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Pupils of White and Black Caribbean descent make up the largest category of mixed heritage
pupils in the United Kingdom. As a group they are at risk of underachieving and are proportionally
over-represented in school exclusions. Yet little is known to date about the barriers to their
achievement. The common-sense explanation for their underachievement is often in relation to the
perception that mixed-heritage people are more likely to have ‘identity problems’ and low self-
esteem because of their mixed backgrounds. In some cases, this view is further compounded by
low teacher expectations associated with the socio-economic background and household structure
of some mixed heritage pupils. By drawing on qualitative data from recent research,1 this article
will explore the barriers to achievement faced by White/Black Caribbean pupils in English schools.
We argue that although White/Black Caribbean pupils are likely to experience a similar set of barri-
ers to achievement as Black Caribbean pupils, there are important distinctions to be made. The
specific barriers to achievement identified for White/Black Caribbean pupils derive from socio-
economic disadvantage, low teacher expectation linked to misunderstandings of mixed heritage
identities and backgrounds, and the behavioural issues and attitudes towards achievement linked
to peer group pressures.

Introduction

Evidence from the 2001 census (ONS, 2001) and other sources (Owen, 2001)
suggests that, as a whole, the mixed-heritage group in the United Kingdom is grow-
ing in both size and recognition. This demographic trend is not only believed to have
a longer term impact on the sociological approach to understanding ethnic identities
within the United Kingdom (Modood et al., 1997), but in the shorter term is having
an immediate impact on the scope of social policy that aims to address the needs of
an ethnically diverse British society. In 2002 the Department for Education and
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570 J. Haynes et al.

Skills (DfES) introduced mixed-heritage categories into its Pupil Level Annual
School Census (PLASC),2 which has made it possible to obtain more detailed demo-
graphic information and to ascertain the relative performance of different categories
of mixed heritage pupils. These data indicate that White/Black Caribbean pupils
have below average achievement levels and are over-represented in school exclu-
sions. In these respects, they are similar to Black Caribbean pupils. Yet, despite this
growing awareness, to date there has been little attention given to their attainment
and educational needs.

The absence of mixed-heritage children in policy terms is reflected in the broader
educational research relating to minority ethnic achievement and needs. Some of this
research, however, is important for identifying general trends in the achievement of
specific minority ethnic groups and in relation to other factors such as gender and
socio-economic class (Gillborn & Mirza, 2000), for identifying the barriers to
achievement faced by minority ethnic pupils (Mac an Ghaill, 1988; Gillborn, 1990;
Mirza, 1992; Connolly, 1998), as well as examples of effective practice towards rais-
ing achievement (Blair et al., 1998; Runnymede Trust, 1998; OFSTED, 2002a, b).
However, despite the lack of research carried out within the educational system, a
significant body of research on the question of mixed-heritage identities has been
developing in the United Kingdom (Wilson, 1987; Parker & Song, 2001; Olumide,
2002; Tizard & Phoenix, [1993] 2002; Ali, 2003). This ‘new wave’ of research chal-
lenges the traditional view of the ‘marginal’ or ‘pathological’ nature of mixed-heritage
identities originally identified within the psychoanalytical tradition, and instead
emphasises the important influence of social variables on mixed heritage identity
development.

The ‘new wave’ of literature has also been influential in pointing out the dangers of
treating the experiences of different categories of mixed-heritage people as if they
were the same. For example, although there is evidence that White/Black Caribbean
pupils may be underachieving as a group (Tikly et al., 2004), White/Asian pupils are
outperforming most other groups (DfES, 2005). While this may be related to the
tendency for this group to be of a higher socio-economic status, it may also be due to
a different perception and reaction to the specific mix of heritages, in the sense that a
White/Asian mixed-heritage background is unnoticed and/or viewed as insignificant
in certain contexts. In our research, then, care was taken to both ensure that the
educational needs of different categories of mixed-heritage pupils were not assumed
to be homogeneous, and to consider the significance of related factors such as gender
and socio-economic class.

