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Executive Summary 
 
Introduction 

This report documents a project that set out to generate awareness and understanding of the 

student experiences of Black and Minority Ethnicity (BME) students at a specialist arts 

university in the South of England (UCA). The study set out to aid the development of inclusive 

practices that complement the diversity of the student body. The report provides a thematic 

analysis of focus group data collected and filtered with the assistance of a team of four student 

co-researchers working under a ‘students as partners’ model of participatory research. This 

analysis is followed by a series of institution-specific recommendations that respond to a recent 

HEFCE (2015) commissioned report setting out key areas for Higher Education Institutions to 

address in relation to these issues. In recognition of the positioning that the category ‘BME’ 

assumes, the report proposes that the ‘M’ of ‘BME’ be read as ‘majority’ to more accurately 

reflect global realities and to emphasise the particularity of the UK institutional context over that 

of particular student groups. As an exploratory study, the research uses the category ‘BME’ for 

its strategic utility in identifying structural disadvantage, but does not suggest homogeneity or 

fixity of identity within the category itself.  

 
Context 

The ethnic diversity of students entering university has increased markedly in recent years. 

Statistical data shows that ‘Since 2008 the White ethnic group have had the lowest entry rate of 

all ethnic groups,’ while ‘the Black ethnic group have the largest increase in entry rates over the 

period’ (Ebdon, 2016). However, attainment and retention rates vary greatly between these 

groups. In 2013/14 ‘White students (70%) had a greater likelihood of achieving an upper degree 

than BME students (52%)’(Woodfield, 2015). When Art and Design as a discipline is considered 

separately, and the category BME is not considered as a non-homogeneous group, the figures 

are even starker, with ‘31% of Black British Carribbean and Black British African students 

gain[ing] an upper degree in comparison to 64% of White students (Woodfield 2014, pp. 63-4) 

… an attainment gap of 33%.’ (Finnegan, 2016).  

Methodology 

Applying a ‘students as partners’ model, student co-researchers worked with a Learning 

Development Tutor, acting as lead researcher, to conduct focus groups across UCA’s four 

campuses. The audio data was collated, coded according to patterns observed by the co- 

researchers and lead researcher before being thematically analysed. From this analysis, 

conclusions and recommendations were drawn. The report uses the original audio data and 

must be accessed online, downloaded and opened as a pdf file (not in a web browser) in order 

to access the underlying data and to fully appreciate the quotes selected. 

 
Findings and analysis 

Themes identified through student-led focus groups across the four campuses are listed below 
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(click on the box next to the highlighted audio codes to listen to supporting quotes: 
 

 a welcoming and diverse institution (28f C1 ) 

 independence and self-sufficiency as strategy (15a F2b ) 

 equality and academic practices (10v R3 ) 

 communication, collaboration and belonging (20g R3 ) 

 representing and recognising diversity (7bb F3a ) 

 

After documenting these themes through the collation and presentation of audio data, the study 

analysed them in relation to recent literature on the experience of BME students in HE in 

general, as well as that focusing more specifically on Art and Design. Particular attention is paid 

to a recent HEFCE (2015) commissioned report into Causes of differences in student outcomes 

aimed at informing policy interventions. Broadly, the analysis suggests that in many cases the 

critical interrogation of the sociocultural specificity of taken-for-granted normalised practices, 

knowledges, histories and perspectives would present opportunities to develop more inclusive 

practices that can address the difficulties faced. 

 

Conclusions and Recommendations 

The report concludes that although on the whole BME UCA students are positive about their 

experiences, the institution is not immune from the interplay of a range of macro, meso and 

micro level factors that can often position BME students as outsiders in Art and Design Higher 

Education. 

In their assessment of approaches and interventions to address differential outcomes, HEFCE 

(2015:iii) note that positive interventions include creating a sense of belonging, building social 

capital, enhancing the student experience, and developing more wide-ranging learning and 

teaching initiatives. 

The HEFCE report goes on to state that: 

‘Changing institutional cultures is key to addressing differential outcomes, and this requires 

commitment and action from senior staff. Whole institution approaches succeed when they 

combine ‘bottom-up’ interventions with embedded strategic senior support.’ (ibid) 

The following summary of recommendations outlines how such changes in institutional culture 

might be achieved at UCA. Recommendations are organised according to the five broad 

categories outlined by HEFCE (2015). They aim to take an evidence-based approach that 

utilises student insight and engagement, as well as the expertise of academic and professional 

services staff. 

 Enhance the evidence base 

 Systematically record and monitor attainment and retention rates against intersectional 

characteristics of students and links with outcomes at course and unit level. 

 Extend current research to take account of White students’ attitudes towards teaching and 

learning in order to make meaningful comparisons. 

 Explore opportunities for HEFCE funding to research the effects of micro-level interactions in 

Art and Design HE. 
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 Raise awareness and share information: 

 Use the current study to generate awareness of the issues faced by students, and enhance 

understanding and engagement of academics. 

 Disseminate the findings of the study and action taken in order to share good practice 

within the sector. 

 Embed the agenda 

 Appoint diversity champions at course level and Senior Management Team with oversight of 

attainment differentials and targets for reduction of gaps (UAL has recently set the abolition of 

the attainment gap within five years as a key performance indicator). 

 Embed critical approaches to academic literacies and academic practices that are capable 

of acknowledging and challenging socioculturally specific norms within courses. 

 Staff as change agents 

 Consider measures for increasing ethnic diversity among teaching staff. Appointing more 

ethnically diverse teaching staff would be likely to have an impact on issues of curriculum, but 

would also address students’ concern at lack of representation and role models. In the interim, 

inviting guest lecturers and speakers from diverse ethnic backgrounds would be beneficial. 

 Appoint diversity champions at course or school, level to combine disciplinary expertise 

with inclusive practices in teaching and learning and assessment. Diversity champions would 

disseminate findings among course teams and facilitate the trial of mini-adjustments and 

micro-projects at course level. 

 Extend current inclusivity advice provided through Learning Enhancement as part of 

validation and review procedures in developing inclusive curricula to ensure that specific 

account is taken of inherent diversity within the discipline. Where inherent diversity cannot be 

identified within the discipline, course teams should be supported in providing opportunity for 

contextual critique of the discipline within curriculum. 

 Establish points of institutional contact where BME students can raise race-related issues 

with BME staff. 

 Students as change agents 

 Commission micro-projects at course level to engage staff and students under a ‘students 

as partners’ model. 

 Support SU in developing effective social programmes across campuses to allow  for 

greater social interaction among students. 
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 Introduction 

This report documents an exploratory study conducted as part of a project that set out to generate 

awareness and understanding of the student experience of BME students across the four 

campuses of the University for the Creative Arts (UCA), a specialist arts-focused university in the 

South East of England. The study was an internally funded Learning and Teaching initiative, which 

aimed to aid the development of inclusive practices that complement the diversity of the student 

body. The report provides a thematic analysis of focus group data collected and filtered with the 

assistance of a team of four student co-researchers working under a ‘students as partners’ model of 

participatory research. This analysis is followed by a series of institution specific recommendations 

that respond to a recent HEFCE (2015) commissioned report setting out key areas for Higher 

Education Institutions to address in relation to these issues. The project was undertaken in the 

context of HEA statistics detailing a persistent attainment gap between BME and white students in 

UK universities and of similar, if less severe, patterns being observed within UCA. It followed a brief 

cultural climate survey and small scale campus-specific focus group study that suggested the need 

for a more comprehensive and thorough analysis. 

The report consists of four sections: Introduction, context, methodology, findings and analysis, and 

conclusions and recommendations. Data from the focus groups is made available in audio format, 

rather than being transcribed in order to minimise the interpretive role of the researcher whilst 

giving full weight to the meaning of students’ contributions. As a result, the report must be accessed 

online, downloaded and opened as a pdf file (not in a web browser) in order to access the 

underlying data and to fully appreciate the quotes selected. Quotes are accessed by clicking the 

boxes found alongside highlighted codes 

e.g (28f C1) . 

In producing research of this kind, some of the inherent contradictions, complications and 

limitations ought to be recognised at the outset. The first relates to terminology: the use of 

unsatisfactory labels here is almost unavoidable. These labels can position groups in 

disadvantageous ways. The term ‘Black and Minority Ethnicity’ (BME) students, widely used in 

institutional discourse around Higher Education, is arguably one such term. The positioning it 

assumes is highlighted by the fact that the ‘M’ of BME is more accurately described, in global 

terms, as ‘majority’ who, in relative terms, are now more likely to participate in Higher Education 

than their White peers. It is in this sense that ‘ BME’ is used throughout this paper.  

