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FOREWORD 

 
 
Following analysis of our client information database, Connexions Leicester Shire 
identified that African Caribbean and mixed heritage young people were 
disproportionately represented in our unemployed group.1 
 
Following our successful peer research with young parents2, we decided to set up a 
similar peer research project to find out more about the factors impacting on the 
black and mixed heritage NEET (not in employment, education and training) group 
and, in particular, why black and mixed heritage young people were more likely to be 
NEET than their peers.  We wanted to train black and mixed heritage young people 
as researchers to find out more about the experiences of their peers.  We also hoped 
that the experience as researchers would provide them with high quality personal 
development.  Two of our black staff with academic qualifications and previous 
research experience were appointed to lead the project on a part time basis. 
 
Connexions Leicester Shire is committed to ensuring the research informs our 
practice, however, reducing NEET and improving outcomes for black and mixed 
heritage young people is an issue shared with partners.  This young people’s 
perception survey has prompted further questions and ideas for action for us all. 
 
The questions raised offer the opportunity for partners to work together to make a 
difference to the achievements, aspirations and career opportunities for black and 
mixed heritage young people in Leicester and Leicestershire. 
 
The research is available in 3 formats, a summary report, a full report and a young 
people’s report. 
 
We urge readers to share with Connexions Leicester Shire and the research group 
ideas for action, and feedback on this stimulating and informative report. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

JENNY HAND 
Head of Development Services 

Connexions Leicester Shire 
 
          August 2006 

                                                 
1 See Appendix 1 of full report 
2 RYPEET Report – returning young parents to employment, education and training 
(www.connexions-leics.org) 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
 
 
This peer perception survey was carried out in February and March 2006, and 
involved a team of young people trained as researchers, Project Managers and senior 
researchers, commissioned by Connexions Leicester Shire.  Young people worked, 
together with support, to determine the questionnaire, which provided the basis of 
feedback for analysis. 
 
Following debate involving the young researchers, the report uses the term ‘mixed 
heritage’ to describe young people of mixed Caribbean and other cultural identities. 
 
Achievement was considered in its broadest application and in young people’s own 
terms was interpreted as ‘doing well at school, getting a job and raising a family’, 
‘doing something great in life’ and ‘attaining your ambitions in life’. 
 
The approaches taken to recruiting and training researchers supporting the research 
and resulting outcomes of the methodology are covered in Chapters 4 and 5 of the 
full report. 
 
Key themes and issues for further action by policy makers were identified as a result 
of the 15 peer researchers’ perception survey of 82 other young people aged 13-19.  
As a result of their experience in the research group, two of these young people are 
now in employment, two are in further education, and two are currently doing 
voluntary work. 
 
The main themes identified as a result of the research were: - 
  

Exclusion: stand-alone or part of a wider issue? 

 Culture versus career aspiration – help or hindrance? 

 The need for effective careers education and guidance: who needs to do 
what? 

 Parental support: a hidden resource? 

 Cultural identity: integration and/or confrontation? 

  
 
A perception survey gains its strength from the authenticity of the data – it really 
does represent what individuals perceive as ‘facts’ with regard to their situation. 
Whilst these perceptions may not be demonstrable facts, they are a powerful motive 
for behaviour, and will influence the thinking and actions of these young people – 
like all of us, young people will act on the basis of what they believe to be true. 
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KEY RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
 
 
It is acknowledged that addressing under-achievement and providing solutions is not 
the responsibility of a single agency.  Success depends on the effectiveness of a 
partnership between the different agencies involved in supporting young people in 
education, the Local Authorities, Schools/Colleges, the LSC and the Connexions 
Service. 
 
Above all, it is important that each of the agencies is able to recognise and respond 
to a role in the process. Connexions would like to involve partners in discussion of 
the recommendations and their implementation through a dissemination event.  Our 
intention is to invite partners to contribute to a deliverable action plan and to ensure 
that opportunities of black and mixed heritage Caribbean young people in Leicester 
are improved. Connexions will be prepared to review action and progress on an 
ongoing basis. 
 
