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Bernard Coard (1971)

• Examined educational inequality 
and institutional racism in the 
British educational system.

• ‘Educationally subnormal’ (ESN) 

• Disproportionately higher levels of 
Black children placed in ‘ESN 
Schools’



Legislation and guidance  

• SEND Code of Practice 2014
• Further Education Code of Practice 2014
• The Children and Families Act 2014 
• The Special Educational Needs and Disability Regulations 2014 
• The Equality Act 2010 – ‘reasonable adjustments’
• Disabled Students' Allowance (DSA)



Higher Education by Ethnicity 



White

Less likely to go to higher 
education. 

Least likely to drop out and most 
likely to achieve a 1st or 2:1 degree. 

Have the highest employment rates of 
any ethnic group. 

Chinese, Indian and Mixed White and Asian 
graduates earn the most.

BAME

Chinese, Indian and Black African 
backgrounds have the highest entry 

rates. 

Black students are more likely to drop out from HE and least 
likely to achieve a first or upper second-class degree. 

Chinese, Black and graduates from ‘Other’ ethnic 
groups have the lowest employment rates.

Pakistani, Bangladeshi and Black 
Caribbean graduates earn the least

Equality of access and outcomes in higher education in England, 2021

https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-9195/


Equality in higher education: statistical reports 2021

https://www.advance-he.ac.uk/news-and-views/equality-higher-education-statistical-reports-2021


Disability

More likely to drop out from higher 
education

Less likely to achieve a first or upper 
second-class degree

Less likely to be in highly skilled employment or 
higher study soon after completing their first 

degree

Students who reported a ’social and communication’ 
disability (such as Autistic Spectrum Disorder) have 

particularly low rate

BAME

Chinese, Indian and Black African 
backgrounds have the highest entry 

rates. 

Black students are more likely to drop out from HE and least 
likely to achieve a first or upper second-class degree. 

Chinese, Black and graduates from ‘Other’ ethnic 
groups have the lowest employment rates.

Pakistani, Bangladeshi and Black 
Caribbean graduates earn the least

Equality of access and outcomes in higher education in England, 2021

https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-9195/


Race, higher education and special educational needs 
and disabilities

As part of a larger study examining HE 
students’ experiences of racism, this 

study was conducted on a pilot basis to 
determine the potentialities of future 

research

‘When ecological factors 
converge together to form 

predictors that may be more 
(or less) favourable to human 
development, an ecological 
niche is created’ (Crawford, 

2020, p. 3). 



Race, higher education and special educational needs 
and disabilities: Bronfenbrenner

Microsystem 

Mesosystem

Exosystem

Macrosystem

Chronosystem

This study aimed to 
bring attention to 

differences between 
SEND (that is 

students who self-
identify as having 

SEND) and non-SEND 
students’ 

experiences of racial 
prejudice, 

discrimination and 
institutional racism



Race, higher education and special educational needs and disabilities: Methods

• The Collaborative Campus 
• The Climate Survey for 

Students
• Open questions



Race, higher 
education and 
special 
educational needs 
and disabilities: 
Participants



Race, higher education and special educational needs and 
disabilities: Participants



Race, higher education and special 
educational needs and disabilities: Findings

“I have noticed that BAME students are never given the chance to include their ideas. Even 
if they do, it is never taken seriously.   Students normally completely ignore BAME students 

and have conversations as if they cannot see or hear them. This makes them feel 
uncomfortable and want to escape the whole situation.   I have experienced all of this and 

personally, I am now dealing with severe anxiety because I’m constantly scared to even 
share my thoughts in discussions. When I walk into seminars, it’s like I am invisible. No one 

wants to even look my way and it’s been made clear that it is due to my race” (BAME 
Student)



“The University…appears to make too much emphasis on lowering its 
standards to appear progressive so as to increase enrolment of non-

white students. I acknowledge that people from an immigrant or non-
white British background might face greater difficulties in excelling 
within education or the workplace, but I do not believe this is an 

inherently racial issue, but more cultural…. Institutions should never 
have to lower their standards to fill quotas. This method of progressive 
social mobility completely diminishes the meritocratic principles of a 

democracy” (White student)

Race, higher education and special educational needs and disabilities: Findings



• SEND Code of Practice 2014
• Further Education Code of Practice 

2014
• The Children and Families Act 2014 
• The Special Educational Needs and 

Disability Regulations 2014 
• The Equality Act 2010 – ‘reasonable 

adjustments’
• Disabled Students' Allowance (DSA)

• “We no longer see a Britain where the system 
is deliberately rigged against ethnic 
minorities. The impediments and disparities 
do exist, they are varied, and ironically very 
few of them are directly to do with racism. 
Too often ‘racism’ is the catch-all 
explanation, and can be simply implicitly 
accepted rather than explicitly examined” 
(CRED, 2021, p. 8).

• BAME students and students with SEND 
(especially those with mental health needs) 
are less likely to remain in HE, or graduate 
with good outcomes and progress on to 
highly skilled jobs or postgraduate study 
(Hubble et al., 2021).

• White students’ outcomes are better than 
students of all other ethnicities, even if they 
start university with the same entry grades as 
their BAME peers (Universities UK, 2019).

Race, higher education and special educational needs and disabilities
Associate Professor Denise A Miller: d.miller@greenwich.ac.uk

University of Greenwich, Institute for Lifecourse Development

Equality Diversity Inclusion

Staff Peers Support services

Explicit Implicit Outcomes

• Qualitative

• Demographic

• Survey

• Open-ended questions

Design

• One Post-92 HEI

• Purposive sample

• 46 respondents Participants

Thematic Analysis

• Coding, defining and 
sorting

• Key themes

Data analysis

“I didn't plan on doing this survey - just 
wanted to look through at the questions, 

but the past few months my life have 
been plagued with racism and I thought I 

would give an insight to what has 
happened. Hope it is useful in some way, 

shape, or form” (BAME student).

“

University students with SEND are much 
more likely to encounter interpersonal 

and microaggressive discrimination simply 
because they are BAME. 

https://www.bera.ac.uk/event/race-higher-education-and-special-educational-needs-and-disabilities-2022


Race, higher education and special educational needs and 
disabilities: What’s next?

“I reached out to the course and 
no support was given.  I am also 
dyslexic and again - no support 

was given to me joining the course 
which lead me to fail my 

assignment as I didn’t understand 
what was expected from me” 

(BAME Student)

“The staff is the problem mainly. 
They go out of their way to give 

extra help to the Caucasian 
students, but when BAME 

students ask for help, they are 
met with “you should know this” 

attitude” (BAME Student).

“I have been treated just the same as 
everyone else by my peers, the staff, 
the campus security etc. My lecturers 
have been open to hearing about any 
cultural difficulties I have had and 

have been supportive in my journey as 
a BAME student. This has made me 
feel more comfortable and natural...   
However, I would like to comment 
that there is a real lack of cultural 

diversity among teaching staff.. While 
all the staff on this campus have been 
incredibly supportive, engaging, helpful 
and kind, it would have been nice to 

see some diversity among them, 
especially as a new student” (BAME 

Student)

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC

I am white so consider 
myself privileged in that 

respect. I do have a 
disability that has a lot of 
stigma and have felt like 

unsupported at times with 
that (White Student).

“The white British 
students are very 

much the minority  
and very much not 
supported as so? 

something that all 
other minorities seem 

to get support 
around?” (White 

Student).

https://www.pngall.com/university-png/download/56104
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/



