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Authors’ note: 
 
 

This paper is the result of a research project carried out by Justin Gray, a teacher 

and visiting lecturer at Newman University, and Kieran Dhunna Halliwell, a 

freelance writer and consultant.  

 

We have chosen to self-publish our paper in this way so that it can be accessed by 

anybody who wants to read it at no cost. Our motivation is that it will provoke 

thoughts or discussions around the themes covered and encourage educators to 

reflect on themselves, their practice and how the two interrelate. We are not 

traditionally academically qualified researchers but hope this does not detract from 

what we feel is the value of our work.  

 

The content of the paper is under copyright with all rights reserved. However, we 

consent to the work being reproduced either in its entirety, or sections from it, in 

other places should people wish to do so provided a reference to the original is 

given, including screen-shots.
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Trainee teachers’ perceptions of race, culture and equality in education 

 

(November 2016) 

 

One Page Summary 

 

Halliwell and Gray’s small scale research project looked at trainee teachers’ 

perceptions of race, culture and equality in education. Trainee teachers are entering 

a profession that is disproportionately white and where there has been a reluctance 

to discuss issues of race, ethnicity and culture for fear of causing offence. Analysis 

from the research includes the following conclusions: 

 

 There is a lack of consensus around terms used to construct identities. Race 

and Ethnicity are seen as interchangeable. For some, questions around 

identity are divisive.  

 

 Perceptions of diversity can be divided between the importance of the 

promotion of equality and a desire to celebrate differences as part of 

children’s wider educational development. 

 

 The use of the word ‘British’ to describe fundamental values in the Teachers’ 

Standards may be creating a division between trainee teachers’ personal and 

professional identities as they begin their careers. 

 

 The move to increased school-based training across all routes has led to a 

perception that there is insufficient time to discuss issues of race, culture and 

equality on QTS courses. 

 

 There is a need for further research to unpick how trainee teachers’, teachers’ 

and pupils’ perceptions impact on experiences and learning beyond SATs and 

GCSE results. 

 

 The barriers to the profession and within the profession for teachers from 

black and ethnic minority communities need to be addressed to end 

underrepresentation. 

 

If you would like further information, please contact the authors: 

 

E-mail: Justin Gray - grayj4141@gmail.com 

 

Twitter: @HopeStreetBlues and @Ezzy_Moon
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Trainee teacher perceptions of race, culture and diversity in education 
 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

The project explored the perceptions of culture, diversity and equality held by trainee 

teachers on primary education courses at Newman University between April-June 

2016. Data was collected via a survey of twelve questions, all open ended, designed 

to cover three focus themes; race, culture and d. A three year project, the views of 

trainee teachers forms the first stage of the research. 

 

BACKGROUND 

 

The relevance of culture, race and ethnicity can be seen in a range of research 

studies and initiatives. Although issues relating to the interplay between cultural 

identity and learning appear to be significant and ongoing, the level of critical focus 

on policy and classroom practice varies over time. Part of the researchers 

experience in undertaking this work indicates that the political landscape can impact 

on willingness of individuals to discuss their perceptions, along with how 

interpretations are operationalised in classrooms in different ways, indicating some 

of the complexities that exist between the oft unmentioned juxtaposition between the 

collective profession and those who individually make it.  

 

 This particular project developed via a combination of factors around October 2015; 

Gray, a senior lecturer at Newman University, was aware that the following year 

would mark the tenth anniversary of the ‘Black Teachers in London’ diversity report 

and, having taught across a number of schools with culturally diverse populations, 

was interested in how, or if, anything had changed since then, particularly in relation 

to the number of ethnic minority teachers working within the profession. The 2006 

report on Black Teachers in London highlighted some significant barriers to the 

profession and to career progression. It produced 15 policy recommendations 

including an audit of practice, close monitoring at local authority level and 

transparent recruitment practices; none of the 15 recommendations have been 

implemented. Gray’s interest in the gap between the demographics of teachers and 

children coincided with Halliwell’s work on exploring attitudes to race and culture in 

schools and in identifying interrelationships in relation to identity. Having read an 

article by Halliwell about the importance of academia and teachers working together 

on research, Gray approached her about updating the Black Teachers in London 

report. Both felt strongly that despite significant changes in methodologies to 

educational research in recent years, the profession is best supported by a 

collaborative attitude that recognises the expertise held in both schools and 

universities, and what they can learn from one another. 

 In December 2015, Halliwell had written an article for the TES which discussed the 

reluctance of those involved in the profession to address themes of race, culture or
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diversity with pupils in classrooms. The survey, which was not formalised research, 

revealed that the majority of respondents felt state education wasn’t offering enough 

opportunity for students to share their understandings of race, ethnicity and culture 

and that a majority worried about offending others when conversations around the 

themes arose in the classroom. This feedback has implications not only for teachers 

and pupils’ experiences within classrooms as individuals but also with regard to how 

wider policy is translating in to practice and the impact of variances between school 

ethos and contexts. 

 

 The closing of attainment gaps for specific groups is a key focal point in education, 

aided by the advent of more specific tracking methods and the support of Ofsted in 

raising achievement for those who face adversity. This paper focuses on the 

developing of identities in relation to race, culture and equality in education but the 

researchers are aware that some comments may also be applicable to other 

marginalised groups; the discussion of people and their experiences, understandings 

and values are necessarily multifaceted.  

 Whilst OfSTED’s focus on achievement of children from black and ethnic minority 

communities is positive, the use of narrow outcomes data and broad labels could 

also be perceived as leading to a level of complacency around issues of equality and 

diversity that ignore several significant and related trends: 

 

 the lack of access for successful students from black Caribbean and some 

Asian communities to specific universities 

 

 a relatively high dropout rate in universities of students from black Caribbean, 

black African and some Asian communities 

 

 lack of access to higher paid and higher status jobs across the labour market 

for highly qualified people from black Caribbean, black African and some 

Asian communities 

 

 impact on access to postgraduate primary teacher training of schools’ 

additional role as gatekeepers to courses, giving an unintended advantage to 

applicants with contacts in Teaching School Alliances.  