Furthermore, the category BME itself is used for the strategic identification of a particular 

structurally disadvantaged group. It is crucial that in making use of the term that the research does 

not to lose sight of the singularity and fluidity of identity positions and experiences that can be 

masked by such categorisation. The findings of the study present observed themes and patterns of 

reported experience from participants subject to ethnic categorization; they do not seek to present 

these categories as homogeneous groupings or as determinant of a particular range of response. 

In addition, while it is possible, at least analytically, to distinguish disadvantage relating specifically 

to ethnic categorization,  the intersectional and often inseparable nature of aspects of structural 

disadvantage as experienced by individuals subjected to gender, sexuality, class and race based 

categorisation means that analytical distinctions on the disadvantages associated with 

categorisations such as BME should not be treated as isolated injustices but acknowledged and 

addressed as a part of wider patterns of cultural and institutional values and misrecognitions.  
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 Context 

Despite the limitations and contradictions noted above, statistical analysis relating to BME students 

in Higher Education provides a useful strategic starting point for addressing disadvantage. 

The ethnic diversity of students entering university has increased markedly in recent years. ‘Since 

2008 the White ethnic group have had the lowest entry rate of all ethnic groups,’ while ‘the Black 

ethnic group have the largest increase in entry rates over the period, increasing from 20.9 per cent 

in 2006 to 36.7 per cent in 2015, a proportional increase of 75 per cent’ (Ebdon, 2016). However, 

attainment and retention rates vary greatly between these groups. A HEA report into 

Undergraduate retention and attainment across the disciplines demonstrates that the attainment 

gap between White and BME students is a sector wide issue. The report shows that ‘White 

students (70%) had a greater likelihood of achieving an upper degree than BME students (52%)’. 

When Art and Design as a discipline is considered separately, and the category BME is not 

considered as a non-homogeneous group, the figures are even more 

stark. Finnigan (2016) notes that ‘31% of Black British Carribbean and Black British African 

students gain an upper degree in comparison to 64% of White students (Woodfield 2014, pp. 63-

4).  

Universities are coming under increasing pressure from funding bodies, regulators and students to 

address these differential outcomes; The Higher Education Funding Council (HEFCE) and Office 

for Fair Access (OFFA) 2014 strategy for access and student success ‘emphasises the full student 

life cycle’ and ‘articulates the key notion that HE access starts rather than ends at the door to a 

university, involves student engagement with a curriculum and includes progress onto further study 

or into employment’. In addition, the ‘Why is my curriculum White’ student campaign, which started 

at UCL now has national coverage (El Magd, 2016). 

 Methodology 

The project was sponsored by the UCA School of Architecture and was led by a UCA Learning 

Development Tutor, acting as lead researcher, working with student co-researchers under 

principles of ‘students as partners’ to conduct participatory research through focus groups across 

the four campuses of the institution. Via the Student Union Democracy Officer, students from BME 

backgrounds were approached to act as co- researchers to organise, promote and chair focus 

groups with their peers. Prior to chairing focus groups, three of the four co-researchers contributed 

to the study as participants. 

The focus group questions (appendix 1) largely replicated the nationwide NUS study Race for 

Equality (2011). In line with the NUS study, only students who identified as BME were invited to 

take part and international students were not excluded. The decision to focus exclusively on this 

group of students means that it is not possible to draw comparisons with White students’ 

experience of teaching and learning. For this reason the present study does not use comparative 

data to refer to disadvantages of BME students. Instead it focuses on aspects of the student 

experience that students themselves relate to ethnicity. In cases where findings rely on 

interpretations of students’ comments that don’t make explicit reference to ethnicity, these are 

qualified and supported by reference to other studies or argued to have relevance to other ethnicity-

related responses. A further limitation of the study is that by their nature voluntary focus groups are 

perhaps unlikely to attract students who are struggling to find a sense of belonging and 

engagement in the university. This may be particularly true around potentially sensitive issues such 

as those connected to race. In total, 52 students (including 4 co-researchers) took part in the study. 
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Participation was unevenly spread, with the majority of participation concentrated at Farnham and 

Rochester campuses. 

In order to bring systematic rigour to the interpretation of the qualitative data, analysis was 

conducted in stages. Following the focus groups, co-researchers met to reflect on the process and 

on the patterns or themes that emerged from them. This meeting was audio-recorded and later 

analysed by the lead researcher to inform the identification of initial patterns in the focus group 

audio data. Where the patterns identified by the co-researchers were verified by the lead 

researcher’s interpretation of the focus group data, the data was coded accordingly. Additionally 

where the lead researcher found patterns in the data that went unobserved in the co-researchers’ 

observations, these were added to the coding categories. This initial coding process involved 

assigning descriptive categories to the data. These categories were then mapped to a ‘thematic 

conceptual matrix’ (Miles and Huberman, 1994:132) designed to analyse the observed patterns 

according to explanatory factors and levels of influence identified in the HEFCE commissioned 

report Causes of differences in student outcomes (Fig. 1). This layer of analysis informed the 

identification of broader themes in the data which represent the findings of this report. In the 

reporting of the findings, codes referring to the original data are used in order to support any 

interpretations made. 

Once identified, the broader themes were subjected to a thematic analysis using relevant literature 

in relating to diversity and inclusion in Higher Education. From this, conclusions and 

recommendations for institutional responses were drawn. 

The data is presented in audio, rather than written, form in order to provide a ‘thickness’ not 

available in transcribed speech. The use of audio data also reduces the interpretive input of the 

researcher by erasing selectivity in the transcription process (Miles and Huberman, 1994: 56). The 

data is coded according to alphanumeric prefixes using the numerical codes shown in Fig 1 on 

page 10. For example, in the code 25f R3 ‘25’ refers to staff diversity, ‘f’ denotes the sixth 

occurrence and ‘R3’ refers to the particular focus group in which staff diversity was mentioned. Key 

quotes from students can be accessed by clicking on the boxes next to highlighted codes within the 

text, e.g. (28f C1)   . Where codes are not highlighted the underlying data is accessed via separate 

audio file. Access to the fully-coded underlying audio data from the study is available upon request. 

 

 Findings and analysis 

This section details the themes identified using the thematic conceptual matrix (Fig.1) to map the 

descriptive codes to generate broader themes that characterise the student experiences reported. 

Alongside the mapping process, these themes demonstrate the interplay between micro, meso and 

macro influences and a range of explanatory factors.
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Fig.1 Thematic Conceptual Matrix designed according to factors and influences identified in HEFCE (2015). 
 

 Mapping of levels of influence and explanatory factors in coded student   responses 

  categories of explanatory factors* 

  curricula and learning 

including teaching and 

assessment Different 

student groups 

indicate varying 

degrees of satisfaction 

with the HE curricula, 

and with the user-

friendliness of learning, 

teaching and 

assessment practices. 

relations btwn staff 

and students and 

among students: A 

sense of ‘belonging’ 

emerged as a key 

determinant of student 

outcomes. 

social, cultural and 

economic capital 

Recurring differences in 

how students 

experience HE, how 

they network and how 

they draw on external 

support were noted. 

