘students from other tracks see students from my track as social outcasts’. The 

items had 5 answering categories ranging from ‘absolutely disagree’ (1) to ‘totally agree’ (5). 

To establish these items as conceptually different from students’ track chauvinism, they were 

included together in one factor analysis (cf. supra). The EFA showed a two-factor structure with 

the three items of students’ public track regard loading on a separate factor with loadings 

ranging from 0.639 to 0.677. This was consistent for all three tracks and the three items have a 

good Cronbach’s alpha of 0.738. These items were brought together in a scale by calculating 

their overall mean (Table 1, M = 2.258, SD = 0.825). All items were recoded, so a high score 

represents a high public regard. The three tracks differed significantly from each other (p < .05) 

(see Table 1). 

Perceived chauvinistic teacher communication: Students were asked to indicate for 20 

items how they perceived the teachers from track specific courses were talking about tracking 

during lessons. These items were developed to represent different aspects of teachers’ 

discourse. Three items related to teachers’ speech highlighting differences among tracks from 

a superiority point of view: (1) ‘my teacher makes jokes about other tracks’ (2) ‘my teacher 

says my track is better than other tracks’ (3) ‘my teacher says we have more capabilities than 

students in other tracks. The response scale ranged from 1 (totally disagree) to 5 (totally agree). 

These items were referred to as teacher chauvinism. Exploratory factor analysis on the 20 item-

battery in which these items were included showed that the three items of teacher chauvinism 

exclusively loaded on the same factor. The factor loadings ranged from 0.518 to 0.730. The 

Cronbach’s alpha for the three items was 0.648. A scale was created taking the mean score of 
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those three items (M = 2.436, SD = 0.873): the higher a student’s score, the more the student 

perceives the teachers from track specific courses as using chauvinistic track speech. These 

items were brought together in a scale by calculating their overall mean (Table 1, M = 2.44; SD 

= 0.87). The three tracks differed significantly from each other (p < .05) (see Table 1). 

School level; Teachers’ chauvinistic culture.  

To create a measure for chauvinistic track culture in schools, the individual students’ 

perceived chauvinistic teacher communication items were aggregated to the school level by 

calculating the average for each school. To validate whether those perceptions are (partly) 

shared by the students within each school, the ‘mean rater reliability’ (Glick, 1985; Shrout & 

Fleiss, 1979) was calculated. This is done by calculating the intra-class correlation (ICC) of an 

ANOVA (BMS-WMS/BMS), which allows us to measure the similarity between micro-units 

belonging to the same macro-unit and has to be higher than the threshold of 0.60 (Glick, 1985). 

The ICC for teacher chauvinism is 0.86 (F = 7.159, p < .001), which implies that the perceptions 

are shared by the students of the same school and that the aggregate can be considered as a 

school characteristic.  

3.2.3 Control variables  

Student level; Sex was almost equally distributed in our sample: 48.8 percent of the 

sample was male. The academic track had mostly female students (55.5 percent), in the 

technical and vocational track the majority was male (56.3 and 54.8 percent respectively). 

Prior Grade Point Average (GPA) was measured by asking students to self-report which 

average grade they obtained in the previous school year. As there is no guarantee students are 

still part of the same track as the one in which they achieved the reported GPA, prior GPA is 

used as a general indicator of educational success. This was scored as a percentage (N = 3705; 

M = 67.57; SD = 12.67). Students in the academic track had the highest average GPA (69.98), 
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technical track students the lowest (62.28) and the vocational track students scored in between 

(65.10), students in the three tracks differed significantly from each other (p < .05) (see Table 

1). As there are no standardized tests in Belgian education we have to rely on self-reported 

GPA, which does raise questions of validity due to possible cover-up and memory issues in 

students (Van Praag et al., 2015). Yet it is the best measure we currently have. 

Students’ socioeconomic status. SES is based on students’ reports of the occupation of 

their parents, which were matched to the International Socio-Economic Index of Occupational 

Status (ISEI) (Ganzeboom et al., 1992). Ideally, the SES measure would be based on parents’ 

own reporting, but due to the limitations of SIS-dataset we use student reported parental 

occupation. Student reports do generally seem a good indicator of parental SES (e.g., 

Ensminger et al., 2000; Lien et al., 2001).Students were also allowed to give a brief description 

of parental occupation so the researchers had more information to determine parents’ jobs.  

The highest occupational score of both parents was retained as the students’ SES 

indicator. The higher the score on the ISEI, the higher the SES. The scale theoretically ranges 

from 10 to 90. For our sample the minimum score was 15, the maximum 90, with an average 

of 50.16 (N = 4584, SD = 16.72). Students in the academic track have the highest SES (50.16) 

on average, which is considerably higher than the average SES of the technical (45.72) and 

vocational track (44.57) students. The three tracks differed significantly from each other (p < 

.05) (see Table 1). 

