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Introduction

• Over the past 12 years the ‘BAME attainment/awarding gap, has steadily risen-up the policy agenda. 

• This has broadly mirrored the expansion of higher education and the introduction of significant fees.

• Pressure for change is a combination of: 

• student and staff activism (moral arguments), 

• Regulatory constraints in the form of ‘access and participation plans’ required by the Office for Students (moral, economic)

• Institutions are desperate to find practical solutions to close the gap.

• New dimension - #BlackLivesMatter movement and growing demands for decolonising the university and dislodging white supremacy. 

• The backlash has also began, in the guise of the Conservative equalities minister, Kemi Badenoch saying in BLM debate in parliament said. ““We do not want 
teachers to teach their white pupils about white privilege and inherited racial guilt”  “Any school which teaches these elements of critical race theory … 
without offering a balanced treatment of opposing views, is breaking the law.”

• This presentation will try to offer a way to navigate what is a complex dynamic politicised terrain with some practical suggestions.

• We have some new data from AdvanceHE Oct 2020 Stats Report that highlights some of the trends in attainment and complexity involved. 

• In the next few slides I will be  looking at this data which can be accessed from the following link. https://www.advance-he.ac.uk/news-and-views/advance-
he-publishes-annual-statistical-reports-he-students-and-staff

https://www.advance-he.ac.uk/news-and-views/advance-he-publishes-annual-statistical-reports-he-students-and-staff


The good news -
BAME 

Participation is 
increasing –

access is working 
even with Russell 

Group.



The bad news: Improvements across the board 
mean the gap remains.

At the present  rate of change it will be in 2070-
71 when the white-BAME awarding gap will 
close, and 2085-86 when the white-Black 
awarding gap closes.

Overall awarding gap between UK-domicile 
undergraduate white and BAME students has 
remained relatively static at 13.2 percentage 
points in 2017-18 and 13.3 percentage points in 
2018-19.

Variations amongst groups are significant. 



There are 
significant 
differences 
amongst 
ethnic groups



Degree attainment 
breakdown within 
countries of the UK
The gap is consistent 
across the UK



Gap in relation 
to 1st Class 
degrees –
increasingly 
significant due to 
‘grade inflation’



Digging deeper –
Comparing black 
and white men 
the gap is even 
wider (25%)



Significant 
variations 
within 
subject 
disciplines.



Intersectionality 
data – age. 
Gap gets bigger 
with age.



Religion and belief – produces variations but need to be careful NOT to jump to 
stereotypes. Religion can often be a proxy for other factors.



Degree outcomes compared to ethnicity and entry qualifications for 2016- 2017. 
Source Office for Students (https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/data-and-
analysis/differences-in-student-outcomes/ethnicity/

https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/data-and-analysis/differences-in-student-outcomes/ethnicity/


What effects Student Wellbeing? HEPI Policy Note 
21 Feb 2020
https://www.hepi.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/HEPI-Policy-Note-21-
What-affects-student-wellbeing-13_02_20.pdf

• Students who report few or no helpful teachers are 
65% more likely to report a high level of anxiety 
than students who report all or most teachers as 
helpful

• Significant relationship between ethnic identity 
and dissatisfaction with life, with life satisfaction 
scores of under 7 (on a 0-to-10 scale) 42% among 
Bangladeshi students to 28% among White 
students

• Significant relationship between ethnic identity 
and anxiety, with anxiety scores of 7 or more 
ranging from 27% among Mixed identity students 
to 21% among Black African students

https://www.hepi.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/HEPI-Policy-Note-21-What-affects-student-wellbeing-13_02_20.pdf


Anxiety and Class

• higher dissatisfaction with life among students who live at home while studying and who 
commute more than five miles (37%) than among those who have relocated to their place of 
study (30%)

• only 12% of students who relocate to study work 12 or more hours a week compared to 25% 
of students who continue living at home – but longer working hours have no significant effect 
on anxiety and only a small negative effect on life satisfaction



Anxiety and staff support

• 62% of students think all or most staff are 
helpful and supportive, while 22% say half 
and half are and 7% say few or none are

• as the proportion of staff experienced as 
helpful and supportive declines, the 
proportion of students reporting high anxiety 
rises, from 22% to 33%

• dissatisfaction with life is reported by 24% of 
students who feel all or most staff are helpful 
and supportive, but this rises to 49% among 
students who feel few or no staff are helpful 
and supportive

• students who say they experience few or no 
helpful teachers are seen to be 146% more 
likely to report a high level of life 
dissatisfaction than students who report all or 
most teachers are helpful



Reflections

• Anxiety may impact dissatisfaction which may impact 
performance.
• What is the relationship between anxiety and student 

performance?
• Situational anxiety and general anxiety?
• Is anxiety correlated with sense of belonging?
• Do we need to change our perception of the role of 

academic tutors?
• Helpful teachers and feedback appears to have an impact 

on achievement and wellbeing.



Disparities in Degree Awarding –
What is the nature of the problem?
• Simple problem – limited range of variation 

therefore high degree of predictability. Once a 
solution is found, involve replication of process 
and behavior. (e.g. Jigsaw puzzle)

• Complicated problem – high levels of variation 
but we know what the outcomes will be and we 
have formulas to solve problems. More research 
will uncover a solution. (Software programming 
error)

• Complex problem – uncertainly is ever present, 
hence predictability never exact. Do not follow 
logical reasoning. Even having knowledge of the 
problem and resources may not solve the 
problem! Uncritical use of ‘data’ may actually be 
part of the problem! (Think about dieting!)



Disparity in degree attainment – nature of 
the problem – application of complexity 
theory.



How can we solve complex or ‘wicked’ 
problems?

• Wicked problems require novel solutions.
• Thinking out of the box – lateral thinking –

need to get of the track e.g. From 
Attainment Gaps, to Awarding Gaps, to 
Decolonising etc.?

• Ultimately, we may need a paradigm shift –
what are our assumptions of the purpose of 
higher education and how may they need to 
change?

• What is our conception of ‘intelligence’, 
‘knowledge’, of ‘criticality’, of 
‘achievement’?

• Can we develop other ways or recoding 
student achievement than systems of 
classification which have a dubious history?



Developing solutions to complex problems

• We can rarely solve the problem on our own and success 
is always a collective effort.

• Creative collaborative solutions, solutions from below, not 
necessarily from experts – students and and staff co-
creators of solution.

• Academics not as ‘lecturers’ but ‘curators of learning’. 

• Self organisation and collective (swarming) is the best way 
to generate and exchange information and ultimately 
more efficient – this should not be the exception but the 
norm, but will require patience. (e.g. scrapping tradition 
modes of assessment)

• Chaos is not a problem, order is, therefore we should 
welcome challenge.

• Reframing and challenging fundamental assumptions is 
critical.

• Failure is not the opposite of success but an essential 
ingredient to it! 

• Nature uses feedback loops to learn and solve problems 
(i.e. trial and error).



Conclusion – how to proceed.

1. We must avoid blaming individuals, though those 
with the most power and influence must carry a 
greater responsibility. 

2. Evidence can help but cannot provide a complete 
solution as we are dealing with a complexd
problem that is not governed by linear causal 
relationships but dynamic interacting systems.

3. The answer is a complex relationship between 
human agency (Our will) and systems of power and 
privilege that impact all our lives, but the solutions 
are often blindingly obvious, but we cannot solve 
the problem on our own.

4. Honest reflection - all our actions have 
consequences – big and small.

5. Change needs to be sustained and sustainable -
not about tinkering at the end or image 
management.