Students’ financial 

situations also affect 

their student 

experience and their 

engagement with 

learning. 

psychological and 

identity factors The 

extent to which 

students feel 

supported and 

encouraged in their 

daily interactions within 

their institutions and 

with staff members 

was found to be a key 

variable. Such 

interactions can both 

facilitate and limit 

students’ learning and 

attainment. 
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macro 

wider context 

including both 

the structure of 

the English HE 

system and 

socio-historical 

and cultural 

structures: e.g. 

race, ethnicity, 

  21. Parental 

expectations and 

perceptions of Arts 

degree status: 

2. Attainment gap not 

recognised 

15. Individual battles 

with stereotypes 

17. Local racism & 

race in media- 

12. Fluid identities 
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 culture, gender 

and social 

backgrounds 

    

meso 

 
 

(UCA and related 

structures 

forming social 

context within 

which differential 

outcomes arise) 

7. Diversity in 

Curriculum 

9. Essays & 

Contextual Studies 

8. Equalities policies 

and complaints 

procedures 

35. International 

students’ have 

‘language 

issues’ 

 Difficulty of 

balancing variety of 

opinions from different 

tutors 

 Expectation that 

time and effort spent 

on work will be 

reflected in grades 

33. Teaching and 

Learning is supportive 

37. Learning 

28. UCA generally seen 

as welcoming 

(increasingly diverse 

student body)and not 

racist: 

25. Staff diversity 

 Opportunities for 

mixing: 

 Need for place to 

bring up issues of race 

26. Support from non- 

academic staff 

 

 
6. Course reps – 

reaction to issues raised 

33. Teaching and 

Learning environment 

cliquey at outset 

23. Representation of 

student work 

1. ACS 

24. Role models 

22. Reluctance to bring 

up matters of race 
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  Development Tutors 

29. Feedback 

   

micro 

 
 

level of 

communication 

between 

individual 

students and 

staff in the HE 

environment, 

including the 

micro- 

interactions that 

take place on a 

day-to-day level. 

3. Awkwardness 

around discussion of 

race 

27. Tutors seen to be 

tiptoeing around issues 

of race 

--- 

10. Favouritism 
 
 

34. Independence/self- 

sufficiency is valued. 

5. Some students 

conscious 

peformance/switch 

identities 

--- 

13. Having to ‘prove’ 

oneself and work harder 

than white students 

--- 

20. Communicating 

with tutors on a 

personal level 

--- 

14. Race-related 

comments from white 

students : 



 

 

 
 

Using the above matrix, broader themes in the data were identified. Although presented as 

analytically distinct here, in practice these themes intersect and combine to shape the  student 

experiences described. 
 

4.1 A welcoming and increasingly diverse institution 

 Findings 
On the whole, students across the four campuses considered UCA to be welcoming and 

diverse at an institutional level (28d F3a/ 28f C1 / 28i E1/ 28p R2 /28q R2/ 28v R5). In 

response to a question about whether the university promoted a welcoming and diverse 

culture, participants suggested that the welcoming and diverse culture they experienced 

was not a result of active promotion on the part of the university. While some students 

considered this to be positive (28i E1), others felt things could be taken a step further if the 

university took a more active approach towards promoting this (28d F3a/ 28v R5). 

Students reported that racism was not something they experienced through the university 

(28j E1/ 28t R3/ 28u R4/ 28a F1/ 28b F1/ 28c F1/ 28g C1/ 28t R3/ 28u R4) and there was a 

perception across campuses that the student body had become markedly more ethnically 

diverse in recent years (28h E1/ 28k E2/ 28l CR1). 
 

 Analysis 
At an institutional level, UCA is widely considered to be welcoming and non-racist. This view 

persists even among students who are strongly critical of aspects of their experience. In a 

climate where students nationwide are questioning their institutions commitment to racial 

equality (El Magd, 2016), UCA appears well-placed to build on the level of trust it enjoys 

from its students and to benefit from the increasingly ethnically diverse student population 

noted by participants. 
 

 Independence and self-sufficiency as strategy 

 Findings 

 
Brushing off racism 

Participants reported experiencing negative stereotyping and racism in wider society, the 

media and in local areas around some campuses (17a F2b / 17b F4a/ 17c R1/ 17d 

R2/17e R4). When highlighting instances of racist behavior, participants frequently 

described themselves as not the kind of people to react (22d, C1/ 22a F3/ 22g R4/ 22h R4/ 

22f R2). In some cases, there was reluctance to refer race-related matters to others 

because of concerns about how they would be treated or perceived for having done so 

(22jR5/22f R2). These concerns were generated by fears of coming across as aggressive or 

arrogant because of the existence of racist stereotypes. One student described how her 

reaction to comments about appearance that she considered inappropriate and race-related 

were considered petty (22e CR1). This student, deemed it important to draw attention to 

these issues rather than ‘letting it slide’. However, ‘moving ahead’, and ‘brushing it off’ were 

considered the most effective strategies by most students. This is highlighted by a case 

where a student felt discriminated against during a work placement but reported feeling 







 

 

 
 

obliged to ignore this in order to get the most out of the experience (22g R4). Another 

student described how she refrained from responding to racist comments received while 

working on a group project because she felt she needed to ‘keep it professional’ 

(14h R2 ). 
 

Living with stereotypes 
 
In some cases, students explicitly refer to a strategy of accepting or ignoring prejudice and 

resisting provocation in order to focus energies on one’s own studies, work harder and 

deprive provocateurs of the validation of racist stereotypes sought (15a F2b ). In many 

instances, students describe being told from an early age that Black people have to work 

harder than White people to achieve the same level of success (15g C1/ 15l R4/15b F3b/15a 

F2b). For some, this appears to be borne out in their experience of university (13a R2/13b 

R4). Participants referred to two ways in which students may respond to hearing constantly 

that they have to work disproportionately hard (15g C1/ 15l R4/15b F3b /15f C1): That is, 

they may work harder to surpass expectations (this is the strategy with which participants 

themselves identified), or they may lose belief in the ability to achieve goals. Some students 

spoke of the danger of believing the stereotype rather than striving to prove it wrong      

(15b 3b/15g C1/). In doing so, they also highlighted the potential negative impact of raising 

awareness of attainment gaps. 

Parental pressure and expectations 

Students cited parental expectation as a source of pressure to succeed (21d R2/21h R5) 

with white students seen to be under less such pressure. In many cases, parents were 

reported to consider degrees in creative disciplines to be less worthwhile than those in other 

areas (21b CR1/ 21c R1/ 21d R2/ 21e R2/ 21f R5) with participants commonly highlighting 

what they considered to be stereotypical BME parental expectations that they should follow 

a career in law or medicine. Although one student reported being supported by her parents 

from the moment she decided to study fashion, for many, the choice to study a creative 

subject had been an individual one, made against the wishes of parents and requiring a 

self-sufficient and independent approach (21h R5/ 34b C1). 

Approaches to learning 

Although the study does not include an investigation of the views of white students which 

would allow for a comparative analysis of approaches to learning; given the emphasis on 

self-sufficiency and independence described above, it is perhaps worth noting that these 

values appeared to inform the learning strategies of some participants. Students who were 

struggling with work reported not wanting to ‘bug’ or ‘burden’ tutors with questions despite 

acknowledging that this probably left tutors with the impression that they knew what they 

were doing (34d R3 / 34g R3). Another student acknowledged that she didn’t take 

advantage of all the support available because she was ashamed of what she had produced 

and didn’t want it to be seen (34c R2). Students who were succeeding showed similarly 

independent attitudes towards their studies and emphasised their own self- sufficiency (34a 

C1/ 34i R4). In one account, students’ lack of confidence to approach tutors and explain 

exactly what they need from them was offered as a reason for the attainment gap (34k R5  ). 

Such a situation was described in a separate focus group 













 

 

 
 

where a student was expressing frustration at receiving insufficient guidance from tutors but 

appeared to internalise the issue, suggesting that the only way to improve the situation 

would be to improve her confidence in her own work (29g R2). The issue of engaging with 

tutors is explored in a later theme (4.4). 
 

 Analysis 
The study exposes the degree of resilience required of BME students. The effects of racist 

stereotypes operating at macro level alongside family pressures and expectations often 

appear to engender an individual self-reliance that appears to be a successful strategy for 

some students. However, identifying in such a way may also come at a cost in some cases. 

In a study that highlighted the impact of ethnicity on students’ sense of identity and 

belonging in HE, Stuart et al. (2011) noted self-reliant, approaches to study through which 

students ‘bore the risks of study entirely by themselves’. This appears to be the case in the 

present study, where an emphasis on self-reliance and independence seems to involve a 

reluctance to bring up legitimate issues of race-related mistreatment, an unwillingness to 

mark oneself out as being in need of support or to burden tutors and unwillingness to 

present work to tutors for fear of being shamed for not producing the right kind of work. 

Burke (2015, in Alexander et al. 2015:22) has noted how these anxieties can be ‘connected 

to the residual memory of shame from earlier educational experiences. When accompanied 

at meso level by teaching practices that rely on students self-identifying as requiring 

assistance and/or unwittingly reward familiarity with socioculturally specific micro-level 

interaction strategies, the effects can be isolating and excluding. 
 