Ethnic background: we chose a simplified solution with only two groups. The reference 

category are Belgian natives and Western Europeans. All other national backgrounds are 

grouped in the dummy category. The ethnic background of the students was determined  in the 

first place by the birthplace of the student’s maternal grandmother. This is common practice in 

Belgium, as most students of immigrant descent are second or third generation and have the 
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Belgian nationality (OECD, 2008). If this data was not available, we used the mother’s place 

of birth. If even this data was missing, we used the students’ birth country (Maene, Thijs & 

Stevens, 2021). There were 1891 students of the reference category (1608 Belgian descent and 

283 Western European) and 2412 minority students.  

School level; Educational system. To control for possible region/policy differences on 

track chauvinism we include a control dummy variable with the Flemish education, which 

included 36 surveyed schools (counting 2659 students) as the reference category. The Walloon 

education has 28 included schools counting 1925 students. Schools in the Brussels Capital 

Region fall under one of these systems depending on the principal language of education.  

School structure. Categorical schools were 63.5 percent of all surveyed schools (N = 

40). Of all surveyed schools, 24 provided only the academic track, 16 schools provided 

technical education either alone or combined with vocational education. There were 24 

multilateral schools. Ten schools offered academic, technical and vocational, 13 schools offered 

academic and technical, and 1 school academic and vocational education. 
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3.3 Design 

Track differences were examined for each variable by means of an F-test or Cramer’s’ 

V (Table 1). To study the chauvinism composition hypothesis, since it is the first time, to our 

knowledge, that track chauvinism is employed as a statistical construct, we have to test what 

track chauvinism consists of before using it as a dependent variable for analysis. Whether the 5 

chauvinism items are one scale that is consistent in meaning across all three tracks, if some 

items have to be omitted or if this breaks down into different constructs of chauvinism per track, 

was studied through measurement invariance (MI) testing. If our construct(s) achieve MI across 

tracks, it would give more credibility to track chauvinism meaning the same to all students, 

regardless of track, and it would allow between track comparisons. We test MI through MPlus 

(Geiser, 2013).  

Following the guidelines on reporting MI-testing by van de Schoot and colleagues 

(2012) and Putnick and Bornstein (2016), we will start from the full 5 item model and test for 

configural, metric and scalar invariance across the tracks (Table 2). For all models the model 

fit will be tested through the CFI, RMSEA and SRMR indices. CFI should achieve values larger 

than 0.90 and preferably larger than 0.95 (van de Steen et al., 2012). RMSEA should be smaller 

than 0.08 and preferably smaller than 0.05 (van de Steen et al., 2012). Lastly, SRMR should be 

smaller than 0.030 for the metric model and smaller than 0.015 for the scalar model (Chen, 

2007). The chi-squared tests indicate whether there are significant differences between the 

models. When scalar invariance is achieved, the MI analysis is complete. If no invariance across 

the tracks is achieved, possibly problematic variables will be eliminated one by one based on 

modification indices (Putnick & Bornstein, 2016). When interpreting modification indices, the 

higher the number, the bigger the improvement of model fit would be by modifying the model 

based on this variable. If there are several options that provide similar results in terms of 

modification indices, a theoretical motivation will be used to delete an item. 
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 After the deletion of an item from the scale, the same measurement invariance tests will 

be rerun with the reduced scale. If this again does not provide any type of invariance, another 

item will be deleted. If no scalar invariance is achieved after eliminating two items, but at least 

metric invariance is achieved, partial scalar invariance testing will be performed (van de Schoot 

et al., 2012). This is done by unconstraining the intercept of one item and retesting for scalar 

invariance afterwards. This partial scalar invariance testing would be done for all items 

separately, meaning we only unconstrain one intercept per tested model, as ideally more than 

half of all intercepts should be invariant (Steenkamp & Baumgartner, 1998). Partial scalar 

invariance can be considered sufficient to compare the means of the different tracks in 

subsequent analysis. If no partial scalar invariance is achieved, it is not advised to compare 

means. The rest of the design section depends on the outcome of the chauvinism composition 

hypothesis.   

If it would be allowed to test the chauvinism hypothesis, based on the results of the 

measurement invariance test, an ANOVA with students’ track chauvinism as the outcome and 

a post-hoc Bonferroni test to check if student chauvinism differs between the tracks will be run. 

If MI testing leads to multiple outcome variables, all outcome measures will be tested for track 

differences with a post-hoc Bonferroni test. If no (partial) scalar invariance is achieved the 

results of these Bonferroni tests should be considered as indicative of possible differences that 

future research should look deeper into.   

To test the public regard and teacher communication hypotheses, we will run multilevel 

regression models with students’ chauvinism as the dependent variable, using HLM6 

(Raudenbush et al., 2013). Multilevel models most accurately analyze the data, since the 

surveyed students (level 1) are clustered in schools (level 2). The regression analysis starts with 

an unconditional model (model 0) to indicate whether there are significant school differences 
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in the dependent variable. The addition of students’ track as dummies, with the academic track 

as reference category, can only be done if the outcome measure achieves MI. If not, all three 

tracks will be analyzed separately.  

