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It’s a tremendous honour to be a part of this very important and historic 

symposium – ‘Barriers to Black academia - Slavery, colonialism and the case 

for reparatory justice.’ I wish to extend my gratitude to Malik Al Nasir and 

Dr Leona Vaughn for this invitation to participate and to recognise and celebrate 

all who are participants in this symposium; the timing is indeed excellent,  

the relevance is beyond question. The canon of historical interpretation around 

the issues of race and justice is being exploded and monuments are coming down, 

as proof of an emergent consciousness and a new form of advocacy and agency. 

Critically what we are experiencing is the unravelling of modernity as we know it.
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The evidence of systematic under-representation of Black students and staff  

at every level in higher education is very clear. This is a catastrophic failure on 

the part of British universities, enduring over decades, to adhere to the ideal of 

equality of opportunity which, in theory, underpins key elements of the higher 

education system. Represented as open to all with the ability to benefit, staffed 

by lecturers whose academic credentials have demonstrated their fitness and 

suitability for selection and promotion into positions of significant influence, 

underpinned by peer review and assessment systems designed to guarantee fair 

marking, fair selection for publication, and transparent recognition of excellence, 

universities should be at the forefront of correcting historic injustice and 

exclusion, the most powerful drivers of social mobility. 

This report, the first of two ‘Black Academia - Lifting the Barriers’ reports, 

is a salient reminder of the challenges facing universities as they seek to 

acknowledge and address this failure. The authors - a group of Black academics 

driven by their personal experiences to bring about long-overdue change - set out 

the problem very clearly and, in the partner report, make a straightforward and 

far-reaching set of recommendations which, if adopted across the sector, 

could make significant inroads into this uncomfortable legacy. As we move 

forward, continued engagement with our Black staff, students and wider 

communities will enable us to monitor the impact of these actions and evolve our 

practices and cultures further, to bring their voices to the centre of academic life. 

 

As this report concludes: ‘This is not only fundamental for equality and 

restorative justice, but for the core enhancement of academia and the higher 

education sector itself.’
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This report was commissioned by Professor Fiona Beveridge, Pro Vice-Chancellor of 

the University of Liverpool, and Dr Laura Sandy, Director of the Centre for the Study of 

International Slavery (CSIS), under the auspices of Professor Alison S. Fell, Dean of Histories, 

Languages and Cultures. It was born out of a series of online symposia entitled ‘Barriers to 

Black Academia – Slavery, Colonialism and the Case for Reparative Justice’, which commenced 

on UNESCO’s International Slavery Remembrance Day (23 August 2021) and culminated at the 

roundtable discussion at the University of Bristol on the International Day of Remembrance of 

the Victims of Slavery and the Transatlantic Slave Trade (25 March 2022).  

The symposia were conceived by Malik Al Nasir (PhD candidate at the University of Cambridge, 

St Catharine’s College, and director of Fore-Word Press) and co-curated by Malik with Dr 

Leona Vaughn (Derby Fellow for Slavery and Unfree Labour)  

at the University of Liverpool. 

Due to the pandemic, the symposia were held online via CSIS. They consisted of an 

introduction by Malik Al Nasir and Dr Leona Vaughn and a keynote from Professor Sir 

Hilary Beckles (Vice-Chancellor of the University of the West Indies, chair of the CARICOM 

Slavery Reparations Commission and United Nations Expert Advisor on the Future of Higher 

Education), followed by three panel discussions with Black and minority ethnic academics 

from around the world. Panellists also included specialists in the fields of slavery, reparations, 

education, equality, diversity and inclusion.

The aim of this report is to present the thematic issues  

that emerged from the symposia with regard to the nature, 

historical context and manifestations of those barriers faced 

by Black people in the academic pipeline as a legacy of 

enslavement and colonialism.
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Contextualising the demographic disparities  

and clear under-representation of Black people 

in the Academy in these terms will demonstrate 

the rationale for ‘positive action’ initiatives 

through policy changes, legislative changes 

or – where existing legislation is unenforced – 

recommendations for enforcement. 

This report informed the discussion at a 

follow-on roundtable, titled ‘Lifting the Barriers 

to Black Academia through Decolonisation and 

Positive Action’, hosted at the University of Bristol 

by the Pro Vice-Chancellor (Research and Enterprise)  

Professor Philip Taylor, using the thematic outcomes 

from the symposia in Liverpool as discussion points. 

The objective is to make policy recommendations 

and to present these to universities and other 

HE institutions, academic funding bodies, local 

education authorities and the Houses of Parliament. 

A further report arising out of the roundtable 

discussions, Lifting the Barriers to Black Academia 

through Decolonisation and Positive Action, has been 

compiled and incorporated along with this report 

into a policy brief. This brief is co-authored  

by the authors of both of these reports as well  

as the co-convenors of the symposia (Malik Al 

Nasir and Dr Leona Vaughn).

Details of the symposia can be found at: 
liverpool.ac.uk/csis/events/csis-barriers-Black-academia/ 
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The ‘Barriers to Black Academia’ symposia represent an important moment of critical 

intervention in wider academic debates, shining a spotlight on the future of race equality 

and the higher education sector in Britain. The symposia provided an opportunity for 

renowned guest speakers to explore the relative absence of Black academics in teaching 

and research in the Academy, the implications of this absence – in relation to the student 

experience – and the reparative actions needed from local and national government 

policymakers, funders and higher education institutions to address the barriers to Black 

representation through equality, diversity and inclusion (EDI).

