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abstract

This paper explores the long-standing attainment gap between Black male students 
relative to other student populations, within Higher Education Institutions in the 
United Kingdom. This paper attempts to develop a contextual understanding of 
the parallel relationship between the social and academic culture at universities in 
the UK, as well as identifies the barriers which affect Black male students’ academic 
engagement. The purpose of this study is to answer the questions, “What is the 
Black male student experience at one university in the UK?” and “Which attitudes 
and practices at this university promote diversity and inclusivity and which hinder 
this?” The research was conducted via interview to gain a better understanding 
and acknowledgement of the multiple truths grounding this subject matter (Jones, 
2015). The main participants were four Black male undergraduate home students, 
and four White academic staff members, at a University in the United Kingdom. This 
paper concludes by recognising that the meanings and attitudes attached to the 
attainment gap vary significantly. The key recommendations identified were the 
importance of raising Black representation within the staff, as well as developing 
a racially conscious atmosphere, in order to develop a sense of inclusion and belong-
ing within the Black male student population. 
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Introduction

This paper comes from a study into the attainment gap between Black students and 
their White counterparts at one university in the United Kingdom. It analyses the rea-
sons for this gap that are attributed to it by students and staff. 

An attainment gap refers to any significant and persisting disparity in academic 
attainment, between different groups of students. As regards this study this particu-
larly relates to the attainment of ‘top degrees’ specifically the difference in the percent-
age of White students achieving a first or upper second class (2:1) degree, compared to 
the percentage of Black students achieving these. 

This matter has come under considerable scrutiny within recent years, with 
gender and ethnicity predominantly identified as the key factors (Cotton et al. 2015). 
Explanations regarding this matter, have often explained this, in terms of the ‘deficien-
cies’ of students (Smith, 2017). This places a specific focus on the individual’s socio-
economic status and family structure. However, such perspectives effectively deflect 
the blame and responsibility from the institution, onto the individual. Approaches 
towards understanding this attainment gap often focus specifically on the impact of 
the formal curriculum. And exclude the influence of the ‘hidden’ curriculum, which 
in this context refers to the unspoken and implicit values and norms that exist within 
the educational social culture (Koppie, 2017). This effectively limits our understanding 
and creates a false impression of the causes of the attainment gap. Therefore, there 
needs to be a shift towards research that analyses the impact of the ‘whole’ university 
culture and that takes into consideration the broader student experience at Higher 
Education Institutions. The whole university culture within the context of this research 
is defined as encompassing student-teacher relationships, the existence and accept-
ance of student associations and the forms of social engagement supported by the 
university (Koppie, 2017).

This approach enables the development of a thorough understanding of the 
underlying messages being taught in a student’s daily encounters. Thus, this research 
attempts to develop a contextual understanding of the Black male student experience 
at one university in the UK, as well as, identifying the barriers which affect their aca-
demic engagement. This is done through the voices of students and academic staff 
members at the case study university. 

The following research questions are answered in this paper:
 

1.	 What role and influence does the university culture have on black male students’ 
experiences at one university in the UK? 

2.	 What attitudes and practices at this university promote diversity and inclusivity 
and which hinder this?
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Conceptual Framework 

The conceptual framework of this research is underpinned by elements of critical race 
theory. Critical race theory is a thematic approach that fundamentally perceives race 
as the prism through which its proponents analyse all aspects of society (Sawchuk, 
2021). This effectively views educational institutions as places where processes are 
shaped by the interests of the dominant White population (Gillborn, 2014).

Furthermore, critical race theory (CRT) frames race as a social construct, and rac-
ism as its by-product (Sawchuk, 2021). This recognises racism as a normal feature of 
society, as it is embedded within its systems and institutions (George, 2021). This sec-
tion explores these ideas in relation to the Black attainment gap. 

The intersection of Race and Gender 
The issue of race and ethnic inequality in Higher Education Institutions has been a sig-
nificant concern for over a decade. The Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA) first 
revealed a disparity in attainment, in the late 1990s (Senior, 2012). Although, it was not 
until 2003, that academics began to research this area in depth. Almost 20 years ago 
Connor et al. (2003) concluded that several specific ethnic minority groups were less 
than half as likely to obtain a good degree. This stimulated other scholars to produce 
comparable research and analysis, which largely agrees with such a statement and 
explains that the causes of the attainment gap are complex and multifaceted (Steven-
son, 2012; Smith, 2017; Austen et al., 2017; Ross et al., 2018). 

