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Background

in 1996 The Runmymede Trust produced a report on the
liwes and expenences of young African Caribbean men in
Brixton, The report This i5 Vhere | Live detailed many of
the cnises affecting the lives of young Black men in
relation to unemployment, conflsctiual relations with the
police and high rates of imprisonment, An overriding
theme, howeeser, was the smpact that negative
educational experences had on the life, careers and
chamces of the young men featured in the report.

For marny young Black men a seres of exclusionary
cycles begin in compulsory schoolng = manifested in
confromtational relationships with teachers, exclusion from
school and failure to gaim formal gualiications in
praportion to other ethnic groups. For many years, work
has been condwcted by indwidual teachers in schools and
within community-Dased education projects to addness
and stern the cpcles of educational disadvaniage
experenced by young Black males, Hawever, much of
this work takes place in solation, and thus the posstie
benefits young Black pupils may gain from this
mterventson are fractured and partial,

In viewe of this evidence, an action-based research
project was set up to explore in greater detail the nature
af pupil expenences and the factors that contnbute 1o
their educational dsadvantage, The project also
examingéd how the many significant adults in the
educational lives of young Black people - panents,
teachers, mentors, youth and community workess -
attempt to counter the processes which alienate large
groups of young Black men from education every year
This repart is based both on the findings of that project
and on the many discussions which took place in serminars
and conferences with lpading experts and practitioners in
the field.

The reascas for Black pupils” educational disadvantage
have been exploned in research reports and published
books. The aim of this report is to highlight, expiore and
interrogate the practical strategies adopted by relevant
educational agencees, inchuding schools, homewark
centres and community organisations, to rase the
achievemnent of African Canbbean pupils.

Much has been said both about the concept of Black
underachievernent, and about the focus an it withen ‘race’
and education kterature (The Runmymede Trust, 1997;
Gillborn and Gipps, 1996). There are Black pupils wio
arg achieving well and there are thase whiose achievement
i5 improwing throwgh thesr invalvement in suppaoriive
projects. In addition 1o this, there ane schools, indrvidual
teachers and commitied panents and members of Black
commaunities who specifically encourage and support the
educational improverment of young Black people. 11 is as
impartant, therefore, 1o kearn from their strategies, which
may not ahways have been successtul, as it is to document
the increasing difficulties experienced by Black pupils in

schools. More importantly, it 1s necessary to document
what Black papils themseles feel successtully facilitates
their learning and development i order that good
practice can continuously improve and evolve,

The research context

The educational disadvantage experenced by ethnic
minarity pupils, and African Caribsbean pupils in particular,
has been long documented. The Poboy Studies Institute
(P51} study in 1979 fownd that althowgh African Caribbean
males and fernales gained relatively simitar qualifications,
they were achieving less well than their Indian
counterparis. The Swann report in 1985 also reported the
underachievement of African Caribbean pupils in
comparison to White and Indian puplls. These findings
were replicated in various academnic studies in the 1980s,
ard resurfaced in recent research reviews {Gillborn and
Gipps, 1996; The Runnymede Trust, 1997),

Although overall pupil perfarmance in GCSE has
smprowed over the years, Afrcan Canbbean pupils have
nod shared equally in these increasing rates of
achievernent. In 1996 45 per cent of White pupils
achieved five or more GCSE grades &-C, compared (o
38 per cent of Asan and 23 per cent of Black pupils, &
larger percentage of Black pupils left compulsory
schooling with no formal gualifications, Compared to
ather ethnic groups defined as 'Black’ by many local
autharity and other nstitutional classificatans, African
pupils aften achieve higher GCSE results than their African
Caribbean peers, and African Caribbean boys are mare
likely than other ethnic groups to comphete compulsory
schooling with litthe cr no formal qualifications (Office fior
Wational Statistics, 1996),

This research points to the important fact that there is
considerable diversity both between and within thinic
minofty groups. Whereas African Canbbean pupils have
been shown to underperform n pubhc examnations, with
many keaving compulsory schooling wathout havimg gamed
any formal qualifications, African Caribbean boys in
particular have been shown to be the group which
expenences dsproportionately low GUSE exammation
results, as well a5 exclusion from school.  Also, it is dear that
"Asan’ & too general a term 1o incorporate the very different
expenences of Bangladeshi, Pakistani and Indian pupils.

The policy context

Criticsms have been made concerning the use of the
sucoess measurement of Tve A-C grades at GCSE level
This means of measuring achievernent has been wsed to
distinguish between successtul and non-swocesstul schools
and local education authorities, Howeewer, anly a minarity
of young people achieve five or more A-C GCSE grades,
which means that this measure does not 1ake into
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account general levels of achieverment.

