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Several studies show that teaching quality is an important predictor of students’ academic achievement. However, less is known about factors that are important for teaching quality. In the present study, it was hypothesized that school population composition [i.e., students’ socioeconomic status (SES) and migration background], workload, and teachers’ utility values toward teaching would be important factors related to their teaching quality. The Dutch Teaching and Learning International Survey (TALIS) 2018 was explored (N = 1,884, secondary school teachers and 116 school leaders) to test our hypotheses. Data gathering followed a two-step procedure. Firstly, 200 schools were randomly selected. Secondly, 20 teachers within each school were randomly selected. Multi-item scales operationalized teaching quality on teachers’ self-reported classroom management, cognitive activation, clarity of instruction, and positive student-teacher relationships. Multilevel analyses showed that teachers’ social utility value was positively associated with all dimensions of teaching quality, whereas personal utility value was only associated with classroom management and clarity of instruction. Teachers working at schools with moderate shares of students from a socioeconomically disadvantaged background reported higher clarity of instruction (β = 0.42), and moderate and high shares report lower cognitive activation (β = –0.40, β = –0.33, respectively) than those working at schools with low shares. Student-teacher relationships were rated more positively by teachers working at schools that reported no students with a migrant background than those working at schools with a small share (β = 0.33). Moreover, teachers working at schools with high shares of students with migration backgrounds (β = –0.17) reported more negative relationships. These results suggest that dealing with low-SES students at schools affects the cognitively-focused elements of teaching quality, while dealing with students with a migration background seems to affect the social teaching qualities of teachers.
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INTRODUCTION

High-quality education is crucial in our modern society. School effectiveness, often determined by students’ performance attainments at the end of schooling, can be studied using the Context-Input-Process-Outcome (CIPO) model (Scheerens, 1990, 2000). According to this framework, the output of education, such as students’ achievement, cannot be studied in isolation from input and process variables within a particular context. Input variables can consist of student, classroom, or teacher characteristics and financial and material aids in a school (Scheerens, 2000; Klieme, 2013). The transformation process between input variables and the output of schooling consists of the factors that make it possible for students to learn, such as instructional methods and curriculum decisions. Because teachers are at the center of the learning materials and the students, they are key figures in promoting students’ motivation and achievement (e.g., Wentzel, 2009). Indeed, research shows that teaching quality is crucial for students’ academic achievement (e.g., Baumert et al., 2010; Higgins et al., 2014; Gustafsson et al., 2018) and motivation (Maulana et al., 2016; Aelterman et al., 2019). Therefore, teaching quality can be considered a critical process variable within the CIPO model (Klieme, 2013).

Teaching quality is a multidimensional construct (Lazarides et al., 2021). Klieme et al. (2009) and Fauth et al. (2019) identified three dimensions of teaching quality: classroom management, cognitive activation, and supportive climate. Classroom management involves coping with disruptive behaviors, expressing and implementing classroom rules and procedures, and smooth transitions. Effective classroom management is considered a precondition for effective teaching and learning (Jones and Jones, 2012). Classroom management interventions have been associated with various adaptive student outcomes, such as academic achievement and time-on-task (Korpershoek et al., 2016). Cognitive activation concerns the use of challenging tasks and practices that aim to foster students’ cognitive engagement, such as discussions and student activation, and has been positively associated with academic achievement (Fauth et al., 2019). The third teaching quality dimension, supportive climate, consists of a student-oriented affective and a cognitive component (Klieme et al., 2009; Lazarides et al., 2021). The affective component concerns positive student-teacher relations that are warm, caring, and emotionally supportive (Fauth et al., 2019; Lazarides et al., 2021). The cognitive component concerns the clarity of instruction. It refers to a teacher’s ability to explain content clearly to students, such as setting clear goals and expectations and making connections with prior knowledge (Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and Development [OECD], 2019; Lazarides et al., 2021). Fauth et al. (2019) showed that the teaching quality dimension supportive climate was positively associated with students’ interest.

Because teaching quality dimensions are conditional for learning and have been associated with positive student outcomes, it is crucial to investigate which school and teacher factors affect teaching quality. Therefore, in this study, we examined the effect of teachers’ utility values, workload, and school population composition on teaching quality. Teaching quality was defined by the four components described above: classroom management, cognitive activation, clarity of instruction (i.e., the cognitive component of supportive climate), and positive student-teacher relations (i.e., the affective dimension of supportive climate; Klieme et al., 2009; Fauth et al., 2019; Lazarides et al., 2021). All these components are assessed by the Dutch Teaching and Learning International Survey (TALIS) 2018 dataset, consisting of 1884 secondary school teachers and 116 schools. TALIS is a reoccurring international survey organized by the OECD and has been set out in 2008, 2013, and 2018. The next round is planned for 2024. For TALIS 2018, 260,000 teachers and 15,000 school leaders participated, representing 48 countries and economies. In separate surveys, teachers and school leaders rate their perceptions on work-related constructs such as professional development, teaching beliefs, practices, work assessment, job satisfaction, needs, workload, leadership, work climate, and school population composition (Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and Development [OECD], 2019).