The subsequent model (Table 5) will include SES, sex, prior GPA and ethnic 

background as control variables at the student level, and educational system and school 

structure as control variables at the school level. Previous research showed sex differences in 

terms of chauvinism in general but no consensus on which sex is more chauvinistic (e.g., Hjorth, 

2016; Huddy & Del Ponte, 2019; Van der Waal et al., 2013). Research on tracking in Flanders 

(Dutch speaking part of Belgium) has repeatedly shown that tracking and SES are closely 

related to each other, with tracking causing an underrepresentation of lower SES-students in 

the academic track and an overrepresentation in the technical and vocational tracks (e.g., Boone 

& Van Houtte, 2013; Tan, 1998).  

Chauvinism and public regard are generally studied from the viewpoint of the dominant 

social group (Douglass & Umaña‐Taylor, 2017; Spencer et al., 1997), however, studying it in 

all groups can provide more insight into how chauvinism works. Prior GPA was included as a 

control variable since it can be considered a general indicator of educational success. Ethnic 

background was added since nationalism research has shown chauvinism can be based on 

national/ethnic background, both as minority and majority group members, adding ethnic 

background allows us to account for possible strengthening or weakening effects of ethnic 

identity on educational chauvinism. The educational system is added to control whether the 

differences in the first two years of secondary education affect students’ track attitude. School 

structure, being in either a categorical or multilateral school, is added since this has been shown 

to affect students’ study involvement, sense of futility and self-esteem (Van Houtte, Demanet 

& Stevens, 2012; Van Houtte & Stevens, 2009; Van Praag et al., 2015). Additionally, the track’s 
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public regard will be added to test the public regard hypothesis; perceived chauvinistic teacher 

communication and teachers’ chauvinistic culture were added to test the teacher communication 

hypothesis. Adding this teacher communication at both level 1 and 2 allows to discern between 

the effects of perceived chauvinistic teacher communication by a singular student and the 

separate effect of a schools’ chauvinistic teacher culture. The metric variables, chauvinism, 

public regard and perceived chauvinistic teacher communication, were grand mean centered.  

If MI is achieved, in order to determine the specific direction and significance of the 

effect of public regard per track, interactions would be run between public track regard and 

students’ track. To do this, we would perform a simple slope analysis (Aiken & West, 1991).  

4. Results 

When testing the chauvinism composition hypothesis, initial analysis showed no MI 

when all 5 chauvinism items were included (Table 2). When comparing between the different 

invariance models, they all differ significantly in terms of their chi-square (p≤ 0.001) (available 

on request). Therefore, based on the modification indices (available on request), the ‘students 

in my track are more creative’ item was deleted, as its correlation modification indices (40.9 

and 27.6) were considerably higher than those of the other variables, with values ranging 

between 20 and 14. The new scale with 4 items does not achieve MI yet (Table 2), but it does 

already show a non-significant chi-square difference between the configural and metric model 

(p= 0.142) (available on request), which is an improvement over the 5-item model. For the 

modification indices there were no clear values that stood out, the correlation of the ‘smarter’ 

and ‘more capable’ items (27.710) and ‘my track is harder’ with ‘cooler’ (27.714) gave the 

highest values, but were too close to base a decision on. As the first deleted item was ‘students 

are more creative’, it seemed theoretically more coherent to try and eliminate ‘student in my 
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track are cooler’ next, as these two could be considered non-cognitive, whereas my track is 

‘harder’, students have ‘more capabilities’ and are ‘smarter’ all pertain to cognitive skills.  

The new three item scale did achieve metric MI which is already stronger than 

configural invariance (Table 2). In terms of model fit, the CFI (1.000), RMSEA (0.017) and 

SRMR (0.018) are all within the desired threshold values (Chen, 2007; van de Steen et al., 

2012). As the three item model did not achieve scalar invariance, partial scalar invariance was 

tested. Table 3 shows that all partially unconstrained models achieve a desirable CFI, the 

models that unconstrain ‘my track is smarter’ and ‘more capable’ achieve a good RMSEA, but 

none of the models achieve a good SRMR. So the model fit of these unconstrained models is 

not unequivocally good. Table 4 compared the partially unconstrained models with the 3 item 

model that achieved metric invariance. The p-values of Table 4 indicate that none of the 

partially unconstrained models are invariant compared to the metric model (p> 0.05), therefore 

there is no partial scalar invariance achieved.   

[Insert Tables 2 – 4 here] 

Achieving metric invariance with this three item factor means that both the factor 

structure and the factor loadings are invariant across the tracks. These items also seem 

theoretically aligned, with the common theme being that the three items are cognitively 

oriented. Additionally, they have a good Cronbach’s alpha (0.765). We therefore elect to 

continue analysis with this three item solution, which we will label cognitive track chauvinism 

(from now on called cognitive chauvinism), rather than opting for a four or five item construct 

which achieved no level of MI. Yet metric MI is insufficient to allow for any meaningful 

comparisons between the mean scores of the tracks, as this requires (partial) scalar invariance.  

The two excluded items (‘students from my track are cooler’ and ‘more creative’) will 

be retained and turned into a separate scale, as these seem theoretically aligned and have a good 
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Cronbach’s alpha (0.734). This item will be labeled social track chauvinism (from now on 

called social chauvinism). As neither scale achieved MI, we cannot compare results between 

groups and opt instead to study each track in a separate analysis.  