 

The combination of these factors has meant that, despite Equality legislation, there is 

emerging evidence that the disproportionality of white teachers is increasing on 

postgraduate primary education courses and within the profession rather than the 

intended opposite. The greatest impact has been seen on postgraduate training 

where primary School Direct routes have seen reduced recruitment from black 

Caribbean, black African and Asian communities at a time when already 93% of 

primary school teachers define themselves as of a white background.
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 Until 2010, the underrepresentation of different communities within primary teaching 

was an issue that policy makers attempted to address. Since then, the fragmentation 

of teacher training, a general negativity around the profession and a suggested lack 

of aspiration among highly qualified young people to teach have led to a change of 

policy focus, leaving themes that are so regularly covered within the media and world 

events, neglected within the professional sphere of education. This silence could be 

developing a misconception that who educators are as people and external 

influences beyond education bear no relevance to what happens within classrooms 

and ultimately, the experiences learners encounter. There is now relatively little 

discourse about the experiences of trainee teachers, qualified teachers and children 

from different backgrounds and how these experiences relate to each other. The 

implications of an increasingly monocultural teaching profession developing within an 

increasingly diverse society is not being discussed in policy debates focused on a 

general teacher recruitment and retention crisis, nor are we seeing discussions 

about the impact on teaching approaches and levels of cultural understanding of 

white student teachers and white teachers working in overwhelmingly white 

staffrooms, yet all of these things impact upon the learning experience of pupils and 

the values that interact within wider society. 

 

 During the planning process, the researchers took the decision to move their focus 

from updating the 2006 Black Teachers in London report to attempt to provide a 

snapshot of the educational landscape in relation to three key themes: race, culture 

and equality. The reasoning for this was driven by a limitation of the affiliated 

university being based in Birmingham, not London, and on reflecting that the 

profession’s understandings as a whole may interrelate with the aforementioned 

trends. To focus on one group of people appeared to be neglecting the experiences 

of a profession in which all individuals have a sense of cultural, racial and ethnic 

identity. Out of these initial conversations, they wrote a three-stage research 

proposal outlining a project which involved exploring the interactions between 

developing values and identity in university trainees, practising teachers and pupils. 

These three groups were chosen in order to gain insights across a wider spectrum of 

the education community and so that they could identify interrelationships and gaps 

between the understandings and experience.
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METHOD AND SAMPLE 

 

 The method was discussed in detail due to the extra time it would take to analyse in 

comparison to a more straightforward approach, the potential for academic criticism 

at having a less empirical focus and the possibility of impacting on student 

experience by exploring sensitive themes whilst they were still studying on university 

accredited courses. In addition to this, there was discussion about the value - and 

reliability - of researching the topic at all as those who participate may do so with an 

interest in the theme already, have preconceived ideas of what responses they 

‘should’ give or be more inclined to openness as a result of having met the 

researchers prior to completing the questionnaire; as Gray was course lead, to 

promote a greater sense of neutrality Halliwell introduced the research at the end of 

a lecture at Newman University in April, inviting attendees to participate. There was 

great deliberation over what would be the most ethically acceptable way to introduce 

the project to participants. The researchers recognise that their lack of complete 

impartiality could affect the value of the work that follows and that there is some 

potential for unintentional bias in student responses. However, due to the sensitive 

nature of the theme, it was felt that participants would be more inclined to offer open 

responses if they had seen (but not had personal contact with) one of the 

researchers combined with information shared as minimal and instructional as 

possible:  

 

 participants were shown a slide that referred to the fact that Gray and Halliwell 

were researching a given theme currently 

 

 trainees were invited to be involved with emphasis on anonymity of responses 

 

 there would be no repercussion for, or judgement of, them by taking part 

 

 the optional nature of the survey and the right to withdraw responses at any 

time was clear. 

 

A digital link to the survey was then shared among trainees at the university. 

Originally, the researchers had intended to offer two questionnaires that marked the 

beginning and end of the course, and conduct a video interview with a randomly 

selected focus group. However, due to timings the project focused on one 

questionnaire only. Despite having planned to conduct a focus group, which was 

explained at time of the project’s introduction, the researchers met with a challenge 

in that no participants were open to engaging beyond the questionnaire. With the 

interviews scheduled for the week of Britain’s EU Referendum when society 

appeared more vocal about values, there is potential that this aspect of the project 

was affected by external events. Participants may also have felt that taking part 

could impact upon their future careers or simply did not have time to engage with the
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researchers further.  

 In addition to this, the original research project was being replicated by two other UK 

universities. However, with pressure on associations and concerns about the impact 

of the themes upon trainees at a time when external factors were heightening 

tension, the opportunity for mirrored projects did not come to fruition.  

 

 Due to the myriad of potential views and close link with values, the researchers 

decided that for the project they wished to undertake, a more general and less 

empirical study of teachers’ perceptions would be a useful way of considering current 

issues, based on the belief that a purely empirical approach combined with language 

analysis could allow for interpretation from psycho-social perspectives in addition to 

the numerical. It was felt that in order to provide a more reflective snapshot of the 

profession, responses needed to be written by participants as much as possible 

rather than multiple choice questions or potentially limited by select response 

frames. 

 

The questions 

 

Initially, the project was working to the title of ‘Perceptions of race, culture and 

diversity in education’ but the researchers found there was some unease about 

interpretation of the word ‘race’ and the biological connotations that accompany the 

term; during conversations around ethics, ethnicity was advocated as more related to 

culture with space for participants to choose how they identified themselves. In some 

ways, this confirmed some of the issues raised in Halliwell’s TES article about there 

being a wider issue with how people are classified in societies.  

 

 

ETHICS AND LINGUISTICS 

As this first stage of the project involved trainee teachers, the researchers applied for 

ethical approval through Newman University. Two issues emerged which were 

discussed at length. The first issue was the use of the term ‘race’ (see above). The 

tension between the biological basis for the word ‘race’, its shorthand use for the 

categorisation of children by ethnicity and the term’s place within describing a form of 

prejudice that lies behind blighted lives, murder and genocide was both the reason 

why we wanted to explore perceptions of the term and why the University’s Ethics 

Committee deliberated at length before providing approval. The Ethics Committee 

included a Professor with an international reputation in the field of culture, race and 

ethnicity. 

 

 The second issue was that the position of students participating in a research 

project involving a member of staff at their own university is problematic. Therefore, 

additional measures were put in place to ensure anonymity and perceived neutrality 

and supported the decision to use an online response form rather than a handwritten
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one accompanied by a focus on participants’ right to remove their data at any point 

in the project without question or consequence. Halliwell’s position as lead 

researcher was key in both creating structures for additional anonymity and also as a 

model for new teachers of the combined role of teacher and researcher.  