School Population Composition

School population composition is considered as an input variable in our model. The school population composition, such as the share of students with a low socioeconomic status (SES) and migration backgrounds of its students, could impact teaching quality. For the TALIS, migration background was defined by being born in another country or having parents born in another country. Important to mention is that SES and migration background overlap as immigrants or people with a (non-western) migration background have relatively low SES when compared to people without a (non-western) migration background (Geerlings et al., 2018). However, studies show that effects of SES and migration background can be disentangled for some teaching quality characteristics. For example, Rjosk et al. (2014) showed that teachers tend to decrease cognitive activation (i.e., challenging students’ thinking) when teaching in classrooms with a high number of students coming from low-SES backgrounds (regardless of whether they were from a language minority background). It was also found that teachers perceive high SES students as more teachable than low-SES students, even when cognitive abilities are equal (Agirdag, 2018). Furthermore, schools with a relatively high amount of low-SES students also spend less instruction time on challenging domains, such as science (Willms, 2010). These studies suggest that a higher share of low-SES students at a school is related to lower quality and quantity of instruction.

In the Netherlands, the cultural diversity of the population has increased massively; the population with an immigrant status or migrant background has grown from 9.2% in 1972 (Jennissen et al., 2018) to 24.8% in 2020 (Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek [CBS], 2020). More culturally diverse schools and classrooms have emerged with this increase, which can be challenging for Dutch teachers (for an overview of the Dutch educational system, see Nuffic, n.d.).1 In a multicultural classroom, teachers need to be aware of the different factors that influence classroom life and need to address the needs and interests of students with different backgrounds (Wubbels et al., 2006; Patall and Zambrano, 2019). Therefore, a multicultural classroom requests higher levels of teaching quality than homogenous classrooms (Wubbels et al., 2006; Severiens et al., 2014; Archambault et al., 2020). Wubbels et al. (2006) identified four competencies teachers need in multicultural classrooms: (a) Monitoring and managing student behavior, (b) creating positive student-teacher relationships, (c) teaching for student attention and engagement, and (d) required teacher attitudes and knowledge. These competencies align with generic teaching quality dimensions (Wubbels et al., 2006; Severiens et al., 2014). For example, monitoring and managing student behavior is similar to classroom management (Klieme et al., 2009). The competence creating positive student-teacher relationships concerns monitoring the needs of their students, showing respect for and interest in the students and their background (Wubbels et al., 2006), and aligns with the cognitive and affective dimensions of supportive climate (Lazarides et al., 2021). The third competence, teaching for student engagement and attention, concerns stimulating all students to participate and relies on cognitive activation (Severiens et al., 2014). The fourth component, having the required attitudes and knowledge, means that teachers need to be aware of their own normative behavior, their perceptions of students, and the position of students within their class (Wubbels et al., 2006). This last component is not included in the conceptualizations of teaching quality by Klieme et al. (2009). Drawing further on this fourth competence, Tielman et al. (2021) stressed the tension field between the normative values of teachers and that of pupils in culturally diverse classes “Teachers sometimes find themselves in a struggle between their own values and changing value systems in society on the one hand, and at the same time their wish to let students develop their own value orientations” (p. 3). Tielman et al. (2021) concluded that student-teacher relationships based on trust and a pleasant social climate could decrease these tensions between teachers and students. This study underscores the importance of establishing a supportive climate with positive student-teacher relationships. However, in this respect, it is problematic that the share of teachers with a migration background in the Netherlands is small relative to the number of students with a migration background, especially those with a non-western background (Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek [CBS], 2020). Thijs et al. (2012) showed that ethnic-Dutch teachers evaluated their relationship quality with Moroccan-Dutch students as less favorable than with ethnic-Dutch and Turkish-Dutch students. This suggests that ethnic incongruence between the teacher and student could affect the student-teacher relationship. Unfortunately, the TALIS did not ask teachers about their own migration or ethnic background, so no hypotheses on this could be tested in the current study.

From the research findings described above, it is expected that low SES and migration background might have similar effects but also unique effects on teaching quality. Because prior research revealed that in low-SES schools, less cognitive activation took place (Rjosk et al., 2014) and less time was spent on challenging topics (Willms, 2010), we, in particular, expected a negative effect of low SES on cognitive activation (H1). In addition, low-SES students are perceived as less teachable (Agirdag, 2018). This might lead teachers to try and compensate for their students’ perceived lower cognitive abilities by increasing the clarity of instruction. Therefore, we expected higher clarity of instruction for low-SES schools (H2). From the negative impact of ethnic discrepancy between teacher and students (Thijs et al., 2012) with a dominantly white teacher population in the Netherlands (Traag, 2018) we expect more negative ratings on the student-teacher relationships for teachers working in schools with high shares of students with migration backgrounds (H3). As relational aspects between the students in ethnic diverse classrooms are tense (e.g., Tielman et al., 2021), teachers in classrooms with a higher share of students with a migration background pay more attention to classroom management (H4).



