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Abstract

Numerous scientific disciplines have shown a strong interest in studying ethnicity and race
in the context of secondary education. This has resulted in a proliferation of discipline-
specific perspectives on the subject, each characterized by its own blind spots. Objective.
Previous reviews have applied a disciplinary approach and exclusively consider studies from
one discipline. We depart from this approach and explicitly choose not to use discipline as
a criterion for the studies we include. In this way, our systematic review is able to identify
disciplinary blind spots and to present an interdisciplinary overview. Methodology. We
study English-language articles published in Web of Science (1990-2019) on ethnicity/race/
migration and secondary education/high school/comprehensive education/middle school
and include all 7,620 research articles in our analysis. We analyse abstracts of these articles
using automated text analysis. More specifically, we apply Topic Models to identify the core
themes in the included articles. Results. We identify three clusters of topics, focusing on 1)
health, 2) performance, enrolment and equity in education, and 3) psychological aspects.
We discuss these clusters in depth with regard to the ways they examine the relationship
between ethnicity/race and education. Conclusion. Our analysis reveals discipline-specific
perspectives in the study of ethnicity/race in the context of secondary education. It also
identifies gaps in the literature, within and across disciplines. In this way, the article provides
researchers with insights on how they could learn from other perspectives on ethnicity/race
and secondary education and stimulates interdisciplinary research.
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1. Introduction

Over the last few decades, secondary schools
have become more ethnically and racially diverse,
which has generated an entirely new range of
challenges and opportunities in various domains
of life, such as health, education, and employ-
ment (Stevens & Dworkin, 2019). Parallel to this,
there has been a growing interest in ethnic and
racial diversity in educational contexts among
scholars. Numerous disciplines have shown a
strong interest in this subject, such as sociology

(e.g., Stevens & Dworkin, 2019), psychology (e.g.,
Phinney et al., 2001), health sciences (e.g., Fis-
cella et al. 2000; Nazroo 2003), and educational
studies (e.g., Jeynes, 2007). Each of these dis-
ciplines has its own research tradition with its
own methodologies and loci of attention, and
has therefore developed a particular approach
to ethnicity/race and the educational context.
This has resulted in an abundance of scattered
discipline-specific perspectives on ethnicity/race
within the context of secondary education. This
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often results in conceptual ambiguity of concepts
and the lack of cross-fertilizations across fields of
studies and disciplines (Klein 2000).

In this contribution, we present an overview
of how disciplines differ in their perspective on
the way ethnicity and race shape people’s expe-
riences in secondary education. In this way, we
offer the reader a roadmap to find her/his way
in the vast and scattered literature on the sub-
ject. Moreover, this approach allows us to detect
“disciplinary blind spots” on the subject. We
use the term disciplinary blind spots to refer to
aspects of a studied phenomenon that are not
considered by a discipline. Obviously, each disci-
pline has its own focus and may have good rea-
sons to ignore certain aspects in its approach.
Indeed, the power of each disciplinary perspec-
tive often lies in its reduction of reality by con-
sciously ignoring certain aspects of that reality.
Indeed, if this process of reduction is the result
of conscious choices, this is valuable. However,
it becomes problematic once certain aspects
are simply not considered by researchers in a
certain discipline. These forms of ‘disciplinary
tunnel vision’” may hamper a more overarching
understanding. A confrontation with one’s own
blind spots and with other disciplines’ perspec-
tives may help researchers to think outside the
box/their disciplinary tunnel and provide them
with novel insights regarding the way ethnicity
and race can be defined, perceived and contex-
tualized, and the role of ethnicity and race in the
context of secondary education.

1.1. Ethnicity and Race in Secondary Education

There are numerous definitions of the concepts
‘ethnicity’ and ‘race.’ Despite the difficulties to
conceptualise both concepts and the various
interpretations, the most striking difference
is that in most definitions the concept of ‘race’
refers to biological/physiological characteristics
to distinguish groups from each other while the
concept ‘ethnicity’ refers more to cultural ones
(Kivisto & Croll 2012). Despite genetics not find-
ing evidence to distinguish people based on race,
the concept is still used in various contexts— in
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academia as well as in everyday use (Eriksen,
1993; Ladson-Billings & Tate 2006). ‘Ethnicity, on
the other hand, is used to refer to a specific way
of life, based on meanings, crucial for processes
of identification and differentiation and departs
from a more anthropological view (Jenkins,
2008). Both concepts continue to structure peo-
ple’s lives and opportunities and their impor-
tance depends on the context in which they are
used (Ladson-Billings & Tate 1995). Because of
this, the concepts race and ethnicity are often
(but certainly not always) entangled with migra-
tion, impacting their significance and salience
(Erel, Murji & Nahaboo 2016).

The study of ethnicity and race in educational
contexts has increasingly found its way into
various academic disciplines, each with its own
research tradition and definitions. For instance,
the previously mentioned anthropological con-
ceptions of ethnicity, which stress processes of
meaning-making, differ from how other disci-
plines approach it. In social psychology, many
scholars study ethnicity as an aspect of more
generic social identity processes (Zagefka 2009).
Still, in other disciplines, ethnicity is considered
interchangeable with other concepts, such as
race (e.g., health studies: Sheldon & Parker
1992). In this study, we aim to go beyond such
disciplinary perspectives by looking at similari-
ties and differences across disciplines.

