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Abstract
Bangladeshi Pupils: Experiences, Identity and Achievement
S. Walters D.Phil
St Cross College Trinity Term 2003 _

This thesis focuses on the experiences of Bangladeshi pupils attending schools in England in
the context of their perceived underachievement in the English school system. Statistical
studies in the 1970s and 1980s established that Bangladeshi pupils were doing very poorly in
school while later surveys in the 1990s continued to show Bangladeshi pupils as low
achieving. The study explores ‘What is it in the lives, backgrounds and schooling
experiences of Bangladeshi pupils that helps and hinders them in learning and achieving in
the English school system?’ The study also questions the appropriateness of considering

pupils in terms of their ethnicity in relation to achievement.

An ethnographic case study approach was adopted so that the micro-processes of learning
and being a pupil could be examined. Six Bangladeshi children were identified in one
predominantly white, rural county. The six children were attending three different schools in
the same city. The research was thus conducted in three different classrooms over the period
of one year. Data were collected through unstructured observations and in-depth semi-
structured and unstructured interviews. Families, teachers and other children in the

classrooms were included in the research.

The case studies show how the children’s teachers came to assess the case study children and
their learning needs through the ways in which the children took part in teacher-pupil
classroom interaction. Each case study shows how these teacher assessments affected each
child’s access to resources such as support and to opportunities for using language and
learning in the classroom. The case study pupils were particularly vulnerable because their
under-resourced teachers rarely recognised their English as an Additional Language (EAL)
needs. As a result ‘within-child’ explanations, often connected to mistaken assumptions
about the child’s home, culture or Muslim identity, were then called on to explain poor work
or inattention. The case study children were also vulnerable because their teachers only
considered their academic performance in relation to other Bangladeshi or EAL pupils and
not in relation to the other White English language background children in the classroom.
Where pupil needs were recognised and provided for the focus of support was on modifying
behaviour so that pupils behaved like an ‘ideal pupil’ rather than on developing the
appropriate English language needed for accessing the curriculum and becoming or

remaining an achieving pupil. Other kinds of support resulted in ‘fragmented’ learning



experiences and being placed in supported lower sets from which movement into higher sets

was not possible.

The case studies also show how some of the case study children took part in reading
interactions with their teachers and appeared as successful readers although they were not
able to read for meaning. These particular case studies demonstrate that learning the
interaction patterns of reading in the Early Years classroom is not enough to allow a pupil to
become a successful reader and that what counts as reading in different contexts and literacy

practices needs to be given attention.

The case studies also reveal how some of the case study children were hindered in their
learning and achievement in school by their lack of access to resources outside school.
These included having someone at home to help them with their English school reading and

homework as well as their access to pre-school education

The study concludes by suggesting that to focus on achievement in terms of ethnicity
conceals the language needs of many Bangladeshi pupils and the role that these play in
achievement. To this end a trajectory of what needs to be acquired in terms of language and
literacy to be a successful pupil in English schools is provided. The question of why
Bangladeshi pupils have been one of the lowest achieving pupil groups in England is then
addressed and it is concluded from the data provided by the study that having few economic,
social and cultural resources can make it difficult for a pupil to achieve in school, as can
being an EAL pupil with unmet language needs or being a pupil with home literacy and
learning practices that are different to the literacy and learning practices of English schools.
Taken alone none of these situations necessarily predicates underachievement, yet some of

the pupils in this study found themselves disadvantages by all three situations.



Acknowledgements

I would like to thank both of my supervisors, Dr Chris Davies and Professor Sally

Tomlinson for all of their help, guidance and encouragement.

I am also indebted to the children, their families and their schools and teachers who allowed

me to spend a year in their company and who so willingly gave of their time.

I also owe a great debt to Lynn Erler, Linda Arthur and Peter Smith at the top of Number 28
for their support, friendship, care, coffee and laughter over the last two years. Also to
Lynsey Emmet, Felix Kullchen, Mohammed Nassery and Ben Fuller for ‘being family’ and

for such happy Flat C days.

Thanks too to Michael Tomlinson for the best research advice ever!

And to friends who have understood.

The ESRC awarded me a studentship with which to undertake this research and I can never
give thanks enough for the opportunity provided (later in life than most) to be a full-time

student at Oxford for four years. It has been heaven.



Contents

Chapter One

NP OAUCHI ON e e e e 1
R 3TN (1o 2 PP PPNt 1
1.2 Personal Background tothe Research ......... ..., 1
1.3 Definition of the term ‘Bangladeshi'......... ..o e 3
1.4 Definition of the term "achievement ... ... ... 5
1.5 OUtliNe Of the SIS . .. ... e e e e 6
Chapter Two

A Review of the Literature: Underachievement and the Contexts for the Research................. 9
2. INOTUCHION. . .. e e e e e e e 9

2.2 Ethnic Minority Pupils and Underachievement: Statistical Studies and Government Reviews......11

2.2.1 The underachievement of ethnic minority pupils................ccccooiiiiiciii 11
2.2.2 The particular underachievement of Bangladeshi pupils................c.ocooiiinnn. 15
2.2.3 The problems and limitations of the statistical studies.........................c.ooonl. 21
2.2.4 '‘Bangladeshi underachievement’..................coiiiiiii e 24
2.2.5 Explanations put forward for underachievement by statistical studies...................... 26
2.3 Ethnic Minority Pupils and Underachievement: The Qualitative Studies.................................. 28
2.3.1 Reasons for using qualitative methodologies................cocoiviiiiiiiiiiiicire e, 28
2.3.2 Explanations put forward for underachievement by qualitative studies..................... 30
2.4 English as an Additional Language Pupils and Attainment .........................ooii 40
2.4.1 Explanations put forward for underachievement by EAL studies............................ 41
2.5 ‘Non-Mainstream’ Pupils and Attainment.............. ... 48
2.5.1 Explanations put forward for underachievement ............................cci . 48
2.6 Summary and CONCIUSIONS. ..ottt e e e et e e eea e 56
Chapter Three
A Review of the Literature: Research About Bangladeshi Pupils..............................oa 60
S Nt OAUCHON. .. .. e 60
3.2 Bangladeshi Pupils and Learningto Read................c.cooiiiiii e 61
3.3 Bangladeshi Pupils and Achievement.......... ... ... i e 70
3.4 Conclusions —and the Present Study..............cccooiiiii e 77
Chapter 4
Research Methodology ....... ..o e aea s 81
4.1 Methodology and Methodological ISSUES................iiiiiiiii e, 81
411 Theresearch aim. ... ... e 81
41.2 Theresearch qUESHiON ... ... e 82
413 TheresearCh desigN.........ccouitiiiiiiitiii e et et e, 83
414 Theresearchstrategy ... e 85
4.1.5 Theoretical assUMPiONS. .. ... ... i e e 93
416  The research methods and the pilot study...................cooviiiiiiinn . 95
4.1.7 Research and ‘race’: beinga Whiteresearcher .............cooouveeiieiieeiniin, 99
418 Research with Chilaren. ... .. e i, 105
419 Research ethiCs. ... ... e, 109



R N 4 s oo o A T ) 1 (- YU 110

421 THE COUNMY. ..ot eeea et et e it e ettt ettt ee e et e e et e e e e e s e 110
4.2 3.1 Ethnic minority and EAL pupils inthe county.....................n 113
T B 3 B Voo - - JOUP U UT T O PP 114
B B I 1= X ol | (Y2 PSPPSR 115
4.2.3.1 Ethnic minority and EAL pupilsinthecity......................coo 117
424  ACCESS O SCROOIS. ... .ot e e e 118
4.2.7 Access to the children and their families.......................o 119
429 Thecasestudy children...... ... e, 121
4.3 The Conduct of the Research and Data Analysis................c.coiiiiii i e 122
431 Thefieldwork year. ... . ..o e 122
432 Theinterview schedules...... ..o 125
43.3 Record keeping and organisation...............coooviiiiiiie i e 125
434 DataanalySis ......ccoiiiiiiiiii i e e s 126
4.3.41 Category Headings..........ccoouiuiuiniimiiiiee e et 128
435 Researchintegrity....... ..ot e e 131
Q.4 CONCIUSIONS. .. ..ottt ettt et e ettt e ettt e e e e et et aee et e e e es e aee aneanean e aeneeeens 133
Chapter Five
SettiNg the S CeNe. . ... e e 135
ST I 111 e [¥ o1 (o ] o J PSPPI 135
5.2 The Schools and the TEACKEIS..........cc.oiiitiii e et e et ae e eanens 135
521  Bailey SChOOL. ... 135
522  Parkway SChOOl.........ccoiiii i e e 137
523 Sandhill SChOOL.............oo i e 138
B.3 The teaCherS. ... e e 139
5.3.1 Bailey School: Miss Birchand MrField........................c i, 139
5.3.2 Parkway School: Mrs Heatherly and Miss Gardnerand Jill................................ 139
5.3.3 Sandhill School: Mrs Winter, Mrs Joseph and Mr Dickens....................ccooeeni. 140
5.4 Organisation of the Research ClassroOms. ..............coiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii e 140
5.6 The Case Study Children’s SAT Results and Teacher Observations...........................oco il 142
Chapter 6
The Case StUAIES. ... ... i e e e e 146
T B a1 (e To [0 Tox (o T2 VU 146
6.1.1 Outline of arguments to be developed through the case study evidence............................ 150
6.2 Case StudY One: TUMI.......ooii i e et ae e e e e et et e e e 152
B.2. 1 INtrodUCHON. .. ... e 162
B.2.2 Taking Part..... ... e 155
B.2.3TUMI @S @TEAUET.......ceoinini ittt et 160
6.2.4 Tumiand laNQUAGE. .........cniiiie ittt et et e e e e anas 171
6.2.4.1 Language teaching in the classroom................c..cooiiiiiiiiinini e, 1756
6.2.5 Tumias alearnerinthe ClassroOmM.............ccooiiiiiii it e 178
B.2.6 TUMI SOCIANY. ..ottt e e et e e 180
6.2.7 Tumiathome and at SChOOL.......... ... e 184
IR I Y- T T (=TT oot TR 189
6.2.8.1 Mrs Heatherly, the classroomteacher...................oooiii . 189
6.2.8.2 Jill, the classroom assistant....................cocoiiiiiiiii 195
6.2.8.3 Miss Gardner, the studentteacher.....................coo il 195
B.2.9 TUMI: CONCIUSIONS. .. ..ottt it e e e e et 196
6.3 Case Study TWO: RaNUL...... ... e e e et e 199
B.3. 1 INtrOdUCHON. .. ...t e e e e 199
6.3.2 TaKing Part. .. ... 202
6.3.3Rahuland language..............cooiii i 206

B.3. 4 RahUI @S @ T0AUBT ... e e e e, 209



B.3.5 RANUI S @ IO .. one ittt et et e e et et ettt et et e s tae e aaesaeaaaatetasaannsesaenennas 212

6.3.6 RahUl SOCIANY.......ccevnneii ittt et e 215
6.3.7Rahulathome and at SChOOL. .........cooiiiii i e e et en e 217
B.3.8 TEACKET TESPONSES. ... . uivuniiteitereiee et ettt e et et et et e e e eaa e et e e e aanees e 220
6.3.8.1 Mrs Heatherly, the classroomteacher......................cooiiiiiinin, 220
6.3.8.2 Jill, the classroom assistant.............c.cooviiiiiiiiieiie e e eaeees 224
6.3.8.3 Miss Gardner, the studentteacher..............ccooviiiiiiiiiiiiens 224
6.3.9 RaAhUI CONCIUSIONS. ...t et e e et et e ettt ee e e ee e anan 225
6.4 Case Study Three: ReEENA............ouiiii e e e et e e e aes 227
LT 3 I Y (0o [T (o] VP U 227
6.4.2 TaKiNG Part.........cciiiiiii it et e et e ee et e e e e e ae e 230
B.4.3REENAAS ATCAUC . ...ttt et e e e e e e 233
6.4.4 Reenaas alearnerin the ClassroOm........c....ooiiuiuieiiri et ee e e e 234
6.4.5 Reena and languUAaQEe. .. .......ccouniiiiiiiit i e e e e e e e e 237
6.46 ReenNaSOCIAIlY. ... ..o e 238
6.4.7Reenaathome and at SChOOL.............cooui it e enees 240
B.4.8 TEaChEr S PONSES. .. . ittt e e et e e e 242
B6.4.9 ReeNA CONCIUSIONS.........iitiiiie e e et et et e e e enaaens 243
6.5 Case StUAy FOUR: Al ar. .. ... ..o e et e e ans 244
ST 111 (¢ To [¥ o o] o TP 245
6.5.2 TaKing Part... ... ... e 247
B.5.3 AAr @S @ rCaGer. ... .....onvei i e e 250
6.5.4 Attar and langQUAGE.......... ...t e e 257
B.5.5 AHAr @S A lCaAMET. ... ..ot e e et e e 260
6.5.6 Attar soCially...........cooooiin i e e 261
6.5.7 Attarathome and at SChOO! ......... ... e 264
6.5.8 TEaChET IESPONSES. ......\eieiit ittt et e ettt e e et e e e et e e e eana e aenens 267
6.5.8.1 Miss Birch, the classroom teacher in the firstterm...................c..o... .. 268
6.5.8.2 Mr Field, the classroom teacher in the second and third term................ 271
B.5.9 Attar CONCIUSIONS. .. ... e e 275
6.6 Case Study Five: Afia. ... . oo 277
B.6.1 INtrOAUCHON. ...t e e e e e e et e e et e 277
6.6.2 Taking Part. .. ... ..o e e 277
B.6.3 AfAAS AFEAAEN. ..ottt e e 278
B.6.4 Afl@ @S @ lCAIMB.......o it 279
6.6.5 Al@aand langUAgE ..........cooiiiiiiit e e 280
6.6.6 Aflasocially ... e 280
6.6.7 Afiaathome and at SChOOL.............o.uieiii i e, 280
B.6.8 TEAChET TOSPONSES. ... .. ettt e e et e e et e e e e 281
B.6.9. Afia CONCIUSIONS. ... e e e e e e e e 282
6.7 Case Study Six: Faiza..........cooimii e 282
B. 7. 1 INtTOAUCHION. .. ... e e e e e et e 283
B.7.2TaKiNG Part... ... 283
B.7.3FQIZAAS @TCAUET ... ..o et s 284
6.7.4 Faizaas alearnerin the ClasSrOOm ... ..ottt e e e 284
6.7.5Faizaand langUAaQE. .. ........cooiiiii e e 285
B6.7.6 Faizasocially.......... ... 285
6.7.7 Faizaathome and at SChOOL.............oiiiii e e e, 285
B.7.8 TEACh S FESPONSES. .. ... i iieit ittt e et et et et ettt e e et ar et e e s e e e eaenaeas 286
B.7.9 Faiza CONCIUSIONS. ... ..ottt e ettt et e e e e 288
8.8 CONCIUSIONS . .. ..ttt e e e et et e ettt e e e e et et e et 289
Chapter Seven
DS U S N . ... . i e e e e 291
% B L2 Vo T [F 7o (o T o PR 291
T2 TaKing Part ... e e 292

7.3 Assessing and Supporting English as an Additional Language.........................cccoeeeinenn . 302



7.4 Reading at Home and at SChOOL. .. ..o 307

7.5 Lives Inand Out of the ClasSrOOm..........ouiuinitiiii e e e e e st ae e 314
7.5.1 Pre-school @dUCALION .........couieimniie ittt et et e ae et ae eenaen e 315
7.5.2 Help at home with SChOOI WOrK.............oooiniii 316
7.5.3 Contacts and visits outside SChoOl ........ ... 319
7.5.4 Access to resources inside SChoOl...... ... 320
7.6 What role did ethnicity, class and gender play?............oooiiiii 323
7.6.1 EtRNICIHY/ TACE ... e e e e 323
7.8.2 GONUEN. ... e e e e e e e e e aaaas 326
A T T O - TS PP 327
A A 0Te 14 T [ T] o] £ TSP PRPPPP 327
Chapter Eight
04T Ted {17 1o T4 - PSPPI 329
L 20 I 21 (e Te [¥ Tox (T £ OO SPP 329
8.2 The Research QUESHON. ....... ..o e e et e et e e e e e e en e 329
8.3 Other Researcher's ExXplanations.......... ... e e e 332
8.4 Implications for PracliCe.............oiiiiii e et e e 334
8.5 IMPlCations fOr PONCY........ccoooiiiiii e e e e e e 337
8.6 What Has Being Bangladeshi Got To Do With 2. 339
Bibl OGra Y. ... i e e et e r e ane e 342
Appendices
Appendix One: Learning to Read in Bengali and Quran Classes................c..c..c.o... 354
Appendix Two: Examples from Taped Home Reading Sessions Showing How Older
Siblings Use Community Class Reading Strategies When Hearing Their
Younger Siblings Read (from Gregory et al. 1996)............................ 355
Appendix Three: Bangladeshis in the UK (History and Settlement).............................. 357
Appendix Four: Example of the letter sent to the Headteachers of the three research
SCNOOIS. ...t 359
Appendix Five: Letter for schools explaining what | wantedtodo.............................. 360
Appendix Six: Checklist for asking for parental permission..................................... 362
Appendix Seven: Permission letter signed by case study parents................................. 363
Appendix Eight: Checklist for parentinterviews..............cooooi i 364
Appendix Nine: Interview schedules and checklists for teachers, headteachers, EAL
teachers, children’s previous teachers and
Children. ... .o 365
Appendix Ten: Rahul's Case Study (FullVersion).............cocooiiiiiii e, 372
Appendix Eleven: Reena’s Case Study (Full Version)...........c.cooooviiiieniiiieeieeeae e, 400
Appendix Twelve: Attar's Case Study (Full Version)................ooooiiiiiiiiiii e, 417
Appendix Thirteen: Afia’s Case Study (Full Version)................coooiiii i 447

Appendix Fourteen: Faiza’'s Case Study (Full Version)...............ccooviiiiiiiiiiiiiiineve 472



Appendix Fifteen:

Appendix Sixteen:

The Sequencing (Reading) Activities Used With Children in the
Three ClasSrOOMS. ........vu it e e e e e e ee e eenes



Table One:

Table Two:

Table Three:

Table Four:

Table Five:

Tables

Percentage of people in different ethnic groups in the county........................ 111
Percentage of resident population in ethnic groups.............c.c.ccoiiviiinn, 116
Outline of the Fieldwork Year................coiiiiiiiii e 122
Headings used to organise and analyse thedata.........................cocoeinnee. 128

SAT results for the case study pupils (Key Stage One), June 2000



Chapter One

Introduction

1.1 The Study

This study is a consideration of the experiences of Bangladeshi pupils in the context of the
perceived underachievement of Bangladeshi pupils in English schools. The study seeks to
explore, through using case studies, what is going on in the lives, backgrounds and
schooling experiences of a small group of Bangladeshi pupils, in a predominantly White city,

that helps and hinders them in learning and achieving in their English schools.

1.2 Personal Background to the Research

The study arises out of a professional interest. Between 1995 and 1998 I worked as a co-
ordinator and teacher on a project to raise the achievement of Bangladeshi children in a
large, predominantly rural Local Education Authority (LEA). Bangladeshi parents in the
county were able to refer their children to the project if they felt their children were
underachieving in school. As project worker I was regularly faced with deciding what was

going wrong for a particular child and doing something about it.

One of the first things I discovered when looking for professional resources was the lack of
literature about Bangladeshi pupils and school and about Bangladeshi pupils and learning. I
had to make do with guidelines for working with English as Additional Language (EAL)
pupils; professional in-services on teaching literacy to monolingual English children and
statistical analyses, from LEAs with large Bangladeshi populations, which confirmed that

Bangladeshi pupils were struggling elsewhere and achieving poorly in their examinations.



The second thing I discovered was that there was limited research available that could
provide me with information about what might be going on that caused so many difficulties
for Bangladeshi children. Why were they struggling so much in school? Why did
Bangladeshi pupils require more support, and support over a longer period of time, than any
of the other groups of EAL pupils in the county? The LEA studies mentioned above
suggested that ethnic minority underachievement was linked to social class, length of stay,
English fluency and so on but these things also affected other groups of pupils and did not
come close to explaining the complexity of the things I heard, experienced and observed as I

moved from school-to-school, pupil-to-pupil, in my working week.

When | finished working for the project in 1998 I was left with the question "What is going
on here? A question that then developed into the study’s main research question which was
'What is going on in the lives, backgrounds and schooling experiences of Bangladeshi pupils

that helps and hinders them in learning and achieving in the English school system?'

The question stayed with me. Partly because I could not answer it when it was asked (as it
frequently was). Partly because I was grappling with finding a way of describing what went
on in classrooms everyday and how children went about learning and teachers went about
teaching. Partly because I encountered other people's very confident explanations of
Bangladeshi underachievement (which to me seemed too simple, too anecdotal and often
judgmental) and partly because I was uneasy with considering children in such blanket terms

as 'Bangladeshi', 'underachieving' and so on.

This study then arises from this starting point: a desire to say something about what is going
on in the day-to-day lives of a group of Bangladeshi school pupils. Something that can shed

light on what helps and hinders such pupils in school. Something that can offer an insight



into how these pupils go about learning in school and how their teachers go about teaching

them and whether being 'Bangladeshi' has anything to do with it.

1.3 Definition of the term ‘Bangladeshi’

I have alluded above to an unease with considering children as ‘Bangladeshi’. This comes

about in two ways.

Firstly, through a recognition that the categories people are offered with which to define
themselves are socially, historically and politically produced. Such categories may not allow
people to express (or recognise) facets of identity that may have (or could have) importance
for them and the categories offered may not be the categories that people themselves would

choose to define themselves with .

However, I have chosen to use the term ‘Bangladeshi’ as a starting point in this thesis as this
is an ethnicity, a group identity, that is offered and which is used by contemporary
institutions in Britain at the end of the twentieth century and the beginning of the twenty-
first. Educational policy makers, Local Education Authorities, researchers, statisticians,
government ministers, school advisors and teachers speak of ‘Bangladeshi’ pupils. Census
forms, ethnic monitoring, equal opportunity and school admissions forms all offer
‘Bangladeshi’ as an ethnic category. For those of us aligned with educational institutions
and education-speak ‘Bangladeshi’ pupils exist. In tension with this, however, is a
recognition that the ‘Bangladeshi’ pupils, friends and families I have come to know over the
last eight years rarely speak of themselves as ‘Bangladeshi’ but as ‘Muslim’, ‘Bengali’,
‘British Bengali’, ‘half-half> and so on. Yet, despite a variation in how to name or describe
oneself all of these ‘Bangladeshi’ friends, their children and the pupils I have worked with

and researched have a clear, and consistent, idea of who is ‘like them’ and who is ‘different’,



who is and who is not what | have chosen to term ‘Bangladeshi’. By choosing to use this
term | appear to be aligning myself with educational discourses and institutions and ignoring
the nuanced, dynamic facets of identity. This is not my intention and the use of
‘Bangladeshi’ is a means of beginning to be able to speak about the subjects and issues of

this research.