Educational disadvantage is just one of a number of issues facing young people of 
African Caribbean heritage.  The work is not over and research is only the start of a 
process.  Our challenge is to take these young people’s perceptions forward and take 
action, which will result in raising achievement, attainment and aspirations of black 
and mixed heritage young people, and help them achieve their aspirations.  As a way 
forward partners could consider the following recommendations: - 
 

i. Attending the dissemination workshop and contributing to a shared action 
plan to ensure actions to address achievement of African Caribbean and mixed 
heritage young people.  Actions should also be included in Race Equality 
schemes and action plans. 

ii. How the role of the peer researcher could be developed into other 
programmes for delivery in schools/colleges and issue-based workshops, as 
effective role models in a range of contexts. 

iii. Commissioning the Connexions Towards Positive Progression research group 
to look into other social issues, which affect not only African Caribbean young 
people, but other black and ethnic minority groups as well. 

iv. Contribute to sharing and reviewing progress towards raising aspirations, 
achievement and progression for African Caribbean and mixed heritage young 
people on an annual basis, and report back to the young researchers and the 
community on the differences that have been made as a result of the 
collaborative action. 
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KEY THEMES AND ISSUES FOR ACTION 
 

 
The following findings are based on 82 interviews with young people aged from 13 to 
19; and on work with a focus group, consisting of 15 young people aged from 16 to 
19.  The interviews sought to build a ‘map’ of young people’s perceptions of school.  
It is a perception survey, in that it records how the young people interviewed made 
sense of their experiences in the educational system; it does not attempt to 
triangulate or otherwise validate these findings against other sources.  Its strength is 
that it records how these young people view their lives - the basis for their attitudes, 
actions, and beliefs about their subsequent life chances.  It leaves general questions 
for further discussion and action by policy makers and delivery organisations that 
want to make a difference to the education, employment and training experiences of 
black and mixed heritage Caribbean young people in Leicester.  
 
These questions have been identified in the following pages. 
 
While some of the following findings are clearly specific to the African Caribbean 
population and should be addressed as such, for example cultural factors; there are 
others that are applicable to all young people in this age group. 
 
 
Exclusion: stand-alone, or part of a wider issue? 
 
 
Data from the Department for Education and Skills (DfES) reveals that African 
Caribbean girls are four times more likely to be excluded than white girls; and boys 
with African Caribbean heritage are up to fifteen times more likely to be excluded 
than white boys, depending on locality.  
 
Attempts to obtain exact figures on the exclusion of African Caribbean young people 
in Leicester and Leicestershire proved problematic. Exclusion figures from the LEA 
presented an ethnic classification, which included the category of ‘Black other’ with 
no further breakdown of the different sub-categories of Black. Therefore, it was 
impossible to establish actual figures on the exclusion of African Caribbean young 
people; hence, we cannot establish whether the national figures reflect the local 
picture.  
 
Exclusion was a significant issue for the sample population in the study with more 
than a third of them reporting that they had been excluded at one stage or another 
while at school. The factor which was identified as the cause was almost always 
‘fighting’ (nearly 70%). 
 
 
“Fighting, attitude towards the teachers, they said I was dangerous” 
 
“Fighting because another boy was racially abusive”.  
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Why is ‘fighting’ occurring so much more frequently for this group than for other 
groups of young people in the same setting?  It is difficult to attach any ‘answers’ to 
specific cause and effect, but an interesting perception emerged.  However much 
they accepted responsibility for their exclusion this did not alleviate the more general 
sense of injustice felt by these young people that exclusion was part of their 
educational experience. It seemed as if the students linked exclusion – whoever was 
to blame – with a wider sense of injustice about discrimination.  Only one student 
specifically reported the exclusion as being racially linked; however, over 40% of the 
whole sample believed they had been subjected to racism of some kind whilst at 
school.  
 
“One teacher picks on me out of all the others.” 
 
“Teacher wouldn’t help me but helped the white people first” 
 
“If I have done something previously similar, I will get blamed even if it wasn’t me.” 
 
