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Abstract
Disadvantaged ethnic minority youth have been described at increased
risk for psychosocial adjustment problems. As research in this ﬁeld focused
predominantly on adolescents and adults using cross-sectional methods,
relatively little is known on ethnic differences in psychosocial functioning
and its development over the elementary school-age period. This study investigated possible differences in the developmental courses of behavioral,
emotional and social adjustment between ethnic majority native Dutch
children and ethnic minority children with a family migrant background
across the elementary school years. A sample of 583 children were assessed
annually from ﬁrst to sixth grade elementary school (56% Dutch, 44% ethnic minority) on their behavioral and emotional problems, their pro-social
behavior, and their social experiences with peers, operationalized as peer
social preference and victimization. Growth curve models, with ethnicity
as predictor of level and growth differences, and family SES and sex as control variables were ﬁtted. The results showed level differences in that both
teacher and peer reports indicated increased levels of conduct problems
and oppositional deﬁant behavior, and lower levels of social skills and peer
social preference in ethnic minority children than in native Dutch children across the elementary school period. No systematic growth differences
between the two groups of children were found on the outcome variables.
The higher levels of behavioral problems and poorer social skills and experiences which were observed to persist across the elementary school years,
signal the need to facilitate disadvantaged ethnic minority children’s grade
school integration prior to school-entry.
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Introduction
Many industrialized, economically developed countries are at the receiving
end of a growing inﬂux of migrants with various ethnic backgrounds. In
the particular case of the Netherlands, approximately 21% of the total general Dutch population has a migrant background of which over half originates from economically less developed non-Western countries including
mainly Mediterranean-Islamic groups such as Moroccans and Turks, and
ex-colonial groups such as Surinamese and Antilleans1 (Statistics Netherlands, 2014a, 2014f). Although there are substantive differences between
different migrant populations between countries, there are indications that
children of migrants may be at increased risk for psychological problems
when compared to ethnic majority native youth (Abebe, Lien, & Hjelde,
2014; Fuligni, 1998; Stevens & Vollebergh, 2008).
Previous research on the psychological well-being of children of nonWestern migrants suggests that their increased risk for behavioral and
emotional adjustment problems is particularly evident in the school environment (Vollebergh, 2003). This increased vulnerability for adjustment
problems may stem from the fact that these minority children do not only
have to overcome universal developmental challenges successfully (e.g.
adaptation to the school context and its demands), but are simultaneously
confronted with migration-related hurdles (e.g. acculturation to the host
culture and dealing with possible culture gaps). This may make it more
likely for non-Western ethnic minority children to experience the primary
period of formal schooling as relatively more stressful than other children
do, thereby providing the context for possible differential development.
Our knowledge base on possible differential development of elementary
school-aged ethnic minority children with a family migrant background is
limited. Findings of earlier studies were mostly based on cross-sectional
data (see Stevens & Vollebergh, 2008), with little opportunity to investigate potential differences in psychopathological symptom development
between ethnic majority native children and ethnic minority children with
a family migrant background followed across a developmental phase, such
as the elementary school years. Apart from psychopathology development,
the elementary school years also constitute an important period in which
children become increasingly challenged in their social functioning. Knowledge on potential ethnic differences in the development of children’s early
social behavior and experiences during this developmental phase may
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help to increase our understanding on the early stage of psychopathology development (Burt, Obradović, Long, & Masten, 2008; Parker, Rubin,
Erath, Wojslawowicz, & Buskirk, 2006; van Lier & Koot, 2010). The central
aim of the present study was to explore possible ethnic developmental differences in psychological and social functioning comparing ethnic majority
native Dutch children with ethnic minority non-Western children across
the elementary school period.
Adjustment difﬁculties among non-Western minority children have been
found most pronounced for externalizing problem behaviors (Bevaart et
al., 2012; Ftitache, van Lier, & Koot, 2011; Stevens et al., 2003; Vollebergh,
2003; Zwirs et al., 2010). For example, in a large study conducted in the
Netherlands, levels of externalizing problems among non-Western children were found approximately twice as high as the levels found in native
Dutch children as reported by elementary school teachers (Stevens et al.,
2003). Similarly, other studies also found increased levels of oppositional
deﬁant symptoms, conduct problems and attention-deﬁcit/hyperactivity
among non-Western children (Jansen et al., 2010; Mieloo et al., 2013; Zwirs
et al., 2010). Interestingly, teachers often report similar or lower levels
of emotional problems among non-Western children when compared to
native Dutch children (Stevens et al., 2003; Vollebergh et al., 2005). Most
of these previous ﬁndings however do not include adjustment outcomes
over time which would enable stronger inferences to be made on possible
ethnic differences in psychological problems among elementary schoolaged children. Given the growing need for the establishment of a better
conception of earlier cross-sectional ﬁndings, ethnic developmental differences in behavioral and emotional adjustment problems were explored
over time in the current study.
Faced with the additional task of having to bridge possible cultural gaps
between the home and school environment, the transition to elementary
school with its expanding new social arena of peer relationships might
be particularly experienced stressful for children with a family migrant
background. On the one hand, increasing interactions with peers provides
children with valuable opportunities to practice emerging social skills and
obtain a better understanding of their new socio-cultural environment.
On the other hand, if children are disliked, rejected or victimized by their
peers, they run an increased risk for a variety of problematic outcomes
such as academic underachievement and antisocial development (Coie,
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Dodge, & Coppotelli, 1982; Deater-Deckard, 2001; Parker & Asher, 1987;
Parker et al., 2006; Rubin, Bukowski, & Parker, 2006). Importantly, there
are indications that ethnic minority and migrant children are more often
subject to peer victimization (McKenney, Pepler, Craig, & Connolly, 2006;
Strohmeier, Kärnä, & Salmivalli, 2011; Verkuyten & Thijs, 2002), are less
liked by their peers (Grünigen, Perren, Nägele, & Alsaker, 2010; Ladd &
Burgess, 2001; Lubbers, 2006), have fewer friendship relations (Strohmeier
& Spiel, 2003), and display less pro-social behavior in the school context
(Matthews, Kizzie, Rowley, & Cortina, 2010; Mieloo et al., 2013; Zwirs et
al., 2010) when compared to their ethnic majority and native counterparts.
Considering these additional cross-sectional ﬁndings in the domain of
social behavior and experiences, ethnic differences in social behavior and
experiences were also explored over time.
Knowledge on the adjustment of ethnic minority children with a family
migrant background across the elementary school period may provide
key information for the direction and design of research and preventive
interventions. First, research has shown that poor outcomes later in life
can often be traced back to maladjustment in the childhood years (Caspi,
Mofﬁtt, Newman, & Silva, 1996; Coie, Lochman, Terry, & Hyman, 1992;
Hofstra, van der Ende, & Verhulst, 2002; Kim-Cohen et al., 2003). The
availability of evidence-based information on the timing, size and pattern
of possible ethnic developmental differences in childhood is therefore
necessary to be able to intervene more effectively and efﬁciently. Despite
this, there has been a previous focus mainly on the period of adolescence
and adulthood in research on the link between migration and mental
health (Motti-Stefanidi, Asendorpf, & Masten, 2012; Sagatun, Lien, Søgaard,
Bjertness, & Heyerdahl, 2008; Sirin, Ryce, Gupta, & Rogers-Sirin, 2013;
van Oort et al., 2007) with little attention for the adjustment of elementary
school-aged children. Speciﬁc problems in the areas of behavioral, emotional and social functioning that may arise for the ﬁrst time during this
period have thus been understudied. Second, research on the behavioral
and emotional adjustment of non-Western minority children in the school
context has been mainly restricted to teacher reports. The inclusion of
longitudinal data of additional school informants like classroom peers,
provides unique information of which teachers themselves may have been
unaware of. This may for instance be information on which children are
liked and disliked by peers in the classroom, which children have friends
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or are being bullied. Importantly, sociometric indicators such as these
have previously been found to be independently predictive of children’s
maladjustment (Sturaro, van Lier, Cuijpers, & Koot, 2011) contributing to
both behavioral and emotional problem development (van Lier & Koot,
2010). The availability of an empirical knowledge base on the question
whether existing level differences may escalate and grow into different
developmental courses is essential for the future direction of this ﬁeld of
research and practice.