The ‘Equality in Higher Education Report’ 2020 (AdvancedHE, 2020) revealed that 
81.4% of White students achieved a first/2:1 degree; whilst 68.0% of Black and ethnic 
minority students (BME) achieved this same degree classification. This shows an over-
all gap of 13.3%, revealing that the largest attainment gap within Higher Education 
Institutions remains between BME students and their White counterparts. However, 
further to this, this report revealed that Black students are the lowest-performing 
group; with a 22.6% gap (AdvancedHE, 2020) from their White peers. Despite this 
attainment discrepancy, research has often paid too little attention to attainment 
differences between each ethnic group – too often it has joined the different ethnic 
groups together, to highlight the gap between White and BME students (McDuff et 
al., 2018). This consequently has over-simplified the complexity and influence ethnic-
ity has on the issue of attainment (Stevenson & Whelan, 2013) therefore, resulting in 
distortion of our understanding of the subject matter.

Furthermore, it is assumed that because there has been a continuous increase 
in Black students at UK universities that these universities have become inclusive and 
have adopted a culturally diverse curriculum. The Equality, Diversity, and Inclusion 
(EDI) policies of Higher Education Institutions have often encouraged this mentality. 
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As such policies and statements have acted as a checklist of pointers for actions taken 
towards the issue of racial inequities (McDuff, 2018). Thus, enforcing the notion that 
putting strategic plans in place for each pointer; can fix everything about equality and 
equity within these institutions (Tate, 2019). 

Such a perspective relates to the theory of interest convergence within criti-
cal race theory, which proposes that diversity and inclusive practices can often be 
implemented for the best interests of those in power, and not necessarily due to 
‘moral persuasion’ (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001). This attitude can lead to effectively 
underestimating the consequences of race in universities, therefore, encouraging 
educational institutions to remain in a state of denial regarding their diversity and 
inclusive practices (Smith 2017), whilst the experience of Black students may be far 
from positive. 

One significant result of the Black attainment gap is the limiting of future edu-
cational and employment opportunities for Black students, post-graduation. This is 
because many graduate-level jobs and post-graduate courses require a minimum 
entry requirement of 2:1 or above (Randall et al., 2021). However, the attainment gap 
reveals that more Black students attain a lower degree classification of 2:2 or third 
(HESA, 2021). This means that Black graduates are less likely to benefit from these 
opportunities (AdvancedHE, 2019). Additionally, research has shown that the overall 
quality of life for Black men demonstrates the impact of this educational disparity 
– statistically Black men are least likely to be hired, first to be laid off and experi-
ence vast income inequalities compared to their white male counterparts (Allen, 
2015). Even within the Black community there are further subtle distinctions – Black 
Caribbean students are typically third generation UK born, while many Black African 
students are more recent immigrants. It is suggested that minorities who have been 
long established in a country, particularly in a context of racial and socio-economic 
disadvantage may be the least likely to be optimistic about the possibilities of social 
mobility and education to transform their lives (Commission on Race and Ethnic Dis-
parity, 2021). 

The Equality in higher education survey (Advanced HE, 2020) also revealed a gen-
der disparity of 5.1%: within the black student population, with male students achiev-
ing less than their female counterparts. Sociological research has often explained this 
difference through social constructs of gender/sexual power relations, and through the 
concept of ‘hegemonic masculinity’. According to definitions of hegemonic masculin-
ity, academic work is often perceived as ‘feminine’ (Frosh et al., 2003), therefore, male 
students avoid academic work in order to reject being labelled as feminine (Jackson, 
2003). Holloway (2016) also explains that the wider perception of Black male ‘under-
performance’ in their university studies is influenced by stereotypical ideas around 
Black masculinity. 
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The Deficit Model 
The deficit perspective model situates the causes for the attainment gap as being 
a sociocultural issue, and due to faults within an individual that have accrued through 
past environments, rather than due to faults within their current situated learning 
environment (Silverman, 2011). This places a specific focus on the internal (cognitive 
or motivational) and external (cultural, family, or socioeconomic background) factors 
of Black students. This account emphasises, that Black communities in the UK, have 
a long history of struggle against racialised oppression and face multiple forms of 
institutional discrimination (Christian, 2005) and that this inevitably feeds indirectly 
into the treatment of Black children in the educational system. However, when such 
historical disadvantages are used to explain the attainment gap, the result is that it is 
still frequently attributed to a lack of personal effort or deficiency, in the students (Volk 
& Long, 2005). Furthermore, there is a risk that this mindset can perpetuate stereotypes 
and effectively alienate students from the university’s culture (Smit, 2012), whilst the 
university can explain away the attainment gap on the basis of past experiences rather 
than the current learning environment.	