My second unease is a simple one. By constituting children as Bangladeshi (or Indian,
English or Japanese) it is easy to begin to believe that all such children share something that
makes them the same as each other in terms of their experiences as pupils in school, or as
siblings or as members of their families. Confident explanations I was offered about
Bangladeshi underachievement often took this line. Throughout the research I have
endeavoured to consider what make the research children different to each other as well as to

consider what they might share.

For the sake of clarity, at this juncture, | define as a ‘Bangladeshi’ pupil any pupil who

comes from, or who has a parent who comes from, Bangladesh (or East Pakistan). Nearly all
of the Bangladeshis referred to in this research, like the majority of Bangladeshis in England,
come from, or have a parent who comes from, the Sylhet region of Bangladesh. When this is

not the case this is explicitly stated in the thesis.

Other categories to describe ethnicity and to describe issues to do with ethnicity appear in the
thesis. I have chosen to capitalise the terms ‘white’ and ‘black’ to indicate that they are also
ethnic labels and have social, political and historical meanings attached to them; they are not
terms which simply describe skin colour. Terms such as ‘race’ always appear in inverted
commas to indicate an awareness of their roots in the social, historical and political world
rather than in some biological or physical reality. The term ‘ethnic minority’ is used when

this is the term used in the literature or in the discussions of the time. Otherwise the term



‘minority ethnic’ is used, as has become the norm, to signal that all citizens belong to an

ethnic group and that ethnicity is not something that only ‘belongs’ to non-White people.

1.4 Definition of the term ‘achievement’

The term achievement appears in the title and throughout this thesis, as do the terms

underachievement and attainment.

Achievement and underachievement are not neutral terms especially when used in
connection with groups of minority ethnic pupils. Some have claimed that their use can have
damaging effects on pupils either by perpetuating negative stereotypes and low expectations
of ethnic minority groups or through judging pupil worth and success only by exam and test
marks (Troyna, 1984). Others are concerned that considering ‘underachievement’ in terms
of minority ethnic pupil groups can lead to the creation of a hierarchy of minority ethnic
groups based on assumptions about inherent ability (Gillborn & Mirza, 2000). The term can
also be used without consideration for the different, contested, meanings of what

achievement is and who it is for (Walters, 2001).

I am choosing to use the terms achievement (and underachievement) in this thesis with the
above in mind. Despite the difficulties of using the terms, they can be useful ways of talking
about what is happening to children and their learning and success within the education
system and to this end I link achievement and underachievement very much with the
curriculum and curriculum work. For example, I consider a child to be achieving if they
have reached the expected Key Stage Level for their age and year of school and
underachieving if they have not. It should be quickly added that to speak of the achievement
or underachievement of a child in this way is not to speak of their worth, potential or their

ability but only of where they have reached at a particular moment in time in relation to the



curriculum and the expected stage posts along the way which they and their teachers are
obliged to follow. I choose to use the term ‘achievement’ in this way because, in my
professional work, I found that schools and teachers often avoided considering the pupils 1
supported in terms of achievement as the term somehow challenged an assimilationist
expectation that all that was required of the education system was to help minority ethnic
children settle in and be happy in school. To ignore the needs of minority ethnic pupils in
this way, to consider achievement as the extent to which a child is happy or well settled in
class or a success on the football pitch, is to ignore the right of all children to have access to
the curriculum and the opportunity to gain qualifications that will allow them access to other

important resources in society.

Although I stick to quite a narrow definition of what achievement and underachievement are,
I also recognise that other people hold other meanings and that children and pupils achieve in

many ways. This research study was open to these other meanings and achievements.

The term attainment is used interchangeably with achievement in this thesis.

1.5 Outline of thesis

Chapter Two and Three of the thesis provide a context for the study through a review of the

literature pertaining to the issue of underachievement amongst certain pupil groups.

Chapter Two begins with an overview of the ‘achievement’ research which established
ethnic minority underachievement and, more specifically, the particular underachievement of
Bangladeshi pupils as an issue in England. The chapter then considers three different areas
of research. Firstly, qualitative research which has looked at ethnic minority pupils’
experiences of school. Secondly, research which has looked at EAL and bilingual pupils’

experiences of school and thirdly, research which has looked at non-mainstream pupils’®



experiences of school in the early years. Each of these three areas of research has considered
what the issues and factors are that have led to poor achievement and has put forward
explanations for such poor achievement for the pupils considered. Although the focus in this
research has not been on Bangladeshi pupils, Bangladeshi pupils are ethnic minority pupils,
EAL pupils and non-mainstream pupils and so this research provides a context for a

consideration of what is helping and hindering them in the English education system.

Chapter Three provides an overview of the small amount of research that has actually
focused on Bangladeshi pupils at school and situates the current study within that research

and the research considered in Chapter Two.

Chapter Four presents the research question, the methodology and the research design used
for this study and discusses issues concerning research with children and being a White

researcher.

Chapter Five introduces the three research sites and provides some contextual information
about how the research classrooms were organised. The case study children and their

teachers are also introduced.

Chapter Six presents the six case studies and considers how the case studies answer the

research question.

Chapter Seven explores some of the key themes and issues arising out of the case studies in
relation to the research question. The chapter is organised into a series of sections entitled:
» Taking Part

=  Assessing and Supporting English as an Additional Language

= Reading at Home and at School

= Lives in and Out of the Classroom.



Chapter Eight returns to considering some of the explanations put forward by other
researchers for the underachievement of particular groups of pupils and considers these anew
in the light of the case studies and the issues discussed in Chapter Seven. The implications
of the study for practice and policy are also discussed. The chapter also considers what role

‘being Bangladeshi’ actually comes to have in school achievement and underachievement.



Chapter Two

A Review of the Literature:
Underachievement and the Contexts for

the Research

2.1 Introduction

There is very little research that specifically examines the experiences of Bangladeshi
children or their apparent underachievement in comparison with other groups of pupils in

English schools. What little research there is considered in the next chapter.

The purpose of this chapter is first to present those studies and reports which established the
underachievement of ethnic minority pupils, and particularly Bangladeshi pupils, in English
schools as an issue for policy makers, commentators and for researchers. Included in this
section are the statistical studies and government reviews that were conducted in the 1970s,
1980s and 1990s. These were all influential in establishing the idea of ethnic minority
underachievement and the specific ‘problem’ of Bangladeshi underachievement. The studies
which highlighted Bangladeshi underachievement are discussed as well as the limitations of

the studies and the explanations that were put forward.

The chapter then goes on to present three areas of research that provide a context for this
study. These three areas of research overlap in some respects to provide insights into (and
explanations for) underachievement and descriptions of particular groups of pupils’

experiences of school. These three areas of research are:



Research about ethnic minority pupils. These studies, conducted in the 1980s and 1990s,
used qualitative methodologies to examine the experiences of ethnic minority pupils in
English classrooms (in contrast to the statistical studies that established ethnic minority
underachievement as an issue). They focused on what went on inside schools and
classrooms and attempted to examine the complex processes and interactions that
affected the achievement of ethnic minority pupils. The reasons why qualitative
methods were used are discussed as well as the explanations put forward by these studies
for ethnic minority underachievement. None of these qualitative studies focused on
Bangladeshi pupils but they are included here as they offer insights into the complex

processes of classroom life which have implications for achievement.

Research about English as Additional Language (EAL) pupils. These studies considered
bilingual and EAL pupils learning English in the mainstream classroom and the reasons
why such pupils were often underachieving. Again, none of these studies focused on
Bangladeshi pupils but this research is included here as Bangladeshi pupils are also EAL
pupils and the research provides another context for thinking about Bangladeshi pupils,

their experiences of school and their achievement in school.

Research about ‘non-mainstream’ pupils. The third area of research to be considered is
that which addressed the ways in which language and literacy are differently acquired
and practised in different locations, and cultures, and the implications of this for
children, (both monolingual and bilingual/EAL) entering ‘mainstream’ classrooms with
different practices and different expectations to those of the home and community. This
research is included in this review as it, together with the EAL research, offers some
explanations for why certain groups of ‘non-mainstream’ children may experience
difficulty in the ‘mainstream’ classroom. Such reasons also provide a context for the

research.
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Even though the research discussed in this chapter rarely refers to Bangladeshi pupils, each
of these three areas, in its own way, encompasses or could encompass Bangladeshi pupils.
Bangladeshi pupils are ethnic minority pupils, EAL pupils and ‘non-mainstream’ pupils.
These areas of research are rarely brought together and yet together they illuminate and
provide a context for considering the complexities of achievement and the lives of ‘non-

mainstream’ learners in English schools.

They are presented here because they provide a context for the initial study and for the things
I wanted to be aware of as | began the fieldwork. They also provide a context for my

thinking, my analysis and the discussion of the findings at the end of this thesis.

Much of this research was read and reviewed before the study was designed and carried out!
but a substantial amount of this reading was undertaken both during the fieldwork year and
after the fieldwork was completed. This ongoing reading has meant that the way of
organising these research studies and my thinking about them has changed during the
research period. The literature has informed my study but it has also been informed by the

study.

2.2 Ethnic Minority Pupils and Underachievement: Statistical

Studies and Government Reviews

2.2.1 The underachievement of ethnic minority pupils

For the past thirty years statisticians have been demonstrating that certain ethnic minority

groups underachieve or under-perform in the English education system.

I'and can be found in the Literature Review for the MSc dissertation which reported on the pilot study
for this doctoral research (Walters, 2001).
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New Commonwealth immigration into the United Kingdom flourished in the fifties and
sixties. By the 1970s, Select Committee Inquiries were considering race relations, the
employment and educational levels of immigrants and the disadvantaged position of West
Indian pupils? (Mabey, 1986). Early concerns were with 'immigrant' versus 'non-
immigrant'/’indigenous’ groups. Studies appeared that considered the effects of the presence
of 'recent arrivals' on the reading attainment of White children in the same school (Phillips,
1979; Mabey, 1981). Other studies were concerned with whether schools were able to
provide for 'recent arrivals' and their needs and how such 'recent arrivals' were doing in
school (Little, 1975). These studies, and those that followed, were obliged by the nature of

their inquiry to look at the performance of different 'ethnic’ groups in relation to each other.

The picture that emerged early on was that ethnic minority children were underachieving in
school when compared with their 'White'/'indigenous’ peers. Little (1975) in examining how
'recent arrivals' were fairing in school found that there were more 'immigrant’ children, than
would be statistically expected, in the bottom groups of a sample of streamed junior school
classes in London and fewer 'immigrants' than expected in the top two groups. He also
found that, whilst London school children were six months behind the national reading age,
'immigrant’ children were one year behind. Phillips (1979) found that Afro-Caribbean and
Asian pupils, in the West Midlands, scored below 'indigenous' pupils when tested at the end

of Junior school for reading ability and vocabulary. A review by Tomlinson of studies of

2Afro-Caribbean people were, at this time, usually referred to as West Indian. In this chapter I will
use the terminology for categories of people and pupils that the researchers themselves used. The
naming and categorising of groups of people in terms of some notion of nationality, geographical
origin, culture or skin colour is indicative of social, political and historical concerns of the time
periods that produce them.
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West Indian and Asian pupils' educational performance, in the sixties and seventies, also
concluded that the achievement of immigrant children tended to be below that of 'indigenous'

children (Tomlinson, 1980).

By the late 1970s concerns were focused on the Afro-Caribbean child in relation to other
ethnic groups and White pupils. In 1979 a Committee of Inquiry into the Education of
Children from Ethnic Minority Groups was set up in response to concerns about the
educational achievement of Afro-Caribbean pupils (Gillborn & Gipps, 1996). The findings
of the Committee were published as the Rampton Report (1981) and the Swann Report
(1985). Two sample surveys, conducted on behalf of the Committee, on the exam
achievement of Afro-Caribbean, White and Asian children in London, showed that, at the
age of eight, Afro-Caribbean achievement was significantly lower than the achievement of
the other groups (Mabey, 1981). This finding was confirmed by another survey in 1986
which showed that at school leaving age, Afro-Caribbean children were still achieving at a

significantly lower level than their white peers (Mabey, 1986).

Other studies in the 1980s continued to reveal that Afro-Caribbean and other ethnic minority
pupils were not performing as well as White children in school (Craft & Craft, 1983; Mabey,

1986; Mortimore et al., 1988; Smith & Tomlinson, 1989).

The picture produced of ethnic minority underachievement became increasingly complex as
studies began to consider the effects of socio-economic status and gender upon achievement

statistics.

Work by Brent LEA (1994), Lambeth LEA (1994), Sammons (1994), Tizard (1988) Plewis
(1991) (all cited in Gillborn & Gipps 1996), Drew and Gray (1990) and the ILEA (1990)
amply demonstrated this. For example, Drew and Gray drawing their data from the Youth
Cohort Study, confirmed the findings of previous researchers that there were differences in
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exam achievements associated with ethnic background. When exam performance was
considered White pupils were gaining more 'O’ Level passes than Asians and Afro-Caribbean
pupils and more A-C/CSE grade 1 passes (although the gap between Whites and Asians was
very small) (Drew & Gray, 1990: 111-112). However, when gender and socio-economic
group were introduced into the picture they found that there was a relatively high
performance of Asian pupils (especially males) from intermediate and manual backgrounds
in comparison with White pupils and Afro-Caribbean pupils (Drew & Gray, 1990: 113).
Mirza has drawn attention to how studies during this period often failed to consider gender
when analysing and presenting statistics regarding the underachievement of particular ethnic
minority groups and the particular invisibility of the high achievement of Black girls in
English schools (Mirza, 1992). Even when the high achievement of Black girls was
recognised in some research the implications of the findings were not explored as, according
to Mirza, this would have challenged dominant explanations about ethnic minority
underachievement which located the reasons for underachievement either within the home or

within the child and not within the structural constraints of English society.

Socio-economic status was also, at this time, considered as a factor in the differing
performance of Asian pupils in different studies. In one study Asian pupils were
underachieving when compared with Afro-Caribbean pupils and White pupils (Phillips,
1979), in other studies they were doing better than Afro-Caribbean pupils but worse than
White pupils (Little, 1975; Thomas and Mortimore, 1994). Other studies found that Asian
pupils were doing as well as, or better than, White pupils (Rampton, 1981; Driver, 1979;
Brent, 1994; Kysel, 1988; Sammons, 1995). Gillborn and Gipps (1996: 23) suggest that this
inconsistent picture may have come about because the research that found Asian pupils to be
doing better than White pupils was conducted in London where the socio-economic status of
White pupils was much lower than the status of White pupils outside London and that this

may have reduced the attainment of White pupils.
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Another level of complexity emerged as studies also began to consider increases in the
overall levels of GCSE achievement for each ethnic groups and the progress that children
made during their schooling (Brent, 1994; Birmingham, 1994; Camden, 1995; Southwark,

1994; Birmingham LEA, 1992-1994 all cited in Gillborn & Gipps, 1996: 13, 20-21, 29).

However, despite the complexities referred to above, during the eighties and nineties, when
the Asian category was disaggregated3, Bangladeshi pupils consistently appeared as one of
the most underachieving groups, fairing badly in school when compared with White pupils
and when compared with pupils from other ethnic minority groups. Nearly every study
which looked at Bangladeshi pupils as a category found that there were worrying levels of

underachievement amongst them. These studies are now considered.

2.2.2 The particular underachievement of Bangladeshi pupils

The 1980s

The Swann Committee, established in the early eighties by the government to inquire into
the causes of the underachievement of ethnic minority pupils, stated that although Asian
pupils were on average showing achievement that resembled that of White children,
'Bangladeshis, it is clear, are seriously underachieving’ (Swann, 1985: 84). In an Annexe of
the Report figures were given for exam entry in the London Borough of Tower Hamlets in

19834,

3The need for large numbers to gain secure results in statistical work often meant that Bangladeshi,
Pakistani, East African Indian and Indian children were considered under the aggregate heading of
Asian in statistical analyses.

4 A study conducted by Tomlinson revealed how this particular LEA, during the 1980s, failed to
provide school places for a significant number of Bangladeshi pupils thus preventing many
Bangladeshi pupils from attending school for a significant period of time (Tomlinson, 1992).
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Not entered for exams or only | Gained exam passes at CSE level
gained grade 4 or 5 in CSE’ grade 3 level or above
Bangladeshis 79% 21%
African Asians | 24% 76%
Other Asians 20% 80%
Pakistanis 16% 84%
Indians® 9% 91%

Adapted from The Swann Report Annexe C (1985) pl124

The House of Commons Home Affairs Committee First Report, Bangladeshis in Britain
(1986-1987), echoed much of what the Swann Report had said about Bangladeshi pupils in
Inner London schools when it claimed that 'there are alarming indications, not yet adequately
backed up by research, of considerable underachievement, in marked contrast to other Asian

pupils' (The House of Commons HAC, 1986 —1987, p xiii).

Research started to appear in the late 1980s which backed up the 'alarming indications'. An
Inner London Education Authority (ILEA) study conducted by Kysel analysed 1985 public

exam entries. She found that,

the achievement of some ethnic groups...was well above (the) average. African
Asian and Indian pupils did particularly well. A quarter of the pupils in these groups
obtained five or more O-levels ABC or CSE1 grades. Other groups whose
achievements were above average were Pakistani, South East Asian and 'Other’
pupils. In contrast, the achievements of Bangladeshi pupils were below average,
only 4% obtained five or more O-levels ABC or CSEI, while 42% obtained no

classified grades (Kysel, 1988: 84).

SCertificate of Secondary Education which, together with the General Certificate of Education (GCE)
comprised the equivalent of today's GCSE. GCEs were intended for 'academic’ pupils whereas CSEs
were intended for the less academically minded. The lowest pass rate for a GCE, a C grade, was
equivalent to a CSE grade 1. The rest of the CSE grades (2-5) were below a GCE pass.
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Kysel analysed her data in another way to see what the picture was if the high goal of five or
more O-levels ABC or CSE1 was replaced with a consideration of achievement in terms of
all exam passes. When a score was allocated to each grade (e.g. O-level grade ABC/CSE
grade 1 = 7 points, O-level grade D/CSE grade 2 = 6 points etc) Bangladeshi pupils gained
an average score of only 8.7 points compared with 15.6 for all pupils, 21.3 for Pakistani

pupils and 24.5 for Indian pupils (Kysel, 1988: 85).

Kysel was also able to analyse Verbal Reasoning scores from tests that the pupils in her
cohort had taken at the end of their primary schooling. 53% of Bangladeshi pupils had
scores in the lowest band (compared to 19.8% of Indian pupils, 19.9% of English, Scottish,
Welsh and Irish pupils and 24.2% of Pakistani pupils) and proved to be the only group of
pupils who did not go on to achieve better examination results than the VR scores would
have predicted. They were also the only group who did not appear to have overcome their
lack of English fluency and poor Verbal Reasoning by the time they reached their fifth year

of secondary schooling (Kysel, 1988: 89)

Tomlinson (1990) also found that on entry to secondary school Bangladeshi pupils, together

with Pakistani pupils, had the lowest scores in English and in Maths.

Another ILEA analysis of 1986 public exam entries found that Bangladeshi pupils were less
likely to be entered for public exams than any other ethnic group: 36% of Bangladeshi
pupils were not entered for 16+ exams compared to 10% of Indian and Pakistani pupils

(ILEA, 1987 cited in Haque, 1999: 18).

®No figures are given for White pupils in the Borough.
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An ILEA study of 1987 exam results revealed that this picture had changed little and that

34% of Bangladeshi pupils were not entered for exams and those that were performed

considerably below average for ILEA schools (ILEA, 1990).

In another study of attainment at 16+ in Inner London it was found that the least successful

group of pupils were Bangladeshis (Nuttall & Varlaam, 1990).

A Labour Force Survey (1988-1990) also presented evidence of Bangladeshi
underachievement. It found that Bangladeshis aged between sixteen and twenty-four were
the most poorly qualified of all groups. 54% of Bangladeshis in this age group had no
formal qualifications (compared to 48% of Pakistanis, 22% of Indians and 15% of Indians).
Bangladeshis were also the group with the fewest 'A' levels and the highest levels of

unemployment (Jones, 1993).

A Social Trends survey a few years later found that only 6% of Bangladeshis had a higher
qualification compared to 14% of Whites, 11% of West Indians and 16% of Indians

(Maclntyre et al., 1993: 7).

Modood, a year later in 1993, found that Bangladeshis, especially women, were significantly
under-represented in applications and admissions to Higher Education although most ethnic

minority groups were over represented (Modood, 1993).

The 1990s

In 1991, a study which looked at the educational qualifications gained by school pupils in
Oxford found the following when the exam scores of different groups were considered as the

percentage on or above the median score for all pupils:
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% of pupils gaining exam scores on or above
the median score for all pupils

Bangladeshi 19%

Chinese 89%

White 52%

Indian 42%

Pakistani 41%

Other 39%

Adapted from Maclntyre, Bhatti & Fuller 1993

Bangladeshi pupils were achieving significantly below other groups of pupils. It was also
found that no Bangladeshi pupils were entered for 'A’ levels that year (MacIntyre et al.,
1993: 7). Maclntyre et al. did consider gender and found that gender did not make a
difference to achievement in any of the groups except for White and Pakistani pupils (where

girls were doing better than boys) (Maclntyre et al., 1993: 8)

In the mid-nineties statistics from various LEAs indicated the continuing underachievement
of Bangladeshi pupils (Wandsworth, 1994; Birmingham, 1995; both cited in Gillborn &

Gipps, 1996: 14, 23-24; Newham, 1995: 8).

In only one London Borough did Bangladeshi pupils appear to be doing well. Exam results
in Tower Hamlet in 1994 showed a significant improvement for Bangladeshi pupils after a
policy to target language needs was introduced. In 1994 GCSEs Bangladeshi pupils were
gaining higher examination scores than Whites and Caribbean pupils (cited in Gillborn &

Gipps, 1996: 26; Gillborn & Mirza, 2000: 11).