Workload

Another input variable in our model that could affect teaching quality is the experienced workload (Dube-Xaba and Makae, 2022). Workload concerns all activities teachers need to spend on their official duties during or after school hours (Johari et al., 2018). High psychological demands (Harmsen et al., 2019) and workload (Den Brok et al., 2017) are significant predictors for the attrition of teachers in the Netherlands, a country facing a serious teacher shortage already (Vereninging van Scholen in het Voortgezet Onderwijs [VO RAAD], n.d.). A study from the neighboring country Flanders, Belgium, by Amitai and Van Houtte (2022) showed that novice teachers’ workload and feeling unprepared to manage diverse classrooms were reasons to leave the profession of teaching. However, well-performing teachers are less likely to quit their jobs (Krieg, 2006). Also, the supposed negative impact of workload on educational quality has been a popular item in the Dutch press (e.g., Chaudron and Dujardin, 2019). Workload is negatively associated with teachers’ self-ratings of their performance and job satisfaction (Huyghebaert et al., 2018), which could, in turn, negatively affect their teaching quality. Therefore, it was hypothesized that workload negatively affects all teaching quality outcome variables (H5).



Motivation: Utility Values

A teacher’s motivation to choose teaching as a career is another input variable that could affect teaching quality. Personal and social utility values were introduced by Watt and Richardson (2007) to investigate teachers’ motivations to enter the profession in a system called the Factors Influencing Teaching Choice (FIT-Choice). The FIT-Choice model is based on expectancy-value theory. A distinction is made between primary motivational beliefs for teaching (e.g., abilities to teach effectively) and three subjective task values: intrinsic value, personal utility value, and social utility value (Richardson and Watt, 2014). Intrinsic value refers to a teachers’ interest in teaching. Personal utility value concerns the motivation for practical and attractive aspects of teaching, such as having a steady job with fixed hours and a pension plan that fits well with the teachers’ personal life (e.g., time for family; Watt and Richardson, 2007). In contrast, social utility value represents more altruistic motivation, such as contributing to society, shaping young students’ future, and enhancing social equity (Watt and Richardson, 2007, 2012; Richardson and Watt, 2014).

In our study, we were interested in the effect of teachers’ subjective task values on teaching quality. In the TALIS, only personal and social utility values were measured (Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and Development [OECD], 2019). Social utility value is considered an adaptive motivation for teaching (Richardson and Watt, 2014). Research shows that social utility values have been associated with pre-service teachers’ interest in the profession (Giersch, 2016), planned persistence to become a teacher, and retention (O’Brien and Schillaci, 2002; Bruinsma and Jansen, 2010; Richardson and Watt, 2014). There is some evidence that social utility value is positively associated with teaching quality. Research showed that social utility value was directly associated with better student-teacher relationships and certain aspects of classroom management (Berger and Girardet, 2021). Moreover, Richardson and Watt (2014) found that social utility value predicted later positive teaching behaviors (e.g., positive expectations, student-teacher relationships, and clear structure/expectations) through planned persistence. Furthermore, with qualitative interviews, Parr et al. (2021) found links between social utility value and favorable instructional practices such as challenging students to think critically and centering instruction on students’ needs. Therefore, we expected that social utility value is positively associated with all teaching quality dimensions (H6).

In contrast to social utility values, research showed more mixed findings for personal utility values. For example, König and Rothland (2012) found a negative association between “job security” motives with pedagogical knowledge of pre-service teachers on a first measurement, but a positive effect on learning gain over the course of 1 year. In contrast, Girardet and Berger (2018) showed that teachers with personal utility values showed a less adaptive change in classroom management style focusing on structure after a teacher education program. Positive associations of personal utility values have been found with career interest (Giersch, 2016) and job satisfaction (Liu et al., 2020). However, Richardson and Watt (2014) found that personal utility value was not associated with planned persistence and positive and negative teaching behaviors. Due to the mixed effects of prior research, we expected that personal utility would either be unassociated with teaching quality dimensions or would show small, positive associations (H7). However, we did not expect a negative effect on teaching quality.

As mentioned, personal utility values concern the practical and attractive aspects of teaching as a reason for entering a teaching career, such as work-life balance and job security (Watt and Richardson, 2007). A higher workload could impact the actual benefits a teacher reaps from having a teaching career. Increased workload means the job could affect the time available for private life (cf. Johari et al., 2018). It was hypothesized that workload moderates the relationship between personal utility value on teaching quality. Specifically, we expected that high workload combined with high personal utility value could negatively affect teaching quality (H8). No such moderating effect of workload is expected on the association between social utility value and teaching quality (9).



Cross-Level Interactions

The hypothesized relationships between workload and utility values, on the one hand, and teaching quality, on the other hand, may differ in schools that vary according to composition. In other words, we may find cross-level interactions. The reason is that schools with large shares of students from low SES and migration backgrounds more often deal with problems such as high rates of teacher dropout in combination with a relatively high number of social problems among their students (Payne, 2014). Moreover, teacher self-efficacy is often lower in these schools (Parkhouse et al., 2019). Teachers in these schools may have high personal and social utility values. However, in a context of low teacher retention combined with low levels of teacher self-efficacy, teachers’ high utility values may not translate as easily into an orderly classroom climate, clear instruction, and good quality student-teacher relationships.