 
About one quarter of them quoted specific examples, although each might be difficult 
to demonstrate as being a direct result of racism. Almost a third of the students who 
believed they had experienced this made only generalised statements that cannot be 
followed up.  
 
These are all perceptions that may - or may not - have a basis in demonstrable ‘fact’. 
Similarly, those quoted as responsible for these perceived racist attitudes might also 
call upon perceptions that may - or may not - have a basis in ‘fact’. However, 
perception is as strong a basis for influence, belief and action as demonstrable fact: 
people act on the basis of what they perceive to be true.  Moreover, these 
perceptions have impressed already upon these young minds a ‘fact’ that race will 
constantly influence the way they are seen and treated in society.  This experience of 
‘suspect attitudes’, which they attribute to their ethnic identity, will most likely reflect 
their perceptions of, and hence their experiences in, wider society.        
 
A further sense of disadvantage emerged, in that of the thirty young people from the 
sample who said they had been excluded, only nine said that they received 
educational support during their time of exclusion.  Of the nine, only four received 
help from any educational authorities, the rest of them having to rely on help from 
parents.  Even though the experience of school per se was not valued by many of 
them, the fact that its help was withdrawn when they were already in trouble, served 
to heighten their sense of injustice.  
 
 
Some key questions arise here: 
 

i. Exclusion is a complex transaction for these young people. Who might do what 
to help to unpick some of the underpinning issues that become attached to it? 

 
ii. For this group, and for all young people who are excluded, what measures 

might be put in place, by whom, to help to minimise formal and informal 
exclusion? 
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iv. Is there any clarity about the roles of parents/educational professionals in this 

partnership? 
 

v. Who are the people within and beyond school institutions with the responsibility 
to create such a partnership?  

 
vi. How can Connexions engage with this agenda? 

 
 
 
Cultural Identity: integration and/or confrontation?   
 
Constantly recurring in the accounts of the young people were claims about the 
perceived failure of school institutions to recognise their ‘identity’ as a distinct group. 
As a result, they felt that their cultural ‘needs’ were not being addressed. A small, yet 
powerful example emerged in the young people who attended the focus group 
discussions.  They pointed out that school meals were traditionally ‘white’ even 
though there was a significant population of African Caribbean young people on roll. 
They said that they wanted to see included on the menu, meals which reflected their 
own culture and identity.  
 
When asked what would make school better for them, 38% touched on cultural 
factors by mentioning the need for a greater black presence (more black teachers 
and pupils) compared with 29% who said that they wanted to see improvements in 
the quality of teaching. Almost 83.5% of the respondents responded positively to the 
suggestion that black history be included in the school curriculum.   
 
‘Cultural identity’ seems to be of some significance in the school experiences of these 
young people, and the perception is that schools are failing to reflect the cultural 
diversity of their pupils and communities. However, it is difficult to encapsulate 
exactly what they mean by the term.  They are clearly acknowledging that they feel 
different from the rest of society and that the dynamics surrounding this difference 
result in a tension with those around them, which can sometimes be perceived as 
racism. Evidence seems to suggest that there are problems resulting from their 
cultural identity. This seems to feature behind nearly all the grievances expressed by 
the young people in recounting their school experiences.  
 
“I went through school having to eat all white meals (chips and beans).” 
 
“I was walking down the street with a white friend of mine, we were sort of having a 
friendly argument and this white lady came over to us and asked my white friend, “Is 
this lady trying to do anything to you? Because I was black, she thought 
automatically I was the one who had caused it” 
 
Responding to the question whether they felt they have been treated unfairly 
because of their ethnic background, some of those who answered affirmatively gave 
the following examples: 
 
“(I) got excluded for having a fight with a white boy and he didn’t get excluded.” 
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“Teachers look at you differently to other pupils, (they) don’t believe you have the 
ability.” 
 
“When I try to explain something, I get accused of having an attitude.” 
 
“I get treated differently to everyone else, racism.”  
 
Interestingly, at least three of them did not report cases of perceived injustice 
because in their words:  
 
“Nothing would be done, so I wouldn’t even bother to report it.” 
 
