
This week
Mond Data Day Concerns
Tue Harassment and sexual misconduct
Wed Extenuating circumstances, safety nets, academic 

regs and assessment
Thu Social capital, community and student activities and 

opportunities
Fri Race, racism and closing the awarding gaps in HE





Tackling race and 
racism on campus
The ”awarding gap” as a case study in 
achieving change



What are SUs doing?
• Engagement database
• Initiatives database
• Analysis blog SUs
• Analysis blog mainsite











Tame Critical
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BAME awarding gap

Stats Issues Comfort Practice

What are we talking 
about?

What do we know? Are we ready for difficult 
conversations?

What can be done?
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• This is not a problem
• This is not a real problem
• This is not our problem
• This is a problem
• This is not my problem to fix
• This is our problem but BaME students must 

own the fixes
• Let’s fix the problem. But how?

New stages?



Back in the day



Frame game
• Attainment or awarding?
• What is the problem?

• Change students 
(attainment at A level, “ 
Aim Higher”)

• Change universities 
(culture, structure, 
support)

• Change society 
(economics, social policy)



• Gap varies by ethnic group
• Differs in different 

institutions (ranges from 
less than 5% to more than 
25%)
• It also (probably) varies by 

subject

Mind the gap



• Gap varies by ethnic group
• Differs in different institutions (ranges from 

less than 5% to more than 25%)
• It also (probably) varies by subject

Mind the gap



• Selection of a particular metric (does focus on 
it obscure or catalyse action on other gaps?)

The gap



The gap narrowed!



The gap narrowed!



• Theories include “no detriment” and “safety 
net” policies, levelling of disadvantage and 
assessment changes
• But did it narrow?
• If everyone did x%points better, the gap would 

look like it’s narrowing…
• Interrogating actual attainment often difficult 

nationally and even institutionally

The gap narrowed!



• Selection of a particular metric (does focus on 
it obscure or catalyse action on other gaps?)
• “BAME” as a statistical category v BAME as a 

concept (non-white, deficit model, supremacy 
etc)
• BAME as something that obscures causes and 

experiences

The gap



• Gap persists even when 
prior quals taken into 
account
• This is important because it 

allows us to debunk that as 
a blaming factor
• See also “international 

students”…

Persists…



International…



• Encouraged to take responsibility for own 
learning BAME 72% White 82%
• Agree teaching staff clearly explain course 

goals and requirements BAME 61% White 68%
• Agree staff helpful and supportive BAME 58% 

White 68%
• Agree staff work hard to make the subject 

interesting BAME 47% White 57%
• Agree staff motivate them to do their best 

work BAME 43% White 56%

HEPI experience



NSS secrets



Assessment and feedback



Learning support



Students unions







• Structural racism — a society that tends to disadvantage 
BAME people 

• Established higher education cultures and practices that take 
whiteness as the established norm and are not inclusive of 
other perspectives (IAC, curriculum, "heroes", institutional 
histories) 

• A lack of BAME role models in academia and in some cases 
limited opportunities for peer support 

• Deficit models that seek to change BAME students rather than 
addressing the wider culture Institutional racism, individual 
biases, casual racism, stereotyping, and microaggressions 

• Low understanding of the impact of intersectionality — the 
diversity within BAME experiences (class, disability, gender)

Why? Hypotheses



1. Institutional culture (inc understanding and 
awareness)

2. Intersections (ie distance, socio-economics 
and finance)

3. Staff (role models & understanding)
4. Inclusivity of curriculum design, content and 

delivery
5. Prior attainment

Why?



• White people being really super uncomfortable about 
having these conversations in case they accidentally say 
something "wrong" or are exposed as biased 

• But until white people start self-educating and welcoming 
these conversations, we won't see culture change 

• Everyone has prejudices and biases they need to confront. 
We need to get comfortable with being uncomfortable 

• Leaders have a vital in role modelling this (both student 
and university leaders) 

• BAME people should not have to be responsible for the 
additional burden of "educating" white people 

Plus



Sleeves rolled up



Where and how students can play a role:
• Designing, operating and running  

interventions and local work to solve a 
problem
• Commenting on, critiquing and improving 

strategic solutions to a problem (noticing 
issues and gaps)
• Co-commissioning evidence gathering, 

prioritising, designing and choosing solutions 
at the strategic level

Student leadership



Tame
There’s a simple solution
Programmes
Planning, checking, target setting
“Level headed” response
Often misses issues/detail
Can be hard to change - professionals

Critical
Urgent, rapid, prioritisation
Emotional issue/response
Significant injection of time/money
Big “single solution” responses

Wicked
Complicated
Different views on who, what, how and 
when
Requires lots of people to do things
Requires those affected to be involved

Not a problem
Denial that it’s an issue
It is an issue but it’s someone else’s issue 
(NHS, State, Parents, Media)
It is an issue but much more of an issue 
elsewhere 

How leaders define problems



Tame Critical
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• Institutional ownership at a high level and inclusion of 
reducing attainment gaps in strategies and plans — with 
recognition for those who lead in this area 

• Research and data to understand the specifics of the issues, 
involving BAME students in the design and interpretation of 
the research 

• Institution-wide training on valuing diversity and practising 
inclusivity 

• Creating spaces to talk openly about race and the impact of 
racism on student and staff experiences and wellbeing eg film 
screenings, panel discussions, staff conferences, art shows —
with additional coaching for leaders to role model best 
practice if necessary 

Do things



• Ensure there is a clear and safe way of raising specific 
incidents, with the confidence that action will be taken 

• Review of curriculum, teaching practice, extra-curricular offer 
— with attention to the "hidden" curriculum (what messages 
BAME students are hearing about what student life and study 
means) 

• Careful design of targeted interventions that offer additional 
support to BAME students (eg a mentoring scheme) —
involving students in design, testing success, ensuring 
intervention does not add to burden of students and staff and 
that their time is recognised and valued 

• Get woke — read books and blogs by BAME authors, listen to 
podcasts that explore diversity and inclusion — be prepared to 
have your perspective challenged 

Do things



• Having the right data 

• Having the right data at the right level (more often, lower down)

• Trying to understand what leads to the data

• Space to talk about race 

• Enhancing ethnic diversity within academia 

• Taking steps to review curriculums and teaching and learning practices

• Understanding differential need and access to support services

• Understanding differential need and access to social/community/culture 
activities

• Developing (piloting) initiatives (hypotheses)

• Rolling out initiatives 

• Looking at what’s working and amending 

What works



• BaME students should lead work on awarding gaps and 
their lived experience should be central to 
development of plans v BaME students should not be 
suppliers of free labour (inc emotional labour – trauma 
of racism)

• Racism as “incidents” and racism as 
institutional/structural

• What does it mean for a university to take action (and 
at what level) inc getting in v getting on

• Framing and “free speech” – the idea that work in this 
area somehow censors others/history etc

More general debates



•Egalitarian – policy as education and 
awareness
• Individualist – policy as reward and 
recognition
•Authoritarian – policy as monitoring 
and punishments

Taking action?



•Assessment design
•Teaching for inclusion
•Belonging and confidence
•Curriculum
•Academic staff
•Harassment

Awarding gaps



What are SUs doing?
• Engagement database
• Initiatives database
• Analysis blog SUs
• Analysis blog mainsite



Tackling race and 
racism on campus
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