L’myah has specialised in research relating to race relations for many years, and as a 

co-author of this report, a panellist in the symposia and an alumna of the University of 

Cambridge, she has first-hand experience to bring to bear, her own alma mater being a 

particularly interesting case when exploring issues around race, education and restorative 

justice. The University of Cambridge’s 2022 graduate admissions statistics show that out 

of the total number of applications made to the university, only 0.36% were from students 

from Black or Black British Caribbean backgrounds, 85 out of 23,807 applications in total. 

By comparison, 5,187 students of Chinese ethnicity applied, and 1,756 students from 

Asian, or Asian British, Indian backgrounds. This demonstrates how the term ‘BAME’ can 

skew the wider context of topics relating to widening participation in higher education. 

Disaggregating data relating to ethnicity reveals important dissimilarities and nuances, 

allowing us to ask vital questions – for example, why are Black British Caribbean students 

often the least likely group to access higher education, and even less so elite academic 

institutions?

The figures are even more staggering when further analysis on ‘offers and confirmations’ 

statistics is conducted. For example, out of the 85 Black or Black British Caribbean 

students who applied to Cambridge in 2022, only 41.2% (35 students) were accepted – less 

than half. Moreover, out of this number, only 16 applicants (19%) went on to actually 

confirm their place and study there (University of Cambridge, 2022). This suggests that 

there were additional barriers even to some of the students who were accepted on to 

their chosen course. Regarding the data relating to African groups, of the 1,239 Black or 

Black British Africans who applied, only 14% were accepted. This is the lowest acceptance 

rate across all ethnic groups at the university, apart from the ‘Other Black background’ 

category, which had an acceptance rate of 11.6% (University of Cambridge, 2022). 

Therefore, the figures raise important questions about the barriers that are posed to 

students of African and Caribbean backgrounds and highlight the need for further action 

to be taken at both university and governmental level. 
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The University of Cambridge’s 2022 
graduate admissions statistics show that   
out of the total number of applications  
made to the university, only 

0.36% WERE 
FROM STUDENTS 
FROM BLACK OR 
BLACK BRITISH 
CARIBBEAN 
BACKGROUNDS,
85 OUT OF 23,807  
APPLICATIONS IN 
TOTAL. 

OF THE 1,239 
BLACK OR 
BLACK BRITISH 
AFRICANS WHO 
APPLIED, ONLY 
14% WERE 
ACCEPTED. 
This is the lowest acceptance rate across all 
ethnic groups at the university, apart from 
the ‘Other Black background’ category, 
which had an acceptance rate of 11.6%            
(University of Cambridge, 2022).
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In recent years there has been a growing narrative that recognises the need for 

higher education to undergo transformational change, in order to align with shifting 

demographic trends and adequately prepare students to find their place in wider society 

(Mirza, 2017; Shepherd, 2017). The styles of leadership that students are subjected to have 

an important bearing upon their educational experiences, particularly when this is not 

reflective of values and demographics that embody social and cultural pluralism and 

equity (Aguirre and Martinez, 2006; Chun and Evans, 2009; Williams, 2013; The Guardian, 

2017). 

There is significant under-representation of Black staff at senior levels in the Academy 

(Ahmed, 2012; Bhopal and Brown, 2016; Tate and Bagguley, 2017). Across all disciplines in 

the UK there is an unacceptably low number of Black scholars, particularly at professorial 

level, and this is even more the case when considering the statistics relating to Black 

women (Rollock, 2019). The lack of advancement of academics of colour to senior levels is 

emphasised when we consider that there are only three Vice-Chancellors and twenty UK-

born deputy or Pro Vice-Chancellors from Black, Asian and minority ethnic backgrounds, 

compared with 530 White academic leaders (The Guardian, 2017; Singh and Kwhali, 2015).

As is frequently highlighted by scholars, the race inequalities present in today’s Academy 

are, in many ways, rooted in the atrocities connected to the transatlantic slave trade. 

Britain’s infrastructure, healthcare services, education system and welfare state were 

mostly funded through colonial projects (Mirza, 2017). The devastating poverty that 

Britain has inflicted on generations of people across the global south continues to have 

an impact in modern-day societies, particularly as a result of the exploitation of both 

natural resources and human beings. Many used racist tropes in an attempt to justify this 

bloodshed; for example, claiming that communities of African origin were ‘savages’, less 

educated and essentially sub-human (Magubane, 2004). 

 

Academics have argued that these racist stereotypes continue to affect access to education 

across the board and have a damaging impact on the educational experiences of children 

and students of African and Caribbean heritage. 
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Thus, campaigns for reparations and  

restorative justice in the higher education 

sector are ongoing, as these are a 

fundamental aspect of the means of 

redressing the profound imbalances  

created by the slave trade. 

In response to their own experiences as 

Black academics, Dr Leona Vaughn and 

Malik Al Nasir devised the Barriers to Black 

Academia online symposia to provide a 

platform for community historians,  

scholars and aspiring academics in the 

UK and internationally to join together 

and explore the key impediments to racial 

justice in higher education.

