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Original Research

Socio-emotional aspects play a crucial role in learning, 
achievement, and educational attainment. Feelings of attach-
ment to school and the learning environment, and well-being, 
but particularly the lack of such positive resources may lead 
to negative consequences in school and beyond such as stu-
dents’ school phobia, low participation, low achievement 
and educational success, disruptive behavior, dropout, or 
delinquency (e.g., Geddes, 2006; Henry et al., 2012; Huebner 
et al., 2014; Morinaj & Hascher, 2019). How students posi-
tion themselves socio-emotionally toward the school changes 
over time, as many students become more distant to school 
and education during their educational trajectory (Çağlar, 
2013; Hascher & Hagenauer, 2010).

This study centers on the school alienation approach, a 
concept that attempts to take explicit account of this process 
of distancing and detachment. School alienation (SAL)  
is conceptualized—following an approach of Hascher & 
Hadjar (2018) that is based on previous classical alienation 
concepts (e.g., Seeman, 1959) and more recent applications 
to learning environments (e.g., Mann, 2005)—as a set of 
negative attitudes toward academic and social aspects of 
schooling. SAL constitutes a complex phenomenon, as it 
covers three domains which are located at the interfaces 
between school, family, and peer group (Morinaj et al., 2021). 

International research from various disciplines such as edu-
cational studies, sociology, and psychology universally 
perceives school alienation as a serious problem (e.g., 
Brown et  al., 2003; Hascher & Hadjar, 2018; Hascher & 
Hagenauer, 2010), as alienated students are hardly inter-
ested in schooling and often show deviant behavior or 
reduced engagement, leading to low educational success, 
school dropout, and educational poverty (e.g., Archambault 
et  al., 2009; Avci & Çelikkaleli, 2016; Studsrød & Bru, 
2012). In this light, it is important to gain further specific 
knowledge about the processes that lead to school alien-
ation. Furthermore, research on school alienation has until 
now usually focused on the individual from a cross-sec-
tional perspective (Calabrese & Seldin, 1986; Tarquin & 
Cook-Cottone, 2008). Previous research emphasized the 
impact of the school setting on students’ attitudes toward 
school. This also demonstrated that negative student–
teacher relationships enhance the development of school 
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alienation (Çağlar, 2013; Hascher & Hagenauer, 2010; 
Legault et al., 2006). Therefore, school-related aspects such 
as the teacher–student relationship and teaching styles need 
to be taken into account to understand causes and mediating 
factors of school alienation in a more holistic way. Addressing 
this research gap, this study focuses on teaching styles as one 
possible school-related driver of school alienation. The start-
ing point of our investigation is the assumption that a posi-
tive classroom environment, including positive interactions 
and relationships between teachers and students, may have 
positive effects on students’ attitudes toward school and 
learning. The ways in which students emotionally and cogni-
tively experience teaching styles in the classroom affect their 
attitudes toward school. While a positive perception fosters 
bonding with and engagement at school, negative experi-
ences result in students’ feelings of distance from school and 
learning (Çağlar, 2013; Hascher & Hagenauer, 2010; Legault 
et  al., 2006; Murdock, 1999). As central agents, teachers 
have an impact on students’ well-being in school and the 
extent to which they bond with school (Bombèr & Hughes, 
2013; Hattie, 2009), reaching beyond an academic support 
function (Hascher & Hadjar, 2018; Hagenauer & Volet, 2014; 
Pianta & Hamre, 2009). Teachers’ practices in relationship 
building are considered as particularly important for students 
who struggle in adapting to school or have school phobia 
(Bombèr & Hughes, 2013; Geddes, 2006). While fulfilling an 
affective and support function, teachers’ interactions with stu-
dents have the potential to enhance or hamper developmental 
changes in relation to students’ engagement in the classroom 
(Pianta & Hamre, 2009) as well as students’ academic perfor-
mance (Bombèr & Hughes, 2013). Certain teaching styles 
have also been shown to have a preventive function on stu-
dents’ disengagement and alienation in school (Patall et al., 
2018). Accordingly, teachers’ role and more specifically their 
teaching style is crucial to students’ attitudes toward school 
and learning and is thus linked to school alienation.

Taking these conceptual discourses, previous findings, and 
research desiderata into account, the main objective of this 
study is to contribute to the examination of school alienation 
by analyzing students’ perceptions of their teachers’ teaching 
styles as an important determinant of school alienation as 
well as the behavioral consequences of school alienation.

The analysis of teaching styles and school behavior of 
primary school students builds on a longitudinal panel study. 
The empirical analysis is based on data from Luxembourgish 
primary students (years 5 and 6), gathered within the 
research project School Alienation in Switzerland and 
Luxembourg (SASAL). We decided to focus on primary 
school because previous research has shown that school 
alienation is already developing in the early school years 
(Finn, 1989; Hascher & Hagenauer, 2010). Although the 
Luxembourgish primary schooling system is comprehen-
sive, it is oriented toward an externally segregated and strat-
ified secondary education system. As the allocation into 
distinct secondary school tracks is based on prior 

educational achievement, the final school years in primary 
school (grades 5 and 6) are crucial and characterized by 
extensive academic pressure (see Krolak-Schwerdt et  al., 
2015). The case of Luxembourg is comparable with other 
stratified educational systems and countries that are charac-
terized by residential segregation and, thus, prone to educa-
tional inequalities in terms of systematic variations in 
educational attainment along certain axes of inequality such 
as social origin, gender, or immigrant background (Hascher 
& Hadjar, 2018). A main expression of such inequalities that 
constitute a social problem in Luxembourg are strong disad-
vantages in educational achievement and educational trajec-
tories for working-class students, boys, and students with 
certain immigrant origins (e.g., Portuguese origin).

Our research design constitutes a mixed-methods sequen-
tial design in which the quantitative and qualitative parts 
dealt with distinct complementary research questions. The 
quantitative part was based on a survey that focused on the 
causes and consequences of school alienation and on the 
research question of how (an authoritative teaching style 
versus unfair) teaching styles at the classroom level affect 
students’ attitudes toward teachers and learning as well as 
their behavior (deviant behavior in school and classroom 
participation) at the individual level. In order to provide 
more detailed insights, the qualitative part was based on 
focus groups focusing on students’ experiences and addressed 
the questions of which teacher practices students perceive as 
unfair and how these affect students’ attitudes toward school.