We focus on research on ethnicity and race
within the context of secondary education, as
this context is deemed relevant by many disci-
plines. We argue that the study of ethnicity and
race in secondary education is appealing for
many disciplines as it is a life stage in which the
effects of (early) childhood experiences become
apparent. It can shape the relevance of ethnic-
ity and race and important choices and experi-
ences that shape young people’s future lives are
made during this phase. Specifically, we address
the following questions: How do different disci-
plines approach ethnicity and race in the context
of secondary education and can we identify dis-
ciplinary blind spots? We hope that identifying
these can help future studies to overcome their
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blind spots and, in this way, develop a more inter-
disciplinary perspective on the study of race and
ethnicity in the context of secondary education.

1.2. Our Analytical Approach

Previous reviews depart from an explicit disci-
plinary approach on ethnicity/race and educa-
tion. This allows them to scrutinize the subject
and/or to reflect on their own discipline. For
example, departing from a sociological per-
spective, Stevens (2007) focuses on how (eth-
nic/racial) inequalities in education are defined
within sociology and how schools play a role
in the reproduction of such unequal outcomes.
Another example is the review of Busch and col-
leagues (2014), who study the impact of health-
related behaviour and health outcomes on the
actual learning of students in schools, and who
use sociological theories to make sense out of
the findings of the review. While this type of
review studies focuses on ethnicity and race
within the school context, review studies in other
disciplines do not explicitly delve deeper into
the educational context, but rather use educa-
tion as a control or explanatory variable. This is,
for instance, the case in epidemiological review
studies that focus on the use of the concepts of
ethnicity and race within their field of research,
and discuss mainly how the effects of education
on their studied outcome should be seen in a dis-
tinctive way (Comstock, Castillo & Lindsay 2004;
Lin and Kelsey 2000).

The disciplinary focus that characterizes previ-
ous reviews informs their selection criteria. First,
scholars restrict themselves to including only
studies written within their discipline or with a
disciplinary focus. This is often explicitly empha-
sized in the introduction of the article (e.g.,
Stevens & Dworkin, 2019, p. 166) or method
section (e.g., exclusion of articles that were pre-
dominantly grounded in a different subject area,
Lauritzen and Nodeland, 2018, 149), or is vis-
ible in the discipline-specific search terms used
(e.g., obesity, body size; Amadou et al., 2013, 2;
focus on Roma and education in Europe, not on
travelling or tourism education, Lauritzen and

Nodeland, 2018, 149). Second, some reviews
exclusively study articles published in particular
journals. For example, Comstock and colleagues
(2004) limited their review to articles published
in the American Journal of Epidemiology and the
American Journal of Public Health. Third, a fre-
qguently used criteria to include articles and com-
plete the systematic literature review is to use
a snowball sampling procedure to select (addi-
tional) articles (e.g., Stevens and Dworkin 2019).
This could more easily result in a biased view on
a field of study or does not fully incorporate all
relevant articles written on the topic.

As shown by these examples, we argue that
previous reviews, while being highly valuable,
may be limited in scope due to their disciplin-
ary tunnel vision. Hence, they are unable to
transcend disciplinary blind spots and to include
insights from other disciplines that may enrich
their research. To map the different ways in
which disciplines approach ethnicity in the con-
text of secondary education, we perform a con-
tent analysis of scientific articles. In this way, we
aim to move beyond disciplinary tunnel visions
on the subject by including all disciplines. We
do so by applying automated content analysis
on data transcending disciplinary boundaries. In
this review, we analyse a large collection— over
7,000— of research articles.

Because analysing this volume of texts by
hand is not feasible, we use automated content
analysis. We apply Topic Models which use pat-
terns of word co-occurrences in texts to uncover
latent themes across documents (Blei, Ng &
Jordan 2003). A topic consists of a set of word
probabilities, and when these words are ordered
in decreasing probability they closely relate
to what humans would call a topic or a theme
(Mohr & Bogdanov, 2013, 547). For example, a
Topic Model analysis on articles in newspapers
may discover a topic including the words ‘game’,
‘winner, ‘goal’, ‘injury’ and ‘competition’ with
high probability, which indicates that this topic
deals with ‘sports.’

Automated text analysis gives us the advan-
tage of mapping the structure of large text data.
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Another advantage is that it is inductive. In this
way, we minimize the change that our own dis-
ciplinary tunnel vision may affect our findings.
By detecting the topics that are studied within
and across disciplines, we are able to map the
way disciplines differ in their approach to ethnic-
ity and race in secondary education. In this way,
we aim to reveal disciplinary blind spots. While
this approach allows us to inductively map blind
spots in a large collection of texts, it is content-
wise not as sensitive as a close human reading.
Thus, we may miss certain kinds of blind spots
that are more subtle and that may remain hid-
den by automated text analysis. Nevertheless,
our approach allows us to detect blind spots
related to themes in an inductive fashion from a
large collection of texts.