It is also not unthinkable that a relatively high workload in classrooms with high shares of students from low SES and migration backgrounds makes it even harder to establish good teaching quality. Or conversely, in urban schools that manage to keep workload relatively low, it may be possible to deliver good quality instruction, good classroom management, student-teacher relationships, and cognitive activation. Based on these lines of reasoning, we arrive at two hypotheses with regard to cross-level interactions. Firstly, in classrooms with relatively low shares of low-SES students and (or) students from migration backgrounds, we expected utility values to affect teaching quality positively. In contrast, this relation might be less pronounced in classrooms with relatively high percentages of low-SES students and (or) students from migration backgrounds (H10). Secondly, we expected a negative relationship between workload and teaching quality in classrooms with relatively high percentages of low-SES students and (or) students from migration backgrounds. In contrast, this relationship could be less pronounced in classrooms with relatively low shares of low SES-students and (or) students from migration backgrounds (Hypothesis 11).



Hypotheses of the Present Study

Below we provide an overview of all hypotheses specified and argued for in the introduction:

H1: Lower cognitive activation at low-SES schools.

H2: Higher clarity of instruction at low-SES schools.

H3: Lower quality of student-teacher relationships at schools with high shares of students with a migration background.

H4: Higher classroom management skills at schools with high shares of students with a migration background.

H5: Negative effect of workload on all teaching quality outcome variables.

H6: Positive effect of social utility and all teaching qualities.

H7: No (or small) effects of personal utility values on teaching quality.

H8: Workload moderates relation between personal utility and teaching quality.

H9: No moderation effect of workload on the relation between social utility and teaching quality.

H10: In classrooms with relatively low shares of low-SES students and (or) students from migration backgrounds, both utility values have a positive effect on teaching quality.

H11: In classrooms with relatively high shares of low-SES students and (or) students from migration backgrounds, there is a negative relation between workload and teaching quality.




MATERIALS AND METHODS


Participants

In total, 1884 secondary school teachers (54% male) and 125 school leaders (62% male) from 116 schools participated in the Dutch TALIS 2018 (Sapulete et al., 2018). Teachers’ age ranged between 19 and 71 years, with Mage = 42.8 years, SDage = 11.85. School leaders’ age ranged between 32 and 68 years, with Mage = 53.9 years, SD = 7.76. Response rates were 76% among teachers and 80% among school leaders.



Procedure

Data gathering followed a two-step procedure. Firstly, 200 schools were randomly selected. Secondly, 20 teachers within each school were randomly selected (see TALIS 2018, Technical Report for a detailed description; Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and Development [OECD], 2019). To be included in the analysis of TALIS 2018, at least 50% of teachers within each selected school had to participate. The teacher and school leader surveys were administered between March and July 2018 (for more information, see Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and Development [OECD], 2019).



Variables

Below, we describe the (sub)scales used in this study and their abbreviated names in the dataset (see TALIS 2018 technical report; Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and Development [OECD], 2019). Reliability is indicated by Cronbachs alpha (α) for sets of items with tau-equivalence (all the items have equal covariance with the true score), and omega coefficients when tau-equivalence was violated (see Deng and Chan, 2017).


Level 2 (School Level) Independent Variables

The shares of students from a socioeconomically disadvantaged background (SES) and students with an immigrant status or migration background (MIGR) were based on the principals’ ratings on a five-point Likert scale (1 = none, 2 = 1–10%, 3 = 11–30%, and 4 = 31–60%, or 5 ≥ 60%). With two separate items, principals were asked to estimate the share of (1) students from socioeconomically disadvantaged families and (2) those with an immigrant status or migration background. They received short defining descriptions on both terms. Socioeconomically disadvantaged families were described as unprivileged families that need help (social services, help organizations) to fulfill their basic needs, such as shelter, food and health care. An immigrant student was described as a student that is born abroad and students with a migration background as having parents who are born abroad.

The ratings on SES and migration background were converted into dummies, with the largest category being the reference group. The majority of schools reported having 1–10% students of low-SES backgrounds and 1–10% students with a migration background. Therefore, for both SES and MIGR, the reference group was 1–10% students. For SES, two dummies were created. The first dummy, SES1, contrasted the reference group with schools with 11–30% low-SES students, and the second dummy, SES2, contrasted the reference group with schools with 31–60% and > 60% low-SES students. These two final categories were piled together because the > 60% category contained only one school with 11 teachers. No schools were reported to be without students from low-SES backgrounds.

For migration background, three dummies were created. Nine schools reported having no students with a migration background. MIGR0 contrasted the reference group (1–10% migration background) with schools without immigrant status or migration background students. MIGR1 contrasted the reference group with schools reporting 11–30% of students with immigrant status or migration backgrounds. Finally, MIGR2 contrasted the reference group with schools reporting 31–60% and > 60% of students with immigrant status or migration background. These two final categories were piled together because the > 60% category contained only one school with 11 teachers (see Table 1 for the frequencies of SES and Migration per category).