In the next section, we introduce the concepts of school 
alienation and teaching styles, specifying the relation 
between these issues as well as the link to students’ behav-
ioral consequences. The method section introduces the 
applied mixed-methods design, which aimed to convey the 
complexity of the phenomenon of school alienation. While 
we present the quantitative and qualitative results separately, 
the main results of both substudies are integrated in a succes-
sive section. In the final section, we summarize the main 
findings; reflect on theory, methodology, and the current 
state of research; and discuss the study’s strengths, limita-
tions, and implications for future research.

Theoretical Framework

This section introduces the concept of school alienation and 
the theoretical assumptions that support, first, the link between 
teaching styles and school alienation, and second, the link 
between school alienation and behavioral consequences.

How Teaching Styles Affect School Alienation

The concept of school alienation.  Even though research on 
school alienation began about 40 years ago (Dynan, 1980; 
Mau, 1989), it has recently attracted new attention from the 
international educational research community (Archambault 
et al., 2009; Demanet & van Houtte, 2012a). School alienation 
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describes the students’ belief of not fitting into and feeling 
mostly uncomfortable in school (Leduc & Bouffard, 2017). In 
accordance with a recent conceptualization and empirical vali-
dation (Hascher & Hadjar, 2018; Morinaj et al., 2017), school 
alienation is defined as a multidimensional construct that com-
prises a set of negative attitudes toward school that are related 
to certain domains of schooling, namely, learning, teachers, 
and classmates. Alienation does not necessarily occur in all 
those domains, and alienation in regard to different domains 
may also have specific consequences. Thus, considering the 
different domains is meaningful. What also needs to be taken 
into account is that school alienation relates to a dynamic pro-
cess rather than a static trait: School alienation changes over 
the course of students’ educational pathways—like students’ 
attitudes toward school and learning in general (Hascher & 
Hagenauer, 2010)—and particularly increases toward and 
during secondary schooling (Hadjar et al., 2021; Hascher & 
Hadjar, 2018).

As this conceptualization of school alienation is similar 
to other concepts like (dis)engagement (Fredericks et  al., 
2004), (a)motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2008), well-being 
(Hascher, 2012), or participation (Loftin et al., 2010) that 
describe the students’ situation in school, their relationship 
needs clarification. While some of those concepts refer to 
attitudes as well as to behavior, the main advantage of 
school alienation is that it strictly differentiates between 
those aspects. In doing so, school alienation is understood 
as an attitudinal phenomenon (Hascher & Hadjar, 2018), 
whereas behavior like participation or engagement is a con-
sequence of alienation. From a sociological or social-psy-
chological point of view, this differentiation is meaningful 
because—according to the theory of planned behavior 
(Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975) and situational action theory 
(Wikström, 2014)—attitudes structure behavior but do not 
entirely determine it.

The role of teachers in developing school alienation.  While 
school alienation can also develop before students enter the 
schooling system, namely via parental and family influ-
ences, its development is mainly affected by structural 
stressors and experiences in school and particular agents 
within the school setting. This general thesis resembles 
Geddes’ (2006) perspective that children’s socio-emotional 
development before they come to the school is crucial, but 
the teachers’ function includes providing these students with 
the necessary support to be able to attach to school and par-
ticularly to the school environment. Teachers’ support is 
especially of interest for those students who—due to their 
socio-emotional development—show difficulties in adapt-
ing to school and its demands, and may likely develop a 
school phobia as an extreme behavioral outcome (Geddes, 
2006). Thus, we focus on teachers as the primary agents in 
this environment. As indicated above, teachers function—
apart from their role as instructors—as an attachment base, 
that is, they have to foster positive relationships and support 
students’ attachment to school vis-à-vis previous and 

ongoing attachment processes of the children regarding 
their families, peers, and the wider social world (cf. Bombèr 
& Hughes, 2013; Geddes, 2006; or the intervention study of 
Nash & Schlösser, 2015). From a more sociological per-
spective, this function can be understood as enhancing stu-
dents’ “social capital” (Coleman, 1988), as the teachers’ 
functions include caring for, motivating, and supporting 
their students. Thus, in terms of a social resource, teachers 
are crucial for students’ subjective well-being in school 
(Gambone et  al., 2002; Pianta et  al., 2003). As positive 
teacher–student relationships also enhance students’ aca-
demic performance (Bombèr & Hughes, 2013), they consti-
tute an important factor for both student well-being and 
academic outcomes. The important role of teachers in stu-
dents’ social and academic development (Hamre & Pianta, 
2007; Rutter & Maughan, 2002) has also been supported by 
means of attachment theory (Baker, 2006; Bowlby, 1982) 
and social setting theory (Luckner & Pianta, 2011; Tseng & 
Seidman, 2007). Both claim that children’s behavior is 
shaped by social interactions with ongoing relational repre-
sentations, whereas the latter concept specifies this con-
struct by framing these relationships within settings.

Teaching styles and their impact on school-alienation-related 
characteristics.  As previously indicated, teaching styles are 
crucial for students’ academic and social development, espe-
cially for those who struggle to meet school expectations 
(Eisenhower et  al., 2007; Geddes, 2006; Sabol & Pianta, 
2012) and those with learning disabilities or behavioral 
issues (Baker, 2006; Eisenhower et al., 2007). Research has 
revealed that teaching practices are potential drivers of atti-
tudes such as alienation. This has particularly been shown for 
pedagogical traditions of instruction with regard to students’ 
attitudes toward mathematics (Solomon & Croft, 2016).

Commonly three different teaching styles are distin-
guished: the authoritarian, the authoritative, and the permis-
sive teaching style (Dever & Karabenick, 2011; Hallinan, 
2008; Luckner & Pianta, 2011). Research on classroom 
teaching differentiates teaching styles with respect to the 
extent to which they display empathy and academic pressure. 
The authoritarian teaching style is characterized by a high 
degree of academic pressure and less solicitude, whereas the 
permissive teaching style reflects a high degree of solicitude 
and low or absent academic pressure. The authoritative 
teaching style balances academic pressure and solicitude 
while also considering fairness and rule enforcement (Dever 
& Karabenick, 2011).