Recent education policy changes have included an
increased focus on the issue of raising educational
standards. Within the drive to raise standards, the
measuning of success through publication of school
league tables has been central. There has been some
debate surrounding the focus within policy changes on
chiosce, competitveness and improved standards. The
Education Reform Act 1988, and the subsequent
education reforms of the previous government infroduced
many of these concepts, but in ways which did not seem
o benefit Black pupils and their parents. The maost recent
Education White Paper {1997) also failed to explose the
specific nesds of Black pupils in relation to educational
disacvantage, reflecting the ‘deracialised” state of current
education policy (Gillborn 1995).

The failure to engage directly with sswes of ‘race’
within education policy is reflected in individual schooks’
processes which often contribute o the forms of
educational disadvantage young Black people experience,
Many of these processes have been documented at length
by researchers and are continuously discussed by Black
community members, parents and teachers. Within
education literatume, Twa main themes emerge:

@ teacher expectation, and
® exclusion from school,

J Teacher expectation

Fast research has noted that Afnican Caribbean studenits
are mare likely to be seen as having low academic ahility
by some teachers in schools (Gillborm 1990 and 1995,
Mac an Ghaill 1988, Wrght 1985, 1987 and 1992).
African Caribbean pupils have often been comparad
unfavourably with South Asian pupils in research reports,
and thewse comparisons have been used to suggest that
‘race’ camnot be an overriding factor in their educatianal
disadvantage (lames and Harris 1993},

Howewer, the presurned how academsc ability of Black
children is often paired with that of the presumption of
behavioural difficulty. Research which has noted the
disproportionate representation of Black pupils in bow
ability bands or 'sets, also ponts to the prachice of
placing Black pupds in lower sets for behavioural, rather
than academsc, reasons, Black pupils are seen to exhibit
more challenging behaviowr (Gillborn 1990), Black makes
in particular ane seen a5 mare confrontational and less
likety to obey schood rules - the causes of which are often
perceved to stemn from particular aspects of peer group
and youth culture (Seweell 1997, Mac an Ghaill 1994},
The placing of Black pupils within low ability groups for
behavioural reasons and the stereptypical assurnptions
which often inform these decisions, can anly have a
negative impact on the ability of these pugpils to be
entered for, and to achieve well in, formal qualifications at
the end of compulsory schooling

2 Exclusion from school

Afncan Canbbean pupils are over-represented in schocd
exclusion statistics and are up to six times more likely than

their White counterpars o experience an exchusion from
schoal {Osler 1997a), The school exclusion of all pupds,
regardless of ethnic background, has increased abmost
fourfold between 1990 and 1996. This increase,
particularly amang African Carsbbean pupals, is at its
greatest at the level of secondary edwcation, but = also
becoming mare noticeable among primary school childnen
(Parsores 1994, Hayden 1996), School exclusions have a
very direct effect on the abality of pupils 1o achieve
academically, The majority of permanently excluded
pupils find it difficult to secure places at other schoals -
only ane in five secondary students returns to full-time
education (Parsons 1995) — and thowgh each decision to
exclude can be appealed by parents, the rate at which
excludess are reinstated is low, Research has also
highlighted the numbsess of pupils, a large proportion af
whom are Black, wha simply fall through the net of
education provision once they experience an exclusion
(Bourne, Bridges & Searle 1994, Cohen et af 19494,
Hayden 1996, Osler 1997 a & by

In this respect, it is clear that large numbers of children
cam miss vital parts of their education as a result of an
exclusion. i is ako worth noting that many of the
offences which lead to pupd exclusion include subjectively
defined acts, such 2 fadure to comply with schoal rules
and insclerce to teachers, In view of the teacher
assumpbons cutlined above in relation 1o the
‘challenging’ behawiour of Black pupsts, the control and
criticism, which characterise much of the relationship
between some Black pupils and thesr teachers, has a
direct effect on the occurrence of Black pupil exclusion.

The time spent out of schoal while excluded,
compounded with the failure of some schools to provide
wiork for pupils to complete while at home, can prevent
Black pupals from achieving their full potential in
Examinations.

Countering alienation from education

It 15 within this context of educational disadvantage and
increasingly ‘colowr biind” education policy that this report
is placed, The reseasch upon which the report & based
took place within nine secondary schools, situated in and
around Londan and the Midlands, and a number of
comemiinity-based projects. The aim of the research
proect was 1o enable practiioners to monitar, evaluate
and refiect on the intervenbon work they were
conducting with young Black people in schoals and
Community organisations. The research was acton-based,
as it invalved the coflection of data to inform the
development and improvernent of educational initiatives.