The lack of advancement of academics 
of colour to senior levels is emphasised 
when we consider that there are 

only THREE VICE-
CHANCELLORS 
AND TWENTY 
UK-BORN DEPUTY 
OR PRO VICE-
CHANCELLORS 
FROM BLACK, 
ASIAN AND 
MINORITY ETHNIC 
BACKGROUNDS, 
compared with 530 White academic 
leaders (The Guardian, 2017;         
Singh and Kwhali, 2015).
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Each symposium panel event was recorded, and the transcripts 

provided the core data that grounds this report. The 

methodological process revolved around thematic analysis, to 

identify patterns in the themes and ideas in the transcript data. 

This method of analysis has been recognised in social science as 

a distinctive technique with a clearly outlined set of procedures, 

requiring an iterative process, which is commonly used among 

academics to shift from the complex transcript data to a map of 

the most important topics and issues (Mortensen, 2021). 

The overall process involved five steps.

1.	 FAMILIARISATION WITH THE TRANSCRIPT DATA

Careful and thorough reading was carried out in order to gain greater 

familiarity with the text. Braun and Clarke (2006) identify this as 

‘analytical sensibility’, which refers to the skill of reading, rereading 

and keeping records of noticeable aspects of the data in the data itself, 

and in a separate document. At the end of this stage, well-informed 

ideas were generated about the patterns and relationships within  

the data.

2.	 CODING: SEARCHING FOR PATTERNS OR THEMES IN 
THE DATA ACROSS THE DIFFERENT EVENTS

Coding refers to the process of identifying all relevant pieces of data 

within the entire dataset to answer the research question – that 

is, what are the fundamental barriers to Black academia in the UK? 

According to Braun and Clarke (2006: 207), ‘a code is a word or brief 

phrase that captures the essence of why you think a particular bit of 

data may be useful’. Researcher-derived codes were chosen over data-

derived (software) codes, as within qualitative data the researcher-

derived codes often invoke conceptual frameworks to identify implicit 

meanings – these are commonly labelled as latent codes.

METHODOLOGY
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3.	 IDENTIFYING PATTERNS

Once the coding of the entire dataset was completed, the subsequent  

priority was to look for patterns in the data. Academics often argue that  

a pattern-based analysis allows researchers to identify salient features,  

which are meaningful in answering the research questions (Braun and 

Clarke, 2006; Mortensen, 2021). Here, when attempting to uncover which 

patterns were the most relevant for answering the question, the frequency 

of the appearance of certain codes was important. This revealed the 

commonality of particular issues, for example funding, Black representation 

in academic leadership, lack of racial diversity across the curriculum and so 

on. Nevertheless, there were also some codes that did not appear as often, 

but were meaningful for answering the research question; for example,  

the notion of racial battle fatigue. Therefore, how important a certain code 

was in answering the research question was also considered at this stage of 

identifying patterns in the data, in addition to the frequency of the codes.

4.	 SEARCHING, REVIEWING AND FINALISING THEMES

During this stage, broader patterns in the data that could be used to  

answer the research question were identified. Themes and sub-themes were 

subsequently revealed by following the patterns in the transcripts. According 

to Braun and Clarke (2006: 82), a theme ‘captures something important 

about the data in relation to the research question and represents some level 

of patterned responses or meaning within the data set’. These patterns were 

broader than the codes discovered in stage 2, as they contained many facets. 

In essence, a theme is a ‘central organising concept’ (Braun and Clarke, 

2006: 224), which is a collection of codes and is thus a collation of ideas  

or aspects that can be recorded under a specific topic.

5.	 DEVELOPING THE ANALYSIS

All provisional topics collated through the coding process were analysed  

and further explored in order to produce the report. This is presented in  

the context of the relevant transcript data, available secondary literature  

and the empirical issue at hand.
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Much research has shown that Black students often face significant challenges when 

attempting to access higher education, while studying for their degrees, and when 

endeavouring to continue to postgraduate education and access senior positions in the 

Academy (Equality and Human Rights Commission, 2019; Williams et al., 2019;  

Rollock, 2021). 

The symposia panel events highlighted a range of issues, and the most frequent topics 

related to: funding; the recruitment, retention and progression of Black professors and 

higher education staff; the lack of racial diversity across the curriculum; multiple levels  

of disadvantage; racial battle fatigue; and racism and discrimination, among others.

FUNDING
Funding was the most common issue that arose across the panel events. During Panel 1, 

Malik Al Nasir spoke about the need for greater racial diversity on funding panels, and 

Dr Diya Gupta discussed the necessity of wider and more varied funding routes for Black 

academics. This was similarly highlighted by speakers in Panel 2 and further reinforced 

by L’myah Sherae in Panel 3, who spoke about the essential need for more effective 

funding methods for prospective Black students, particularly in the form of grants  

and scholarships rather than loans.
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Many of the arguments made by the panellists are 

underscored in wider research exploring the funding barriers 

faced by Black academics. For example, a Freedom of 

Information request to UK Research and Innovation (UKRI) 

revealed that over three recent academic years (2016/17, 

2017/18, 2018/19), of a total of 19,868 funded PhD studentships 

awarded by UKRI research councils collectively, 245 (1.2%) 

were awarded to Black or Black mixed students, with just 30 

of those being from Black Caribbean backgrounds (Williams 

et al., 2019). Despite this, it is important to acknowledge that 

research council funding only accounts for 15% of the overall 

sources of doctoral programme fees, as revealed in Figure 1, 

which provides an analysis of the main sources of funding  

for all doctoral researchers in the UK in 2012/13.