The aim of this article is to highlight the barriers to achievement3 for White/Black
Caribbean mixed-heritage pupils. We argue that although White/Black Caribbean
pupils are likely to experience a similar set of barriers to achievement as Black
Caribbean pupils, there are important distinctions to the way in which these manifest
within educational contexts. The barriers to achievement derive from socio-economic
disadvantage, low teacher expectation linked to misunderstandings of mixed White/
Black Caribbean identities and backgrounds, and the behavioural issues and attitudes
towards achievement linked to peer group pressures.
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Barriers to achievement for White/Black Caribbean pupils 571

Methodology and background to research

The research was the product of an interdisciplinary collaboration of researchers from
sociological and educational backgrounds, combining expertise in the fields of race/
ethnicity from a sociological perspective, as well as current educational orthodoxy,
practice and policy. It incorporated both quantitative and qualitative methodologies,
which arguably increased the capacity to provide a more rigorous and meaningful
account of the research results. Access was given to data from the PLASC and the
National Pupil Database, which were used to provide background demographic and
performance data for different groups of mixed-heritage pupils disaggregated by
gender and free school meals (FSM).4 These data provided both a context and a
rationale for considering the educational needs of White/Black Caribbean pupils
specifically.

The quantitative data are a key component of the overall explanation in relation to
understanding the educational needs of mixed-heritage pupils and as a means of iden-
tifying general trends. However, they are less helpful for identifying processes and
perceptions at the level of the individual and the school that shape the experiences of
mixed-heritage pupils, and White/Black Caribbean pupils in particular. Qualitative
research in the form of semi-structured interviews was therefore undertaken in
14 schools across six local education authorities (LEAs) in England to provide data
relating to the perceptions of teachers, pupils, parents and local Ethnic Minority
Achievement Service (EMAS) advisors about the barriers to achievement faced by
mixed-heritage pupils and strategies to overcome these barriers. All of the LEAs had
the largest populations of mixed-heritage pupils regionally and represent the West
Midlands, Inner London, East of England, North West and East Midlands regions.

In the 14 sample schools in the research, mixed-heritage pupils accounted for 10%
or more of all pupils in the six primary schools and 5% or more in the eight secondary
schools. Interviews were conducted with 170 people in total, including 84 mixed-
heritage pupils, 68 of whom were White/Black Caribbean, 44 teachers, 35 parents of
White/Black Caribbean pupils and the remainder were consultants from the six LEAs
included in the research.

Methodological issues

Previous research on mixed-heritage people in the United States (Root, 1992) has
drawn attention to the difficulty that can arise in obtaining participants for both quan-
titative and qualitative studies based on issues such as uneven distribution of specific
categories of mixed-heritage people or the historical context of mixing and how this
effects selective representation in the sample. Our research focused on LEAs and
schools with the largest concentrations of White/Black Caribbean pupils with specific
levels of achievement. Hence, it was not essential to obtain a representative and
evenly distributed sample of the mixed-heritage school pupil population. The sample
was determined by PLASC data, which provide a national census on the school popu-
lation broken down by ethnicity including four categories of mixed heritage. The
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572 J. Haynes et al.

sample was therefore dependent on the use and interpretation of such census catego-
ries. While schools ask parents to select the ethnic category that best identifies their
children, it is not compulsory to do so. The upshot is that some schools choose to fill
in the data based on their ‘perceptions’ of the pupil and/or their family background
or the data is left incomplete. Also, while self-identification is rightly based on
personal or political choice, some mixed-heritage people choose to self-identify as
Black Caribbean or Black African or Asian, rather than mixed heritage. Although
these factors are worth noting, they only had a minor impact on the collection of qual-
itative data.

For example, even though schools were asked to identify a list of potential White/
Black Caribbean pupil interviewees based on PLASC data, it is evident that some-
times they were selected on the basis of school ‘perceptions’ of their heritage or skin-
colour. While we did not exclude these pupils from the focus group or interview, as
parents/carers and pupils had already given written and verbal consent, care was
taken in the interview to clarify issues around self-identification and teacher and
parental perceptions of their mixed-heritage background. This applied equally if
parents had described their children as ‘mixed’ while the pupils identified as black or
as both mixed race and black depending on the context.