However, despite the improved results in Tower Hamlets in 1994, studies which appeared in

the late nineties continued to indicate considerable underachievement elsewhere.
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Research which looked back at examination results in Camden between 1993 and 1995
found that Bangladeshi pupils attainment had actually worsened and the percentage of

Bangladeshi pupils with five GCSE grade A-Cs had halved (Amin et al., 1997).

In 1997, the Policy Studies Institute's report on ethnic minorities in Britain found that
Bangladeshis were still the least qualified of all ethnic minority groups and that girls and

women were less qualified than men (Modood & Berthould, 1997: 66).

The Youth Cohort Study in 1998 also found that underachievement among Bangladeshi

pupils continued at GCSE level (Pathak, 2000: 4).

A report commissioned by the Department for Education and Employment on Minority
Ethnic Participation in Education, Training and the Labour Market found that amongst adults
although all ethnic minorities were now exceeding the achievement of White adults,
Bangladeshi and Pakistani groups proved the exception and that qualifications amongst these

two groups remained very low (Owen et al., 2000: 1).

Richardson and Woods review of Key Stage 2 and GCSE results for the summer of 1998 in
approximately twenty London authorities showed that in most of the LEAs studied the
achievement of Bangladeshi pupils was lower than that of White pupils (Richardson &

Wood, 2000: 9).

A study in 2000, using the Youth Cohort Study data from 1996, confirmed that Bangladeshi

pupils were part of what was referred to as ‘the lower attaining cluster’ (Demack et al.,

2000: 126 —127). The report went on to say,
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These results indicate relatively poor attainment and illustrate worrying trends
within those ethnic groups which, in 1998, had relatively low attainment: Black,
Pakistani and Bangladeshi pupils. Their position in 1998, combined with little or no
subsequent improvement, has resulted in the much wider ethnic attainment

differences seen at the end of the study period (Demack et al., 2000: 131)

The Youth Cohort Study of 2000 again found evidence of Bangladeshi underachievement.
Their analysis showed that all ethnic groups saw a rise in the number of five or more GCSE
A*-C grades ‘with the exception of Bangladeshi and Pakistani 16 year olds’. It also showed
that there was a fall in achievement amongst Bangladeshi pupils from 33% in 1998 to 29%
in 2000 gaining such grades and that Bangladeshis constituted the largest group that were not

in any education, training or employment after the age of sixteen (Youth Cohort Study,

2000: 1-4).

The Youth Cohort Study of 2002, looking at data from 1999, found that Bangladeshi pupils
remained as one of the lowest achieving groups, although Bangladeshi girls achieved more
highly than Black boys and Bangladeshi boys. Bangladeshi boys appeared below Black

boys as the lowest achieving group (Youth Cohort Study, 2002).

2.2.3 The problems and limitations of the statistical studies

Although the above studies presented a clear case for the underachievement of certain ethnic
minority groups and especially for the underachievement of Bangladeshi pupils it has to be
acknowledged that the studies referred to above are not without their problems and

limitations. These limitations could be summarised as follows:

= Poor sampling: Many of the samples for the studies were drawn from Inner London

and that there was an absence of evidence from large, cross-sectional, nationally

21



representative surveys (Tomlinson, 1990; Gillborn & Gipps, 1996; Pathak, 2000,
Demack et al., 2000). Tanna makes the same criticism claiming that such research relied
on imperfect samples, nearly all from Inner London, where the population was generally
of a poorer socio-economic status and where school standards were lower. As a result of
this, statistics and findings could not be generalised to other parts of the UK, especially
to non-metropolitan areas, with any confidence (Tanna, 1990: 352). Even where large
national samples could be used such samples contained relatively few ethnic minorities
from a non-manual background which made generalisation difficult (Gillborn & Gipps,
1996: 18). Troyna has also pointed out the dangers of such a tendency to generalise from

small samples, in particular geographical locations, to other, very different, locations

(Troyna, 1991).

A failure to consider socio-economic factors and class:
There is an absence of a consideration of social class or socio-economic status in many
studies and an overdependence on ‘free school meals’ as a way of measuring social class

(Harris 2001; Richard & Wood, 2000: 13; Demack et al, 2000: 119).

A failure to consider gender:

As noted above Mirza has drawn attention to the fact that gender was not considered by
many of the statistical studies with the result that the high achievement of Black girls
was made invisible and within-child and within-home explanations of underachievement
could continue to dominate discussions and policy initiative rather than attention be paid
to the structural disadvantages that ethnic minority groups had to deal with in English
society (Mirza, 1992). With the exception of Maclntyre et al. (1993) and Modood &
Berthould (1997) none of the studies which present Bangladeshi underachievement

consider gender.
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= Inconsistent data collection and analysis:
Gillborn and Gipps point out that trying to build up a picture of ethnic minority
performance for their review of ethnic minority achievement was hampered not only by
a lack of consideration of class but also by the inconsistent ways in which LEAs

collected and analysed data (Gillborn & Gipps, 1996).

= The categorisation of ethnic groups
The categories used varied from survey to survey and made comparing survey results
almost impossible and restricted understanding of ethnic minority achievement.
Gillborn and Gipps describe how the use of Asian’, as we have already noted, ignores
significant differences in the cultural, political and economic profiles of Indian, East
African Indian, Pakistani and Bangladeshi pupils (Gillborn & Gipps, 1996: 18). They
also critique the use of ‘Black’ in many studies as this is a term that is not used by many
ethnic minorities to describe themselves , it is a term that makes South Asians invisible
and which obscures the significant differences, experiences and achievements between
those of an African ethnic background and those of a Caribbean ethnic background
(Gillborn & Gipps, 1996: 26-27). These criticisms are echoed by Richards and Woods
(Richardson & Wood, 2000) and Amin et al. (Amin et al., 1997: 5) Demie also rightly
claims that it is necessary to remember that ethnic groups are not homogenous (Demie,
2001: 103) and likewise, Mirza points out that studies failed to consider differences
within groups (Mirza,1992: 12). Another weakness is the large numbers of pupils who

appear as ‘Other’ in the survey results.

Other criticisms that have been made of the statistical work which looked at ethnicity and
underachievement include the manner in which studies frequently used data collected well in
advance of the publication date of the studies (Strand, 1999; Gillborn & Gipps, 1996), the
fact that few studies were sensitive or longitudinal enough to consider how performance and
achievement varied through school career (Sammons, 1995) and the fact that many studies

23



do not include in their measures pupil mobility (Goldstein, 2000). Hammersley has also
recently written about the need for careful consideration of the way in which ‘gaps’ in

achievement are measured and presented in studies (Hammersley, 2001: 295).

2.2.4 ‘Bangladeshi underachievement’

However, despite all of these identified problems with the statistical studies into ethnic
minority attainment, the poor performance of Bangladeshi pupils in those parts of London
and England that were studied cannot be simply dismissed as a statistical error or a
consequence of poor data collection. The evidence of underachievement, for at least some

parts of the population of Bangladeshi pupils, seems too compelling and too often found.
Policy makers and government departments certainly accepted that there were problems and
Bangladeshi underachievement became an accepted reality in a range of official

pronouncements from Ofsted and the DfEE.

For example, in 1999, in their report on raising ethnic minority achievement, and school and

LEA responses to this, Ofsted made the following comments,
The performance of Bangladeshi and Pakistani pupils in the early years of schooling
remains depressed....(Bangladeshis’) generally lower attainment in higher grades at
GCSE remains a concern (Ofsted, 1999).

In 2000 the DfEE claimed that,

While pupils from certain minority ethnic backgrounds attain very well at school,

results show that others have been consistently underachieving in relation to their
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peers. Levels of attainment, particularly by Afro-Caribbean, Bangladeshi and

Pakistani pupils, have been consistently below average.

(Jacqui Smith, 2000: 3)

and a very similar statement appeared on the Teachernet website:

Nationally, levels of attainment by Afro-Caribbean, Bangladeshi and Pakistani
heritage pupils remain below the average.

(www teachernet.gov.uk)

Mike Tomlinson, in his Annual Report as Chief Inspector of Schools in 2002 stated that,

My second concern is with those groups of pupils and students who are still not
achieving as well as they should. Let me mention a few of these groups, although
this list is by no means exhaustive. Disproportionate numbers of pupils of Afro-
Caribbean, Pakistani and Bangladeshi heritage achieve relatively poor GCSE results,

placing them at a disadvantage.

(Tomlinson, 2002: 2)

and in the published guidance to Ofsted inspectors in 2002 it was claimed that,

The 2001 White Paper ‘Schools Achieving Success’ highlighted the relatively lower
levels of GCSE success achieved by Black, Pakistani-heritage and Bangladeshi-

heritage pupils whether from manual or non-manual backgrounds, when compared

with White or Indian-heritage pupils.

(Ofsted, 2002: 3)
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Gillborn and Mirza in an Ofsted review of ethnic inequality in education also noted that
Bangladeshi pupils had come to be seen as suffering some of the most pronounced
educational disadvantage and were seen as one of the lowest attaining groups of pupils.
Ethnic Minority Achievement Grant (EMAG) data reviewed showed that Pakistani and
Bangladeshi pupils lagged behind their White peers in most of the submissions and that the
gap between Bangladeshi and White pupils had remained almost static over ten years despite

the fact that both groups had been improving (Gillborn & Mirza, 2000: 11, 14).

2.2.5 Explanations put forward for underachievement by statistical studies

The statistical studies and government reviews outlined above not only identified ethnic
minority and Bangladeshi underachievement but also put forward explanations for it or

sought to explore factors which affected achievement.

The House of Commons Home Affairs Committee, despite a lack of research evidence,

concluded that the particular problems faced by Bangladeshi pupils in school were a result of

their:

= difficulty with the English language

= late arrival in school after the start of compulsory schooling

= lack of adequate schooling in Bangladesh before arrival in the UK

= high number of absences from school

=  poor economic status

= the effects of racism

= poor teacher expectation and high teacher turnover

= cultural differences which reduced pupils' capacity for learning

= parents' lack of education and knowledge of the British educational system which made
it difficult to assist their children with their schooling

(The House of Commons Home Affairs Committee, 1987: 148).
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Murshid (1990), whilst recognising that Bangladeshis often occupied a poor socio-economic
position, explained Bangladeshi underachievement in terms of low teacher expectation and a
benign neglect of Bangladeshi pupils in schools, low pupil self-esteem due to racism
together with a pessimism about educational achievement and future job prospects and the

poor educatton of Bangladeshi parents and the low value they attributed to education.

Kysel (1988) claimed that explanations for low attainment could be sought outside the
education system and within it. Although her study was unable to explore explanations for
poor achievement, she suggested that possible influences on achievement were poverty,
social class and a lack of fluency in English, negative stereotyping and low expectations of
pupils from particular ethnic groups by teachers, a lack of relevance of the curriculum to

pupil needs and poor communication between home and school.

Kivi located the reasons for underachievement within schools themselves. Kivi claimed that
the poorer educational performance of Bangladeshi and Afro-Caribbean pupils was due to
the ‘insidious racism’ in schools, the ignorance of teachers and support teachers about the
linguistic problems faced by pupils and the lack of training that teachers received, the
cultural conflicts created by the curriculum and the fact that schools did not understand the

needs of Bangladeshi and Afro-Caribbean pupils (Kivi 1991) .

A clear picture did not really emerge from the studies regarding the reasons why pupils
underachieve. Explanations were either put forward without any real basis in empirical
research or predictors are put forward regarding who was likely to underachieve or the
relationship between different variables that may affect achievement was explored. In some
cases different studies come to different conclusions. For example, while the Home Affairs
Committee (1987), Sammons (1995), Camden (1996), Swann (1985), Sammons et al (1997)
and Amin (1997) all believed that a lack of fluency in English was significant, Strand (1997)
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found in his study that all the English as a Second Language pupils who had started school
alongside their monolingual peers had all caught up with the monolingual pupils by the end

of Key Stage 1 and that language was not an issue.

In this section | have attempted to show how studies through the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s
came to establish ethnic minority underachievement as an issue and how Bangladeshi pupils
came to be perceived as underachieving in the English education system. [ have also
outlined some of the weaknesses of this research and some of the explanations that the

studies put forward for underachievement.

The next three sections consider research studies that have been undertaken which explore
what some of the issues and factors are in the underachievement of ethnic minority pupils,

EAL pupils and ‘non-mainstream’ pupils and provide a context to this study.

2.3 Ethnic Minority Pupils and Underachievement: The

Qualitative Studies

2.3.1 Reasons for using qualitative methodologies

The statistical studies referred to above established ethnic minority performance in school as
an issue and were influential in establishing 'the problem of Bangladeshi underachievement'.
The studies' strengths lay in their ability to demonstrate differing achievement according to
ethnicity and in the manner in which patterns and relationships between variables could be
explored. However, such studies were not able, by their very nature, to consider the
processes of learning and achieving for ethnic minority pupils. Most of the studies focused
on achievement or performance as measured by test results, usually at the end of schooling
and thus at one point in time and could not reveal anything about the processes of schooling

and the school careers of pupils. This was noted by many of the researchers themselves
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(Kysel, 1988; Tanna, 1990; Kivi, 1991; Amin et al., 1997; Drew & Gray, 1990; Demie,

2001; Gillborn & Gipps, 1996: 81).

In the 1980s and 1990s qualitative research studies began to appear which were able to focus
on the processes within classrooms and on the experiences of ethnic minority pupils in
English schools. Gillborn situates this work in relation to the statistical work of the
seventies, eighties and nineties claiming that in such work data on ethnic minority pupils was
often aggregated in ways which lost sight of significant historical, cultural, political and
social issues resulting in only a partial, and possibly misleading, picture (Gillborn, 1995).
Concerns were also expressed about the ease of stereotyping as a result of survey work
(Connolly & Troyna, 1998). Statistical work could also be critiqued for its tendency to see
particular ethnic groups as failing and locating the failure within deficiencies in the groups
themselves rather than considering the structural processes, specifically of racism, which
existed within society and within schools as the reason for ethnic minority underachievement
(Gillborn, 1995; Mirza, 1992; Mac an Ghaill, 1992; Connolly, 1995). Troyna at the end of a

review of the problems of statistical work, claimed that there had been a failure to,

find a framework for capturing the complex processes through which pupils were
allocated to courses of different statuses...(there is) a need to dive beneath the

surface and look at ethnicity and who goes where and gets what' (Troyna, 1991:363).

Qualitative research appeared in the late eighties and throughout the nineties and attempted
to look at school processes, ethnic minority pupil experiences in school and 'who goes where
and gets what'. Most of the studies showed either that different groups of pupils received
differing amounts or kinds of attention from their teachers or that setting and banding

arrangements in schools were key in creating disadvantage’.

7 Many of these studies, and their conclusions, were subject to a rigorous critique by other researchers
and their findings disputed. This will be discussed more fully later in this chapter.
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2.3.2 Explanations put forward for underachievement by qualitative studies

The Afro-Caribbean pupil dominated qualitative studies during the 1980s and was the focus,

with the “Asian’ pupil of most of the studies conducted in the 1990s.

In the 1980s Green (1985) considered the social relationships between Afro-Caribbean,
Asian and European children and their teachers. He measured the interaction of a White
teacher with a mixed pupil group of West Indian, Asian and European children8. His
analysis showed that Asian and European pupils were lumped together by the teachers to
form a group with which West Indian children were contrasted. European boys were the
group most favoured by teachers and West Indian boys were the least favoured group; West
Indian boys received less individual attention than other children from their teachers, less

praise and more orders.

Wright (1992) also found that there were subtle differences in the way White teachers treated
different groups of pupils. In the four inner-city schools of her study, as in Green's study,
Afro-Caribbean children were considered by their teachers to be the most disruptive group of
pupils and they were the most criticised and controlled group in the school. They were also

more likely than any of the other groups to feature in the school's sanction system.

As to Asian pupils, Wright found that,

the Asian children (particularly the younger children) were perceived as a problem

to teachers because of their limited cognitive skills, poor English language and poor

social skills and their inability to socialise within the classroom. However, there was

8 Green assessed and recorded classroom interactions using Flanders’ systematic observation
schedule. The study is thus not a qualitative study in the true sense of the term but it is included here
as it is a study of what was happening in six specific classroom. lt is also frequently referred to by
later qualitative studies.
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also an assumption that Asian children were well-disciplined and hard working.

(Wright, 1992: 57)

She also found that Asian children were the group most likely to experience frequent racial
harassment from White peers and to experience the most overt racism in the school (Wright,
1992: 58, 78). This was exacerbated by a 'child culture' within the school in which White
children marked themselves off from certain ethnic groups and constructed a status hierarchy
from which Asian children were excluded and the fact that the schools had an ambivalent

response to this state of affairs.

An earlier study by Wright, which considered fourth and fifth year Afro-Caribbean pupils
attending an Upper School, showed how antagonistic relationships between teachers and
Afro-Caribbean pupils influenced teachers’ professional judgements of Afro-Caribbean
pupils’ ability and that this may have led to such students being placed in low sets in school
thus restricting such pupils’ educational opportunities. Afro-Caribbean pupils had the
highest average reading scores of all pupil groups, yet they completed school with fewer

qualifications.

Mirza’s study of Black girls in two comprehensive schools in South London also considered
the interactions between teachers and pupils and whether pupils performed as well or as
badly as their teachers expected. She rejected the explanation that teachers’ low
expectations of the Black girls in their classrooms (which existed) affected achievement. To
the contrary, the teachers appeared to be unsuccessful in eroding Black female self-esteem or
passing on their negative expectations (Mirza, 1992: 54). Mirza, left with the question ‘How
exactly does teacher-pupil interaction function to disadvantage the black child?’, suggested
that ‘the process of discrimination operated by means of the teachers’ access to physical and
material resources, restrictions to which would result in the curtailment of opportunities’ and
that “..teachers (were) in a position to enforce their prejudices by restricting access to
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information and educational resources, (Mirza, 1992: 56). Mirza also suggested that the
girls’ recognition of the negative assessments that their teachers held of them meant that the

girls did not ask teachers for help and support as a means of challenging such assessments

(Mirza, 1992: 83).

Another study which looked at relationships between teachers and pupils and pupils and
pupils was Gillborn's detailed account of life in a large inner-city comprehensive over a
period of two years (Gillborn, 1990). His interviews and classroom observations revealed,
like Wright and Green's work, a complex situation where Afro-Caribbean and Asian pupils
experienced school in different ways. Whilst ethnicity influenced choice of friends and
teacher expectations, teacher stereotypes of Asian culture (a perception of Asian pupils as
hardworking, well-disciplined and from stable home backgrounds which valued education)
did not operate against Asian pupils in the way that teachers’ stereotypes of Afro-Caribbean
pupils worked against them. Asian pupils, Gillborn claimed, had a similar relationship with
teachers as White pupils whereas Afro-Caribbean pupils experienced negative teacher
expectations which transcended judgements about ability. Like Wright, Gillborn concluded
that teacher judgements were the ‘prime obstacle’ to academic success for Afro-Caribbean

pupils (Gillborn, 1990:100).

Whereas Gillborn found that only Afro-Caribbean pupils were assigned to low ability sets
despite their ability because of ‘teacher judgements’, Troyna found that Asian pupils in his
research school were less likely to be placed in high sets for English even though they were
assessed as 'good' by their junior school teachers (Troyna, 1991). Whilst 91% of White
pupils who were assessed as 'good' by their junior school teachers were placed in a high
English set, only 82% of Asian pupils were and whilst 67% of white pupils who were
assessed as 'weak' managed to gain a place in a middle English set only 20% of Asian pupils
managed this. A similar picture emerged for Maths and Social Science. He also found that

children were not moved up into higher sets even if they did well in their exams at the end of
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their third year? in school. Thus the allocation of pupils to sets on entry to school at age
eleven had implications for their access to GCSE exam entry (and level of entry) as well as
the resources available to them during their secondary school years. Troyna concluded that
'the ethnicity of the pupils played a mediating part in structuring their opportunities for
placement in the higher ability sets' (Troyna 1991: 371) and that referring to Asian pupils as

'underachievers' was less appropriate and precise than referring to them as underrated!?.

The above studies had begun to make a case for considering 'racism' and, to use Troyna's
phrase, 'who goes where and gets what' (the amount and type of teacher attention, teacher
stereotypes, racism and placement in bottom sets etc) as being key in considering and

explaining the educational performance of different ethnic minority groups.

However, Foster's case study of an inner-city, multi-ethnic comprehensive school in 1990
came to different conclusions (Foster, 1990). Foster's study was specifically concerned with
how current anti-racist policies affected classroom practices and how schools should provide
for ethnic minority pupils but he also looked at racism, school differentiation and equal
opportunities in the school. His particular account of pupil achievement restricted itself to
Afro-Caribbean pupils. He found that Afro-Caribbean pupils did as well as their white peers
in the school and suggested that Afro-Caribbean underachievement was to do with the fact
that Afro-Caribbean pupils attended schools that were 'low achieving schools' in which all
pupils did badly; that is Afro-Caribbean pupils were caught in a 'loop of disadvantage' and
teacher racism was not a cause of their underachievement. In fact Foster claimed not to be

able to find many examples of racist attitudes amongst the teachers in his study. He also

9 now referred to as Year 9. Pupils are between the ages of 13 and 14.

10 Troyna's article, in which he reports his findings about Jayleigh school and its allocation
procedures, was the spark to an intense debate between himself and Gomm regarding the validity of
his claims, the quality of his presentation of the data and its analysis and the nature of the role of
researcher. (Gomm, 1993, 1995; Troyna, 1992, 1993).
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claimed that he could not find any empirical support for the ideas and explanations that had
been advanced by other researchers, and those involved in anti-racism work, namely that
teachers had negative views and low expectations of Afro-Caribbean pupils, that the
curriculum neglected and denigrated Afro-Caribbeans leading to low self-esteem, poor
motivation and hostility to teachers and that teachers lacked the cultural competence to deal
confidently and adequately with minority students. He did find that there might be some
support for the explanation that evaluations and assessments were culturally biased but this
was not something the teachers in the school could be held responsible for. He did find that
older Afro-Caribbean pupils were 'more likely to be allocated to lower status groups in the
school's system of differentiation' (Foster, 1990: 81) because of their poor behaviour which
meant that they 'tended to be regarded less favourably' by teachers as they did not conform

closely with their teachers' conceptions of the 'ideal’ pupil.

Pilkington, in reviewing the heated debate that ensued concerning whether 'racism’ was an
issue within schools, pointed out that the key difference between Foster's findings and those
reviewed above was that Foster saw teachers as responding appropriately to the behaviour of
Afro-Caribbean pupils and playing no real part in generating their behaviour, whereas other
researchers had seen teachers as implicated in causing the behaviour that excluded Afro-

Caribbean pupils from top exam sets and upper streams in schools (Pilkington, 1999: 413).