The present study
In the present study a community sample of 583 elementary school
children were assessed annually regarding their behavioral problems,
emotional problems, their social behavior and social experiences from
grade 1 to the end of the elementary school period, in grade 6. In this
sample, 209 children had at least one parent with a non-Western migrant
origin, mainly from economically less developed countries including Morocco, Turkey, Surinam and the Netherlands Antilles. This study thereby
provided the unique opportunity to contribute to and extend previous
cross-sectional studies by investigating whether level differences in psychosocial adjustment between ethnic majority Dutch children and ethnic
minority non-Western children persist or change over time. Speciﬁcally,
our central objective was to explore whether ethnic growth differences
in psychosocial adjustment can be observed across the elementary school
years. Repeated measures of classroom teacher report and peer nominations on indicators of behavioral problems (aggression, conduct problems
and oppositional deﬁant behavior), attention-deﬁcit/hyperactivity, anxiety,
social experiences (peer social preference, peer victimization, number of
reciprocated best friendship relationships) and pro-social behavior were
used as outcomes. On the basis of previous cross-sectional ﬁndings (Stevens et al., 2003; Lubbers et al., 2006; Verkuyten & Thijs, 2002; Vollebergh,
2005) we hypothesized that ethnic minority non-Western children would
show poorer psychosocial functioning when compared to ethnic majority
Dutch children. Because of limited longitudinal research with comparable
age- and ethnic groups, no hypotheses were formulated in advance with
regard to developmental differences.