 
The interaction of culture and identity deserves attention. It is important to try to 
establish if the problem is to do with neglect, insensitivity, misunderstanding or plain 
ignorance on the part of institutions, and individuals in authority, and the young 
people themselves. 
 
There does not appear to be any clear understanding of the concepts of culture and 
identity and the significance these have in the communities these young people 
inhabit. A focus group discussion on the issue of culture and identity highlighted the 
complex nature of the concept. The young people seemed to understand ‘culture’ in 
terms of the physical elements relating to their ethnic background making them 
distinct from other communities or ethnicities  - for example the food they eat, their 
history, other people who look like them, etc. This seems to fall short of a definition 
that uses culture as an inclusive concept, to include beliefs, values and 
characteristics of individuals or groups of individuals which are the product of who 
they are  - for example, ‘youth’ culture, ‘middle-class’ culture, ‘third-age’ culture etc.  
 
Some of the thinking became clearer when the young people interviewed were asked 
to share their feelings about school and teachers.  
 
The experience of school is not welcomed by 3 out of 10 young people, but only one 
student in the sample referred to racism. Similarly, just one in twenty said they did 
not like a teacher, but only 1% believed that they were subjected to racist attitude.  
However, when it came to the specific question about their experience of racism, 
40% of the whole sample believed they have been subjected to racism of some kind.  
Over half of these said this had come about through interactions with teachers. It is 
important to note the discrepancy between those young people who said they did 
not like school/teachers because of racism (1%) and the 40% of the sample who 
believed they had been subjected to racism of some kind.  Examples they gave to 
illustrate their experience of racism were even harder to validate. Approximately one 
quarter quoted specific examples, although each might be difficult to demonstrate as 
being a direct result of racism.  
 
 
“Teacher told me off but didn’t tell my friend off, yet we were doing the same thing.” 
 
“One teacher picks on me out of all the other students.” 
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Almost a third of the students who believed they had experienced this made only 
generalised statements, which cannot be followed up. 
 
 
“Teachers at (X school) treated me unfairly and I got excluded, it wasn’t my fault.” 
 
“Always got the blame for everything when it wasn’t my fault.”   
 
 
It is hard to determine whether these reported incidents happened because of the 
colour of their skin or if it was some kind of misunderstanding by the young person. 
On the one hand, it shows how difficult it is to prove racism; on the other it shows 
that issues of culture and identity can predispose an expectation of racism.  
Nevertheless, whether or not the racism these young people feel is demonstrable, 
they believe that it is a feature of their school experiences, and as such this is 
influencing their lives.  
 
 
Some key questions: 

 
i. How far are young people and teachers, youth workers, Connexions staff and 

other significant others, aware of these attitudes and beliefs of Caribbean and 
mixed heritage young people they meet and work with? 

 
ii. Who is in a position to engage with this situation and issues of racism and 

cultural identity, and can also initiate and support some dialogue between key 
players? 

 
iii. How far is the situation in schools a microcosm of the situation in the wider 

community? 
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Conclusion 
 
 
Some of the issues raised by young people concerning their experiences of school 
were not easily demonstrable or evidenced, while others can be said to apply to 
other ethnic groups, and in some instances, to all young people across the UK.  
 
A perception survey gains its strength from the authenticity of the data – it really 
does represent what individuals perceive as ‘facts’ with regard to their situation.  
Whilst these perceptions may not be demonstrable facts, they are a powerful motive 
for behaviour, and will influence the thinking and actions of these young people – 
like all of us, young people will act on the basis of what they believe to be true.  
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RECOMMENDATIONS AND IDEAS FOR ACTION 
 

 
The aim of this chapter is to provide some policy recommendations to the 
Connexions Service, schools, colleges and the Local Authorities, LSC, parents and 
partners based on young people’s perceptions in the research findings.  Also to make 
some suggestions for further research on other related issues either with the same 
group or other minority ethnic groups. The recommendations and ideas for action 
have been formulated with due regard to the fact that this is a perception survey - it 
records some of the educational experiences of the sample group of African 
Caribbean young people as they see it.  They are not validated by any other data.   
 