Cognitive chauvinism (M = 2.60, SD = 0.91), the scale which achieved metric M.I., 

scored highest with academic track students (M = 2.62, SD = 0.92), followed by the technical 

(M = 2.57, SD = 0.87), and vocational track (M = 2.57, SD = 0.90). The chauvinism scales are 

rescored to a mean rather than a sum scale for further analysis. For social chauvinism (M = 

2.37, SD = 0.91), based on the two remaining items, the vocational track has the highest score 

(M = 2.86, SD = 0.97), followed by the technical (M = 2.66, SD = 0.98) and lastly the academic 

track (M = 2.12, SD = 0.91).  

[ Insert Table 1 here ] 

The  null-model for cognitive chauvinism showed that for the academic track 10 percent 

of the total variance (p < .001) can be situated at the school-level. For the technical and 

vocational track this is 10.7 and 4.1 percent respectively. For social chauvinism, in the academic 

track 13.4 percent of the total variance can be situated at the school level, in the technical track 

6.2 percent and in the vocational track 2.0 percent. This variance at the school level is relatively 

low throughout the vocational track and for social chauvinism in the technical track.   

For the control variables at the school level (Table 5), academic track students in Dutch-

speaking schools are more cognitively chauvinistic than their counterparts in French-speaking 

schools. Additionally, academic students in multilateral schools are also more cognitively 

chauvinistic than academic students in categorical schools. The educational system and school 

structure show no significant relationship with cognitive chauvinism for the technical and 

vocational students. Teacher communication culture on the other hand is only significant with 

technical students, showing that the more chauvinistic communication is shared among 
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teachers, the higher students’ cognitive chauvinism. At the student level however, perceived 

chauvinistic teacher communication is positively significant across all three tracks.   

Public regard is negatively related to cognitive chauvinism in a significant manner in all 

three tracks. For the control variables at the individual level, boys are generally more 

cognitively chauvinistic than girls across all tracks. SES shows no significant effect on 

cognitive chauvinism in any track. Prior GPA is only in the academic track significantly 

correlated with the outcome. Being part of the ethnic minority is significantly positively related 

to cognitive chauvinism for the academic and vocational track students, but not in the technical 

track.  

In order to obtain more insight into the public regard measure and to inform the 

discussion on the public regard hypothesis, we ran additional F-tests with Levene’s 

homogeneity of variance tests to see if the variance in experienced public regard was the same 

for all tracks. Pairwise homogeneity of variance tests showed that the variances differ 

significantly between the academic track and both the technical (F(1,3601) = 99.085, p < .001) 

and the vocational track (F(1,3350) = 283.840, p < .001) as well as between the technical and 

vocational track (F(1,1705) = 37.863, p < .001).   

[Insert Table 5 here] 

Students in Dutch-speaking schools are significantly less socially chauvinistic 

compared to those in French-speaking schools in the academic and technical track. For the 

vocational track, the opposite is the case. The technical track is the only one that differs in social 

chauvinism based on school structure, with multilateral school students being significantly 

more socially chauvinistic than their counterparts in categorical schools. For chauvinistic 

teacher communication culture, all three tracks show differing impact on social chauvinism. 

Academic students’ chauvinism benefits from a more chauvinistic communication culture, 

whereas vocational students’ chauvinism lowers in these more chauvinistic cultures. Technical 
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students experience no significant impact at the school level of chauvinistic teacher 

communication. At the individual level however, all three tracks show a significantly positive 

relationship between perceived chauvinistic teacher communication and social chauvinism.   

Public regard is significantly negatively related to social chauvinism in all three tracks. 

For the control variables at the individual level, SES shows no significant effect on the outcome 

in any track. For prior GPA, only the technical track shows a significantly negative relation to 

social chauvinism. In the academic and vocational, but not in the technical track, boys are more 

socially chauvinistic than girls. Lastly, ethnic background is only significant in the academic 

track, with ethnic minority students being more socially chauvinistic.  

 [ Insert Table 6 here ] 

5. Discussion 

This study examined how students’ track chauvinism is constructed and how it is related 

to the perceived opinions of society and teachers on students’ tracks. Firstly, track chauvinism 

was investigated more in-depth through factor analysis and measurement invariance testing, 

leading to the construction of two separate types of chauvinism. Cognitive chauvinism, which 

achieved metric measurement invariance across the three tracks, and social chauvinism, which 

is an explorative construct as it did not achieve any type of measurement invariance and is only 

based on two items. In order to study the relationship of cognitive and social chauvinism with 

the public opinion, we tested three hypotheses.  

Firstly, the track chauvinism hypothesis assumed that students in the academic track 

would be most cognitively chauvinistic, followed by students in the technical and lastly in the 

vocational track, based on a sense of success within an educational system that is characterized 

by a focus on academic achievement. The students in the vocational track were hypothesized 

to be most socially chauvinistic, as they might search for alternative characteristics to feel 
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superior, rather than academic success. Any results based on descriptive statistics should be 

considered purely as a possible indication of between group differences that future research, 

which explores these constructs more in depth, should look into, as the lack of (partial) scalar 

invariance for these two constructs does not allow for conclusive statements on between group 

mean comparisons. Therefore we cannot discuss the track chauvinism hypothesis.  

Secondly, the public regard hypothesis expected academic track students’ chauvinism 

to benefit from a high public regard, as it would provide opportunities for status gains through 

reflected appraisal (Sidanius et al., 1997; Stryker & Serpe, 1982). For the vocational, and to a 

lesser extent technical track, a lower public regard would lead to higher chauvinism as a 

protective strategy by these students to cope with their lower public perception (Huddy & Del 

Ponte, 2019). The public regard hypothesis was partly confirmed for both types of chauvinism. 

Lower public regard is linked to higher track chauvinism, but rather than this just being the case 

for vocational and technical track students, this is the case across all tracks. The academic track 

has a higher average public regard with significantly less variance than the other two tracks. It 

therefore seems that there are fewer academic track students who experience low public regard. 

As public regard is negatively related to track chauvinism across all three tracks and there are 

students who experience low public regard in all tracks, it seems that track chauvinism is 

generally used as a defensive response to perceived negative public judgement (Huddy & Del 

Ponte, 2019). High public status does not necessarily lead to feelings of chauvinism, therefore 

chauvinism does not seem to be an expression of reflected appraisal. So, organizing secondary 

education in a system with explicitly public tracking and differential track status might come at 

the cost of some students feeling looked down upon, becoming more chauvinistic and as such 

developing more antagonistic feelings towards other tracks (Dekeyser et al., 2022).  

The results for public regard for all groups are in line with ethnic identity research, even 

for the high status academic track. Ethnic identity research only rarely studies public regard 



30 
 

with the dominant, high status White category (Douglass & Umaña‐Taylor, 2017), as public 

regard and experiences of discrimination are not as salient in dominant groups as in minority 

groups (Spencer et al., 1997). Academic track students seemingly experience less instances of 

low public regard since their track can be considered the ‘norm’ and their track can therefore 

be a hidden identity, an identity which is not salient or conscious since it is unchallenged 

(Doane, 1997). But when they do experience low public regard, it would unexpectedly 

challenge this hidden identity, a very jarring experience which could cause track membership 

to become more salient (Douglass & Umaña‐Taylor, 2017). Low public regard would then 

invoke the same chauvinistic defensive reaction as it does in the other tracks (Huddy & Del 

Ponte, 2019). This seems to be happening for both cognitive and social chauvinism. An 

additional explanation might be that lower status academic track students, students in the 

Humanities compared to Science education, shift reference groups. Rather than comparing 

themselves favorably to the technical and vocational track, they would compare themselves in 

a more negative light with their higher status academic track counterparts. Future (qualitative) 

research could provide more insights from the students’ perspective into the more ambiguous 

status position of lower status academic track students, as members of the highest status track 

who have comparatively low status within this track. Stevens & Vermeersch (2010) already 

looked at how teachers perceive and adapt to this stratification within the academic track.   

Thirdly, the teacher communication hypothesis assumed that, regardless of track, there 

would be a positive association between more chauvinistic teacher communication (cultures) 

and more chauvinistic attitudes in students. Students are hypothesized to consider the opinion 

of their teachers, who can be seen as role models and authority figures who also experience 

being tracked (Achinstein et al., 2004, Yariv, 2009). The teacher communication hypothesis 

was partly confirmed by our analyses. For both types of chauvinism, all three tracks show a 

significantly positive association between perceived chauvinistic teacher communication and 
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their own social chauvinism at the individual level. At the school level however, the three tracks 

show different outcomes. For cognitive chauvinism, only technical students experience a 

significantly positive impact, the other tracks show no significant association between cultures 

of chauvinistic teacher communication and the outcome. The academic track students have a 

positive association between school wide chauvinistic teacher communication and their social 

chauvinism, in the technical track this association is not significant and in the vocational track 

there is even a significantly negative association between school wide chauvinistic teacher 

communication and social chauvinism.  

Interpreting these results for the academic track, the lack of an association between 

chauvinistic teacher communication cultures and cognitive chauvinism might be because, 

despite this communication being shared at the school level, this school culture possibly does 

not have an equal impact on all students within the same school. For academic students, this 

might be due to different status groups existing within the academic track, with for instance 

Science Education being attributed more cognitive status than the Humanities. For social 

chauvinism, the school level chauvinistic communication is significant. This is in line with the 

association with perceived teacher communication at the student level and seems plausible as 

there are, to our knowledge, no clear social status differences in academic tracks. Therefore, a 

chauvinistic school culture could more easily benefit all students’ social chauvinism.    

The technical track is the only track to experience a significant, positive, association 

between schoolwide teacher chauvinistic communication and students’ cognitive chauvinism. 