 

 

RESULTS 

 

The survey consisted of nine questions with only one at a time visible on each page. 

They were open ended and chosen to allow for nuances of understanding to emerge 

between familiar terms used in education. At the beginning of the survey there were 

eighteen respondents but by the end this had more than halved (see analyses for 

further discussion). The researchers recognise that such a small sample could be 

viewed as negative and are aware of the potential criticism for misappropriation with 

such a small range. However, due to the opportunity for linguistic analysis, and 

provocative insights they felt were gained in examining participant responses, the 

researchers have opted to share the project with as much transparency as possible 

in the belief that the work can still be offered as a useful contribution to the education 

profession.  

 

 

Questions 1 and 2 

 

The questions asked 

participants to describe 

their racial identity (Q1) 

and their ethnic identity 

(Q2). Each had 

seventeen respondents.

Question 1 

White British 9 

 

British Indian 1 

 

Human 2 

 

White  2 

 

Not 1 

Caucasian 1 

 

White other 

(but I hate 

that 

phrase…so 

Dutch” 

1 

 

Question 2 

White 

 

1 

British 

 

3 

 

White British 

 

8 

White Irish 

 

1 

Dutch 

 

2 

Black 

 

1 

Indian 

 

1 
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Questions 3 and 4 

 

The questions asked participants to describe their understanding of the term 

diversity (Q3) and equality (Q4) in relation to education. The table below is for both 

of these questions. 

 

Responses (each) 9 Key Themes 

Opportunities and experiences 

Curriculum 

Accessibility and encouragement 

Working together 

Skips (each) 9 

 

Question 5 

 

The question asked what opportunities participants had experienced to explore 

issues of diversity through their ITE course. 

 

Responses 9 Key Themes 

Context of placements 

Discussions in university sessions 

Not enough 

Skips 9 

 

 

Question 6 

The question asked what opportunities participants had experienced to explore 

issues of equality through their ITE course 

 

Responses 8 Key Themes 

Discussion 

Differentiation 

None 

Skips 10 

 

 

 

Question 7 

The question asked if participants felt their racial identity had been acknowledged 

through their ITE course. 

 

Responses 7 Key Themes 

Relevance 

Equality 

Skips 11 
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Question 8 

The question asked if participants felt their ethnic identity had been acknowledged 

through their ITE course. 

 

Responses 7 Key Themes 

Relevance 

(non) link with teaching abilities 

Skips 11 

 

 

Question 9 

The question asked, in relation to equality and diversity, in what ways had 

participants’ engagement with the input from the ITE course supported them in their 

placements/teaching. 

 

Responses 7 Key Themes 

Awareness of curriculum 

Differentiation 

EAL 

Elaboration on responses 

Skips 11 

 

 

Question 10 

Question 10 was a banded question asking participants which age group they fell in 

to. Seven people answered the question and eleven skipped. All responses were 

below thirty one years of age. All but one respondent was twenty five years or below. 

 

 

Question 11 

Question 11 asked participants their gender, leaving the option for a written 

response too. Seven people answered the question and eleven skipped. All but one 

respondent was female.
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ANALYSIS 

 

In analysing the responses, we reflected both on answers to individual questions as 

well as relationships between comments across the survey in order to capture as far 

as we could participants’ perceptions. Whilst acknowledging the small size of the 

sample, we feel that the questions elicited responses indicating a level of reflection 

that justifies our approach. We present the data as fully as possible in order to be 

transparent and to generate further areas for consideration. 

 

Q1 and Q2 

 

All but one respondent used the terms ‘racial identity’ and ‘ethnic identity’ 

interchangeably which further evidences there is not a collective understanding of 

the terms, relationships between identities and categorisation of people. We need to 

consider how this influences and impacts the profession both within schools when 

interacting with learners and colleagues, and at a personal level of the developing 

awareness of self-identity, in which affinity to racial or ethnic grouping can contribute 

to a sense of belonging and impact upon well-being.  

 

 Interestingly, four people reacted against the term racial identity in their answers by 

offering “human” [1] “not” [2] and “white other but I hate that phrase…so Dutch” [3]. 

The specificity of the responses supports the decision taken to invite written 

responses; it would never have occurred to the researchers to put any of these terms 

as an option because in designing the questions, the researchers also bring their 

own backgrounds and biases to the questionnaire. By leaving space for participants 

to interpret the language in the questions, it can be argued that a more accurate 

picture can be formed for analysis. The variety between responses suggests that 

there is a lack of collective understanding with regard to labelling each other in terms 

of race and ethnicity yet this is the language used when streaming data within 

education, applying for jobs and in descriptions of each other within society; the 

language used in the questions is not unfamiliar. Despite this, the researchers infer 

that something within the wording of the question elicited emotive responses from 

participants, most obviously demonstrated by [3] who elaborated on their response 

by answering the question, then adapting to offer something they were more 

comfortable with, which was an ethnicity. The inclusion of an ethnicity could be seen 

as an attitude that the participant feels a moral issue when grouping by skin colour or 

that they felt to say ‘white’ did not accurately reflect their identity in such a way they 

were comfortable with. This is again evidence of the controversy surrounding the use 

of language rooted in the terms of race - we need to consider why it is so emotive 

and whether people would have given the same reaction face to face. In addition to 

this, if trainee teachers feel emotion or a suggested strong view to categorising 

themselves, there may be a conflict of values when doing so within teaching 

contexts; do educators group people mindlessly within education contexts? What, if
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any, deliberations are in process when doing so and how does this impact on both 

teacher and personal identity as a whole?  

 

 However, whilst we are inferring that some respondents deliberately acted against a 

specific term there is also the possibility that they were unsure of what the question 

was asking them, perhaps due to mixed understandings of ‘racial’ or a discomfort in 

overtly acknowledging difference in appearances. The popular use of the term white 

instead of Caucasian also suggests a linguistic shift, perhaps due to biological 

connotations of Caucasian and mental links with ethnic cleansing or superiority, 

however this is an inference. By using the term white - associated with colour - the 

responses evidence a visual focus on skin tone, possibly without realising. This is 

also evidenced by a respondent who answered black to the second question (about 

ethnicity) but does not appear to have been so clear within their first answer - 

processes of elimination imply this respondent must have answered ‘human’ or ‘not’ 

to the question about race, returning us to an assumption that to acknowledge 

openly that there are differences between people can be uncomfortable for some. 

Despite this, at a sub-conscious level there is clear suggestion of categorisation, 

even within such a small sample. Whilst it may appear more acceptable or 

comfortable to argue for a colour-blind world, or one in which our racial backgrounds 

do not affect our experience of life, the responses show that grouping can happen 

without our awareness or can be masked. Psychological schemas are formed based 

on our individual experiences of the world and are natural. Whilst we can model and 

re-model these schemas we cannot deny that they are there and play a role in noting 

differences between us. To say we do not notice the rainbow of tones in humanity 

can be akin to saying we do not notice who is taller or shorter than us, who has 

straight hair or curly, long hair or short, blonde, brown or ginger; if we are 

comfortable to discuss these differences between us, it raises the question of why 

there is what appears to be insecurity around discussing racial and ethnic heritage. 

One suggestion for this could be that the elements listed above can be altered or 

changed completely whereas those involved in the questions the research 

confronted cannot. However, a comfort with categorising in ways that can be 

changed could also be seen as a comfort with enforcing an ideal or conformity, 

which may relate to uneasiness in openly identifying that differences are noticed; 

these two questions may have drawn out a conflict between identifying as tolerant 

but also being aware of categorising by physical characteristics, causing a 

discomfort in answering.  

 

 Another point of note for question 2  was why there appeared to be a reluctance to 

share anything further about background by those who identified themselves as 

Indian, Black and British when compared to the specificity of those who answered 

“white Irish” and “Dutch”. It can be speculated that part of this may have been 

influenced by a fear that as participants they could be identified in doing so. An
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alternative conclusion is that the researchers made an assumption that participants 

felt a secure sense of place when in reality circumstances surrounding questions  

linked with identity, upbringing and belonging are not always simple to answer. For 

example, the respondents that referred to “British” chose not to break a united 

nationality down any further. They may have done so for a myriad of reasons such 

as: 

 

 not having lived in the same part of Britain for a significant period 

 

 mind-sets of a United Kingdom feeling more ethnically cohesive than singular 

nationality 

 

 a sub-conscious response influenced by the language from monitoring forms 

 

 unawareness of variances between ethnic cultures within a larger mass of 

people 

 

 merged understandings of race and ethnicity  

 

 disinterest in the question or theme 

 

 discomfort in labelling themselves, despite the opportunity to write freely 

 

Unfortunately, without direct discussion with respondents, the reasoning for answers 

cannot be clarified.  It may also be of interest to consider how ethnicity operates 

within larger scale countries such as the USA, or those such as Spain, where there 

are conflicting views about nationhood. Does an American from Miami feel the same 

about their ethnicity as an American from Milwaukee? With regards to both US and 

UK education, it is worth noting the ways in which ‘being American’ translates to 

classrooms and between various stakeholders within the sector, particularly when 

globalisation now means there is more geographic movement. To work on the 

assumption that the understandings of ethnicity and values underlying our practice 

are not only shared, but shared in equal measure, may be masking greater 

underlying issues by inadvertently repressing any conflicts. 

 

 The question the researchers asked was simple but the answers are not, 

demonstrating the need for further exploration of the themes and giving insight to 

some of the conflicting perceptions interacting within the field of education, and wider 

society. Despite the small sample size, it is evident from the initial responses that the 

layers of language used around us impact upon our interpretations and how to 

respond to them, and are closely linked to our senses of self, belonging and identity.
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Q3 and Q4 

 

There was a clear difference in responses to this question between the majority, who 

associated diversity with promotion of equality, respect and opportunity, and a 

minority who wrote about the importance of celebrating difference by avoiding a 

mono-cultural curriculum. Four of the nine responses quote the word “opportunities” 

in their answers, which could again be viewed as a subconscious understanding of 

minority groups within educational communities, and raises the question of whether 

a focus on inclusion within classrooms simultaneously leads to practice that isolates, 

or a degree of tokenism. For example, one respondent mentioned “seeing every 

child as their own person” - by referencing it explicitly, it is implied that this is not 

happening autonomously; an implication of the aforementioned groupings of others 

that takes place and suggestion of a conflict between what trainees want to think or 

feel like in practice and the thought processes that take place, perhaps without their 

awareness. Although the study is limited to trainee teachers, the researchers feel 

that this aspect can also be applied to broader society. 

 Interestingly, a respondent in Q4 referred to “each child’s cultural needs” which may 

at first not seem of note. However, direct mention of “cultural” could support the 

aforementioned idea that the respondent has a preconceived notion of what the 

researchers want to read or is shaping answers to be appropriate in some way. The 

researchers acknowledge that there is potential for a degree of bias from trainees 

when completing the questionnaire but advocate that this aspect is an unavoidable 

element of the human psyche; the varying degrees of this bias and how it underpins 

values that inform classroom practice within each of the individuals provides insight 

to the three overarching themes being explored; race, culture and equality. The 

possibility that trainees may have answered with a degree of expectation of what 

they believed the researchers wished to find cannot be neglected. Within education 

courses the words diversity and equality are frequently used due to their prominence 

within both the teaching standards and as an Ofsted focus.  

 

 Perhaps also of significance, the responses to these questions were more detailed 

than the previous despite them being worded similarly in asking participants to 

describe. The researchers have discussed this in depth. One inference that can be 

made is that questions 3 and 4 offer a degree of distance between the respondent 

and the topic being discussed, influencing the level of detail that participants feel 

comfortable sharing. If this is correct, it supports the view that there is an issue with 

how comfortable or confident individuals feel about discussing their own identity and 

perceptions, displaying more ease in communicating around topics which form part 

of a collective understanding. The first four questions were designed to allow for this 

kind of division in answers to show; Q1 and Q2 include the word “you” and a focus 

on the participant whereas Q3 and Q4 referred to “your understanding of” followed 

by a noun. 

