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Abstract: Adopting the theoretical approach of recognitive justice and the degree of students’ recog-
nitive experiences regarding empathy, respect, and social esteem, the present study focused on
educational inequalities in the multicultural school and the factors that affect their appearance and
reproduction. We examined the existence of social relations’ differences in a sample of 1303 students
from 69 secondary schools in Greece, using a questionnaire constructed to investigate students’ recog-
nitive experience of their relationships with teachers. By applying an intersectional approach, mainly
through multiple regression analysis and multivariate interaction tests with MANOVA, we were able
to identify that migrant students and students from families with a low educational level experienced
a significantly lower degree of recognition, mainly with the forms of respect and social esteem, both
in their relationships with teachers and with peers. Additionally, levels of recognition among teachers
explained the large amount of variability in academic achievement and self-esteem, while higher
levels of recognition among peers were a significant predictor of the respective students’ higher
self-esteem. These deficits in recognition concern pedagogical practices that deprive these groups of
students of opportunities and possibilities for equal participation in teaching and school life.

Keywords: recognitive justice; inequality at school; intersectionality; recognition by teacher; recognition
by peers; academic achievement; self-esteem

1. Introduction

Much research points out the fact that the quality of the relationships which are
developed during educational processes between the members of a school community has
a huge impact on the outcomes of school adaptation, learning, and achievement. More
specifically, the quality of positive relationships between teachers and students [1–6], as
well as between classmates [3,7–9] fosters school climate [10]. Positive relationships at
school are strong predictors of students’ emotional, cognitive, and social development, as
well as their school performance [1,11–13].

The quality of social relationships at school do not affect all students to the same extent.
Students with an immigrant background [14,15] and/or from families with disadvantaged
socio-economic status [16,17] are more affected by the quality of social relationships at
school than their classmates from privileged social environments. It has been found that
teachers maintain stereotypes towards the different levels of socio-economic background of
students as well as their learning abilities [18–20]. Additionally, the stereotypical treatment
of students with an immigrant background or from a disadvantaged socio-economic
environment is significantly associated with low school performance [21] and the students
in these groups are benefiting to a greater extent than their classmates by high quality
relationships at school.

Educ. Sci. 2021, 11, 461. https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci11090461 https://www.mdpi.com/journal/education

https://www.mdpi.com/journal/education
https://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7235-2182
https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci11090461
https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci11090461
https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci11090461
https://creativecommons.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci11090461
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/education
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/educsci11090461?type=check_update&version=1


Educ. Sci. 2021, 11, 461 2 of 21

Despite the fact that the systemic exploration of school inequalities are not the
main goals of aforementioned research, they provide us with valuable information about
the role that pedagogical relationships may play in the emergence and reproduction of
these inequalities.

The investigation of factors which provoke school inequalities also demands a rela-
tional approach which explicitly interprets the presumptions of achievement of social or
educational equality. In other words, the request is to identify and apply empirically an
approach, which could inform us about the criteria that social or pedagogical relationships
should fulfil to prevent the emergence of social or school inequalities. We believe that the
theory of recognition, which was formulated by Honneth [22–24] and in particular its spe-
cialization as the theory of recognitive justice in the field of education by Stojanov [25–27],
is more helpful in investigating and understanding the role that social relations play in
schools regarding the production of educational inequalities. The recognition theory, as
a theory of educational justice, defines clearly, as we will see below, specific qualitative
criteria that must be met by schools to ensure that all students—without exception—are
supported in the acquisition of experiences of recognition in the context of daily school life.
These experiences of recognition are defined theoretically as the fundamental requirements
for moral, cognitive, and social development of all students. Therefore, they are also basic
conditions for school adaptation and school success.

1.1. Recognition: A Fundamental Condition of Justice

The theory of recognition is a theory of social justice. Honneth [21,24] supports
the claim that individual self-realization and autonomy constitute the main goals of the
equal treatment of all individuals in society. A society is just and fair when it ensures
the quality of intersubjective recognitive relations, which is a necessary condition for
the formation of an intact personal identity. The core of social justice comprises the
following three and equal forms of recognition: love, respect, and social esteem. The
attainment of personal self-realization and autonomy presuppose the social experience of
these three forms. Stojanov [25,26,28] took into account Honneth’s theory of recognitive
justice and formulated a special approach to educational justice that differed significantly
from other relevant approaches, (e.g., distributive justice). According to Stojanov, the
concept of subjective development comprises two dimensions [25,26]: (a) the development
of relationships with oneself (self-confidence, self-respect, and self-esteem); and (b) the
development of relations with the world (e.g., deals, propositions, and subjective theories).
Honneth does not refer to the second dimension, though, according to Stojanov, it is
at the core of education. He also acknowledges that the forms of recognition Honneth
proposes (i.e., empathy, respect, and social esteem) are key components in the quality
of pedagogical relationships in school. From a philosophico-pedagogical point of view,
he negotiates and expands the contents of these three forms of recognition to include
the second dimension of individual development, that of the development of individual
relations with the world (which means the broadening of the student’s horizons). Honneth
points out that a pedagogical theory of educational justice refers to school-age individuals
who are not yet able, on account of their limited development of a range of skills, to make
decisions and behave as mature and autonomous subjects.

1.2. Empathy, Respect and Social Esteem According to Stojanov’s Approach of Recognitive Justice

Empathy is not defined simply as a fundamental condition for the developing person
to experience their needs and desires as basic features of their personality per Honneth; it
is a fundamental condition for experiencing their ideals and their life plans as important
elements of their relations with the world [25]. Helsper and Lingkost [29] point out that
empathy is an important factor in generating feelings and relationships of trust on the
part of students. If experiences of this form of recognition are incomplete, feelings of
fear, insecurity, neglect, and devaluation can result. These feelings can interfere with
the students’ identification with their school environment and lead them gradually to
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emotional isolation from other school community members and to failure at school. With
this in mind, the insufficient experiences of empathy are evidence of unequal treatment in
the school environment.