TABLE 1. Distribution of schools reporting low to high shares of students with socioeconomically disadvantaged (SES) backgrounds and (or) immigrant status or migration backgrounds (MIGR).
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Level 1 (Teacher Level) Independent Variables

Social utility value was composed of three items (α = 0.78), personal utility value by four items (α = 0.93), and workload by five items (α = 0.74). In the analysis, social utility value, personal utility value, and workload were centered around the grand mean (see Appendix for all the items).



Dependent Variables: Teaching Quality

Classroom management (α = 0.89), cognitive activation (α = 0.79), clarity of instruction (α = 0.74), and student-teacher relationships (Ω = 0.81) were each composed by four items (see Appendix).




Analyses

Firstly, it was tested whether multilevel modeling would be preferred over a unilevel approach. This was done by comparing a null model (in which we fixed variances between clusters to zero) to an independence model in which variances within and between clusters are accounted for. We used a Chi-square test of the deviance as a fit measure for our modeling, with a cut-off of Δ-2LL/df > 3.84 (which is the “95% critical value for a squared normal deviate for only one cell”; Breslow and Day, 1987, p. 130). As shown in Table 2, the independence model has a significantly better fit than the null model in which the variance between clusters is fixed (i.e., not accounted for). We also added the AIC and BIC to Table 2 as model fit indices.


TABLE 2. Multivariate multilevel model testing social and personal utility values (SUV and PUV), workload (WL) and school population characteristics (SES and MIGR) on teaching quality: Clarity of instruction (CI), classroom management (CM), cognitive activation (CA) and student-teacher relationships (STR).
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Secondly, we inspected the correlations between all independent and dependent variables (see Table 3). Two multivariate multilevel analyses using Mplus 8 were conducted. The first analyses tested the relations and possible cross-level interactions between social and personal utility value, workload, SES, and migration levels on classroom management, cognitive activation, clarity of instruction, and student-teacher relationships. It was assessed whether it would be valid to test for cross-level interactions using random slopes for the lower-level variables. This method reduces Type II errors and therefore is a strict approach to test for cross-level interactions (for an elaborate argumentation and statistical support of this method, see Heisig and Schaeffer, 2019). The second analysis tested whether workload moderated the relationship between utility values (social and personal) and classroom management, cognitive activation, clarity of instruction, and student-teacher relationships.


TABLE 3. Correlations between the variables.
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RESULTS

First, the results of the correlational analyses that are relevant to our hypotheses are described, followed by the multivariate multilevel regression model and moderation model testing the hypotheses. As an index for effect size, standardized β will be given for the significant results reported. All significant results regarding the correlations and hypotheses will be reported in the text for readability. All statistics can be found in Tables 2 and 3.

SES was positively correlated with social utility value, and clarity of instruction, indicating that teachers working at schools with more students from socioeconomically disadvantaged backgrounds reported higher levels of social utility value and spent more time on clarity of instruction. Migration background correlated positively with social and personal utility value and negatively with student-teacher relationships. This finding indicates that teachers working at schools with higher numbers of students with a migration background reported higher levels of social and personal utility value and rated the relationship with their students more negatively. Furthermore, personal utility value was positively associated with workload, classroom management, and clarity of instruction.

In support of H1, the multilevel regression model, the SES1 and SES2 contrasts yielded negative coefficients for cognitive activation, β = –0.40 and β = –0.33, respectively. This indicates that teachers at schools with a moderate and high compared to a low share of low-SES students spend less time and attention on challenging and activating teaching. In support of H2, the results revealed that the SES1 contrast was positively related to clarity of instruction, β = 0.42. This indicates that teachers at schools with a moderate share of low-SES students reported spending more time and attention on clarity of instruction than those teaching at schools with a low share of low-SES students.

In support of H3, the MIGR0 contrast showed that teachers at schools reporting to have no students with a migration background report a more positive student-teacher relationship than those working in schools with a moderate share of students with a migration background β = 0.33. The MIGR2 contrast showed that teachers working at schools with a high share of students with a migration background reported a more negative student-teacher relationship quality than those working at schools without students with a migration background, β = –0.17. In contrast to our expectations (H4), no effect on classroom management was found.

Next, the relations between the independent Level 1 (variables workload, social and personal utility values) and the outcome variables (classroom management, cognitive activation, clarity of instruction, and student-teacher relationship) and interaction effects (social and personal utility value x workload and personal utility value × workload) were explored. Contrary to H5, no negative relations between workload and the teaching quality variables were found. In contrast, a positive relation was found for clarity of instruction (β = 0.05). In support of H6 we found social utility value to positively relate to all teaching quality variables (for clarity of instruction, β = 0.16; classroom management, β = 0.13; cognitive activation, β = 0.13; student-teacher relationship, β = 0.10). In addition, small effects were found for personal utility value on clarity of instruction (β = 0.08) and classroom management (β = 0.07). This supports H7, stating no or small effects of personal utility value on teaching quality.

In contrast to H8, the moderation analysis showed no moderation effect on personal utility values. Unexpectedly and in contract to H9, an interaction between social utility value and workload on student-teacher relationship quality was found. Inspecting random slopes for low, medium and high levels of workload showed that the higher the workload, the more negative the relation between social utility value and student-teacher relationships.