ETHNIC DIFFERENCES IN PSYCHOSOCIAL DEVELOPMENT

Method
Sample and study design
We addressed our research questions in a longitudinal study in the
Netherlands in which children from the general population were annually assessed on their psychological and social development across the
elementary school years (Witvliet, van Lier, Cuijpers, & Koot, 2009). This
study was approved by the ethic review boards of the Erasmus University
Rotterdam and the VU University Amsterdam. Children were recruited
from 30 schools that were situated in two urban areas in the western
part and one rural area in the eastern part of the Netherlands. In 2004,
children were included in the study if they passed kindergarten to ﬁrst
grade (N = 750) or if they entered a participating classroom (N = 111) the
next year. For 88% of the children signed parental informed consent was
obtained, which resulted in 759 children actually participating in this
study. Children were included in the present study if data on ethnicity
and/or family socioeconomic status information was available. Such data
was missing for 23% of the children, resulting in a total of 583 children
eligible for inclusion (77% of the original sample).
At the ﬁrst assessment in grade 1, children had a mean age of 7.01
years (SD = 0.44). The mean age at the last assessment was 12.09 years
(SD = 0.44). Boys (50.3%) and girls were evenly represented. Data on
children’s ethnicity was collected in a parent interview. Having a nonWestern background in our sample was deﬁned as having at least one of
both parents originating from Morocco, Turkey, the Netherlands Antilles,
Surinam or other non-Western countries and migrated to the Netherlands
(Statistics Netherlands, 2014c). Children were categorized as having a
Dutch ethnicity if both parents originated from the Netherlands or if one
parent was native Dutch and the other parent originated from another
Western country (Statistics Netherlands, 2014d, 2014e). There were two
children with each one Dutch parent and one Western migrant parent
that originated from Germany and from France. Based on these criteria,
56% of the children had a Dutch ethnicity. The remainder of the study
sample fell under the category of having a non-Western ethnicity. Ethnic
minority children had a Moroccan (11%), Turkish (10%), Surinamese (6%)
or Netherlands Antillean (5%) origin or other non-Western ethnicity such
as Pakistan and Somalia (8%). Of the children included in the study, 37%
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had a low SES, which is fairly comparable to what is found in the general
Dutch population (32% low SES; Statistics Netherlands, 2012b). Within the
group of children with a non-Western included in the study, 67% had a
low family SES compared to 21% of low family SES among native Dutch
children. The total proportion of 40% non-Western minority children in
the study sample is fairly large compared to the 14% overall population
proportion of non-Western elementary school children aged 7-12 years old
in the Netherlands (Statistics Netherlands, 2014g), which is likely due to
an overrepresentation of non-Western minorities living in urban areas. The
average classroom proportion of non-Western children was 38% (range
0-100%).
Incomplete assessments were due to grade retention or moving to another school. Data across the elementary school period were present for
90.6% of the study sample for at least two time points, 63.5% was complete for all time points. Children with incomplete data did not differ from
children with complete data with respect to sex distribution (Ȥ2(1) = 0.49,
p = .48). More ethnic minority children than native Dutch children had
missing data (Ȥ2(1) = 40.86, p < .001). Approximately two-third of the children were in schools that had implemented a preventive intervention in
grade 1 and 2 (Good Behavior Game, GBG; Barrish, Saunders, & Wolf,
1969). However, as it was currently not a research objective to examine
the role of intervention status, analyses were controlled for this variable in
the present study.

Predictor measure
Ethnicity
Information on children’s ethnicity was collected by home visits to their
parents and interviews about their country of birth. The variable ethnicity
was dummy-coded 0 = native Dutch, and 1 = non-Western minority.

Outcome measures
Teacher reports of behavioral and emotional problems were obtained from
grade 1 to grade 6 with the Problem Behavior at School Interview (PBSI;
Erasmus MC., 2004). The PBSI is a 42-item teacher interview assessing
behavioral and emotional problems in children on a ﬁve-point Likert scale
ranging from zero (never applicable) to four (often applicable). The scales
for conduct problems, oppositional deﬁant behavior, attention-deﬁcit/

ETHNIC DIFFERENCES IN PSYCHOSOCIAL DEVELOPMENT

hyperactivity and anxiety were used. The Conduct Problems subscale
consists of 12 items, such as this child ﬁghts, this child attacks other children physically, this child destroys property belonging to others, and this
child is truant with Cronbach alpha values ranging from .90 to .93. The
Oppositional Deﬁant Behavior subscale consists of seven items including
has temper tantrums, is stubborn, is disobedient at school, and is deﬁant
(range Į .87 - .92). The Attention-Deﬁcit/Hyperactivity subscale consists
of eight items including is impulsive, cannot sit still, is hyperactive and is
easily distracted (range Į .84 - .93). The Anxiety subscale consists of ﬁve
items including is fearful, is too dependent on adults and is nervous and
tense (range Į .77 - .92).
Peer nomination of behavioral and emotional problems were obtained
individually according the peer nomination procedure at the participants’
school by trained graduate and undergraduate students in grade one to
three (Coie & Dodge, 1988). From grade four to grade six, children completed the nominations collectively in the classroom. One interviewer gave
instructions and other interviewers provided assistance. Children were
asked to nominate an unlimited number of classmates of either sex that
ﬁtted either of the following four descriptions: this child starts ﬁghts, hits
other children (aggression), does not obey to rules at school (opposition),
cannot sit still in the classroom (attention-deﬁcit/hyperactivity), and is fearful (anxiety). The number of nominations for each item was divided by
the total number of children in the classroom minus one (self-nominations
were not allowed) and standardized to obtain individual scores for aggression, opposition, attention-deﬁcit/hyperactivity and anxiety ranging from
0 (no reports of symptom) to 1 (all classmates report the individual child
displays the symptom).
Peer victimization and children’s pro-social behavior was annually collected from ﬁrst to sixth grade with the Social Experience QuestionnaireTeacher Report for teachers, a validated teacher-reported measure of victimization and pro-social behavior (Cullerton-Sen & Crick, 2005), and the
peer nomination procedures for classroom peers (Coie & Dodge, 1988).
The SEQ taps the degree of pro-social behavior an individual child shows
towards other children and its experiences of physical and relational
victimization by use of a ﬁve-point Likert scale from one (never) to ﬁve
(almost always). Physical victimization was assessed by three items (gets
hit or kicked by peers; gets pushed or shoved by peers; and gets physically
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threatened by peers) with Cronbach Į values ranging from .83 to .87. Relational victimization was also assessed by three items: gets excluded when
someone is mad at them; gets ignored by other kids when someone is mad
at him/her; and this child gets told “you aren’t my friend/buddy” if they do
not comply with a classmates request with Cronbach Į values ranging from
.85 to .90. An overall victimization score was computed by summing the
two subscale scores divided by two. The subscale for pro-social behavior
consisted of four items, for example is kind to other children, comforts
a child that is crying or sad and asks other children to join play with
Cronbach Į values ranging from .78 to .96.
Peer nominations of victimization, social preference, friendships and
pro-social behavior were obtained. Victimization and pro-social behavior
were obtained by asking children to nominate all classmates of either
sex that ﬁtted either of two descriptions: is bullied (peer victimization)
and is friendly to other children (pro-social behavior). Peer social preference scores were obtained by asking children to nominate an unlimited
number of classmates whom they liked and disliked (Coie & Dodge, 1988).
The number of like and dislike scores were divided by the total number
of children in the classroom minus one (self-nominations were not allowed). The dislike score was subtracted from the like score to obtain an
individual peer social preference score. Scores ranged from −1 (disliked
by all classmates) to 1 (liked by all classmates). Number of reciprocal
best friends (friendedness) was assessed by asking children to nominate
an unlimited number of best friends in the classroom. The number of
reciprocated friendship nominations (i. e. the nominee’s best friend in turn
nominated the nominator as being one of his/her best friends too) of a
child were identiﬁed. To adjust for class size, the number of reciprocated
best friends scores for each participant was divided by the class size minus
one (self-nomination was not allowed). Low scores indicate having few
reciprocated friends in the classroom (low friendedness).

Control variables
Household socioeconomic status (SES) was measured using the working
population classiﬁcations of occupations scheme (Statistics Netherlands,
2012b). The highest SES score of the parents was used. Low SES was
deﬁned as being unemployed or holding an elementary job or less. Household SES was dummy coded with 0 = average or high SES and 1 = low SES.
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Gender was dummy-coded as 0 = female, 1 = male.
Intervention status was dummy-coded as 0 = control, 1 = intervention.

Statistical approach
Latent growth curve models were used to estimate growth trajectories of
behavioral, emotional and social adjustment as reported by teachers and
peers across grade 1 to grade 6. In growth models, individual differences
in the course of outcomes are captured by an intercept (initial levels) and
a linear slope term (linear increases or decreases in time) or additional
curvilinear terms, when needed. Separate growth models were ﬁtted for
each outcome, and ethnicity and the covariates household SES, gender
and intervention status were added to predict individual differences in
levels and growth. All models were ﬁtted in Mplus 6 (Muthén & Muthén,
1998). Model ﬁt was determined via the Comparative Fit Index and Tucker
Lewis Index (CFI/TLI; with values ≥ 0.90 indicating acceptable ﬁt) (Bentler,
1990), and the Root Mean Squared Error of Approximation (RSMEA; values
≤ 0.08 are indicative of acceptable ﬁt) (Browne & Cudeck, 1993). An MLR
estimator, which produces robust standard errors, was used to account
for non-normal distribution of scores and estimation of missing data. In
addition, because children are nested in classrooms within schools, the
data has a dependent, hierarchical structure. We therefore corrected for
data dependency with the complex procedure in Mplus that calculates
unbiased standard errors of the parameter estimates at the level of the
classroom.

Results
Descriptive statistics
The grand means and standard deviations of behavioral and emotional
problems, and social experiences and behavior across grade 1 – 6 (average
score over the six year follow-up period) as reported by teachers and
peers are in Table 2.1. The effect sizes of the mean differences reported by
the teachers and peers on all measures are in the small to medium range
(Cohen, 1988).
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Table 2.1 Grand Means and Standard Deviations of Psychosocial Adjustment for native Dutch
and Non-Western Minority Children
Sex
Boys
M

SD

Ethnicity
Girls
M

SD

Dutch
M

SD

Test

Non-Western

Sex

M

SD

F

Ethnicity
ES

F

ES

Teachers
CP

0.70 0.52 0.38 0.38

0.43 0.43

0.72

0.51

72.54**

0.70 57.18** 0.61

ODB

1.09 0.69 0.74 0.58

0.79 0.62

1.11

0.67

43.70**

0.55 33.90** 0.50

ADH

1.32 0.77 0.93 0.64

1.03 0.73

1.28

0.72

46.11**

0.55 15.96** 0.34

Anxiety

1.00 0.53 1.04 0.50

1.01 0.54

1.03

0.47

0.85

Pro-social

2.50 0.52 2.90 0.52

2.81 0.52

2.52

0.57

88.43**

0.77 37.73** 0.53

Victimization

0.61 0.41 0.48 0.37

0.46 0.38

0.68

0.39

15.05**

0.33 40.79** 0.57

0.24 0.22 0.06 0.09

0.12 0.18

0.19

0.20

197.56** 1.07 14.75** 0.37

ODB

0.21 0.21 0.06 0.10

0.11 0.17

0.18

0.19

121.12** 0.91 23.47** 0.39

ADH

0.23 0.18 0.09 0.12

0.14 0.16

0.19

0.17

109.50** 0.92 12.57** 0.30

Anxiety

0.05 0.07 0.13 0.10

0.08 0.09

0.11

0.10

119.14** 0.93

Pro-social

0.34 0.17 0.48 0.19

0.45 0.18

0.34

0.19

88.49**

0.78 45.02** 0.59

Victimization

0.13 0.09 0.19 0.12

0.15 0.12

0.18

0.11

33.99**

0.57

Social
Preference

0.06 0.26 0.19 0.22

0.16 0.25

0.07

0.22

37.46**

0.54 20.11** 0.38

Number of
Best Friends

0.26 0.13 0.29 0.13

0.27 0.13

0.28

0.13

10.68*

0.23

0.08

0.19

0.04

Peers
Aggression

10.95* 0.32

9.73*

0.70

0.26

0.08

Note. Means (SD) are average scores across grades 1 to 6. ES = Effect size of mean difference (Cohens
d). *p < .01 **p < .001. Conduct problems (CP), oppositional defiant behavior (ODB) and attentiondeficit/hyperactivity (ADH).

Ethnicity and psychosocial development
Before testing the possible effect of ethnicity on the development of the
outcome variables considered, we ﬁrst ﬁtted baseline models to determine
the number of growth factors needed to model the developmental course
of each outcome separately. Models with intercepts and linear slope terms
were ﬁtted. The slope parameter was parameterized at the middle assessment (grade 3). Results showed that for all outcomes except for peer
nominated anxiety a model with an intercept and a linear slope term
ﬁtted the data well and all growth parameters had signiﬁcant variances
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around the mean (lower and upper bound range of ﬁt indices across all
outcomes: CFI: 0.93 –1.00, TLI: 0.91– 1.00, RMSEA: 0.00 – 0.07). For peer
nominated anxiety a quadratic slope term was needed to ﬁt the observed
data (CFI = 1.00, TLI = 1.00, RMSEA = 0.00).
We then tested the effect of ethnicity on the growth parameters while
accounting for the control variables. The results are in Table 2.2. Across
the tested models, signiﬁcant effects of ethnicity were found mainly on the
intercept parameters. For teacher reported pro-social behavior an effect
of ethnicity was found on the slope parameter. Speciﬁcally the signiﬁcant
effects on the intercepts in Table 2.2 suggested that across informants
(teachers and peers), ethnic minority non-Western children displayed
higher levels of behavioral problems (aggression, conduct problems, oppositional deﬁant behavior) when compared to native Dutch children.
Table 2.2 Parameter Estimates, Standard Errors and Beta’s for the Effect of Ethnicity on Indicators of
Psychosocial Adjustment
I
Outcome

S

Fit

B

SE

β

B

SE

β

CFI

TLI

RMSEA

CP

.260

.064

.293**

.021

.022

.134

0.98

0.98

0.02

ODB

.295

.086

.240*

.026

.024

.129

0.97

0.96

0.03

ADH

.205

.090

.148

−.005

.039

−.021

0.93

0.92

0.05

Anxiety

−.061

.066

−.074

.031

.036

.198

0.96

0.95

0.02

Pro-social

−.285

.078

−.292**

−.063

.021

−.269*

0.97

0.96

0.03

Victimization

.167

.062

.296*

.013

0.24

.077

0.92

0.91

0.04

Aggression

.058

.019

.170*

.007

.005

.157

0.95

0.92

0.06

ODB

.061

.015

.173**

.004

.006

.064

0.97

0.96

0.05

ADH

.036

.017

.112

.008

.007

.111

0.92

0.91

0.07

Anxiety

.017

.016

.080

−.005

.005

−.088

1.00

1.00

0.00

Pro-social

−.072

.019

−.201**

.012

.009

.131

0.96

0.93

0.04

Victimization

.020

.019

.110

.006

.009

.081

0.94

0.92

0.04

Peer Social Preference

−.051

.029

−.111

.014

.010

.181

0.92

0.91

0.06

Number of Best Friends

.016

.023

.071

.012

.005

.231

0.91

0.90

0.05

Teachers

Peers

Note. *p < .01 **p < .001. Intercept parameters centered at grade 3. Conduct problems (CP), oppositional defiant behavior (ODB) and attention-deficit/hyperactivity (ADH).
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In addition, it was found across informants that ethnic minority children
showed lower levels of pro-social behavior than Dutch children. With
regard to social experiences, it was found that teachers reported more
peer victimization among ethnic minority children. However, this was not
supported by peer nominations. Finally, ethnic minority children did not
differ from native Dutch children in their peer social preference score,
attention-deﬁcit/hyperactivity, anxiety, or in their number of reciprocated
best friendship relations.
As no effects of ethnicity on the slope parameters were found (except
on teacher reported pro-social behavior), we examined the robustness of
the level differences found in grade 3 by parameterizing the intercept at
the ﬁrst (grade 1) and last (grade 6) assessment. Results showed that all
the level differences that were found at third grade were already present in
ﬁrst grade, except for peer nominated aggression (B = .05, SE = .02, ȕ = .13,
p < .05). With the parameterization at grade 6, a signiﬁcant intercept effect
(B = −.46, SE = .10, ȕ = −.35, p < .001) in addition to a slope effect (B = −.07,
SE = .03, ȕ = −.25, p < .01) in teacher reported pro-social behavior was found.