Honneth refers to respect as a form of recognition [22,24], namely, the recognition of
the individual as a subject with a capacity for moral judgment (i.e., as a subject capable
of recognizing the effects of their actions and taking responsibility for them). According
to Stojanov [26], this form of recognition presupposes a subject who is cognitively fully
mature and morally responsible, which does not apply in the case of those who are in
the process of acquiring these exact abilities through education (i.e., students). For this
reason, it is necessary to redefine the content and respect for the case of pedagogical
relationships at school and take into account Peters’ [30] definition of respect as a person’s
ability to form and hold their own perspective, have intentions, choose values, formulate
assumptions, and make decisions. Because these abilities are expressions of the subjectivity
of the individual they must be recognized, even if one disagrees with them or characterizes
them as “immature” or “irrational” [26]. Based on this definition, pedagogical relationships
function and are experienced as relationships of respect, wherein teachers encourage
students to participate in lessons by allowing them to present their own interpretive
standards and express their particular perspectives. When the school is interested in and
takes care to ensure the active participation of all students, then it meets the norm of respect
because it accepts them (without exception) as subjects who are able to discuss the lessons
and issues of school life, describe their experiences, and offer their judgments [31]. On the
other hand, insufficient experiences of respect on behalf of students refer to a school reality
which does not provide opportunities for equal participation of all students in teaching
and school life.

Stojanov emphasizes the importance of respecting the individuality of students not
only in its abstract–formal but also in its specific personal dimension and expression.
According to Honneth, social esteem (the third form of recognition) refers to the particular
traits that characterize individual difference. It correlates the recognition of these traits with
their capacity to contribute to the achievement of more general social goals, values, and
objectives that accord with the cultural self-perception of a society [22]. Stojanov [26,27],
on the other hand, argues that social esteem should be related not only or even primarily
to job benefits but also to the individual’s ability to display personal skills (as they relate
to their autobiography/life experience). Experiences of social esteem constitute for the
individual an important condition for the realization of potential, through which they
will be able to contribute to society and thus become a full member of it [26]. Students
can only develop their abilities and build positive self-esteem when their potential is
recognized [26,31]. According to Helsper and Lingkost [29], experiences of social esteem
constitute the condition of one student being recognized as separate from all others. In
other words, the insufficient experiences of social esteem refer to the lack of pedagogical
perceptions and respective practices of recognizing the diversity that characterizes the
student population in the contemporary school environment.

The distinction between the three forms of recognition is drawn mainly for analytical
purposes because at the level of everyday school life, all three are closely related to each
other. For example, a lack of experience of respect and social esteem can result in the
student losing—at an emotional level—their trust in the teacher [32].

1.3. What Do the Insufficient Experiences of Recognition Cause at School? Some Empirical Data

To date, little research has been conducted on the role and importance of recognition
experiences in the school environment for the procedure of students’ school adaptation.
This research is based on Honneth’s theory of recognition, using qualitative research
methods and focusing on the study of students’ school failure from the point of view of
their own needs. From the findings, it is evident that students who experience a lack of
emotional support from teachers are prevented from developing trusting relationships
with them, and as a result, they cannot identify with them [33]. This leads to the creation
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of learning barriers; students are then unable to relate the complex cognitive content of
teaching to their personal experience, so it has no personal meaning. This means, as
Wiezorek underlines [34] that students who do not have emotional support feel that their
own worldview and their learning interests are devalued. The important role of empathy
experiences in creating strong bonds between students and school, motivating them to
actively participate in teaching, have been underlined by the meta-analyzes of Cornelius-
White [35] and Roorda et al. [4]. Furthermore, teachers’ empathy creates positive conditions
for inclusive teaching and communication in the classroom, as well as contributing to the
weakening of prejudices against students from minority groups. This is particularly
important for the recognition of cultural differences in school [36].

A lack of emotional support and respect is associated with learning disabilities as
well as low learning outcomes. Vieluf and Sauerwein [37] show that students with an
immigrant background experience less respect than their native classmates due to low
learning expectations from their teachers and reduced opportunities for participation in
dialogue and cognitive processing of learning content. These lack of respect experiences
are associated with low learning outcomes. Several other studies have revealed that
immigrant students, as well as students from disadvantaged social backgrounds, are
often faced with reduced teacher expectations regarding their learning abilities [38–41].
By contrast, a learning environment characterized by respectful relationships motivates
students to participate in lessons, collaborate with their teachers and classmates, and
become involved in society [42–45]. Therefore, students’ incomplete respect experiences
seem to be connected with the existence of unequal opportunities for participation in class
and generally, in school life.

A lack of social esteem in students’ relationships with their teachers has significant
negative effects. Wiezorek [34] reports that students with a low school performance state
that they regard poor social esteem as an underestimation of their personality. From
the scope of recognition theory, special significance is given to the evaluation process
of personal achievements, according to Prengel [46] because this theory produces and
maintains stereotypes for “weak” students, and these are accompanied by discrimination
and learning barriers, thus contributing to the consolidation of educational inequalities.

The students’ recognition experiences with their teachers also affect their relationships
with the other class members [46]. When the teacher places great emphasis on individual
performance, for example, thus cultivating a climate of competition among students, they
define as the basic criterion of recognition the norm of high individual performance. In
conditions of fierce school competition, low-achieving students are systematically deprived
of experiences of support and acceptance from their classmates, which leads to the creation
of conditions for their marginalization [33].