Institutional Racism 
The term ‘institutional racism’ dates back to 1967, it was first used by Black activ-

ists – Stokely Carmichael and Charles V. Hamilton. This term was generated as a way 
to distinguish the difference between individuals who held racist attitudes and the 
much larger existence of racial biases that are expressed within an organisation 
(Miller 2016). Simply put, institutional racism refers to racial discrimination that has 
become established as the norm within an organisation as a result of the collective 
beliefs and actions of the population. The implication of this is that while this is the 
product of a group of individuals in an organisation, who each hold racist attitudes, 
this has resulted in the production of uncritically maintained organisational struc-
tures, policies, and procedures, which largely benefit the White population (Miller, 
2016). Furthermore, Bhopal (2020) argues that universities are institutionally compla-
cent in reproducing the status quo, which is White dominated. Therefore, the issue 
of race inequality within universities has become a permanent feature of the United 
Kingdom’s educational system, and replicates the rigid social stratification of society 
(Gillborn, 2008), even when contemporary barriers to equality are removed, discrimi-
nation remains (Phillips, 2011). 

Inclusion and Belonging
Whilst the increase in the Black student population has proven to be economi-

cally beneficial for UK universities, Sleeter and Grant (2008) have noted that this has 
had little impact on their educational ethos, teaching practices and curriculum. There-
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fore, although universities may appear to be visually diverse, in truth, the integration 
of diversity is very dysfunctional. 

Diversity is often described as understanding that each individual is unique and 
recognizing individual differences. This implies that there is a need to develop a sense 
of cultural intelligence in order to cultivate a diverse community that is functional. 
Nevertheless, whilst the need for incorporating participation, belonging, attainment 
and retention, is highly recognised across these institutions, it is clear that little has 
been done to develop inclusive practices that embrace and celebrate diversity. 

In 2011 the National Union of Students ‘Race for Equality’ survey (Miller, 2016) 
revealed that Black students are less likely to be engaged with their educational expe-
riences. This is due to factors such as feeling isolated, unwanted and excluded from 
their institutional environment. In relation to this, a focus group study conducted at 
Kingston University demonstrated that more than 80% of Black and ethnic minority 
students did not feel as if they were part of their university community (Miller, 2016). 
In comparison to this, 72% of their White counterparts perceived themselves other-
wise (Miller, 2016). This may have been caused by academics failing to fully adjust their 
teaching practices to support and engage with the diversity of students or other issues 
with the students’ current learning environment (Durden et al., 2014), leaving most 
students feeling excluded and unmotivated with their educational journey. (Richard-
son 2008). 

Representation
The proportion of Black or ethnic minority staff in universities in the UK is markedly 

lower than the proportion of White staff. Only 10.3% of higher education staff identify 
as Black or from an ethnic minority (AdvancedHE 2020). This representation, therefore, 
does not correlate with the higher representation of students from the same demo-
graphic. This severe disparity of ethnic representation may result in students’ disen-
gagement and lack of aspiration in their educational journey (Arday, 2018). Moreover, 
there is also a lack of representation within students’ formal curriculum. The University 
College London ‘Why is My Curriculum White?’ movement highlights the dominance of 
a White culture and a Eurocentric curriculum in universities, which Black students are 
unable to relate to (Elliott-Cooper & Bouattia, 2015). This is further emphasized in case 
study research conducted by the National Union of Students (2018), which reflected 
on the impact of a lack of representation in the formal curriculum. The report high-
lights that 42% of Black students did not believe that their curriculum reflected issues 
of diversity, equality and discrimination. Moreover, 34% stated that they felt unable 
to bring their perspective as a Black student to their lectures. The student comments 
focused on the concept of a ‘mainstream’ way of thinking which therefore excludes 
students from diverse backgrounds (NUS, 2018).
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Method