Testing for random slopes for the lower level variables lacked support for cross-level interaction between the Level 2 (SES and MIGR) and Level 1 predictors (social and personal utility values and workload). Therefore, H10 and H11 were not supported.



DISCUSSION

Teaching quality is an important condition for learning and instruction (Jones and Jones, 2012). The present study focused on factors related to school population composition (i.e., SES and migration background), workload, and teachers’ utility values (i.e., social and personal) on teaching quality (i.e., classroom management, cognitive activation, clarity of instruction, and positive student-teacher relationships). The Dutch TALIS-2018 data from secondary school teachers was used.

Firstly, in support of H1, it was found that teachers working at schools with a moderate (11–30%) or high (> 30%) share of students from a socioeconomically disadvantaged background reported spending less time and attention on a challenging and activating teaching style (i.e., cognitive activation) than their colleagues working at schools with a smaller share of low-SES students. Secondly, in line with H2 it was found that teachers working at schools with a moderate share (11–30%) of students from a socioeconomically disadvantaged background provide more clarity of instruction than their colleagues working at schools with a smaller share of low-SES students. However, this effect was not found for the high SES group. Thirdly, in line with H3, teachers working at schools with high numbers of students with an immigrant status or migration background compared to their colleagues working at schools with lower numbers, indicated to have more negative relationships with their students. In contrast to H4, no association was found with classroom management.

Interestingly, we did not find a direct negative relationship between workload and teaching quality dimensions (no support for H5). Interpreted the most straightforward way, this could mean that teachers and their teaching quality are quite robust against workload. Research suggests that workload in itself may not be a negative factor for teacher quality. Indeed, a study by Johari et al. (2018) also found no relation between workload and job performance of teachers. On the contrary, Helms-Lorenz et al. (2015) investigated interventions in the induction programs of beginning teachers and found that workload was a positive predictor of teaching quality 3 years later. In line with this, Klassen and Chiu (2010) found that teachers who experienced more workload stress reported higher classroom management efficacy than their colleagues reporting lower stress levels. It seems that the headers in the Dutch media (i.e., Chaudron and Dujardin, 2019) saying that the educational quality suffers from workload asks for a more nuanced picture. We will try to present such a picture.

The Netherlands faces an increasing teacher shortage estimated to result in 1,263 full-time equivalents in 2024 (Vereninging van Scholen in het Voortgezet Onderwijs [VO RAAD], n.d.). These numbers are problematic for Dutch secondary education. The Dutch educational inspection explains that the quality of teaching and education suffers from teacher attrition due to the increasing workload (Inspectie van het Onderwijs, 2019). A shortage of teachers can result in fewer hours in the classroom due to a lack of qualified substitutes in case of teacher absence (e.g., sick leave) or in less quality of education due to un(der)qualified teachers in the classroom. Thus, while the present study found no relation between workload and teaching qualities in the current sample on the teacher level (all qualified teachers), educational quality, in general, is worsened by the overall teacher shortage and suboptimal solutions (unqualified teachers and canceled lessons).

In line with H6, the social utility values of teachers had a positive relationship with all teaching quality variables. In line with H7, personal utility value had a small positive effects for classroom management and clarity of instruction. Several studies indicated that social utility values are associated with teaching quality (Richardson and Watt, 2014; Berger and Girardet, 2021; Parr et al., 2021). Results for personal utility values were mixed in prior research, showing positive associations with some outcomes and unrelated associations with other outcomes. Richardson and Watt (2014) found personal utility values unrelated to positive teaching behaviors. However, König and Rothland (2012) found that pre-service teachers’ personal utility values are associated with the learning gain of pedagogical knowledge. We, therefore, expected that personal utility values would be unassociated or would show (small) positive effects. Unfortunately, little research can be found looking into teacher utility values and teaching qualities (as operationalized in the present study). However we can speculate that it might be related to the need for predictability and structure of the job, underlying personal utility value. As classroom management and clarity of instruction are more qualities focusing on the structure and rules (leading to a predictable classroom situation) during teaching, teachers are motivated by predictability and structure of their job, might hang on more to these qualities. More research is needed to see if these results can be replicated in future research.

We further examined associations and potential interaction effects between workload and utility values. Correlation analyses revealed that workload was positively associated with personal utility value, indicating that teachers scoring higher on this value also indicated to experience more workload. This can be explained by the idea that the concept of a steady job with fixed hours that fits well with the teachers’ personal life (e.g., holidays, part-time work; Watt and Richardson, 2007) is jeopardized by increasing workload. In contrast to H8, workload did not moderate the effect of personality utility values on teaching quality. However, we did find a unexpected (with regard to H9) interaction effect between social utility value and workload. Specifically, it was found that the relation between social utility value and student-teacher relations became more negative with increasing workload. In trying to explain this effect, we tried to look closer in what kind of workload has increased in the last decade(s). McGrath-Champ et al. (2018) point out that specifically the increased administrative load of teachers poses a serious threat to their original profession (teaching quality and student learning). We assume that especially for teachers with a high social utility value, the quality of student-teacher relationships might suffer from increasing administrative tasks.

