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Addressing racial inequalities in higher education:
equity, inclusion and social justice
Kalwant Bhopal

School of Education, University of Birmingham, Birmingham, UK

ABSTRACT
Inequalities in higher education continue to exist in access to certain types of
universities and in degree attainment. Despite significant changes in policy
making and the student body such inequalities remain pervasive. In this
essay, I explore how inequalities in access to elite universities continue to
exist for those from black and minority ethnic backgrounds, in both the UK
and the USA. I suggest that gaining a place at an elite university is related to
access to social and cultural capital. In order to address these inequalities, we
must question and challenge a system that values class and status which
continues to serve the needs of the few rather than the many.
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Inequalities in higher education continue to exist in access to certain types of
universities and in degree attainment. Despite significant changes in policy
making and the student body such inequalities remain pervasive. The type
of university students attend and the classification of degree they achieve
have a significant impact on transitions from university and access to the
labour market – which affect social mobility. Recent evidence suggests that
there has been an increase in the numbers of black and ethnic minority stu-
dents attending universities in the UK – and in the USA – but there are clear
ethnic differences in the types of universities they attend (Equality Challenge
Unit [ECU] 2016; Warikoo 2016).

The increase in the numbers of Black and minority ethnic students attend-
ing universities in the last ten years has been significant, with recent statistics
showing that the greatest increase has been in the numbers of black students
attending (ECU 2016). However, black students are less likely to receive a first
class degree compared to their white peers and they are less likely to attend
elite, Russell Group universities (Equality and Human Rights Commission
[EHRC] 2016). In 2016, the Independent Schools Council estimated that 6.5
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per cent of school children in the UK attended independent schools com-
pared to 93 per cent who attended state schools, yet of those attending inde-
pendent schools a total of 40 per cent secured a place at Oxbridge (http://
www.bbc.co.uk/education-37250916).

In the USA, recent statistics suggest that there has been an increase in the
numbers of minority black and ethnic groups who are attending universities.
In 2014, a total of 17.3 million undergraduate students were attending univer-
sities, of these 9.6 million were white, 3.0 million were Hispanic, 2.4 million
were black, 1.0 million were Asian, 0.1 million were America Indian/Alaska
Native and 0.1 were Pacific Islander. Between 2000 and 2014, there has
been an increase in the numbers of Hispanic students attending universities
(the numbers have more than doubled from 1.4 to 3.0 million). Those attend-
ing from black backgrounds also increased by 57 per cent (from 1.5 to 2.4
million) and the participation of white students increased by 7 per cent
(from 9.0 to 9.6 million) (http://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/indicator_cha.asp).

As in the UK, there is evidence to suggest that elite universities in the USA
are dominated by white students. Black African American and Latino students
remain underrepresented in elite universities, in particular, black and Latino
students are underrepresented in Harvard, Brown and other selective univer-
sities (Reardon, Baker, and Klasik 2012). Given the persistence of such inequal-
ities in both the USA and UK, it is important to ask, why do these inequalities
persist despite significant changes in the study body? In her new book, The
Diversity Bargain: And Other Dilemmas of Race, Admissions and Meritocracy at
Elite Universities, Natasha K. Warikoo explores how elite universities have
inclusive policies in place, yet those from black and minority ethnic back-
grounds continue to be disadvantaged in access to elite universities.
Warikoo suggests that the main ideals of success in the USA are founded
on the belief in a meritocracy – that is to say that individuals should be
rewarded for their achievements in which merit serves as a democratic
ideal. It can be argued that the concept of meritocracy as one that is used
to reproduce and legitimise class privilege or indeed a system that enables
those already in positions of power to maintain their elite position and
ensure that it is passed down from one generation to the next. But Warikoo
suggests that Americans are more likely than others to believe that their
society rewards merit which is defined by success in higher education. This
in turn, will determine one’s income and position in the labour market, and
in society more generally.

Warikoo explores unequal access to elite universities through the use of
“race frames”. Race frames are different ways of seeing the world through
lenses. They explain how we observe, interpret and respond to the world
around us. Our race frames are influenced by various different factors which
include our history and our family experiences. Race frames can change
over time and universities play a key role in shaping race frames, hence
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they contribute to how we see the world and how we interpret it. Warikoo
draws on four race frames; colour-blindness, diversity, power analysis and a
culture of poverty.

A colour blind race frame is based on a perspective that ignores the role
that race plays in perpetuating inequalities in society, despite evidence
which suggests that this is the case in all areas of life. A diversity race frame
views race as a cultural identity that shapes an individual’s worldview and
their cultural practices in positive ways. This race frame views people and cul-
tural practices in positive ways and as members of racial and ethnic groups
which are assumed to influence their cultural practices and ways of under-
standing the world. A power analysis is one that views the significance of
race in society according to unequal power relations between different
groups. It emphasizes the ways in which power operates through different
racial inequalities. A culture of poverty race frame explores how the disadvan-
tages faced by minority ethnic groups stem from a belief in different cultural
characteristics that are attributed to the groups by the majority culture.
Warikoo suggests that understanding the different race frames that students
use is essential to understanding how they themselves understand and justify
a system of meritocracy.

Warikoo’s research argues that in elite universities in the USA, students are
aware that racial diversity is important for their learning experiences, whilst
they are at college. Furthermore, some even suggest that diversity pro-
grammes should be explicitly used in order that students can understand
the roots and effects of racial inequality in the US society. Warikoo suggests
that students have complex ideas about admissions processes and most
believe that evaluations of merit should be calibrated according to the appli-
cant’s individual circumstances. White student’s beliefs about race and mer-
itocracy lead to what Warikoo refers to as the “diversity bargain”.

In the USA (unlike in the UK), racial diversity is considered to be one of the
defining features of a university, particularly how universities are ranked in
terms of their curricula and how they address issues of equity and diversity.
Of course in the USA (unlike the UK), affirmative action policies exist in univer-
sities to address discrimination based on race and gender. Many selective
private and public universities use affirmative action policies and there is evi-
dence to suggest that there are significant benefits for all students when affir-
mative action is used (Lowery et al. 2006). In Warikoo’s research, students of
colour expressed support for affirmative action in order to calibrate evalu-
ations of merit and rejected the colour blind frame. Whilst many of the
white students supported affirmative action, they did so as long as it did
not disadvantage them or threaten their position at university. Warikoo
suggests that,
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… there are academic and civil benefits to racial diversity on campus, showing
that cross-racial interactions are associated with increased self-reported intellec-
tual abilities, increased self-reported ability to get along with other race groups,
increased interest in promoting racial understanding, and reduced inter group
prejudice for students of all racial backgrounds. (2016, 18)

Within university practices, a diversity bargain is taking place.

Underrepresented minority students can be admitted under affirmative action
with lower… scores as long as those students then contribute to the edu-
cational experiences of their peers by not getting rewards “over” white peers
and by integrating so that collective merit of the cohort can enrich everyone’s
education. (2016, 14)

This further perpetuates the belief that many white students who attend elite
universities feel that they are there because they have earned their place and
right to be there, rather than a belief that they inherited it. “… the focus on
personal benefits of affirmative action in contrast to a more compensatory
goal ignores the historical and structural discrimination that continues to
affect racial minorities today and suggests that racial inequality and discrimi-
nation are no longer significant” (Warikoo 2016, 111).