This research aims to develop an understanding of the social phenomena of Black 
male students’ experiences, within their university through the voices of the students 
and academic staff who work there. An interpretive method was adopted, in order 
to gain a better understanding and acknowledgement of the multiple truths within 
the subject matter (Jones & Gratton, 2015). This draws on the participants’ range of 
voices and personalities, through a narrative structure, recognising that individuals 
understand reality in different ways. The use of qualitative data, therefore, focuses 
on examining the thoughts and practices that contribute to these real-life perspec-
tives, in order to understand complex situations in their natural settings. This paper is 
a small-scale case study. The main participants were four Black male undergraduate 
home students and four academic staff members, at a University in England that is not 
affiliated to the author. 

Data Collection (interview) 

A semi-structured interview approach was used for the data collection, to allow more 
flexibility regarding the flow and direction of the interviews. This also enabled the 
development of new and deeper perspectives, from the participants’ point of view. 

Although we had written a list of set questions prior to the interviews; this was to 
help stimulate responses from the participants. The interviews were not fully reliant on 
these questions, and often we used the new knowledge shared from the participants’ 
experiences to generate further questioning. The student interviews all took place on 
different days, in a social setting (selected by each participant) at the university, with 
one exception which took place online through video call. The staff interviews took 
place in an office space at the university on the same day. 

Four Black male undergraduate home students (from different year groups) were 
selected as the first sample group. 

Student 1: 	 Black Caribbean, 21
Student 2: 	 Black African 21
Student 3: 	 Black Caribbean 19
Student 4: 	 Black African 20 

We chose these specific students, due to their affiliation with the student union, as 
each participant was an active committee member of a club/society within the student 
union, as well as a staff member of the student union full time officers. This commit-
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ment to the university community led us to believe that they would be able to provide 
a comprehensive account of their experience at the university. 

To gather a deeper insight into the issues regarding the subject matter, a second 
sample group of four academic White staff members was included in the research. Each 
staff member was contacted through a pre-existing relationship with the authors, in 
which each had demonstrated an interest in issues of education inequality. Quotations 
from each of these groups of participants have been included in the findings, with the 
data presented thematically.

The data analysis process of this research was completed in a sequence of steps 
(Jones, 2015). In addition to recording the interviews, each of the interviews was tran-
scribed verbatim and later organised into Braun and Clarke’s (2006) 6-step thematic 
analysis framework. This involved examining all the raw data collected, then reducing 
and organising them into a colour coordinated format. That was later formatted into 
a thematic diagram according to emerging themes. These themes then informed the 
presentation of the data in the sections below.

Findings and Discussions

The ways in which the participants (particularly the student participants) depicted the 
Black attainment gap were highly complex. Generally, there was a lack of awareness 
of what the Black attainment gap was, among the students. This meant that they had 
not previously correlated the attainment gap as a racial issue, although they perceived 
that their Black peers often struggled to be successful in their academic studies. Simi-
larly, the staff members all acknowledged the Black attainment gap to be problematic 
and agreed that the Black student experience can be more challenging, compared to 
their White counterparts. Thus, this section analyses and discusses implications of the 
dialogues shared during the research process. 

The Deficit Perspective 

Student’s Attitude
Most of the students’ responses on the attainment gap, attributed it to aspects 

of character and behaviour and therefore, involved an element of ‘self-blame’. It was 
implied by the participants that the reasons Black students attain a lower degree was 
due to internal and uncontrollable factors such as their cultural and socioeconomic 
capital as well as other controllable habits such as their engagement with their learn-
ing process. 
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According to the students who were interviewed, those with lower attainment 
outcomes often approach their educational journey, with the wrong attitude. Such 
students were described as executing their first year with an “I just need a pass men-
tality” partnered with a “partying” lifestyle. According to these participants, this then 
effectively resulted in students becoming neglectful and uninterested in learning. 

“The whole thing about you only need 40% or 50% to pass the first year, that got into a lot 
of our heads because it’s like you can just spend your first-year partying all along, and 
you don’t have to worry about what you’re actually in it for. So that was the illusion that 
we come here with.” (Student 4)

According to the students who were interviewed, such a mindset negatively influences 
students’ choices and becomes a means of distraction. Additionally, if such a lifestyle 
is being inculcated from the early stages of their academic journey, this would set the 
standard for the rest of their academic years, therefore initiating students into a nega-
tive habitual lifestyle. In response to why this predominantly affected Black students, 
the student participants heavily criticised the clubs and societies that are specifically 
directed to the Black demographic, such as the African, Caribbean Society (ACS). They 
stated that such societies mainly promote and portray a partying lifestyle to students. 
Although arguably such events create a networking opportunity for students from 
similar backgrounds to connect with each other. Which in turn can promote the sense 
of belonging for such students within the university’s culture. 