To conclude, the evidence that derives from the limited research shows that the
lack of recognition that is experienced by some students in their relationships with their
teachers (educators) and their classmates, has a negative effect in the process of their
school adaptation and performance. According to recognition theory the causes that result
to experiences of lack of recognition are related to the institutional organization of the
educational process both at a macro-level (such as students’ evaluation regulations) and at
a micro-level (such as the culture of an educational community).

1.4. An intersectional View of Recognition Experiences

Researchers studying the quality of pedagogical relationships in school and the groups
of students who are most affected by them, either positively or negatively, usually consider
the categories of ethnicity, the socio-economic or educational level of the students’ families,
and gender. In quantitative research, these categories are usually examined separately
from each other [47,48]. This approach, however, presents significant limitations in under-
standing such a complex phenomenon as educational inequality. The groups of students
are constructed and presented on the axis of each category as internally homogeneous,
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without considering cases of difference. This is a consequence of the complex relationships
and interactions between the categories [49,50].

The intersectional approach offers the possibility of overcoming the above-mentioned
limitations, as it focuses on the study of the emergence of social and educational inequalities
as phenomena related to the multiplicity of overlaps, intersections, and interdependencies
between categories of ethnicity, socio-economic background, and gender. The concept of
intersectionality originates from feminist, gender, and race studies [51] and is currently
used in (mainly qualitative) educational research to understand the educational inequalities
grid [52]. The central idea of this is that students from minority groups belong to more
than one social group at the same time and experience interrelated discrimination both
at an individual and institutional level [53]. Therefore, the intersectional approach offers
opportunities to analyze qualitative differences and similarities within groups and multiple,
cross-sectional inequalities between those groups [54]. The interdisciplinarity lens is
particularly useful in the case of immigrant students because it prevents monothematic
analysis based on ethnicity [55] and focuses on the dynamics developed by the interaction
of students’ different social situations, such as gender, socioeconomic status, ethnicity, and
immigration background [48,50].

Empirically, we applied McCall’s complex intersectionality theory [54], which com-
bines the categories of migration, gender, and complex insights on how recognition expe-
riences by teachers and classmates are distributed within the students’ population. This
approach will allow us to detect by our analytic strategy social intersections and address a
more complex reality [56]. In doing so, we did not introduce intersectionality simply as
an analytical toolkit for a more concise prediction of the respective models that are being
estimated, but as a means of addressing power relations within those intersections [57].
Following this line of reasoning, through our analyses we are expecting to identify migrant
adolescent students as not a homogenous group but rather one in which nuances of gender
and socio-economic status pertain [58]. Combining migration, gender, and socio-economic
status opens a more appropriate gateway to understanding students’ development in
school [59] when it comes to recognition experiences and their effects on academic achieve-
ment. Understanding the power relations created by the synthesis of the intersecting
aspects of a student’s identity in the context of their immigrant background facilitates their
integration and development within the educational process [60]. Therefore, the main
research issue that arises in relation to educational inequalities is the degree to which the
students feel recognized by the school.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Study and Sample

The present study investigated recognition experiences of adolescent students in
Greece. The study population consisted of students attending upper secondary school
(Lykeio) in Greece. Students typically enter either a general (GEL) or a vocational (EPAL)
Lykeio at 15 and graduate when they are 18. The sample included 1,303 students from
46 GELs (876 students) and 23 EPALs (427 students). The number of schools selected
from each educational district was proportional to the population size of the district.
Within each district, schools were selected by convenience sampling, keeping the same
ratio of general to vocational students in the district. Participating schools were asked
to engage students in one or two of their classes [20−30 students in total]. Students in
the first grade comprised 37% of the sample, 39% in the second grade, and 22% in the
third grade; 20 students were older than 18. The proportion of females in the final sample
was 53% (462 female and 414 male students) among participants attending GELs; it was
36% (156 female and 271 male students) among those attending EPALs. This reflected the
different gender distribution among students within the corresponding type of school.
Most of the participating students (67%) were living in urban areas.
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2.2. Analytic Strategy/Research Questions

The following research questions were addressed by our analytic strategy:

• Do students differ in the degree they perceive themselves as being recognized by
their teachers and their peers in different domains (moral respect, empathy, and
social esteem)?

• Do students differ in the degree they perceive themselves as being recognized by their
teachers and peers, according to their gender, ethnicity (i.e., Greek or non-Greek), and
family education level?

• Does combining migration, gender, and socio-economic status open a more appropri-
ate gateway in understanding the development of students?

• Is recognition by peers associated with recognition by teachers?
• Is recognition by teachers and peers associated with academic achievement and self-esteem?
• Which of the previously mentioned socio-demographic variables and recognition

experiences are predictive of students’ academic achievement and self-esteem?

2.3. Measures
Experiences of Recognition

Student experiences of recognition by their teachers and peers were measured using
two scales, one on recognition by teachers and one on recognition by peers, with three
subscales each, constructed by the authors for the present study. The items included
in each scale were informed by theoretical considerations concerning the construct of
”recognition” [61] and enhanced by items elicited from semi-structured interviews with
20 students attending GELs or EPALs in the Larissa prefecture. The items in each scale
referred to three subscales concerning (a) moral respect; (b) empathy; and (c) social esteem.

Respect items referred to the freedom of students to express judgments that were
respected and recognized by teachers and classmates; for instance, “Because I am not a
hard-working student, teachers underestimate me” or “My classmates believe in me and
my abilities.” We applied eight teacher and nine peer respect items.

Empathy items, four items on empathy from teachers and three on empathy from
peers, referred to the emotional support and encouragement that students received from
teachers and classmates as well as the degree of trust they developed with them; for
instance, “Teachers are not interested in my feelings” or “My classmates are interested in
my emotional state”.