As part of the research, a number of interviews and
mieetings were conducted with senior teaching staff and
community organisation personnel within all of the
participating institutions. These discussions gave them the
opportunity 1o talk about the wark they had been
conducting with young Black pupils and the difficulties
they had encountersd.

A number of Black pupils were also intervimesed ar
asked to complete questionnases about therr opinions af
the vanous supportive programmes in which they had




Chapter one: Introduction

been mvohed’. These conversations and guestionnaire
responses revealed that young Black people are aware of
those teaching strategies which they feel facilitate thesr
ability ta learn and improve their performance. They also
revaalad just how much young Black people depend upon
the significant adults around them to support their
educational, social and cultural development,

In addition to the teachers, youth and community
workers and pupils, a number of parents were also
imterviewed and a series of consultations took place with
education practitioners. & conference was held in June
1997 which discussed many of the main themes of the
research relating to ssues of underachievement, schood
exclusion and sooetal perceptons of Black masculinity,
Consultation meetings were held throughout the duration
af the research progect and the issues around achievement
and young Black mades resurfaced in all discussions. The
bevel of debate generated by many of these sswes in
discussions with parents and education practitioners,
illustrates that educational disadvantage continues to
hamper the abilities of Black children fo succeed
academically and to fully participate in socety.  However,
the concerns expressed by parents, teachers and other key
practitioners are not reflected in the current emphasis on
mmprowed educational standands,

Further, though many schooks may assert a
commitment to improwing the achievement of alf pupsls,
the needs of ethnic minority pupils can become subsumed
within wider targets. We are not suggesting that there
are specific ways of teaching Black pupds, as this may only
provade support for the placing of Black children in low-
achievemient sets and encourage the existence of “unbns’
i Black pupils are expenencing difficulty at schoal, then
we believe that the way of addressing those difficulises
should be specific,

Themes of this report

u Improving practice

In vieww of the plethora of research which now exists
around the issues of ‘race’ and schooling, one of the main
themes of this report is on improwng practice within
schoals,

As previously stated, there i already a foous within
current education policy on the identification and sharing
of good practice in schools in relation to teaching and
learning, The focus of this repart is on the nature of
improvement because, in crder for pupils and teachers to
benefit from achievement initiatives, it is necessary that
successtul wark be built wpon continuowsly, Improsemment
work within schools must be ongoing and reflexive, To
define specific peces of work a8 simply good practice
imiplies that improverment is not necessary, and ignores the
fact that certain strategies may work well with some
pupils but mot with others

Chapter two provides details of some of the school
and community-based projects in schools around London
and the Midlands, Particular aspects of their work are
identified which lustrate the commitment of the adults
who co-grdinate them to improve on thesr practice.

dJ ‘Race’ specific interventions

& recent publeshed report, conducted by Amenta
harketing, highlighted that approximately 38 per cent of
Black pupils asked would prefer to attend an all-Black
school, The media mterest that followed the publication
of the report centred upon this issue, even though a
number of other areas were also covered, Comiplex
debates ewst anourdd the benefits of teaching Black pupils
im programmies which are ‘race’ specific.

The isswe of separate schools and classes for Black
children has been one which can often prevent teachers
and support staff from attempting to support Black pupils.
Concerns are expressed by both Black and White teachers
about ghettosing” Black pupils in Black only groups.
Fesearch has indicated that teachers are suspicious of the
sorts of messages being conveyed to pupils in these
enwironments (Reay and Mirza 1997).  Howewer, many
COMMUNity organsatons curmently organise
supplementary schools and homewark clubs which,
thowgh rot specifically for Black chitdren, do include them
as the majority growp. As Chapters three and four will
ilustrate, many of the Black pupils who are imolved in
these programemes. welcome the focus on thes ethnic
identites and cultural hertage. These programmes. are
seen as nchusve for Black pupils as they rectify the
silences within the National Curriculum around the
histores and achievemients of Black people.

d Schoaol and community links

Another important theme in the report relates to the
development of links between schools and community-
based organisations and projects. In this respect, the
report stands apart from past research on “race” and
education, by explosing how schools can enfter into a
dialogue with other agencies and conduct coflaborative
projects to raise ethnic minorty pupsl achievement,
Thaugh many schools are building Bnks with their local
communities, evidence of this & sparse and the
relatanshaps which arse out of these imteractions are ot
dlways positive or successtul. However, the strength of
the relationship betheeen Black pupils and thesr
communities illustrates that commundties can play an
important pat in re-engaging young Black pupils with
education. Chagter five takes up the theme of out-of-
school learning by looking specifically at the ways
community-based projects can complement and support
the work being conductied with Black children in schools.

1 Fuller detsls ol wssple s and reseanch mstruments waesd ore mcluded n Chapter three:



