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institutions of higher education is lower than that by White graduates. This was confirmed
using a database of all UK-domiciled graduates from UK higher education institutions in
2004–05. The trend was greater in older students than in younger students, in women than in
men, in part-time students than in full-time students, and in some subjects and at some
institutions than others. It was only partly explained by variations in the students’
qualifications on entry into higher education. The available evidence suggests that these
quantitative variations in academic attainment are not reflected in concomitant qualitative
variations in the experience of higher education among students from different ethnic groups.
It is premature to consider widening participation in terms of access to higher education until
this is matched by parity in terms of educational outcomes.

Introduction

In the UK, first degrees are usually designated by the title of ‘bachelor’, although enhanced
degrees (taken by students intending to be professional scientists and engineers) are usually
designated by the title of ‘master’, as are degrees in humanities and social sciences awarded by
the ancient Scottish universities. When these degrees are awarded with honours, they are usually
classified as first, second or third class, and the second class is normally categorised into an upper
and a lower division. A degree that is awarded with either first-class or upper second-class
honours is often described as a ‘good’ degree. There has been debate about the robustness of this
classification system (Yorke et al. 2004), and Elton (2004) argued that it should be abandoned in
favour of a profiling system. Nevertheless, it does provide a broad indication of attainment in
graduates from different programmes at different institutions.

National statistics on the qualifications awarded by UK higher education institutions are
collected by the Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA), which publishes summary
information on an annual basis (e.g. HESA 2006). More extensive data sets can be provided
as a resource for researchers, subject to the requirements of the UK data protection legisla-
tion concerning the maintenance and transmission of information in an electronic form. Previ-
ous research has focused on differences among institutions and among academic subjects in
the classes of degrees awarded, and on the role of demographic variables such as age and
gender as predictors of attainment (e.g. Richardson and Woodley 2003). In this article, I
examine the role of another demographic variable, ethnicity. Information about graduates’
ethnicity is based on their self-identification at the time of their registration: that is, choosing
an ethnic group with which they most identify from a list such as that used in the UK
national census.
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Previous research

Connor et al. (1996: 66, 71–2) described the results of a survey of 136 students from ethnic minor-
ities, and a comparison group of 136 White students who had graduated from four UK higher
education institutions in 1993. The two groups of students had originally entered university with
similar academic qualifications, and yet they differed in the classes of degree that they had been
awarded. In particular, Connor et al. found that 65% of the White graduates who responded to
their survey had been awarded first-class or upper second-class honours, but the corresponding
figure for the graduates from ethnic minorities was only 39%.

Owen et al. (2000: 67) reported the classes of degree that had been awarded to all UK-
domiciled students by UK institutions of higher education in both 1997–98 and 1998–99. White
students were more likely to have obtained first-class or upper second-class honours than students
from ethnic minorities, with Black students being the least likely to obtain good degrees. Never-
theless, Owen et al. warned that the students’ levels of attainment ‘may relate to other factors such
as socio-economic background, prior qualifications and academic and pastoral support received
while in higher education’ (67).

Naylor and Smith (2004) carried out separate probit analyses of the classes of degree
awarded to men and women graduating at UK institutions of higher education in 1998. They
categorised the students’ ethnicity as White, Black Caribbean, Indian, Chinese or Other. The
probability of obtaining a good degree was lower for ethnic minority students than for White
students. In comparison with their White counterparts, the discrepancy varied between 6% in
Chinese women and 21% in Black Caribbean men when other demographic and
institutional variables (including social class and prior qualifications) had been statistically
controlled.

In the UK, the participation rate is defined as the proportion of people aged between 17 and
30 who have entered higher education for the first time in a particular academic year. It is calcu-
lated by comparing the number of entrants to higher education with the number of people aged
17–30 in the population according to the most recent UK Census. Connor et al. (2004: 42–3, 150)
estimated that the participation rate for people from ethnic minorities in 2001–02 was 56%. This
implies that people from ethnic minorities had already achieved the New Labour government’s
target of a 50% overall participation rate. Indeed, according to Connor et al., the participation
rates for Asian people and Black people were 60% and 61%, respectively, whereas the participa-
tion rate for White people was only 38%.

Even so, Connor et al. found that this high level of participation was not reflected in the
academic attainment of students from ethnic minorities (2004: 59–81). They reported the degree
classes awarded to all UK-domiciled students by English higher education institutions in 2001–
02 (75). Consistent with the results that had been obtained by Owen et al. (2000), White students
were more likely to have obtained first-class or upper second-class honours than were students
from ethnic minorities. In particular, Connor et al. pointed out that only a third of Black students
had gained first-class or upper second-class honours, compared with about 45% of Indian and
Chinese students and about 60% of White students. These variations were only partly explained
by differences in entry qualifications or type of institution.

Leslie (2005) reported the proportions of first-class or upper second-class degrees that had
been awarded to UK-domiciled students by UK institutions of higher education between 1998
and 2000. Once again, White students were more likely to have obtained good degrees than were
students from ethnic minorities. Leslie argued: 

Much of the under-performance can be explained by the fact that minorities are less well qualified
when they enter, which may be partially explained by the fact that far larger numbers apply. A
diminution in average quality of applicant would be expected. (631)
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This is a variant of the ‘more means worse’ argument that was originally put forward by Kingsley
Amis (1960) against proposals for a radical increase in student numbers. (Such an increase,
Amis claimed, would ‘wreck academic standards beyond repair’: 8.) Leslie also suggested that
students from ethnic minorities were more likely to choose subjects such as business studies and
computer science where good degrees were less likely to be awarded. Even so, he noted that
ethnic minority students were still less likely to obtain good degrees even when differences in
their entry qualifications and subject choice were taken into account.

Finally, Elias and Jones (2006: 27–8, 40–1) reported the proportions of good degrees obtained
by students domiciled in England and Wales between 1996–97 and 2001–02. They noted that
White students were more likely to have obtained good degrees than were students from ethnic
minorities and, in particular, that Black students were only half as likely as White students to
obtain good degrees. Elias and Jones mentioned Leslie’s conclusions, but they acknowledged that
a similar pattern arose even in the case of physics, where ethnic minority students were relatively
under-represented in comparison with White students, and where the entry qualifications of White
and ethnic minority students were generally similar. Thus, factors other than entry qualifications
and subject choice may well be playing a role.

A possible difficulty with the studies by Connor et al. (1996, 2004), Elias and Jones (2006)
and Owen et al. (2000) is that students who had received unclassified degrees were included when
calculating the proportions of good degrees. This may be appropriate in the case of pass degrees,
ordinary degrees or degrees with aegrotat, since these normally reflect an inadequate level of
performance in an honours programme. However, general degrees are awarded by the ancient
Scottish universities and the UK Open University in recognition of satisfactory performance in a
non-honours programme. As Richardson and Woodley (2003) pointed out, combining students
who have been awarded general degrees with those awarded third-class honours confuses the
level of the qualification with the level of their performance.

In addition, it is not usually possible to tell from national databases whether a student who has
been awarded an unclassified degree was enrolled on an honours degree programme or a non-
honours degree programme (Bourner 1987: 23). These considerations all mean that it is not valid
to locate non-honours degrees on the same ordinal scale of attainment as classified honours
degrees. The same is true of the unclassified honours degrees awarded to graduates in medicine
and veterinary science and of degrees awarded with aegrotat. In short, it is inappropriate to
include students with unclassified degrees of any kind when calculating the likelihood of
graduates being awarded a good degree (Richardson and Woodley 2003).

Even so, there is sufficient evidence from these various studies to infer that there is a
substantial difference between the proportions of White and ethnic minority students who
obtain good degrees. There also appear to be consistent variations in academic performance
between students from different ethnic minorities: in particular, Black students seem to be less
likely to obtain good degrees than Asian students. There is clearly an urgent need to under-
stand how such variations in academic attainment arise. This is, unfortunately, an occasion
where researchers can learn very little by making international comparisons, because the UK
is one of the few countries that collect national statistics on the achievement of undergraduate
students.

In the USA, for instance, the criteria for graduation cum laude, magna cum laude and summa
cum laude vary widely across different universities, and national data on these awards are not
collected. Black, Hispanic and American Indian (i.e. Native American) students achieve lower
scores than White students in the Graduate Record Examination (Grandy 1999: 87–93). However,
this is taken by students seeking admission to graduate schools, who constitute only around a third
of all graduates, and who are likely to be unrepresentative of the broader population of graduates.
Black students tend to achieve lower cumulative grade-point averages than White students, and
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at predominantly White universities (but not at historically Black universities) they tend to
accumulate fewer successful credit hours per term (Nettles 1988: 40–1).

It is often argued that structural inequalities in society reduce both the achievement and the
aspirations of children from ethnic minorities, and that consequently they tend to be under-
represented in higher education (e.g. Ogbu 1978). For those who gain access to higher education,
academic attainment may be curtailed by discriminatory practices on the part of academic staff
(Nettles 1988: 18–32) or anxiety about assessment due to the triggering of negative stereotypes
in the students themselves (Osborne 2001; Brown and Lee 2005). Such an account does not fit
the current situation in the UK, in that the participation of people from ethnic minorities is far
higher than that of White people. Nevertheless, applicants from ethnic minorities do tend to have
lower entry qualifications than White students, and there is also evidence that they are subject to
discriminatory selection practices (Shiner and Modood 2002).

To explore the possible reasons for the apparent under-attainment of ethnic minority students,
a new data set was obtained from HESA that contained all UK-domiciled students who were
awarded first degrees by UK institutions of higher education in the academic year 2004–05. This
data set was used both to confirm the distributions of degree classes awarded to students from
different ethnic groups, and to investigate the role of both demographic and programme-related
variables in moderating the association between ethnicity and attainment. In accordance with
HESA’s requirements, all absolute frequencies reported in this article are rounded to the nearest
multiple of 5 in order to avoid the identification of individual students, and any relative frequen-
cies based on 52 students or fewer are suppressed on the grounds that they are potentially
unreliable. All relative frequencies have been calculated from the original data, but they may not
sum to exactly 100% in some cases because of rounding error.