 This apparent division between the discussion of self-perceptions and discussion of 

collective assumptions may relate to a sense of affirmation when sharing views on
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 such topics. Within society, this is the space in discussions that may often be 

referred to as ‘common ground’, again implying that there is an underlying conflict in 

how trainees manage their developing professional identities and the personal. For 

example, if trainees do not volunteer as much open information about themselves as 

they would when discussing key themes, does this translate to them only discussing 

these aspects of identity with students when a prompt or third space stimulus is 

present? There is a possibility that the experiences, views and social interactions of 

people from ethnic minority communities are only invited if an occasion calls for 

interest, such as Black History month, religious festivals or as is becoming more 

frequent in recent years, media coverage. Although this paper is focused on BAME 

experience, the researchers assert that the above point is transferable to the 

spheres of SENDA and around discussions of socio-economic backgrounds. In 

addition to this, the above raises the question of whether the lack of diversity 

between students on education courses is also related to a perceived lack of 

belonging from those that may wish to join the profession.  

 

 With this in mind, it is worth reflecting on whether focus on certain groupings for 

pupils is as positive as it first appears; attainment may have risen, but it could be 

suggested that internal values are remaining the same, leading not only to a conflict 

for trainees between their internal belief systems and appearing professional, but 

also for pupils from black and ethnic minority communities  who despite levelling 

academically with non-BAME peers, may face barriers to reaching full potential as a 

result of a lack of genuine interest in their personal backgrounds. The 

aforementioned suggestion would also account for why there appears to be positive 

evidence for BAME attainment during the school lifespan but a high drop-out rate 

across university courses, a trend not just restricted to education. From this view, 

through management of data and what could be termed ‘forced tolerance’, it could 

be said that education is masking some of the real values operating within society. 

 

 Questions 4 and 5 also mark the beginning of a trend in declining respondents 

throughout the rest of the survey. Only 50% of the original group answered the 

questions, with the majority of responses being written by the same person for both 

questions; the decline is not due to respondents feeling they would choose to answer 

one question over the other. Halliwell and Gray have discussed this at length. 

Initially, the shrinking data set was viewed as a negative because there was a fear of 

the sample lacking credibility if people did not answer the questions. However, upon 

reflection the apparent initial engagement followed by a sudden negative spike in 

participants could suggest there was a trigger within the question; the researchers 

infer this was due to the use of the words “diversity” and “equality” but have also 

considered that the following alternatives may have had an impact:
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 respondents felt that describing an understanding was too time consuming 

 

 respondents did not feel they had adequate knowledge to answer the 

questions 

 

 the questions were perceived as some sort of test 

 

 a discomfort from questions 1 and 2 had put participants off from engaging 

further 

 

Unfortunately, without further discussions with participants the reasoning for this 

trend will remain unknown and there is the possibility that different participants 

skipped the question for differing reasons rather than one there being a leading 

theme to emerge from the pattern. However, from the spike of disengagement it is 

fair to assert that the view of race, culture and equality being sensitive topics that 

cause some discomfort is upheld and affects those who enter the education 

profession.  

 

 

Q5 and Q6 

 

The recent changes in the balance between university sessions and school-based 

training in primary initial teacher education are reflected in answers to question 5. 

Whichever postgraduate route a trainee pursues, the majority of time is spent in 

school, in line with the current emphasis on the profession as a craft to be learned in 

the workplace. Since 1994, the direction of policy focus from teacher education to 

teacher training has limited opportunities for wider issues to be studied. It was not 

surprising that, in responses to Q5 and Q6, there was a theme of relatively little time 

to spend on issues of culture, race and ethnicity in university but significant learning 

through reflection in response to the diversity of children being taught in the 

classroom. Of the 9 responses for Q5, five trainees explicitly referred to their 

placements, with some elaborating on contexts and what they felt they had gained 

from the experiences, demonstrating the impact such placements have on those who 

are preparing to join the profession. It also inadvertently reinforces the disconnect 

between trainees awareness of diversity in relation to race, culture and ethnicity at 

an individual level compared with perceived knowledge building as part of the school 

community. For example, one respondent felt that they had been provided with 

opportunities to explore the aforementioned themes, referencing events such as 

Islamic History Day and the school’s intention to establish a Black History Week. 

Whilst on the surface this is positive, at a deeper level it could be seen as reinforcing 

the lack of cohesion between groups of people, compartmentalising based on 

background, something some respondents appeared to rebel against at the 

beginning of the questionnaire. This again evidences wanting to engage with themes
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relating to diversity but doing so through a third stimulus, rather than confidence in 

discussing at an individual to individual level in school contexts. After much 

reflection, the researchers considered this apparent mismatch of confidence could  

be influenced by, but not limited to, the following: 

 

 Curricula stimuli offer a ‘safe’ scaffold to work from 

 

 Trainees do not feel their knowledge, or perhaps position, is secure enough to 

be having conversations around sensitive themes 

 

 Time to converse with pupil  and colleagues in education settings is scarce  

 

 Conversations about race, culture, ethnicity or equality are not perceived as 

valuable ones to have, either by the trainee or by those around them 

 

 Trainees are not interested in engaging at a person to person level 

 

Issues of ethos, values and hidden curricula are by definition difficult to unpick and 

open to wider interpretation than other aspects of schooling. Three of the nine 

respondents for both Q5 and Q6 felt that there had not been enough opportunity to 

discuss issues of diversity and equality during their time as trainees on an initial 

teacher education course; a third of respondents. In one answer, a respondent 

comments there were “not many (if any) opportunities to thoroughly consider.”  The 

use of the word “thoroughly” is of interest as it brings up the question of how diversity 

should be explored within ITE, trainee expectations and whether a thorough 

understanding, awareness or empathy in relation to the themes are necessary to be 

a good teacher. The predominantly school-based course is also reflected in a 

response seeking more study, suggesting openness to developing understandings 

further within this area which may also link with the implied lack of confidence 

qualified teachers appear to have when asked about how they feel managing 

aspects of race, culture and equality within their classrooms. 

 Whilst it is easy to criticise the provider - whose accolades include being named as 

the most diverse university in the UK - for what could be perceived as a deficiency 

within the course, the feedback must be considered within the wider frame of 

university education across all courses within the current political climate. The 

researchers assert that the recommendations for increased study of cultural issues 

in initial teacher education courses made by the Black Teachers in London report 

have been lost to the less predictable and more fixed dependent outcomes of 

individual experience, based upon a more business-like model with regard to 

provisions across the education sector. In an era where branding is prominent and 

students are consumers, there has been a need for universities to adapt to these 

social changes due to their funding being related to a utilitarian perception of courses 

and more recently, the threat of closure; as previous discussion of Q1 and Q2
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demonstrates, themes of race, culture and equality are sensitive and for some, 

evoke emotive reactions or pose a threat of discomfort, yet trainee responses to Q5 

and Q6 evidence that the lack of opportunity is noticed when the question is posed. 