As shown in Figure 1, higher education institutions are in fact the chief funders of doctoral 

programmes, which raises the following questions:

  

•	 What steps are universities taking to address the lack of Black  
students who are awarded funding for postgraduate degrees? 

•	 Should statutory requirements be introduced to push higher    
education institutions to take further, more effective action? 
 

The above issues are complex and multifaceted, as they also relate to the matter of 

variability in application processes. For example, almost half of all Black doctoral students 

are enrolled part-time, representing the largest percentage of part-time postgraduate 

research students across all ethnic groups (Arday, 2017; HESA, 2019), and part-time 

students are more likely to be self-funded (Williams et al., 2019). 

Furthermore, Black students may not always have access to the appropriate information, 

advice and guidance on application and funding processes. This issue exists from 

undergraduate through to postgraduate research (Williams et al., 2019). With this situation 

being compounded by class and other socio-economic factors, Black students are at a 

significant disadvantage from the outset of the academic process, highlighting a clear need 

for greater strategic action to be taken at university level, particularly across areas relating 

to fees, funding and finance.

1.2% of funded PhD 

studentships awarded by 

UKRI research councils 

collectively were awarded 

to Black or Black mixed 

students, with just 30 

of those being from Black 

Caribbean backgrounds 

(Williams et al., 2019).
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THE LACK OF RACIAL DIVERSITY  
ACROSS HIGHER EDUCATION CURRICULA

The lack of racial diversity in higher education curricula is an issue that repeatedly arose 

across all three panel discussions. For example, the current curriculum was often referred 

to as ‘Eurocentric’ and ‘colonised’, and the majority of panellists spoke about the need 

for greater inclusivity. In addition, panellists explored how current research, teaching 

and relevant instruments of knowledge production were problematic, given the dearth 

of Black representation and the way in which the curriculum is commonly presented as 

being the highest classification and representation of knowledge. This was presented as  

a significant barrier to Black academics, who were rarely represented in the materials 

that they were studying, but also to non-Black students, due to the lack of diversity in 

overall knowledge production, literature and academic thought.

A research study conducted by the University of Leicester (2021) further highlights the 

interconnected nature of race inequality and the academic materials used in higher 

education courses. Researchers found that, generally:  

White students across all 

focus groups said that they 

were able to easily relate 

curriculum content and 

assessments to their own 

realities and life experiences.  

This was said to improve their ability  

to revise, comprehend and conceptualise 

new theories. It was also claimed that the 

curriculum enabled them to work out a 

question’s meaning more easily or to use their 

own life experiences to better synthesise and 

add critical dimensions to their answers – and 

in turn, produce higher-quality responses 

(University of Leicester, 2021). 
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By contrast, the lack of a sufficiently diverse curriculum  

and faculty meant that it was often difficult for Black 

students to be able to connect content and assessments 

directly to their own lived realities. 

It should also be noted that the disadvantage for ethnic minority students and the  

advantage for White students in this regard was remarked upon by both White and ethnic 

minority students (University of Leicester, 2021).

In many ways, it is hence clear that increasing racial diversity across the curriculum  

would facilitate more interest in study and foster a deeper understanding and more effective 

knowledge synthesis. Due to the current absence of this, Black students in today’s higher 

education system suffer multiple disadvantages, having to work harder than their peers to 

connect with both assessment and curriculum content, in addition to the other intersectional 

barriers that are posed to students of colour across the UK.

DEPRIVATION AND INTERSECTIONAL DISADVANTAGE
 

Black communities in Britain disproportionately face multiple levels of disadvantage and 

deprivation, both historically and at present (Kamasak et al., 2019; National Education Union, 

2021). This theme was discussed by several panellists during the online symposia and was 

highlighted as being a key obstacle to widening access and participation in higher education.  

For example, in Panel 1, Mara Livermore stated:

 

 

Sometimes it’s working, sometimes it’s financial 

but it’s also sometimes family, other issues like that, 

having to navigate more. Structure life – if you 

have less access to economic resources, maybe you 

don’t drive, all these different things play into it.’

‘
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Mara Livermore’s account specifically relates to the umbrella notion of ‘intersectional 
disadvantage’, whereby Black communities are more likely to experience several 
overlapping issues at the same time, for example, childhood poverty, inadequate housing, 
less access to finance, stigma and discrimination, and so on. This can be understood in 
greater detail when exploring recent research. Statistics released in 2022 show that more 
than half of Black children in the UK are growing up in poverty, and Black children are 
also more than twice as likely to be growing up in poverty as White children. These 
figures were highlighted in Labour Party research released to the Guardian (2022) and 
based on government figures for households that have a ‘relative low income’ – defined 
as being below 60% of the median, the standard definition for poverty. 