The attainment of ethnic minority students

In total, 270,180 students who were domiciled in the UK were awarded first degrees by UK insti-
tutions of higher education during 2004–05 (HESA 2006: 20). Of this total, 241,300 students
were awarded classified honours degrees, of whom 28,665 (11.9%) obtained first-class honours,
120,110 (49.8%) obtained upper second-class honours, 80,105 (33.2%) obtained lower second-
class honours and 12,420 (5.1%) obtained third-class honours. Overall, graduates were more
likely to obtain upper second-class honours than lower second-class honours and were more
likely to obtain first-class honours than third-class honours.

Table 1 shows the distribution of these 241,300 students across various ethnic groups. The
latter have been combined according to the classification used for national statistics with effect
from the 2001 UK Census. The full classification includes subcategories under ‘White’ (British,
Irish, and Other White) and ‘Mixed’ (White and Black Caribbean, White and Black African,
White and Asian, and Other Mixed), but these are not applied consistently across the different
countries of the UK and so are not used in HESA’s published statistics. This should not be taken
to suggest that the category of White students is homogeneous or unproblematic (see Bird 1996:
96–7; Fenton 1996). ‘Chinese’ is not subsumed within ‘Asian’, because many Chinese people
living in the UK do not describe themselves as ‘Asian’; the latter term typically refers to people
who came, or whose ancestors came, from the Indian subcontinent.

Table 1 also shows the distributions of classified honours degrees that were awarded to
students from the different ethnic groups. As in the data of Connor et al. (2004), Leslie (2005)
and Elias and Jones (2006), graduates from every ethnic minority were less likely to obtain good
degrees than were White graduates. In particular, the proportion of graduates who were awarded
good degrees was lower in the case of Asian students (47.8%) than in the case of White students
(64.9%), and lower still in the case of Black students (37.9%).
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To compare trends obtained with different levels of performance or different selection
criteria, one can compute odds ratios. If the probability of the members of Group 1 exhibiting a
particular outcome is p (e.g. 0.60), then the odds of this are p/(1 – p) (i.e. 0.60/0.40 or 1.50). If
the probability of the members of Group 2 exhibiting that outcome is q (e.g. 0.70), then the odds
of this are q/(1 – q) (i.e. 0.70/0.30 = 2.33). The ratio between these odds is 1.50/2.33 = 0.64. In
other words, the odds of the members of Group 1 exhibiting the relevant outcome are 64% of the
odds of the members of Group 2 exhibiting that outcome. Odds ratios vary from 0 (when p = 0 or
q = 1) to infinity (when p = 1 or q = 0), and an odds ratio of 1 means that there is no difference in
the odds of the two groups’ members exhibiting the outcome (when p = q).

The odds ratio comparing the likelihood of Asian and White students being awarded a good
degree was 0.50. The odds ratio comparing the likelihood of Black and White students being
awarded a good degree was 0.33. In other words, the odds of an Asian student obtaining a good
degree were half those of a White student, and the odds of a Black student obtaining a good degree
were only a third of those of a White student. The corresponding odds ratios for the data reported
by Connor et al. (2004) from 2001–02 were 0.51 and 0.34, respectively. Thus, the differences in
attainment that were identified by Connor et al. appear to be highly consistent from one academic
year to another.

However, an explanation based on ‘more means worse’ (Leslie 2005) does not seem to fit the
current situation. An increase in the participation rate from 38% to 60% (in Asian students) or
61% (in Black students) might conceivably account for the dramatic reduction in academic

Table 1. Percentage frequency distributions of classified honours degrees awarded by UK institutions of 
higher education in 2004–05 to UK-domiciled students from 11 ethnic groups.

Degree classes

Ethnic group n I II(i) II(ii) III Good

White 195,120 12.9 52.0 31.1 4.1 64.9
Mixed 3,895 10.9 50.5 34.1 4.5 61.4

Asian or Asian British
Indian 9,845 8.0 42.1 41.7 8.2 50.1
Pakistani 4,695 5.4 36.7 47.2 10.7 42.1
Bangladeshi 1,550 5.1 38.2 46.8 9.9 43.3
Asian Other 2,455 8.1 44.2 39.9 7.9 52.3
Overall 18,545 7.1 40.7 43.3 9.0 47.8

Black or Black British
Black Caribbean 2,485 3.3 36.8 49.8 10.1 40.1
Black African 4,405 3.9 32.7 50.0 13.4 36.6
Black Other 690 4.1 33.9 49.0 13.0 38.0
Overall 7,580 3.7 34.2 49.8 12.3 37.9

Chinese or other ethnic group
Chinese 2,605 8.5 42.0 39.5 9.9 50.5
Other 1,770 9.3 42.1 40.1 8.5 51.4
Overall 4,375 8.8 42.0 39.8 9.4 50.9

Not known 11,785 9.0 40.8 39.0 11.2 49.8

Note: I, first-class honours; II(i), upper second-class honours; II(ii), lower second-class honours; III, third-class honours; 
Good, good degrees (first class or upper second class).
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performance depicted in Table 1. Nevertheless, the participation rate is essentially identical in
Asian and Black students, and yet the performance of Black students is markedly poorer than that
of Asian students. The odds ratio comparing the likelihood of Black and Asian students being
awarded a good degree was 0.67 both for the data in Table 1 and for the data of Connor et al.
(2004); in other words, the odds of a Black student being awarded a good degree are only two-
thirds of those of an Asian student.