“I would say the ACS or…just our demographic itself kind of persuade us to indulge in 
a lot of activities…which isn’t bad…you can choose whether you want to do it or not. 
But the fact that there’s a lot of parties every other week, some people always go there. 
Because there’s always something to do…that can be a distraction.” (Student 4)

This perhaps seems an inadequate explanation as there are similar socially focused 
clubs and societies for all demographic groups at the university. Other writers in this 
field have challenged the validity of this self-explanation and indeed the culture of 
self-blame within Black communities in comparable studies to this one (Smit, 2012). 
However, the purpose of this specific article is to present students’ authentic voices, 
and this is an accurate reflection of these students’ perceptions.

Socio-economic Background 
Further to the discussion on why attainment disparity predominantly affects Black 

students – one of the staff members highlighted the impact of the students’ socioeco-
nomic status. This was described as having a critical effect on students’ engagement 
with their academic practice. 
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“The Black population tends to come from lower socioeconomic groups. So perhaps more 
of them work – which puts the pressure more on them. They aren’t really just full-time 
students. A lot of Black students I’ve worked with are full-time student, part-time worker 
actually and that might have an impact.” (Staff 2)

This viewpoint helps us to understand the problem of finding time for studying for 
students who are financially unstable. Students with a poor socioeconomic status are 
forced to become part-time workers even if they are full-time students, and as such 
their time is often split between work and studying. 

First-generation Students (FGS)
A few of the students highlighted how being a first-generation student (FGS) put 

them in a disadvantageous position from the start in comparison to their peers.

“The other race – they look at themselves as a collective and they always have a certain 
level of knowledge they come up from anyways. Whether that be their parents or their 
heritage. A lot of Africans or Caribbean people…they don’t often have parents who 
already went to university. Parents that are of intellect…I’m not saying that they’re stupid 
or anything, but they didn’t grow up having that sort of foundation of knowledge…not 
a lot of Black males have that.” (Student 2)

The students’ explanation of the challenges that they face matched with this experi-
ence – as defined in other research. First-generation students are generally defined 
as those students where neither parent had access to higher education (Thomas & 
Quinn, 2007). These students’ university experiences typically prove to be more chal-
lenging, as opposed to continuing-generation students (CGS). Because they have to 
navigate their way through their new environment, with limited social and cultural 
capital (Beattie, 2018). Furthermore, this issue was also explored by one of the partici-
pating staff, who explained that: 

“If you come to University and you’re the very first person to ever go to university you’re 
working at an academic level beyond your parents and your family. So, you haven’t got 
that kind of knowledge to dig into.” (Staff 1)

This lack of (or limited) knowledge and expectations, has been described as contrib-
uting to differences in student’s preparedness, retention and attainment (Atherton, 
2014). The transition from sixth form or college to university was identified by the 
student participants as “already a big enough hurdle for all students”. However, they 
perceived this as even greater for first-generation students. The student participants 
expressed that in school, the teachers “will teach you EVERYTHING, and give you all the 
answers”. They went on to describe how they are used to getting help and gaining 
all their information from the teacher. However, when they arrive at university, they 
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often struggle to be completely independent in undertaking their own research, and 
in going beyond what is being given to them, to get the grades they desire. Therefore, 
without the extended knowledge and support from family, first generation students 
often have to navigate their way through such changes on their own. 

“…when you get to uni, it’s not the same as high school. 95% of the work is you, and 5% is 
the lecturer. But some of the students are making it like 50/50. University is all about you 
going home to find those 95%, by doing research….They’re going to teach you what you 
need to know, then you’re going to go home and find out what else you also need and 
want to know that can help you, to get your grade.” (Student 3)

Further to this, the students described how they felt that the social and academic 
transitional challenges that first-generation students face are often neglected by the 
university. They perceived that the drastic change in the academic structure that they 
are working within, effectively causes students to easily become disengaged with 
their module content, especially if they have no additional support from staff from 
their cultural background.