Being raised in a low-income household has a range of influences on life chances, both 
directly and indirectly. For example, those in low-income households may face an 
increased risk of health and developmental problems, limited financial resources, low 
parental education, reduced access to help with homework and remote learning, and other 
stresses, such as higher crime rates in more deprived neighbourhoods (Commission on 
Race and Ethnic Disparities, 2020). Children living in poverty are also more likely to have 
worse educational experiences and lower educational outcomes (ONS, 2020). 
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For example, research by the National Education Union (2021) shows that children 

accessing free school meals are 28% less likely to leave school with 5 A*–C GCSE grades 

than their wealthier peers, and over three-quarters of respondents to a National Education 

Union (2019) survey said that their students had demonstrated fatigue (78%) or poor 

concentration (75%) in school as a result of poverty (not having breakfast before coming to 

school, for example, has been found to reduce concentration rates). These figures are even 

more worrying in view of the fact that, on average,  

only 2% of Black Caribbean students 

eligible for free school meals gain 

entry to selective universities  

(The Guardian, 2020).

Given the statistics, it is thus unequivocal that poverty 
has a disproportionate impact upon both the educational 
experiences and outcomes of Black pupils, and this has 
a contagion effect when taking into consideration the 
prospects of Black students hoping to access higher 
education and postgraduate education. Of the main ethnic 
groups, the Black Caribbean group is the least likely 
to attend university (Commission on Race and Ethnic 
Disparities, 2020). 

Furthermore, while the other main ethnic groups have 
all seen a year-on-year increase in numbers at university 
by the age of 19, the rate of Black British students fell in 
2018–19, the first reverse after a decade of progress (The 
Guardian, 2020). The figures show that despite the rapid 
expansion in numbers of students taught by the UK’s 
most prestigious universities, Black students continue to 
struggle to gain access: only 5% of British students from 
Black Caribbean families gained places in ‘high tariff’ 
universities, compared with more than 10% of all students 
(The Guardian, 2020). The data therefore illuminates how 
poverty and intersectional disadvantage have a lasting 
effect on the life chances of Black children, intensifying 
systemic inequalities that impact higher education 
prospects, and highlighting the intersectional nature of 
race, deprivation and education disparity.
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Staff in history faculties are  94% WHITE,  
WITH 6% FROM A BME BACKGROUND,  

OF WHICH 0.5% ARE BLACK  
	 (Akhtar, 2021)

THE RECRUITMENT, RETENTION AND PROGRESSION OF 
BLACK PROFESSORS AND HIGHER EDUCATION STAFF

The lack of Black professors and higher education staff stood out as one of the most 

salient topics across all of the events. The issue was introduced by Malik Al Nasir and  

Sir Hilary Beckles in the Keynote Lecture. 

Malik Al Nasir stated that Black and minority ethnic communities have been 
marginalised, traditionally, in the Academy, and that:

Much of this is due to the fact that there is a “lack of Black” 

within the Academy, particularly within the higher echelons, 

amongst professors, and senior academics.’ 

This point was further reinforced by Sir Hilary Beckles, who made the following 
powerful statement:

It was evident that a professor in Britain who was Black was as 

rare a phenomenon as a Black person on the plantation who was 

not a slave, but who was free.  

That remains today the fundamental truth that the number of 

free Black people in the Caribbean during slavery was as small 

as the number of Black professors today, in British universities.’

‘

‘
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These claims are further underscored 

by recent statistics (Figure 2). 

Figure 2: Percentage  
breakdown for 155 professors 
(Study conducted by the Higher  

Education Statistics Agency, 2021)

 

In addition, research by AdvanceHE (2019) shows that Black staff are less 

likely than White staff to be on open-ended or permanent contracts, in senior 

management positions, in professorial roles and on higher salary bands.  

The data is even more damning when we consider the lack of Black women 

in academia. In 2019 there were just 25 Black female full professors in British 

universities (AdvanceHE, 2019), and Black women are less likely to occupy roles  

at this level than their male and White counterparts. Furthermore, research 

shows that Black women remain relatively absent from institutional initiatives  

to advance gender equality, and there is little commitment among UK universities 

to explicitly address structural inequalities of race as they affect the experiences 

of academic staff (AdvanceHE, 2019).

Issues relating to the recruitment, retention and progression of Black professors 

and staff are further illuminated when examining data concerning history 

departments in the UK. The statistics show that staff in history faculties are 

94% White, and while 6% derive from a BME background, only 0.5% are Black 

(Akhtar, 2021). Furthermore, research shows that ethnic minority staff and 

students in history departments often experience discriminatory and exclusionary 

working environments (Akhtar, 2021). For instance, 44% of individuals from 

BME backgrounds face problems with unconscious or implicit bias around race 

and ethnicity, 33% have reported witnessing discrimination or abuse of staff and 

students based on race and ethnicity, and 30% have reported experiencing such 

discrimination or abuse themselves (Akhtar, 2021). 

7% Asian

3% Other

89% White

1% Black
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Racism, discrimination and the dearth of diverse representation not only have  

an impact on Black academics hoping to access positions of senior leadership,  

but also affect the education of Black students who are currently studying in 

higher education. 

A report conducted by the University of Leicester (2021) showed that...

...the lack of a racially and ethnically  

diverse faculty had a negative effect on the 

educational experiences of students of colour. 

