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A phenomenographic investigation 
into Black British students’ ‘Sense 
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Objective: What does Imperial Say?

'we will foster an inclusive and diverse community where different 
backgrounds and cultures in staff and students are cherished and 
celebrated, and their different cultural experiences and identities are 
embraced in order to better prepare all students for an increasingly 
diverse and complex future work environment......a culture that 
understands and embodies the values of diversity and inclusivity' (p3)

Buitendijk, 2017

Learning and Teaching Strategy



"What impact does being a ‘minority’ have on Black British student’s sense of 
identity, belonging and ability to achieve at Imperial College?"

Research Question
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Demographics

4 3 1



Educational Histories

Private School

3
Grammar

3
Comprehensive

2

Most common University choice

Oxbridge 6

Most common Course Studied

Medicine 5

Year of study ranged:

Undergraduate  7
Recent graduate 1



Family and Friends



"And I was very stubborn in that identity [Nigerian]

eventually I sort of let go of that and just associating with 

things that I don't, I didn't ascribed to my 

Nigerianess because to me Nigerians are very stubborn....

we work very hard..... we do those sort of things and in 

terms of academia 'We Don't Take That lightly', we 

take that very seriously, it's not a joke". (S3)

Sense of Pride

Heritage

Academic achievement

"It was really amazing I felt that I done my family 

proud, it's one thing being the first to go to university it's 

another thing to be at a prestigious University something 

that you can be proud of and would you walk into a room 

there's a sense of cuz even if they don't know what 

subject you study, it's like a sense of awe, and 

wonderment which I've never received before in my past. 

(S4)

Achievement for the family

So it was really a nice achievement and my 

family were absolutely estatic, estatic

absolutely estatic my mum still brags about 

it here and there (S4)



Being in the minority

Most students report:

• They acknowledge and recognise being in the minority

• 1-5 blacks student in a year group of 200-300.

• Large number of black international students compared to BBS. But 
still not many!! 

• Very few Caribbean students in their class

• Friendship groups tended to be with other ethnic minority groups

• Students tended not to attend union events as they felt they did not 
cater for their cultural needs.



Do I Belong?

"I think in terms of sense of belonging (pause) I'll be 

honest with you I don't feel like I belong in terms of my 

degree, I feel I belong in terms of my societies the 

societies that I join up with."  (S4)

sometimes I don't know in the sense that it doesn't feel like it's an 

institution that's built to favour me, if that makes sense. Just 

because we are a minority, and I have been put in an 

environment which is for them but isn't necessarily for me,  but 

just I'm still lucky to be in that environment, and to try to get the 

same benefits kind of thing so I never say that I feel,  I feel 

comfortable here now like I do feel like I deserve to be here but I 

don't know if I literally say that I belong here if it's the place for 

me and it's the ideal environment for me as a black person because 

we are the minority and the whole institution isn't necessarily built to 

favour us,   as much as other people.“  (S2)

Not built for me

Acknowledgement that it’s a 
privileged to be in this 
environment

Deserve to be here 
but not sure if I 
belong?

(resilience)



Identity

Most students report:

• Being hardworking, highly motivated

• Academic, smart

• Recognition of their blackness and cultural differences



"they're [white-majority] in charge essentially they are 

the big people, they are the senior lecturers, they are the 

ones that will give you the jobs, so you need to be the 

type of black person that they like? Rather than the 

black person that you are, it may be the same but it 

may not be." (S5)

Feeling that they have to self 
regulate in order to accepted 
by the dominant culture

Can I be me?

"so growing up in Nigeria I never 

placed my identity in being black or 

being you know an ethnic minority 

as some would say because I didn't 

think I was a minority everyone around 

me was black so that's not what my 

identity was placed. My identity mainly 

I would say growing up and reflecting 

......was placed on my academic 

performance." (S6)

"that was jarring...one it was cold, but

it was a very big jump.... almost like a

step down in many ways a step-down

in one way, I was used to being

around all mostly black people, and

you are very comfortable in that and I

didn't ever, one thing that I always tell

people is that I didn't realise that I

was black until I got to the UK.“ (S3)

Trans-Atlantic 
transition:

Societal labels



A Safe Place
African Caribbean 

Society
then ACS is a way to relate to other people to like celebrate my 

culture, I guess, and be around other people that are like me. 

(S2)
the African Caribbean Society they're my second family, like 

if I could call them my blood family to that extent I feel that 

that's where my identity lies (S5)

and I thank god that that I have those two families the ACS 

family and a group of friends that I've made in my course 

because honestly without them I don't think I would have 

enjoyed imperial (S5) A place where the student do not feel in 
the  minority. A place were they feel like 

a family



7 Key points from the results:



Sense of identity: The current system has the effect of 
magnifying the minority status of the students and 

requires them to conform to the predominant culture, 
for whom it was designed, if they wish to fit in. 



The high concentration and caliber of students, to 
some extent, stripped away part of their identity i.e. 

their identity based on their academic achievement.

Often only replaced with their sense of isolation (being 
in the visible minority) as a Black British individual.



The current inequality in the admission of black 
students exacerbates the minority status of black 

students. 
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Under-representation of BME staff is a reason why 
students may not have a sense of belonging. Most of 

the student stated that they had only had one or two (if 
any at all) lectures from a black lecturer during their 3-5 

years of studies.

I don’t see anyone like me teaching us!!



They felt the need to show the acceptable face of 
‘Blackness’ as the system was designed to cater for the 

needs of the ‘white’ majority.



Student felt they could only be their authentic self in places where 
there were people of their own cultural heritage i.e. ACS. Places 
where they did not need to constantly explain about their cultural 

difference.



Student felt they could only be their authentic self in places where 
there were people of their own cultural heritage i.e. ACS. Places 
where they did not need to constantly explain about their cultural 

difference.



Student demonstrated resilience and recognize that 
hard work was needed to survive at Imperial. 

Unfortunately, for some the experience was more 
about surviving than thriving.



Recommendations

BAME UG and PG Open day (For Us By Us)

Admission Tutor Training: Admissions bias

Greater Academic Inclusion

Mentoring Programme for first generation students to ‘Demystify the 
Institution’

Visual images of BAME alumni

Host BME events for Early Career 

BAME in Academia: Monthly Lecture Series featuring BAME Academics 



Conclusion

Black British Students develop resilience and 
perseverance founded on the recognition that a 

bicultural competence enables them to navigate the 
obstacles which they encounter throughout the British 

education system.



Conclusion

Their sense of belonging and identity is often focused 
externally to Imperial College or in ‘safe places’ such as 

ACS. 

Despite the recognition of the need to work hard or 
harder than their peers, institutional barrier may 
prevent them from gaining access or achieving 

recognition of their potential.
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