No cross-level interactions were found which means that we found no support for H10 and H11. This indicates that the relation between social and personal utility value and workload did not differ depending on the share of low-SES students and (or) students with a migrant background.

In the present study, we examined the relationships between school composition, workload, utility values, and teaching quality using the Dutch TALIS data. These concepts are extensively theorized in international research, and insights into their relationships are interesting for an international audience. However, the Dutch educational system and the migration histories of Dutch pupils and their socioeconomic situation may lead to a specific set of results for the Netherlands. Even though our results do not seem to indicate such specificity, as most of our hypotheses can be confirmed, it is important to replicate the analyses in other national TALIS datasets to find out more about the role of specific educational systems and school population compositions.

School population composition measures for SES and migration background were at the school level and not class level. We acknowledge that shares of students with a migrant background and socioeconomically disadvantaged background at the school level may differ from the shares that teachers see in a specific classroom. TALIS does provide data on the teacher level on an estimate of SES and migration backgrounds in a specific classroom (i.e., “the first class you taught after 11 a.m. last Tuesday”). However, because all teachers teach multiple classes, these shares differ between classes. We felt that the average school-level report represent the experience of teachers on shares of low-SES and migration background students better than asking for a random class, hence the choice to look at SES and migration background at school level.

Another point for discussion is that the intraclass correlations (ICCs, see Table 2) are quite low for three of the four dependent variables (i.e., < 5%). The decision to take a multilevel approach, despite low ICCs was based on a significantly better fit for the model when variances within and between clusters on the dependent variables are accounted for compared to the model in which no variance between clusters is assumed.

Moreover, the present study solely looked at the self-reports of teachers. This can be problematic because only the teacher’s perspective is considered. Krammer et al. (2019) showed strong measurement invariance when comparing the teachers’ ratings to that of their students. In addition, students have an advantage over the teacher when observing lessons because they are not teaching (i.e., teachers are multitasking and might be under pressure when confronted with high social density, unstructured problems, dynamic situations, and multiple demands; Scherzinger and Wettstein, 2019). Moreover, in line with Krammer et al. (2019), Scherzinger and Wettstein (2019) also showed discrepancies between teacher and student judgments of teaching quality, so the validity of only using teacher ratings can be debated. Another issue with using one method and one source of information is that found (cor)relations may be partially due to the single method (i.e., common method bias; Podsakoff et al., 2003). Future research is needed to find out whether current findings can be supported by other methods, such as looking at formal assessments of teachers’ performance or classroom observations.



CONCLUSION

In conclusion, our main finding is that teachers seem to adapt their teaching quality to their teaching population. On the one hand, this is positive as students have individual needs that can be fulfilled in this manner. However, if incorrect preconceptions cause these adaptations, this can negatively affect students’ outcomes (Hornstra et al., 2015; Agirdag, 2018). Indeed in the present study, we confirm earlier findings (Willms, 2010; Rjosk et al., 2014). Teachers rely less on cognitive activation and more on clarification when working at schools with a fair number of students with socioeconomically disadvantaged backgrounds. Thus, schools, where the socioeconomically disadvantaged background of students is more pronounced, might need to focus on the (pre)conceptions of the teachers about students with socioeconomically disadvantaged backgrounds and, when needed, align these (pre)conceptions correctly with the cognitive abilities of these students.

In addition, we also confirm earlier findings (e.g., Thijs et al., 2012) that ethnic diversity is a challenge for the quality of the relationship between teachers and students. More specifically, our results showed that teachers in more ethnically diverse schools reported a lower student-teacher relationship quality, reporting these relationships as less warm, caring, and emotionally supportive. Teachers’ misconceptions about students’ needs could partially explain this negative association. Hornstra et al. (2015) showed that teachers are less supportive of students’ autonomy needs of at-risk students because they believe that students with low-SES, low ability levels, or an ethnic minority background need more teacher control. However, students’ autonomy needs should be equally supported (Patall and Zambrano, 2019; Archambault et al., 2020). Therefore, more research is needed on the factors influencing their beliefs about students’ SES and migration background. In addition, Wubbels et al. (2006) and Severiens et al. (2014) underscore the importance of the interpersonal competence of teachers in ethnically diverse classrooms. Our findings have implications for the focus of teacher training and professional development activities offered. Ethnically diverse schools might offer more interpersonal training focusing on diversity. Another way to improve teaching quality in ethnically diverse schools is to invest more in culturally responsive teaching (Gay, 2002). Culturally responsive teaching uses ethnically diverse students’ cultural characteristics, experiences, and perspectives to teach more effectively. This way of teaching aligns well with the concept of autonomy-supportive teaching, in which teachers can take the perspective of their students (Patall and Zambrano, 2019), which is considered an aspect of good classroom management (Berger and Girardet, 2021).