Social esteem items, four items on empathy from teachers and six on empathy from
peers, referred to the recognition of students’ special abilities, characteristics, and achieve-
ments by their teachers and classmates that made them feel worthy of contributing to the
goals and objectives of the school community; for instance, “My teachers’ behavior shows
they consider my presence important for the class” or “My classmates treat me as inferior”.

Items in all six subscales were measured on a 6-point Likert-type scale (1= not at all to
6 = absolutely true). Scores for the total scales and subscales were calculated by averaging
the relevant items, after reversing coding in case of negatively phrased statements. All
scales and subscales showed high levels of reliability (Table 1).

Table 1. Reliability of the applied six recognition subscales.

Scales and Subscales Cronbach’s Alpha Number of Items

Recognition by
Teachers

Respect 0.88 8
Empathy 0.75 4

Social Esteem 0.73 4
Total 0.90 16

Recognition by Peers

Respect 0.87 9
Empathy 0.78 3

Social Esteem 0.79 6
Total 0.89 18
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Self-esteem was measured by combining the 10 items of the Rosenberg scale (1965)
and four items, concerning general self-esteem, from the 58 items of the Coopersmith scale
(1981). This combined scale uses a variety of questions to assess emotions (positive and
negative) and qualities of the individual, for instance, “I take a positive attitude towards
myself” (Rosenberg) or “It is difficult to accept myself I am” (Coopersmith). Each item
was answered on a 4-point scale (1 = strongly disagree to 4 = strongly agree) and the
total score for each student was calculated by averaging their answers after reversing
the codes for negatively stated items. The reliability of the scale was high (Cronbach’s
alpha = 0.879). Academic achievement was recorded based on the students’ statements
about their previous year’s final grade [10].

A student was considered as having non-Greek ethnicity if they or at least one of
their parents had been born in a country other than Greece. Family educational level was
categorized as basic (up to 9 years of schooling), secondary (10–12 years), or higher (at least
university level), with reference to the most educated parent.

3. Results
3.1. Recognition by Teachers
3.1.1. Subscales of Recognition by Teachers

The mean score of the total scale was 4.01 (SD = 0.96), reflecting “rather positive”
experiences. The mean scores of all three teachers’ recognition sub-scales were around the
scale’s midpoint, with moral respect being higher (Figure 1 and Table 2).
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Table 2. Means, SDs, and Intercorrelations between the three teachers’ recognition sub-scales.

Recognition
by Teacher N Mean Std. Dev.

Intercorrelations 1

Respect Empathy

Respect 1248 4.49 1.15
Empathy 1279 3.22 1.12 0.513

Social esteem 1278 3.82 1.04 0.623 0.648
1 All correlations were significant at the 0.001 level.

Intercorrelations between the three teachers’ recognition sub-scales were high (Table 2),
indicating an elevated but still distinctive relationship between the three sub-scales.
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3.1.2. Effects of Gender, Ethnicity, and Family Education on Teacher Recognition

For all subscales, t-tests comparing males with females produced significant results
(Table 3). Females had higher scores than the males regarding moral respect by teachers
(t[1245,98] = −3.79, p < 0.001, d = 0.21), empathy (t[1277] = −3.18, p = 0.001, d = 0.18]) and
social esteem (t[1276] = −2.99, p = 0.003, d = 0.17). Moreover, total scores of recognition by
teachers were higher for females (t[1276] = −3.86, p < 0.001, d = 0.22).

Table 3. Comparison of recognition by teachers with respect to gender.

Recognition
by Teachers

Gender

Male Female Sig.

Mean S.D. Mean S.D. p

Respect 4.37 1.19 4.62 1.08 <0.001
Empathy 3.12 1.09 3.32 1.14 0.001

Social esteem 3.73 1.03 3.91 1.03 0.003
Total 3.90 0.96 4.12 0.95 <0.001

Regarding ethnicity, t-tests comparing Greek with non-Greek students gave signif-
icant results for the total scores as well as for moral respect and social esteem (Table 4).
Students with an immigration background had lower scores compared with natives re-
garding moral respect by teachers (t[548.193] = 4.05, p < 0.001, d = 0.35]), and social esteem
(t[578.797] = 4.08, p < 0.001, d = 0.34]) but the difference was not significant for empa-
thy (t[1275] = 1.31, p = 0.190, d = 0.07). Native students also had higher total scores of
recognition by teachers (t[542.793] = 3.96, p < 0.001, d = 0.34).

Table 4. Comparison of recognition by teachers with respect to ethnicity.

Ethnicity

Greek Non-Greek Sig.

Recognition by Teachers Mean SD Mean SD p

Respect 4.58 1.09 4.27 1.24 <0.001
Empathy 3.25 1.10 3.15 1.14 0.190

Social esteem 3.90 1.00 3.62 1.09 <0.001
Total 4.08 0.92 3.82 1.03 <0.001

Recognition by teachers (total score) was significantly differentiated according to
family education level (F[2,1089] = 3.69, p = 0.025, η2 = 0.007). The lower the family
education the less the recognition experienced by the students, as shown by the statisti-
cally significant linear trend (p = 0.009). Similar results were obtained for the subscale
for respect (F[2,1120] = 5.44, p = 0.004, η2 = 0.010) and social esteem (F[2,1143] = 8.20,
p < 0.001, η2 = 0.014). However, the result was not significant for the empathy subscale
(F[2,1147] = 0.86, p = 0.422; see Table 5).

Table 5. Recognition by teachers with respect to family education level.