3. Method

3.1. Data

We focus on articles in Web of Science, the domi-
nant academic database (Zhu and Liu, 2020). We
included articles in our corpus with the follow-
ing query: “TS=(ethnic* OR migr* of rac*) AND
(,secondary education” OR “secondary school”
OR “high school” OR “comprehensive educa-
tion” OR “middle school”)”. Our application of
Automated Text Analysis imposes us to limit to
one language. We opted to use key terms in Eng-
lish as it is the lingua franca in many academic
studies and journals and we reflect on the impli-
cations of this choice in the conclusion. Due to
the distinct naming of educational systems and
structures across countries and systems, we
should remark that not all studies included in
this systematic literature review are exclusively
limited to secondary education. We only retain
research articles, and ignore all other docu-
ment types, such as book reviews or editorials.
Depending on different traditions across fields of
study and disciplines, this could also impact the
results. We analyse the abstracts of the selected
articles because they are freely available and
represent a concise summary of the article; this
minimizes the chance of identifying peripheral/
minor topics. Our focus on abstracts, moreover,
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is in line with previous work (e.g., Daenekindt &
Huisman 2020; Griffiths & Steyvers 2004).

This resulted in a corpus of 7,620 articles,
with a total of 1,341,690 words. By selecting
articles using these general keywords, we are
able to apply an interdisciplinary approach and
transcend disciplinary tunnel visions that char-
acterizes previous reviews. For example, in our
corpus, there are 167 different discipline labels.
These labels are provided by the Web of Science
database, as each journal included the Web of
Science database has been assigned to one or
several subject categories. All articles were pub-
lished between 1990 and 2019 because abstracts
are not available before 1990 in the Web of Sci-
ence database. Publications before 1990 are
therefore not included in our analyses. Our data
show a large increase in the numbers of publica-
tions between 2010 and 2019. Although no time-
related analyses will be conducted, this curve
follows the recent trend in academic research
in which increasingly more research is published
in the form of a journal article, leading to an
increase in the total amount of publications. This
demonstrates that our sample of articles is in
line with this trend.

Before proceeding to the analysis, we pre-
processed the data. First, we lowercased all
words, and we removed punctuation and num-
bers. In addition, we removed stop words (e.g.,
‘which’, ‘and’) or irrelevant words (e.g., ‘Elsevier’)
as these do not hold relevant information for
our research question. We also accounted for
differences between UK and US spelling (e.g.,
‘behaviour’ and ‘behavior’). Next, we stemmed
the data using Porter’s algorithm (Porter, 2001).
Stemming reduces complexity by removing the
ends of words to reduce the total number of
unique words. For example, the words ‘political,
‘politics,” “politician’ share the stem ‘polit, and
were hence replaced with ‘polit’. Infrequently
used terms were removed from the corpus as
these do not contribute to understanding gen-
eral patterns in the corpus. Words that appear
in less than one percent of the documents were
removed (e.g., Grimmer & Stewart, 2013).
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3.2. Topic Modelling and Model Selection

We estimate Correlated Topic Models. The Cor-
related Topic Model (CTM) is an extension of
Latent Dirichlet Allocation (LDA) and relaxes the
assumption made by LDA that topics are uncorre-
lated (Blei & Lafferty, 2007; 2009). Topic models
yield two sets of probabilities: the per-topic-per-
word probabilities and the per-document-per-
topic probabilities. The per-topic-per-word prob-
abilities show which words are the most proba-
ble words for each topic. The per-document-per-
topic probabilities show, for every document, the
probability of each topic.

In line with Debortoli et al. (2016) and Fischer-
Prebler et al. (2019), we used both sets of prob-
abilities in our model selection procedure. We
estimated five different models, with ten, twenty,
thirty, forty, and fifty topics. We inspected these
to decide on the ideal ‘level of granularity of the
view into the data’ (Roberts et al., 2014, p. 1069).
To evaluate which model made most sense, both
authors independently investigated the most
probable words for each topic and took into
account the abstracts that loaded highest on the
indicated topics. We selected the twenty topic
model because it produced the best balance
between parsimony and doing justice to the vari-
ation in the data.

Substance Abuse —

Sociology —

Social Psychology —

Public, Environmental & Occupational Health —
Psychiatry —

Pediatrics —

Multidisciplinary Psychology —
Interdisciplinary Social Sciences —
Health Care Sciences & Services —
General & Internal Medicine —
Family Studies —

Educational Psychology —

Education & Educational Research —
Developmental Psychology —
Clinical Psychology —

Discipline

4. Results

4.1. Topics and Disciplines

Before proceeding to an in-depth discussion of
the topics and how they relate to each other, we
first looked at how the topics related to disci-
plines. For this, we relied on the discipline labels
provided by Web of Science. Using the standard-
ized per-document-per-topic probabilities, we
created a matrix with disciplines as rows and
topics as columns. The shade of each cell relates
to the probability that a topic appears in that dis-
cipline. In Figure 1, we only consider the fifteen
most frequently occurring discipline-categories
in our corpus to keep the figure interpretable.
We discuss the content of these topics more in-
depth in section 4.2. in Table 1. This heatmap
shows that not every discipline covers each topic,
and that there is substantial variation in the
extent to which topics are used across disciplines.
For example, topic seven is not clearly associated
exclusively to a specific discipline as it is present
in various disciplines. On the other hand, there
are topics which are tightly connected to cer-
tain disciplines. For example, topic fifteen, with
the highest ranked words “rural,” “migration,”

n o u n o« ” o«

“migrant,” “capital,” “labor,” “mobility,” “employ-

ments” (see Table 1), shows a very strong asso-
ciation with sociology. That is, this topic is almost

-

12 3 45 67 89 101112 13141516 1718 1920

Topic

Figure 1. Heatmap Depicting the Association Between Topics And Disciplines
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Figure 2. Dendrogram resulting from the cluster analysis on topics

exclusively present in sociology. This heatmap
shows that research on ethnicity/race and edu-
cation occurs in a wide variety of disciplines, and
each of these disciplines differ in the topics they
focus on.