In the following analyses, the data took the form of multi-way contingency tables, that were
examined using logit loglinear analysis and logistic regression. Nevertheless, the results will be
presented in an informal manner to facilitate comprehension. Because of the relatively small
numbers of graduates from some ethnic groups, they were simply classified into the six major
categories from the 2001 Census, and graduates of Mixed, Chinese or other ethnicity were then
combined into a single ‘Other’ group, leaving five distinct categories. Table 2 shows certain
demographic characteristics of the students in these groups, and Table 3 relates the proportion of
students from different groups who were awarded good degrees to those demographic character-
istics. Students whose ethnicity was not known are included in these tables for comparative
purposes, but they were excluded from the statistical analyses.

Age

Information about age was available for all but 155 of the graduates. Their ages on 31 July 2005
varied from 17 to 74, with a mean of 24.7 years and a median of 22 years. They were classified
into the six age bands shown in Tables 2 and 3. Within each age band, Asian and Black graduates
were less likely to obtain good degrees than were White graduates. However, Table 3 shows that

Table 2. Percentage frequency distributions by age, gender, entry qualifications and mode of study for 
UK-domiciled students awarded degrees by UK institutions in 2004–05.

White Asian Black Other Unknown

Age (years)
Under 21 2.8 3.1 1.7 3.1 0.9
21–24 77.3 85.0 54.2 79.7 52.7
25–29 6.8 7.5 16.2 8.6 16.0
30–39 6.7 3.0 17.2 5.7 15.5
40–49 4.6 1.1 9.1 2.3 10.5
50 and over 1.8 0.3 1.6 0.6 4.4

Gender
Female 57.6 54.0 61.9 56.4 57.3
Male 42.4 46.0 38.1 43.6 42.7

Entry qualifications (tariff points)
200 or less 18.1 31.0 40.1 20.5 25.6
201–280 22.8 24.4 27.9 23.0 26.3
281–340 19.8 16.3 15.7 18.8 16.8
341–420 21.6 16.2 11.4 17.7 18.9
More than 420 17.8 12.2 4.9 19.9 12.4

Mode of study
Full time 91.3 92.6 83.5 93.6 79.4
Part time 8.7 7.4 16.5 6.4 20.6
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these trends become more pronounced with advancing age. The odds ratio comparing the
likelihood of Asian and White students obtaining a good degree was 0.75 in those aged under 21,
but only 0.17 in those aged 50 years and over. Similarly, the odds ratio comparing the likelihood
of Black and White students obtaining a good degree was 0.62 in those aged under 21, but only
0.11 in those aged 50 years and over.

Gender

Information about gender was available for all of the graduates. It is known that women are gener-
ally more likely to obtain good degrees than are men, although this does not arise at all ages or in
all subjects of study (see Richardson and Woodley 2003). For both women and men, Asian and
Black graduates were less likely to obtain good degrees than were White graduates. However,
Table 3 shows that these trends were more pronounced in women than in men. The odds ratio
comparing the likelihood of Asian and White students obtaining a good degree was 0.47 in
women but 0.54 in men. Similarly, the odds ratio comparing the likelihood of Black and White
students obtaining a good degree was 0.31 in women but 0.35 in men.

Entry qualifications

Students are admitted to higher education institutions in the UK with a wide variety of prior qual-
ifications. In 2002 the Universities and Colleges Admissions Service introduced a tariff system
to assign a numerical score to each applicant based on their level of achievement in different types
of qualifications. Although not ideal, it is generally seen as an improvement on the previous

Table 3. Percentage of good degrees awarded by UK institutions in 2004–05 to students from different 
ethnic groups by age, gender, entry qualifications and mode of study.

White Asian Black Other Unknown

Age (years)
Under 21 62.2 55.3 50.4 61.3 66.7
21–24 64.5 48.7 41.6 57.0 47.7
25–29 63.7 36.9 33.4 46.6 45.0
30–39 68.4 44.8 34.3 54.3 54.5
40–49 68.8 43.4 31.6 47.4 55.2
50 and over 65.7 24.6 18.0 54.7 59.9

Gender
Female 67.5 49.3 39.4 59.2 52.9
Male 61.2 46.0 35.4 51.4 45.6

Entry qualifications (tariff points)
200 or less 46.4 33.4 30.8 39.7 40.2
201–280 55.0 48.3 47.5 50.0 53.3
281–340 67.1 58.6 58.7 61.7 61.5
341–420 76.7 69.3 63.3 72.7 76.6
More than 420 84.9 78.6 76.2 78.8 74.4

Mode of study
Full time 65.3 49.5 40.6 57.0 49.3
Part time 59.9 26.7 24.0 39.4 51.8
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arrangement (which coded different qualifications separately), and more than 90% of entrants to
higher education are assigned tariff scores. However, tariff scores were not available for graduates
who began their studies before 2002, and thus the database used in this study lacked information
about entry qualifications for graduates whose programmes had lasted longer than three years
(including all those who had studied on a part-time basis). Nevertheless, the database is entirely
appropriate for assessing whether variations in entry qualifications are responsible, in whole or
in part, for variations in the academic achievement of students from different ethnic groups.