According to research (e.g., Aldhafri & Alhraji, 2014; 
Walker, 2008), students with authoritarian teachers show the 
lowest levels of motivation, whereas educational success is 
lowest in classrooms led by laissez-faire teachers who 
employ a permissive teaching style. However, a culture-spe-
cific perspective is needed, as it has been shown for the US 
that specific ethnic groups preferred authoritarian teaching 
styles, which appeared to lead to better results (Dever & 
Karabenick, 2011). A majority of studies (Baker et al., 2009; 
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Birch & Ladd, 1998; Myers & Pianta, 2008) have demon-
strated that students benefit from an authoritative teaching 
style: They achieve better educational results, are better inte-
grated into school, and show a reduced risk of school failure. 
Hallinan (2008) also found in her study on school attachment 
that students who perceive their teachers as caring and 
respectful think more positively about school. Similar results 
were revealed in a Swiss study of secondary school students 
by Hadjar et al., 2015: An authoritative teaching style was 
found to go along with lower school alienation and higher 
educational success. Baker et al. (2009) also came to the con-
clusion that a student-oriented teaching style is beneficial for 
students’ educational performance and development.

Focusing on teacher–student relationships, several studies 
(Baker et  al., 2008; Çağlar, 2013; Hascher & Hagenauer, 
2010; Legault et al., 2006) have highlighted a lack of fairness 
and respect as well as low teacher engagement as key ele-
ments of a negative teaching style. This highlights the impor-
tance of fairness in teaching. Thus, in addition to the 
authoritative teaching style we include the unfair teaching 
style that is related to the three-dimensional concept men-
tioned above (e.g., Dever & Karabenick, 2011). Teachers’ 
(un)fairness and (in)justice are mirrored in students’ social 
behavior (Schäfer & Dalbert, 2013) in the classroom. On the 
one hand, fair teaching is expressed by interactional fairness 
with regard to interpersonal (e.g., polite and respectful) and 
informational (e.g., school-related matters) interactions with 
students. But on the other hand, fair teaching is expressed by 
procedural fairness in terms of equal treatment of the student 
body while considering individual educational needs and 
interests. Relying on fairness in the classroom fosters stu-
dents’ development with regard to positive interrelational 
experiences and learning outcomes (Kahileh et al., 2013). On 
the basis of this empirical state of research, we propose that 
the unfair teaching style has a detrimental effect on students’ 
development. However, up to now little has been known 
about how students experience and assess unfair teaching 
styles. The predominantly quantitative studies show the cor-
relation between teaching style and student behavior or well-
being, but information about students’ concrete experiences 
in the classroom is still scarce.

Behavioral Consequences of School Alienation

School alienation is expected to play a decisive role in shap-
ing behavior in class, such as students’ social and perfor-
mance behavior (Ricard & Pelletier, 2016), and it can lead to 
severe consequences in the long run (Hadjar et al., 2015). 
This correlation between school alienation and classroom 
participation as well as deviant behavior will be examined in 
this article as two major drivers that support or hinder aca-
demic achievement.

Ajzen’s (1985, 2002) theory of planned behavior provides 
a useful approach to understand the mechanisms and deter-
minants of those behavioral consequences. In this light, 
intentions and objective limitations such as individual or 

institutional boundaries and capacities affect behavioral con-
sequences. According to Ajzen (2002), attitudes are based on 
beliefs regarding expected and desired outcomes as well as 
other utilities and are strongly related to behavior. In this 
vein, school alienation is based on students’ perceptions of 
their learning environment regarding certain utilities, with 
well-being as the highest goal (Hadjar et al., 2015; Ormel 
et  al., 1999). Thus, perceptions and attitudes appear to be 
crucial in explaining and understanding students’ behavior 
(von Saldern, 1992).

After having clarified how certain attitudes determine stu-
dents’ behavior, the following paragraphs describe the state 
of research regarding classroom participation and deviant 
behavior.

Classroom participation.  Because classroom participation is 
related to the extent to which students are actively engaged 
in class, classroom participation plays a crucial role in stu-
dents’ learning development (Loftin et  al., 2010; Tatar, 
2005). According to Finn’s (1989) participation-identifica-
tion concept, both behavioral (participation at school) and 
cognitive (identification with school) components enhance 
the probability of school alienation. In addition, besides vari-
ables such as class size, age, gender, time spent in class, and 
class preparation, all of which may have only a minor effect 
on classroom participation, fear of peer disapproval has been 
shown to be a major determinant of students’ classroom par-
ticipation. Teachers can foster classroom participation by 
creating a safe environment through an active and positive 
reinforcement that fosters students’ confidence and willing-
ness to speak up in class, as well as by asking and answering 
questions (Loftin et al., 2010). In this regard, teachers can be 
supportive and caring so that expressions of peer disapproval 
are avoided (Mustapha et al., 2010). All in all, classroom par-
ticipation is assumed to be students’ response to the per-
ceived learning environment that is mediated by students’ 
attitudes (school alienation).

Deviant behavior in school.  As an institution, school aims to 
shape students’ behavior so that educational success is fos-
tered. Students are in permanent tension between confronta-
tion, adaptation, and resilience to school conditions (Kramer, 
2014). Deviant behavior in school is characterized by a vio-
lation of school norms and values—such as school absen-
teeism, cheating, failing to follow the teacher’s instructions, 
and violent behavior against people or school property 
(Hadjar, Grünewald-Huber, & Gysin, 2012). According to 
the concept of “underlife” by Goffman (1961), students 
might use deviant behavioral patterns as coping mechanisms 
that allow them to express negative attitudes toward school-
ing. Along these lines, the model of situational action theory 
(Wikström & Sampson, 2003) provides the basis for the fol-
lowing argument: School alienation functions like a frame. 
Accordingly, actions emerge from particular situations as a 
person’s processual perspective on social factors such  
as teacher–student interactions within the classroom 
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(Wikström & Sampson, 2003). Alienated students use this 
frame to select behaviors, demonstrating certain actions that 
go against the schools’ expectations of a “good student,” 
namely, nonconforming deviant behavior that disrupts 
learning processes (Hadjar, Grünewald-Huber, & Gysin, 
2012). Moreover, with regard to the role of teachers, exist-
ing research has demonstrated that teachers’ low expecta-
tions and lack of support are associated with higher school 
misconduct (Demanet & van Houtte, 2012b).