When interviewed, the students asserted that there was a visible lack of racial  

and ethnic diversity within the faculties when compared to the levels of diversity 

that exist in the student body, and a similar point was made about the relatively low 

numbers of staff who were explicitly interested in race. Both points highlighted the 

persistent challenges for Black and South Asian students interested in studying modules 

and narratives that directly related to them, and for students who attempted to find a 

project supervisor who was racially or academically ‘aligned’ with their research interest 

(University of Leicester, 2021).

The above also relates to inequity in student access to, and engagement with,  

oral feedback. For example, scholars argued that White students felt that oral feedback 

was a forum where they saw staff as ‘colleagues’ and not teachers, 

and one in which they could openly 

challenge grade outcomes and 

question the support offered 

throughout the module (University 

of Leicester, 2021). In contrast, 

students of colour did not report 

the same levels of confidence 

in seeking out oral feedback 

or in engaging in such open 

dialogue with faculty 

members (University of 

Leicester, 2021).  
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This illustrates the more implicit barriers faced in teaching and learning processes,  

such as oral feedback, and also raises questions about the extent to which this platform 

(method of feedback) is accessible to all students and in the same way. More broadly, it shines 

a light on how the lack of racial diversity in professorial roles impacts the overall learning 

experience of students, and how this goes on to have a multifaceted influence on  

the educational experiences, and outcomes, of those in higher education.

RACIAL BATTLE FATIGUE

Racial battle fatigue is commonly defined as the harmful psychological, emotional and/

or physical response to the distressing conditions that result from facing racism and 

discrimination regularly (Smith, 2004; Rollock, 2021). This was primarily discussed by the 

speakers in Panel 1 and was described as a key barrier for Black students in today’s academic 

institutions. For example, Paulette Williams commented:

I think one of the barriers that I can see is there being a 

growing sort of fatigue around this sort of race work in higher 

education. Also, in student unions and feeling like you must 

be the face.’

Mirroring this sentiment, Mara Livermore stated:

For departments that are barely going to acknowledge them, 

they go to them just because they’re the only person of colour 

or the only Black person there. And so, they’re getting fielded 

all these questions, how do we fix this, how do we fix that. 

And it’s not their job, they’re just trying to do their degree.’ 

‘

‘
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This narrative can be further understood through Smith’s research into 
the ‘campus racial climate in a post-civil rights era’, where racial battle 
fatigue is conceptualised in greater detail as follows: 
 

Unlike typical occupational stress, racial battle fatigue is 

a response to the distressing mental/emotional conditions 

that result from facing racism daily. Others have further 

described the feeling as a suite of negative emotional and 

physiological symptoms of racial battle fatigue, ranging 

from decreased self-confidence and anxiety to headache, 

backache, and chronic pain.’ (Smith, 2004: 180)

In addition, some studies have been carried out on Black women students and how 

their academic journeys, shaped as they are by a positioning at the intersection of 

race and gender, result in racial battle fatigue, feelings of isolation and disillusion 

with the Academy (Rollock, 2021). For example, Rollock (2021) states that 

universities, like many public institutions, pen equality and diversity statements 

and express their unrelenting commitment, in job advertisements and elsewhere, 

to increasing the number of under-represented groups. However, such statements 

and promises do relatively little to alter the education landscape, either in terms 

of representation or improving daily experiences (Ahmed, 2012). 

As a result of this, Black students often come together to campaign to enact racial 

justice in institutions, which is a burden that many Black students and educators 

feel compelled to take on, considering that racism affects their everyday lives. 

This can take important time away from students’ studies and recreational 

activities, ultimately having an impact on their overall academic experience,  

and often leading to the beginnings of racial battle fatigue. Not only might this 

deter some Black students from attempting to access postgraduate education,  

but it also might have a negative impact on attainment scores and overall 

physical, and mental, wellbeing.

‘
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RACISM AND DISCRIMINATION

As much research has shown over the years, racism – both institutional and direct  
– is one of the biggest barriers to Black academia in the UK (Equality and Human Rights 
Commission, 2019; Universities UK, 2020; Unite Students, 2022). This was discussed by all 
speakers in each online event and is underscored by a wide range of scholars  
(Singh and Kwhali, 2015; Rollock, 2019; Williams et al., 2019). 

Panel 1.	 Mara Livermore utilised a personal anecdote to illustrate the prevalence  

of racist bullying in higher education, and the lack of intervention in such 

matters by university professors. 

Panel 2.	 The guest speakers discussed the tendency for university professors  

and educators to deny that racism exists. 

Panel 3.	 L’myah Sherae discussed the prevalence of anti-Black racism in particular, 

and how this provides a direct barrier to both Black students and staff. 

Current literature strengthens the above points even further.

Survey conducted by the Equality and Human Rights Commission (2019)

STUDENTS WHO HAD EXPERIENCED RACIAL 
HARASSMENT SINCE STARTING THEIR COURSE: 

29% BLACK STUDENTS
27% ASIAN STUDENTS
24% OF STUDENTS FROM  
MINORITY ETHNIC BACKGROUNDS,  
which amounts to 13% of all current students at British universities.
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The Equality and Human Rights Commission also reported further findings, which included:

MALE STUDENTS (16%) WERE TWICE 
AS LIKELY AS WOMEN (8%) TO HAVE 
EXPERIENCED RACIAL HARASSMENT. 