This is in line with the associations with perceived chauvinistic teacher communication at the 

student level. For social chauvinism, the technical track is the only track to seemingly 

experience no impact of school-level teacher communication. The difference between the 

association with the individual experience of chauvinistic teacher communication and the lack 

of association at the school level with social chauvinism might be partially attributed to how 
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the chauvinistic communication variable is constructed. In Belgian education, schools are 

generally considered categorical if they provide either academic or a combination of technical 

and vocational education. Therefore, by aggregating the results from a technical-vocational 

school, both the communication of technical and vocational track teachers are included. Yet 

this does not provide an explanation for the diverging results for social and cognitive 

chauvinism.   

The negative relation between vocational students’ social chauvinism and schoolwide 

communication culture might also be due to how the chauvinistic communication culture 

variable is constructed. It might be that the chauvinistic communication by technical track 

teachers cause vocational students to feel less socially chauvinistic, partially representing the 

school-level variable, whereas their own vocational teachers’ communication could lead to 

higher feelings of both types of chauvinism, reflected in the student level variable. Since the 

track opinions teachers voice associate with students’ views on tracks, teachers might be 

considered as role models or authority figures when it comes to tracking. This is however not 

the case for vocational students’ cognitive chauvinism, where there is no significant association. 

Future research should investigate these diverging results.  

There are significant results of teacher communication at both the individual and the 

school level on students’ track attitudes. Stimulating awareness in teachers and schools about 

their own track prejudices and the effects voicing these prejudices can have on their students 

could be an effective policy choice to reduce antagonistic feelings in educational tracks. School 

wide communication of track chauvinism can be significantly related to students’ track views 

beyond individual student experiences with teacher communication, showing that track 

chauvinism cannot be reduced to an individual’s response to lower status, but rather that track 

chauvinism is developed in interaction with others (i.e., teachers) and the broader school 

context.  
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Concerning the control variables, a few notable results might be used as inspiration for 

future research. Firstly, Prior GPA was positively significantly related to cognitive chauvinism 

in the academic track, indicating that the cognitive focus of this track seemingly affects the 

importance of prior GPA on students’ attitudes. Secondly, academic track students’ cognitive 

chauvinism was higher in multilateral schools, whereas technical students’ social chauvinism 

was higher in multilateral schools. These results imply that students who are confronted with 

students from other tracks tend to look at their track through a more superior lens. The academic 

track is more cognitively oriented and coming into contact with non-academic students 

seemingly strengthens cognitive superiority attitudes. For the technical track, based on the way 

multilateral schools are operationalized, coming into contact with academic track students leads 

to more social superiority, compared to coming into contact with either no other tracks or 

vocational track students. So, being confronted with an unfavorable status comparison 

stimulates technical students to protect their self-image through feelings of social ingroup 

superiority. The vocational track students’ chauvinism showed no significant correlations with 

school structure. It is currently unclear, due to the operationalization of school structure, 

whether this is because their sense of chauvinism is not changed by coming into contact with 

other students or whether they do not make a distinction between technical and academic track 

students for this contact. 

While a sense of superiority might be seen as a rather hostile attitude, as it is based on 

comparing the ingroup to others, this paper has shown that it might also serve a good purpose, 

as it might allow students to defend themselves against negative outside voices. It might even 

be the case that feeling connected to an ingroup could counteract the desire to drop out of 

education. Additionally, chauvinism can be broken down into several aspects, so schools and 

policy makers could look into which aspects of track identity they can stimulate to maintain the 

benefits of track chauvinism, while having minimal negative consequences in students’ 
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opinions towards other tracks. Dekeyser and colleagues (2022) have already given an indication 

that, in technical and vocational tracks, a sense of superiority does not necessarily lead to 

significantly more negative attitudes towards the other tracks. The teacher communication 

hypothesis was made regardless of track.  

Limitations and future research suggestions 

The first limitation of this paper lies in the fact that no (partial) scalar measurement 

invariance was achieved for either type of chauvinism. So there cannot be made any statements 

with certainty when comparing the group means for chauvinism between the tracks. We 

therefore cannot discuss the track chauvinism hypothesis. There is metric invariance for 

cognitive chauvinism, showing internal consistency in the factor structure and factor loadings. 

Additionally, both scales give a good Cronbach’s alpha, 0.765 and 0.734 for cognitive and 

social chauvinism respectively. As there seems a statistical basis to consider these scales as 

usable constructs and chauvinism is commonly used as a concept in ethnic and national identity 

research, we encourage future researchers to survey a wider range of chauvinistically inspired 

track attitude items, to deepen the understanding of this concept in the context of educational 

tracking and allow for between track comparisons when achieving scalar invariance.  

The second limitation of this paper pertains to the teacher communication measure. 

Superiority is operationalized in the broad sense, through “my track is superior to other tracks”, 

but a more detailed investigation could test whether chauvinistic teacher communication is 

limited to comparisons between the ingroup and tracks lower on the status ladder or compared 

to all tracks. It is adequate for the research questions posed in this paper, but there is more that 

could be explored in depth on this subject in future research. Additionally, comparing students’ 

perceived teacher communication with the actual communication by teachers would provide 

more insight in the effectiveness of teachers’ track communication. Lastly, the Belgian context 
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makes it hard to study school wide chauvinistic communication for each track separately, as a 

lot of Belgian schools provide a combination of technical and vocational education.    