Discussion
Previous research on the link between migration and psychosocial adjustment has mainly focused on the period of adolescence and adulthood
using cross-sectional methods (Motti-Stefanidi et al., 2012; Stevens et al.,
2003; Wit et al., 2008). Addressing the scarcity of longitudinal research,
speciﬁcally in the elementary school-age years (Fuligni, 2001; Vollebergh
et al., 2005), the present study investigated possible ethnic differences
in psychosocial development comparing ethnic majority native Dutch
children with ethnic minority non-Western children with a family migrant
background from grade 1 to grade 6 in elementary school.
Controlling for family SES and sex, the overall picture regarding possible
level differences appeared most clear in the domains of behavioral and
social functioning. For behavioral adjustment, teachers and peers were
generally in agreement in reporting increased levels of aggression, conduct problems and oppositional deﬁant behaviors among ethnic minority
non-Western children across the elementary school period. These ﬁndings
are in line with previous cross-sectional studies showing higher levels
of similar forms of externalizing problem behaviors among non-Western
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minority children when compared to their ethnic majority counterparts
(Mieloo et al., 2013; Rutter et al., 1974; Stevens et al., 2003; Vollebergh et
al., 2005; Zwirs et al., 2010). In addition, the inclusion of peer nominations in the current study extended earlier ﬁndings by showing that the
increased risks among non-Western minority children in the behavioral
adjustment domain is not only reported by teachers, but also by classroom
peers, and that these differences are reported by both informants on multiple occasions across the elementary school years. It is important to note
that although teacher as well as classroom peers composition changes
when children change grade, the reported ethnic differences showed
consistency.
For social behavior and experiences, the most pronounced level differences were found for pro-social behavior across informants and timepoints. Compared to native Dutch children, non-Western minority children
were less liked by their peers in the beginning of elementary school. In
addition, they were found more often victimized by peers, and displayed
less pro-social behavior across the elementary school period. These results
are in accordance with several cross-sectional studies showing that ethnic
minority and migrant children are less liked by their peers (Grünigen et al.,
2010; Ladd & Burgess, 2001; Lubbers, 2006), are more often victimized by
peers (McKenney et al., 2006; Strohmeier et al., 2011; Verkuyten & Thijs,
2002) and display less pro-social behavior in school (Matthews et al., 2010;
Mieloo et al., 2013).
We did not ﬁnd evidence for more attention-deﬁcit/hyperactivity among
non-Western minority children, which opposes some previous studies
(Mieloo et al., 2013; Zwirs et al., 2010). However, the fact that we did not
ﬁnd level differences in anxiety, is in line with previous research showing
that teachers report similar or even lower levels of emotional problems
among non-Western minority children when compared to native Dutch
children (Stevens et al., 2003; Vollebergh et al., 2005). Importantly, our
results additionally show that peers concurred with teachers on these
observations. A possible explanation for this may be that, apart from the
possibility that there may truly be no difference, emotional problems may
also go undetected in the school environment. For non-Western children,
previous ﬁndings show that the children themselves as well as their parents do report heightened levels of emotional problems (Bengi-Arslan,
Verhulst, Ende, & Erol, 1997; Janssen et al., 2004).
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With regard to developmental differences, or change over time between
majority native Dutch and minority children with a family non-Western
migrant background, we found an effect on the slope parameter of
teacher-reported pro-social behavior. This effect indicates that whereas
ethnic majority native Dutch children increased in their levels of pro-social
behavior over time, ethnic minority non-Western children had stable,
non-increasing levels. The reasons for this growth difference are unclear.
Although possible spurious effects of SES were controlled for, the fact that
ethnic minorities in the Netherlands are mainly concentrated in relatively
poorer areas in inner cities may likely also have contributed to a stagnated
social skill development among minority children during the elementary
school period. These children in particular are more likely to start off
and go through the elementary school period less equipped in social
competencies due to a disadvantaged family environment with limited
social networks, a marginalized societal position, low parental education
level and linguistic-cultural barriers (Berry, 1997; Heath, Rothon, & Kilpi,
2008; Pawliuk et al., 1996; Wit et al., 2008). Factors such as these have
been found to be associated with increased family stress and less sensitive
parenting practices which in turn may undermine children’s successful
socialization (Dodge, Pettit, & Bates, 1994; Lengua, Honorado, & Bush,