The information of this heatmap provides the
background information and exploration of the
data necessary to further analyse the data. This
information is necessary, as each article contains
a combination of topics. Because the heatmap
does not indicate which topics are combined in
articles, it does not allow us to draw conclusions
on disciplinary blind spots. For this, a cluster
analysis is insightful as it shows us which topics
tend to be combined in articles.

4.2. Cluster Analysis

We used a Q-mode cluster analysis on the docu-
ment-topic probability distributions. To account
for the compositional nature of the data, i.e.,
each row in the document-topic matrix repre-
sented sums to one, we transformed them to
Aitchison composition scales and used the varia-
tion matrix to create distance measures between
the topics (Aitchison 1986; Van den Boogaart &
Tolosana-Delgado 2013).
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Figure 2 presents the dendrogram of the clus-
ter analysis. The distance indicates similarity
between topics. Topics connected to each other
at a smaller distance are more similar in terms
of their distribution over the documents, com-
pared to topics that are connected at a higher
distance.

We discuss the dendrogram together with
Table 1 and illustrate for each (sub)cluster our
findings with exemplary articles that have the
highest loading on these topics. Table 1 shows the
ten highest ranked words on the individual level
topics, for each of the topics, grouped according
to the three main clusters that resulted from the
cluster analysis.

First cluster: health.

The first group of topics (9, 19, 1, 3, 4 and 5) focus
on health. For example, topic 9 relates to sub-
stance use, as is indicated by the words ‘alcohol,
‘tobacco,” ‘drug.” Topic 4 relates to research on
body weight, indicated by words such as ‘weight’
and ‘obesity.” In addition, a close reading of the
abstracts loading high on this set of topics shows
that these articles study patterns of health out-
comes across ethnic groups. Within this cluster
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Table 1. The Ten Highest Ranked Words (FREX) on the Individual Level Topics
(Relative Prevalence of Each Topic Between Parentheses)

Cluster 1: Health

Topic 9 (5.1%)
alcohol, tobacco, smoking, cigarette, drinking, drug, substance

Topic 19 (4.2%)
sexual, suicide, depression, behaviors, symptoms, violence, risk

Topic 1 (2,8%)
men, health, services, women, occupational, disparities, mental

Topic 3 (5.3%)
rates, states, income, united, household, trends, mortality

Topic 4 (5.4%)
odds, weight, ratio, obesity, prevalence, pregnancy, adjusted

Topic 5 (5.3%)
patients, cancer, medical, care, clinical, screening, injury

Cluster 2: performance, enrolment and equity in education.

Topic 8 (3.3%)
children, parents, immigrant, child, terms, family, mothers

Topic 15 (3.3%)
rural, migration, migrant, capital, labor, mobility, employment

Topic 18 (5.8%)
pupils, secondary, policy, inequality, system, power, choice

Topic 6 (9,3%)
teachers, critical, teaching, article, cultural, language, way

Topic 11 (6.9%)
college, gap, graduates, enrolled, course, attending, black

Topic 16 (4.9%)
science, career, mathematics, academic, motivation, attitudes, achievement

Cluster 3: Psychological aspects

Topic 13 (5.1%)
middle, bullying, victimization, aggression, peer, grade, boy

Topic 2 (6,5%)
model, predicted, mediated, relationship, stress, psychological, negative

Topic 14 (4.5%)
american, african, latino, discrimination, youth, identity, neighborhood

Topic 20 (4.5%)
ethnic, asian, minority, groups, friends, friendships, european

Topic 12 (3.6%)
program, knowledge, intervention, randomized, recruited, skills, improve

Topic 17 (5.2%)
describe, new, organization, district, information, communicate, planning

Topic 7 (5.4%)
scores, scale, validity, measures, items, questionnaire, correles

Topic 10 (3.6%)
sports, athletes, physical, activity, sleep, food, intake

We replaced stems with the most frequently occurring unstemmed word to improve legibility.
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with a clear health focus, two larger subclusters
are distinguished: the first including topics 9 and
19; and the second topics 1, 3, 4 and 5. In both
subclusters the context of (secondary) education
is included differently.

Cluster 1a

Articles that load high on the first subcluster of
topics (topics 9 and 19) focus on lifestyle and
health-related behaviour, such as substance
use and risk behaviours. For example, Qiao and
Bell (2016) study indigenous adolescents’ sui-
cidal behaviours and risk factors in a nationally
representative sample (Topic 19). Harrell and
colleagues (2017) demonstrate how different
ethnic groups in the United States use different
forms of tobacco and have a different prevalence
of tobacco usage (Topic 9). According to these
scholars, health-related behaviours are devel-
oped during adolescence and, therefore, the
context of secondary education is interesting to
study in order to understand differences across
ethnic/racial groups.