There is also little consensus on the use of terminology to describe mixed-heritage
people and neither does current terminology adequately capture the potential diver-
sity of mixed heritages (Aspinall, 2003). In our research, the use of the term ‘mixed
heritage’ to refer to those who identify themselves, or are identified, as having a
distinct sense of a dual or mixed, rather than ‘mono’, heritage was adopted to be
consistent with the DfES. However, it was apparent in interviews that the majority of
pupil and parent respondents used ‘mixed race’, while some were content to use ‘half
caste’. For most pupils and parents, ‘mixed heritage’ was not a term that they were
familiar with and were less comfortable with its initial use in the interview. We were
alert to this, and the use of appropriate or preferred language formed part of the initial
interview discussion.5

The following sections examine the experiences of White/Black Caribbean pupils
in a cross-section of schools and the factors, both within and outside school, affecting
their performance

Barriers to achievement

The analysis of 2003 performance data for mixed-heritage pupils shows that the
attainment of White/Black Caribbean pupils is below average in primary and second-
ary schools, the attainment of White/Black African pupils is similar to average in
primary schools and slightly below average in secondary schools, and the attainment
of White/Asian pupils is above average. Furthermore, the relative rates of progress
were below average for White/Black Caribbean pupils at Key Stages6 3 and 4, partic-
ularly for boys at Key Stage 4.7 Such performance indicators suggest that White/Black
Caribbean pupils are displaying similar trends to Black Caribbean pupils in relation
to their lower attainment levels compared with the national average (40% attaining
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Barriers to achievement for White/Black Caribbean pupils 573

5+ grade A*–C GCSEs), as well as their over-representation in school exclusions.8

Attainment data for 2003 show that Black Caribbean pupils are achieving below the
national average (33% attaining 5+ grade A*–C GCSEs) and the attainment gap
widens during their progress through compulsory education; that is, the attainment
gap at KS4 is wider than at KS1 (DfES, 2005).

Based on evidence from our research, to explain such performance trends we argue
that the three key barriers to achievement identified for White/Black Caribbean pupils
are similar to those that have been identified for Black Caribbean pupils: socio-
economic disadvantage; low teacher expectations, and behavioural issues and atti-
tudes resulting from peer group pressures (Gillborn & Mirza, 2000; Bhattacharyya
et al., 2003; DfES, 2003). However, the findings of our research indicate that, for
White/Black Caribbean pupils, these barriers to achievement have distinct and
unique attributes including teacher perceptions of White/Black Caribbean pupils as
having ‘identity issues’ and problematic household structures, as well as peer group
pressure relating to their mixed heritage, which will be discussed below.

Socio-economic disadvantage

Research has shown that socio-economic background has a key role to play in deter-
mining academic achievement. While it is important to note that all ethnic groups
experience a wide range of achievement within each group, on average, the higher the
social class, the greater the attainment level (Gillborn & Mirza, 2000; DfES, 2003).
The correlation between socio-economic background and attainment is supported by
the findings of this research, with the lowest achieving mixed-heritage pupil group—
White/Black Caribbean—experiencing around twice the national average of eligibility
for FSM. For White/Asian pupils, the proportion is closer to the national average. In
addition to their high levels of eligibility for FSM, White/Black Caribbean pupils are
also over-represented in the care system, as indeed are mixed-heritage children in
general.9 Socio-economic factors have been identified as contributing to low attain-
ment among all children in care, whose levels of achievement are significantly worse
than among their peers (Social Exclusion Unit, 2003).

However, the differences between the attainment levels of different ethnic groups
cannot be accounted for by socio-economic background or, rather, levels of depriva-
tion alone, as measured by FSM. Furthermore, the extent of the attainment gap
between FSM and non-FSM pupils does vary between ethnic groups (DfES, 2005).
The underachievement of White/Black Caribbean pupils needs to be understood not
simply in terms of socio-economic disadvantage, but rather in the way that this factor
works with the gendered perceptions and expectations of teachers and other pupils,
as well as peer group pressure, to create challenging circumstances for pupils. With
regard to gender, for instance, mixed-heritage girls perform better than mixed-
heritage boys, regardless of the specific mixed-heritage category. The pattern of
minority ethnic girls performing better than minority ethnic boys has also been iden-
tified in other studies (Gillborn & Mirza, 2000; DfES, 2005). However, even when
socio-economic background and gender are controlled for, there remain differences
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574 J. Haynes et al.

in overall achievement between the different groups that can only be explained in
relation to their ethnicity. This result has also been highlighted in studies of achieve-
ment of other ethnic groups (Gillborn & Mirza, 2000; DfES, 2005).

In our research, many teachers believed that socio-economic background was the
key or sole determinant in the lower achievement of White/Black Caribbean pupils: 

We would say that such a class issue actually is probably a bigger issue here, than race.
(Teacher)

However, the focus on socio-economic disadvantage as the sole explanation for
underachievement obscures the more complex picture of how socio-economic back-
ground, ethnicity and gender interact, in this case to determine educational outcomes.
Previous research has also demonstrated that focusing solely on the issue of socio-
economic disadvantage obscures other complex issues affecting achievement such as
racism or forms of prejudice and discrimination (DfES, 2003). Only a minority of
teachers demonstrated an appreciation of this more complex picture: 

I think it’s a mixture of things. I don’t think it’s one issue […] You know we’re not all in
one box and […] we know that there are far more dimensions […] (Teacher)

All EMAS representatives that were interviewed, however, placed more emphasis on
race in conjunction with deprivation as the explanation for underachievement: 

There is no good reason why African Caribbean and dual heritage pupils underachieve
[…]. Yes there are issues around social deprivation, so they tend to live in the more socially
deprived parts of the city. But they’re black, and I think it’s the blackness that is leading
to that.

The views of White/Black Caribbean pupils confirm that they experience low
teacher expectations that are based on stereotypical perceptions of their racial identity
that are closely linked to assumptions about their family background and socio-
economic status.

The next sections will explore these inextricably linked perceptions and expecta-
tions in more detail.

Perceptions and expectations

In this section we argue that teacher perceptions and low expectations of White/Black
Caribbean pupils can act as a barrier to achievement. Our research found that teacher
perceptions of White/Black Caribbean pupils are distinct to those of Black Caribbean
pupils (in relation to low academic expectations and behavioural issues, as well as
racial stereotyping) and are based on specific assumptions about their mixed identities
and the household structures of White/Black Caribbean pupils. The section will also
illustrate how teacher perceptions and low expectations can have a negative impact
on how the pupils themselves perceive their education and inclusion within the school.

‘No problem here’.   A common view existed among many teachers and parents in the
case-study schools that high expectations and equal opportunities were extended to
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Barriers to achievement for White/Black Caribbean pupils 575

all pupils regardless of ethnic background. Where teachers singled out specific groups
within the school as being at risk of underachieving, teachers often correctly singled
out Black Caribbean and White working-class boys. With regard to White/Black
Caribbean pupils, however, many exemplified a ‘there is no problem here’ attitude,
which contrasts with the evidence cited above from the performance data. By way of
contrast to the teachers’ perceptions, many pupils and parents cited instances of feel-
ing that some teachers ‘picked on’ or disliked them or their children because of their
perceived mixed or Black identities. Many pupils also reported that some teachers
discouraged them from pursuing their future aspirations or did not actively support
their academic achievement. 

It’s hard to talk to her [careers advisor], because like … you know because she says to me
I’m not capable of doing that. (Male secondary pupil)

Moreover, many pupil respondents, as well as some teachers, were unconvinced that
issues concerning race were or would be dealt with fairly within the school. As a
result, those pupils indicated that they would not opt or had not opted to report what
they saw as racial prejudices by teachers to other members of staff.

Some pupils tried to develop strategies themselves to cope with being ‘picked on’
or unfairly singled out by teachers, particularly female pupils, which is consistent with
previous research on gendered responses to discriminatory teacher treatment (see, for
example, Sewell, 1997; Youdell, 2003). 

She’s picked on me for quite a long time now. And I’m not going to come out of the lesson.
I’m not going to retaliate with her because it’s two of my GCSEs. I don’t really want to do
anything to jeopardise it. (Female secondary pupil)

However, male pupils were more likely than their female counterparts to disengage
from the situation altogether. 

Pupil: I don’t even bother going into the lessons.
Interviewer: So it’s all because of this one teacher?
Pupil: Yeah. […]
Interviewer: And have you said anything to [the head teacher]? What’s been her

response?
Pupil: Nothing…nothing good anyway. So I thought, don’t come in
Interviewer: How do you feel about all this?
Pupil: I thought it was good ‘cause I get a bit of a lie-in in the morning. (Male

secondary pupil)

The lack of confidence in some teaching staff regarding unfair treatment in class had
an impact on the manner in which pupils addressed wider issues of racial bullying in
the school. For example, a number of pupils, particularly male pupils, said that if they
were racially bullied, they would take matters into their own hands rather than trust
teachers to deal with the situation effectively.