Thirdly, the studied data are cross-sectional. So even though there are theoretical 

reasons to assume that chauvinism is a defensive response to a low public regard (Huddy & Del 

Ponte, 2019), we cannot with certainty disprove that this relationship might be the other way 

around. In that case, students who are more chauvinistic would be more sensitive to or aware 

of negative messages towards their ingroup, causing them to believe that the public perception 

towards their track is more negative, compared to students in the same track who are less 

chauvinistic.  

Future research might be able to include track mobility, as students’ track opinion might 

differ depending on their previous educational experiences and how long they are in their 

current track. This paper did include ethnic background as a control variable since the 

chauvinism concept originates from the field of ethnic/nationalism studies. But future research 

should look deeper into the relationships between ethnic background, coping with minority 

status and sense of (educational) superiority. Lastly, we believe that both types of track 

chauvinism might be interesting to study as an influencing factor in relation to classic 

educational concepts such as students’ academic performance and their (academic) self-esteem.  

5.3 Conclusions and implications 

Explicit public tracking is an educational grouping system that aims to provide the best learning 

environment for all students, but it also (unintentionally) leads to social divisions and 

hierarchical group thinking between the tracks (Dekeyser et al., 2022). Lower public regard 

leads to higher feelings of both cognitive and social chauvinism across all three tracks. Students 

invoke a sense of superiority and harbor antagonistic outgroup attitudes when facing negative 

public opinion as a way to protect themselves. As students ‘lower’ on the educational status 
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ladder experience a generally more negative public opinion, they resort to these negative 

feelings to a larger extent. Policy makers should be aware of the unwanted consequences of 

tracking, especially for technical and vocational students, and look for either less damaging 

alternatives to explicitly public tracking or at ways to compensate for the negative effects this 

system can cause. 

Consequently, how tracks are portrayed societally should be rethought in ways that 

diminish experiencing negative public opinion. Additionally, it could be interesting to see if 

track membership relates to public regard and chauvinism in similar ways in educational 

systems where tracking is not so rigid. At the same time, this article shows that teachers’ 

communication regarding tracks does matter in how students see their own and other tracks. 

Stimulating awareness in teachers about their own track prejudices and the effects voicing these 

prejudices can have on their students could be an effective way to reduce antagonistic feelings 

and social division between educational groups. Policy makers should stimulate alternative 

narratives which provide the same protective benefits as social chauvinism, without its possible 

negative consequences. This is all the more relevant as tracking might be considered a precursor 

of future social divisions between ‘higher’ and ‘lower’ educated groups and their attitudes 

towards each other.   
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Table 1: Descriptive statistics for dependent and independent variables–comparing the academic, technical, and vocational track 

Variable Total Academic (N= 

44) 

Technical (N= 

37) 

Vocational (N= 

28) 

Difference 

Mean or %  SD Mean or 

%  

SD Mean or 

%  

SD Mean or 

%  

SD F-test or Cramer’s 

V 

School Level          

Teachers Chauvinistic Culture (N= 64) 2.44 0.26 2.32  0.20 2.56  0.25 2.67 0.24  

Educational System (ref. = Dutch-

Speaking) (N= 64) 

56.25  51.11  53.85  51.61   

School Structure (ref. = categorical) 

(N= 64) 

62.5  51.11  42.03  60.17   

 Total Academic (N= 

2725) 

Technical (N= 

1037) 

Vocational (N= 

786) 

Difference 

Individual Level          

Cognitive Chauvinism (N= 4426)  2.60 0.91 2.62 0.93 2.57 0.87 

 

2.57 0.90 1.701 
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Social Chauvinism (N=4448) 2.37 0.99 2.12 T,V 0.91 2.66 A,V 0.98 2.86 A,T 0.97 244.19*** 

Public Track Regard (N = 4365) 

 

11.22 2.47 11.69 T,V 2.26 10.82 A,V 2.56 10.05 A,T 2.57 153.54*** 

Perceived Chauvinistic Teacher 

Communication (N= 4377) 

 

2.44 0.87 2.30 T,V  0.84 2.56 A,V 0.87 2.76 A,T  0.87 100.60*** 

Sex (ref. = male) (N= 4553) 

 

49.1  44.55  56.8  54.7  0.112*** 

SES (N= 4584) 

 

48.18 16.71 50.16 T, V  17.31 44.43 A  19.44 44.57 A  14.62 49.69*** 

Prior GPA (N= 3705) 67.57 12.67 69.98 T, V 10.89 62.28 A,V 12.19 65.10 A,T 16.71 130.19*** 

Ethnic background (N= 4275) 43.4  47.5  39.6  37.3  0.088*** 

 

XA :differ from the academic track at p < 0.05 ; XT differ from the technical track at p < 0.05; XV differ from the vocational track at p <0.05 
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Table 2: Measurement Invariance Testing of Track Chauvinism 