Recognition by
Teachers

Family Educational Level

Basic Secondary University

Mean S.D. Mean S.D. Mean S.D. Sig. p η2

Respect 4.20 1.23 4.46 1.17 4.59 1.09 0.004 0.010
Empathy 3.24 1.12 3.27 1.10 3.18 1.13 0.422 0.002

Social esteem 3.48 1.11 3.78 1.08 3.92 1.00 <0.001 0.014
Total 3.79 1.05 3.99 0.98 4.07 0.93 0.025 0.007
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3.1.3. Intersectionality of Recognition by Teachers

Total scores for recognition by teachers were analyzed using 3-way analysis of variance
(ANOVA). Significant effects were found for gender and ethnicity; family education did
not have a significant effect (Table 6).

Table 6. ANOVA of Recognition by teachers total score.

Source Type III Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig. p η2

Gender [G] 19.704 1 19.704 22.497 <0.001 0.020
Ethnicity [E] 13.462 1 13.462 15.371 <0.001 0.014

Family Education [FEd] 3.930 2 1.965 2.244 0.107 0.004
G × E 0.278 1 0.278 0.317 0.573 0.000

G ×FEd 5.204 2 2.602 2.971 0.052 0.005
E × FEd 2.624 2 1.312 1.498 0.224 0.003

G × E × FEd 0.887 2 0.444 0.507 0.603 0.001
Error 944.134 1078 0.876

R Squared = 0.045 [Adjusted R Squared = 0.035]

Three-way multivariate ANOVA (MANOVA) for the three subscales for recognition
by teachers revealed a significant effect of all three socio-demographic variables, as well as
a significant interaction between family education and gender, which was not shown in
total scores (Table 7).

Table 7. MANOVA of Recognition by teachers subscales.

Main Effects and Interactions Roy’s Largest Root F Hyp. df Error df Sig. p η2

Gender [G] 0.025 8.936 3 1076 <0.001 0.024
Ethnicity [E] 0.016 5.885 3 1076 0.001 0.016

Fam. Education [FEd] 0.019 6.818 3 1077 <0.001 0.019
E × FEd 0.005 1.925 3 1077 0.124 0.005
G × FEd 0.009 3.088 3 1077 0.026 0.009

G × E 0.002 0.655 3 1076 0.580 0.002
G × E × FEd 0.005 1.705 3 1077 0.164 0.005

As can be seen in Table 7, the MANOVA results revealed a significant interaction
between family education and gender. Univariate tests showed that this was true for the
subscale of respect only (F[2,1078] = 4.305, p = 0. 014. η2 = 0.008), while no interaction effect
was found in the other two subscales. The interaction effect is illustrated in Figure 2.
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For females, respect from teachers was not related to family education level (F[2,1078] = 4.30,
p = 0.014. η2= 0.008]); for males, respect from teachers was significantly lower among
students from families with just an elementary education (F[2,1078] = 4.305, p = 0.014.
η2 = 0.008). Tukey’s b post hoc test was used. Both male and female students experienced
less social esteem from their teachers if they came from poorly educated families. However,
empathy was not found to be related to family education level.

The main effects of gender were significant for all three subscales, that is, males
experienced recognition by teachers to a lower degree in all domains (moral, emotional,
and social). Non-Greeks also experienced less moral respect and social esteem, but they
did not differ from natives in empathy.

3.2. Recognition by Peers
3.2.1. Subscales of Recognition by Peers

The mean scores for social esteem were just above the scale’s midpoint (Figure 3 and
Table 8).
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Table 8. Means, SDs, and Intercorrelations between the three peers’ recognition sub-scales.

Recognition by Teacher N Mean Std. Dev.
Intercorrelations 1

Respect Empathy

Respect 1234 4.97 0.97
Empathy 1265 3.74 1.24 0.394

Social esteem 1262 3.81 0.99 0.489 0.614
1 All correlations were significant at the 0.001 level.

Intercorrelations between the three peers’ recognition sub-scales are shown in Table 8.
They indicate a rather high correlation of empathy with social esteem but medium or low
correlations with respect.

3.2.2. Effects of Gender, Ethnicity, and Family Education on Peers’ Recognition

For the total scale and all subscales, t-tests comparing males with females returned
non-significant results (Table 9).
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Table 9. Comparison of recognition by peers with respect to gender.

Recognition by Peers

Gender

Male Female Sig.

Mean S.D. Mean S.D. p

Respect 4.93 0.98 5.01 0.95 0.142
Empathy 3.73 1.21 3.75 1.28 0.770

Social esteem 3.78 0.99 3.84 0.99 0.278
Total 4.35 0.82 4.40 0.87 0.271

Regarding ethnicity, t-tests comparing Greek with non-Greek students returned sig-
nificant results for the total scores as well as for moral respect (Table 10). Students with
an immigrant background had lower scores compared with natives in terms of respect
by peers (t[554.41] = 2.41, p = 0.016, d = 0.20) and the total score for recognition by peers
(t[1172] = 2.23, p = 0.026, d = 0.13), but the difference was not significant for empathy
(t[1260] = 1.56, p = 0.119) or social esteem (t[1257] = 1.46, p = 0.143).

Table 10. Comparison of recognition by peers with respect to ethnicity.

Ethnicity

Greek Non-Greek Sig.

Recognition by Peers Mean SD Mean SD p

Respect 5.01 0.93 4.86 1.01 0.016
Empathy 3.77 1.25 3.65 1.23 0.119

Social esteem 3.84 0.97 3.74 1.01 0.143
Total 4.41 0.83 4.29 0.83 0.026

Recognition by peers (total score) was significantly differentiated according to family
education level (F[2,1058] = 8.59, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.016). The lower the family education,
the less the peer recognition experienced by the students, as the statistically significant
linear trend showed (p < 0.001). Similar results were obtained for the subscales for respect
(F[2,1104] = 4.28, p = 0.014, η2 = 0.008), empathy (F[2,1136] = 4.74, p = 0.009, η2 = 0.008),
and social esteem (F[2,1135] = 9.14, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.016; Table 11).