The total tariff scores for the remaining 104,230 students varied from 10 to 960, with a mean
of 312.6 points and a median of 310 points. These graduates were classified into the five tariff
bands shown in Tables 2 and 3, corresponding roughly to quintiles in the overall distribution of
scores. Within each tariff band, Asian and Black graduates were less likely to obtain good degrees
than were White graduates. However, these trends varied in a non-linear manner with the tariff
score. The odds ratio comparing the likelihood of Asian and White students obtaining a good
degree was lowest (0.58) in graduates with tariff scores of 200 points or less and highest (0.76)
in those with tariff scores of 201–280 points. Similarly, the odds ratio comparing the likelihood
of Black and White students obtaining a good degree was lowest (0.51) in graduates with tariff
scores of 200 points or less and highest (0.74) in those with tariff scores of 201–280 points. There
are two interesting features of these results.

The first is that even the lowest of these odds ratios is higher than those calculated earlier
without taking the tariff score into account. In other words, one major reason why Asian and
Black graduates are less likely to obtain good degrees than White graduates is that Asian and
Black graduates tend to have lower tariff scores at the time of their entry into higher education,
and that the likelihood of any student obtaining a good degree varies directly with their tariff
score. This confirms Leslie’s (2005) suggestion that ethnic minority students are less likely to
obtain good degrees in part because they are less well qualified on entering higher education.
Nevertheless, that the odds ratios within each tariff band are all substantially less than 1 implies
that variations in entry qualifications are only partly responsible for the underachievement of
ethnic minority students in higher education.

Even so, the range of the odds ratios just described is very similar in Black and Asian students.
Indeed, the odds ratio comparing the likelihood of Black and Asian students obtaining a good
degree, statistically controlling for the variations in tariff scores, was 0.91, which was not
significantly different from 1. In other words, differences in entry qualifications are primarily
responsible for the trend for Black students to be less likely to obtain good degrees than Asian
students. This is not to say that there are no residual differences between Black and Asian students
in the likelihood of obtaining a good degree: there may indeed be genuine differences that are
masked or suppressed by uncontrolled variations in other demographic variables. This possibility
will be addressed later in this article by a logistic regression analysis that takes a wide range of
variables into account.

Mode of study

Students who study on a part-time basis are less likely to obtain good degrees than are those who
study on a full-time basis, although again this pattern does not arise at all ages or in all subjects
of study (see Richardson and Woodley 2003). Table 3 shows that, for both full-time and part-time
study, Asian and Black graduates were less likely to obtain good degrees than White graduates.
However, the trend for ethnic minority students to be less likely to obtain good degrees was more
pronounced following part-time study than following full-time study. The odds ratio comparing
the likelihood of Asian and White students obtaining a good degree was 0.52 following full-time
study, but only 0.24 following part-time study. Similarly, the odds ratio comparing the likelihood
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of Black and White students obtaining a good degree was 0.36 following full-time study, but only
0.21 following part-time study.

Subject of study

The programmes being taken by these graduates were classified into the 19 major subject areas
used by HESA. Students taking programmes in two different subjects in a balanced or major/
minor split, or three different subjects in a balanced split were apportioned to the relevant
subjects. Other students taking programmes across two or more subjects that did not fall within
one of the other 18 subject areas were assigned to a ‘Combined’ category. Table 4 shows the
proportions of students from different ethnic groups who had graduated in these 19 subject areas,
and Table 5 shows the proportion of students from different ethnic groups who were awarded
good degrees in each of the subject areas.

Asian and Black graduates were less likely to obtain good degrees than were White graduates
in every subject of study, but the trend was more pronounced in some subjects than others. The
odds ratio comparing the likelihood of Asian and White students obtaining a good degree varied
between 0.25 for the students who had taken combined degrees and 0.82 for the students who had
studied medicine and dentistry. The odds ratio comparing the likelihood of Black and White
students obtaining a good degree varied between 0.25 for the students who had taken combined
degrees and 0.88 for the few students who had studied agriculture.

Are ethnic minority students more likely to choose subjects in which good degrees are less
likely to be awarded, as Leslie (2005) suggested? Since ethnic minority students are less likely to
obtain good degrees than White students, the proportion of ethnic minority students will influence
the overall proportion of good degrees awarded. This question therefore needs to be addressed by

Table 4. Percentage frequency distributions by subject of study for UK-domiciled students awarded 
degrees by UK institutions in 2004–05.