 Equality and Academic Practices 

 
 Findings 

Overall, students reported feeling supported by tutors. However, there was localised but 

persistent reference to favouritism from tutors (10b R1/ 10c R1/ 10d R1/ 10e R2/ 10f R2/ 10g 

R2/ 10i R2/ 10j R2/ 10k R3/ 10l R3/ 10t R5). This was understood to be influencing the 

allocation of tutor time, the grading of work and selection for exhibitions. In one case, the 

response to this was to ‘rise above it’ and ‘work hard’ (10r R5), echoing the approach 

described above; in another, the favouritism was accepted as ‘natural’, but tutors were urged 

to make this less obvious due to the negative effects it can have on other students (10g R2). 

In relation to allocation of tutor time, some were concerned that the potential of talented 

students was being missed because tutors focused on ‘really good students’ from the same 

background (10n R3). Others described how feeling less important could affect how people 

study and emphasised the need to ‘bring cultures together’ (10d R1). For one participant, in 

particular, the issue of receiving equal treatment without eliciting sympathy was an important 

and emotive one (10v R3 ). Another participant stated that the favouritism 

issue meant that sometimes she wavered as to whether she should continue. She noted 

that four Black students had left the first year, which affected her sense of belonging (10u 

R5). Despite being critical of what they perceived as favouritism, both of these students 

were positive about the tutors and quality of education they experienced (10r R5 / 10w 

R3 ). 









 

 

 
 

Much of the discussion of favouritism in relation to grades was based on the perception that 

some students get higher grades without working as hard (10i R2/ 10m R3/ 31a F1), or 

without having any sense of drive or direction (10t R5). One participant questioned the 

extent to which students had made themselves aware of the processes around assessment 

including learning outcomes and assessment criteria. She suggested that an absence of 

this awareness could lead to sensitivities around impressionistic marking and for this reason 

suggested it was important that the university made these assessment procedures clear to 

students (31d CR1 ). 

The same student considered that some BME students lacked the study skills required for 

university and pointed to time management, essay writing and the ability to engage in 

theoretical debate as areas in which this was the case (9d CR1). Although both essay 

writing and theoretical debate and issues around effective feedback were discussed in the 

study there were no other references to ethnicity as a factor, the current lack of comparison 

with the views of White students means that conclusions cannot yet be drawn from these. 
 

 Analysis 
Orr, et al. (2014:42) note the pressures of increased student numbers on Art and Design 

education and studio-based pedagogies and support Swan’s (1986) claim that a shift in 

approach is required from the kinds of ‘over the shoulder advice’ traditionally offered in a 

studio environments to accommodate the increase in student numbers over recent years. 

Given students’ perception that tutor time is allocated disproportionately and determined by 

tutor preference, such practices appear to be in evidence on some courses. Participants 

reported that tutors paid more attention to certain more able students. They felt that tutors 

were acting on judgements about potential that unfairly excluded them. In their study into 

admissions practices in Art and Design, Burke and McManus (2009 in Alexander, et al. 

2015:22) have shown that ‘the recognition of potential or ability … is deeply tied in with the 

subjective judgements made by those with institutional authority to name, classify and 

assess.’ Such judgements over-emphasise ‘particular ‘attributes’ associated with having 

potential, such as academic writing skills, and ‘creativity’, [which] serve[ ] to exclude those 

groups traditionally under-represented on art and design higher education programmes’ 

(Burke and McManus, 2009:7). 

Where securing access to tutors is left to students, it is likely that under-represented groups 

will be disadvantaged. Stevenson (2012b, in HEFCE 2015:35) found that: 

white students were ‘most likely to draw on all forms of support’, to spend more time talking 

to and working with their lecturers, and to be more purposeful and strategic in their 

approaches to seeking help (pp.108-109). Black, Asian and Chinese students had, in 

contrast, devised strategies for ‘getting by’ without recourse to direct contact with lecturers. 

They sought to cope alone or through their peers. 

Such coping strategies were recognized in many cases in the present study and 

characterized by one student as ‘Fake it till you make it’. Where allocation of tutor support 

time is dependent on students, a greater emphasis is put on students’ ability to manage 

strategic micro-level interactions. As a result, shared sociocultural background becomes 

advantageous, creating additional difficulty for BME students in predominantly white- 





 

 

 
 

staffed institutions. This issue is dealt with in greater detail under the heading 4.4.1 

Communication with tutors’ below. 

Students’ perception of favouritism in relation to grades received rests on meritocratic 

assumptions that those who work hardest, or display the greatest sense of drive or direction 

will receive the highest grades. However, in a study into exclusion of BME students via 

admissions practices, Burke and McManus (2009:21-22) draw on Bourdieu’s notions of 

habitus and cultural capital and his assertion that ‘art is implicated in the reproduction of 

inequalities’ and that the cultural capital of the working classes and certain ethnic groups is 

devalued. They go on to state that: 

Bourdieu argues that dominant groups make inequalities seem just, fair and natural  through 

notions of meritocracy (the idea that economic and educational ‘rewards’ are the natural 

result of ability and hard work) resulting in the misrecognition of the effects of class 

inequalities. (Bourdieu, 1984). 

On this account, the reasons for the differential effort required of BME students operate at a 

more systemic level. In the context of a shift from an elite to a mass Higher Education 

system with greater linguistic, cultural and social diversity (Lillis, 2003:192), Academic 

Literacies research has examined the sociocultural context of academic writing as a ‘social 

practice’ and its role in the maintenance of ‘legitimised representational resources’ (Lillis and 

Scott, 2007:11-12). Such research has shown how apparently neutral judgements about 

‘technical’ features of student writing, often have no linguistic basis. Instead they are 

underpinned by socioculturally specific epistemological assumptions of particular disciplines 

(Lea and Street, 1998). Since there seems little reason to assume that assessment 

practices in non-written forms of assessment would be exempt from such influences, it is 

likely that meritocratic understandings of assessment are likely to be at odds with student 

experience across their courses. Accordingly, whilst it is possible that individual or personal 

favouritism in the awarding of marks exists, this perception may in fact stem from underlying 

disciplinary values that operate to the disadvantage of particular groups. 

One area in which such values can often operate to the disadvantage of socioculturally 

diverse groups is in the assessment of academic writing. Commonly, students are 

rewarded for use of language that adheres to ‘standardised and prestige varieties of 

English and literacy practices (both oral and written) that are used in higher education in 

English-dominant settings’ (Preece, 2009). Bourdieu and Passeron (1994, in Preece 2009) 

make the point that ‘[academic language] is an elite code that has been socially 

constructed within the realms of academia and science for the purposes of furthering 

abstract and theoretical scholarly ideas.’ 

Essay writing and contextual studies were commonly referred to as areas of difficulty and 

students often exhibited a ‘deficit’ understanding in which they saw themselves as lacking 

the requisite skills to succeed. Assistance in developing academic literacy was commonly 

seen as a separate support function of Learning Development Tutors, rather than an 

embedded aspect of their course. However, since only one student linked these 

‘deficiencies’ to BME backgrounds, further research is required to establish whether such 

attitudes exist among white students. 



 

 

 
 

 Communication, collaboration and belonging 

 Findings 

 
Communication with tutors 

Students across campuses identified the importance of being able to communicate 

effectively with tutors (20a F3/ 20b C1/ 20c E1/ 20d CR1/ 20e R1/ 20f R1/ 20g R3). Some 

pointed to the ability to do so as a valued feature of their studies (20a F3/ 20b C1), whereas 

others identified this as a potential reason for relative underperformance of BME students 

(20c E1/ 20d CR1/ 20e R1/ 20f R1/ 20g R3). One participant considered that students’ 

backgrounds prior to university could determine their confidence to sit down with tutors and 

explain what they needed from them. 

In two particular cases, students reflected on their own roles in making these 

communications work. In the first excerpt a student reflects on how initial difficulties in 

communication were successfully negotiated: (20a F3 ). The second excerpt details a 

student’s struggle to find a strategy for making her communication with tutors work. When 

she finds changing her accent to be a successful strategy, this comes at the cost of 

abandoning aspects of her identity, causing her discomfort (20g R3 ). She goes on to 

explain how she feels that when her outward appearance more obviously reflects her 

African heritage, she is treated differently and becomes drawn into interactions in which she 

assumes a more African speech style. She considers that the adoption of this style in the 

interaction casts her in the role of a person deserving of sympathy (20h R3 ) and 

elicits support. This is a role she rejects and this leads her to the statement regarding equal 

treatment described in the previous section [be more precise once sub-headed]. The 

conscious switching of identities through use of language is a strategy referred to which 

other participants refer (15o Cr1/ 5a F2b). In addition, ‘identity struggle’ was recognised by 

participants at a co-researchers’ reflection meeting as a factor for students coming from 

London to study at UCA. 