Overall, for the quantitative longitudinal study the follow-
ing four hypotheses were developed from the state of research 
mentioned above. For the qualitative in-depth study the theo-
retical framework functions as a sensitizing concept.

Hypothesis 1: The more students perceive that their 
teacher is exhibiting an authoritative teaching style 
(classroom level), the less students are alienated from 
learning and their teacher (individual level).
Hypothesis 2: The more students perceive that their 
teacher is exhibiting an unfair teaching style (classroom 
level), the more students are alienated from learning and 
from their teacher (individual level).
Hypothesis 3: The more students are alienated from learn-
ing and their teachers, the lower their participation in the 
classroom.
Hypothesis 4: The more alienated students are from learn-
ing and their teachers, the higher their deviant behavior 
in school.

Research Design of the Mixed-Methods 
Study

First, we introduce the mixed-methods approach we 
employed. Afterwards we outline the specific features of the 
quantitative and qualitative analyses separately. This strategy 
meets our intention to consider both studies as independent 
and fully adequate elements of the mixed-methods design 
that complement each other.

Conceptualization of the Mixed-Methods Study

Exploring the characteristics and impact of an authoritative 
teaching style and a(n) (un)fair teaching style from students’ 
perspective, this study employed a mixed-methods design 
that enabled us to capture students’ attitudes toward school 
as well as their everyday experiences in the classroom in 
depth. The main objective was to gain a deeper understand-
ing of the relation between teaching styles, school alienation, 
and its behavioral consequences.

Following Moran-Ellis et  al. (2006), the mixed-methods 
research design determined the entire research process, from 
formulating the research questions until the results and discus-
sion. Even though the quantitative and qualitative studies were 
conceptualized as independent studies following separate 
research questions, substantial integration was targeted by 

connecting the results of both studies. Because sequential 
mixed-methods designs are often criticized for insufficient 
integration of research strands (Bryman, 2014; Creswell & 
Plano Clark, 2007; Halcomb, 2019), this study presents the 
triangulated findings—which display how both strands benefit 
from each other and contribute to deeper insights in relation 
to the research objectives—in a triangulation section follow-
ing two separate results sections. Whereas mixed-methods 
research quality criteria constitute the overarching framework 
for linking both studies, specific quantitative and qualitative 
quality criteria were applied to the respective research strands 
(Halcomb, 2019).

The overarching aim of the methodological triangulation 
was not to validate existing findings (post-positivistic 
approach), but rather to establish a deeper understanding of 
school alienation by following a complementary approach 
(Bryman, 2006; Hammersley, 2008). This means that quanti-
tative and qualitative research strands focus on different 
aspects of the research question, providing a more compre-
hensive understanding (Woolley, 2009). Hence, this comple-
mentary research strategy enables us to consider macro and 
micro levels of social analysis. In doing so, our study benefits 
from combining the strengths of quantitative and qualitative 
approaches. Whereas the quantitative research strand focuses 
on relationships between variables, explaining structures and 
processes, the qualitative study enables us to examine the rea-
sons behind such relationships (Bryman, 1988, 1992). In this 
light, the mixed methods provide the flexibility to examine 
the research questions with the procedures that appear to be 
most promising and adequate (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009).

More precisely, we employed a sequential in-depth 
design, which means that a quantitative study preceded a 
qualitative study (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007; Mayring, 
2001). Starting with the quantitative study, we examined the 
effect of teaching styles on school alienation and behavioral 
consequences. Because the items applied for the unfair 
teaching style are lacking detail, the qualitative study aimed 
to study this aspect in depth. In doing so, the qualitative 
approach provided direct insights into how students define 
and experience unfair teaching. Overall, this research strat-
egy allowed us to complement the standardized questions 
from the quantitative questionnaire survey with interpreta-
tions from the individual students’ perspective.

To ensure correspondence between the quantitative and 
qualitative substudies, this paper was based on data gathered 
from primary school students in Luxembourg in two con-
secutive waves in school year 5 (wave 2; age 11) and year 6 
(wave 3; age 12). The quantitative analysis of this paper was 
based on a questionnaire survey that focused on how teach-
ing styles affect students’ attitudes and behavior. The qualita-
tive analysis was based on focus groups, analyzing classroom 
dynamics that focused on how students experience their 
teachers’ practices and learning in everyday school life, as 
well as what conflicts predominate in the classroom and how 
the students deal with them.
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Methodology of the quantitative study
Sampling.  The sample is based on a selection of Luxem-

bourgish primary schools. The nonrandom cluster sample 
comprises 17 primary schools in Luxembourg with a total 
of 39 classrooms (N = 460). The sampling strategy aimed to 
capture geographical and social heterogeneity. Another sam-
pling objective was to gather a student sample that comprises 
a sufficient number of alienated students, leading to an over-
representation of male students, students from low social 
origin, and immigrant students, as comparisons between 
sample and population reveal. The net initial sample used for 
the quantitative analyses refers to two consecutive waves. 
Students were surveyed in school years 5 and 6. In year 5, 
primary school students are regularly 11 years old in the 
Luxembourgish education system. The nested data structure 
allows for a multilevel design: While students’ perceptions 
of teaching styles relate to the classroom level, students’ 
school alienation and behavioral outcomes are individual-
level variables.

Method of data gathering and operationalizations.  The 
quantitative student data were gathered with a standardized 
questionnaire designed in German and French. The stu-
dents completed the questionnaires in the classrooms, with 
researchers being present to respond to any queries. The mea-
surement instruments were partly derived from tested and 
applied item sets, and partly derived from self-constructions 
that have undergone extensive tests regarding the quality 
criteria of quantitative research within the scope of a pre-
test and validations. Scaling criteria have been measurement 

invariance over time and between different settings. All mea-
sures used are based on student reports. This also includes 
teaching styles. Following the Thomas theorem (Thomas & 
Thomas, 1928), students’ perceptions of the teaching styles 
have a stronger impact on their attitudes and behavior than 
actual teaching styles. Table 1 provides an overview of the 
operationalizations of the most important parameters to 
evaluate distribution, validity and reliability of measures, 
and references that also link to more detailed accounts on the 
methodological quality of the used scales. All scales appear 
to meet the internal consistency threshold (considering the 
number of items) and are thus of sufficient reliability.