Cluster 1b

The second subcluster of topics (topics 1, 3, 4
and 5) relates to articles on the prevalence of
health outcomes, such as obesity and mortal-
ity rates. In general, these studies focus on how
health outcomes vary across a wider range of
socio-demographic variables, such as gender,
education and socio-economic class. The topics
discussed within this cluster vary with regard to
the type and specificity of health outcomes and
health care behaviour. For example, Cummins
and Jackson (2008) study how differences in
self-assessed health varied over time (Topic 1);
and Krueger and colleagues (2015) study the
relationship between education and mortality in
the United States (Topic 3). Other articles focus
on the prevalence of particular diseases, such
as the prevalence of diabetes (e.g., Borrell et al.
2009), as well as health outcomes and health
care behaviour or patterns, such as the delay for
presentation in cardiac care (e.g., Conigliaro et al.
2002), unequal access to health care services, like
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emergency department utilization (e.g., Pines &
Buford 2006), or treatment effects (e.g., Kane et
al. 2003), across ethnic/racial groups. In general,
most studies find worse health outcomes for eth-
nic minority groups, and the role of education in
these studies is limited to an important control
variable.

Clusters 1a and 1b

Summarizing the first cluster of topics, we clearly
see that articles that load high on these topics
aim to explore causes of health disparities and
to understand factors contributing to variation
across groups. In doing so, they highlight the
greater prevalence of risk factors (e.g., living
in a deprived or restricted area; limited finan-
cial resources, and, important for this literature
review, level of educational attainment) within
ethnic minority or immigrant populations, that
lie at the root of these health behaviours and
outcomes. Articles examining these topics do
not really depart from the discipline of educa-
tional sciences, but they include education as a
context in which adolescents can be found, or
as a control variable. The ways in which articles
approach education, however, varies per sub-
cluster. In cluster 1a, scholars tend to focus on a
student sample, compared to studies in cluster
1b, which tend to analyse the general popula-
tion. This makes sense, considering each subclus-
ter’s focus. Given the focus of cluster 1a, namely
health-related behaviour (e.g., tobacco, hookah
or alcohol use), scholars consider the context
of secondary education as one of the most sig-
nificant places where these behaviours are more
likely to occur or develop, or assume this context
is associated with the period of time in which
adolescents are more likely to develop such
behaviours.

This contrasts with the focus of cluster 1b.
When scrutinizing the relation between ethnic-
ity and education in this subcluster, differences
in educational attainment are seen as an impor-
tant control factor when explaining differences
in health care behaviour and outcomes. These
studies frequently discuss the advantages and
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disadvantages of education for health-related
outcomes and how it affects health care seek-
ing behaviour and treatment. Interestingly, these
studies do not necessarily find a straightforward
relationship between education and health out-
comes. More particularly, educational attain-
ment increases preventive behaviour, health
care practices, knowledge and resourceful net-
works, better living conditions, etc. (e.g., Kane et
al. 2003). At the same time, higher educational
attainment levels could also result in exposure to
other risks associated with upward social mobil-
ity, increasing health risks and negatively impact-
ing people’s health outcomes (e.g., Stevens et al.
1998). It is worthy of note that the benefits of
educational attainment also vary across ethnic/
racial groups (e.g., Borrell et al. 2009). Finally,
some of these studies highlight ethnic differ-
ences in self-assessments and perceived health
(e.g., Dorsey et al. 2009).

Second Cluster: Performance, Enrolment and
Equity in Education

The topics in the second cluster clearly indicate
a focus on educational performance, participa-
tion and inequalities. For example, Topic 8 refers
to factors affecting educational performance, as
it includes words such as ‘family’, ‘children’ and
‘immigration.” Other factors relate to measures of
or attitudes towards performance, such as Topic
16 which refers to key words such as ‘science,
‘career, ‘attitudes’ and ‘achievement.” As was
the case with the first cluster, two subclusters
can also be distinguished in this cluster. Cluster
2a consists of topics 8, 15 and 18, and includes
themes related to the family background and the
home environment of students, and how these
affect enrolment and achievement in educa-
tion. Cluster 2b (Topics 6, 11 and 16) focuses on
school-related factors and outcomes. According
to the heatmap presented earlier, these topics
are mainly categorized in social/educational/
clinical psychology, sociology and educational
research and, to a lesser extent, in pediatrics and
general and internal medicine.

Cluster 2a

Articles that have many topics associated with
cluster 2a concentrate on the impact of migra-
tion or belonging to an ethnic minority group
on educational achievement and enrolment. In
doing so, many family background characteris-
tics are examined in order to better understand
how migration or belonging to an ethnic minority
group matters for educational outcomes (Topic 8:
e.g., Wojtkiewicz & Donato 1995), who migrates
for education (Topic 15: e.g., Pais, de Mattos &
Teixeira 2018), and how this is facilitated by exist-
ing educational structures and policies (Topic 18:
e.g., McGuinn 2016). In particular, considerable
attention is given to family background charac-
teristics (e.g., Raley et al. 2005) and the finan-
cial, social and cultural resources these families
have at their disposal to support their children
to be successful in education and realize their
(relatively high) aspirations. This is illustrated
by Spera, Wentzel and Matto (2009), who study
parental aspirations for their children’s educa-
tional careers and contrast these aspirations
against their children’s actual educational per-
formances.