Whilst the participants described how the case study university somewhat 
attempts to support this transition, through various pastoral activities, such as ‘the wel-
come week’, to help students adjust to their new environment – it seemed to them as if 
such practices disintegrate throughout the year, therefore, leaving them to their own 
devices to properly adjust to the university culture. Thus, students were constantly left 
feeling “uneasy” within the case university’s setting. The students described how this 
disoriented their experiences and resulted in them becoming frustrated and isolated 
from their environment. 

Beyond the Deficit 
On another note, the deficit explanation, even when it attributes problems to long 
term societal factors, was seen by the participants as too often resulting in Black stu-
dents being perceived as being inferior to their White counterparts. The deficit model 
was specifically described as limited by one of the students who highlighted that 
more significant problems are to do with time and student-lecturer interactions. This 
participant felt that students are simply too often left to their own devices with very 
limited support from their lecturers. Yet, they are automatically blamed and faulted 
when they fail to meet the academic standards set out. In addition to this, the deficit 
model was depicted as a “lazy argument”, by one of the staff members, who expressed 
that such argument places too much focus on decontextualizing the characteristics of 
an individual (Weiner, 2016), to justify the root of the societal issue, effectively blam-
ing the victim, rather than examining the hegemonic nature of the micro-society (the 
university) they are currently functioning within. 
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The majority of the interviewees disregarded the influence of race and ethnicity 
on attainment. Instead, they expressed a belief that all students regardless of their 
ethnicity struggle with adjusting and engaging with the university’s culture. Both 
participating groups referred to the attainment gap mainly as a “universal issue, which 
creates problems and barriers to participation and engagement”, for all students. In the 
exploration of this idea, three key notions were identified as contributing factors to 
student’s engagement; the attitude of staff; learning, teaching and assessment prac-
tice; and the university culture.

The Attitudes of Staff
Across all the staff interviews, there was evidence of a strong commitment to 

widening participation and developing inclusive practices to ensure equality across 
the institution. However, it was clear that there was a reluctance amongst academic 
staff members to address the Black attainment gap, within their particular field out 
of fear of being blamed. One of the lecturers described one situation that they had 
encountered as follows:

“I spoke to a colleague, about it…I said, you know, I found this out. He said oh that’s a big 
difference, and I said yeah, I’m gonna have to go and talk to someone about it. And he 
said don’t. whatever you do, don’t mention it…you’ll be to blame. As soon as manage-
ment finds out, it’ll be you, because it’s your module.” (Staff 3)

This culture according to this lecturer inhibits the structural changes required for the 
case institution to properly address its racial division and tensions. Because staff are 
nervous about being judged, those conversations which would begin to enable change 
are not possible. This, therefore, illustrates the structural nature of racism within uni-
versities, where the culture of blame means that staff cannot create change in their 
own or others’ attitudes and practices. This statement also showcases the misconcep-
tions associated with the idea of race and racism. It was also described that oftentimes 
in discussions about racism and Whiteness, individuals quickly become defensive and 
reserved, to avoid being labelled as racist. However, this lecturer saw it as imperative 
to emphasise that these discussions do not seek to label people as such. Having open, 
meaningful and constructive conversations about ethnicity, race and racism to this 
participant are vital in addressing the issues of racial inequalities at universities. They 
are therefore needed to increase awareness and move towards removing the racial 
tensions that have been embedded within the institution’s environment. Constructive 
dialogue on race has to be enabled as a means of healing the racial and ethnic divide 
and increasing racial literacy within the institution (Sue, 2013). 
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Learning, teaching and assessment practices (LTA)
The students’ responses to the learning, teaching and assessment practices at 

the university varied significantly. Whilst the student participants felt somewhat sup-
ported in their academic studies, they also felt that some practices hindered their 
academic abilities. Such practices included poor personal tutoring sessions, lack of 
general support and inadequate feedback. The interviewed students however also 
expressed that all ethnic groups are negatively impacted by poor learning, teaching 
and assessment practices.