In line with prior research (Richardson and Watt, 2014; Girardet and Berger, 2018; Berger and Girardet, 2021), social utility value toward teaching was related to more teaching qualities than personal utility value. This indicates that it is important to promote (pre-service) teachers’ motivation to contribute to society and enhance social equity. This conclusion should be interpreted with caution as the present study limited teaching quality by the four components analyzed (i.e., classroom management, cognitive activation, clarity of instruction, and student-teacher relationships). However, we defined the chosen teaching quality components based on recurrent elements we found in our literature research described in the introduction.

In sum, the current study suggests that teachers’ teaching qualities are adapted when dealing with students from socioeconomically disadvantaged backgrounds and or children with an immigrant status or migration background. Although SES and migration are correlated, different relations with teaching qualities are found in the multilevel analysis. While SES is mainly related to the cognitive aspects of teaching quality, is migration background more related to social aspects of teaching quality. Hence the main conclusion from this study is that to work on effective teaching by improving teaching quality, SES and migration need different approaches.
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FOOTNOTES

1In order to be able to contextualize the situation in the Netherlands, it is important to consider two specific aspects of the Dutch education system. The Dutch school system is a public school system, almost all Dutch schools are funded and monitored by the government. At the age of 12, Dutch pupils transition to one of three tracks in secondary education. Test scores in combination with a school advice, leads to either the vocational track (4 years), a general track (5 years) or a pre-university track (6 years; see also Nuffic, n.d.). Parents’ SES play a large role in this advice, which impacts school composition in secondary education: the vocational track generally contains larger percentages of students from low-SES and migration backgrounds.
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APPENDIX


Items of All Scales Used in the Analyses


Social Utility Motivation to Teach (T3SOCUT)

TT3G07: How important were the following for you to become a teacher?

Response options: “Not important at all” (1), “Of low importance” (2), “Of moderate importance” (3), “Of high importance” (4).

TT3G07E Teaching allowed me to influence the development of children and young people.

TT3G07F Teaching allowed me to benefit the socially disadvantaged.

TT3G07G Teaching allowed me to provide a contribution to society.



Personal Utility Motivation to Teach (T3PERUT)

TT3G07: How important were the following for you to become a teacher?

Response options: “Not important at all” (1), “Of low importance” (2), “of moderate importance” (3), “Of high importance” (4).

TT3G07A Teaching offered a steady career path.

TT3G07B Teaching provided a reliable income.

TT3G07C Teaching was a secure job.

TT3G07D The teaching schedule (e.g., hours, holidays, part-time positions) fit with responsibilities in my personal life.



Workload Stress (T3WLOAD)

TT3G52: Thinking about your job at this school, to what extent are the following sources of stress in your work?

Response options: “Not at all” (1), “To some extent” (2), “Quite a bit” (3), “A lot” (4).

TT3G52A Having too much lesson preparation.

TT3G52B Having too many lessons to teach.

TT3G52C Having too much marking.

TT3G52D Having too much administrative work to do (e.g., filling out forms).

TT3G52E Having extra duties due to absent teachers.



Clarity of Instruction (T3CLAIN)

TT3G42: Thinking about your teaching in the <target class>, how often do you do the following?

Response options: “Never or almost never” (1), “Occasionally” (2), “Frequently” (3), “Always” (4).

TT3G42A I present a summary of recently learned content.

TT3G42B I set goals at the beginning of instruction.

TT3G42C I explain what I expect the students to learn.

TT3G42D I explain how new and old topics are related.



Classroom Management (T3CLASM)

TT3G42: Thinking about your teaching in the <target class>, how often do you do the following?

Response options: “Never or almost never” (1), “Occasionally” (2), “Frequently” (3), “Always” (4).

TT3G42I I tell students to follow classroom rules.

TT3G42J I tell students to listen to what I say.

TT3G42K I calm students who are disruptive.

TT3G42L When the lesson begins, I tell students to quieten down quickly.



Cognitive Activation (T3COGAC)

TT3G42: Thinking about your teaching in the <target class>, how often do you do the following?

Response options: “Never or almost never” (1), “Occasionally” (2), “Frequently” (3), “Always” (4).

TT3G42E I present tasks for which there is no obvious solution.

TT3G42F I give tasks that require students to think critically.

TT3G42G I have students work in small groups to come up with a joint solution to a problem or task.

TT3G42H I ask students to decide on their own procedures for solving complex tasks.



Student-Teacher Relations (T3STUD)

TT3G49: How strongly do you agree or disagree with the following statements about what happens in this school?

Response options: “Strongly disagree” (1), “Disagree” (2), “Agree” (3), “Strongly agree” (4).

TT3G49A Teachers and students usually get on well with each other.

TT3G49B Most teachers believe that the students’ well-being is important.

TT3G49C Most teachers are interested in what students have to say.

TT3G49D If a student needs extra assistance, the school provides it.
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SES 1,776 0.48*** 0.12%* 0.04 —0.04 —0.01 —0.05 0.08** —0.03
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SES = % of students with a socioeconomically disadvantaged background; MIGR = % of students with an immigrant status or migration background; Social utility value;
Personal utility value; Workload; Classroom management; Cognitive activation; Clarity of instruction; Student-teacher Relationship. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, **p < 0.001.
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