Cluster 2b

In the second subcluster, studies focus on school-
related factors that explain ethnic differences in
education, such as educational practices, culture
and language used (Topic 6), and how they affect
school/course choice, attendance and enrolment
(Topic 11) and motivations and school attitudes
(Topic 16). By questioning these dominant views
and practices that are taken for granted within
educational policies and practices, these stud-
ies apply a critical (race) perspective, which con-
trasts with all other clusters discussed in this
article (Topic 6). For example, articles focus on
how teaching practices are hard to change as
they are embedded in the curricula of schools,
shaped by the dominant cultural groups (Chan,
2006), or on how youngsters themselves define
‘race’ (Roberts et al. 2008). The other studies
in cluster 2b further discuss how the structural
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disadvantage of ethnic minority groups and par-
ticular racial groups in society and education
continues to reflect in their attitudes towards
schooling and actual educational behaviour and
performance. They do so by looking from a soci-
ological perspective at school choices and fac-
tors influencing enrolment in higher education,
and how they are organized by the opportuni-
ties these groups have (Topic 11). For example,
Garcia (2006) studies how school choice deci-
sions result in more racially segregated schools,
impacting their future educational careers. More
social psychological research discusses the atti-
tude-achievement gap in general, and by doing
so, these scholars also include or focus on ethnic-
ity and/or race (Topic 16).

Clusters 2a and 2b

To summarize the second cluster, most studies
focus on a wide range of factors that help to
understand how ethnic/racial inequalities are
maintained through education. These studies
are situated within social science research. Arti-
cles with high scores on cluster 2a examine the
development of human capital for migrant and
ethnic minority groups, how resources within
(family) networks contribute to this, and how
much these factors play a role in how students
perform and navigate within a particular edu-
cational system. Consequently, in the majority
of these studies, parents’ educational level is
included (e.g., Spera et al. 2009). Remarkably,
in cluster 2a, the focus on individual level char-
acteristics and educational policies unravels
the way (ethnic) inequalities are produced and
reproduced through educational policies and
across (migrant) families, without considering
what happens in the school context. In cluster
2b, this research is complemented by studies
that examine school-related factors and school
dynamics within the wider societal context. Thus,
studies with high scores on the second cluster
concentrate on how existing structures and poli-
cies, as well as youngsters’ family background,
further impact the actual educational behaviour
and outcomes of students. These studies do so
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by focusing on the impact policies, structures
and family background have on people’s minor-
ity position they have in society and culture, the
resources they have access to, and the impact on
their motivations and attitudes. These studies
contribute to insights into how ethnic inequali-
ties are produced and reproduced. This is also a
major topic in the fields of sociology, psychology
and educational sciences. These studies apply a
wider variety of research methods, compared to
the first cluster. Especially studies using a criti-
cal, sociological approach (Topic 8) applied more
often qualitative research methods, although the
majority of the methods used in these studies
remain quantitative in nature.

Third Cluster: Psychological Aspects

The third cluster of topics applies a more psy-
chological approach to ethnicity in the context
of secondary education. This is clearly visible in
the heatmap, in which all topics are categorized
into one or more subdisciplines of psychology,
in some cases combined with other disciplines.
Most articles of Topic 13 fall into the discipline
of developmental psychology; Topic 14 fits into
clinical psychology; and Topic 17 mainly is cat-
egorized into educational psychology. Other
topics are more combined with other related
disciplines, such as Topic 12 which loads high
on social psychology, pediatrics, health care sci-
ences and services, and public, environmental
and occupational health. Similar to the other
two main clusters, we note a subdivision of top-
ics into two subclusters. The first subcluster 3a
contains topics 13, 2, 4 and 20; the second one,
cluster 3b, includes topics 12, 17, 7 and 10.

Cluster 3a

The articles in cluster 3a focus on aspects of stu-
dents’ psychological development. Each topic
has a particular approach, but all are related to
adolescence or school life. Attention has been
given to how families and students deal with
psychological problems (Topic 2, e.g., Flouri &
Panourgi 2014), school climate, peer processes
related to victimization (e.g., Topic 13, e.g., Shir-
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ley & Cornell 2012), the development of racial
identities and its impact on health and educa-
tional outcomes (Topic 14, e.g., Hurd et al. 2013),
and ethnic diversity in schools and networks
(Topic 20, e.g., Munniksma et al. 2017). Topics
in cluster 3a vary slightly in the extent to which
they concentrate on particular ethnic groups
and the psychological issues with which they
are confronted. Most of the psychological issues
discussed in the articles that are associated with
this subcluster are explicitly related to being part
of an ethnic minority group or race, or having a
migrant background (e.g., acculturative stress,
e.g., Kim et al. 2014; school punishments, Shirley
& Connell 2012; racial identity, e.g., Hurd et al.
2013). The focus on occupying a minority posi-
tion in society, or belonging to a specific ethnic/
racial group, is not always explicitly emphasized
or the particular focus of the studies. Never-
theless, most of these studies do recognize its
importance and control for it in the analyses (e.g.,
Flouri & Panourgi 2014). The school context and
dynamics within schools take up a central role
in the design of studies and theories used that
score high on topics in this subcluster.