“I do feel like it was a case of they’ll point out that you’re not good at it, but it was never 
a case of…okay, this is how you should set out. Because I guess there’s an understanding 
of, you’re in university, you should know how to do it. There was never a ‘we’re going to sit 
through and say what you need to put in’…” (Student 2)

Whilst the concern to assist students in their personal and academic development in 
higher education is an integral element in the educational sector. The extent to which 
lecturers should help students is often debated. This is because the university culture 
is disinclined to support students over-actively throughout their academic journey 
(Thomas, 2012). Rather, it directs students away from being too reliant on academic 
staff, in order to become independent learners. As the staff participants pointed out 
– the aim of this is to encourage students to become specialists in their field. Never-
theless, the role of academic staff was seen by the students as being significant to 
students’ engagement with their module content. 

“It is more than lifestyle as well, it’s about the module content. It goes from lecturer to 
lecturer as well. If you get a good lecturer that cares, I think you’ll work harder in class, 
you’ll probably turn up to class more as well, if you like the lecturer, and if the lecturer 
goes beyond as well.” (Student 1)

Under this impression, some of the students stated that they specifically chose to 
not attend their academic tutorial session, because they felt that such sessions were 
unhelpful due to the lecturers’ failure to keep the students motivated and valued. 
Mostly, there was a perceived “lack of support” from lecturers, as they failed to build 
a relationship with their students. The students stated that often, when they asked for 
help, the lecturers did the “bare minimum”, by constantly referring them to the module 
guide and leaving them to their own devices. 

On another note, mental health was identified as a key issue during the students’ 
interviews. It was expressed that whilst there are support systems in place to help 
students struggling, those practices are not effective enough to help students when 
necessary. 
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“Mental health is a big issue, at this university. I think if you go to the mental health facil-
ity and you want to book an appointment, I had a wait of like 4 months or something like 
that. So, if you’re struggling, that’s it basically, there’s no help…what could happen in 
four months really...” (Student 1)

Levels of mental illness among students in Higher Education Institutions in the UK are 
rapidly on the rise. A recent study revealed that 1 in 5 students suffer from a mental 
health issue, with depression and anxiety listed as the leading diagnoses (Pereira et al., 
2019). Arguably, the implications of such mental health problems contribute to poorer 
academic outcomes as students are unable to effectively manage stress and pressures, 
which diminishes their level of productivity (Yap, 2018). Moreover, it is argued tha the 
effects of racial hostility within the university’s culture has a notable impact on Black 
students’ mental health (Anderson, 2020). Despite this, Black male students are signifi-
cantly less likely to seek help with mental health issues (Hankerson et al., 2015).

University Culture and Approach to Racism
The case university was heavily criticised by the participants for its unsympathetic 

approach towards addressing the Black attainment gap. The participants instead per-
ceived a university culture that mainly reflects a “traditional White middle to upper class” 
population; to which Black students are unable to relate. Therefore, it is clear that accord-
ing to this perspective that universities still have a long way to go in dismantling the 
racial inequalities in their whole curriculum. Noticeably it was not only the students who 
perceived this. In support of this, one of the academic staff commented that: 

“I think the universities were very dominated by White academics. You know, I mean still, 
there is a challenge that lectureships are dominated. We have at this University; we have 
a large Black British population. But if you look at the lecturers and stuff, it’s so predomi-
nantly White. And writing is still dominantly White, and it’s dominated by White writers 
and if you’re looking back on these seminal writers through the 50s into the 80s, then 
it’s absolutely dominated by White men because universities were dominated by White 
men.” (Staff 1)

Despite the strong evidence of multiculturalism within the university’s settings, most 
of the students expressed a sense of exclusion from the university’s culture due to 
dominant White cultural norms. They stated that the university’s curriculum reflects 
a ‘colour-blind’ approach (Neville et al., 2013) which operates as a bandage to cover 
up the problem, instead of addressing it. Therefore, preventing the institution from 
recognising the historical influences of institutionalised racial inequality. Thus, essen-
tially helping to maintain the misperception that Whiteness is normative and that 
Black students are lesser. The participants also felt that the university tended to avoid 
the discussion of racial issues, which contributed further to racial tension within the 
university and left racial issues, such as the Black attainment gap, unresolved. 
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Regarding this, the students described the university as “institutionally racist”. This 
was based on the university’s approach towards specific incidents and Black students. 
It was discussed that the university portrays Black students as “guilty by association”, 
in all incidents. Whilst being more lenient towards White students under the same 
circumstances. One of the students explained a specific incident, which revealed to 
them the racial bias within the university.