Where Foster and his critics fundamentally disagree is over their explanations of
'bad behaviour'. For Foster, primacy is given to extra school factors. "There may be
a general tendency for Afro-Caribbean students on average to be less well behaved
in schools' (Foster, 1991: 168) because of the adoption of a distinctive subculture
consequent on a recognition on their part of poor post-school prospects and rejection
of racisms in the wider society. For the others, primacy is given to school processes,

with some Afro-Caribbean pupils pictured as turning towards a distinctive
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subculture in order to resist their differential treatment in schools.

(Pilkington, 1999: 414)

Connolly did respond to Foster's explanation that Afro-Caribbean boys behaved badly, and
so got placed in lower sets, by claiming that it was necessary to consider where this
behaviour came from. His year long ethnographic study of an inner city, multi-ethnic

primary school looked at exactly this (Connolly, 1998b).

Connolly looked at the very complex and subtle ways that children drew on discourses of
'race’ in the development of their gender identities, even at the age of five and six and how
they reworked their knowledge of 'race’, gender and sexuality to make sense of their
experiences. He was at pains to explore the ways in which knowledges, perceptions and
expectations from both inside and outside schools created particular teacher-child, peer-
group relations and identities in the classroom. To this end he explored the ways in which
broader discourses on 'race' and the inner city had come to influence the nature of the
relationships between the people living on the estate that surrounded the school, how these
discourses came to be taken up and reworked by teachers within the school and how these
teacher discourses came to influence the ethos of the school, its organisations, social
relationships and disciplinary modes (Connolly, 1998b: 63-64). He then went on to show
how Afro-Caribbean and South Asian boys and girls in the school developed identities

through the contexts provided for them by these discourses.

In relation to Afro-Caribbean boys he found that student-teacher relations and peer group
relations in the school formed what he termed 'a continuous feed-back loop'. That is, Afro-
Caribbean boys were over represented amongst those who were publicly disciplined by
teachers and they thus developed 'a bad reputation’. This was often perceived by White boys
as 'bad' and 'quintessentially masculine'; a reputation that the White boys perceived as a
threat to their own masculinity. As a result of this, Connolly claimed, White boys were more
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likely to publicly challenge Afro-Caribbean boys in order to reassert their own masculinity
and this led to a situation in which Afro-Caribbean boys were more likely to be involved in

confrontations which reinforced teachers' views that they were troublesome and badly

behaved (Connolly, 1998b: 89).

In relation to South Asian boys, Connolly found that teacher discourses in the school
(praising South Asian boys for hard work, for being quiet, describing them as ‘little’ and
needing to be looked after) positioned them as ‘effeminate’ and a representation of what
boys ‘are not’, they became ‘the focus through which other boys were able to develop and
reassert their own masculine status’ (Connolly, 1998b: 126). As a result South Asian boys
tended to be excluded from social activities in school and to suffer verbal and physical

assaults.

South Asian girls in the school were represented by teacher discourses as ‘quintessentially
feminine’ and were seen by teachers as ‘model pupils’ (Connolly, 1998b: 186—187). This
had the effect of making South Asian girls invisible to teachers. However, South Asian girls
were not invisible to other pupils in the school and as with South Asian boys, the girls were
used by other pupils as a means of asserting their own gender identities by treating South

Asian girls as a ‘sexual Other’ (Connolly, 1998b: 167).

Sewell, like Connolly, also looked at why Afro-Caribbean boys might behave the way they
did in schools (Sewell, 1997). He challenged the notion that it was simply ‘'teacher racism'
that led Afro-Caribbean boys to adopt a culture of resistance to schooling and claimed that
both teacher and pupils were influenced by cultural representations of black males that

existed outside schools in the wider society.
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Summary

These qualitative studies then did change the focus of rescarch about ethnic minority
achievement from looking at test results and comparing the different attainment rates of
different groups to looking at what went on within schools. They did manage to 'dive
beneath the surface' of exam results and consider some of the subtle and complex processes
to do with 'race' and gender that went on within classrooms and schools that affected the
educational opportunities of pupils. Some studies were able to move beyond the dichotomy
of 'within school' or 'outside school' explanations to show how both were linked and fed into

each other.

Interestingly, what emerges from these studies (with the exception of Troyna's) is an
emphasis on behaviour. These descriptions of classroom practices indicate that an important
process within schools is the manner in which pupils gain an identity as a pupil and learner
through teachers’ experiences and expectations of their behaviour, through the type of
interactions taking place between teacher and pupil, and that these had consequences for

pupils' access to resources and opportunities in school and to placements in exam classes.

However, the focus of these studies is generally on the Afro-Caribbean pupil (most
frequently on Afro-Caribbean boys) and except for Troyna none of these studies makes a
link between how Asian pupils are perceived, the identities that become theirs and their
academic achievement in the way that this is done for Afro-Caribbean boys. The
explanations put forward concerning poor behaviour leading to placement in low sets (and
thus a restriction on the number and type of exams that can be taken) can hardly apply to
Bangladeshi pupils as in all of these studies, where they are included, Asian pupils are

perceived as 'hard working and well behaved' by their teachers.

37



Although able to contribute to the debate about Afro-Caribbean boys’ underachievement by
describing where Afro-Caribbean boys’ behaviour came from, Connolly’s insights into the
positioning of South Asian boys and girls in school did not develop into insights into why

they may be underachieving in school.

Bangladeshi pupils are not considered in any of this research as a specific group. What this
research does appear to offer is confirmation that Asian children have struggles in school.
Wright's work suggests that Asian pupils suffer from more racism than other children, that
they are excluded by 'child culture' and that they are perceived to be a problem to their
teachers because of limited cognitive skills, poor English and poor social skills. Troyna's
work suggests that Asian children (Pakistani and Bangladeshi pupils in his study) are placed
in lower sets than White pupils despite their equal ability. However, there are limitations
and problems with both studies in terms of what they can reveal about Asian pupils and their

achievement in school.

Troyna's presentation of his study at Jayleigh was heavily criticised at the time of its
publication regarding the validity of his claims and the quality of his presentation of the data
and its analysis (Gomm, 1993; 1995). It was certainly the case that his claim that it was the
ethnicity of the pupils that played 'a mediating part in the structuring of their opportunities
for placement in higher ability sets' (Troyna, 1991: 371) was not adequately supported and
demonstrated in the analysis in his article despite his claim that his data presented 'clear cut
evidence' (Troyna, 1991: 373). He did fail to consider and adequately discount other
explanations for the choices teachers made about which sets to place pupils in or to present
the reasons teachers gave for their placements. Neither did he explore whether teachers were
making choices based on other factors that might have been working behind ethnicity, for
example the fact that the particular pupils were EAL pupils, assumptions about the quality of
support at home and so on. Troyna did identify how ethnic minority pupils’ achievement
could be curtailed by set placements (this is true for all pupils), however, it was the rigid
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setting and other school practices that needed unpacking as well as teacher expectations and
assumptions of White and Asian pupil needs. Although making the case for qualitative
research and the need for 'diving beneath the surface’, Troyna ironically failed to include
both teacher and pupil accounts of the choices they made in school in his presentation of his
study and as a result his work offered less than it could have to an understanding of the

processes of school and how setting decisions came to be made which had consequences for

the achievement of Asian children.

Connolly’s analysis of South Asian pupils in primary school, although rich in information
about how the pupils came to be identified in particular ways, does not link his analysis of

South Asian pupils with their achievement in school.
No clear picture emerges from this qualitative research regarding the experiences and
underachievement of Bangladeshi pupils in English schools. The questions that emerge from

this review of the research are:

= How are Bangladeshi pupils perceived by their teachers? What identities do

Bangladeshi pupils acquire and is there a link between this and their achievement?

=  What are teacher expectations of Bangladeshi pupils and are these linked with

Bangladeshi pupils’ achievement?
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2.4 English as an Additional Language Pupils and Attainment

EAL pupils are those pupils who are learning English and learning the curriculum through
English at the same time!l. Thus the category of EAL pupils includes most ethnic minority
pupils (but not all) and also pupils who come from ethnic majority backgrounds (e.g. White
pupils from countries such as France or Russia who speak French or Russian as their first
language and are attending school in England). These pupils would not normally be
considered as ethnic minority pupils and are not included in the ethnic minority research

categories that were used in the statistical research reviewed above.

In this section some key studies that have emerged from the field of research into
bilingualism, second language acquisition and English as an Additional Language are
discussed. The focus here is on those studies which have looked at EAL pupils and

attainment.

These research studies have been conducted inside schools to discover what some of the
important processes and practices might be that influence the attainment of minority pupils
who are learning English as an additional language. These studies are included in this

Literature Review as Bangladeshi pupils are also EAL pupils.

IT This is the difference in current usage between EAL and ESL (English as a Second Language).
ESL is used to refer to pupils learning English but not learning the school curriculum through English
at the same time. It should be also be noted that although EAL is usually used to indicate that a child
has a mother tongue that is not English this is a rather simplistic picture (see Leung, Harris &
Rampton, 1997).
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2.4.1 Explanations put forward for underachievement by EAL studies

Toohey (2000) followed the same path as Connolly in arguing for the need to consider the
context and the social locations of pupils and teachers in understanding what happens in
classrooms (and vice versa). In the light of this she rejected, in her study, the usual remit of
previous research into Second Language Acquisition which had looked at the individual
psychological-cognitive processes involved in learning a second language and considered
instead how learning and cognition were social and shaped by the position the learner
occupied within the community of the classroom. Using the socio-cultural learning theory of
Lave and Wenger (and the concept of 'communities of practice' and 'legitimate peripheral
participation’) she studied the social practices of Second Language learning in a Canadian
school from kindergarten to the end of Grade 2 in a three year ethnography. She
conceptualised classrooms as places that offered spaces for learners ('conversations' that they
might be permitted to join) and focused on six children of minority language backgrounds!?

as they went about school.

She found that the children came to kindergarten as different kinds of children and soon
became 'differently able' kinds of pupils as their teachers were obliged (by out-of-school
institutions) to rank and identify children. One of the strengths of Toohey's ethnography was
that it showed how the focal children came to look 'differently able' and how they became
attached to identities in their Kindergarten year. These identities affected the children’s
access to class resources as classroom practices 'made different positions available to
different children; (and) those positions had a great deal to do with what (the children) had

access to and thus what they were able to learn' (Toohey, 2000: 72). Toohey claimed that,

I2Toohey dislikes the use of EAL and ESL and uses the term *children of minority language
backgrounds’ throughout her study.
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The focal children's identities were constructed with regard to aspects of their
academic, physical, behavioural, social and linguistic competence in their first year
of school....Julie's, Randy's and Amy's identities were constructed so as to position
these children in relatively desirable sites, although there were ambiguities in their
constructions. They seemed able to interact with a variety of playmates, using a
variety of resources; their behaviour was not problematic from their teacher's point
of view; they were constructed as developing appropriate physical, academic and
linguistic (English) competence. The situation for Surjeet, Martin and Harvey
appeared potentially more ambivalent. For these children, interaction with peers
seemed less comfortable than it was for the other three children. Surjeet, Martin and
Harvey occupied more frequently subordinated positions. Their teacher was less

confident of their 'normal' development of a variety of competencies.

(Toohey, 2000: 73-74)

Social relations in the classroom provided opportunities for some EAL pupils to practice
using English and become good at what they were doing with English while denying other
children the same opportunities. A key understanding of Lave and Wenger's socio-cultural
theory is that all members of a 'community of practice' (in this case the members of the class)
need access to the activities and the experienced members of the community as well as
opportunities for participation in order to learn and to become a full member of the
community. Toohey found that EAL children do not always get this access and opportunity.
In the case of the children 'subordinated’ by their peers, Toohey described how this meant
that they were excluded by their peers from imaginative play and were therefore excluded
from opportunities for English language learning and thus for getting better at English

(Toohey, 2000: 74).

When the focal children moved into Grade One, Toohey describes how the teacher's
decisions about the organisation of the classroom meant that they were separated from those
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that they normally talked to and were discouraged from appropriating others’ words in class
(through injunctions not to copy or to use their own words, as if words were like things and
were individually owned and not community resources) thus excluding the children from the
conversations with their peers who are the 'experts' in English language use and through
whom they could acquire and improve their English language. Toohey notes that in Grade
One those pupils who had been seen as 'differently able' became seen as 'deficient' and that
this 'systematically exclude(d) them from just those practices in which they might otherwise

appropriate identities and practices of growing competence and expertise' (Toohey, 2000:

93).

In Grade Two, Toohey focused on teacher mandated and organised oral discussions in the
classroom and how they related to differing opportunities for pupils to develop classroom
voices and language. She found that the recitation sequences, employed by the teacher in the
classroom, presented few possibilities for the focal children to engage in extended language
use and that as a result the children 'could not easily construct meanings (or voices) of their
own' (Toohey, 2000: 117). The brevity of the utterances that the focal pupils were able to
contribute within the recitation sequence meant that 'the students got very little practice
actually speaking English' and participation, according to Toohey, seemed primarily a

question of guessing teacher meanings (Toohey, 2000: 118).

Thus Toohey's study suggested that classroom practices and organisation 'produced’ the focal
children as specific kinds of pupils and blocked their access to resources and to opportunities
for appropriating English and becoming good users of English. In this way the focal children
were denied learning opportunities. According to Toohey, the children needed access to the
expertise of their peers in using English and opportunities to 'play’ in the language so that

they could appropriate the language that they needed in the classroom.
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In other studies researchers have shown how conversational language is misinterpreted as

indicative of pupils’ academic ability.

Cummins has specifically addressed the debate concerning the underachievement of
minority pupils and why some groups of pupils do better than others in school in the US
(Cummins, 1989). Responding to those research studies and policy statements which
posited a lack of language proficiency or fluency in English as the reason for poor
achievement he made two points concerning the confusion educators made between a
learner's proficiency with 'the surface or conversational aspects' of language and the 'deeper
aspects of proficiency that are more closely related to children's conceptual and academic
development' (Cummins, 1989: 21). He developed this point to describe how children who
do not speak standard English (or a standard form of their first language) are thought to be
'language deficient', less capable of thinking logically and are understood by educators to be
handicapped educationally. Many of these children end up in remedial programmes (Labov

cited by Cummins, 1989: 22). In the case of EAL pupils, Cummins claimed that,

Children's good control over the surface features of English (i.e. their ability to
converse adequately in English) is taken as an indication that all aspects of their
'"English proficiency' have been mastered to the same extent as native speakers of the
language. In other words, conversational skills are interpreted as a valid index of
overall proficiency in the language....a close relationship is assumed between the two
faces of language proficiency, the conversational and the academic'’

(Cummins, 1989: 21-22)

He continued,

the presence of adequate surface structure leads teachers and psychologists to
eliminate 'limited English proficiency' as an explanation for children's academic
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difficulty. The result is that minority children's low academic performance is
attributed to deficient cognitive abilities..or a lack of motivation to succeed

academically.

(Cummins, 1989: 26)

Cummins drew attention to a number of large, longitudinal survey studies being conducted
in the States, which suggested that while it took about two years for minority students to
acquire conversation fluency (in English) comparable with their native-speaker peers, it took
five years or more for minority students to acquire the academic aspects of language that
were needed to achieve in school and which put them on a par with their native-speaker
peers (Cummins, 1989: 27)!3. As a result of educators’ failure to recognise the language
needs of the minority language pupils in their classrooms and their confidence that such
pupils had attained fluency in English, many linguistic minority pupils, given IQ tests early
in their school career, were found to be ‘disabled’ or ‘retarded’, with no awareness, on the
part of educators, that the tests were showing language education need rather than disability.
Cummins reported that as a result, in Texas, Hispanic students were over-represented by

300% in the category ‘learning disabled’ (Oritz & Yates, 1983).

In addition to this Cummins has written about a phenomenon that he refers to as the 'grade 4

slump' (Cummins, 2001) . Cummins describes this as,

13 Collier and Thomas claimed, after researching the impact of bilingual education programmes on
achievement in the States, that it took language minority pupils 4 — 7 years to equal the reading
performance of native-speaker peers if the language minority pupils had been in a bilingual
programme where they were taught in both their first language and English, and 7 — 10 years without
a bilingual programme (Collier & Thomas, 1997)
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a phenomenon where children seem to be doing well in the first few grades, but
when they reach Grade 3 or Grade 4, their attainment levels worsen dramatically.
One of the reasons for this is that the curriculum suddenly becomes more
inaccessible for a learner who has been used to a focus on discrete language skills,
now having to cope with the uncontrolled vocabulary of mathematics, science, social
studies and history'.

(Cummins, 2001: 39)

Newman & Hilditch describe how in Bradford they found that at the end of Key Stage One
in 2000 there was hardly any disparity between the results of different ethnic groups of
pupils. However, at the end of Key Stage 2 the gap between different groups had widened
considerably and by the end of Key Stage 4 there were large differences between the
attainment of different ethnic groups with Pakistani pupils doing particularly badly. They
felt that the 'apparent success' of the pupils at Key Stage One was masking a lack of
experience in using spoken English for certain groups and introduced policy and classroom

practices to change this (Newman & Hilditch, 2001: 11).

Another study found that Pakistani boys lacked higher order reading skills because they had
failed to develop these skills earlier in their schooling. This had not been picked up on by the
boys’ teachers, leading to the boys being very unresponsive in class and unable to use texts

effectively for learning (Newman & Hilditch, 2001: 9-11).

Summary

All of the research referred to above examines closely what the 'lack of fluency’ in English,
referred to in the statistical studies, might mean and how this impacts on the opportunities
for becoming a member of a class and developing enough (of the right kind of) language to

take part in learning and to become a successful pupil in school.
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In contrast to the qualitative studies of ethnic minority pupils, which demonstrated how
behaviour (interactions between particular pupil groups and teachers and between different
pupil groups), led to certain identities being formed that have consequences for access to
resources and opportunities, these studies show how pupils can also acquire identities
through their language 'performance’ in the sense that in all these studies pupils are judged
and evaluated by their teachers in terms of their facility with (English) language. Toohey’s
study in particular shows how pupils acquire identities as 'differently able' and then 'deficit’
despite not having access to the practices which would enable them to develop the language
and cognitive skills they need to take a full part in the learning in their classrooms. Their
facility with English is misjudged and their poor performance in class and in tests is deemed
to be the result of 'deficit' cognitive abilities. Thus through identities formed through
judgements made about language, rather than behaviour, certain groups of children are

restricted in their access to resources and opportunities for success in schools.

None of this research looks specifically at Bangladeshi pupils. Although the research
describes how resources and opportunities can be inequitably distributed in classrooms there
is nothing offered in the above research to explain why some EAL children are more
disadvantaged than others in the classroom. Why do Bangladeshi pupils achieve less than

Indian pupils when both groups have language needs in school?

These studies suggest that EAL pupils are often denied access to language through the
practices and organisation of classrooms. To what extent is this the case for Bangladeshi
pupils? It is also suggested that the language needs of children are not recognised by
teachers. To what extent is this an explanation for the underachievement of Bangladeshi
pupils? How aware are teachers in schools, how do they make judgements about, the

language needs of their pupils and to what extent does this impact on Bangladeshi children
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and in what ways. When is support used and not used? And if children’s language needs are

not met how are children coping?

2.5 ‘Non-Mainstream’ Pupils and Attainment

‘Non-mainstream’ pupils are those pupils who come from backgrounds which are thought to
be different in their culture, language and/or socio-economic status to the dominant culture
of their society or the school. A body of research has emerged in the last forty years which
explains underachievement in terms of either deficit, difference or discontinuity between the

home life of pupils and the culture and practices of the mainstream classroom.

Studies of ‘non-mainstream’ pupils focus on monolingual, ethnic majority pupils (for

example White working class pupils) as well as EAL and ethnic minority pupils.

2.5.1 Explanations put forward for underachievement

Deficit and 'linguistically disadvantaged' explanations for the poorer performance of working
class children in school were common in the sixties and seventies (Tough, 1973). Some
pupils were seen as having language with which they could only refer to what was
immediately around them, as they were unable to use complex language and unable to
respond to certain teacher question as they had no experience of this use of language at
home. They were considered to be 'unaccustomed' to the school's way of using language
because they did not hear or use this language at home (Tough, 1973: 49). Bernstein (1971)
referred to the 'elaborate code' of school language and the 'restricted' code of working class

home language.

Other research showed how the practices of home, and the early learning experiences of the

home, meant that certain pupils experienced a continuity between the learning practices of
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home and school whilst other children experienced a discontinuity. Certain kinds of homes
prepared children for school whilst others did not. Wells (1986), in a longitudinal research
study in Bristol, found that working class and middle class children!4 did not differ in their
use of and range of oral language before school. He claimed that social class kicked in at the
start of school and teachers heard differences in the way children spoke and subsequently
provided different opportunities for pupils (Wells, 1986: 143). He also claimed that early
years achievement in school was related to children having an orally stimulating home
environment and most importantly, to a child's familiarity with and pre-school experiences of

books, particularly story books.

.. it is growing up in a literate family environment, in which reading and writing are
naturally occurring daily activities, that gives children a particular advantage when
they start their formal education. And of all the activities that were characteristic of
such homes, it was the sharing of stories that we found to be most important.

(Wells, 1986: 194)

According to Wells, such exposure to literacy before school, meant that children who had
had this exposure understood much about literacy on entry to school and were able to cope
with the literacy demands of the curriculum. Such children started school with some
knowledge of writing and its conventions, with a familiarity with the kinds of questioning
about text that teachers employed in the classroom and an ability to think in context-
independent, abstract ways (Wells 1985). Children who had not had such exposure were
disadvantaged from the start and as they progressed through school, and the curriculum
became increasingly literate, they were increasingly disadvantaged and were subsequently

judged to be intellectually limited.

14 All White monolingual pupils
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In a similar vein, Heath (1982) in a study of what she termed 'mainstream homes' showed
how such homes prepared their children for school by teaching their children to 'take' from
books, to make meaning from text, and how schools expected to draw upon these literacy
practices of 'mainstream homes'. According to Heath 'mainstream children' learnt the use of
'what-explanations', 'reason-explanations' and 'affective commentaries' at home from their
families. These practices were an integral part of classroom life and familiarity with them
affected progress through the curriculum once at school. Heath claimed that 'mainstream
children' not only learnt how to 'take' from books at home but also how to talk about the
process. At the start of school such children had already developed valuable experience as

information givers,

They have developed habits of performing which enable them to run through the
hierarchy of preferred knowledge about a literate source and the appropriate

sequence of skills to be displayed in showing knowledge of a subject. They have
developed ways of decontextualising and surrounding with explanatory prose the

knowledge gained from selective attention to objects. (Heath, 1982: 79)

In addition to this, Heath claimed, they had also learnt appropriate cues, how to get certain

services from parents and teachers when reading and how to operate in groups.