The pupils and parents interviewed frequently indicated that they believed that
some teachers had lower expectations for White/Black Caribbean pupils, which has
been well documented for Black Caribbean pupils (DfES, 2003). In many cases,
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576 J. Haynes et al.

pupils cited explicit comments made by teachers that demonstrate a lack of interest
in their academic achievement. 

One of my teachers said to me before, ‘I don’t care what you do, do anything you want,
I’m not going to help you get your marks’. (Female secondary pupil)

Even some teachers, while keen to stress that all pupils were treated fairly, indicated
that some of their colleagues held stereotypical notions relating to the achievement of
White/Black Caribbean and Black Caribbean pupils. The next sections will briefly
explore some of these perceptions.

‘Identity’ issues.   While low teacher expectations and stereotypes are a barrier to
achievement for White/Black Caribbean pupils as well as Black Caribbean pupils, we
found a distinct and important element experienced by White/Black Caribbean
pupils; specifically, the perception that the behavioural issues for some White/Black
Caribbean pupils were mainly due to ‘identity’ problems. 

Generally the ones [mixed heritage pupils] that you’ve seen today [are] the ones who
haven’t got problems. But a lot of the mixed heritage do have…it’s just to do with identity.
(Teacher)

In general, teachers who commented on identity as a barrier to achievement for
White/Black Caribbean pupils did not expand further as there appeared to be an
assumption that the ‘mixed’ identity of the pupils was explanation enough for under-
achievement or behaviour difficulties. 

There is one boy in year ten who is probably the most difficult boy in the year because he
is mixed race. (Teacher)

This comment reflects the widespread and often deep-seated belief that mixed-
heritage people are expected to ‘suffer from identity problems, low self esteem, and
problem or delinquent behaviour’ (Tizard & Phoenix, 2002, pp. 1–2). The teacher
respondents did not always explicitly express views that pathologised mixed-race
pupils, although often it was implicit in what they said.

Despite these teacher perceptions of the ‘identity issues’ experienced by White/
Black Caribbean pupils, all of the pupils interviewed, even those that teachers had
confidentially signalled as having ‘identity issues’, demonstrated overwhelmingly
positive senses of their own identities: 

Interviewer: How do you describe your identity?
Pupil: Mixed blessings […] it’s just something that me and my brother come

up with. ‘Cause you know we think that we’re the best from the black
and from the white, so therefore we’re mixed blessings. (Female second-
ary pupil)

As supported by the findings of some other studies (Wilson, 1987; Tizard & Phoenix,
2002), any issues that the pupils displayed regarding their mixed-heritage identities
were not as a result of their own negative and confused feelings, but rather an aware-
ness of and frustration with how their mixed background was sometimes perceived.

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

B
ir

m
in

gh
am

 C
ity

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
] 

at
 1

2:
27

 1
7 

A
pr

il 
20

12
 



Barriers to achievement for White/Black Caribbean pupils 577

The next section will explore how this links also to stereotypical perceptions about the
home life and family structure of White/Black Caribbean pupils.

Teacher perceptions

In addition to the perception of White/Black Caribbean pupils as having ‘identity
issues’, teachers explained the behavioural and achievement issues related to some as
stemming from their family environment. While there is little quantitative research
on the ethnic backgrounds of the parents of mixed-heritage pupils, the general
picture of mixed-heritage parental backgrounds, as far as it can currently be
discerned, suggests that the majority of mothers of mixed-heritage children are of
white ethnic backgrounds (Modood et al., 1997; Barn, 1999; ONS, 2001). This
pattern was also identified in our research, where the majority of pupils interviewed
indicated that their mothers were white British while their fathers were of African
Caribbean heritage.

Research suggests that it is a common perception that White/Black Caribbean
pupils tend to reside in single-parent households where the primary carer, usually the
mother, is white.10 Indeed, we found that although some pupils, particularly at
secondary level, were living in single-parent households; this was by no means a
majority. However, of the teachers who were asked if they knew the typical household
structure of the White/Black Caribbean pupils in the school, the majority said that
most of the pupils resided solely with their white mother. Moreover, several teachers
indicated that they thought this household structure caused problems for White/Black
Caribbean pupils due to the greater difficulties that they thought white mothers had
in terms of providing the support necessary to counter racism and to develop their
racial identity: 

I think it often depends on whether the mother or the father is Black or White because I
think the mother often has a significant role in how the children are brought up and I think
if the mother is Black I think the children are more likely, not necessarily but I think often
they are more likely to be brought up knowing about their Black heritage. (Teacher)

Similarly, teachers expressed concerns that in households where the black father was
‘absent’, White/Black Caribbean pupils—particularly boys—lacked positive male
role models. This has been identified as an issue for Black Caribbean boys also
(DfES, 2003).

Household structure was perceived by many teachers to contribute to the behav-
ioural issues and achievement attitudes of many White/Black Caribbean pupils. 

When I think of the children [with] behavioural problems […] if I think of the children in
my class […] the ones whom I have problems with […] it’s the mixed race [pupils] where
it is a white mother and often where dad’s not around. (Teacher)

However, the teachers that held the perception that many of the pupils came from
white single-parent households were unable to provide statistical data or other
evidence to support this. Parents and pupils who took part in the research were sensi-
tive to these teacher perceptions: 
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578 J. Haynes et al.

She [the Head teacher] came up to my mum and my mum didn’t know … she was the new
head teacher or anything and she [the Head teacher] went “I know what it is like to be a
single parent”. […] Just ‘cause my mum was on her own and we are black […] I think that
is a very prejudiced assumption to make. (Female pupil)

There was evidence to suggest that all parents involved in the research did have
high expectations of their children. However, some teachers indicated that they
thought there were actually low expectations among the parents of White/Black
Caribbean pupils, which they believed was reflected in low levels of attendance at
school events. 

I’m talking about this without having actually looked at the statistics, but my perception is
that it tends to be White mothers and Black fathers [who] don’t tend to get involved in the
school. (Teacher)

The next section will explore the views and expectations of the parents.

The views of the parents

Research into mixed-heritage parenting has shown that many assumptions are made
about whether white or black parents, especially mothers, are better qualified to
support the positive identity formation of their children or to deal with racism
(Twine, 1999). Our research confirmed that while black parents are often more able
to readily identify with the constant lived experience of race and racism, this is not to
say that white mothers are ignorant of this as they themselves tend to become aware
of race and racism, due to their having had an ‘interracial’ relationship and mixed
heritage children.

The majority of the parents interviewed in our research were white British mothers
of White/Black Caribbean pupils. Many of them were aware of the negative percep-
tions of some teachers and society at large towards white mothers of White/Black
Caribbean pupils. 

I’m a single parent and I think I sort of probably feel it more acutely because you know,
they [society] think we have problems. […] You know it just makes you a little bit more
vulnerable. (White mother)

However, just as the participating teachers expressed a wide range of often contra-
dictory views on the barriers to achievement for White/Black Caribbean pupils, so
did the participating parents. This related directly to the individual level of aware-
ness and understanding of race related issues and how these might operate within
school, particularly with regards to how their children’s identities are perceived.
Some white mothers were concerned with the way in which the identities of their
children were perceived in the school, especially in relation to their perceived behav-
ioural difficulties. 

I worry that the school won’t back me up if there are more problems with his supposed
behaviour and I feel like he’s being targeted like this because of the way he is as a person,
which is his race as well. (White mother)
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Other parents were aware that often their children, particularly boys, were subject
to the same teacher expectations and perceptions as Black Caribbean pupils but were
not aware of any extra dimensions pertaining to their mixed-heritage identities. Some
parents did not believe the mixed-heritage identity of their children to be salient and
were less likely to feel that teachers held stereotyped views and low expectations of
their children. 

I’ve brought my children up […] that they’re mixed race and they should be proud of it.
So I’ve never come across any […] problem […] Generally speaking I don’t see it as a
problem. I deal with it as and when it arises. (White mother)

The above discussion portrays a complex picture of the assumptions of teachers
and parents alongside the experiences of the White/Black Caribbean pupils in this
research. In combination with the peer group pressures experienced by many White/
Black Caribbean pupils, especially at secondary school, these teacher perceptions and
low expectations can result in challenging school experiences for many White/Black
Caribbean pupils. In the next section, we will discuss peer group pressures on White/
Black Caribbean pupils.