Methodology of the qualitative study.  The starting point for the 
qualitative study was the fact that the unfair teaching style 
has not yet been investigated in detail. Furthermore, the 
items employed in the quantitative study that capture the 
unfair teaching style suppose a certain understanding of jus-
tice, injustice, and fairness, for example, “My teachers treat 
me unfairly” or “I experience injustice in school.” To obtain 
detailed insights, we conducted an in-depth qualitative study 
to complement the research gap from the quantitative results 
by analyzing students’ perceptions of a(n) (un)fair teaching 
style and the ways in which it affects them.

Sampling.  The qualitative data stemmed from focus groups 
with a total of 38 students from year 6 (age 11–13; 23 female 
and 15 male students) in two Luxembourgish primary 
schools. In order to match the quantitative substudy and its 
sampling objective to achieve heterogeneity (including 

Table 1.  Operationalizations.

Scale/item (origin) Construction
Number of items/
Cronbach’s alpha Example item Distribution

Authoritative teaching style, 
wave 2 (BiKS study; Weinert 
et al., 2013) (classroom level)

4 items, students’ indication: 
(1—disagree and 4—agree), 
mean index, Min: 1, Max: 4

4/α = .59 “My teachers 
support me when I 
need some help.”

x = 3.35,
SD = 0.55

Unfair teaching style, wave 2 
(Dalbert & Stoeber, 2002) 
(classroom level)

3 items, students’ indication: 
(1—disagree and 4—agree), 
mean index, Min: 1, Max: 4

3/α = .76 “My teachers treat 
me unfairly.”

x = 1.58, SD = 0.73

School alienation from teachers, 
wave 2 and 3 (self-construction 
Morinaj et al., 2017)

8 items, students’ indication: 
(1—disagree and 4—agree), 
mean index, Min: 1, Max: 4

8/α = .87 “My teachers don’t 
take me seriously.”

x = 1.90, SD = 0.65

School alienation from learning, 
wave 2 and 3 (self-construction, 
Morinaj et al., 2017)

8 items, students’ indication: 
(1—disagree and 4—agree), 
mean index, Min: 1, Max: 4

8/α = .87 “I don’t feel like 
learning anything in 
school.”

x = 2.10, SD = 0.62

Deviant behavior in school, wave 
3 (Melzer & Schubarth, 2006)

19 items, occurrence of deviant 
behavior,

Students’ indication: (“never” to 
“almost daily”), dichotomized 
(“never” versus “already done”), 
sum index, Min: 0, Max: 19

19/α = .92 “Annoying others, 
throwing things at 
others in class.”

x = 4.74, SD = 5.20

Classroom participation, wave 
3 (Eder, 1995 in Hagenauer, 
2011) 

5 items, students’ indication: 
(1—disagree and 4—agree), 
mean index, Min: 1, Max: 4

5/α = .79 “I always pay 
attention in class.”

x = 3.48, SD = 0.46

Source. Own depiction.
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high- and low-achieving classrooms), we selected certain 
schools from the quantitative sample for this study. How-
ever, due to methodological considerations—particularly to 
prevent halo effects related to a bias in which an impression 
created during the first step influences responses in the sec-
ond step—students from the qualitative study did not partici-
pate in the quantitative survey study. While the school École 
Garonnet (pseudonym) is characterized by low-achieving 
students from an urban neighborhood that is located in the 
south of Luxembourg, the school École Bacchus (pseud-
onym) is characterized by high-achieving students from an 
affluent quarter in the center of Luxembourg.

Method of data gathering and analytical procedure.  Semistruc-
tured focus groups were used to obtain the students’ experi-
ences and feelings in relation to school and learning. The 
focus groups used an interview guideline centering on the 
students’ interrelationships and relationships with their 
teachers as well as preferences and dislikes of aspects of 
schooling and school alienation. The interview guideline was 
based on open-ended questions that were supplemented by 
follow-up questions, which is why the chosen semistructured 
approach provided both a structure that ensured a focus on 
the research interest as well as a flexible frame for the stu-
dents to be able to introduce topics and aspects that are 
important for them in reaching beyond the predetermined 
structure. Taking a reserved role (Kamberelis & Dimitriadis, 
2020), the interviewer functioned as a moderator, helping to 
focus the group discussion on the themes of interest, facili-
tating interchanges and integrating all students into the con-
versation, with the aim of including a number of perspectives 
on those topics.

In line with the qualitative paradigm, this approach enabled 
the researchers to understand the students’ assessments and 
interactions while being aware of internal conflicts in narra-
tives and between students (Brinkmann, 2020). Moreover, 
using an interview guideline strengthened the comparability 
between the group discussions (Brenner, 2006).

A further rationale for choosing a semistructured approach 
was the assumption that the primary school students were 
used to being guided through the classroom setting by an 
adult, which is why a degree of structure and leadership was 
perceived as an advantage in creating an environment as 
familiar as possible. The semistructured guideline-based 
focus groups lasted approximately 45 minutes and were con-
ducted in German, whereby, due to the multilingual context 
of Luxembourg, the students answered the questions in 
German, French, or Luxembourgish. Each focus group was 
audio- and videorecorded to understand as well as possible 
what was going on during the inquiry.

After transcription and anonymization, the focus group 
content was analyzed by applying Mayring’s (2001) qualita-
tive content analysis. In doing so, categories were created in 
inductive as well as in deductive ways. Successively, parts of 
the material were assigned to those categories. The coding 
process corresponds to a reduction of the material, as it 

focused on selected aspects of meaning relating to the overall 
research questions (Schreier, 2014). The focus of interpreta-
tion encompassed explicit emotional and cognitive content 
within the transcripts. To ensure reflexivity, codes and inter-
pretations were discussed in the team as well as in the con-
text of research workshops.

Results

In accordance with the mixed-methods approach outlined 
above, the quantitative and qualitative results are presented 
separately in the next section before they are substantially 
integrated.