RACIST NAME-CALLING, INSULTS 
AND JOKES (56%) WERE THE MOST 
COMMONLY EXPERIENCED FORMS OF 
RACIAL HARASSMENT, FOLLOWED BY 
OTHER FORMS OF VERBAL ABUSE (45%). 

A FIFTH OF STUDENTS (20%) SAID THEY 
HAD EXPERIENCED PHYSICAL ATTACKS. 

NEARLY A THIRD (32%) OF STUDENTS 
WHO HAD EXPERIENCED HARASSMENT 
HAD SEEN RACIST MATERIAL AND 
DISPLAYS DURING THE 2018/19 
ACADEMIC YEAR. 

The report also noted that racial harassment often went hand-in-hand with 

religiously motivated harassment and that the damaging effect of repeated 

microaggressions was made worse by a lack of empathy and understanding when 

individuals did decide to speak up about their treatment (Equality and Human 

Rights Commission, 2019). This unambiguously raises the question of enforcement. 

Does existing legislation adequately mandate the necessary interventions to prevent 

racial or religious harassment in academic institutions in particular, and society 

at large, and if so, to what extent is it being enforced and what punitive measures 

exist for institutions who fail to enforce it, as evidenced by the statistics?
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In relation to this, a study conducted by Universities UK (2020) found that the 

impacts of racial harassment on both students and staff were severe and had 

affected mental health, educational outcomes and career progression. On mental 

health, scholars found that consequences such as depression and anxiety were 

widely reported, with 8% of students who had experienced racial harassment 

reporting that they had felt suicidal; similar impacts were found among staff 

(Universities UK, 2020). In addition, around 1 in 20 students stated that they had 

left their course, and 3 in 20 members of staff had left their job, because of racial 

harassment (Universities UK, 2020).

Not only is racism demonstrably a significant barrier to Black students in academia – including 

in university settings – but it also has a severe impact on their domestic experience in student 

accommodation and halls of residence. Black students tend to have a less positive experience 

in their accommodation on average compared with White students, in terms of a lower sense 

of belonging, comfort, safety and security. In research conducted by Unite Students (2022) only 

43% of Black students surveyed felt a sense of belonging in their accommodation, compared 

with 61% of White students. Black students spoke about feeling as though they were seen as 

‘out of place’, and that White peers appeared to have a right to speak and behave in a racially 

discriminatory way. Incidents reported included racial slurs and name-calling, being excluded 

in social situations by White flatmates and being disproportionately challenged by security 

on-site (Unite Students, 2022). Cumulatively, the covert and overt racist acts, behaviours and 

microaggressions continue to have a detrimental impact on the everyday lived experiences of 

Black students, posing a serious, systemic barrier to Black academia overall.
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LOOKING TOWARDS THE 
FUTURE OF RACE EQUALITY 
IN HIGHER EDUCATION
HOW DO GOVERNMENT POLICIES, 
LEGISLATIVE ACTS AND CURRENT 
REGULATORY FRAMEWORKS 
RELATE TO HIGHER EDUCATION  
IN THE UK?
 
THE HIGHER EDUCATION AND RESEARCH ACT 2017

The Higher Education and Research Act 2017 was enacted into law in the 

United Kingdom on 27 April 2017. It established a new regulatory framework 

for higher education, and aims to increase competition and student choice, 

ensure that students receive value for money, and strengthen the research  

sector (UK Government, 2017).

The Act is split into four parts:

PART 1. 
Establishes the Office for Students and gives  

it responsibilities for regulating the higher education sector. 

PART 2.  
Amends prior legislation on student financial support  

and student complaints procedures. 

PART 3.  
Establishes a body called United Kingdom Research and Innovation  

and gives it responsibilities for regulating and funding research. 

PART 4.  
Addresses miscellaneous issues, such as transitional arrangements  

and data sharing.
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THE OFFICE FOR STUDENTS

In 2018 the government established the Office for Students as the regulator for higher 

education in England (UK Government, 2017: part 1). As part of the reforms, the Office for 

Students took over responsibility for promoting fair access to higher education,  

work that had previously been undertaken by the Office for Fair Access (OFFA). Each year, 

the government sets out its priorities for the Office for Students through guidance.1 

In a letter to the Office for Students in November 2021, the government set out  
its ambitions on fair access and equal opportunity, which included: 

•	 Consulting on a post-qualification admissions system
•	 Encouraging students on to high-quality courses
•	 Looking into socio-economic status and geographical inequality
•	 Encouraging disadvantaged students to participate in the Turing scheme2 

THE EQUALITY ACT 2010

The Equality Act 2010 (UK Government, 2010) requires public sector bodies to have due 
regard to the need to: 

•	 Eliminate unlawful discrimination, harassment and victimisation
•	 Advance equality of opportunity between people who do and do not share  

a protected characteristic
•	 Foster good relations between people who share a protected characteristic  

and those who do not share a protected characteristic

The Act applies to the Office for Students and publicly funded higher education providers 

as employers and providers of public services. The duty to comply with the Act is referred 

to as the Public Sector Equality Duty (PSED) (OfS, 2020).