White Asian Black Other Unknown

Medicine & dentistry 0.4 1.7 0.4 1.4 0.3
Allied to medicine 8.6 11.0 12.0 6.6 17.3
Biological sciences 10.8 7.9 6.8 9.0 7.1
Veterinary science 0.1 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.1
Agriculture 0.9 0.1 0.1 0.3 0.6
Physical sciences 5.1 2.3 1.5 3.6 3.3
Mathematical sciences 1.8 2.7 0.8 2.5 0.9
Computer science 4.7 18.3 11.6 9.0 6.9
Engineering & technology 5.2 5.4 5.3 6.4 4.7
Architecture 2.0 1.1 1.6 2.1 2.9
Social studies 9.9 9.7 12.0 10.6 11.9
Law 4.3 8.0 8.7 6.0 4.5
Business & administrative studies 11.0 18.9 18.4 15.1 12.4
Mass communications 3.3 1.9 4.0 3.0 2.7
Languages 8.3 2.9 3.4 7.3 5.1
Historical & philosophical studies 6.8 1.8 1.4 3.4 4.7
Creative arts & design 11.9 4.3 8.7 11.7 8.9
Education 4.3 1.5 2.6 1.4 4.3
Combined 0.6 0.4 0.6 0.5 1.3
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comparing the proportion of ethnic minority students taking each subject and the proportion of
good degrees awarded to White students alone. Of those students whose ethnicity was known, the
proportion of graduates from ethnic minorities varied from 2.9% in agriculture to 35.9% in medi-
cine and dentistry; and the proportion of White graduates who obtained good degrees varied from
56.3% in education to 90.4% in medicine and dentistry. Across the 19 subject areas, the correla-
tion coefficient between these two measures was +0.24, which was not statistically significant.
Medicine and dentistry was an apparent outlier, and the 18 remaining subjects yielded a negative
correlation of −0.26, but this was still not significant. There is consequently no support for the
idea that ethnic minority students are more likely to choose subjects in which good degrees are
less likely to be awarded.

Institution

Variations in the proportion of good degrees awarded across different institutions of higher
education in the UK have been clearly documented, and appear to be independent of the ‘mix’ of
subjects taught at any particular institution (Johnes and Taylor 1990: 105–8, 114; see also
Bourner 1987: 52–3). Even greater variation can occur across departments that teach the same
subject within different institutions. Evidence of this has been obtained in the case of economics
(Nevin 1972), geography (Chapman 1994) and psychology (Connolly and Smith 1986; Smith
1990). This raises the possibility that the tendency for attainment to be lower among students
from ethnic minorities also varies across different institutions.

Leman (1999) reported the classes of degree awarded by the University of Cambridge in 1997
and 1998 to 3914 students whose ethnicity was known. Out of 3506 White students, 2806 (or

Table 5. Percentage of good degrees awarded by UK institutions in 2004–05 to students from different 
ethnic groups by subject of study.

White Asian Black Other Unknown

Medicine & dentistry 90.4 88.6 * 86.4 *
Allied to medicine 65.5 53.2 38.3 61.3 52.7
Biological sciences 63.6 50.3 39.1 55.6 45.1
Veterinary science 79.6 * * * *
Agriculture 58.7 * * * 62.9
Physical sciences 63.9 50.1 41.6 52.2 51.0
Mathematical sciences 66.5 53.8 39.3 60.1 47.7
Computer science 62.5 44.0 38.1 50.0 39.7
Engineering & technology 65.9 49.1 45.5 51.9 50.6
Architecture 58.9 36.1 40.7 45.0 49.3
Social studies 64.7 49.9 37.6 57.0 54.4
Law 63.6 44.4 34.6 58.6 38.7
Business & administrative studies 59.6 41.8 32.1 45.7 41.3
Mass communications 64.9 48.6 38.2 57.8 42.8
Languages 74.4 59.3 55.8 72.6 64.2
Historical & philosophical studies 73.1 59.2 53.3 75.4 63.9
Creative arts & design 63.9 44.7 35.9 52.3 50.1
Education 56.3 40.4 32.7 47.8 52.3
Combined 62.5 29.7 * * 45.9

*Based on 52 graduates or fewer and therefore suppressed as potentially unreliable.
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80.0%) had gained good degrees; out of 258 Asian students, 195 (or 75.6%) had gained good
degrees; and out of 32 Black students, 20 (or 62.5%) had gained good degrees. The odds ratio
comparing the likelihood of Asian and White students obtaining a good degree was 0.77, and the
odds ratio comparing the likelihood of Black and White students obtaining a good degree was
0.42. These figures are higher than those calculated earlier from the national data shown in Table 1.

The present data set consisted of graduates from 163 institutions of higher education, but the
interpretation of these data is not straightforward. There were some institutions where Asian or
Black students were as likely or almost as likely to obtain good degrees as White students, but
these were typically institutions with small numbers of ethnic minority students. The results
might therefore have represented chance variations rather than genuine departures from the
underlying trend. This problem was handled in two ways: by focusing on those institutions with
larger numbers of Asian and Black students; and by combining all of the institutions into larger
categories.

For the 76 institutions with 50 or more Asian graduates, the odds ratio comparing the
likelihood of obtaining good degrees in Asian and White students varied between 0.23 and 0.85.
For the 37 institutions with 50 or more Black graduates, the odds ratio comparing the likelihood
of obtaining good degrees in Black and White students varied between 0.14 and 0.79. In other
words, the relative likelihood of ethnic minority students obtaining good degrees varied greatly
across different institutions. Nevertheless, Asian and Black students were always less likely to
obtain good degrees than were White students whenever their numbers were sufficiently large to
permit sensible comparisons to be made.

The entire population of 163 institutions was classified into five categories: the ‘Russell
group’ (the group of research-intensive universities established before 1992), other pre-1992
universities, post-1992 universities (mainly former polytechnics that had acquired degree-award-
ing powers since 1992), specialist institutions (such as colleges of agriculture, art, medicine or
music) and colleges of higher education. Table 6 shows the proportions of students from different
ethnic groups who had graduated from these different categories of institution, and Table 7 shows
the proportion of students from different ethnic groups who had been awarded good degrees by
each category of institution.