  

It must also be considered how much responsibility lies with the trainee for 

developing their own sense of understanding within the themes. The researchers 

pose this reflection because whilst it could be argued that universities are not the 

settings for discussing backgrounds, experiences or self-views, as individuals 

entering a profession where the role will encounter many aspects of society they 

advocate that space and time for reflection upon both professional and personal 

identity are of high value to the developing teacher. It must also be acknowledged, 

and trainees must feel safe to acknowledge, that they may find their beliefs and 

values challenged during their careers and to encourage them to not only accept but 

consider how they could manage tension as a developmental process whilst 

continuing to maintain high expectations of all pupils. There is a danger that, if 

trainees are not exposed to exploring identity in further detail, they may not see the 

value such reflection adds to their teaching, and relationships with pupils, once they 

are fully qualified. Participants offered a range of answers to these questions, giving 

more personal insights than to the previous ones. One respondent commented on 

the importance in a school-based training system of learning from competent 

teachers but having some freedom to explore becoming a diverse practitioner, 

echoing the interrelationship between trainees as teachers and trainees as 

individuals developing into teachers. This answer also provokes the reflection of 

what constitutes a competent teacher in the trainees view and evidences the value to 

the trainee of the opportunity to explore. There is an implied recognition of the 

parallel paths of ‘learning to be a teacher’ and ‘exploring the kind of teacher I can 

be’. Perhaps there needs to be more recognition of the disconnect between the two 

facets of professional identity and the developing individual, and how they overlap. 

 

The themes emerging from answers to questions 5 and 6 included the breadth of 

trainees understanding of diversity and equality. Reponses indicated an appreciation 

gained through experience of the layering of disadvantage for individual children, 

and how this influences their classroom practice, most often cited in relation to their 

school-based experiences. It is therefore of particular interest that trainees did not 

appear so receptive to sharing information about themselves in other more individual 

questions yet seem to internalise a high value to the opportunity of engaging with 

other people with regard to diversity and equality. It can be inferred that questions 

which relate to race or ethnicity seem to receive more of a closed response than 

those which include the words diversity or equality.
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Q7 and Q8  

 

These questions asked trainees whether they felt their racial (Q7) and ethnic (Q8) 

identity had been acknowledged on their course. Of those that responded, for both 

questions a majority said a lack of acknowledgement was not a negative as they did 

not see it as relevant or necessary. This perception may be linked to responses 

within Q1 and Q2 whereby some participants either acted against the question or did 

not elaborate on any detail. 

 Despite a majority feeling acknowledgement was not relevant, it must be considered 

that respondents to the survey overwhelmingly self-defined as ‘white’ or ‘British’ and 

when considered alongside earlier views with regard to not having had enough 

opportunities to explore issues of diversity or equality within their courses, suggest 

that there is a lack of understanding of how the concepts interrelate. These 

responses can be considered through the framework of Critical Race Theory and, in 

particular, notions of colour blindness (Brown, 2013, Lander 2011 in Bhopal, K and 

Rhamie 2014). Where there is underrepresentation on postgraduate courses, issues 

related to race are more likely to be seen as irrelevant within a wider desire to 

promote equality and avoid offence. Some comments from respondents included: 

 

i. there was no need  

ii. I did not feel it to be an important element 

iii. I don’t think my ethnic identity is very important/it doesn’t affect my teaching 

abilities 

iv. I believe that we are all equal 

 

It is interesting to note that the final example given is a values statement which was 

given at the end of an elaboration of why the respondent felt these aspects did not 

need to be acknowledged. From this, the researchers pose two questions: 

 

 If the question had been worded to ask if trainees felt their identity had been 

acknowledged on their course, in what ways would the responses differ? 

 

 If the question had been is it important to acknowledge teachers values in 

education, how would responses differ? 

 

Identity is highly personal and complex. Although many respondents for these 

questions did not feel acknowledging their racial or ethnic identity was of relevance, 

it is still a key element of their overall identity and belief systems. Several of these 

respondents also referred to these aspects not having an impact or influence on their 

teaching, further evidencing that there is a lack of understanding of how personal 

identities overlap with professional identities and the interrelationship between 

values and practice. For example, practitioners may describe themselves as 

progressive or traditional, creative or philosophical - all are aligned with beliefs and
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values with regard to how they as a teacher operate within a classroom, 

demonstrating that values do play a role both within practice and as part of 

developing teacher identity. On this basis, the researchers advocate that more 

prominence to the value of discussion around the key themes of this paper is given 

within education.  

 

In the researchers view, one of the most fascinating aspects of Q7 and Q8 was how 

the tone from several respondents seemed to differ slightly in comparison to other 

answers, with the exception of Q1 and Q2. The use of the word “you” within the 

question being asked was mirrored for these aspects of the questionnaire. Although 

participants did offer some elaboration on their answers for Q7 and Q8, many 

followed up a “no” with justification of it not being “a negative” perhaps indicating an 

underlying perception that to not comment on the autonomous categorisations 

people make is viewed as a positive; this could be generating some of the conflict; 

firstly for trainees in comfortably articulating their identity and secondly on a wider 

scale for teachers unease at discussing themes relating to race, culture and equality 

within classrooms.  

 Of the respondents that answered yes to these questions, one reframed the 

question in their answer by referring to being human and taking care of self as a 

teacher. This response is one to reflect upon because although it rebels against the 

question in some respects, it was also the only response to refer to “ourselves” and 

“we” rather than answer as I, despite the question being directed at the individual.  