Table 11. Recognition by peers with respect to family education level.

Recognition by Peers

Family Educational Level

Basic Secondary University

Mean S.D. Mean S.D. Mean S.D. Sig. p η2

Respect 4.80 1.02 4.94 0.99 5.06 0.88 0.014 0.008
Empathy 3.40 1.28 3.72 1.25 3.82 1.21 0.009 0.008

Social esteem 3.44 1.01 3.80 1.01 3.90 0.95 <0.001 0.016
Total 4.08 0.88 4.36 0.86 4.46 0.79 <0.001 0.016

3.2.3. Intersectionality of Recognition by Peers

Total scores of recognition by peers were analyzed using a 3-way ANOVA. Significant
effects were found regarding family education only. Ethnicity was no longer significant
after the effect of family education was taken into account (Table 12).
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Table 12. ANOVA of Peers’ Recognition total score.

Source Type III Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig. p η2

Gender [G] 2.196 1 2.196 3.315 0.069 0.003
Ethnicity [E] 1.074 1 1.074 1.622 0.203 0.002

Family Education [FEd] 6.081 2 3.040 4.591 0.010 0.009
G × E 0.005 1 0.005 0.008 0.931 0.000

G × FEd 2.055 2 1.027 1.551 0.212 0.003
E × FEd 0.122 2 0.061 0.092 0.912 0.000

G × E × FEd 0.264 2 0.132 0.199 0.819 0.000
Error 692.663 1046 0.662

R Squared = 0.022 [Adjusted R Squared = 0.012]

Similarly, multivariate tests of a 3-way MANOVA for the three subscales of recognition
by teachers revealed a significant effect of family education only (Table 13).

Table 13. MANOVA of Peers’ Recognition subscales.

Main Effects and Interactions Roy’s Largest Root F Hyp. df Error df Sig. p η2

Gender [G] 0.005 1.765 3 1044 0.152 0.005
Ethnicity [E] 0.002 0.680 3 1044 0.564 0.002

Fam. Education [FEd] 0.012 4.192 3 1045 0.006 0.012
E × FEd 0.002 0.617 3 1045 0.604 0.002
G × FEd 0.007 2.428 3 1045 0.064 0.007

G × E 0.006 2.039 3 1044 0.107 0.006
G × E × FEd 0.004 1.331 3 1045 0.263 0.004

In all three subscales, there was a significant linear trend with respect to family
education (Figure 4). The lower the level of family education, the less the recognition
by peers.
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3.3. Recognition and Student Outcome Correlations

Students’ recognition by teachers was associated with those by peers (r = 0.427); 18%
of peer recognition was attributed to recognition by teachers. In particular, correlations
between recognition by teachers and peers concerning respect and social esteem were of
medium size, while those regarding empathy were low (Table 14).

Table 14. Correlation coefficients between Teachers’ and Peers’ Recognition subscales.

Recognition by Teachers
Recognition by Peers

Respect Empathy Social Esteem

Respect 0.488 0.092 0.255
Empathy 0.174 0.237 0.335

Social esteem 0.278 0.206 0.431
All correlations were significant at the 0.001 level.

Table 15 shows that the recognition by teachers subscales for respect and social esteem
were correlated to a medium extent with academic achievement; all the other correlations
were rather low. Recognition by peers regarding respect and social esteem was correlated
to an almost medium extent with self-esteem. All the other correlations were low.

Table 15. Correlation coefficients of Students’ Recognition experiences with their outcomes.

Recognition Academic Achievement Self Esteem

by Teachers

Respect 0.527 0.273
Empathy 0.284 0.165

Social esteem 0.474 0.263
Total 0.534 0.289

by Peers

Respect 0.284 0.387
Empathy 0.108 0.179

Social esteem 0.273 0.337
Total 0.209 0.312

All correlations were significant at the 0.001 level.

3.4. Predicting Student Outcomes

Multiple regression of academic achievement on socio-demographic variables and
students’ recognition experiences showed that recognition by teachers was the most pre-
dictive factor. The contribution of peer recognition was not significant. Greek ethnicity,
female gender, and an educated family were additional predictive factors for high grades.
Thirty-seven percent of the variability in academic achievement can be explained by these
factors. A similar analysis regarding self-esteem showed that students’ recognition by peers
was by far the most influential positive factor, followed by male gender and recognition by
teachers (Table 16).

Table 16. Prediction of students’ outcomes: regression coefficients and statistical significance.

Academic Achievement Self Esteem

Predictors B Std. Error Beta B Std. Error Beta

constant 11.668 0.343 1.818 0.106
Ethnicity [Greek] 0.591 0.116 0.130 ** −0.001 0.036 −0.001
Gender [Female] 0.532 0.102 0.133 ** −0.193 0.032 −0.182 **

Family educ. [Higher] 1.179 0.197 0.290 ** −0.024 0.061 −0.022
Family educ. [Secondary] 0.488 0.204 0.115 * −0.021 0.063 −0.019
Recognition by Teachers 1.007 0.059 0.481 ** 0.090 0.018 0.161 **

Recognition by Peers 0.079 0.068 0.032 0.205 0.021 0.315 **

Adj. R2 = 0.369 Adj. R2 = 0.186

* significant at the 0.05 level. ** significant at the 0.01 level
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4. Discussion

Assessing, from a theoretical point of view, the deficient experiences of recognition in
the form of respect and social esteem, it is important to point out that they are related and
caused by two central structural elements of the educational process, which are intertwined
in school everyday life: the first element concerns the opportunities and the possibilities of
participation of all students at the level of teaching, as well as at the level of school life, in
general, and the second element concerns the applied practices of evaluation of individual
performance by the class teacher. The importance of participation in school life for building
experiences of respect is confirmed by Sirlopú and Renger’s research [62], which is based
on Honneth‘s theory of recognition [22–24]. Researchers emphasize the role of participation
in school life in developing experiences of recognition, in the form of respect, especially
for immigrant students. Although student participation is recognized for its fundamental
importance in cognitive and emotional development, it appears that in school everyday life
student participation is shaped by terms that work preferentially only for those who have a
high school performance and are distinguished by their communication skills. Taking this
into account, Sauerwein [63] evaluates the absence of opportunities for the participation of
specific groups of students, such as those with an immigrant background, as experiences
of rejection by the school, which has a negative effect on their development.