Cluster 3b

In the second subcluster, relatively more inter-
linkages are made to other disciplines than psy-
chology, such as health care sciences or public
health, thanin cluster 3a. Forinstance, in Topic 12,
studies focus on the evaluation of programs and
interventions directed at changing health-related
behaviour, both specifically related to adoles-
cence and peer pressure, such as substance use
(Shetgiri et al. 2011) and more generic health-
related behaviour, like wearing glasses (Yi et al.
2015). Furthermore, research articles focus more
on intervention programs, governance, and poli-
cies (especially Topics 12 and 17) compared to
cluster 3a. Most of these studies and programs
are explicitly directed at specific ethnic/racial
groups and aim to reduce their vulnerable and
disadvantaged position in society. Moreover, we
note that these policies are clearly linked to eth-
nic diversity and the so-called integration of eth-

nic minority groups or migrants into society and
schools (e.g., Topic 17; Bradbury 2008). Within
cluster 3b, schools are seen as a governance tool
to realize or promote a successful integration of
ethnic/racial minority groups within the domi-
nant or immigrant society and reduce ethnic/
racial inequalities or unequal opportunities in
society in general. In these articles, ethnic and
racial diversity are often seen as a problem that
need to be resolved, or as a potential that have
been insufficiently realized or that have not yet
led to positive outcomes. Furthermore, many of
these articles refer to ethnic/racial segregation
in society and aim to evaluate/study/implement
policies which are framed into wider societal
objectives and policies (e.g., Rasmussen, 2017).
Finally, in order to be able to understand and
evaluate such policies and programs, as well as
the role ethnicity and race plays herein, research
articles that study ethnic differences with regard
to particular psychological or health-related out-
comes are closely related, as well (namely, Topic
7 and 10). One topic in particular, Topic 7, is con-
cerned with how these psychological constructs
are measured and whether these scales are valid
for particular ethnic groups or vary across eth-
nic groups, such as self-concept scores (Worrell,
Watkins & Hall 2008) or the Reynolds adolescent
depression scale (Walker et al. 2005). Examining
the validity and reliability of these psychological
measurements is relevant when discussing and
examining ethnic differences in physical, sexual,
dietary and other activities of adolescents, as
is the case for studies in Topic 10 (e.g., Butt et
al. 2010; Sheng & Gao 2012). The finding that
there are clear differences across ethnic and
racial groups inspires developing new policies or
adjusting existing ones.

Clusters 3a and 3b

Articles in the third and final cluster have a clear
focus on psychological outcomes. Due to the
major changes and developments in adolescence
— which is often a specific topic of research in psy-
chology — the educational context plays a central
role in most of these studies. While in cluster 3a
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more attention is given to students’ psychologi-
cal development itself, research articles in cluster
3b focus more on how this differs across ethnic
groups and/or is measured differently, and con-
sequently relates to interventions and policies.

5. Discussion
When examining these clusters, some blind spots
can be identified that could broaden and inno-
vate our views on the relationship between race/
ethnicity and education, both within and across
disciplines. We will discuss the blind spots per
cluster. First of all, the first cluster, which focuses
on health, shows that a large number of studies
focusing on ethnicity/race and education in our
search do not really pay attention to educational
outcomes, but rather focus on health outcomes,
such as health care behaviours, substance
abuse and health disparities. The abundance of
research on these topics seems to suggest the
need to look from a more holistic perspective
at the school careers of youngsters and how it
affects their entire lives. Especially in secondary
education, ethnic and racial differences in peer
influences and deviant behaviour could play an
enormous role in the further development of
these young people’s school careers. Further-
more, it is surprising that these studies hardly
consider the wider school and societal context to
interpret their results. For example, studies that
load high on topics from the first cluster take
the school context for granted (first subcluster)
or are not even limited to school samples and
merely focus on general population trends, con-
trolling for educational background (second sub-
cluster). These studies depart from health care
sciences and substance use (cf. heatmap), and
hardly discuss the relationship between health-
related outcomes, education and ethnicity. More
research that focuses on the processes behind
this relationship that pays attention to the under-
lying dynamics is crucial to understand the mixed
effects of education on health-related outcomes.
The second cluster contains studies focus on
performance, enrolment and equity in educa-
tion, and depart from the social sciences. In this
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cluster, factors related to migration and/or being
part of an ethnic minority are considered, exam-
ining both the family environment as school-
related factors. The main focus of these studies
is on how these factors relate to the educational
careers and outcomes of particular groups of stu-
dents with a migration background or belonging
to ethnic minority groups. In line with currents of
thought within social science disciplines, the edu-
cational context is often an integral aspect of the
research question and focus. Different aspects
of this educational context, such as achievement
outcomes, enrolment policies or existing struc-
tures within the studied educational systems are
considered and critically assessed. At the same
time, attention has been paid to the ways in
which migration history or ethnic minority posi-
tion matters within this context. These research
trends are, for instance, more in line with intra-
disciplinary systematic literature reviews that
delineate research traditions focusing on ‘racism
and discrimination’ or ‘motivation and attitudes
towards school’ (e.g., Stevens & Dworkin 2019).
As these studies are very much concentrated on
the educational and migration/minority context
in which adolescents find themselves, they do
not fully capture other interfering/supporting
factors, such as substance abuse, or the rele-
vance of these factors in the lives of adolescents.
The relevance of these life domains compared
to each other has not yet been not yet explored
as they are not studied together. Furthermore,
these studies focus on how having a migration
background or belonging to an ethnic minority
shapes students’ educational careers, but do
not surpass this life phase as they do not delve
deeper into their consequences for students’
future lives.