5 item model 

 χ2 df p CFI RMSEA SRMR 

Configural 376.139 15 0.000 0.960 0.127 0.034 

Metric 401.687 23 0.000 0.958 0.105 0.041 

Scalar 1533.132 31 0.000 0.832 0.180 0.099 

4 item model 

Configural 27.964 6 0.000 0.996 0.049 0.013 

Metric 37.585 12 0.000 0.995 0.038 0.023 

Scalar 738.331 18 0.000 0.872 0.163 0.087 

3 item model 

Configural 0.000 0 0.000 1.000 0.000 0.000 

Metric 5.651 4 0.227 1.000 0.017 0.018 

Scalar 422.126 8 0.000 0.902 0.186 0.070 

 

Table 3: Partial Scalar Invariance of Cognitive Chauvinism: 3 Item Model, Unconstrained 

Item Intercept  

 

 χ2 df p CFI RMSEA SRMR 

‘Smarter’  16.834 6 0.010 0.997 0.035 0.029 

‘more capable’  59.234 6 0.000 0.987 0.077 0.056 

‘Track is 

harder’  

208.899 6 0.000 0.952 0.150 0.077 

 



51 
 

Table 4: Comparison of Unconstrained Cognitive Chauvinism 3 Item Models to Metric 

Invariance Model 

 χ2-Diff Df-diff p 

‘Smarter’  11.183 2 0.004 

‘more capable’  53.583 2 0.000 

‘Track is 

harder’  

203.248 2 0.000 
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Table 5: Separate Multilevel Regression for Academic, Technical and Vocational Track 

(HLM 6) with Cognitive Chauvinism as Outcome 

 

Variables  Academic Technical Vocational 

Intercept 2.333*** 1.648*** 2.996*** 

School Level     

Educational System (ref. = Dutch-

Speaking) 

-0.150** 

(0.047) 

-0.015 

(0.088) 

0.155 

(0.089) 

School structure (ref. = categorical) 0.138* 

(0.054) 

0.102 

(0.088) 

-0.037 

(0.098) 

Teacher communication culture 0.148 

(0.141) 

0.362* 

(0.150) 

-0.153 

(0.175) 

Individual Level     

Public Regard -0.140***   

(0.014)   

-0.118***   

(0.015)     

-0.135*** 

 (0.017)     

Perceived Chauvinistic Teacher 

Communication 

0.205*** 

(0.022)  

0.217***  

(0.035)     

0.254*** 

(0.044)      

Sex (ref. = male) -0.192*** 

(0.041) 

-0.151* 

(0.063) 

-0.366*** 

(0.066) 

SES -0.001 

(0.001) 

0.001 

(0.001) 

-0.001 

(0.002) 

Prior GPA 0.006** 

(0.002) 

0.004 

(0.002) 

<-0.001 

(0.002) 
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Ethnic background (ref. = 

Belgian/Western European) 

0.128** 

(0.046) 

0.089 

(0.072) 

0.168** 

(0.050) 

 
   

Variance components   

Intercept 0.075*** 0.081** 0.001* 

Public Regard 0.005*** 0.003 0.002 

Perceived teacher communication 0.005 0.008 0.015* 

Sex 0.018* 0.013 0.006 

SES <0.001 <0.001 <0.001 

Prior GPA <0.000 <0.001 <0.001 

Ethnic Background 0.019 0.053 0.004 

Note: All presented coefficients are unstandardized. *p < 0.05.; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.  
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Table 6: Separate Multilevel Regression for Academic, Technical and Vocational Track 

(HLM 6) with Social Chauvinism as Outcome 

 

Variables  Academic Technical Vocational 

Intercept 0.736 1.844*** 4.110*** 

School Level     

Educational System (ref. = Dutch-

Speaking) 

0.224*** 

(0.051) 

0.181* 

(0.068) 

-0.210* 

(0.098) 

School structure (ref. = categorical) 0.081 

(0.052) 

0.163* 

(0.060) 

-0.125 

(0.106) 

Teacher communication culture 0.560** 

(0.175) 

0.266 

(0.147) 

-0.378* 

(0.177) 

Individual Level     

Public Regard -0.518***   

(0.030)   

-0.451***   

(0.051)     

-0.426*** 

 (0.079)     

Perceived Chauvinistic Teacher 

Communication 

0.162*** 

(0.023)  

0.199***  

(0.043)     

0.206*** 

(0.041)      

Sex (ref. = male) -0.143*** 

(0.032) 

-0.159 

(0.089) 

-0.414*** 

(0.068) 

SES -0.002 

(0.001) 

<0.001 

(0.002) 

0.003 

(0.003) 

Prior GPA 0.001 

(0.002) 

-0.006* 

(0.003) 

-0.002 

(0.002) 
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Ethnic background (ref. = 

Belgian/Western European) 

0.103** 

(0.037) 

0.118 

(0.075) 

0.076 

(0.077) 

 
   

Variance components   

Intercept 0.014 0.064* 0.026 

Public Regard 0.014* 0.034 0.097** 

Perceived teacher communication 0.004 0.011 0.013 

Sex 0.011 0.106* 0.009 

SES <0.001 <0.001 <0.001 

Prior GPA <0.001* <0.001 <0.001 

Ethnic Background 0.009 0.052 0.037 

Note: All presented coefficients are unstandardized. *p < 0.05.; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.  

 