When exploring the moral imperatives of diversity, Warikoo focuses on
analysing student’s moral identities. Students own moral identities were
focussed around not being racist which led to particular ways of seeing and
doing. Many of the students were aware of the heightened sense of race
on campus, yet interracial dialogue about race inequality was rare because
of the fear from whites of being seen as racist. As Warikoo pertinently says,

The shame of our collective history, and the desire to avoid identification with
that history leads whites and people of color alike to identify strongly as “not
racist”. This imperative is especially salient for whites, because their white iden-
tities link them to racism historically, hence their status as “not racist” can quickly
be questioned. (2016, 116)

The fear of being seen as racist, indicates that white students are less likely to
interact with students of colour due to their diversity frame, because their
diversity frame suggests that race will shape their world view. Students of
colour are seen as holding authoritative and legitimate views on race, conse-
quently white students feel they are not qualified to define racism,

In other words, the mere fear of being perceived as racist can lead whites to shy
away from interacting with whites… these perceptions are potent because the
stakes are high: behaving or speaking in a racist manner is seen as a moral
failure, akin to the moral failures of slavery and segregation. (Warikoo 2016, 117)

Warikoo suggests that such negative feelings can lead to segregated social
networks on campus which signify the impact of social inequalities in society.
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Warikoo also discusses access to elite universities in the UK such as Oxford.
She argues that like those students in the USA, students in the UK elite univer-
sities also employ race frames; particularly, a colour blind race frame. British
students were less likely than USA students to express positive feelings
about diversity on campus, they were however more than twice as likely to
employ a culture of poverty frame. Warikoo argues that a power analysis
frame was absent at Oxford. She suggests that this may be due to the lack
of institutional support for diversity at Oxford. Students at Oxford supported
the notion of meritocracy and most believed that universities should not con-
sider the background of applicants when making admissions decisions. British
students did not support affirmative action whether by race or class. Rather,
students at Oxford tended to frame meritocracy in the language of absolute,
individual merit.

Unfortunately, the lack of expectation that the university will accommodate
non-traditional students and their needs maintains a model for meritocracy at
Oxford that reproduces social inequality. In other words, students imagined
no role for Oxford in changing the pattern of minority and working class
under enrolment and left it to the broader British society and education
system to address the problem. (Warikoo 2016, 158)

According to Warikoo’s research, the majority of white respondents in the USA
spoke about a process of reverse discrimination in which they felt those from
minority backgrounds were given special treatment. However, white students
at Oxford did not feel the same moral imperative as students in the USA to
appear non-racist or to fear the moral judgement of being racist. Warikoo
argues that the different race frames that students navigate in the UK and
the USA are used to defend the legitimacy of admissions criteria used at
elite universities, as well as affirmative action and enabling students to
make sense of what they see as being fair and just. Many students at
Oxford felt that it was the primary and secondary education systems that
were at fault in contributing to the under representation of minority students
at elite universities, rather than Oxbridge itself.

What is clear in Warikoo’s study is that elite universities in the USA are seen
as examples of meritocracy. There is a belief that competition to attend elite
universities is based on the belief that the system is fair and just. Whilst there
is clear support for the system, there is also a lack of acknowledgement of the
disadvantages that some students experience. By seeing the admissions
process as being fair, students do not see the inequalities it perpetuates.
The admissions system fuels a belief in fairness and vulnerability, whilst vir-
tually guaranteeing privileged students a place to study at an elite selective
university.

However, what is needed is a much fairer system of admissions which
addresses merit, equity and inclusion. Warikoo suggests that firstly, we
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must be clear in how we define the goals of meritocracy, secondly, we must
address issues of race in admissions processes and thirdly, we must recognize
that the process of meritocracy will always be incomplete. In the USA, cali-
bration should be according to race, class and other circumstances in affirma-
tive action, whereas in the UK we need a closer examination of the interview
process to address bias at elite universities. For example, gaining a place at
Oxbridge is not just about achieving the correct “A” level entrance grades,
this is just part of the process. Warikoo also suggests that students have a
responsibility themselves to think about and engage in issues of racial
inequality, discrimination and power in elite universities in order that they
themselves can develop tools for engagement and dialogue across racial
lines. Finally Warikoo reminds us that a process of meritocracy will never be
completely democratic, rather it will always be partial. Warikoo argues for a
radical shift in the admissions process by adopting a lottery system. This is
highly unlikely given the privileges associated with attending an elite univer-
sity, furthermore, those from white middle-class backgrounds are hardly likely
to give up their position of privilege and entitlement to one that is open to the
many rather than the few.