From the point of view of recognitional justice, the main research issue that arises in
relation to educational inequalities is the degree to which the students feel recognized by
the school. This was the main focus of our research in our examination of the recognition
experiences of secondary school students in Greece.

We found that there were differences in the degree of students’ recognition experi-
ences. These concerned all three forms of recognition, and they appeared on the axes of
intersectionality as gender, ethnicity, and the educational level of the family. In particular,
girls, native students, and students from families with a high level of education experienced
the highest degree of recognition by teachers. The girls experienced greater recognition
from teachers in all areas. However, differences in the experiences of recognition in terms
of ethnic origin and the educational level of the family were evident in the experiences of
respect and social esteem but not of empathy. Students from immigrant and low-income
families experienced the lowest levels of respect and social esteem from their teachers.
Vieluf and Sauerwein [37] found a low degree of recognition, but only in terms of respect
among students from immigrant families.

Of particular interest is the finding regarding the interaction of gender and the ed-
ucational level of the family. In particular, it was found that boys from families of a low
educational level experience a significantly lower degree of recognition (mainly in the form
of respect) than girls from the same group; this difference between the two genders did not
occur in the group of students from families of a high educational level. Therefore, boys
from low-income families (and not just migrants) experienced comparatively the largest
deficits of recognition in their relationships with teachers. This has often been stated to be
the case but without any empirical validation. This group seems to be in a very vulnerable
situation in school [64].

Furthermore, the immigrant students, as well as the students from low-income fami-
lies, experienced deficits in the forms of recognition of respect and social esteem, which,
according to Helsper et al. [29,65], constitute the most basic conditions for developing
socio-cognitive skills and, therefore, have the greatest impact on school performance and
school adaptation. Once again, we emphasize the specific intersectional insights our study
offers. Neither the boys nor the students with an immigrant background were, generally
under pressure; the intersections of these socio-demographic categorizations made the
difference. The importance of teachers’ recognition in school performance was reflected
in the findings of the present study because it was the strongest predictor of performance.
Other factors such as gender (girls), ethnicity (natives), and family education (high) were
less influential. This finding is in keeping with research that has highlighted the effect of the
quality of relationships with teachers (in terms of acceptance and support for students) on
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school performance [66–68]. According to Prengel [69], factors that determine the quality
of pedagogical relations in learning outcomes should be given more emphasis, especially
in the context of large-scale international research (e.g., PISA). Recently, of course, there has
been a growing interest in the study of how students experience their social relationships at
school [70], although such experiences are not directly related to educational inequalities.

According to Filippatou and Ventista [71], teachers adapt their teaching practice
mainly to the needs and abilities of the “average” student because they consider that their
teaching in the formal classroom cannot benefit poor-learning students. While the research
data on the conditions for participation by students is limited, it seems that teachers’
commitment to the academic performance of their students means that they do not show
sufficient interest in creating quality relationships with their students [72]. It is clear that
such teaching practices exclude from participation those students who have a special need
for learning support, or are treated by teachers stereotypically due to their social and/or
ethnic origin [73,74].

Regarding Greek schools, the experience of insufficient support for secondary school
students, and a consequent lack of participation in the teaching process, confirm recent
OECD research results [75], in which 44% of students stated that teachers were not inter-
ested in the learning of every student; 33% stated that teachers did not give extra help to
students who needed it; and 38% stated that teachers insisted on not teaching until the
students understood. Helsper et al. [65] and Wysujack [76] emphasize that differences in
the degree of recognition in experiences of social esteem are related to the fact that the
dominant way of evaluating students leads to the ranking of students as “strong” and
“weak” based on a specific understanding of individual learning ability and a correspond-
ing norm that assesses, in exclusively quantitative terms, the degree of response to the
goal of acquiring an institutionally defined body of school knowledge and adapting to the
school habitus in general. However, this works to the detriment of the real educational
work of qualifying and socializing all students [46] and in particular to the detriment of
disadvantaged students, such as those with a migrant background, who have the great-
est need for recognition in the school environment [1,65,77]. Furthermore, experiences
of insufficient social esteem among immigrant students may also be related to the way
teachers evaluate their particular cultural and linguistic capital in the classroom. If this
is seen more as an obstacle than as an ability and/or a learning resource, in any case as
non-capital unrelated to the norm of cognitive and value habitus promoted by the school,
then it is rather difficult to believe that teaching will enable immigrant to build unhindered
experiences of social esteem.

In the present study, the existence or otherwise of differences in the degree of recogni-
tion experiences was also explored in respect of peer relationships, with the expectation of
creating an overall picture of the existence or otherwise of groups of students who were
negatively affected, so far as their school adjustment and progress were concerned, by the
formation of social relationships within the school. It is acknowledged that these have
a significant influence on students’ development, especially during adolescence [78]. In
particular, they have been found to affect students’ self-esteem [79,80] and school perfor-
mance [9,81]. As relationships between students are influenced not only by their own rules
but also the nature of the quality of their relationships with teachers [82], we were particu-
larly interested in both whether the two were interrelated and whether socio-demographic
factors played a role.