“There was the ‘take me out’ event in town. Based on the TV show Take Me Out, some of 
the Black students organised an event around it. And then afterwards there was a fight, 
and the police turned up. It was this huge bull in town, and it was hectic…I heard about 
it afterwards from ACS. It wasn’t their event, but they got blamed for it by the university, 
just because they happened to be a Black society at the university. So, you just assume it 
was their event…. just guilty by association.” (Student 1)

This example reveals how the university approaches issues relating to Black students 
through a negative stereotypical lens, often acting irrationally specifically towards 
Black students.

“Because of the biases against Black people, like how the media operates. They’ve linked 
Black to crime. Like being Black has been criminalized and subconsciously society begins 
to think like that.” (Student 1). 

Additionally, the students also drew attention to racial tension within their formal 
curriculum. They explained that they did not feel confident enough to write honestly 
about their thoughts and experiences on race in their essays. They felt that most of the 
time, they had to “filter” their speech, “out of fear of offending White people”. 

“I did creative writing, and we had English modules, and a lot of them were like 200 years 
old, 300 years old sometimes. And the stories are racist as well. Yet, you have to write 
essays on these stories objectively. How can you write (when you’re Black or Asian) about 
racism without some form of emotional attachment to it?” (Student 1)

Moreover, when racial discussions are brought up, within their module context, the 
students expressed that the discussions held surrounding this are often portrayed 
through a White lens which includes elements of implicit bias. However, it is impor-
tant to note that they also reflected on the challenges posed by Black students having 
an “emotional attachment” to racial issues. As it reflects their lived-out experiences. 
Therefore, when it is portrayed from the White perspective, such discussions appear 
to be insensitive towards Black students.

The participants also identified tensions and challenges with creating space for 
dialogue. Both of the participating groups described the university’s approach to 
racial discussions to be problematic. It was explained that often when opportunities 
opened up to address racial tensions and the Black attainment gap the spaces were 
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mainly filled with Black students. Thus, it appears as if the responsibility is placed on 
them to find the solution for the racial issues. 

“I feel like White people think that they’re not allowed to talk about race, because they’re 
White. They can, everyone is a person, everyone exists, and everyone has a right to an 
opinion, but if they say something wrong, I’ll tell them. I’ll discuss it with them, I’m not 
going to vilify them for getting it wrong.” (Student 1)

The implication of this is that their White peers were left in a state of ignorance regard-
ing the matter of race. However, it is important to note that to these participants the 
issue of racism is not Black people’s responsibility to solve as they did not create the 
problem. And it is unfair to essentially place such responsibility on the ‘victim’ of the 
issue. 

Conclusions

If the case of this university is treated as typical and if these student and staff voices 
are understood as meaningful and useful, it is clear that UK universities still have a long 
way to go in addressing the Black attainment gap and its causes. In this exploration of 
Black students’ experiences at one university; the whole student experience was seen 
as significant. There is no simple explanation for the attainment gap. The meanings 
and attitudes attached to it varied significantly across all participants. However, sig-
nificant commonalities emerged. Firstly, it was noticeable that most of the Black male 
students lacked awareness of the attainment gap especially since they are the most 
affected group. Secondly, staff and student participants identified significant barriers 
to enabling dialogue and facilitating structural change.

The following are key recommendations that the students and staff made. These 
are presented without judgment in the spirit of this paper, which is to present the 
authentic voice of these students and staff. These recommendations may be open 
to challenge from a pedagogical or pragmatic perspective. However, they present 
a snapshot of current views at a single case study university, which may be more 
widely applicable to other universities in the UK. The recommendations are:

1.	 The importance of developing a racially conscious atmosphere within the context 
of the institution, to develop an awareness of the attainment gap, specifically to: 

–	 create more safe spaces for racial discussions (inclusive to everyone). 
–	 remove the stigma and blame culture of racism, by educating staff and students 

on the definition of racism.
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2.	 The importance of raising Black representation within the staff body, and within 
university culture; to develop a sense of inclusion and belonging. That is not lim-
ited to a single ‘Black and Ethnic Minority’ officer. This was identified as a good 
start, but it is important to note that it was seen as not the sole responsibility of 
the Black representative to address the issues of inclusion. 

3.	 The need for developing a parallel relationship with academic staff and members 
of the student union to effectively cater for the needs of all students. 
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