 

Finally, the lack of consensus over whether racial and ethnic identities should be 

acknowledged within ITE courses shows that there is already conflict within 

education before teachers enter the profession, which the researchers attribute 

tension around the issues within wider society. A point for further research could be 

exploring what impact acknowledging or not acknowledging teacher race or ethnicity 

has on pupils, and on teachers’ sense of place within the workplace. For example, 

socially conversations often develop out of common interests or shared experiences, 

whereby people offer more detail because they infer the other person understands it, 

or has a desire to. There is potential that a lack of discussion, or recognition, around 

the themes is translating to pupils or people from minority backgrounds negatively by 

appearing as disinterest in what is a large part of social identity. In relation to The 

Black Teachers in London Report, perhaps this element is influencing recruitment. In 

relation to attainment not only in minority groups but to all learners, Halliwell and 

Gray feel that if the data trend in BAME achievement has risen yet the recruitment 

figures among communities has not, the positive impact driven by Ofsted’s focus 

may be as a result of BAME children feeling valued within education or a sense of 

belonging that had previously been absent. If so, they venture this could be as a 

result of increased dialogue about backgrounds for this particular group of pupils. Q7 

and Q8 were overwhelmingly secure in viewing trainee racial and ethnic identity as 

of little relevance to teaching or themselves. However, for children, who are rapidly 

developing senses of self, this aspect is very important and an openness of such
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aspects of self from those that teach them allows for ‘common ground’ to be 

discovered and a sense of value; in essence, it could be considered part of 

developing positive teacher-pupil relationships. 

 

Q9 

 

The responses to the question relating to engagement with the issues highlighted a 

range of understandings around the purpose of postgraduate teacher training. The 

trainees’ focus on enhancing subject knowledge in core subjects while developing 

pedagogy rather than understanding wider issues is reflected in many of the 

comments. There is a clear sense that the trainees were neither seeking, nor felt, 

that they had time for engagement with issues of diversity and equality on a short 

course. One respondent cited previous experience (a requirement for teacher 

training courses) as having provided sufficient understanding of issues of diversity. 

Again, this raises reflection upon what constitutes sufficient and how spread the 

gaps in consensus are. A theme developing across responses was that being with 

children gave trainees the reality of issues. This is in line with the view that training to 

teach is taking on a craft in the classroom rather than an on-going process of 

professional development that brings together reflection on experience with 

academic study. 

 

One respondent commented positively on an international visit focussed on EAL, 

which was an option within their course, as a contributor to engagement around 

issues of diversity and equality. Experience through international visits is a 

contentious area and whilst universities aim to avoid the pitfalls of post-colonial, 

educational tourism to English speaking countries whilst providing opportunities to 

develop cultural literacy and broaden pedagogical horizons, the value of such 

experiences on trainees is evidenced within this participant’s comments. 

 EAL was referred to in four responses to this question, possibly reflecting the 

variation between a university seeking to promote a celebration of bilingualism and 

multilingualism, and trainees engaging with profession that discusses perceived 

deficits English language learners bring to the classroom. The use of a concept of 

equality in a discussion of EAL suggests the impact of OfSTED’s focus on data 

indicating attainment and progress of those who fit the label. One response 

commented that the online materials relating to EAL provided insufficient practical, 

pedagogical advice instead favouring reflection. Once again the use of standards to 

define the professional teacher works counter to the idea of a reflective practitioner.   

 

One trainee wrote that the course had allowed for the consideration of specific 

aspects of diversity, naming culture, tradition and faith in the context of children’s 

lives. The same respondent commented on the importance of learning to model 

fundamental British values in the classroom as part of the course whilst another 

wrote of the importance of ‘zero tolerance’ of discrimination in schools, 

demonstrating an awareness of legislation requiring the promotion of equality.
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The promotion of equality of educational outcome is a theme that is expressed in 

answer to question 9 but also underpins many of the comments throughout the 

questionnaire. One respondent commented on engaging with issues of diversity on 

subject modules suggesting that the taught sessions in English, Maths and Science 

had included consideration of the extent to which children from different backgrounds 

engage with the curriculum. This, in line with the view that ensuring children of all 

backgrounds have good basic literacy and numeracy skills, is the key to addressing 

issues of equality and diversity in the primary classroom with regards to attainment. 

One trainee highlighted the 2014 changes to the history curriculum, which had been 

discussed in a university session, as being too focussed on white men evidencing 

that even within a short, mainly school-based competency assessed course, trainees 

were aware of some of the current discussion surrounding the themes discussed in 

the paper, though perhaps not of the relationship between those themes and their 

developing professional identities. 

 

 

 

BROADER  COMMENTS 

 

In the last 10 years there has been a clear move from a policy aspiration for a more 

demographically representative recruitment of teachers to a focus solely on 

outcomes for pupils. OfSTED’s use of data to check outcomes across and between 

groups, including ethnicity, appears to have closed the gap between children of 

different heritages. Unfortunately improved academic outcomes are not leading to 

increased opportunities in the labour market, and that includes access to a teaching 

career if you are from a black Caribbean, black African and some Asian 

communities. The combination of increased indirect discrimination in the fragmented 

teacher training system and the high drop rate of undergraduate students from ethnic 

minority communities are combining to maintain a disproportionate percentage of 

white teachers in primary classrooms and white students on postgraduate primary 

initial teacher education courses. This in turn may have an impact upon the sense of 

belonging that pupils from minority backgrounds feel depending upon the ethos of 

the teacher. 

 With less time given to university based study, the reliance on informal learning 

opportunities would suggest that having a diverse trainee teacher population is 

important for the development of cultural understanding both within courses and 

once qualified, within schools. It is therefore a concern that although some 

respondents learned through engagement with pupils, trainee teachers are denied 

opportunities to develop identity and cultural literacy through professional discussion 

with each other or encouraged to reflect in more depth about their own identity prior 

to engaging in a practical teaching role.  

 

The lack of focus of current policy on issues related to the increasing barriers to the 

profession for applicants from ethnic minority communities suggests that the legal
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status of “equality”, the emphasis on tolerance in fundamental British values and the 

OFSTED framework are sufficient to tackle inequality. Furthermore, some of the 

responses from trainee teachers indicated their appreciation and understanding that 

issues of culture, race and ethnicity run far deeper than policy makers wish to 

acknowledge. They show that there may be a disconnect between teachers 

professional identities and the enforcement, through OfSTED, of a concept of 

modern British values. The progression from the now discredited Prevent Duty 

statements to Teachers’ Standards requiring teachers not to undermine a set of 

values, attached to a British identity, to a DfE document instructing maintained 

schools to actively promote those values, may increase the tension between a 

professional and personal identity in some teachers. Where multiple identities are 

managed by individual teachers, drawing values from diverse sources including faith, 

ethnicity, racial identity and chosen profession, imposing an additional label may 

lead to the undermining of authenticity.  