As discussed, there is evidence to suggest that black and minority ethnic
groups remain disadvantaged and experience discrimination in relation to
their representation at elite, Russell Group universities. Elite universities
work to maintain and protect their position of elitism and power. Conse-
quently, they maintain their status by representing themselves as white and
middle class, spaces reserved for those who are just like them. Inequalities
in admissions processes such as unconscious bias maintain and preserve
elite universities as the preserve of the white middle class. Indeed, it is not
just the admissions processes that fail black and minority ethnic students. A
recent report found that many black students feel rejected and let down by
higher education institutions, particularly in relation to the Eurocentric curri-
culum, biased marking practices and hate crime on campuses, particularly
racism (Bouattia, 2015).

Universities must listen to and address the challenges that black and min-
ority ethnic students face in higher education. There is ample evidence to
suggest that black and minority ethnic students’ experience disadvantages
at different stages; from admissions, their experience, whilst at university
and in the class of degree they are awarded. However, few universities
have policies and strategies in place to address these disadvantages. Univer-
sities must address the racism that takes place in their institutions which exists
as part of the social structure of their organizations, and move away from a
deficit focus which blames individuals rather than examining the institutional
racism that forms part of the structures of higher education. A failure to
acknowledge that racism and exclusionary practices exist in higher education,
results in a failure on the part of universities to take action to address such
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practices. Furthermore, universities must consider introducing mandatory
unconscious bias training for all staff, at the very least staff who are involved
in admissions processes such as interviews and other selection processes.

Access to good schools and colleges is related to access to cultural and
social capital which enables the formation of social networks to reinforce
those already in privileged positions to maintain, perpetuate and pass on
these privileges to their children. Access to elite universities will always
remain unequal and will continue to be dominated by elites who feel they
have an entitlement to be there, it is their right and according to them one
that they have earned. If we are to move towards an education system that
values equity and social justice, we have a moral duty as educators to con-
tinue to disrupt and dismantle a system that continues to value class and
status which serves the needs of the few, rather than the many.

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author.

References

Bouattia, M. 2015. “Beyond the Gap: Dismantling Institutional Racism, Decolonising
Education.” In Aiming Higher: Race, Inequality and Diversity in the Academy, edited
by C. Alexander and J. Arday, 24–27. London: Runnymede.

Equality and Human Rights Commission. 2016. Healing a Divided Britain. London: EHRC.
Equality Challenge Unit. 2016. Equality in Higher Education, Students Statistical Report,

2016. London: ECU.
Lowery, B., Miguel M. Unzueta, Eric D. Knowles, and Phillip Atiba Goff. 2006. “Concern

for the in Group and Opposition to Affirmative Action.” Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology 90 (6): 961–974.

Reardon, S., R. Baker, and K. Klasik. 2012. “Race, Income and Enrolment Patterns in
Highly Selective Colleges 1984–2004.” Accessed December 2016. https://cepa.
stanford.sites/default/race%20income%20slective.

Warikoo, N. 2016. The Diversity Bargain: and Other Dilemmas of Race, Admissions and
Meritocracy at Elite Universities. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

ETHNIC AND RACIAL STUDIES 2299

https://cepa.stanford.sites/default/race%20income%20slective
https://cepa.stanford.sites/default/race%20income%20slective

	Abstract
	Disclosure statement
	References


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles false
  /AutoRotatePages /PageByPage
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile ()
  /CalRGBProfile (Adobe RGB \0501998\051)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /sRGB
  /DoThumbnails true
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 524288
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments false
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo false
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings false
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Remove
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages false
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.90
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages false
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.90
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
  /MonoImageResolution 300
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects true
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /ENU ()
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [600 600]
  /PageSize [595.245 841.846]
>> setpagedevice