White students’ comments 

A common feature of discussions across was the appropriateness of comments or actions of 

white students relating to race (14a F1/ 14b F2b/ 14c F4a/ 14d E1/ 14e E1/ 14f E2/ 14g CR1/ 

14h R2/). In some cases, discussion related to ‘racist’ (14c R2) or ‘racial’ (14c R2) banter 

between friends. In one example a student who brought the topic up in response to a 

question about whether he had experienced racism concluded that it wasn’t offensive as the 

participants all knew each other. In a second example, students questioned whether racial 

banter was acceptable if occurring between friends; they concluded that it was not, having 

considered a recent incident in within their friendship group. 

Some students had experienced offensive remarks and actions. One participant described 

how having made white friends at university, some of them were now ‘getting comfortable 

using the N-word’. She went on to describe how this continued despite the participant 

having explained the offence caused (14b F2b ). 











 

 

 
 

Another incident recounted concerned a white student dressing up for charity as a Black 

student and painting his face black. When the Black student concerned expressed offence, 

white students were reported to have responded there was a film called White Chicks by 

which nobody had been offended (14f E2). Students felt that there was a need to educate 

white students about Black histories in order to understand why certain terms or actions are 

considered offensive (14d E2/ 14f E2) as this had not been received at school. One co- 

researcher and participant recounted their school experience of separate racial groups (14e 

E1/ 12f E1) with white students not mixing with other groups. 

One group said they had experienced white students’ questions about their appearance and 

hair but put this down to curiosity (14a F1). In another case, complimentary comments 

about appearance on a night out were followed up with negative remarks (14b F2b). 

Awkwardness around race 

A number of students expressed that there could be awkwardness around race-related 

issues when they were brought up in lectures or seminars. Participants described the 

situation as tense, quiet, uncomfortable or awkward (3a F1 / 3b F2b/ 3c F3b/ 3g R1/ 3h R3). 

Others described a situation where tutors were felt to be ‘tiptoeing’ around issues connected 

with race (27a F3/ 27b F3). 

Opportunities for socialising and collaboration 

For many students the opportunity to mix with others was an important part of what they 

were looking for from university. The extent to which students found those opportunities 

varied greatly. There was a clear split between Farnham and Rochester campuses. 

Most students at Farnham were extremely positive about the social, personal and creative 

benefits they had gained from social interaction in ethnically diverse environments. For 

some this resulted in fruitful cross-disciplinary collaboration with a diverse range of students 

(18a F2a / 18 b F3a). Participants described how they had come out of their 

comfort zone and were pleased at their choice of UCA because it meant they had chance to 

mix with people they would not have encountered in London or at other universities where 

they would be more likely to be in friendship groups connected to ethnicity. There was 

appreciation of the benefits of opportunities for collaborative work at a specialist university 

where all students shared a creative mindset (18a F2a). Commuting students felt unable to 

comment on these aspects of university life (18u F2b). 

The majority of students at the Rochester campus described a lack of opportunities for 

mixing in a social or creative context (18f CR1/18i R2/18k R3/18m R3/18o R4/ 18a R5/ 18s 

R6). Participants were concerned that this could result in isolation (18f CR1). This is 

reflected     in  students’  descriptions  of  their  experience  (18i  R2/18t  R2/  18k  R3/  18m  

R3).   In               some cases participants reported that the experience had changed their 

behaviour to make them more introverted and less sociable (18j R2/ 18k R3/28w R6). 

Students described friendship groups as being separate along ethnic lines (18k R3/ 18o R4). 

Opportunities for socialising and for cross-disciplinary creative collaboration were considered 

necessary but absent (18q R5 / 18s R6). Some students brought up the lack of physical 

space for interaction (18e CR1/ 18m R3) and a need for clubs or societies and a more 

prominent SU (18l R3/ 18m R3/18o R4). The need for societies was also highlighted at 

Epsom campus. 









 

 

 
 

Discussions around this often concerned the African Caribbean Society (ACS) discussed 

under the theme of representation below. 
 

 Analysis 
The research indicates that many participants felt strongly that their university experience 

should involve much more than a transactional relationship. Students who had found 

opportunities to ‘leave their comfort zone’ and meet new people were extremely positive 

about their experience. For some, however, the absence of such opportunities was a source 

of dissatisfaction and feelings of isolation. The attitudes revealed by the inappropriate 

comments and actions of white students and by the responses suggest awkwardness and 

unfamiliarity with issues of the politics of cultural identity alongside a failure to recognise the 

position of relative privilege from which the comments are made. It seems that for many 

students, opportunities for social interaction with mixed race groups prior to university have 

been limited, with even students schools with ethnically diverse populations reporting that 

their school experience was marked by separation between groups along racial lines. 

The awkwardness reported around discussions of race in lectures and seminars suggests 

that more structured opportunities to address issues associated with ethnic diversity could 

be more fully utilised. 

Communication with tutors 

Across all four campuses, participants identified effective communication with tutors to be a 

key determinant of success. The issue was also widely identified as a potential reason for 

relative underperformance of BME students. In terms of the HEFCE (2015) report into 

differential outcomes, this can be seen as a micro-level influence that cuts across all four 

explanatory factors. The HEFCE report cites Stevenson’s (2012a:6, in HEFCE 2015) 

suggestion that ‘prejudice attitudes associated with linguistic competence’ may be a possible 

contributor to perpetuating the attainment gap. 

Studies in interactional sociolinguistics have demonstrated how students from BME 

backgrounds use complex linguistic resources and interaction strategies to negotiate fluid 

identities and identify and position themselves in relation to powerful discourses in 

educational settings (Rampton 1995, Harris and Rampton 2010). In addition, Preece (2009) 

notes a tendency amongst London-based BME students to construct a posh/slang 

dichotomy in relation academic discourse. This tendency can be seen in the comments of 

students who describe conscious strategies employed when communicating on campus. 

However, the sense of dislocation such strategies can entail are also evident. Fairclough 

(1998) has described how uncritical government-backed language awareness programmes 

in schools can have the effect of normalizing the privileged position enjoyed by 

‘standardised’ varieties of English, while reducing varieties of ethnic minorities to exotic or 

interesting asides. Students are likely to arrive at university with the impression that speech 

styles and language varieties with which they feel most comfortable will be negatively 

perceived. Lippi-Green (1997) has detailed how varieties of English African American of 

English are often considered ‘lazy’ despite the fact that they are often marked by greater 

grammatical complexity. 



 

 

 
 

In relation to intercultural communication in an Arts university context, Waldron (2016) has 

noted the need for ‘those from a position of privilege need to see beyond the confidence that 

others must conform to one’s communicative norms and values, and to alter behaviour 

patterns one has come to believe are normative in order to acknowledge the place of those 

for whom they not – how being ‘natural’, for instance, and not moderating one’s typical 

speech patterns, making ‘in’ cultural references or jokes could not be binding norms where it 

could systematically exclude. 

White students’ comments 

The fact that incidence of inappropriate race-related comments and actions on behalf of 

white students was widely reported indicates an issue that needs to be addressed. The 

recent HEFCE (2015: 41) report into differential outcomes highlights the potentially 

damaging effects: 

A cause of differential progression … is students’ experiences of stereotyping and 

direct racism as well as experiences of casual racism and micro aggressions as ‘no- 

body necessarily comes from a neutral point.’ … This viewpoint echoes the findings 

of Harvard University’s Voices of Diversity project’s account of the impact 

 of psychologically damaging racism and sexism on graduation rates in four 

American universities (Caplan and Ford, 2014). 

In many cases the comments appear to be ill-judged attempts to negotiate friendship 

relations. Race is often seen as a legitimate subject for ‘banter’ among BME students. It 

appears in some cases that the availability of the subject for light-hearted use is a marker of 

friendship among them. In certain instances, white students have misunderstood this as a 

sign that race is therefore a suitable topic for friends of any ethnicity to joke about. BME 

students often excused these misjudgements, considering them to be a result of a lack of 

education in Black histories or familiarity with Black culture. However, in some instances the 

behaviour continued or was defended on the grounds that white people were not offended 

when being subject to racial stereotyping. 