Quantitative Results: Structural Equation Model

In order to demonstrate the complex (direct and indirect) 
links between teaching styles, at the classroom level, and 
school alienation and behavioral outcomes (deviant behavior 
in school and classroom participation), at the individual stu-
dent level, the analyses were conducted by following a (mul-
tilevel) structural equation approach (Muthén & Muthén, 
1998–2012). Random intercept models (intercept as out-
come) were estimated (level 1/within: students; level 2/
between: classrooms) while controlling for social origin, 
gender, and immigrant background. Thus, links between 
demographic variables and other independent and dependent 
(i.e., exogenous and endogenous) variables were estimated. 
For clarity of presentation, control variables are not dis-
played in the visual representation of the results (Figure 1). 
According to the goodness-of-fit indices, the quality of the 
structural equation model was high. The hypothetical model 
corresponded excellently with the empirical model accord-
ing to these indices and in particular according to the chi-
square test, which indicates that the structures in the data do 
not differ significantly from the structure of the theoretical 
model (Hu & Bentler, 1999).

The results of the structural equation model (Figure 1) 
indicate that an unfair teaching style in year 5 is associated 
with a higher degree of alienation from teachers and from 
learning in year 5, whereas an authoritative teaching style 
(year 5) is associated only with a lower degree of alienation 
from teachers (year 5). Both teaching styles are associated 
with each other: The greater the unfairness of the perceived 
teaching style, the less teaching styles are perceived as 
authoritative in terms of student-oriented and supportive on 
the classroom level. While teaching styles (year 5) did not 
directly affect alienation from learning and alienation from 
teachers (year 6)—indicating that school alienation is situa-
tion specific—there is some linkage mediated by the school 
alienation scores in year 5 given the moderate association—
that is to say, a medium level of stability—regarding both 
alienation dimensions between years 5 and 6. On students’ 
behavioral level, alienation from teachers (year 6) is linked 
to both higher levels of deviant behavior in school and lower 
classroom participation (year 6), while alienation from 
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learning—measured at the same time point—is associated 
only with lower classroom participation (year 6). Finally, the 
two behavioral consequences are associated with each other: 
Students who reported a higher level of deviant behavior in 
school also showed lower classroom participation.

Summarizing the quantitative results in the light of the 
theory-driven hypotheses, two out of four hypotheses were 
supported: The presented results indicate that an authorita-
tive teaching style prevents students from experiencing 
alienation from teachers, but not from learning. Thus, 
Hypothesis 1—which proposed that the more students per-
ceive a teaching style as authoritative (classroom level), the 
less they are alienated from their teachers and learning (indi-
vidual level)—is confirmed. In support of Hypothesis 2—
which proposed that the greater the unfairness of the 
perceived teaching style by the students (classroom level), 
the more they are alienated from learning and their teachers 
(individual level). Thus an unfair teaching style enhances 
students’ risk to suffer from alienation from learning and 
teaching. Hypotheses 3 and 4 focused on the link between 
school alienation and deviant behavior in school and 

classroom participation as behavioral consequences: 
Hypothesis 3—which proposed that the more students are 
alienated from learning and teachers, the lower their par-
ticipation in the classroom—was supported by the data. 
However, Hypothesis 4 received support only with regard to 
the link between students’ alienation toward teachers and 
deviant behavior in school, with no effect between alienation 
toward teachers and classroom participation. Thus, as 
hypothesized, the more alienated students are from teachers, 
the higher their deviant behavior in school.

Qualitative Results: Qualitative Content Analysis

Qualitative analyses aimed to identify which teacher practices 
are perceived as unfair and how these affect students’ attitudes 
toward school. The main codes in the coding system relied on 
the theoretical concept of Luckner and Pianta (2011) regarding 
the three main functions of teachers as central agents (emo-
tional support, instructional support, and classroom organiza-
tion) who affect students’ attitudes toward schooling. When 
considering the students’ perspectives, these main codes were 

Figure 1.  Multilevel structural equation model: teaching styles, school alienation, deviant behavior, and classroom participation.
Notes. Standardized estimates; * paths significant (5% level), controlled for social and migration background, gender; W2 Grade 5/Cycle 4.1; W3 Year 
6/Cycle 4.2. Database: Luxembourgish primary school sample (students: N = 460; classrooms: N = 39).
Model fit: chi-square test, χ2 = 7.797, df = 4, p = .100; RMSEA = 0.054; SRMR = 0.022 (within), 0.025 (between); CFI = 0.994; TLI = 0.940.
Source. Own depiction.
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fleshed out with their statements. The emotional support code 
comprises subcodes related to teachers’ strictness and their 
unequal treatment of, interest in, empathy for, and support of 
students, as well as teachers’ emotions during class. 
Instructional support is associated with the way teachers 
explain the learning content in relation to students’ abilities to 
understand. Its subcodes reflect the relevance of the teaching 
material and language use in class and of the teachers’ prac-
tices that directly determine how students learn in the class-
room. The latter includes the way teachers structure learning 
in the sense of setting time frames and in the way they assess 
students’ academic work. The third main code, classroom 
organization, focuses on teachers’ support concerning stu-
dents’ educational allocation to secondary school, practices of 
unequal punishment, and teachers’ conflict management skills. 
Furthermore, the practices teachers apply to create variety in 
the classroom are part of the classroom organization. While 
the perceptions of unfair treatment were based on students’ 
individual values and/or comparisons among classmates or 
between classes, the qualitative results showed a medium level 
of satisfaction with teachers and learning.

Analyses revealed that students characterized a fair teach-
ing style as equal treatment with regard to classroom rules 
(procedural justice) and equal amounts of teachers’ empathy 
for students’ intentions (interactional justice). By contrast, 
an unfair teaching style is described as an unequal level of 
sympathy that is expressed through a teacher’s lack of aware-
ness regarding pedagogical intentions:

Dillan: What I also recognized: In each class, there is a child 
who the teacher respects more than the other students.

//Cecile: a Chouchou// [.  .  .]

Dillan: Yes, in Luxembourg, we call it a Chouchou. And I do not 
understand why it exists at all. Other children are shouted at, but 

this one child is (caresses another student’s head), and this is 
blatant. (Classroom Ècole Bacchus)

Accordingly, perceptions and experiences of injustice 
reduce students’ well-being in school, affecting their attitudes 
toward teachers, learning, and classmates, which are in line 
with the conceptual domains of school alienation. This also 
affects behavior, lowering classroom participation, motiva-
tion, and engagement. Students experience classroom con-
flicts with the teachers as inappropriate or erratic, which 
includes passivity regarding conflict management, surveil-
lance, and unequal treatment. Moreover, students perceive 
teachers’ practices as unfair when they assess situations inad-
equately. Consequently, students feel misunderstood and 
hastily judged:

Jolien: For example, when we read a book in class and we don’t 
understand the book, then she believes straight away that we 
have not read it. [.  .  .] Yes, and then you feel really bad. [.  .  .]