Asian and Black graduates were less likely to obtain good degrees than were White graduates
at each type of institution, but the trend was more pronounced at some types of institution than
others. The odds ratio comparing the likelihood of Asian and White students obtaining a good
degree varied between 0.42 at post-1992 universities and 0.59 at Russell-group universities; and
the odds ratio comparing the likelihood of Black and White students obtaining a good degree
varied between 0.35 at post-1992 universities and 0.44 at Russell-group universities. The post-
1992 universities are commonly thought to have a greater commitment to providing opportunities
for ethnic minority students (e.g. Shiner and Modood 2002), but these results suggest that they
are the least successful in enabling such students to obtain good degrees.

Table 6. Percentage frequency distributions by type of institution for UK-domiciled students awarded 
degrees by UK institutions in 2004–05.

White Asian Black Other Unknown

Russell group 24.0 21.5 10.2 29.6 16.2
Other pre-1992 universities 27.1 23.0 17.7 21.6 26.7
Post-1992 universities 35.0 49.0 62.2 38.1 47.3
Specialist institutions 4.1 2.8 4.2 5.5 3.0
Colleges of higher education 9.9 3.6 5.7 5.3 6.7
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Logistic regression

A logistic regression analysis was used to identify the underlying differences in the academic
attainment of students from different ethnic groups when other variables had been taken into
account. The dependent variable was whether or not each student had obtained a good degree; the
predictors were age, gender, entry qualifications, type of institution, subject of study and ethnic-
ity, as defined previously. For each predictor, the first value was defined as a reference category,
and Table 8 shows the odds ratios comparing each of the remaining values with the reference
category. Thus, for example, the odds of a student aged 21–24 years being awarded a good degree
were 1.22 times those of a student aged under 21 being awarded a good degree when the effects
of the other predictor variables had been statistically controlled.

All the odds ratios were significantly different from 1, with the exception of the value of 0.80
obtained in the case of graduates in creative arts and design. In particular, when the effects of the
other predictor variables had been statistically controlled, the odds of an Asian student being
awarded a good degree were 71% of those of a White student, whereas the odds of a Black student
being awarded a good degree were 60% of those of a White student. Moreover, the odds ratio
comparing the likelihood of Black and Asian students obtaining a good degree was 0.84, which
also was significantly different from 1. Contrary to the apparent implications of the initial analy-
sis of the role of entry qualifications, Black students were less likely to obtain good degrees than
Asian students when the effects of other predictor variables had been statistically controlled.

Discussion

The present study has confirmed the pattern of results obtained by Connor et al. (1996, 2004),
Owen et al. (2000), Naylor and Smith (2004), Leslie (2005) and Elias and Jones (2006) in which
graduates from ethnic minorities are less likely to be awarded good degrees by UK institutions of
higher education than are White students. In particular, the odds of an Asian student obtaining a
good degree are half of those of a White student obtaining a good degree, and the odds of a Black
student obtaining a good degree are only a third of those of a White student obtaining a good
degree. These figures are obtained even if they are based solely on students who have been
awarded classified honours degrees, ignoring unclassified degrees and those awarded without
honours. They are stable over time and seem to be an endemic characteristic of UK higher
education.

Consistent with the results described by Leslie (2005), these disparities in attainment are
partly attributable to differences in students’ qualifications on entry into higher education. (It
would be useful to confirm this when there is more complete coverage of graduates’ tariff scores.)
One might indeed argue that the underachievement of adults from ethnic minorities in higher
education is a legacy of their underachievement as children in secondary education (Ogbu 1978).
The trend for ethnic minority students to be less likely to obtain good degrees is also greater in

Table 7. Percentage of good degrees awarded by UK institutions in 2004–05 to students from different 
ethnic groups by type of institution.

White Asian Black Other Unknown

Russell group 76.6 65.8 59.2 69.5 65.5
Other pre-1992 universities 67.2 54.6 53.2 58.5 54.7
Post-1992 universities 58.9 38.7 33.3 45.8 42.5
Specialist institutions 61.7 47.6 39.1 56.6 58.0
Colleges of higher education 52.3 33.6 31.6 39.7 39.8
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older students than in younger students, in women than in men, in part-time students than in full-
time students, in some academic subjects than others, and at post-1992 universities than at
Russell-group universities. The effects of these variables on academic achievement have been
documented in previous research (Johnes and Taylor 1990; Richardson and Woodley 2003).
Nevertheless, even when the effects of these other variables are taken into account, students from
ethnic minorities are substantially and significantly less likely to obtain good degrees than are
White students.

Perhaps ethnic minority students are more likely to encounter discriminatory teaching and
assessment practices, or more subtle exclusionary attitudes and behaviour on the part of teachers
or other students (Osler 1999). Connor et al. (2001) interviewed final-year full-time students at
15 UK institutions about their choice of subject and institution. Ethnic minority students produced
lower satisfaction ratings, and were more likely to feel that they had made the wrong choice of
institution. Asian students were also less likely to be satisfied with their choice of subject than
White or Black students. Connor et al. argued that these differences were influenced by the
specific subject taken and the type of institution attended (23–6). A follow-up study of these
students two years later obtained similar findings, but the variations among different ethnic
groups were not statistically significant (Pollard et al. 2004: 109).