The basis of this understanding of legitimate offence at discriminatory remarks rests on 

white students seeing issues of racial discrimination as what Fraser (2000) has called ‘free 

standing cultural harms’ which can be equally applicable to people of all ethnicities, rather 

than as ‘institutionalised relations of social subordination’ (ibid) in which they (as white 

people) occupy a position of privilege. Such instances highlight the precariousness of 

monological claims to misrecognition of identity and point to the importance of adopting an 

approach to such issues that focuses on achieving participatory parity through 

‘institutionalised patterns of cultural value that express equal opportunity for achieving social 

esteem.’ 

The fact that students also widely reported tense, awkward, uncomfortable and quiet 

reactions among white students when issues of race were approached in lectures or 

seminars, indicates that there is a need for greater openness and education around issues 

of the politics of identity. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Opportunities for socialising and collaboration  

The positive experience of students at Farnham regarding opportunities to socialise in 
ethnically diverse groups, and their reference to the institution as uniquely positioned 
amongst HE institutions in providing this, indicates the value of a social programme that 
fosters such environments. The effects of the absence of these environments can be seen in 
the comments of participants from the Rochester campus. 

The same is true of the value attached to opportunities for cross-disciplinary creative 

collaboration. The extent to which such collaboration is actively facilitated at the Farnham 

campus is unclear. However, links between its emergence and engagement in a social 

programme may deserve further exploration. 
 

 Representing and recognising diversity in art and 
design 

 Findings 
 
Curriculum 

One focus group question specifically addressed the issue of diversity in the curriculum. 

This topic generated a great deal of debate and a variety of opinion among participants. 

However, most students appeared to consider issues of cultural diversity to be something 

separate from their discipline, rather than integral to it. When the curriculum was considered 

diverse, this was due to the inclusion of lectures on particular, often topical, issues of race or 

gender (7a F1/ 7c F2b), rather than of inherently diverse influence in their field of study. One 

student explained how much she enjoyed these lectures and appreciated their relevance 

having initially thought the lectures would be covering art history (7v R2). Cultural diversity 

was, in some cases, considered irrelevant to students’ disciplines (7a F1/ &7b F1/ 7f F3a/ 7j 

C1). 

Many students reported being able to ‘branch out’ or ‘self-discover’ aspects of cultural 

diversity connected to their discipline through their own research (7a F1/ 7d F3a/ 7e F3a/ 7w 

R3/ 7y R4/ 7v R2/ 7z R5). However, some were wary of taking this option as they thought 

work may be considered ‘cliché’, or that extra creativity would have to be evidenced. Two 

students spoke of receiving advice about drawing on cultural influences in their work: in one 

case the student was advised that the work was ‘too tribal’, leading her to question when 

she would be able to draw on her cultural heritage in her work 

(7p CR1 ). In another case, a student was keen to research a tribe native to her country of 

birth but was advised that this was ‘too safe’ for her. This advice appeared strange to the 

student given that she knew nothing of the tribe as she had always lived in cities and had 

grown up in Sweden (7x R3 ). She subsequently watered down this element of the project 

in ordered to address the tutor’s concerns. 

A lack of diversity in the curriculum was noted in a significant number of cases (7f F3a/ 7r 

CR1/ 7s CR1/ 7m CR1/ 7n Cr1/ 7o CR1/ 7y R4/ 7v R2). In response to a claim that there is 

insufficient time to consider influences from diverse culture, one student argued that such a 

view neglects the inherent diversity in British culture and that the failure of the curriculum to 

reflect the breadth of this would limit creativity (7bb F3a ). Other students 









 

 

 
 

felt they were not represented in the curriculum (7r CR1/ 7s CR1), leading one to ask ‘did we 

ever do anything?’ (7r CR1). Some students suggested they would feel more able to 

contribute if content was drawn more broadly (7v R2/ 7y R4). Participants also voiced 

concern that coverage of cultural diversity ought to have sufficient depth and be sufficiently 

nuanced to be academically enriching (7q CR1/ 7v R2/ 7f F3a). 

Staff 

Students who disagreed on the need for a more diverse curriculum were in agreement that a 

more ethnically diverse teaching staff was required (7e F3a). This view was shared by 

participants, who felt that this would be needed in order to provide the diversity and depth of 

cultural knowledge required (25c R1). For some, the issue was one of representation and of 

having a body of staff that reflected the diversity of students (7e F3a). For others, it was 

important to have role models to aspire to and give the confidence that they too could 

succeed (25f R3/ 25g R5) or tutors who have shared their experience as students (25d R3/ 

25g R5). 

The understanding generated by shared experience was a particularly important issue for 

students who felt that the university needed to have a mechanism where BME students 

could raise race-related issues with a person who had experienced being an ethnic minority 

(19a F2a/ 19b E1/ 19c E1/19d E2/ 19f R5/ 19g R5/ 19h R5). One participant likened this 

situation to wanting to speak to female staff regarding female identity issues (19c E2 ). 

Such concerns should perhaps be seen in the context of the perceived awkwardness and 

‘tip-toeing’ around issues of race described above (3a F1 / 3b F2b/ 3c F3b/ 3g R1/ 3h R3 

/27a F3/ 27b F3). 

Students 

Some participants expressed that they would like more opportunities, in general, to be able 

to discuss their experiences from the perspective of their ethnicity (19e R4). However, others 

questioned the extent to which such perspectives were meaningful to them, or relevant to 

their studies (12b F1/ 12c C1/ 12dC1/ 12 CR1/ 12g CR1), with some expressing more fluid 

conceptions of identity than the question assumed. One student expressed that she didn’t 

want to shout about her ethnicity, but just wanted to see it represented around the university 

(3e CR1 ). She spoke of having the impression that the lack of attention paid 

to such issues stemmed from an institutional awkwardness around the how to deal with 

issues of race (3f CR1). There were repeated suggestions that there should be more work 

from students from ethnically diverse backgrounds displayed prominently around the 

university (23a Cr1/ 23b CR1/ 23c R4). 

There was some concern about a perceived lack of support from the university for an 

African Caribbean Society (1a E1/ 1d R2/ 1c E2) and participants were keen to make the 

case for societies that represented their cultural backgrounds. This was discussed in 

relation to issues of inclusivity versus exclusivity in the creation of such groups (1a E1/1c 

E2). The need for promotion of ACS to be welcoming and focus on educating others about 

aspects of diverse cultural heritages was recognised (1b E1) and such approaches were 

suggested as a way of countering the ignorance of such issues highlighted by inappropriate 

race-related comments from white students (1c E2). 







 

 

 
 
 
 

 Analysis 
 

A significant number of students felt that the curriculum lacked diversity, that they were not 

represented in it, or that coverage of issues around cultural diversity lacked sufficient depth. 

However, the fact that the majority saw cultural diversity as something either separate from 

their discipline, irrelevant to it, or included via themed lectures suggests that curricula are not 

currently taking account of inherent diversity within cultures. This may have exclusory effects 

for an inherently diverse student body. In an Arts Council commissioned publication 

exploring the creative case for diversity in the Arts, Appignanesi (2010) asks ‘why is there an 

officially differentiated category of diverse cultures for some citizens who are undeniably in 

the fabric of British society?’ and suggests that: 

‘What is glaringly missing in the institutions of art and art teaching is a mainstream history 

that recognises how the work of Asian, African Caribbean and African artists has 

contributed to that history.’ 

The recent HEFCE commissioned report into differential outcomes can also be seen to 

reflect Appignanesi’s concern: 

‘many curricula are designed and constructed in accordance with the social and cultural 

backgrounds of academics, and often drawing on their experience of HE in a context that 

differs in important ways from that of today… efforts to disrupt this pattern are underway 

though nascent’ (HEFCE, 2015: 31). 

Indicative of this approach to diversity in the curriculum are students’ comments that they 

were able to ‘branch out’ or ‘self-discover’ aspects of cultural diversity connected to their 

discipline through their own research.  Furthermore, students perceive risks associated with 

doing so, reporting that tutors have judged such work to be cliché, ‘too tribal’, or ‘too safe’. 