However, Heath, and many other researchers, have been instrumental in dismissing the idea
of deficit in the home of 'non-mainstream families' as an explanation for poor school
performance. They have shown instead that rather than homes being deficit in terms of their

practices, homes are just different.

Heath (1983) demonstrated, through her ethnographic study of three communities in the
United States, that there was not just one way of learning to talk, one way of being

interactive with one's peers, family members and community or one agreed notion of what
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story was. She showed that children in the three communities she studied grew up in
different kinds of environments, learnt to talk, were spoken to and joined in activities in
different ways according to their community practices. Her account usefully problematised
other research accounts which assumed that these things were universal and constant within
home environments and in child 'development’ (most of which were based on white, ethnic
majority, middle class children). In her detailed account of two of the communities she
showed that both had strikingly different environments which surrounded children as they
grew into language. In terms of literacy, Heath found that both communities had rich literate
traditions but these were interwoven in different ways with oral uses of language and ways
of negotiating meaning. Patterns of using reading and writing existed in both non-
mainstream communities. Families were not deficient in these practices. However, these
patterns were interdependent with ways of using space and using time and were not the ways
which prepared the children for the school's ways with the written word or with sharing
knowledge in the classroom. Unlike the children from 'mainstream families' the children
from the two communities, the 'non-mainstream families', faced unfamiliar kinds of
questioning in school, needed to learn content and interaction patterns that were alien to
them as well as how to 'take meaning from reading’' when they arrived in school. The
children from these two communities generally scored very poorly in Reading Readiness
tests and by the end of Grade 3 had low Language Arts scores. The only exception to this
were those children who, according to Heath, had begun to adopt some 'mainstream’ school

behaviours.

Other studies have also shown how homes, rather than deficit in certain linguistic skills, have
different linguistic and literacy practices and that school failure for certain 'non-mainstream’
children arises, not from a linguistic or cognitive deficiency located within the child because
of their poor home background, but out of the mismatch between the practices of home and
school (Michaels, 1986; Luke and Kale, 1997; Cline & Abreu, 2001, Ulich & Oberhuemer,
1997).
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Other researchers have also shown that 'non-mainstream' homes and families, in this case
ethnic minority families, have rich language and literacy practices which are frequently
unknown about, or ignored in school (Kenner, 2000, Gregory, 1993b, 1997). As a result
teachers fail to realise that pupils have different practices at home and come to school with
different expectations of how things are done and what things, such as reading, are in school.
Teachers come to judge their pupils as unable or unwilling and provide them with limited

opportunities to participate.

Both Drury (1997) and Gregory (1992a; 1992b; 1993a) have provided accounts of this taking

place in early years classrooms.

Gregory studied the reading-together interactions of a teacher with nine of her five-year-old
pupils during their first eighteen months in a multi-lingual, urban school (Gregory, 1992b).
Her study revealed how the teacher, through the shared reading session, was attempting to
show the children that reading was about knowing and relating to a story and gaining
meaning and enjoyment from good stories and books. Adopting a role similar to that of a
care-giver at home, the teacher intended to demonstrate to the children, through the group

reading sessions, how they should go about reading and what reading was.

In the course of the shared reading the teacher moved in and out of the text as she read with
the children by reading a little and then questioning the children on their lives and their
responses to the story. The teacher assumed that the children understood they were reading a
story and that they understood when references to 'life experiences' were called for and when

they were not (Gregory, 1992b: 42).

The examples of the interactions that Gregory documented showed that the 'non-school
orientated', monolingual pupils in the group were hardly allowed to enter the text of the story
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at all. They were ‘confined to life’ in the sense that nearly all the interactions between the
teacher and these children were outside the text. With these pupils the teacher stuck to life
and the everyday experiences of the children as, Gregory claimed, she assumed that they

were not familiar with story. Being keen to include them in the group sessions the teacher

called on the only thing she felt they could contribute (Gregory, 1992b: 42).

However, the 'school-orientated’, monolingual children in the group, those familiar with
shared-reading at home, did not allow themselves to be taken away from the text, they
ignored the 'life-sense' questions from the teacher or attempted to bring her back to the text.
They knew, according to Gregory, how to position themselves during these reading
interactions and because they knew how to 'stay with the text' and offer information and
contributions during shared reading about the text, they received positive feedback and more

information about the text from the teacher.

Because of the teachers mixed messages about what reading was, the fact that she was not
explicit or even clear about what reading involved, the 'non-school orientated' children found
it very difficult to position themselves in terms of taking part in the group and being readers.
They attempted to copy what the teacher did but they got it wrong because they copied her
references to life and things outside the text at inappropriate times, whereas the 'school-
orientated' children knew that what was expected was 'staying with the text' and not 'staying
in life'. Unlike the 'school-orientated’ children, the ‘non-school orientated’ children did not
'stay with the text', were not able to offer appropriate information and contributions during
shared reading and therefore did not receive positive feedback and more information from

the teacher.

Gregory went on to claim that learning to read in school depended not so much upon
children being familiar with stories from home but on a pupil's ability 'to initiated and
participate in the special type of dialogue and pattern of turn taking' that constituted a
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reading session with the teacher (Gregory, 1992b: 318). Although, as outlined above,
knowledge of stories could facilitate such appropriate interactions with the teacher during
reading, Gregory claimed that it was not a necessary prerequisite. She demonstrated this in
two subsequent articles using first the example of Tony, a Chinese boy learning to read

(Gregory, 1993a) and Tajul, a Bangladeshi boy also learning to read at the start of school

(Gregory, 1994c).

Tony was a pupil struggling with learning to read and after three months at his English
school had switched off from the task, much to the puzzlement of his teacher. His teacher,
according to Gregory, knew nothing of his home literacy practices, nor of his family's
knowledge and expectations of how children learn to read and how this is done in the
Chinese school Tony regularly attended. Tony and his family expected to learn to read in a
particular way (for example in his Chinese school Tony would have been expected to learn
the words first and then be given a book to read) and Tony was therefore unable to position
himself in his reading lessons in his English school and could not work out what was

expected of him or what he should do.

On the other hand, Tajul was able to find a way of negotiating with his teacher to get her to
provide the information and explicit guidance he needed in order to work out 'what counts as
reading' in his English classroom compared to his Bengali school. Gregory showed how
through questioning and appropriately challenging his teacher during shared reading, Tajul
was provided with vital information about how to read and how to get meaning from text by

the teacher.

Other writers and researchers who have also claimed that successful pupils in schools are
those who have managed to learn the correct interactional patterns of the classroom and thus
gain access to further opportunities to learn and to classroom resources are Conteh (2003)
and Meehan (1979).
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Gregory claimed in her early work (1992b; 1993a) that teachers' interactions with pupils, the
choices and assumptions they make (consciously or unconsciously) are the reason for poor
achievement. Teachers need to be more explicit in terms of what counts as reading in their
English classrooms. Later, her claim shifted slightly to be that it is teachers' lack of
knowledge of non-mainstream children's home literacy practices (and the subsequent
difficulties that some of these children will have in making the bridge between the literacy
practices of home and those of school) that cause problems. Non-mainstream children can
be successful, according to Gregory, through negotiating with their teachers, by being
supported by their home literacy practices, their siblings and by school teachers who are
willing to find out what those practices might be and build on them (Gregory, 1994a) .

However, Gregory never clearly defined what is to be understood as success.

Summary

The research in this section finds explanations for underachievement in the mismatch
between home and school!>. However, despite the richness of the research and the detailed
portraits it presents of children in classrooms and in homes it does not directly link these
portraits and the findings to the pupils’ achievement in school. In none of this research are
the children's actual formal achievements in school reported on. No key stage results are
given for the children who are judged to have successfully entered the interaction patterns of

the classroom, or who have negotiated the meaning of school reading with their teachers.

I5 Some researchers are not entirely comfortable with the concept of discontinuity between home and
school. Both Volk (1997) and Gregory & Williams (1998b) see some continuities between home and
school that exist alongside the discontinuities. Recent work by Gregory & Williams (2001) and
Kelly, Gregory & Williams (2001) attempts to demonstrate how older siblings blend practices from
community, home and school in play with their younger brothers and sisters thereby bridging
discontinuities between home and school.
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To what extent are the children who are considered to be successful at reading able to be
successful readers? Do their early successes continue? Is Tajul, the Bangladeshi boy
described by Gregory, typical of Bangladeshi pupils in learning to read? If so why do so
many Bangladeshi pupils appear to struggle with reading in school? Is joining in with the
interaction patterns enough? To what extent are the explanations put forward by this

research able to account for the struggles of Bangladeshi pupils in school?

2.6 Summary and Conclusions

In this chapter, after presenting the research studies that identified the issue of ethnic
minority underachievement and the particular underachievement of Bangladeshi pupils, |
have presented three areas of established research that look at ethnic minority pupils, EAL
pupils and ‘non-mainstream’ pupils. These three research areas provide a context for the
study. These three areas between them have provided descriptions of pupil experiences in

school and a range of explanations for underachievement.

Qualitative studies of ethnic minority pupils experiences described what went on inside
schools, considered the processes of schooling and ‘who gets what and goes where’ in
relation to ethnic minority pupils.

These studies found that ethnic minority underachievement could be explained by:

= the different amounts of, or kinds of, attention that ethnic minority pupils received from

their teachers
= that subsequent decisions about setting and banding (based on identities constructed

through teacher understandings of pupil behaviour) that were key to creating

disadvantage.
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However, Afro-Caribbean boys were the main focus of these explanations and they do not
hold for Bangladeshi in the sense that all the studies reported that South Asian pupils were

perceived by their teachers as hard working, quiet and from stable families who valued

education.

The studies do report that South Asian pupils:
= experienced more racism
= were socially excluded and often ‘invisible’

= were perceived to have poor cognitive ability

were thought to be held back by poor English fluency

However, these insights about South Asian pupils were not linked to their achievement in

school.

Although the qualitative studies offered rich insights into the subtle and complex processes
that existed inside schools and demonstrated the strengths of qualitative methods there
remains a need to consider school processes specifically in relation to Bangladeshi pupils

and to link these insights to their achievement as pupils.

Studies of EAL and bilingual pupils suggested that the causes of underattainment for such
pupils were:

= poor teacher judgement

= poor teacher knowledge of language development

= identities as poor, cognitively deficient pupils based on pupil’s language performance

which restricted pupils’ access to learning and school resources.

However, these studies did not explore why some EAL pupils should be more affected by
poor teacher judgement and lack of support than others.
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The EAL studies suggest that there is a need to look at Bangladeshi pupils and consider these

explanations in relation to their experiences in the classroom and their relationships with

their teachers.

Studies of ‘non-mainstream’ pupils suggested that poor achievement amongst this group

was the result of:

= discontinuities between home and school
= the need for ‘non-mainstream’ pupils to lean how to take part in ‘mainstream’

classrooms and overcome the differences between home and school

However, despite the insights offered, those studies that demonstrated pupils grappling with
these discontinuities and differences and those that showed pupils learning how to take part,
did not report on the achievement of those pupils nor on whether the children continued to be

successful in taking part.

These studies of ‘non-mainstream’ pupils suggest that Bangladeshi pupils needed to be
considered in terms of taking part in classroom life and in terms of their interactions with the

teacher and that this should be linked to their achievement.

All three areas of research provide a context for this study and all three areas provide

explanations for the underachievement of certain groups.
What is clear from this review of literature is that there is a need to research further the

experiences of Bangladeshi pupils. How do Bangladeshis experience school? What are the

links between how teachers experience them as pupils and their achievement in school?
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How much do teachers know about language needs? How do Bangladeshi pupils get along

in school?

There is a need to consider Bangladeshi pupils as learners, a need to see them in the
classroom taking part in the daily life of school in order to address the question ‘What is
going on in the lives, backgrounds and schooling experiences of Bangladeshi pupils that

helps and hinders them in learning and achieving in the English school system?

Before we turn to the study, can look at the small amount of research that does consider

Bangladeshi pupils and their experiences of and achievement in school.
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Chapter Three

A Review of the Literature:

Research About Bangladeshi Pupils

3.1 Introduction

None of the research considered in Chapter One looked specifically at Bangladesh pupils and
what might lie behind their poor achievement in school captured in the statistical studies
reviewed earlier. In this chapter the few research studies that do focus on Bangladeshi pupils
are considered. This is research on learning to read by Gregory, Mace, Rashid and Williams
(1996) and Blackledge (1999) and four research studies which consider Bangladeshi pupils
and achievement (Anderton, 1992; Murshid, 1990; The Centre for Bangladeshi Studies,

2001; Haque, 1999, 2000).

What does this research tell us about the experiences of Bangladeshi children at school and

what does it tell us about their achievement in school?

Gregory and her colleagues describe how Bangladeshi children struggle with learning to read
in school if home and school literacy and learning practices are not recognised and
combined. They also show how Bangladeshi homes support reading. Blackledge, on the

other hand, shows how homes do not support reading.

The studies which consider Bangladeshi pupils’ experiences of school and their achievement
identify teachers’ low expectations, pupils’ lack of fluency in English and the levels of
support in the home (or from friends) as important factors in Bangladeshi pupils’

achievement or lack of achievement in school.
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3.2 Bangladeshi Pupils and Learning to Read

Two studies, one conducted in Tower Hamlets, a district of London, by Gregory, Mace,
Williams and Rashid (1996) and the other in Birmingham by Blackledge (1999) have

included work on Bangladeshi pupils and learning to read at home and at school.

Some of Gregory's research with 'non-mainstream' pupils has been discussed in the previous
chapter. The research reviewed here looked more specifically at Bangladeshi pupils at
school, at home and attending community classes to learn Bengali and to study the Qur'an.
The focus of the research was on home literacy practices and how these compared with the

literacy practices of the schools the children attended.

One of the key findings of the research was that the Bangladeshi pupils did not read with
their parents at home but with their older siblings. Gregory and her colleagues taped these
reading sessions at home and showed how the older siblings were using specific strategies at
home which were strategies they were familiar with from their community classes (and to

some extent from their English schools) when hearing their younger brothers or sisters read.

These strategies are now discussed in some detail as they inform the Case Studies and much

of the discussion in Chapters Seven and Eight.

The Bangladeshi children all attended these community classes (Qur'an school and Bengali
school) after their English school had closed for the day. In the Qur'an and Bengali school,
Gregory and her colleagues noted that the ways of teaching and learning to read were very
different to the ways of teaching and learning in the children’s' English school. The key
features of the Qur'an and Bengali schools' classrooms were that the children read aloud, the
teacher demonstrated the task before the child practised it through repetition, there were high
expectations from the teacher and a lack of praise from the teacher. In the Qur'an school the

children recited the text in unison and swayed together on the mat in time to the recitation.
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In both schools there was a repetition of the task until the task was done correctly (Rashid
& Gregory, 1997). Significantly, both classes shared a common pattern of interaction 'where
the teacher demonstrate(d) the task which the child practise(d) through repetition before

being tested' (Rashid & Gregory, 1997: 110). Examples of these practices are provided in

Appendix One.

The reading interactions in both classes were characterised by a careful scaffolding in which
the child repeated words or phrases, either singly or in chorus, after the teacher until they
were ready to be tested. If they made a mistake, even when being tested, they were told the

word or the phrase by the teacher until they got it right.

The taped home reading sessions between older siblings and their young brothers or sisters
showed how the older siblings were using these strategies when hearing their younger
brothers or sisters read at home. Gregory and her colleagues identified six strategies that the

older siblings used, moving from strategy one through to strategy six:

Strategy 1: Listen and Repeat. In one version of this strategy the child repeats word by

word after the older sibling. This may build up to repeating chunks of words. Occasionally
the child predicts the next one or two words of the text. In another version the child tries to
repeat longer chunks of the sibling's reading but often manages only telegraphic speech. In

both versions there is a fast flowing rhythm and little insistence on accuracy.

Strategy 2: Tandem Reading. The child moves on to echo their older sibling's reading of
the text. The reading by the child is usually at the level of telegraphic speech (ie short one or

two word chunks).

Strategy 3: Chained Reading. The sibling begins the reading and the child continues

reading the next 1,2 or 3 words until she needs help again. Then the sibling reads the next
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word and the pattern recurs. Chained reading is typified by the way the child repeats the

sibling’s correction before continuing to read alone.

Strategy 4: Almost Alone. Here the child initiates and reads until a word is unknown; the

sibling corrects the error or supplies the word. The child repeats the word correctly and

continues until the next error is made.

Strategy 5: The Recital Reciting a complete piece (in a similar way to prayer recital in

Arabic).

Strategy 6: Talk about Text. The sibling asks the child comprehension questions on the text
in Sylheti (the children’s mother tongue, a regional dialect in Bangladeshi, spoken by many
Bangladeshis in England). This is typified by being very directed to the text itself. It also
follows the reading of the text in English and only takes place only if the child is a
competent reader. If the child is wrong, the correct answer is given and the child repeats it

immediately.

Examples from the home reading sessons can be found in Appendix Two.

Gregory and her colleagues directed attention to the similarities between the reading
practices at home and those of the community classes. The older siblings maintained a
tightly structured interaction with a focus on text, rather than illustrations, mistakes were
corrected!, no praise was given and there was no talk about the text whilst the text was being
read. The older siblings 'heard' reading by demonstrating the task which the younger child

had to practice through repetition before attempting the task on their own.

I' Although it is interesting to note that in the data presented for strategies 1B and 2 the older sibling
does not insist on accuracy — see Appendix 2.
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Having outlined in great detail the home literacy experiences of the Bangladeshi pupils in
their study, Gregory and her colleagues went on to describe the English school classroom
that the children attended during the day and how the organisation and practices in that
classroom, with regard to learning to read, were very different to their home practices. They

saw this as a source of difficulty for the Bangladeshi pupils in the study.

In the English classroom the children were encouraged to see learning to read as something
that should be achieved through enjoyment. They were encouraged to voice opinions and
choose books that interested them. Unlike the community classes 'there (was) no common
pattern or ritual of repeating words correctly after the 'teacher' and so the Bangladeshi pupils

(had) to learn a whole variety of new strategies in order to become a reader in this classroom’

(Rashid & Gregory 1997).

These new strategies were:

= Independent reading rather than repeating after the expert
In the English school classroom when the teacher was hearing a child read, the teacher frequently
repeated the last word a child had read to signal that it was read correctly. The unvoiced signal or
message that lay behind the teacher's repetition was ‘that word was right, well done, now carry on
reading'. At home, and in their community classes, a repetition of a word by the older sibling or
teacher signalled that the word was read incorrectly and must be repeated correctly before reading

could continue.

Thus, in one setting a repetition of a word read by the teacher signalled correct and in another
setting it signalled 'this is a correction’. According to Gregory, the practice in the English
classroom caused great confusion for a Bangladeshi pupil learning to read and often left the pupil

at a loss as how to continue (Gregory, 1998: 26).
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= using phonic strategies to work out words or predict words

In the English classroom the teacher asked the pupils to look at the letters in a word to work out
what a word 'said' by using their knowledge of letter sound correspondence. The teacher did not
automatically provide a word a child was stuck on or stumbling over. Thus the Bangladeshi
pupils in the class did not hear the word and were not able to repeat it as they had been able in

their community school and with their siblings (Gregory, 1998: 27).

= interpret the text and relate the text to your own life experiences

In the English classroom pupils were asked to infer what was happening in a story or what a
character was thinking or feeling. This was not a practice that the Bangladeshi pupils were
familiar with from their home and community school practices. The children were also asked to
give their opinions about what they were reading or to relate the text to their own life experiences.

This was also unfamiliar for the Bangladeshi pupils. (Gregory, 1998: 27).

Gregory and her colleagues' research indicated some of the things the Bangladeshi pupils had
to cope with and the kinds of things that could get in the way of Bangladeshi pupils as they
begin to start learning how to read in school. As Gregory and her colleagues demonstrated,
English classroom interactions and practices were confusing and teacher requests were hard

for Bangladeshi pupils to decipher.

Gregory and her colleagues claimed that the children's teachers did not always realise that
the children faced these problems in school because the teachers did not know about the

home literacy practices of the children.

This research tells us something about the experiences of a small group of Bangladeshi
pupils learning to read in Tower Hamlets. It effectively demonstrates that Bangladeshi
pupils learn to read, in this context, in different environments and that people hear reading
and teach reading in different ways in those different environments. The research also

demonstrates how older siblings can be the key reading partners at home and how they go
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about hearing and teaching their younger siblings to read calling on the familiar practices of

their community classes?.

The research suggests that Bangladeshi pupils' struggles with reading, and that teachers'
perceptions of Bangladeshi children as lacking understanding, are caused by a failure of
teachers to recognise the home literacy practices of their Bangladeshi pupils and incorporate

these practices into their teaching.

Unfortunately the research did not link the Bangladeshi pupils' reading at home and at school
with any information about their achievement as readers or as pupils in school. No data is
provided about how the pupils were actually doing in school and whether the children

studied were, or went on to be, successful readers.

Gregory and her colleagues skilfully demonstrated the practices of the community school
and siblings at home but there would appear to be a lack of analysis of what the researchers
'count as reading'. Is the 'reading' of the Qur'an school anything like the 'reading’ that
children are being taught in their English primary school? If the Qur'an school, and the
Bengali school, teaches 'recitation’ does this have anything in common with the practice that
is called 'reading' in English schools and mainstream British 'society'? The materials may be
the same in the sense that both involve paper and print and eyes but what is done with the

print would seem to be very different. If two entirely different meanings and practices are

2 Gregory and her colleagues claim that the older siblings combine strategies for reading from
community school and from English school and that English school strategies are used later by the
older siblings when the younger child is confident enough to tackle them. However, the only evidence
of the older siblings using an English school strategy would seem to be the asking of questions about
what has been read after the reading (strategy 6), not during the reading as would be the norm in an
English school classroom, and this may come from the children's Bengali lessons. From the
evidence provided the only strategy that would almost certainly come from the siblings' English
school experiences would be referring to the illustration in the reading book to ask a question (see
strategy six in the table). Gregory and her colleagues refer to this mixing of home and English school
strategies as 'syncretic literacy’, a literacy practice in which strategies from more than one practices
are blended (Gregory, 2001b). However, like Blackledge (see next section) I am not convinced from
the examples provided that this actually takes place.
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attached to these two activities both called 'reading' (Gregory and Rashid themselves point
out that the Arabic word 'to read' in the Qur'an school actually translates as ' to recite ) can
children build on these home strategies to learn to be 'readers' (which we might think of as
interpreters of text rather than reciters of text -both practices call on different positions and
practices in their readers), and eventually independent readers where they can approach and
read text without a teacher, in an English classroom? Is it possible for a child to begin
reading through recital and then to acquire a 'reading for meaning' literacy? The children in

this study are beginning readers, just like Tajul referred to in Chapter Two. What happens to

pupils as they move past the beginning reader stage?