2007; Loeber, Burke, Lahey, Winters, & Zera, 2000; McLoyd, 1990, 1998).
Overall, our results showed mainly level differences that were present
across the whole elementary school period and one ethnicity effect on the
slope of teacher reported pro-social behavior was observed. This suggests
that although there were overall developmental differences found in the
level of adjustment variables, the patterns of change among non-Western
minority children were found generally comparable to those of native
Dutch children. We know of no other study that has investigated possible differences in multiple psychosocial outcome variables comparing
minority group children with a family migrant status with majority native
group children from a longitudinal perspective, covering the elementary
school years. One earlier U.S. study reported that ethnic minority AfricanAmerican children show larger increases in teacher rated externalizing
problem behavior across the elementary school years when compared to
their ethnic majority European-American peers (Keiley, Bates, Dodge, &
Pettit, 2000). In the present study we did not ﬁnd a similar escalation of behavioral problems among ethnic minority non-Western children. Also, the
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stable ethnicity effect that was found in the current study in the domain of
behavioral adjustment problems appears in accordance with two European
studies using adolescent and adult non-Western minority samples wherein
level differences in psychological problems remained observable across
three time-points (Sagatun et al., 2008; van Oort et al., 2007).
When interpreting our ﬁndings, several limitations need to be considered. First, for our study we used a community sample of children
attending public elementary schools from urban and rural areas that were
not selected at-random. Although our study sample did resemble the
distribution of low SES families in the Dutch population and included a
relatively large proportion of non-Western children, it is possible that our
ﬁndings may not generalize to all children of non-Western origin in the
Netherlands. In addition, our subgroups of non-Western minorities (e.g.
Turkish, Moroccan, Surinamese) were unfortunately too small to address
separately, in combination with the large number of estimated parameters
considered, and also with regard to possible moderating effects of other
covariates. For reasons such as sample attrition and hard to reach disadvantaged non-Western families, longitudinal studies investigating these
ethnic groups individually are scarce. Nonetheless, considering that the
subgroups in the present study consist of diverse cultures, with different
family migration backgrounds, and also varying degrees of knowledge on
the Dutch culture and language (SCP, 2012), it would be of added-value
to consider them separately in future research using larger numbers of
minority subgroups. Also, the longitudinal investigation of the present
study was limited to the school context. As earlier studies on the adjustment of non-Western adolescents have shown differences between self-,
parent- and teacher reports (Stevens et al., 2003; Vollebergh et al., 2005),
it is useful to include self- and parent reports, especially when investigating emotional problems. Finally, ﬁndings of the current study may be
used as an empirical foundation for designing effective prevention and
intervention programs aimed at disadvantaged ethnic minority children.
Future research with larger sample size should validate our ﬁndings and
extend our study by additionally examining possible ethnic differences in
speciﬁc transactional links between the various domains of psychosocial
adjustment across time (Burt et al., 2008; Cole & Carpentieri, 1990; van Lier
& Koot, 2010).
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Conclusion
To our knowledge, the present study is the ﬁrst to investigate the development of elementary school-age ethnic minority children with a family
migrant background on a variety of psychosocial measures from a longitudinal perspective. Comparing ethnic majority native Dutch children with
ethnic minority non-Western children, the results show increased socialbehavioral risks among minority children across informants (i.e. teachers,
peers) that are already observable in ﬁrst grade and persist throughout the
end of elementary school. Although our ﬁndings suggest no systematic
evidence for ethnic differences in adjustment over time, the consistent
level differences found do highlight the necessity of intervention aimed at
the improvement of social-behavioral competence. Minority children with
non-Western migrant parents may beneﬁt from early programs designed
to diminish their developmental arrears in behavioral adjustment and interpersonal skills. Poor social-behavioral functioning has been found to be
associated with poor school involvement and commitment, and academic
underachievement as an outcome (Ladd, Birch, & Buhs, 1999; Wentzel,
Barry, & Caldwell, 2004). Directing prevention efforts at the enhancement
of behavioral regulation and facilitation of pro-social interactions in the
early elementary school years may be a (cost-)effective way to reduce the
risk for psychosocial adjustment problems among disadvantaged ethnic
minority children.