Rather than being presented as part of mainstream curriculum that is beneficial for all 

students, it appears that in some cases cultural diversity is presented as an option which 

BME students may wish to take up. This approach has parallels with problematic notions of 

cultural diversity employed within the publicly funded visual arts sector that ‘presuppose or 

imply normality to be white and everything else to be diverse’ Hylton (2007). It carries the 

attendant risks that those students wishing to draw on their cultural heritage in assessed 

work, like artists wishing to secure funding, are drawn into straight jackets of conformity that, 

on the one hand, risks crippling artistic creativity and on the other, confines them to a limited 

range of ‘thematic’ shows and critical discourses. (Fisher, 2010:63) 



 

 

 
 

Accordingly, if student work that draws on cultural heritage is indeed considered ‘cliché’, ‘too 

tribal’ or ‘too safe’, this may be a result of the way that diversity is represented in the 

curriculum. 

A further risk associated with an approach that presents diverse influences as separate 

from the mainstream is the misrecognition of cultural comfort zones and attitudes towards 

risk-taking in assessed work. This is exemplified by the case of a city-dwelling, Egyptian 

participant who was raised in Sweden being advised against researching Bedouin tribes on 

the grounds it was ‘too safe’ an option. A similar experience is recounted in the ‘Tell us 

About it’ project undertaken at UAL where a white South African student was strongly 

advised by a course director to steer away from the African due to ‘assumptions made 

about her whiteness over and above her cultural background and previous experiences’ 

(Finnegan, 2009:143). As well as failing to appreciate that for some BME students being 

outside of one’s comfort zone is a fact of university life, such judgements arguably also 

privilege white students for whom such an ethnicity-based requirement around risk-taking is 

not invoked. 

Staff 

The above examples in relation to curricula point to the potential value of a teaching staff 

that reflects the diversity of students. Sabri (2014 in Finnegan and Richards 2016:7) 

discusses how: 

it is important for tutors to reflect on the characteristics of the “intellectual project of the 

course”, and the extent to which it reflects the identities of the course team members and 

the extent of its relationship to students from different racial and ethnic backgrounds. 

Additionally, HEFCE (2015) note that: 

whilst no direct causal link between staff diversity and student outcomes is 

suggested In the wider literature, the fieldwork for this project highlighted recognition 

that ‘staff diversity and mentoring must be somewhere in that mix [of causes].’ 

The student view voiced in the present study regarding the importance of role models and 

range of perspectives that a more ethnically diverse staff would provide echoes that 

provided in ‘Recommendation 10’ of the nationwide NUS study, Race for Equality: 

Ethnic diversity among staff is important for both Black and White students as it 

provides positive role models, as well as a range of perspectives that enrich learning 

and demonstrates an institution’s commitment to diversity. Universities and colleges 

need to improve the diversity of their staff to better reflect the diversity of their student 

body (NUS, 2011:61). 

The expression of a need for an institutional point of contact from a BME background with 

whom race-related issues could be raised is of particular importance given the findings on 

racism experienced outside of the university, inappropriate comments. The likening of this 

issue, by one of the co-researchers, to that of female students wanting to speak to only 

female staff on issues relating to female identity makes the point very clearly. 

Students 

Participants suggested that work of BME students needed to be more prominently 

displayed around campuses. However, many questioned the extent to which referring to 

ethnic perspectives is meaningful. In light of this and of the points made above in respect of 

curriculum, it is clear that any attempts to improve representation of student work must also 

take into account the right to ‘non-performance’ of this aspect of their identity. 



 

 

 
 

 Conclusions and recommendations 

The study demonstrates that although on the whole BME UCA students are positive about 

their experience, the institution is not immune from the interplay of a range of macro, meso 

and micro level factors that can often position BME students as outsiders in Art and Design 

Higher Education. In many cases students report thriving in such an environment, 

developing highly effective strategies of self-reliance and resilience that enable them and 

their peers to succeed. However, the study also shows that for others such strategies appear 

to be insufficient and in some cases they can become contributory factors to the difficulties 

faced. 

The thematic analysis section of this report details how in many cases the critical 

interrogation of the sociocultural specificity of taken-for-granted normalised practices, 

knowledges, histories and perspectives would present opportunities to develop more 

inclusive practices. For example: 

Curricula that reflect the ethnic backgrounds of teaching staff but not the students 

enrolled on a course could either be broadened take account of the discipline’s 

diverse heritage. Where a discipline is claimed to lack such inherent diversity, the 

curriculum should engage students in a critical discussion of how the discipline is 

socioculturally situated. E.g. why is it that architectural histories are dominated by 

the work of white, male, middle-class architects? 

Seemingly neutral teaching practices that rely on all students self-identifying as 

needing help, or striking up a favourable relationship with a tutor could be seen to 

favour the socioculturally close over the socioculturally distant 

The omission or surface treatment of issues related to race and culture in the 

curriculum due to may unwittingly contribute to ignorance of the cultural histories 

and politics that underpin acceptable uses of language between ethnic groups 

An insistence on ‘risk-taking’ that considers dealing with the culturally familiar ‘too 

safe’ in the case of BME students may put them at a disadvantage to white students 

 

Efforts to rectify existing inequalities between ethnic groups in HE often suffer from the 

tensions identified by Burke: ‘The category of “Black and Minority Ethnic” is a useful device 

to identify an appropriate target group for the redistribution of resources but it also 

contributes to the perpetuation of social divisions and hierarchies by reducing that person or 

group down to one aspect of identity.’ Such tensions are evident in the recent HEFCE 

(2015:iii) report on differential outcomes, which notes the damaging effects of stereotyping 

that can result from targeted interventions; the report goes on to say that while universal 

interventions avoid stereotyping, targeted interventions remain necessary and useful in some 

cases. 

In light of these tensions, it is important that interventions, especially targeted interventions, 

are grounded in a model of participatory parity such as that proposed by Fraser (2000), 

which aims at achieving ‘institutionalised patterns of cultural value that express equal 

opportunity for achieving social esteem’ and rather than treating issues of 



 

 

 
 

misrecognition as ‘free standing cultural harms’ acknowledges their occurrence within 

‘institutionalised relations of social subordination’. The implications of failing to make this 

distinction clear can be seen in the reported reactions of white students when challenged on 

their racially offensive behavior. 

It is equally important that attempts to address the causes of attainment differences must 

not be drawn into focusing on specific sets of actors. Differential outcomes arise from 

complex interplay of explanatory factors across a range of levels of influence. Teaching 

staff, students and teaching practices are situated socioculturally at particular junctures 

within specific disciplines, courses and even geographical locations. This means courses 

need to be supported in identifying and responding to these factors in flexible and localized 

ways. Responses which fail to take this into account run the risk of jeopardizing the existing 

high standards of teaching referred to by even the most critical participants in the study and 

essentialising and reifying group identities characterized by fluidity and diversity. 

In their assessment of approaches and interventions to address differential outcomes, 

HEFCE (2015:iii) note that positive interventions include creating a sense of belonging, 

building social capital, enhancing the student experience, and developing more wide- 

ranging learning and teaching initiatives. 

The HEFCE report goes on to state that: 

Changing institutional cultures is key to addressing differential outcomes, and this 

requires commitment and action from senior staff. Whole institution approaches 

succeed when they combine ‘bottom-up’ interventions with embedded strategic 

senior support. (ibid) 

The following recommendations seek to outline how such changes in institutional culture 

might be achieved at UCA. They address the five key areas recommended by HEFCE 

(2015) and aim to take an evidence-based approach that capitalizes on student insight and 

engagement, as well as the expertise of academic and professional services staff. 
 

 Enhancing the evidence base 
 

5. 1 .1  Systematically record and monitor attainment and retention rates   against 

intersectional characteristics of students and links with outcomes at course and unit 

level. 

The current study provides rich localised qualitative data which enhances the 

understanding of individual experiences of UCA students in relation to the wider statistical 

correlations observed among BME students of Art and Design students in Higher 

Education. However, more localised ‘finely-grained’ quantitative data on differential 

attainment and retention rates for is required at course and unit level in order to assume 

evidence of causality in particular instances and to establish the need for intervention. 

 Extend current research to take account of white students’ attitudes towards 

teaching and learning in order to make meaningful comparisons 



 

 

 
 

A limitation of the current study is the lack of available comparisons that might establish 

correlations between gaps in attainment and experience of teaching and learning. 