It also has to be said that we do not see a wider picture of the children in the classroom and
their relationships with their teachers or their peers, except for the examples given of reading
interactions with their teachers, and so we do not gain any insights into how their teachers
come to assess them and provide for them in the classroom. Nor do we hear from the pupils
or the teachers themselves about their understandings and thoughts about learning and
teaching. The question of what experiences a child has who does not have an older sibling is

not explored.

Whilst Gregory and her colleague's research on Bangladeshi pupils learning to read located
the difficulties the pupils faced in the differences between the ways of learning to read in the
home and in community schools versus the ways of the English classroom, Blackledge’s
research on Bangladeshi mothers and their relationship with their children's schools,
conducted in Birmingham, concluded that a difficulty for Bangladeshi pupils with regard to
learning to read was that they did not receive support in reading at home from their mothers
or from their older siblings (Blackledge 1999). Blackledge draws particular attention to the

issue of reading for meaning.
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In Blackledge’s sample, Bangladeshi children’s mothers were unable to support their
children because they could not read in English themselves and so could not 'explain the
words' to their children. To understand the type of support older siblings were offering,
Blackledge, like Gregory and her colleagues, taped older siblings hearing their younger
brothers and sisters read at home. In his sample there were eighteen six-year-old pupils and
their older siblings. Unlike Gregory et al., his analysis of the sessions concluded that reading

at home consisted of an older sibling 'providing text' and little more.

In his study Blackledge found that the siblings relied very largely on providing the next word
in the text when the subject child either hesitated because she or he could not read it, or read
it incorrectly. Rahima's ten-year-old sister demonstrated a reading support strategy which
relied on her reading each word, and six-year-old Rahima repeating it, as they read a version

of The King of Spain's Daughter:

R: nothing
RS: would
R: would it
RS: bear

R: bear
RS: but

R: buta
RS: silver
R: silver
RS: nutmeg
R: nutmeg and a
RS: golden
R: golden
RS: pear

R: pear

Rahima's sister intervened in this reading interaction 130 times, of which 100 moves
were to provide the next word or phrase in the text. Despite this, it was clear that
Rahima was able to read more fluently than she was allowed in the interaction with
her sister. When she had an opportunity, she read:

opened the door to see that the King of Spain's daughter....

Also, during her recorded reading session with her teacher, Rahima read fluently as
follows:

68



'I'm scared', said Little Bear, 'Why are you scared, Little Bear?' asked Big Bear. 'l don't like
the dark', said Little Bear. 'What dark/' asked Big Bear. 'The dark (...) the dark all around
us', said Little Bear. '‘But 1 brought you a lantern', said Big Bear'

(Blackledge, 1999: 40-41)

As Blackledge notes, these data suggest that ‘in her determination to help, Rahima's ten-

year-old sister was restricting Rahima's reading’ (Blackledge, 1999: 40-41).

Blackledge gives many more examples of this, each showing how the older siblings provide
text as almost their only 'move’ in the reading sessions taped at home (80.6% of
interventions or moves of the older siblings were 'providing text', every other intervention or
move accounted for less than 2% except for 'giving directions' which accounted for 9.35%
Blackledge, 1999: 38). This led Blackledge to conclude, in opposition to Gregory and her

colleagues, that older siblings’,

attempts to support the English literacy learning of the younger children could not be
said to be socially meaningful to the young readers.....The interactions were
characterised by repetition of given words, and little attention to meaning. There
was little sense of collaborative interaction or inquiry.

(Blackledge, 1999: 42)

Although Blackledge found a similar picture of reading between siblings at home as Gregory
et al., he did not find a gradual, scaffolded process in place through which older siblings
encouraged and supported their younger siblings as they began to read. Rather he found a
situation in which he believed older siblings were both holding back their younger brothers
and sisters in their reading and failing to provide them with useful ways of engaging with

reading so that they could develop as independent readers of meaning in texts.
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Again in this research Blackledge does not look at children as members of their class, only in
relation to the teacher and in relation to reading with the teacher. His research is concerned
more about the power relations between mothers and schools and so he, like Gregory and her
colleagues, does not look at achievement in the sense that he does not report on how
successful or otherwise the children were in becoming independent readers, whether some

were successful and others not, nor how teachers provided for their pupils.

These two research studies come to very different conclusions about the kinds of support
with reading Bangladeshi pupils received at home and neither included in their analysis how
successful pupils were at reading or becoming independent readers. Nor did they address the

wider questions of pupil experience in the classroom and their achievement as learners in

school.

3.3 Bangladeshi Pupils and Achievement

An M.Ed study by Anderton, which considered the school experiences of Bangladeshi pupils
in an inner-city secondary school, did attempt to explore the question of what it was about
the experiences of Bangladeshi pupils that prevented the majority of them reaching their full
academic potential (Anderton, 1992). Evidence was gathered through interviews and
questionnaires with Bangladeshi pupils, their parents and their teachers as well as through

classroom observation and an analysis of school documents.

In the study school, Bangladeshi pupils were doing the least well compared to the other
ethnic minority groups of pupils. When points were allocated per each GCSE grade gained
(7 points for a grade A, 6 points for a grade B etc), Bangladeshi pupils had an average score
of 7.5 points whereas Pakistani pupils had an average score of 12.4 points and Indian pupils

16.9 points (Anderton, 1992:169).
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Anderton claimed that the causes of Bangladeshi underachievement were teachers' low

expectations of Bangladeshi pupils, limited support from parents and racism.

The school's teachers did not see their Bangladeshi pupils 'in a positive way' (Anderton,
1992: 169). The teachers often claimed it was their Bangladeshi pupils’ lack of self-esteem
that held them back in school but Anderton found no evidence of a lack of self-esteem
amongst the pupils she interviewed and observed. (This reflects Mirza’s finding in her study
of Black female secondary school pupils, Mirza 1992) Nor did the pupils suffer from a lack
of motivation (Anderton, 1992: 73). She claimed that the teachers she interviewed had low
expectations of Bangladeshi pupils. 91% of the teachers saw Bangladeshi pupils as low
achievers and 66% saw them as more likely than other pupils to need teacher support. The
reasons given by the teachers for low achievement were 'lack of competence in English' and
'cultural deprivation' (for example, Bangladeshi pupils hadn't played at home as small
children, the children had only been exposed to oral stories at home and not written-down
stories (Anderton, 1992: 173). 97% of the teachers said that they felt that their Bangladeshi
pupils had weak English and they expressed concerns about their own ability to meet their
pupils’ English as an Additional Language (EAL) needs. 67% of the teachers wanted more
training and 83% wanted more collaboration with an EAL specialist (Anderton, 1992: 180).
This concern of the teachers was not recognised by the senior management of the school.
Anderton referred to this as evidence of teachers' low expectations' of their Bangladeshi
pupils and that this was a key factor in holding Bangladeshi pupils back at school. However,
such evidence, in relation to English fluency, could also be interpreted as the teachers'
recognition of the needs of their pupils and their lack of confidence in being able to provide

for those needs.

Anderton did conclude that she could not demonstrate a link between teacher attitudes and
academic outcomes but she hypothesised that the pupils spent a lot of emotional energy

coping with the poor regard that came their way which could have been used to further their
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academic studies (Anderton, 1992: 250). (This was also suggested by Mirza in her study, see
above. Mirza 1992). Interestingly, Anderton found no evidence of Bangladeshi pupils being

treated differently in their classrooms in their interactions with teachers (Anderton, 1992:

176).

The other factor that Anderton concluded was key to understanding the underachievement of
the pupils she studied was the limited degree of support that parents were able to provide
their children. Although parents spoke of wanting their children to do well and continue
with their education, most elder sons were expected to go out to work when they reached
sixteen so that they could financially support the family and most daughters were restricted
in their study or work choices by family concerns about 'ijut' ( a girl keeping her, and her
family’s, ‘honour’, ‘good name’, ‘respect’ in the community are probably the closest one can
get to translating what ‘ijut’ means). The links between parents and school did not operate to
the pupils' best advantage (Anderton, 1992: 251). Whilst teachers held a 'deficit' model of
Bangladeshi parents, the parents themselves held schools and teachers in great trust and
regard. Parents did not understand homework and coursework and could not support their
children with these and would keep their children at home if they needed them to act as an
interpreter for the family. Only 22% of the Bangladeshi parents attended parents' evening
compared to 51% or all parents (Anderton, 1992: 230). Anderton hypothesised that these

factors may have caused tension for pupils between home and school (Anderton, 1992: 251).

Anderton concluded her study by claiming that it was the 'institutional bias' in school that
lead to 'racist outcomes' for Bangladeshi pupils (Anderton, 1992: 254). Teachers were

influenced by the institutional talk they heard in the staff room about Bangladeshi pupils and

3 Anderton uses Pollard's definition of 'institutional bias' - 'a type of generally shared knowledge, a
diffuse and often tacit set of social understandings or cultural assumptions about a school and about
practices in it. The conventions are developed over time and frequently reflect the perspectives of
those with most power and influence in the school' (Pollard, 1985: 116 cited in Anderton, 1992: 254)
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were supported in their judgements about Bangladeshi pupils by 'common-sense ideas' which
were themselves racist (Anderton, 1992: 255). However, she finished by making clear that

she did not locate the explanation for Bangladeshi underachievement solely in teachers and

their attitudes and judgements.

I have attempted to demonstrate that the racism that affects pupils is not just the
racism of individual teachers' attitudes or of school procedures but is racism
operating and interacting from many levels within and without the school, namely
individual attitudes, senior management, school practices and procedures,
institutional bias of the school, LEA, attitudes in wider society, ideas disseminated
by some researchers and the operation of government policies.

(Anderton, 1992: 260).

Murshid (1990) reported on the findings of a DES funded 'Bangladeshi Education Project'
conducted in Hertfordshire between 1988 and 1990, of which she was Director. Murshid
found, through gathering the views of Bangladeshi parents and pupils, that a lack of fluency
in English was the biggest barrier to pupils' educational progress, together with low teacher
expectations, economic pressures and pupils’ low self esteem. These factors constituted a
'vicious circle' from which even the most able pupils could not escape (Murshid, 1990: 12).
The pupils reported that they felt that they had had fun in primary school but were not
prepared well enough for secondary school (Murshid, 1990: 13). Mushid claimed that the
pupils were treated with 'benign neglect' by their schools and that despite appearing to cope
well with the work in their classrooms they were in need of a great deal of support which
they did not receive. Murshid concluded that there was a wide gap between the children's

needs and the provision that was made for them and this constituted a key reason for their

underachievement in school.
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However, no data were offered by Murshid in support of her claims. The research project
relied only on the views of parents and pupils and so teachers and schools’ perspectives were

missing from her account. We are also not told how many parents and children were

interviewed, by whom or what the age ranges of the children were.

A study conducted by the Centre for Bangladeshi Studies which looked at educationally
successful young Bangladeshis found that parents had played an important part in the young
people's educational success, not necessarily through helping with school work but through
allowing their children to get on with their school work at home and not expecting them to
help out with household chores (the girls) or take a part time job to support the family
financially (the boys) (Centre for Bangladeshi Studies, 2001: 12). The interviews with the
young people also revealed that the support of school friends was also important, being part
of a supportive group of friends with similar ambitions to do well in school made a great deal
of difference to the young people and their work. Some of the young people found their
teachers helpful, whilst others did not and they complained of a lack of encouragement, poor
expectations and poor careers and further study advice (Centre for Bangladeshi Studies,
2001: 17). One clear finding of the study was that all the young people had experienced
racism, in the form of name calling and sometimes in the form of physical assault, during

their school career (Centre for Bangladeshi Studies, 2001: 37).

Haque’s study (1999) combined qualitative and quantitative research methods to consider the
perceived underachievement of Bangladeshi pupils. Her research aims were to attempt to
understand the effects of different factors on academic performance, the relationships
between these factors and to examine the views and experiences of Bangladeshi pupils in
British schools. Haques’s study was based on a sample of twenty-one schools in eleven
different LEAs as she was keen to get away from the London/inner-city bias in other

research studies into ethnic minority achievement.

74



The data gathered for the qualitative part of the study indicated that Bangladeshi families
tended to live in public sector housing, were poor and were employed in manual, unskilled

work. Parents educational levels were very low - none of the parents interviewed had any

formal educational qualifications.

In terms of parents’ knowledge about their children's experiences of school, none of the
parents thought that their children suffered from racism at school (Haque, 1999: 122).
(Tomlinson and Hutchinson also found this when they interviewed Bangladeshi parents in
Tower Hamlets, despite the fact that their children all reported having to deal with racism at
school. Tomlinson & Hutchinson, 1991). The pupils reported in their interviews that they
got very little parental help at home with homework and that they relied on their older
siblings instead as they knew and understood the British system (Haque, 1999: 101). The
pupils claimed that they were expected to help at home with housework (girls) or with
looking after their younger brothers and sisters (both boys and girls). They also all reported
that they attended Arabic and Bengali classes for about two hours every evening (Haque,
1999: 101). Although all the pupils interviewed hoped for a career outside the home after
their education they felt they had few role models and there was pressure on them if they
were boys to find work quickly. The girls reported that they felt that their gender made a

difference to the options they had after school (Haque, 1999: 111).

The teachers felt that Bangladeshi pupils' problems were caused by their English as a Second
Language status and their ‘cultural disadvantage' (by this they meant a lack of educational
resources at home, not speaking English at home, no trips to museums, theatres or libraries
and little awareness of life outside their local area) thus reflecting the views of the teachers
in Anderton’s study. The problems, the teachers claimed, were exacerbated by a background
of economic deprivation and uneducated parents (Haque, 1999: 105). Some teachers went

further and claimed that Bangladeshi pupils had limited intelligence, low self-esteem, a lack
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of motivation and domineering parents who were apathetic towards children's education

(Haque, 1999: 105).

Interestingly, Haque concludes her analysis of her qualitative data by stating that it was

difficult to identify variables directly linked to achievement,

Certainly there were some similarities in students’ experiences but none were
identical each of the factors appeared to influence individuals differently.

(Haque, 1999: 128)

We cannot easily separate factors influencing the achievement of Bangladeshi
students into 'home' or 'school' as the reality reflected complex interactions between

factors in both school and home for each student.

(Haque,1999: 135)

In the quantitative part of her study, Haque found that Bangladeshi families did occupy a
different socio-economic position to all the other ethnic groups. Bangladeshi pupils came
from families with low socio-economic backgrounds when compared with Indian, African,
UK Whites and Other Asians. They were also more likely to have unskilled manual parents
with little education and poor English fluency and to live in large households. These factors
were also true of Pakistani pupils but Bangladeshi pupils came from families with more

unemployment and more likely to live in public sector housing than Pakistani families.

Although Haque began her study querying the 'apparent’ underachievement of Bangladeshi
pupils in Britain, she did find that the Bangladeshis in her sample achieved low GCSE
results and had the lowest mean scores of all the ethnic groups. They also made the least

progress between Key Stage 3 and GCSE. Those Bangladeshis born in the UK achieved
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higher GCSE results than those who had been born in Bangladesh. The more recently

arrived students had problems with English.

Haque claimed that recency of arrival, parental occupation and fluency were the most
important factors related to school success for Bangladeshi pupils (Haque, 1999: 217).
However, her quantitative analysis showed that Bangladeshis couldn't be regarded as a
uniform group even in terms of GCSE attainment (Haque, 1999: 242). There was
considerable variation in scores between pupils and little variation between schools. As with
her qualitative data conclusions, Haque stated that her analysis of the quantitative data

revealed that, whilst circumstances of Bangladeshi families appeared to be very similar,

it was the subtle differences in these families, and in the lives of Bangladeshi boys

and girls that influenced educational attainments greatly.

(Haque, 1999: 249)

It seems clear from this that what is required in research terms are studies that can focus on
individuals and the 'complex interactions between factors', to use Haque's term, that

influence and affect those individual children's achievement. This is one of the objects of

my study.

3.4 Conclusions — and the Present Study

The research reviewed in this chapter is research which looked specifically at Bangladeshi
pupils in school. The research either looked at Bangladeshi pupils and reading in the early
years of school in the context of the relationship between home and school or at Bangladeshi

pupils’ experiences and achievement in Secondary school.

Gregory and her colleagues made the case for understanding Bangladeshi pupils’ struggles in

school in terms of the differences between home and school practices in learning to read and
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teachers’ failure to recognise and incorporate some of these practices into their teaching of
reading in school. Blackledge came to very different conclusions when he looked at the
home reading practices of Bangladeshi pupils and their siblings. He concluded that older
siblings, contrary to Gregory et al’s claim that they provided a gradual scaffolded process

which encouraged and supported their younger brothers and sisters, held back their younger

siblings when hearing them read at home.

Blackledge’s claim may be rather pessimistic but there is an awareness in his work of the
need to ‘read for meaning’ and the importance of becoming an independent reader in English
school classrooms which seems missing from Gregory et al.’s account. Although Gregory et
al. describe a range of strategies that older siblings employ at home when hearing reading
there is little further analysis which shows how young Bangladeshi pupils make the
transition from ‘reading reciting’ (the home practice) to reading independently and for

meaning (the school practice).

Neither Gregory et al. nor Blackledge’s work considers the Bangladeshi pupils in their
studies as members of their class or as learners in a wider sense (for example as learners of
other subjects in the school day) or in terms of their actual achievement in school. Neither
report on how successful or otherwise the pupils in their samples were in becoming

independent readers, or how teachers responded to them and provided for them.

Of the research that looked at Bangladeshi pupils and their experiences and achievement in
school, Murshid’s report on Bangladeshi pupils in Hertfordshire schools relies on pupils’ and
parents’ views alone as well as her own views of pupil experiences. Although of interest, the
lack of empirical work and evidence mean that the report cannot offer in any detail what may
lie behind her claims that lack of fluency in English, low teacher expectations, economic

pressure and pupils’ low self-esteem were the cause of underachievement.
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The study conducted by the Centre for Bangladeshi Studies usefully highlighted two
important factors for success in school: parental support (provided by allowing their children
to work at home without interruption) and peer support (provided by school friends who
shared similar ambitions). This study highlighted how Bangladeshi pupils do have different

experiences in school, for example some found teachers helpful and some did not.

Both the study by the Centre for Bangladeshi Studies and Anderton’s MEd study found that
parental support (through allowing their children to focus on their school work when at
home) was an important factor in Bangladeshi achievement. They both also found that
Bangladeshi pupils experienced racism at school thus supporting claims made by Wright,
Gillborn and Connolly with regard to Asian pupils in school (see Chapter Two). Anderton
made the claim that racism itself is one of the underlying reasons for Bangladeshi pupils
underachievement in that the ‘institutional biases’ within school lead to common-sense,
racist ideas that the teachers hold about pupils. However, Anderton herself conceded that
she could not demonstrate a link between teacher attitudes and academic outcomes, nor that

Bangladeshi pupils were treated differently by their teachers in the classroom.

Haque’s study confirmed the underachievement of Bangladeshi pupils nationally in English
schools and claimed that the factors that affect achievement for Bangladeshi pupils were
recency of arrival, parental occupation and fluency. However, her analysis revealed that
there was considerable within-group variation and that it was the subtle differences in the

lives of Bangladeshi pupils that most influenced educational achievement.

From this small amount of research into Bangladeshi pupils, and the context provided by the
three areas of research reviewed in Chapter Two, it seems that in order to answer the original
question ‘What is going on in the lives, background and schooling experiences of
Bangladeshi pupils that helps and hinders them in learning and achieving in the English

school system?’ there is a need to conduct a study which can explore:
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the complex processes of classroom life, of teaching and learning in relation to
Bangladeshi children and their achievement - this would include the unfolding processes
of life in the classroom over a period of time rather than at one moment, would look at
more than just one aspect of classroom life (i.e. learning to read by reading with the

teacher) and would be able to consider the subtle differences in the lives of Bangladeshi

pupils that influence educational achievement.

= teachers’ experiences of Bangladeshi pupils and how teachers come to understand,
assess and plan for the Bangladeshi pupils in their class and what kinds of support and

resources they provide Bangladeshi pupils with.

= the place of reading in the daily life of the classroom and what counts as reading for
children and for teachers (i.e. reading may be more than just reading in a group or 1:1
with the teacher) and what the effects of these understanding (and one’s ability to read)

are on achievement.

= what early years Bangladeshi pupils themselves have to say about their experiences of

being pupils and of learning in early years classrooms.

This is what this study sets out to do.
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Chapter 4

Research Methodology

4.1 Methodology and Methodological Issues

4.1.1 The research aim

The aim of the research is to consider Bangladeshi pupils’ experiences in school and in
relation to this the issue of the underachievement of Bangladeshi pupils. The aim is to
describe what is going on in the day-to-day lives of a group of Bangladeshi pupils and to
illuminate what helps and hinders such pupils in school and how such pupils go about
learning in school and their teachers go about teaching them. The aim is also to explore

whether ‘being Bangladeshi’ has anything to do with it.

As a result of the issues identified in the Literature Review there needs to be a focus in the
research on the processes of daily life in the classroom and on the processes of learning,
especially learning to read for meaning.

The aim of the research is to be achieved by considering Bangladeshi pupils

= as learners in the classroom (not just as readers or pupils)

= as individuals rather than as members of a homogenous group

and by

= making careful descriptions of ‘what takes place inside schools’ (Meehan 1979)
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= understanding daily life as an unfolding process and not as static

* including Bangladeshi children’s thoughts and accounts.

4.1.2 The research question

The research question is:-

What is going on in the lives, backgrounds and schooling experiences of
Bangladeshi pupils that helps and hinders them in learning and achieving in

the English school system?

The Literature Review and the pilot study guided me to focus on the following as I entered

the research classrooms:

What was happening in the classrooms? Specifically:

=  What interactions were taking place and how were the Bangladeshi pupils taking part?