 

The closing of attainment gaps between different ethnic minority groups at Key 

Stage 1, Key Stage 2 and GCSE level has moved policy aims away from the need to 

recruit a more representative teaching workforce in order to impact on learning. In 

doing so, the researchers assert that successive governments have limited the 

profession to a narrow concept of learning and restricted the impact of education on 

children’s developing understanding of the world. The issue of fair access to the 

teaching profession has also been neglected as of secondary importance to securing 

increased exam results. Paradoxically, as attainment gaps have closed and all 

communities see increases in levels of qualification, the discrimination against 

people from black and ethnic minorities across the labour market has become more 

obvious. That this discrimination occurs in the teaching profession undermines the 

moral purpose of education and creates hidden curricula that may impact upon 

aspiration amongst pupils.  

 

The lack of discussion around issues of culture, ethnicity and race, due to a concern 

not to offend, appears to have impacted on trainees expressions of identities, with 

less specificity about articulation of self in relation to society. Even when given the 

freedom to write anonymously they struggled to share details of themselves and their 

heritages. This could be linked to the privatisation of some beliefs. In public there 

has been, until recently, a consensus of vagueness around themes of race, culture 

and identity and a default to promotion of equality that neglects people’s individual 

understanding. Since Halliwell and Gray’s survey, political debate in some post-

industrial countries has focussed on responses to free movement of people which 

have polarised views and legitimised some expressions of racism. It is inconceivable 

that this political climate of division has not impacted on the classroom. The 

development of the cultural literacy needed to support children and young people in 

reflecting upon their own identities during increased societal divisions would require 

additional time and space within all postgraduate primary courses in line with some 

of the responses to our survey.
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 The project Halliwell and Gray carried out illustrates the need for further research in 

order to inform policy making around recruitment, training and career progression. In 

this paper the researchers have attempted to provide an open and critical analysis of 

the data offered with a view to sharing as much of that data as possible without 

compromising anonymity or participant expectations. Aware of the limitations of the 

project, the researchers have covered as many key points in as much detail as they 

feel able given that the paper is written from a position of general interest and self-

study. Although they feel their findings and subsequent discussion are of value to the 

profession the researchers are aware that there are other lines of potential enquiry to 

be made and further discussions to be had but made the decision to publish the 

paper as is due to an acceptance that there will always be something to explore 

further or offer an answer to; for Halliwell and Gray, that is the foundation of 

research. The paper is not meant to serve as definitive or fixed in any way. However, 

from what at first may appear a small, possibly unreliable data set the researchers 

have spent months discussing facts, potential meanings, motives and influences, 

and have endeavoured to share as much of that as possible with as many people as 

possible in a way that they felt was of most relevance to the profession at this given 

time. The paper has been shared to offer an insight into the variety of responses 

from what the researchers feel are relevant questions with respect to education and 

to highlight some of the challenges and complexities that they feel research in this 

field experiences, and thus impacting upon progress within this area.  

 The researchers suggest that this paper should be considered largely with a focus 

upon their data set and with awareness that the discussion is centred on the data 

they had available to them. However, in discussion they have drawn upon their own 

wider knowledge of social sciences, education, history and experience which whilst 

may, in places have led to an unconscious bias, has also allowed them to consider 

participant responses in a more holistic way. Although a small data set, it can be 

inferred that findings will apply to a wider community of trainee teachers. The 

researchers base this belief upon Halliwell’s previous, informal findings shared in the 

aforementioned TES article along with more recent comment pieces that echo a 

similar view with regard to a suggested need for more dialogue around race, culture 

and identity within schools.
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

 Replicate the study to see if similar data patterns are produced and 

particularly, if there are any correlations between contexts during comparative 

analysis. 

 

 UK education policy needs to reflect evidence of the importance of teachers’ 

social and cultural capital on wider pupil outcomes. Relying on data analysis 

focussed on the OfSTED framework to drive change generates a relatively 

shallow impact on teachers’ cultural literacy and young people’s life 

opportunities. 

 

 The impact of a high undergraduate drop-out rate and increasingly school-

based and school-led initial teacher education on the recruitment of students 

from ethnic minority communities needs to be acknowledged and researched. 

 

 The impact of a high undergraduate drop-out rate and an increasingly school-

based and school-led initial teacher education on the experiential 

development of postgraduate student teachers needs to be considered when 

designing courses and also future CPD.  

 

 There needs to be more dialogue with key stakeholders at government level 

which then needs to inform policy prior to implementation. The researchers 

recommend that research within this area needs to have been replicated in 

differing contexts before being applied to a mass populace and should 

acknowledge the complexities of the field. 

 

 The impact on children’s wider learning of an increasingly unrepresentative 

teaching workforce needs further research in order to inform policy 

 

 The impact of the label “fundamental British values” in the Teachers’ 

Standards on teachers’ professional and personal identities needs further 

research. 

 

 The implementation of “Fundamental British Values” needs to be consistently 

upheld across all areas of society, not just education to avoid potential 

marginalisation of black and ethnic minority communities.
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NEXT STEPS 

 

1. The second stage of the project, which will begin in 2017, is to engage 

qualified teachers in discussions about race, culture and equality. The 

researchers are open to approaches from schools that may wish to take part 

but will select a final sample at random on a given date. They acknowledge 

there is a conflict during phase two of gaining access to schools to undertake 

projects and the potential for an unintentional bias due to accepting 

approaches. This issue will be acknowledged during publication of phase two 

findings. Should schools wish to engage, contact details are available on the 

opening page of this paper. 

 

2. Simultaneously, several universities from across the United Kingdom will be 

undertaking phase one, as discussed throughout this paper, with one of those 

projects currently in motion. It is unconfirmed if, or how, results from these 

further phase one projects will be shared. Should any colleagues be 

interested in undertaking phase one in their setting, contact details are 

available on the opening page of this paper. 

 

3. The researchers feel it would of interest to replicate similar projects in differing 

countries such as the USA and Europe for a larger scale, comparative project. 

Should any colleagues be interested in collaborating to do this, contact details 

are available on the opening page of this paper.
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We are indebted to the staff and students at Newman University who  

have supported us as early career researchers. As one of the most 

 diverse universities in the U.K, we are proud to be associated with their  

work and ethos. 