Peer group pressures

The influence of peer pressure has been shown to play an important part in shaping
Black Caribbean (and potentially, in some cases, Black African) pupil behaviour,
particularly boys (Sewell, 1997, 2000, 2001; DfES, 2003). Sewell points out that
Black Caribbean boys may experience considerable pressure by their peers to adopt
the norms of an ‘urban’ or ‘street’ subculture in order to reject the power of knowl-
edge (Sewell, 1997). However, Warren (2005) argues that the difficult behaviours of
some Black Caribbean boys may not constitute a rejection of schooling per se, but can
be a way of resisting the ‘inequality of respect’ that they experience from some teach-
ers. Care therefore needs to be taken when interpreting such pupil behaviours in
schools in relation to their overall views on what school potentially offers them and
their attitudes towards achievement.

It is clear from this research that peer pressure may constitute a further barrier to
achievement for White/Black Caribbean pupils, particularly at secondary school and
particularly for boys, as teachers, peers and the community at large frequently
perceived them as ‘Black’. However, our research suggests that there is an extra
dimension to the way in which this peer pressure operates on this specific group of
pupils.

White/Black Caribbean people generally experience contradictory pressures with
regards to their identity. On the one hand, they are viewed as being ‘caught between
two worlds’ in the sense of being ‘neither Black nor White’. On the other, there is also
a tendency for them to be viewed as Black Caribbean and rarely as white (Tizard &
Phoenix, 2002). While all of the pupils interviewed expressed distinct and positive
attitudes about their identities, as illustrated earlier, some pupils did report negative
incidents involving both white and black pupils regarding their mixed backgrounds
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and these contradictory pressures. This often took the form of name-calling or taunt-
ing about being ‘mixed’: 

It’s mostly white people that cuss me […] That makes me annoyed […] They don’t need
to know what you are really. It’s not what you look like. Some people could be like black
but they could be really pale. Their mum, their dad could be black but like really pale.
They could be like that. You could say you are mixed race and white people will cuss you
and black people will cuss you. (Male pupil)

These wider pressures have significant implications for the behaviour and attitudes
of White/Black Caribbean pupils. The dominant peer group subculture in many
schools was perceived as a ‘Black street culture’, and pupils of all ethnic groups were
subject to its influence, to varying degrees. More credence is therefore given to unruly
behaviour with teachers and antagonistic behaviour with other pupils than to high
achievement or efforts to succeed: 

They expect me to mess about. […] I’m the joker of the class all the time that’s why. That’s
what everyone knows me as. It’s too late now you know […] but when I try to like be
normal in my class they’re just provoking me, everyone is. And they just want me to like
tell some jokes or you know want me to do something stupid. (Male pupil)

For Black Caribbean and White/Black Caribbean pupils, however, such behaviours
can often be a survival strategy to mask their anxiety about negative teacher percep-
tions and expectations (Warren, 2005). It is clear from the above response that the
peer pressure for him to misbehave often prevailed, despite attempts to be ‘normal’
in class.

Given the contradictory pressures outlined above, even though White/Black
Caribbean pupils are often seen as Black, there are frequent challenges to prove this
by their peers. Indeed, according to a consultant in one LEA, there may be more pres-
sure for White/Black Caribbean pupils, particularly boys at secondary school, to
adopt ‘extreme’ behaviour in order to ‘prove’ their blackness and be accepted by the
peer group, which often puts them in confrontational situations with teachers: 

When they choose to show that they are black and demonstrate black behaviours which
are extreme, when that happens it puts them into conflict totally with the school and
they have behavioural difficulties. I mean obviously there may be some children who have
got sort of like learning difficulties, but … in general, it’s all about, it’s all about super-
expression of identity and behaviour and so on. What’s called … compensatory behaviour.
(Head of EMAS)

We found that for some White/Black Caribbean pupils, particularly boys, there was
evidence to suggest that in order to fit in with their peers they had to portray ‘tough’
and even antagonistic displays of masculinity: 

I think there’s still a little bit of a legacy that says you can survive in [this school] if you’re
black and you’re tough. Or you’re mixed race and tough. And I think there’s still a lot of
that. And most of our kids of […] mixed race, I would argue tend to be tougher. (Teacher)

It should be noted that this form of peer group pressure on White/Black Caribbean
pupils was only evident at secondary schools. Given the transitional process taking
place for pupils of secondary school age in terms of sexuality and adulthood, it is not
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Barriers to achievement for White/Black Caribbean pupils 581

surprising that these pressures were not present at primary school, as far as this
research could confirm.