We concluded that the experiences of recognition in the group of classmates were
to some extent correlated with their experiences of recognition by teachers. The greater
the degree of recognition of students by teachers, mainly in the form of respect but also
social esteem, the greater the degree of recognition by classmates. Kiuru et al. [5] cite
several theoretical reasons why positive relationships with teachers can lead to acceptance
and recognition by peers. For example, students may use positive relationships with
teachers as resources to approach their classmates with positive expectations. Teachers
can also act as a model for how to deal with classmates. It is vital in each case to find
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connections and continuity in the experiences of recognition in both respects. Certainly, the
influence of teachers, especially with regard to the recognition potential that characterizes
their pedagogical practices, is vital in shaping the quality of overall social relationships
of students at school. Of course, from the point of view of recognitive justice, there is a
great need to explore further how recognition experiences with teachers affect students’
relationships and recognition experiences with classmates by addressing the issue through
an intersectional lens.

Although experiences of recognition in relationships with classmates were not found to
play a role in performance, their importance was reflected in the effect they had on students’
self-esteem. This effect was even stronger than that exerted by the experiences of recogni-
tion by teachers. Moreover, gender played a positive role. By contrast, neither the ethnic
origin nor the educational level of the family was found to affect self-esteem. Other studies
on the effect of peer relationships on self-esteem reached similar conclusions [80,83,84].
Motti-Stefanidi et al [85] noted that acceptance by classmates in Greek schools functioned
as a predictor of a high sense of self-esteem for both native and immigrant students.

Regarding the relationship of socio-demographic factors to the experiences of recog-
nition by classmates, only the educational level of the family played a role. Students
from families with a high level of education enjoyed a higher degree of recognition by
their classmates. Asendorpf and Motti-Stefanidi [86] and Motti-Stefanidi et al. [85] have
demonstrated the effect of social status on the degree of acceptance by classmates. Focusing
on the different forms of recognition by classmates and the role of each of these factors, it
was found that the educational level of the family was related to all forms of recognition by
classmates and ethnicity was related to experiences of respect by classmates. In particular,
native students experienced a higher degree of respect than their classmates. As this
form of recognition expressed experiences of equal treatment and participation in the peer
group, we are led to conclude that it is not only immigrant students who tend to receive
unequal treatment from their peers. Immigrant students, however, are likely to be treated
by their classmates as people who do not meet their regulatory expectations. According
to Wiezorek [34], the degree of response to the expectations of classmates is a criterion for
the degree of their recognition. Our finding is consistent with research that has shown a
lower degree of sympathy with and acceptance of immigrant students and not only by
their classmates [87,88]. It answers the question concerning the existence of a possible
continuum of differences in the degree of recognition experiences between teacher–student
and peer-to-peer relationships.

Based on these results, which reflect theoretical interpretations of how teacher-student
relationships affect peer-to-peer relationships [5], we can conclude that the origins of
feelings of unequal treatment among various less privileged students lay in their institu-
tionalized relations with teachers. This view is reinforced by McGrath and Van Bergen [89],
who concluded that a low-quality relationship between teachers and students at risk of
school and social marginalization complicates students’ relationships with their classmates.
The low level of acceptance and unequal recognition by classmates may lead to negative
consequences because adolescents have a special need for peer acceptance. This is an
important factor in their school and social integration [90].

5. Conclusions

Relationships between teachers and students, as well as between classmates, have
a significant impact on the results of school performance and school adaptation of stu-
dents. From the point of view of recognitive justice, differences in these outcomes are
interpreted as being unfair in the case of differences that relate to the degree to which the
quality of these relationships satisfy students’ need for empathy, respect, and social esteem.
The expected encounters of social injustice in the classroom and by that the structural
vulnerability production [91] will affect the psychological stability of the adolescents and
their academic performance. These insights are considered fundamentally important for
their emotional, cognitive, and social development. The results of the present study are in
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keeping with other studies, especially those concerning the unfavorable school situation
that socially disadvantaged students find themselves in internationally. The recognitive
justice approach allows us to go beyond the general findings; it allows us to interpret specif-
ically the unfavorable situation immigrant students find themselves in and the educational
inequalities they face as a result of the deficient functioning of their schools as a function
of social injustice. This applies to other socially disadvantaged student groups as well.
In particular, the insufficient recognition experiences of the respective students, both in
their relations with teachers and their classmates, refer to (a) pedagogical practices within
the classroom, which, from the point of view of inclusion, present significant deficits; and
(b) deficits in the organization of school culture in terms of students’ equal participation.
A common denominator seems to be the fact that Greek schools (and perhaps not only
Greek schools) have not yet adopted and implemented, to the required degree, pedagogical
development policies and practices from a socially inclusive perspective.

6. Methodological Limitations

One limitation of the present study was its single information source, that is, the
adolescents who completed our survey. Personality traits may have influenced their
perceptions and reporting of recognition at school and their assessment of their interactions
with peers and teachers. However, we know that students’ self-reports are generally valid,
so we can safely assume that problems arising from the absence of other data sources would
be minor. Our model should be replicated in other countries to test its validity and the
scales’ reliability. We also need to understand whether the identified recognition processes
at school apply similarly to different school grades and whether they are related to the
respective adolescents’ developmental stages. The cross-sectional character of the present
study means that we cannot make claims about causalities and that our results speak only
to specific factors. Longitudinal international studies might underline the connections
between school recognition in adolescence and school outcomes. The modelling of the
students’ socio-economic level was based on just one item (their parents’ level of education);
a more sophisticated indicator was required. The extent to which recognition by teachers
was connected to teaching practice, the respective didactic, and interactions between
teachers and students were not analyzed. We therefore need a deeper understanding of
these everyday communications and their connection to processes of recognition.
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