Because then you are afraid to ask anything or to admit that you 
did not understand something. If you are called on, then the 
teacher might say you did not read the book. Because you did 
not understand. (Classroom École Garonnet)

Furthermore, experiences of deprivation and related pow-
erlessness can also lead to alienation processes. By contrast, 
an authoritative, student-centered, and democratic teaching 
style prevents such experiences.

Integrated Results From the Mixed-Methods Study

The overall results from the study are outlined in this section. 
In doing so, we demonstrate in which ways the findings from 
the quantitative and qualitative components complement 
each other (Figure 2).

Figure 2.  Joint table of the results from the mixed-method study.
Source. Own depiction.
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The quantitative study revealed the beneficial effect of 
an authoritative teaching style, whereas the unfair teaching 
style negatively affects students’ educational performance 
and development, as well as their alienation from teachers 
and learning. Given the importance of an unfair teaching 
style for the development of school alienation, knowledge 
about what students perceive as an unfair teaching style 
constitutes a starting point for prevention by enhancing fair 
teaching.

Because the items measuring an unfair teaching style in 
the quantitative study appeared considerably vague, it 
remained unclear what unfair teaching in the classroom 
substantially means. Using the term “unfair” (e.g., “My 
teachers treat me unfairly”), those items dealt with a highly 
subjective construct that might be interpreted by students 
in different ways. Against this background, the qualitative 
study generated knowledge about the nature of unfair and 
fair teaching styles from the students’ perspective. In doing 
so, crucial aspects of teaching styles could be identified 
that determine the students’ experiences in the classroom 
and shape their attitudes toward school and learning. 
According to our findings, students perceive an unfair 
teaching style as unequal and incomprehensible treatment, 
sympathy-driven assessment, and arbitrary rules. Students 
experiencing rejection from the teacher behave in ways 
that are demotivated, frustrated, and resigned. In this 
sense, the qualitative and quantitative findings equally 
indicate that the development of school alienation is related 
to an unfair teaching style. Furthermore, the feeling of 
demotivation is presumably a strong indicator of the lack 
of classroom participation.

Discussion and Conclusions

Contribution to the Field of School Alienation 
Research

Results revealed that an unfair teaching style as well as an 
authoritative teaching style were linked to the development 
of school alienation, but in different ways. Whereas an 
authoritative teaching style had a positive effect on stu-
dents’ attitudes toward teachers, an unfair teaching style 
showed a negative effect by fostering the development of 
alienation from learning and teachers. Accordingly, in com-
parison with students who experience an authoritative 
teaching style, students who are confronted with an unfair 
teaching style are more likely to be alienated from school. 
Overall, characterized by a combination of severity, care, 
and support, the authoritative teaching style seems to be 
beneficial for students’ educational performance and devel-
opment, as demonstrated in several studies (Baker et  al., 
2009; Birch & Ladd, 1998; Dever & Karabenick, 2011; 
Hamre & Pianta, 2001; Myers & Pianta, 2008; Pianta, 
1999). In this light, the current results support and contrib-
ute to the state of research.

Change in Teaching Practice in the Course of 
Primary Schooling

Furthermore, this research provided hints that teaching styles 
and pedagogical expectations change in the face of the allo-
cation of students into secondary school. More specifically, 
this includes increasing pressure to perform academically in 
the final years of primary school. In this light, it is assumed 
that stronger academic pressure comes along with less stu-
dent-oriented and more teacher-centered teaching styles, as 
meeting the curriculum’s educational goals becomes the pri-
ority. Those findings are concordant with other studies prov-
ing that exams affect teaching styles and students’ learning 
(Klein, 2016; Ryan & Weinstein, 2009). Moreover, students 
indicate that teachers’ assessments, determining students’ 
allocation to specific school tracks, are unfair (e.g., Glock 
et  al., 2015). Specifically, teachers seem to offer unequal 
opportunities to students with respect to presenting their 
skills or revising their work.

The Role of Teachers for Students’ Development

As a part of teacher–student interactions, teaching styles rep-
resent a core dimension of the classroom climate. As such, 
teaching styles crucially affect students’ attitudes toward 
school (in this study: school alienation), achievement, and 
self-concept (Beeler et al., 2007).

In line with attachment theory (Bowlby, 1982) and social 
setting theory (Tseng & Seidman, 2007), our findings con-
firm that teachers play an important role in students’ social 
and academic engagement. This emphasizes the idea that 
besides individual dispositions, the learning environment 
and classroom interactions are also important aspects 
explaining the development of school alienation. In line with 
Coleman’s (1988) social capital theory, our qualitative find-
ings emphasize teachers’ role as motivators and supporters in 
students’ social and educational development, as well as with 
regard to students’ subjective well-being in school. In rela-
tion to the presented results, teaching styles in general can 
reach beyond the individual level and either positively or 
negatively affect the classroom climate. As our findings indi-
cate that students are often unable to understand teachers’ 
pedagogical practices and that teachers often unequally 
respond to individual needs, we strongly recommend that 
teachers explain their intentions in order to achieve proce-
dural and interactional justice.

Extension of the Previous Conception of Teaching 
Styles

Analyzing students’ perspectives on an unfair teaching style 
contributes to the specification of the concept of teaching 
styles (Dever & Karabenick, 2011), as it appears to be an 
autonomous dimension in addition to the three-dimensional 
concept of authoritarian, authoritative, and permissive 
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teaching styles. Our construct of a(n) (un)fair teaching style 
combines Kahileh et al.’s (2013) view of an unfair teaching 
style with Luckner and Pianta’s (2011) concept of teachers’ 
main functions. Hence, we consider interactional (interper-
sonal and informational) and procedural (equal treatment) 
fairness in relation to emotional support, instructional sup-
port, and classroom organization provided by the teachers.