In relation to the particularly masculine form of dominant ‘street culture’ outlined
earlier, White/Black Caribbean male pupils are at a greater disadvantage than White/
Black Caribbean female pupils. This gender pattern has similarly been well docu-
mented for pupils from Black Caribbean backgrounds (Sewell, 1997). However, it
should be noted that White/Black Caribbean female pupils are also susceptible to
these dominant peer group pressures, although the overriding picture emerging from
the testimony of teachers and pupils is that these pressures are more acute for boys,
and this is reflected in the achievement and exclusion data.

Conclusion

This article has focused on the main barriers to achievement for White/Black
Caribbean pupils, as identified from an analysis of the interview data with pupils,
parents, teachers and EMAS professionals. We have demonstrated that despite the
move away from the traditional ‘pathologising’ theoretical discourses associated with
mixed-race identities in recent academic literature, White/Black Caribbean pupils are
often positioned and represented in relatively narrow ways within the popular/domi-
nant discourse of schools as ‘mixed up’ or confused about their identities. Their
accounts therefore illustrate the prejudices and negative stereotyping that have been
historically associated with people from mixed ethnic backgrounds, although, and as
our research showed, it is more acute for White/Black Caribbean people.

Furthermore, this article also illustrates that there are differences in the perceptions
of what the barriers to achievement are for White/Black Caribbean pupils, as reflected
in the testimonies of teachers, parents, EMAS professionals and pupils themselves.
Sadly, as for Black Caribbean pupils, it highlights the fact that despite their academic
aspirations or desire to obtain a school education, negative perceptions and low
teacher expectations can create relative forms of disengagement from particular
subjects or in some cases, from school entirely. All of which suggests that schools
need to consider the impact of these and other discriminatory school processes more
critically in order to fulfil their legal duties to pupils of all ethnic groups.
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Notes

1. See Tikly et al. (2004).
2. The PLASC data uses four main categories of mixed heritage; namely, White/Black Caribbean,

White/Black African, White/Asian and any other mixed background.
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582 J. Haynes et al.

3. We use ‘achievement’ here to refer to a systemic phenomenon, which results from the relative
ineffectiveness of the education system in helping certain individuals and groups to make
appropriate progress.

4. Free school meals is used here as a proxy indicator of socio-economic background.
5. There is a growing consensus that the racialisation of social and cultural processes experienced

by certain groups of mixed-heritage people, who are often perceived as Black, are more acute
than for others. For example, White/Black Caribbean people are subject to a set of prejudices
and negative stereotypes that are connected to their specific racialisation in ways that people
with mixed French and English heritages, for example, are not. Hence, there is a sense in which
the term ‘mixed heritage’ does not capture the experiences of being White/Black Caribbean in
Britain, and is currently perceived as a more bureaucratic term. For this reason, and given the
dominant focus on mixed White/Black Caribbean pupils within our study, where necessary in
this article we use either ‘mixed race’ or ‘mixed heritage’.

6. There are four Key Stages and tests taken at the end of each Key Stage, at ages 7, 11, 14 and
16 (DfES, 2005).

7. A full analysis of the performance data relating to mixed-heritage pupils is provided elsewhere
(Tikly et al., 2004).

8. The latest statistics on permanent school exclusions (DfES, 2004) show that White/Black
Caribbean and White/Black African pupils are over-represented when compared with their
numbers in the school population. In 2002/03 the permanent exclusion rate for White/Black
Caribbean pupils was 2.9 per 1000 pupils, for White/Black African pupils was 2.6 per 1000 and
for White Asians was 1.1 per 1000. For Black Caribbean pupils the permanent exclusion rate
was 3.7 per 1000 pupils. This compares with 1.2 per 1000 for White pupils and an average of
1.3 per 1000 for all pupils.

9. See http://www.dfes.gov.uk/rsgateway/DB/VOL/v000454/index.shtml
10. See Verbian (2003)
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