 
Ways forward – Recommendations for all 
 
Educational disadvantage is just one of a number of issues facing young people of 
African Caribbean heritage. The work is not over and research is only the start of a 
process.  Our challenge is to take these young people’s perceptions forward and take 
action, which will result in raising achievement, attainment and aspirations of black 
and mixed heritage young people and help them achieve their aspirations.  As a way 
forward, partners could consider the following key recommendations: 
 
i   Attending the dissemination workshop and contributing to a shared action plan 

to ensure actions to address achievement of African Caribbean and mixed 
heritage young people.  Actions should also be included in Race Equality 
Schemes and action plans. 

 
ii   How the role of the peer researcher could be developed into other programmes 

for delivery in schools/colleges and issue-based workshops, as effective role 
models in a range of contexts. 

 
iii Commissioning the Connexions Towards Positive Progression Research group to 

look into other social issues, which affect not only African Caribbean young 
people but also other black and ethnic minority groups as well. 

 
iv. Contribute to sharing and reviewing progress towards raising aspirations, 

achievement and progression for African Caribbean and mixed heritage young 
people on an annual basis and report back to the young researchers and the 
community on the differences that have been made as a result of the 
collaborative action. 

 
It is acknowledged that resolving the equality agenda is not the responsibility of a 
single agency.  Success depends on the effectiveness of a partnership between the 
different agencies involved in supporting young people in education.  Above all, it is 
important that each of the agencies is able to recognise and respond to a role in the 
process. Connexions will involve partners in discussion of the recommendations and 
their implementation, and will invite partners to a dissemination event to discuss this 
research as well as the questions raised and the following ideas for action. Our 
intention is to invite partners to contribute to a deliverable action plan and to ensure 
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that the opportunities for black and mixed heritage Caribbean young people in 
Leicester are improved. Connexions will be prepared to review action and progress 
on an ongoing basis.   
 
In addition to the above recommendations, the reporting process and perceptions 
gave rise to other ideas for action. 
 
Some of the young people’s experiences in the perception survey would apply to all 
young people, while many of them would apply to the larger group of ethnic minority 
young people in general. With this understanding, the ideas for actions seek to 
identify ways of tackling the issues targeted specifically at African Caribbean young 
people. 
 
 
Exclusion: some ideas for action 
 
That there are high rates of exclusion among young people of African Caribbean 
origin (sometimes four times more than that for white children) is a demonstrable 
fact. However, exclusion remains a general problem among young people across all 
ethnic categories, and is being dealt with as such, but why this happens to such an 
extent for this specific group could merit useful attention.  Of the thirty young people 
from the sample who said they had been excluded5, only nine said that they had 
received educational support during their time of exclusion. Of the nine, only four 
received help from any educational authorities, the rest having help from parents.  
 
1. Services could consider: 
 

i. Seeking additional funding in order to include specialist programmes and 
projects to target black and mixed heritage Caribbean young people at risk 
of exclusion. 

 
ii. Working with non-formally excluded young people and the Local Authorities, 

schools and colleges to ensure that these young people continue to receive 
educational support. 

 
iii. Monitoring and reporting the progress of excluded young people. 
 
iv. Improving access to guidance and careers education to young people 

educated at home or otherwise. 
 
v. Liaising closely with each other to ensure early identification and referral of 

pupils at risk of exclusion. 
 
vi. Setting up systems to ensure that referrals are made to appropriate partners 

as soon as a significant exclusion occurs. 
 
vii. Establishing a system for effectively monitoring school and college 

exclusions, ensuring that records recognise ethnicity so that accurate and 

                                                 
5 There was no way of determining whether these exclusions were formal or not. 
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reliable figures are available: and that these records are accessible to 
individuals and agencies with an appropriate interest in them.  

 
viii. Reviewing and improving the alternative educational opportunities available 

to excluded pupils to ensure that these are accessible to them.  
 
ix. Critically investigating the reasons for exclusion of black and mixed heritage 

Caribbean young people including the wider issues that may have 
contributed to the exclusion such as cultural factors, family background etc.  