Table 8. Results of logistic regression analysis carried out on the likelihood of obtaining a good degree

Variable Odds ratio Variable Odds ratio

Age (years) Subject of study
Under 21 * Medicine & dentistry *
21–24 1.22 Allied to medicine 0.50
25–29 3.08 Biological sciences 0.56
30–39 6.29 Veterinary science 0.34
40–49 7.87 Agriculture 0.51
50 and over 6.03 Physical sciences 0.40

Mathematical sciences 0.32
Gender Computer science 0.63

Female * Engineering & technology 0.52
Male 0.71 Architecture 0.43

Social studies 0.54
Entry qualifications Law 0.42

200 points or less * Business studies 0.54
201–280 points 1.57 Mass communications 0.73
281–340 points 2.53 Languages 0.72
341–420 points 3.95 Historical studies 0.73
More than 420 points 6.75 Creative arts & design 0.80

Education 0.44
Institution type Combined 0.56

Russell group *
Other pre-1992 universities 0.83 Ethnicity
Post-1992 universities 0.80 White *
Specialist institutions 0.72 Asian 0.71
Colleges of higher education 0.62 Black 0.60

Other 0.77

*Reference category.
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Connor et al. (2004) interviewed another sample of final-year full-time students at 29 institu-
tions. They concluded that ‘there was no consistent message from our student survey that any
group of minority students felt more disadvantaged than White students, as most of the views
expressed were very much part and parcel of university life at many institutions’ (80). A follow-
up study carried out a year later found little variation among ethnic groups in the perceived
benefits of higher education. Both Asian and Black students seemed to be less satisfied with their
choices of programme and institution, but Connor et al. suggested that this reflected the difficul-
ties that they had encountered in moving into the labour market (xviii).

Another source of information about students’ experiences is the UK National Student
Survey, which was launched early in 2005 as an annual survey of final-year undergraduates. A
pilot survey had been carried out in 2003 with a large sample of recent graduates, and some results
were presented by Richardson (2004). These included the evaluation of an instrument consisting
of 19 items in seven scales measuring various aspects of teaching, and responses to this question-
naire were obtained from 14,789 graduates. They were classified into four broad ethnic catego-
ries, and these showed significant differences on four of the seven scales. In general, White
students tended to produce more favourable ratings of their programmes than did Asian or Black
students. Nevertheless, the magnitude of these differences was relatively slight, and they only
achieved statistical significance because of the very large sample size.

In short, there is little evidence that the experiences of Asian and Black students in UK higher
education are sufficiently inferior to those of White students to explain the marked variation in
their degree performance. This does not, however, rule out factors related to their broader social
and cultural context, such as how much support students received from their families, friends and
community, and (in the case of part-time students) their employers. Yet another possibility is that
variations in the academic attainment of students from different ethnic groups arise from varia-
tions in the quality of their learning itself. This idea might be investigated by means of question-
naire surveys to measure variations in study behaviour. A number of researchers have
investigated cross-cultural differences in approaches to studying, but only a few have considered
variations among ethnic groups within the same country.

One study in the USA found no overall difference between Black and White students in terms
of their self-reported study habits (Nettles 1988: 26). Meyer, Cliff, and Dunn (1994) and Meyer,
Dunne, and Sass (1992) considered those of Black students entering universities in apartheid-era
South Africa. They suggested that many of these students were doubly disadvantaged, in that they
not only had a disadvantaged school background but also showed ineffective forms of study
behaviour that could only be modified by individually focused interventions. More recently,
Watkins et al. (2003) compared Black and White adolescents at two desegregated schools in post-
apartheid South Africa, and found no sign of any difference either in their adoption of a deep
approach to learning or in their academic motivation more generally. Much research needs to be
done to investigate this issue in the UK, for instance, by comparing conceptions of learning and
approaches to studying in White students and in students from ethnic minorities.

Nevertheless, there is a good deal that institutions of higher education can do without waiting
for the results of this research. At present, much that passes for ‘ethnic monitoring’ in UK higher
education is often little more than ‘ethnic enumeration’: simply counting students on entry to (and
occasionally also on exit from) their programmes of study. In particular, the currently laudable
aim of ‘widening participation’ is often discussed solely in terms of access to higher education,
with no reference to the students’ subsequent attainment (e.g. Murphy and Fleming 2003;
Osborne 2003). True ethnic monitoring goes far beyond mere enumeration to encompass all
aspects of the students’ attainment and experience (Bird 1996: 73, 91–2).

Moreover, equal participation is not simply about gaining access to higher education, but also
about achieving parity in terms of educational outcomes. This principle has been taken seriously
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in the USA through the exploration of new forms of teaching, assessment and curriculum design,
as well as the recognition of cultural diversity, and this has had beneficial results for all students
and not just those from ethnic minorities (Boylan 2004). In the UK, institutions of higher educa-
tion need to monitor the academic attainment of students from all ethnic groups at both the course
and programme level and to provide them with guidance and support to ensure that they can study
in an appropriate and effective manner, and thereby have an equal chance of bringing their studies
to a successful conclusion.
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