=  Were Bangladeshi pupils denied access to language learning through the practices and
organisation of classrooms?

= To what extent were Bangladeshi pupils’ language needs recognised by teachers and
how did teachers make judgements about their language needs?

= How were the teachers responding to and planning for their Bangladeshi pupils and how
did this impact on the pupils?

»  What kind of support was offered to pupils?

= [s learning and then joining in with the reading interaction patterns initiated by the

teacher enough to be a successful reader, to learn to read for meaning and to become an

independent reader?
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= What kind of relationships existed between home and school and between home literacy

and school literacy?

4.1.3 The research design

It 1s clear from the discussion so far, and the research question that I adopted, that a survey
strategy for this study would not have been appropriate. Such a strategy would have been

unable to capture the processes of daily life in the classroom in the richness and detail that

was required.

A qualitative design was required for the study for the following reasons.

Qualitative research is able to focus on the particular social processes and practices that are
lost in survey research. Keith reminds us that each child brings with them into a classroom a
biography and an experiential history which then mediates the way that particular incidents
and events are interpreted. Only qualitative approaches to classroom research can focus on
the different relationships that children from the same ethnic background develop with their
teachers and their peers and show what is shared and not shared. Through qualitative work,
understandings of ethnicity in classrooms can be developed which do not rely on or

reproduce, 'insidious stereotypes' (Keith, 1993).

Another reason for choosing a qualitative approach was that qualitative strategies and
methods do not always require the researcher to decide in advance of the study what
categories, attitudes, practices and events should be used and explored in the research.
Qualitative strategies allow researchers to explore their research sites and to consider the
concepts, language, actions and events, and the meanings given to these by participants (and
the meanings given to the participants by these), in the course of defining the terms of the

study. This was much more appropriate to a study of the experiences of Bangladeshi pupils
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than entering the research sites with a preconceived idea of what was happening in

classrooms and with predetermined categories to describe the children's experiences as a
basis for data collection. As Merriam points out, in qualitative research the researcher is
able to be responsive to the situation, is able to adopt techniques to circumstances and is

able to explore anomalous responses as well as consider the total context (Merriam, 1988:

19).

There were also philosophical reasons why a qualitative research strategy was more
appropriate for this study than a quantitative strategy. Survey research is located within a
traditional scientific paradigm, which assumes that there is a single, constant, objective
reality that can be observed and measured. The researcher’s role is to look for what is there
and report on it. Some, though not necessarily all, qualitative research strategies recognise
that the world is a 'function of .... interaction' and that phenomena are interpreted and not
measured and are ever changing and not fixed. A qualitative research strategy, such as
ethnography or case study, allows for a focus on process and on meaning; how people make
sense of their lives, what they experience, how they interpret these experiences and how
they structure their social worlds (Merriam, 1988). At the same time qualitative research
also allows for a consideration of how people's social worlds make meaning of them (the

participants in that world).

A final reason for choosing a qualitative approach was that such a strategy was appropriate
for a study of the experiences of Bangledeshi pupils within the context of underachievement
because it gave an opportunity for capturing something of the 'messiness' and complexity of
classroom and individual life, for allowing the inclusion of things that didn't neatly tie up or
fit into a 'box’. Qualitative research is able to give expression to the multiple, changing,

fluid 'realities' of participants’ lives as well as to the contradictory ways people understand
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their world and their actions within it. Qualitative research also allows for multiple

viewpoints to be captured and included in analysis.

4.1.4 The research strategy

The preferred research strategy for this study was ethnographic case study.

Ethnography and case study are often used interchangeably in much research literature and
there is often a lack of clarity about what differentiates them as research strategies (Burns,
2000: 459; Hammersely, 1992: 183). This confusion arises partly because the terms
ethnography and case study can be used to describe a research focus (the choice of
phenomena to be studied), the research methods (or procedures) used and/or the results of

the research.

For the sake of clarity I follow Stake who claims that case study is not a methodological
choice but a choice of object to be studied (Stake, 1998: 86). Ethnography (traditionally)
takes as the focus of its study a culture or social group or system (Creswell, 1998).
Ethnography aims to investigate and understand the way a group or social system works, the
meanings it gives to actions, artefacts and so on. Ethnography investigates people in
interaction in ordinary settings, it looks for patterns of daily living (culture), what people do,
say and use to find out what a stranger would have to know in order to be able to take part in
the group or society in a meaningful way. This results in the holistic cultural portrait of the
social group (Creswell, 1998). Case study on the other hand takes as the focus of its study a
bounded system of some kind. This can be an individual, an event, an organisation or a
cultural group (or a number of these). Case study does not ignore context but it focuses on
the case situated within a context. The emphasis of the investigation is on the case. Thus
one provides a holistic view of a social group or culture the other an in-depth study of a

bounded system or case or set of cases. Case study is able to explore a range of topics whilst
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(traditionally) ethnography focused on cultural behaviour and artefacts. In this way case
study differs from ethnography in that it is not seeking to understand a social group or
system (unless a group is taken as a case) it is seeking to understand a case within an

acknowledged social system. The difference between the two could be represented like this:

social group social group 2" ™ thecase
/
or culture or culture \‘ % |
or social or social \ /
~-"
system system (context)
Ethnography Case Study

Either choice of study would have been appropriate for a study of the experiences of
Bangladeshi pupils in school in the context of underachievement. However, a choice of
study that focused specifically on a child, or a number of children, rather than on the social
group or the social system of a classroom seemed a more appropriate focus for
understanding what the experiences of being a pupil in a classroom and of learning and
taking part in the classroom were like. 1 was not intending to get a holistic view of a
classroom, or a number of classrooms or school cultures but I did want to get at the
experiences of specific children in the context of the classroom. Previous qualitative
research, which has considered ethnic minority children in the classroom (see Chapter Two),
has started with the social system, the culture of the classroom and through that has shown
how identities are produced and resources subsequently allocated to pupils. I wanted to look
'right up close' at specific children's experiences of being in the classroom by starting with a
specific child or number of identified children and seeing what was happening to them in

specific groups and locations. The starting point for the study would be a specific child or a
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group of children not classrooms. In this respect I refer to the object of my study as ‘cases’

and to my research strategy as case study.

Case study as a research strategy allows the researcher to undertake a single case study or a
number of case studies. Idecided to undertake a number of case studies rather than a single
case study so that I would have a range of 'portraits' to illustrate the experiences of
Bangladeshi pupils. An important aspect of the research was to consider the different
experiences Bangladeshi pupils might have to each other and to get away from the notion
that children, once ascribed to an ethnic group, must have the same experience and needs in
the classroom. A number of case studies of individual children would allow me to carry out
'within-case analysis' (a detailed description of each case and themes within the case)
followed by a cross-case analysis (a thematic analysis across the cases) (Creswell, 1998: 63)
and a discussion of 'lessons learnt' (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). By being able to do 'within-
case analysis' I would be able to avoid a danger of only considering Bangladeshi pupils in
relation to each other and be able to consider them as individual pupils in a classroom.
Combining 'within case analysis' with 'cross-case analysis' would allow for a level of depth
as there would be the opportunity, later in the research, to explore any emerging themes or

patterns or dissimilarities.

However, in moving on to discuss choices about research methodologies it is necessary to

say why I have chosen to describe my research strategy as ethnographic case study.

At the heart of most definitions of case study (even those that also claim to be ethnographic
or qualitative) is an emphasis on the notion of 'boundedness’ with which I am uncomfortable.
Stake (1995) for example, speaks of the aim of case study being 'to thoroughly understand
the bounded case' (Stake, 1995: 9) and that a child can constitute a case because s/he is 'a

working combination of physiological, psychological, cultural, aesthetic and other forces'
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(Stake, 1995: 436). Although indeed a child could be considered to be a bounded unit, |
am in favour of seeing children in context and in interaction, as created in and by the social
processes in which they take part and not as separated, bounded identities. Case study
would seem to have an unspoken affinity with modernist conceptions of subjectivity which
do not sit easily with my theoretical approaches to understanding identity and subjectivity.
In the light of this I chose to think of my research strategy as case study because the
phenomena that the research was investigating was the child or the children rather than the
classroom or the school and as ethnographic because I did not consider the child or children
to be bracketed off from the culture, the interactions and the context around them. Case
study, as traditionally presented, does recognise the importance of context, but for this study
I want to be clear that context was not some kind of background scenery or 'noise' but was
an integral part in constituting who and what the child, or children, were. In this respect
using the term 'ethnographic' with case study signals that the social system or cultural group
that the child or children studied is part of is an important part of constituting who and what
that child is and can be. My understanding of ethnographic case study could be represented
in the following way (where I have taken the previous elements of ethnography and case

study and combined them):

social group or culture or social system the case

Ethnographic Case Study

[ have also termed my research strategy ethnographic case study because my research focus

would seem to require that I use many of the same research methods as an ethnographer!

I' Case study does not have to be qualitative or ethnographic (Burns, 2000: 460), although in some
research textbooks it is defined this way e.g. Feagin, Orum & Sjoberg (Feagin et al., 1991: 2 ).
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and because the final descriptions and findings of the study will share a lot with the

outcomes of an ethnographic study.

Using ethnographic procedures? involves the researcher 'entering into a close and relatively
prolonged interaction with people in their every day lives, to better understand (their)
beliefs, motivations and behaviours' (Tedlock, 2000). This 'ethnographic participation'
means the researcher has to get close to the activities and everyday experiences of the
research participants and see from the inside how people lead their lives, how they carry out
their daily rounds of activities, what they find meaningful and how they do so. There is a
requirement that the researcher actively participates and thereby learns what is required to

become a member of this world (Emerson et al., 1995).

Close, continuing participation in the lives of others encourages appreciation of
social life as constituted by ongoing fluid processes. Through participation, the
field researcher sees first-hand and up close how people grapple with uncertainty
and confusion, how meanings emerge through talk and collective action, how

understandings and interpretations change over time. In all these ways, the

fieldworker's closeness to others' daily lives and activities heightens sensitivity to
social life as process.
(Emerson et al., 1995: 4)

Rather than considering outcomes, ethnographic procedures place an emphasis on

understanding and identifying particular social processes and practices (Connolly, 1998c;

2 | am using the term ethnographic procedures here to refer to research methods that are often referred
to in research methodology textbooks as qualitative, ethnographic, case study, qualitative case study or
ethnographic case study. Writers use these terms in different ways to mean different things.
'Ethnographic procedures' is an attempt at clarity and simplicity.
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Emerson et al,, 1995). They suspend premature judgement about what should be selected
as data. Rather than start with predetermined categories to be investigated or rely on a
preconceived framework for analysing data, analytical frameworks can be created from
interactions with informants and hypothesis, theories can be modified and developed and
new questions and avenues can be explored (Walford & Massey, 1998: 5-9; Stake, 1995: 33,
9, 22; Parlett & Hamilton, 1976; Merriam, 1988). One of ethnography's peculiarities is that
the questions it seeks to answer emerge after data collection has begun rather than before
(Stake, 1995: 33). Spradely emphasises this non-linearity of ethnographic research methods
by representing the conduct of an ethnographic study as a cyclical movement, what he terms

‘the ethnographic research cycle’ (Spradley, 1980: 29).

Ethnographic procedures can allow a researcher to look at a situation from many
perspectives by gathering data from a range of sources, in a variety of forms (Walford &
Massey, 1998: 5-9; Merriam, 1988) and thus to capture multiple realities (Stake, 1995;

Adelman et al., 1980).

The outcome of a study which uses the ethnographic procedures discussed above is an
account of processes and experiences and what happens over a period of time. As a result
phenomena and processes can be understood within their particular social, historical and
spatial contexts. A richness of detail is allowed for rather than the "forgetting' that is
involved in statistical research (Keith, 1993). This results in an account of 'the values,
practices, relationships and identifications of people' and answers to the questions 'What is

going on here? How does this work? How do people do this? (Massey & Walford, 1998).
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Thus to use ethnographic procedures seemed particularly appropriate for my study. As

Massey and Walford claim, such procedures are 'especially well-suited to the study of

children learning'.

If how children learn is to be understood within a social context and the meanings
given to these learning contexts explored in detail, then ethnography.....provides an
ideal strategy. Further, ethnography can capture the proactive nature of learning,
where children are no longer seen as passive absorbers of knowledge but are

recognised as active constructors of their own meanings and understandings.

(Massey & Walford, 1998: 14)

Such research also has the ability to pay attention to subtlety, complexity and embeddedness
(Adelman et al., 1980), it proliferates (what can be seen and understood) rather than narrows
(Stake, 1980) and it is able to focus on what is not typical or the norm and thereby enhance
understanding. By looking at the particular one is left with more to pay attention to rather

than less (Stake, 1995).

It is worth noting that there are criticisms of ethnography and qualitative case study as
research strategies. One of the most frequent criticisms is that findings cannot be generalised
and because of this they are of little use. In some of the discussion above we can see how
some researchers have defended ethnography and case study against this criticism by
speaking of the importance and necessity of having things depicted in their particularity
(Stake, 1995; Keith, 1993). Bassey defends qualitative case study against the criticism that
one cannot generalise from it by claiming that case study can make 'fuzzy generalisations',
by this he means 'the kind of statement which makes no claim to knowledge, but hedges its

claim with uncertainties...in some cases it may be found that....' (Bassey, 1999: 12).
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Connolly (1998¢) claims that it is a mistake to expect to be able to generalise from
ethnographic research and, like Stake and Keith, he defends the remit of such ethnographic
research strategies as being concerned with identifying and understanding particular social
processes and practices. (Sharrock and Anderson, 1982: 172-173 defend their research on
these grounds too)3. I defend ethnography and case study on the grounds that both strategies

can provide findings which illuminate key processes and open up issues and questions that

may remain hidden when other research strategies are used.

In my own research I was interested in capturing what was particular about the individual
learning experiences of the case study children as I was interested in saying something about
what appears to be happening in these cases. I was not interested in generalising to other
children but in raising questions about what might be going on and thus offering starting
points for the consideration of what might be happening in other situations, in widening the
range of questions or variables that other researchers might choose to use and critically

considering the attitude or assumption that all children labelled 'Bangladeshi' are the same.

As a result of the above, it was decided that this study would comprise of a small number of
individual case studies of Bangladeshi pupils in the early years of school. The case studies
would explore the processes of life in the classroom for each child and would include the
thoughts and experiences of the children, their families and their teachers gathered over the

course of one year.

3 Another identified weaknesses of ethnography and case study is the role of researcher as research
instrument which is seen to endanger the research results through researcher bias, subjectivity and
contamination (Massey & Walford, 1998). Some aspects of this criticism are discussed below in the
section ‘Research and ‘race’’.
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4.1.5 Theoretical assumptions

There is always some kind of theory, explicit or implicit, underlying and informing all social
research. It is clear from the discussion of qualitative methodologies and ethnographic case
study above that an interpretative approach to understanding the social world underlies this
study. By interpretative approach I mean an approach which strives for an in-depth

understanding of the cultural meanings, subjective perspectives and dynamics of social

behaviour.

Many ethnographic studies and case studies are located within the tradition of symbolic
interactionism. This allows researchers to see humans as interpretative beings, able to
attach meaning to the world around them and choosing how to act in the light of these
interpretations (see for example the work of Pollard 1994, Pollard & Filer 1999; Woods
1980). Many of the theoretical assumptions that underlie this study can be located within
this tradition. However, 1 also have theoretical understandings, deriving from a more post-
structuralist account of the social world, which cannot accept that humans can simply
choose how to act socially in the light of interpretations they have made of the world around
them. A more post-structural account would see humans as shaped and positioned by the
discourses that surround them. Thus, such discourses must come to shape how the world is
understood and interpreted by persons as well as the actions a person can take. The
meanings that can be attached to each other’s actions are limited by the discursive
frameworks we have at our disposal and these discursive frameworks are produced in
particular social, political, historical contexts. Such understandings take us away from the
human as actor who always has motives and exercises will to a position where it is possible
to see meaning as always escaping intention and multiply interpreted. Such a position
foregrounds the process of interpretation which is central to this study in terms of the ways

in which teachers came to understand and talk about the research children.
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Within phenomenological and ethnomethodologist traditions there is more emphasis, than in
symbolic interactionism, on the tacit skills and knowledges that humans (without fully
realising it) bring to and use in social situations to get the ‘work’ of a particular situation
done - e.g. telephone conversations, classrooms (Meehan, 1978; 1979), reading (Heap,
1991). Meehan, for example, in what he terms ‘constitutive ethnography’ examines
classrooms to show how order comes about and how particular roles are offered to pupils in
classrooms. This kind of understanding of the social world underlines the work of Gregory
et al. discussed in Chapters Two and Three in which they demonstrate the importance for
children of learning the interaction patterns expected in their classroom in order to be able to
join in and learn to read with the teacher. Heap demonstrates that ‘what counts as reading’
is different in different locations and that humans involved in reading bring (and learn) their
tacit knowledge of what reading is in this particular situation to the act of reading. This
ethnomethological work has also influenced my theoretical understandings and assumptions
and underlies the manner in which I describe the organisation of classrooms and discuss the

data on reading.

What all of the above foreground is the importance of interaction between humans, context
and environment in understanding social life and social action. This is also foregrounded in
the theoretical understandings of learning that underlie this work. Learning has been
understood as a purely cognitive process. However, I understand learning as an activity
which takes place in social environments and through social encounter/interaction and in
this respect I am influenced by discussions and descriptions of learning by Lave and
Wenger (1991) and Wenger (1998), and also by critiques of the invisibility of power and
reproduction in Lave and Wenger’s accounts of ‘communities of practice’ (Linehan &
McCarthy 2001). I did not enter the research classrooms with a view of children as limited
in what they could achieve by an innate ability nor with a view that children were simply

receivers of information provided by their teachers.
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Some of the other theoretical assumptions that underlie this study are:

= humans do not have a priori, bounded identities. Identity is not already present, rather it
is a production, it is situational and it emerges out of process. Humans have different

identities in different contexts and at different times (Yon 2000).

= culture is not static, unitary and all encompassing but fluid, changing and dynamic.

= there are no universal explanations - things must be understood in their specificity and
context. This can be seen in the work of Heath (1983), for example when she shows
how language and literacy practices change according to location. There is not just one
way of reading, one way of conceptualising the self, nor one kind of pupil. Other
researchers and disciplines show how there is not just one kind of ‘woman’ or ‘worker’

and how gender, ‘race’ and class fragment a notion of universal sensibility and identity.

4.1.6 The research methods and the pilot study

The research methods or procedures that seemed the most appropriate for addressing the
research focus were participant observation, unstructured interviewing and the examination
of school documents. The appropriateness of these methods was explored through a pilot

study conducted in the last week of June 2000 in a First School? in the county and city that

4 The county in which | conducted my research uses a First, Middle and High school system. Children
attend their First school between the ages of four and eight (Reception Year to Year 3) then transfer to
Middle School at age eight where they stay until they are twelve (Year 4 to Year 7). At the age of
twelve, children transfer to a High school for the rest of their schooling (Year 8 to Year 11 or 13). All
of my research schools were mixed County First schools, with eight classes (two per year) and all were
long-established schools in their community. A county advisor remarked that all three of the schools
were considered to be ‘good schools’ by the LEA.
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were to be the locations for the doctoral study’. The reasons why I chose this county and

city are described later in this chapter. The reasons why I chose a First School are as

follows:

Firstly, I wanted to focus the research on Bangladeshi pupils at the beginning of their school
career. I chose to focus on Year Three pupils because I wanted to see what was happening
as they became independent readers in the classroom, to see what was happening as they
moved from reading with the teacher in the manner described by Gregory and her colleagues
to using text and print independently in the classroom as well as reading with the teacher.
Were the expectations of what reading was the same in a Year Three classroom as those

described by Gregory in a Year One classroom (Gregory, 1992b)?

Secondly, my professional experience also suggested that it was in Year Three that children
appeared to start struggling in school and teachers began to talk of children not doing very
well. It seemed to me that it was around Year Three and Year Four that children started to
have real problems that could clearly be seen and were seen by teachers. Therefore Year
Three seemed a good year to focus on and see what was going on. This choice was
confirmed when I consulted a Literacy Advisor in another LEA about which Year to chose.
She also felt

that it was in Year Three that you could begin to see problems and underachievement and
that

in Years One and Two it was possible to teach children to 'achieve' but what they were
taught and what they learnt did not necessarily carry them through Year Three and Year

Four.

5 See Walters (2001) for a full account of the pilot study.
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Thirdly, if I had chosen Year One I would also have had translation issues to deal with. By

choosing Year Three all the children were likely to be socially fluent enough in English to

be able to talk to me.

The pilot study explored whether it would be more appropriate to adopt a participant
observer or a complete observer role in the classroom, whether to use any form of
systematic observation instrument, whether my presence as an observer and using a tape
recorder when talking or hearing children read would cause changes in behaviour and
whether it was more appropriate to use unstructured or semi-structured interviewing

techniques. These research methods were explored in a Year One classroom® with two

Bangladeshi pupils.

The pilot study showed that adopting the role of a participant observer was the most
appropriate observer role. As a participant observer I took up a role in the classroom which
was almost the same as the role I had occupied whilst working as a peripatetic language
support teacher. This was an ideal role as it allowed me to have time when I was simply
observing in the class, time for taking part in the class activities and time for working one-
to-one with the case study children. The role of a peripatetic support worker who came and
went during the school week allowed me the advantage of being able to step freely in and
out of my 'participant role' into 'observer role' and into 'interviewer role’. Schools in the

county were

very familiar with peripatetic support provided by the LEA as children with support needs
are spread thinly across the county (Walters, 2001: 31). The pilot study also showed that

using a systematic observation instrument was not appropriate and the decision was made to

6 a Year One classroom had to be used for the pilot as no Year 3 Bangladeshi children could be
identified in the county at this time and any Year 2 children chosen may have ended up being in the
main study.
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observe in the classroom without any instrument and to record observations as narrative

style fieldnotes.

In terms of interviewing, the pilot revealed that the case study children talked naturally and
freely during one-to-one reading sessions and that they often directed the topic of
conversation or introduced things they wanted to talk about. Therefore it was decided to
include regular one-to-one reading sessions with the case study children and with other
children in the class during the fieldwork and to continue with unstructured ways of
'interviewing' the case study children (Walters, 2001: 60). With teachers however, the pilot
study revealed that because of pressures of time it was necessary to use semi-structured
interviewing so that there was some focus to what needed to be discussed. The interviewing
however, was to encourage teachers to give accounts of their experiences and their
perceptions of their pupils in their own words and in their own ways rather than imposing a

language or a structure on their accounts.