The necessity to differentiate between a(n) (un)fair and 
authoritative teaching style became obvious in the differential 
effects we found on school alienation and its behavioral con-
sequences, as shown in the quantitative results. Equally, the 
qualitative results revealed that (un)fair teaching styles were 
clearly different from teaching styles described in Dever and 
Karabenick’s (2011) concept. Against this background, stu-
dents’ overall perceptions of an unfair teaching style are 
mainly characterized by teachers’ rigor and/or lack of (clear) 
instructions, thus resulting in a lack of understanding, unequal 
treatment across students, and unfair consequences with 
regard to conflict management in the classroom.

Decreased participation and increased deviant behavior as con-
sequences.  With respect to the behavioral consequences of 
the examined teaching styles, students reported that the char-
acteristics linked to an unfair teaching style lowered class-
room participation, overall motivation, and engagement in 
school. Regarding the behavioral consequences of school 
alienation, the quantitative results indicated that alienation 
from teachers and alienation from learning have domain-
specific effects at the behavioral level. Students who feel 
alienated from their teachers are less likely to participate and 
more likely to show deviant behavior in class. However, stu-
dents who are alienated from learning tend to lower class-
room participation, whereas no significant increase in deviant 
behavior occurs. This clearly illustrates the need to differen-
tiate between the domains of school alienation, as suggested 
by the multidomain concept of school alienation (Hascher & 
Hadjar, 2018). The fact that Hypothesis 4, which proposed 
that the more alienated students are from learning and teach-
ers, the higher their deviant behavior in school, received only 
marginal support from the data supports the theory of planned 
behavior (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975) and situational action 
theory (Wikström, 2014), which claim that attitudes can help 
organize behavior but do not entirely determine it.

Methodological Contribution to Mixed-Methods 
Research

Besides the contribution to educational research, this study 
also set the aim of demonstrating, through this empirical 
study, in which way a mixed-methods design is beneficial in 
providing a more comprehensive picture compared to mono-
method approaches. The integration of a quantitative and a 
qualitative study—each of which functioned as full-fledged 
methodical approaches and followed differential research 
questions—enabled us to investigate statistical relationships 

between students’ alienation, teaching styles, and behavior at 
the structural level as well as the substantial nature of an 
unfair teaching style (see Bryman, 1988, 1992). Striving for 
substantial integration (Moran-Ellis et al., 2006), both stud-
ies were linked through the mixed-methods framework along 
the entire research process. In concrete, the studies were 
united through a common theoretical framework but strived 
for complementarity (Woolley, 2009). Moreover, integration 
occurred through data acquisition because decisions on how 
to choose the qualitative sample were made under consider-
ation of the experiences from the quantitative study. 
Additionally, the direction of the qualitative study benefitted 
from the insight that the quantitative items did not reveal in 
which ways teaching styles are regarded as unfair, which was 
made a subject of the qualitative focus groups. Integrating 
the results of both studies revealed a more comprehensive 
and deeper picture of the role and nature of teaching styles in 
the context of school alienation and its behavioral conse-
quences. All in all, it appears to be crucial to conceptualize 
the research strands of the mixed-methods study, ensuring 
that the potential of each approach can be fulfilled, which in 
turn means that no strand is considered as an entirely auxil-
iary construction for the other strand (Sale et al., 2002).

To sum up, two main potentials of the applied mixed-
methods design were identified: First, using a sequential in-
depth design enabled us to fulfill the strengths of each 
research strand by complementing each other and thus con-
tributing to deeper insights. Second, the flexibility of mixed 
methods was beneficial because its starting point was the 
research interest and which measures were needed and most 
adequate to examine the research questions (Teddlie & 
Tashakkori, 2009). In this way, this approach enabled us to 
bridge methodological and methodical paradigms in a regu-
lated and reflective manner.

Limitations

Considering the limitations of our analyses, a lack of corre-
spondence between the quantitative and qualitative samples 
could be perceived as a problem because it differs from com-
mon integration practices in sequential research designs 
(Ivankova, 2014). Separating the samples from each other 
was meaningful because we were able to avoid having the 
different substudies interfere with each other. However, at 
the school level, a consistent procedure guaranteed compara-
bility. Because the data used in this study only covered the 
last 2 years of primary school, the results specifically apply 
to this stage of students’ educational journeys.

Implications for Further Research

Years 5 and 6 are characterized by changing school demands 
as the transition to secondary school approaches. Thus, trian-
gulating these results with results derived from earlier and 
later stages (from preschool to higher education and beyond) 
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may be a promising option for future research when data 
become available. For more detailed insights into teachers’ 
practices in the classroom, applying ethnographic approaches 
and the inclusion of teachers’ perspectives seems to be 
promising.

This study focused on only two dimensions of school 
alienation (Hascher & Hadjar, 2018)—negative attitudes 
toward learning and teachers—whereas the dimension of 
classmates was omitted. Therefore, research on the links 
between negative attitudes toward classmates, teaching 
styles, and student behavior offers another promising direc-
tion for future mixed-methods research.

Finally, the results of the qualitative study may provide 
data for an enhancement of quantitative items to measure an 
unfair teaching style in future surveys.

Conclusion

To gain further insights into the complex phenomenon of 
school alienation and its causes and consequences, a differ-
entiated methodological approach is needed. Taking into 
account teaching styles and their impact on students’ atti-
tudes as well as the link between these attitudes and behavior 
allowed us to identify the complex mechanisms between 
teacher inputs and student outcomes.

The empirical results are in favor of an authoritative 
teaching style, which prevents students from becoming 
alienated from teachers and fosters students’ social and edu-
cational development with the right balance of authority, 
support, and care. Clearly unappreciated by students, an 
unfair teaching style puts students at risk of becoming alien-
ated from school, particularly from their teachers and from 
learning in general. In this light, it is highly recommended 
that teachers reflect on their practices in class.

As demonstrated through the example of this study, com-
plex phenomena in the school context such as school alien-
ation need specific approaches that allow the research to 
address the multifarious characteristics and effects associ-
ated with a particular construct. In this light, applying a 
mixed-methods research approach turned out to be beneficial 
in bridging the methodical borders by using a comprehensive 
framework. To conclude, the experiences from this study call 
for more courage to apply mixed methods in the context of 
educational research.
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