It was not until 2003 that the government first published statistics showing GCSE pass-rates across different ethnic groups. Statistics show that Indian, Chinese, and African-Asian pupils consistently have higher levels of achievement than other ethnic groups across all the Key Stages. In contrast, Black, Pakistani, Bangladeshi and Gypsy/traveller pupils consistently have lower levels of attainment than other ethnic groups across all the Key Stages. It is important to recognise that there is significant individual variation in achievement within each group. Many Black Caribbean and Bangladeshi pupils will excel and some Chinese pupils will fail.


However, official results published in November 2007 show that Black pupils are closing the educational gap at GCSE. The numbers of Black Caribbean pupils achieving five good GCSEs has shown almost double the national increase, meaning that the gap has narrowed by eight percentage points in four years. An interesting fact about the current education system is that the worst performing group (in terms of achieving five A*-C grades at GCSE) is white working-class boys.

If some Black children are underachieving in education then this raises questions about the education system and also Black British culture.
African-Caribbeans have the highest exclusion rate, three times the rate of white pupils. Bourne et al (1994) explain this as White teachers feeling threatened. Others suggest it results from behaviour that stems from frustrations of racism. In schools there is an under-representation of Black teachers who account for just 1.5% of the profession (7% in London). In 2007 the Reach group called for more positive role models from within Black boy's own communities consisting of lawyers, doctors and teachers.


Tony Sewell (1997) identified peer pressure and street culture as a key factor to explain why many Black-Caribbean pupils' achievement declines through secondary school. He sees the high number of boys who grow up in female single-parent families as a factor, and points out that this makes boys vulnerable to negative influences of peer pressure and street culture. Boys are attracted to a culture of masculinity which undermines the value of schooling and education qualifications. Máirtín Mac an Ghaill (1988) illustrates this attitude with his description of the 'Rastas' who arrived late, disturbed other students, interrupted teachers, tried to cause arguments and talked incessantly. Critics of Sewell and Mac an Ghaill argue that they ignore a racist ethnocentric hidden curriculum, prejudiced teacher attitudes and racist policies of the educational system. 

Smith and Tomlinson (1989) studied 2,400 pupils aged 11-16 years from a range of ethnic groups who attended 18 multi-ethnic comprehensives. They found achievement levels varied enormously, suggesting that schools could make a significant difference to children of all ethnic groups. When looking at schools, Andrew Pilkington (1999) argues research should centre around two key questions. 

· Is there evidence of racial discrimination in the allocation of pupils to sets/streams? 

· Is there evidence of racial discrimination by teachers in their classrooms? 

Cecile Wright (1992) researched four inner-city primary schools and found evidence that teachers treated ethnic minority children differently from White children. David Gillborn (1990) found something similar in secondary education. He believes underachievement amongst ethnic minority groups is due to racism.

Gillborn and Youdell (2001) found evidence that racism is still a key factor in educational underachievement. In a study of two London schools they found black children were the lowest achieving group when they left school after GCSEs despite being the highest achieving group when they started. Working-class and black pupils were more likely to be allocated to lower sets than middle class children doing work of the same standard. They were also less likely to be entered for higher tiers of GCSE.

Trevor Phillips of the Committee for Racial Equality in 2004 said that many Black parents want separate classes for Black pupils in state schools. Some African-Caribbean parents suggest the creation of 'Black schools' to foster a positive image of Black identity. Equally the Muslim community argues that education for their children should be based on Islam. They point out that 'mainstream' religious schools (Anglican, Roman Catholic and Jewish) receive government aid and so it is discriminating to refuse the same aid to Sikhs, Muslims and Hindus. A fear of Islamic fundamentalism appears to have dampened this enthusiasm, but interest in Faith Schools has been revived in the Education White Paper (2006).