It was decided that as well as interviewing the case study children and their teachers I would
also interview the parents of the case study children, the case study children's siblings, their
head teachers, support teachers and previous teachers. It was also decided that six other
White, monolingual pupils in each research classroom would also be included in the study
and interviewed as a way of protecting against making assumptions that experiences

revealed by the research were specific to Bangladeshi pupils only.

As a result of the pilot study I was clear about the research methods to be used and that the
most appropriate Year to focus on in the research was Year Three. Due to the highly
intensive nature of the research strategy and research methods I had chosen the case study

children would have to be located either within the same school or within the same locality.
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Before moving on to consider the research site and access issues there are three outstanding

research methodology issues to be considered.

4.1.7 Research and ‘race’: being a White researcher

Race does not simply exist as an object of study or a variable in analysis, it enters
into the research process itself- into the selection of a problem, into the
methodology, the conduct of the research, the assumptions behind it, who is
included in the study, whose perspective is highlighted — and importantly influences
the relationship with those we are researching.

(Edwards, 1990: 482)

An important methodological issue that needs consideration and discussion is that of being a

White researcher studying the experiences of Bangladeshi children and their families.

It is claimed that White social science researchers have been involved in portraying minority
ethnic people and groups as caricatures (Troyna & Carrington, 1993) and as agents in their
own racial inequality (Ladner,1975 cited in Troyna, 1998). They have also been responsible
for reproducing, for a White audience, a sense of minority ethnic people’s ‘oddness,
differentness (and) exceptionality’ whilst leaving Whiteness as an unexamined norm ‘the
natural, inevitable, ordinary way of being’ (Dyer, 1988: 44). In addition, criticisms of White
researchers have been made in terms of their ability to understand and interpret correctly
what they are being told by the minority ethnic subjects of their research and in terms of
what use the information that minority ethnic subjects of research provide is put to by the

state or other institutions (Troyna & Carrington, 1993). White researchers have also been
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challenged on the quality of the interview data they can elicit from interviewees who are not

White (Troyna & Carrington, 1993).

Some White researchers have responded to these challenges by paying attention to their
practice and by explicitly locating themselves and their ethnicity (and gender) within their
research (Edwards, 1990; Haw, 1996; Fine, 1994). Haw claims that she endeavours to open
up spaces for unheard Muslim women’s ‘voices’ in her work (Haw, 1996). Others have
represented their research as ‘emancipatory’, undertaken on behalf of those that cannot

adequately represent themselves (or working with participants in the research to bring about

emancipation).

There are two issues at play here. One is how being a White researcher impacts on the
actual process of gathering data and whether a White researcher should research minority
ethnic subjects. The second is the manner in which White researchers write up their
research, present minority ethnic people and the ways in which such research becomes

used.

In terms of the first issue, a criticism is made that White researchers forget that there is a
power imbalance between themselves and the minority ethnic subjects that they seek to
study or include in their research. In this study there is a power imbalance between myself
as a White, middle-class, female, who is perceived as part of the adult world of the school
by the children in the classroom and the Bangladeshi pupils who are included in the study. I
have sought to be clear and transparent about this imbalance in the presentation of this
research and in the setting up and conducting of the research (see below). | was also aware
that there was unlikely to be what researchers have referred to as a natural ‘rapport’ or
‘symmetry’ (Oakley, 1981; Edwards, 1990; Troyna, 1998) between my experiences of the

world and those of the children or their parents. It was certainly the case that a researcher
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who was Bangladeshi would have been in a far better position to gather certain kinds of data
than [ was. However, as other researchers have pointed out, although a researcher and their
research subject may share the same ethnic identity there are other characteristics that
separate a researcher from their research subjects (Edwards, 1990). In the case of the
Bangladeshi pupils and their parents in this research a Bangladeshi researcher may well
have been from a different class and geographical background and had different cultural
experiences, language affiliations and expertise to the children and their parents. Gender
and age and location would have still played their part, in some cases encouraging and in
some cases inhibiting ‘rapport’. This is not to claim that as a White researcher I have just as
much access to ‘rapport’ as a Bangladeshi researcher. As a White English researcher there

are many limitations in what I could bring to the research process.

As a consequence of these considerations, I undertook the research with the intention of not
denying my ‘classed, gendered (and) raced location’ (Fine, 1994: 76) but of keeping it very
much to the fore and of making a ‘historical critique’ of my position as an investigating
person (Spivak, 1990). I undertook the research from a particular position which was that of
a White, English ex-teacher who was part of a group of White professionals who ‘wanted to
know’ about Bangladeshi pupils, their experiences and their (perceived) underachievement.
In this way I locate myself as part of the establishment but as someone questioning within
the establishment about what the impact of work focused on ethnic minority groups of
children is. Any piece of research is as much about those undertaking it as it is about the
participants (Haw, 1996: 320). In this sense this research reveals a great deal about me at
the same time it presents a picture of Bangladeshi children and their families. By not
pursuing a strategy of proclaiming objectivity it is hoped that there is opportunity for the
consumers of this research to judge for themselves how my location and positioning,

through the research process and in the analysis and writing of the study, contributes to what

is presented.
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In terms of the actual impact of my ethnicity, gender and class on the research children, their

families and their teachers, and the data I was able to collect, I am able to make the

following comments.

As far as I could be aware, the research children viewed me as a White, English female adult
who was similar to one of the visiting EAL teachers that they were all familiar with from
their English school classrooms. That is, they perceived me as a White teacher but as
someone who was not completely aligned with their school or classroom and the structures
that existed there. All of the case study children chose to call me ‘Sue’ (as did the other
children in the classroom) rather than Ms Walters. (They referred to their class teachers and
support teachers formally by their surnames). They recognised that I came and went from
the school and that I did not have the same kind of power within the school as other teachers
(ie disciplining children). I was seen as someone who ‘helped’ in the classroom and who
talked to children more informally and, most importantly, had time to talk to children and to
listen to what they had to say. (This was true for all the children in the classroom). The
research children also responded to me as someone who was interested in their home life
and what being a Muslim meant for them. Two of the children frequently told me about life
in the Qur’an school and recited things they were learning to me. Three of the research
children knew me well from outside school, before the research began. They knew me as a
White teacher, who visited their home and talked to their older siblings and mother about
school things, who ‘helped’ their older siblings at school and someone who talked to and
played with them. I had been a frequent visitor in these three homes for approximately four
years before the research began. I was also known as a friend and ex-colleague of a
respected Bangladeshi woman known to the families. In terms of the impact of this on the
data I was able to collect, the children were able to talk to me more informally than they

could to their class teacher and they were able to tell me things that they did not tell their
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class teachers because I was not a normal teacher. However, there were occasions when the
children told me about things to do with Bangladesh or with being a Muslim when I was
slow to understand or did not understand at all. This must have prevented the children from

telling me certain things. There were clearly things that the children did not tell me because

I was a White, female teacher and an adult.

As far as | am aware, the research children’s families saw me as a White, English female
teacher who was interested in helping their children do well in school. I was probably
accepted by the families that did not already know me because I was introduced to them by
my friend (the respected Bangladeshi woman mentioned above). As noted above, three of
the families knew me well from visits (both professional and social) to their homes. All of
the families would have seen me as someone who belonged to the world of school but the
three families that had known me for a number of years would also have seen me as
someone who did not belong to a particular school and who was often concerned about
things that happened to their children in school. Over the years these three families had
asked me to help with non-school issues’. In terms of the impact of this on the data I was
able to collect, the families answered the questions that I asked them about their children
and their schools as if I was a respected teacher. This was especially true of two of the
families who did not know me. My questions were answered with short answers and
nothing was added. With the other four families answers were more developed and many of
the family members joined in answering. I found that the older children present were less
likely to treat me as the ‘respected teacher’ and to talk to me as someone who, whilst

belonging to the world of English school, was interested in what they thought. I am sure

7 In five of the families my contact was with mothers and children as the fathers were always at work
when I visited. In the sixth family, my contact was always with the father and older sibling. This was
the choice of the families. 1 always left it open to the families to say when they would like me to visit.
When I had worked as a EAL support teacher in most families it was the mother who was the person
who took care of things connected with education and schools although, as is the case here. in some
families (about a sixth) it was the father.
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that certain things were not said that | might construe as criticisms but a few critical things

were said during these interviews.

I do not make the claim that this research is making spaces for the voices of Bangladeshi
children and their families to be heard. I think that such claims ignore the power of the
writer/researcher in the sense that the writer/researcher is the one who makes the choices
about what to include and how to frame the voices to be heard. In this study I have tried to
quote the children and let them speak about what they know but I alone have chosen what to

include and made decisions about how to frame what they say.

I also do not make the claim that this research is emancipatory. 1 feel, along with Stansfield
(1994, cited in Troyna 1998), that such a claim is often a way for White researchers to
placate their anxieties about what they are doing. I do not presume, in this study, to know
more than the children and their families, I only share what I have come to know (as a White

researcher).

The second issue referred to above is the manner in which White researchers present ethnic
minority people in their research and the ways in which such research becomes used. I have
already alluded in my Introduction to my concerns about using the term ‘Bangladeshi’ and
to my unease about Bangladeshi pupils being presented as a homogenous group. As an
extension to this | bring to the research concerns about ‘othering’ Bangladeshi pupils and
their families. It is easy to turn those groups that researchers (White or otherwise) feel they
are representing, describing (or ‘liberating’) into ‘Others’, people who are different to ‘us’
and through whom ‘we’ define (usually positively) who ‘we’ are. Fine (1994) writes that by
decontextualising ‘Others’ lives, and presenting ‘them’ as ‘socially bereft, isolated and
deficient’, research texts ‘present portraits of Them who can’t seem to get better’(Fine,

1994: 79). It is easy for researchers to represent these ‘Others’ not only as strange or exotic
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(Dyer, 1988, James & Harris, 1993, in Troyna 1998) but also as ‘unworthy, pitiable,
victimised and damaged’ (Fine, 1994: 79). Research can be colonial, surveilling and exotic
(Fine, 1994: 74). 1 have tried to work with this in mind and to work against this but there
will inevitably be aspects of ‘Othering’ in this study. In the presentation of the data I have
endeavoured to show the children, and their families, as active agents in going about their
worlds, as agents who are knowing and who challenge and resist and whose experiences and
opinions overlap with other groups. I have endeavoured to listen to the children and their
families and to speak, both during the fieldwork and in the presentation of people in this
study, in a way that will be taken seriously by the children and their families (Spivak 1990:

42). However, despite such intentions this study will bear traces of such ‘Othering’.

Rather than present the research as an opportunity to make a space for ‘voices that are not
heard’ in dominant discourse or as emancipatory, I present this research as an account that
has the potential for initiating a dialogue, as something that can be worked against. As Fine
writes, there is the possibility of someone responding with ‘I’'m tired of hearing you speak

for me. Only I can speak for myself” (Fine, 1994: 80).

4.1.8 Research with children

There are two issues that need consideration in relation to doing research with children.
Firstly, there is the issue of whether children can be reliable informants and secondly, the
ethical issues that arise because children are frequently not in a position where they can give
or withhold consent or exercise overt control over situations that are created by adult

researchers.

King is an example of a researcher who believe that the role that children can play in
research is a limited one. During his research in primary school classrooms he claimed that

the five and six year old children in the classroom with him ‘seemed to lack the

105



competencies for being interviewed...it could be said that they have not become sufficiently
reflexive about their experiences’ (King, 1984)8. 1 had not experienced young children in
this way as a professional and I share Connolly’s view that five and six year olds are
socially competent and have sophisticated and active understandings of their social worlds
(Connolly, 1998b: 187-188). In light of this I began the research with a belief that not only
could children, even young children, be reliable informants about their experiences and their
social worlds but that it was only through including and talking to children (and treating

them as expert informants) that any real understanding of their experiences could emerge.

As with all research participants there are important ethical issues that must be considered
and included in a research design to protect the well-being and dignity of the research
participants. There has been a tendency in much research with children to explain the
research to, and to seek consent to being a research participant from, parents and/or from
schools and not from the children themselves®. I considered it important to include children
as I sought access for my research and an account of what I did is included in the section on
access. Throughout the research, and especially in preparing to do the research, I worked
with the following guidelines which I have taken (and reworded, rearranged and added to)

from Boyden and Ennew (1997) and Alderson (1995):

= Children should be informed about the research and able to give consent/dissent to being
involved in the research. A child should be able to withdraw from the research at any
time or refuse to take part in a particular activity or answer particular questions. The
researcher should think carefully before the research takes place about how they will

handle refusal so that the possibility of the child refusing remains an option to the child

8 King joins a long history of understanding, perceiving and constructing ‘the child’ as incompetent.
See Alderson for legal cases and philosophies that do just this (Alderson, 1995). Also Graue & Walsh
(1998) and Cannella (1997) for particular constructions of ‘the child’.

9 In fact the BERA guidelines suggest that this is all that is required when researching with children in
schools. (BERA, 1992: 2)
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at any time. Consent should be seen as something that is fluid. The researcher should

be sensitive to all signs of discomfort or refusal, not just verbal ones. Power imbalances

should not be exploited.

As well as striving as far as possible to seek permission from the case study children during
the time I was getting consent from parents and teachers I was aware that the children were
usually in situations where they were surrounded by adults at these times and may have
found it difficult to say no to being included in the research study. 1 also asked each child
away from adults during the first visit to school if they were happy for me to be there and to
include them in the research. Although all the children said ‘yes’ this was not a hundred
percent guarantee that they were fully consenting. 1 endeavoured during the fieldwork to
always ask children if it was OK to do something and paid attention to body language,
change of subject and so and respected these signals. During the year the children appeared
pleased to see me when I arrived in the classroom, invited me to their homes, asked to go
outside and read and in one case at the end of the school year when I might have expected
the six case study children to be thoroughly sick of my ‘interest’ in their lives took my
‘interview question sheet’ I had been using to interview her mother and asked me to
interview her using them. Other children in the three classrooms frequently asked to be
included in the ‘interviewing’ and activities I brought into school (and I did include other

children so that jealousies did not develop).

=  Children should come to no harm as a result of the research. Care must be taken with
the dissemination of the research so that a child is not exposed in anyway (for example,
names should be changed). There should be a consideration of whose interests are to be
served by the research and what benefits, if any, there are, in or from the research, for

the children involved.
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All the children have had their names changed in the writing up and in any presentation of
the research. Not exposing the children has proved to be more difficult in terms of reporting
back to schools and to people in the county who work with Bangladeshi children and
families as the children are recognisable through details of their experiences and home life
which are important to the case study presented of them. It has meant that reporting back to
schools cannot be as detailed or nuanced as would be desirable, general statements about the
children have to be made so that individuals cannot be recognised. In terms of whose
interests are served by the research, an honest answer would be that it is my own interests
that are predominantly served in that | wanted to be able to answer a question for myself.
However, there were some benefits for the children during the research in the sense that they
had a lot of extra reading time with an adult, help with their work in the classroom, someone

to talk to in the classroom and in one case someone to play computer games with.

There is a further consideration about ‘harm’ that was an issue in this research. This is the
issue of the effects of referring to children as ‘Bangladeshi’ pupils and introducing myself
and my research as concerned with ‘Bangladeshi underachievement’. I was conscious
throughout the research of perpetuating a particular view of Bangladeshis (as
underachieving, as a problem that needed solving — by a White person, as poor and
marginalised and so on) or a particular view of ethnic minority pupils (i.e. that they must be
understood via their ethnicity first and only latterly as just pupils). As I have indicated
already in the Introduction, this seemed an insoluble dilemma and I was not able to work

beyond it but only to work within it and be aware of what I was part of doing.

= Children should have their confidentiality respected. Children’s secrets should be kept.
At the same time the researcher has a responsibility to be clear with all children that

there are some things that they might tell the researcher that cannot be kept confidential
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and must be reported to prevent harm/more harm coming to the child. Researchers

should be aware that talking can become counselling and they need to be prepared for

this and sensitive to the needs of the child.

All the children I taped reading and talking to me were told that no-one else would hear the
tape and that their name would be changed if | showed anyone what they said. If a child told
me anything that was personal or a secret | checked about who else knew what they had told
me and whether it was to stay a secret. 1 respected the child’s wishes if they said that they
did want something to remain a secret. At no time did any of the children tell me anything
that had to be reported because of statutory rules within the LEA etc. However, there were a
few occasions when children told me things in confidence that, had I been able to tell
someone e.g. the teacher, a situation in school might have been improved for the child (for
example, see Chapter Six and the issues of Tumi and her ‘cheating at reading’. In this case I
respected Tumi’s decision that nothing should be said to her teachers). These were hard
situations to keep quiet in but I did respect the wishes of the children concerned and, after

discussing it with them again, did not say anything to their teachers.

4.1.9 Research ethics

Adults were also research participants in this study. The guidelines that I developed from
Boyden and Ennew (1997) and Alderson (1995) for research with children also applied to
the adults who took part in the research. I also used the Guidelines published by BERA
(1992) and those of the British Sociological Association Statement of Ethical Practice,
specifically the section on ‘Relations with and responsibilities towards research participants’
(British Sociological Association, 2002). All of the adult identities have been anonymised
and I have endeavoured to leave out any specific details about an adult or family that could
reveal their identity. In a county that has so few minority ethnic people, bilingual language

assistants and visiting EAL teachers it was impossible to keep people’s identities
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anonymous by just changing their names. For this reason neither the county nor the city are
named in this thesis and the children’s parents are referred to as ‘X’s dad’, *Y’s mother’ and
so on. | have also left out personal details about people unless I felt that such information

was important to the argument being made and that the person could not be identified. 1

have been careful throughout not to betray family confidences.

4.2 The Research Site

4.2.1 The County

The county chosen for the research was one in which Bangladeshi pupils, ethnic minority
pupils and English as an Additional Language pupils made up only a small proportion of the
pupils attending the county's schools. The decision to look at Bangladeshi children in this
context was made because nearly all the previous research on these three (overlapping)
groups of children had been conducted in inner-city, urban areas where ethnic minority,
EAL (and in some cases Bangladeshi e.g. Gregory's later work) children made up the
majority of pupils in some schools. | was interested in understanding the issues, and what
was going on, in a context where EAL and ethnic minority children were a 'minority’
presence in a school (and in an LEA) as this was a more common experience for both pupils
and teachers. In England 80% of schools have less than 5% EAL pupils and 66% of all
schools have less than 5% ethnic minority pupils. Only 4% of schools have more than 50%
of EAL pupils and only 6% of schools have a majority of ethnic minority pupils (DfEE
Statistical Bulletin no3/99 from website 1999). On the other hand 33% of all primary
schools, and 50% of all secondary schools, have at least one EAL pupil and 75% of all
primary schools and 95% of all secondary schools have ethnic minority pupils (DfEE,

1999). The experiences of these pupils and teachers remains under-researched.
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The county was a sparsely populated!© rural county of approximately 798,000 people (mid-
2001)!'! with many small village schools and people travelling to the larger towns and city!2
to access many services and resources. I was aware, from professional experience, that
implementing policy initiatives and statutory requirements from the government and the
DfEE (now the DfES) could not always be achieved in the same ways as in large urban areas
and that many educational policy directives were designed for implementation in an urban

area. This was especially true of initiatives and policy concerned with ethnic minority

pupils and EAL pupils (e.g. Section 11 funding and, its replacement, the Ethnic Minority

Achievement Grant).

The county chosen was also one that was predominantly 'white' in terms of the ethnicity of
its population. Moving around the county and speaking with people it felt like a county in
which this population tended not to have much contact with people from other parts of the
world and subsequently not very much (accurate) information about how lives are lived in
other parts of the world. In terms of racism and ‘race’ issues, a research report, by the local
Race Equality Council, demonstrated that while the dominant view of the White population
in the county was that ‘there is no problem here’ there were widespread racist attitudes and

behaviour across the county.

Table One: Percentage of people in different ethnic groups in the county 2001

White: British 97.02%
White: Other White 1.46%
White: Irish 0.45%

1015 people per hectare compared to London’s 46.1 people per hectare
IT a1l figures and information about the economy from the county council website

12 389% of the population lived in three major built up areas, 18% live in market towns, 20% lived in
parishes of under 1,000 people, 4% live in parishes of under 300 people.

111



Mixed: White and Asian 0.15%
Mixed: Other 0.14%
Asian, Asian British: Indian 0.12%
Mixed. White and Black Caribbean | 0.10%
Asian, Asian British: Other Asian 0.07%
Mixed: White and Black African 0.06%
Asian, Asian British: Pakistani 0.05%
Asian, Asian British: Bangladeshi 0.02%

Adapted from Census 2001 (figures rounded up so do not equal 100%)

The census figures show how small the percentage of people defined as belonging to the
various ethnic minority groups was in 2001 when the research was undertaken. They also
show that Bangladeshis made up the smallest group. The ethnic minority population of the
county was highly disparate and from a wide range of backgrounds. There were historical
connections in the county with refugees and travellers. The Asian population became
established during the 1960s and 1970s when men moved into the county to open Chinese
and Indian takeaways and restaurants. Indian takeaways and restaurants, as in most of
England, are run by Bangladeshis. People had also moved to area because of other work

opportunities, for example at the university and the hospital (Race Equality Council Report).

A final reason for choosing this county to conduct my research in was that | had lived in it
for four years before the research began and had been visiting it since 1983. I had also
worked for the LEA of this county (as a peripatetic language support teacher) and had many
contacts with LEA advisors, school heads, the Language Support Service, teachers,
classroom assistants and Bangladeshi families. I felt that this not only offered me ease of
access in the sense that I was already known (and trusted in my previous role) in the county
but that I could also bring my knowledge of it, and how things worked, to bear on my

research design and methods in the sense that I would not have to spend a lot of time
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gathering basic information and finding my way around before focusing in on what | was

interested in gathering data on.

4.2.3.1 Ethnic minority and EAL pupils in the county

The numbers of ethnic minority pupils attending school in the county could not be
accurately gauged at the time of the research (or before) because there was not a statutory
requirement for schools to give information about pupil’s ethnicity to LEAs or central
government until September 2001. In the summer of 1999, schools were asked to give such
information and on a return of 64% it was calculated that 2.2% of the school population was

made up of ethnic minority pupils (Head of Service, EAL).

A research report conducted in the mid-eighties found that the LEA at that time had no
written policy about supporting ethnic minority pupils in school as it was considered that the
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