Studies in the third cluster focus exclusively
on how adolescents experience (school) life, and
how programs, policies or other interventions
can be developed to improve this experience.
These studies incorporate the educational struc-
tures in which adolescents find themselves, but
focus on the psychological issues ethnic minori-
ties or migrants are dealing with, and how this
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relates to the overall position of particular eth-
nic groups in society. Schools are, rather, seen
as governance tools to compensate for these
structural positions; they are regarded as cru-
cial institutions in society to promote change or
to promote the successful integration of ethnic
minorities and migrants in society. Overall, stud-
ies in the third cluster can be clearly be catego-
rized with the discipline psychology, applying a
very (narrow) intra-disciplinary focus, or study
programs, policies and other ways to deal with
such issues. This focus gives a clear picture on
how being part of minority groups matters over-
all in life, but tends to neglect how institutions
are structured by society.

6. Conclusion
The present study shows that the combination of
ethnicity/race and secondary education is stud-
ied in a wide variety of disciplines, ranging from
health sciences, to sociology, clinical psychology
and educational research. Moreover, the find-
ings of this literature review go beyond disciplin-
ary tunnel visions. This study allows us to further
identify other relevant fields, concepts and stud-
ies, related to your central concepts, and reflect
upon how they are studied in other geographical
regions as well. This is frequently missed in pre-
vailing academic canons that mainly draw upon
research within the same (sub)discipline and
field of study. Departing from a broader scope,
using automated text analysis, is particularly
valuable when delineating a research domain
and/or question and to enlarge one’s literature
review, which further helps to avoid the pitfalls
of one’s specific (sub)discipline. Furthermore, by
revealing disciplinary blind spots on the subject,
this overview helps to make researchers’ implicit
reasons to include education and ethnicity in
their study more explicit, and contributes to
further interdisciplinary theory-building and/or
more critically reflecting on the premises, canons
and traditions in one‘s own discipline.

In our systematic literature review, we identi-
fied three clear clusters, each characterized by
a distinct approach on education and ethnicity.

Each cluster studies one aspect of the encom-
passing and structuring impact of both education
and ethnicity on all kinds of life opportunities
and chances. It should be noted that some eth-
nic/racial/migrant groups are more frequently
studied with regard to a particular topic. For
instance, ethnic minorities and migrant chil-
dren are more represented in Topic 8; migrant
populations are more studied in Topic 15; and all
groups are included in Topic 18. Also these top-
ics demonstrate that ‘ethnicity’ and ‘migration’
are more often studied together when discuss-
ing issues such as belonging in education (e.g.,
cluster 2a) or ‘race’ and ‘structural discrimina-
tion’ (e.g., cluster 2b). Similar nuances are noted
with regard to the educational level examined.
This bias with regard to studied ethnic or migrant
groups related to specific topics could also relate
to the needs these groups have and the distinct
positions they have across societies.

Some limitations of this paper need to be
noted. First, the disciplines included in our study
aligned with the pre-existing categorizations
found on the Web of Science database . The
technique to develop the heatmap also did not
allow us to consider all disciplines. Second, due
to our selection of journals and papers in Web of
Science, the search terms in English we used, as
well as our choice to include ‘race’ in the search
terms for this study, there is a clear limitation
with regard to language in which papers are pub-
lished, and consequently, a geographic bias of
the selected and discussed articles. This selection
bias reflects the existing power dynamics in the
academics and beyond. As most highly ranked
journals, included in Web of Science, publish
in the United States of America and the United
Kingdom, and most journals are published in Eng-
lish (Mongeon & Paul-Hus 2016). For this reason,
journal articles conducted within these countries
weigh more heavily in the current overview as
well. This also has consequences for the ways
in which ethnic and racial inequalities in edu-
cation are approached in research. This may be
particularly relevant because the concepts ‘race’
and ‘ethnicity’ have very contextualised mean-
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ings and historical roots in each country (Ladson-
Billings & Tate 1993; Jenkins 1993).

Departing from this interdisciplinary system-
atic overview, future research could focus more
on specific clusters and/or delve deeper into the
research traditions of each cluster by combining
automated text analysis with qualitative review
techniques. More generally, we hope that our
article contributes to further interdisciplinary
work by helping researchers to go beyond their
disciplinary blind spots and to develop new inno-
vative ways in which education and ethnicity
could be studied.
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