Modood et al(1997) pointed out that the ethnic groups with the poorest achievement levels - Bangladeshis, Pakistanis and Black-Caribbeans - tend to be located within the working-class. On the other hand, the relative success of the Indian ethnic group and African-Asians can be explained because they are often located within the middle-class. Research by Cassen and Kingdon for the Joseph Rowntree Foundation, (2007) identified the key characteristic of low achievers as coming from disadvantaged backgrounds (qualifying for free school meals), living in areas of high unemployment, and having single parents who themselves have poor qualifications.

Government statistics show that 70% of Bangladeshi pupils and almost 60% of Pakistani and Black African pupils live in the 20% most deprived postcode areas compared to less than 20% of White British pupils. Pakistani and Bangladeshi pupils are also more likely than other groups to live in households where the head of household has never worked or is long term unemployed. Access to free school meals is viewed as a good indicator of deprivation and a close relationship exists between free school meals and underachievement. Two-thirds (66%) of Gypsy and Traveller pupils are eligible for free school meals in primary schools compared to 18% of all pupils. There are also higher than average proportions of Bangladeshi, Pakistani, mixed-race and African-Caribbean pupils who are eligible for free school meals, across primary and secondary schools.

Richard Berthoud (1998) used data produced for the Family Resources survey and discovered that Indian, Caribbean, Pakistani and Bangladeshi groups were very vulnerable to poverty. Incomes are low, and often only one partner works. If there are a number of children, this results in child poverty. He discovered that after basic needs had been deducted from income, there was less money available than in White households.

There is a strong belief that parental interest is important in raising standards in education. In 1997, a White Paper, Excellence in Schools was published. This set out three routes for parents to become more active participants in schools: providing information, becoming parent governors and feeding back to inspectors. Desforges (2003) for the DfES suggested that parental involvement is more important than class in terms of educational attainment. However, others argue there are limits to the degree to which parents can become involved in their children's education for reasons such as poverty, depression, low literacy skills, inappropriate support from schools.

Language has been an area researched by sociologists to explain differential educational achievement by ethnic groups. In some Asian households English is not the main language. However, Cassen and Kingdon (JRF, 2007) found that not speaking English at home was only 'a short-lived handicap', overcome by most pupils by the time they attended secondary school. However, Mac an Ghaill (1988) found that the 'Creole' or 'patois' spoken by African-Caribbeans could cause problems; either through causing misunderstandings for them or not being understood by teachers.

A number of sociologists have suggested that the nature of family life affects achievement among ethnic minorities. The New Right has criticised single-parent families - a common family type within the Caribbean community. Writers such as Murray and Saunders have suggested that Caribbeans have a family life that is demotivating to boys who grow up without a father-figure. In addition, the New Right point to the fact that large numbers of Caribbean mothers work full-time and unsocial hours. This inevitably results in practical problems of time and money in supporting their children's education and could be a factor in poor Caribbean achievement in school.

Tizzard et al. (1988) found great enthusiasm for educational success in the African-Caribbean community. They encourage of 'Saturday schools' which are typically found in every city with a sizeable Black population. These are schools organised by black community. Within the South Asian community, especially the Indian and African-Asian group, education is seen as a 'positive resource' that helps gain access into the professions and upward social mobility. Parents have high aspirations for their children's education, and parental encouragement and expectations may well be a major contributory factor towards their children's success.

Bhatti (1999) found that many Asian parents valued education but they had very little understanding of the systems by which schools are run. They found schools unwelcoming and unsupportive. The children experienced racism, but the schools did not deal with it effectively. There was little interest in Asian culture in British schools and little positive acknowledgement of the cultural differences.


It follows therefore that sociologists have a difficult task in isolating and quantifying any link between low achievement in schools and ethnicity. How do they measure the impact of ethnicity over any of the many other factors that can affect how well an individual does in the education system?