 
 
On the value of Education and Aspirations: some ideas for 
action 
 
There is a mismatch between the intentions of these young people to go on to 
further study, including higher education – almost 9 out of 10 young people intended 
to do this - and the expressed career aspirations of the same young people, where 
only 1 out of 10 career choices would require graduate level qualifications, with the 
majority requiring level 2 or less.  It has been evidenced in the findings that black 
young people increasingly find themselves in a situation where their career choices 
are determined by cultural factors, peer influence, media representations and family 
background rather than by their potential, abilities, interests and the employment 
market.  This is true of this age range in the population at large, but there seems to 
be a greater disparity within the group studied.  
 
Services could consider: 
 

i. Making its staff aware of the problem, so that they are more consciously able to 
pick up on this factor during career guidance and education.  

 
ii. Making sure that existing resources and materials like the GERI (Gender, 

Equality and Race Inclusion)6 project are effectively used. 
 
iii. Raising awareness of the issue of career aspirations among staff through 

appropriate training and access to resources. 
 
iv. Raising awareness of the issue of exclusion, race and cultural diversity among 

all staff who have some responsibility for careers work to enable them to pick 
up on it as it occurs.  

 
v. Developing programmes that address the specific issue of stereotypical thinking 

and other socio cultural factors that influence the career choices of black young 
people, and accessing free GERI resources to support this. 

 
vi. Developing ‘black’ mentoring projects.  

 
vii. Engaging in initiatives to attract more black teachers as role models.  
 
                                                 
6 See www.geriproject.org 
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viii. Enabling all partners to access resources needed to address the above agenda 
 
 
The need for effective Careers Education and Guidance: some 
ideas for action  
            
 
There is evidence that these young people leave school without a clear or 
comprehensive insight into the career pathways open to them.  
 
Services could consider:  
 

i. How active and effective careers support can be made available for the great 
majority of young people who need more support than is currently available. 

 
ii. Looking at ways of ensuring an earlier intervention in the lives of young people 

who are ‘at risk’ in the context of this study. 
 
iii. Exploring how the resources needed to ensure more effective careers provision 

for young people in and out of school might be made available. 
 
iv. Sharing more management information with partners to influence provision and 

measure ongoing progression of young people of African Caribbean heritage to 
track their improvements in relation to career choices. 

 
 
On how to build on parental support: some ideas for action 
 
These young people seem to be indicating that parental support can have or has had 
a significant and positive influence on their education and chances of positive 
progression. Connexions and educational institutions can build on this in a variety of 
ways. 
 
Services could consider: 
 

i. Working towards increasing black and mixed heritage Caribbean parents’ 
awareness of, and confidence in, school subjects, and options available to their 
young people, giving them an opportunity to contribute to their young people’s 
education.  

 
ii. Organising parents’ evenings or sessions for parents to raise awareness of the 

services available to their young people, 
 
iii. Encouraging parents to come with their young people to careers guidance 

sessions and working in the community to raise parents’ awareness of the 
services to support career choices available to their children.   

 
iv. Establishing stronger links with parents of African Caribbean young people with 

the purpose of better understanding the educational needs of these young 
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people and providing regular feedback on progress and ways of supporting 
learning. 

 
v. Encouraging black parents to participate in school governance. 

 
 
Cultural Identity: some ideas for action 
          
In recounting their experiences, these young people seem to indicate that their 
ethnic identity seems to pose a problem in their relationship with the rest of society 
either as a result of a misunderstanding or misconceptions around their identity.  
 
Services could consider: 
 

i. Drawing up good practice guidelines on working in a culturally diverse context 
as part of their Race Equality Schemes.  

 
ii. Acknowledging that black and ethnic minority young people face disadvantage 

in society and take more affirmative action to advocate on behalf of this group. 
 
iii. Providing a one-stop shop for work with young people of African Caribbean 

heritage. 
 
Although this project was carried out by Connexions, and the ideas for action have 
been based on the young people’s perceptions, it will require the support of partners 
and relevant organisations to be effective. 
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The full report can be found at 

www.connexions-leics.org/staff 
in the research section. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