The Equality and Human Rights Commission monitors the Office for Students and higher 

education providers; it can enforce the Public Sector Equality Duty through judicial review 

(OfS, 2020).

1 Office for Students, ‘Guidance from Government’, available at: officeforstudents.org.uk/advice-and-guidance/

regulation/guidance-from-government/ [accessed 23 June 2023].

2 The Turing Scheme, turing-scheme.org.uk/ [accessed 23 June 2023]; Department for Education, ‘Letter to Office 

for Students on the future of access and participation’, officeforstudents.org.uk/media/1ceabbe1-2d49-41db-9795-

068f37c23631/dfe-new-dfap.pdf [accessed 23 June 2023].
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THERE ARE NINE  
‘PROTECTED CHARACTERISTICS’  

(UK GOVERNMENT, 2010):

Race

Age

Disability

Sex

Pregnancy 
and maternity

Sexual 
orientation

Religion  
or belief

Marriage 
and civil 

partnership

Gender 
reassignment
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WIDENING PARTICIPATION AND  
TOPICS FOR FURTHER DISCUSSION

Widening Participation (WP) denotes the work done by 
universities and third sector organisations to help students 
from ‘under-represented’ backgrounds to access higher 
education (London School of Economics, 2021). 

Most English universities have WP departments (sometimes called Outreach Departments), 
overseen by the Office for Students. The Office instructs higher education providers charging 
higher tuition fees to create Access and Participation Plans (APPs). These plans aim to enhance 
opportunities for under-represented groups in accessing, succeeding in and progressing from 
higher education. Ethnicity data is analysed in relation to access rates, degree attainment, 
continuation and career progression, with targets set to address disparities. WP programmes 
are designed based on these targets. Some institutions focus on specific ethnic groups, while 
others consider ethnicity as one criterion for eligibility. However, certain institutions lack 
targets related to ethnicity.

It is therefore crucial that further discussion is had about how the current regulatory 
framework, policy landscape and legislative acts can be used to drive universities with  
no ethnicity targets to be held accountable, and more broadly to prioritise the advancement  
of race equality and restorative justice in higher education. For example: 

•	 How can universities be compelled to set, and achieve, clear targets for  
improving the access, experience and progression of Black students and staff?

•	 What steps can the UK government take to remove the identified barriers to  
Black academia in the UK?

•	 How can the charity and non-profit sector better support current  
and prospective Black students, including funding?

•	 How can the funding disparities between Black students and their White 
counterparts be addressed to attain parity, relative to their proportional 
representation in universities, the wider local constituency and the country?

Advocating for widening access and participation around the themes outlined in this report 
will be essential for the foreseeable future. It will require a significant step forward for all 
those who believe that a key facet to the mission of higher education is its accessibility, 
alongside the goals that widening access and participation can achieve. As studies repeatedly 
demonstrate, racially inclusive practice is best practice (AdvanceHE, 2019; Williams et al.,  
2019; Unite Students, 2022). This is not only fundamental for equality and restorative justice,  
but for the core enhancement of academia and the higher education sector itself. 
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KEYNOTE PROFESSOR SIR HILARY BECKLES
Vice-Chancellor, University of the West Indies

Panel 1.	 ‘Discussion of the barriers of representation,  
experience and funding in the UK’

Chair:		  Mara Livermore (MA student, University of Liverpool)

Facilitator: 	 Dr S. Haggerty (University of Liverpool)

Panellist: 	 Dr Diya Gupta (Institute of Historical Research)

Panellist: 	 Malik Al Nasir (PhD candidate, University of Cambridge)

Panellist: 	 Paulette Williams (Managing Director, Leading Routes)

Panellist: 	 Amatey Doku (Consultant at Nous Group, former VP of HE at NUS) 

 

Panel 2.	 ‘Telling Our Own Story: Research methods and approaches  
within communities and the Academy, which centre Black voices  
in slavery research’

Chair:		  Dr Richard Benjamin (University of Liverpool Visiting Professor  
			   of Slavery and Public Engagement)

Facilitator: 	 Dr S. Haggerty (University of Liverpool)

Panellist: 	 Malik Al Nasir (PhD candidate, University of Cambridge)

Panellist: 	 Michael Ohajuru (Senior Fellow, Institute of Commonwealth Studies)

Panellist: 	 Nasra Elliot (BA Hons, Liverpool Black History Research Group)

Panellist: 	 Niya Bates (PhD Researcher, Princeton University USA)

Panellist: 	 Professor Stephen Small (University of California, Berkeley USA,  
			   Director of the Institute for the Study of Societal Issues) 

 

Panel 3.	 ‘Universities and Reparative Justice: What could this look like?’ 

Chair:		  Malik Al Nasir (PhD candidate, University of Cambridge)

Facilitator: 	 Dr S. Haggerty (University of Liverpool)

Panellist: 		 L’myah Sherae (Chief Coordinator, All-Party Parliamentary 			

			   Group for Race Equality in Education, Director of Enact Equality)

Panellist: 		 Esther Stanford-Xosei (INOSAAR International Network of  

			   Scholars & Activists for Afrikan Reparations)

Panellist: 		 Professor Afua Cooper (Dalhousie University Canada)

Panellist: 		 Assoc. Prof. Dr Hank Gonzalez (University of Cambridge)
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