 Explore opportunities for HEFCE funding to research the effects of micro-level 

interactions in Art and Design HE 

A strong theme to emerge from the study was students’ perception of the effect that the 

ability to communicate effectively with tutors and to mix with students of different ethnic 

backgrounds had on their student experience. A greater appreciation the effects of how 

interaction between students and teaching staff of diverse ethnicities, and other 

intersectional identities play out in HE Art and Design contexts would be likely to generate 

beneficial pedagogical insights for UCA and for the sector as a whole. 
 

 Awareness raising and information sharing 

 Use the current study to generate awareness of the issues faced by students, 

enhance understanding and engagement of academics. 
 

The study’s use of audio data provides rich and immediate insight into the ways that 
students experience ethnicity within the university. This can be achieved through the 
following channels: 

 

Course leaders’ away day Autumn 2016 

 Presentation and discussion of issues, leading to dissemination to course teams to 

instigate a series of mini-adjustments / micro-projects at unit level (assisted by local 

Learning and Teaching Services, Learning and Teaching Facilitator) and to appoint 

diversity champion from within the team to take ownership of sustained engagement 

with the issues. 

Teaching and learning webpage 

 to be used as a centralized repository for the study and the audio data collected. 

 to collate examples of mini-adjustments and micro projects and impact evaluations. 

Workshops on inclusivity and diversiy 

 Use the current study as a tool for staff workshops on diversity and inclusivity and 

to complement existing provision on FHEA and PGCE, and to enable cultures of 

continuing reflective practice. 

 

 
 Embedding the agenda 

 

 Appoint diversity champions at course level and Senior Management Team with 

oversight of attainment differentials and targets for reduction of gaps. 

HEFCE (2015:iii) note that ‘changing institutional cultures… requires commitment and 

action from senior staff’ as well as ‘buy in from professional services, students and 

academics.’ The appointment of ‘champions’ at each of these levels would provide focus 



 

 

 
 

points for the ‘combination of ‘bottom-up’ interventions with embedded strategic senior 

support’ that characterises successful whole institution approaches (HEFCE, 2015:iii). 

 Embed critical approaches to academic literacies and academic practices that are 

capable of acknowledging and challenging socioculturally specific norms within 

courses. 

The findings on independence and self-sufficiency as strategy demonstrate that the self- 

reliant approach taken by many students means they are unlikely to engage with ‘bolt-on’ 

support or that which requires self-diagnosis of need. UCA is already much more advanced 

than many competitor institutions in this area; many students receive discipline-specific 

embedded provision, with encouraging initial results in respect of student attainment. 

However, a ‘deficit’ student support model requiring self-diagnosis appears to persist among 

significant numbers of students, suggesting more can be done to encourage greater 

collaboration between academic staff and Learning and Teaching Services in this area. This 

would encourage greater scrutiny of norms around language use which may inadvertently 

position BME students as outsiders. 

Given the sociocultural specificity of academic literacies and practices, these should be 

unpacked, questioned and contextualized as an integral part of all students’ courses. Such 

measures may go some way to reducing the perception of personal favouritism in the 

awarding of marks and grades. 
 

5. 4 Staff as change agents 
 

 Consider measures for increasing ethnic diversity among teaching staff. 

Appointing more ethnically diverse teaching staff would be likely to have an impact on 

issues of curriculum, but would also address students’ concern at lack of representation 

and role models. In the interim, inviting guest lecturers and speakers from diverse ethnic 

backgrounds would be beneficial. 

 Appoint diversity champions at course level to combine disciplinary expertise with 

inclusive practices in teaching and learning and assessment. Diversity champions would 

disseminate findings among course teams and facilitate the trial of mini-adjustments and 

micro-projects at course level. Candidates should be encouraged through support for 

applications for HEA Senior Fellowships. 

 Extend current inclusivity advice provided through Learning Enhancement as 

part of validation and review procedures in developing inclusive curricula to ensure 

that specific account is taken of inherent diversity within the discipline. 

[I]t is important for tutors to reflect on the characteristics of the “intellectual project of the 

course”, and the extent to which it reflects the identities of the course team members and the 

extent of its relationship to students from different racial and ethnic backgrounds (Sabri,2014 

in Finnegan and Richards 2016:7). 

Where inherent diversity cannot be identified within the discipline, course teams should be 

supported in providing opportunity for contextual critique of the discipline within curriculum. 



 

 

 
 

5. 4.4 Establish points of institutional contact where BME students can raise race- 

related issues with BME staff. 

Ideally, this would take the form of network of interested staff members along the lines of the 

GEMS group ‘a staff network which aims to collate the voice and perspective of Black, Asian 

and Minority Ethnic (BAME) staff for the strategic progress of all UAL staff and students’ 

(UAL 2014). 
 

5. 5 Students as change agents 
 

5.5.1 Commission micro-projects at course level to engage staff and students under a 

‘students as partners’ model 

‘Effectively widening participation depends on explicitly addressing the experiences, 

practices and meanings of the students themselves’ (Burke, 2002:2 in Finnegan, 2009:136). 

As this study has shown, far from being passive consumers of education in fee-paying HE, 

participants are engaged in self-reflective, critical (often self-critical) and nuanced 

understandings of their learning processes and environments. Contributions from both co- 

researchers and participants demonstrate both the capacity and will for greater involvement 

in decisions affecting their education. 

This suggests a valuable opportunity for UCA to develop effective mechanisms for continued 

collaboration and partnership on Teaching and Learning at course level. The timing of this 

report coincides with the emergence of Student Union ‘liberation groups’ representing the 

interests of students from groups experiencing differential outcomes. Engagement with such 

groups may provide effective opportunities to develop ‘students as partners’ collaborations. 

 5.2 Support SU in developing effective social programmes across campuses to 

allow for greater social interaction among students. 

Given the importance students placed on opportunities for social interaction, and the  vastly 

different experiences of students for whom such opportunities either existed or were absent, 

encouraging social programmes would appear to be an effective way of addressing micro-

level difficulties. 
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Appendix 1 

BME Student Voice Focus Group 
Questions 

 
 

 

 

1. Background 
 

• What factors influenced your choice of university/college 

• How would you rate the information, advice and guidance you received when choosing to enter 
further/higher education? 

 

 

2. Student experience 

 How have you experienced the university from the perspective of your ethnicity? 

 

3. Academic Support 

• Do you feel supported enough by the tutor system, i.e. academic tutors, in your institution? 

• If you don’t feel supported enough what could be done to improve it? 

4. Course representation structures 

• Do you know who your course representative is? 

 
• Do you feel your views and experiences are fully represented by your course representative? 

5. Complaint structures 

• If you need to make a complaint would you know how to do so? 

 
• Have you ever made a complaint? 

 
• Do you trust the integrity of the university structures/system to deal fairly with your complaint? 

6. Culture 

• Are you aware of any equalities policies in your institution? 

 
• If you are aware of an equalities policy, what impact do you think they have had and why? 

 
• Does your institution promote a welcoming and diverse culture? 



 

 

 
 
 

7. Curriculum 

• Do you feel the curriculum on your course reflects issues of diversity, equality and discrimination? 

8. Teaching and learning 
How would you describe your experience of your current teaching and learning environment? Tick all 
that apply. 
a. Hostile 
b. Supportive 
c. Respectful 
d. Cliquey 
e. Tolerant 
f. Isolating 
g. Racist 
h. Friendly 

• What impact does this have on you? 

• How could it be improved? 

• Are you able to bring in your perspective as a black student during lectures and/or tutor group 
meetings? 

 
 

9. Racism 

• Have you had any experience of racism in your current educational institution? Please explain your 
answer. For example did you experience racism from teaching staff, non-teaching staff and/or 
students? 

 

Was your experience in a HE or FE institution? 

 
10. Assessment and feedback 

• In every National Student Survey since it began in 2005, students from minority ethnic groups are 
less positive about their course than other students, this includes areas such as teaching quality, 
assessment and feedback and personal development. Why do you think this is? 

 
11. Attainment 

• Research has shown that, in general, students from minority ethnic communities are less likely to 
achieve a better qualification relative to White UK and Irish students. Why do you think minority ethnic 
students, in general, do not achieve as well as their white peers? 

 

• How do you think this could be improved? 

 




