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Colleges must do
more than pay lip
service to diversity

FE leaders are recognising the need to stop talking
and start taking action over their staff make-up

— especially at higher levels — to ensure it accurately
reflects the student population, as well as adopting
a more inclusive curriculum, finds Kate Parker

eff Greenidge has

a question for you:
if you are really
going to be servicing
YOLIr communiiics,
do vour staff and
your board reflect
those communities?

The new director of
diversity for the Association of Colleges
and the Education and Traming Foundation
is ot expecting a rush of positive answers,
His appointment, i cardy 2021, has been
scen by many as a signal that the sector
scems to be admitting that secuning equality,
diversity and inclusion (EDI) i a problem
for many colleges.

“If your are really going to ensure that each
learner gets the qualification and gets the
achievemnent that they deserve, 1s your
curriculum inclusive? If you're really going to
be inclusive as an organsation, do staff see
representation of black and minority-cthnic
people at a higher level?” Greenidge continucs.
“If not, it's all words, You're making these
commitments, you'te making these
staterments, but now it's tme for the action,”

According to the data, the need (or action
couldn’t be clearer. An exclusive investigation
by Tes in 2020 found that 84.1 per cent of
senior leaders in English colleges are white
Brivsh and just 8.7 per cent are black,

Astan or minority ethnic = despite BAME
people making up 13.8 per cont of England’s
population (see box, opposite).

When it comes to students, data shows that
the attainment of most black and ethnically

diverse students drops at the age of 16,
despite high participation rates, Participation
in apprenticeships is low, too - just 11.8 per
cent of apprentices are from Asian, black,
biracial and other backgrounds.

Bur there is good news: across the country,
colleges scem determined 1o do somcthing
about FE's diversity problem. The will is
certainly there. But what about the action?
Where should college leaders start if they
want 1o do more around EDI?

Objective view

Cormenne Peasgood, chief executive and
principal at City College Norwich, says
thust a great first step is to conduct an audit
of your existing provision and practices,
Her college invited an external auditor in to
provide an objective view of what could be
done better.

This process wus useful, she says, because
the results of the audit were not what
she and the rest of her leadership team
had been expecting.

“With our audit in 2012, | was quite
surprised that most of the feedback was
around leadership and management. It
wasn 't necessarily negative but it wasn't
a style thar promoted inclusion. So for
us, that straightaway became a prionty.”

In response to the feedback, the college
introduced what it calls Ways of Working.
The aim is to provide a more welcoming
and positive expenence for all students and
staff by encouraging evervone o be open and
informative, respeetful and fair, creative
and positive, collaborative and inclusive,  #
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The Black FE Leadership Group's toolkit
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consistent and responsible, exemplary
and tenacious, and aspirational
and entreprencurial.

As well as a college 11 badge, every
member of staff now has a Ways of
Working badge, which lists the seven
charctenstcs and highlights one “way
of working ™ that the college is particularly
focusing on that week.

“We use them in recruitment; we appraise
people against them before appraising them
against their job description,” Peasgood
explains. “We talk about diversity and
making better decisions. For us, it's not just
about doing your job, it's about doing it
within our Ways of Working and within that
inclusive culture.”

Janet Curtis-Broni, group chicl people officer
for London South East Colleges group, agrees
that improving EDI has to start with taking
an henest look at existing practices. She has
found that analysing your college’s data is
an important part of any audit you conduct.

Her college group has interrogated its
data set to identily gaps in achievement,

attainment and engagement, in a bid to
understand how those gaps can be tackled.
Ome gap, for example, is around the
attainment of black boys of Canbbean
heritage. In response, the group has put out
a “call for action” to encourage staff 1o apply
for external research grants two find solutons
in this arca.

Last summer, the group also starved
Enough is Enough, a 10-vear internal grant
programme which grants staff and students
funding from the group's budget for
initiatives that seck to tackle incquality.

Currently, there are five such initiatives
under way, three of which arc stff led.
These are: empowenng students to be
imvolved in EDI activities; encouraging
students with special educational necds
and disability (SEND) to be involved in
extracurricular activitics; and re-engaging
students who are at nisk of exclusion,

There are also two student-led initiatives,
both by students with SEND, one of
whom wants to produce a play and the
other who wants to produce a film,

3o0f4

“The grants programme is really about
enabling our staff and students 1o engage and
undertake EDI projects, which will bring
about impact,”says Curtis-Broni. “There has
been a lot of discussion about EDI for a
while now, and we can produce lots of policy
papers and strategics, but the real impact
comes from implementing action. We wanted
1o have an approach that all our members of
staff and all our students can contribute to,
using a bottom-up approach.”

Uncomfortable conversations
Having conversations with staff and students
about EDI is also important, Curtis-Broni
adds, even if those conversations can

be uncomfortable,

She savs that after the death of George
Floyd, “we had open conversations with all
staff [about that), and we've had another
one about the use of the acronym ‘BAME",

BAME stands for black, Asian and minority
cthnic, and is now widely used. However,
crities claim that such acronyms are unhelphul
as they force everyone who is nop-white
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into a single category, glossing over nuances

that exist in discussions around race — an
issue that not all staff at the college were
aware of.

“Those conversations are sometimes
challenging and difficult to have but once
you get the conversations going, there is
good engagement and people will feed into
it,”" Curtis-Broni says. "Communication is
absolutely key; you need o hear what seaff
have got to say and make sure you're asking
them about changes they want to see.”

Sally Dicketrs, chief executive of Activate
College Group and president of the
Association of Colleges, says that whatever

curniculum, with the suppon of social
enterprise The Black Cumiculum, The group
didn't want students to be taught through the
lens of white European colonialism, so has
Se1 up a steering group 1o ensure it avoids the
pitfalls of focusing on the negative aspects
of black history, such as slavery,

“We're looking at our history, our culture,
and wie want to be much more upfront
about the grear things that BAME and black
people have done, =0 that you're giving really
thoughtful and positive role models.

“For centuries, people of colour and people
from ethnic minoftics have done amazing
things, but it hasn’t been written in history,”

in February, which, aceording to Amarjit
Basi, former Cornwall College principal
and member of BFELG, is the group’s
“first contnibution to enabling the sector
o beeome truly antiracise in everything
that it sets out to do”.

The tolkit provides a 10-point plan
to embed diversity (sce box, opposite).
Organisations are required to pay an
“affiliation” fee 1o access the toolkit and
development training provided by
BFELG, As of late February, around
a third of colleges had signed up.

But samply signing up to the scheme is
not encugh, Basi points out. BFELG is
keen for colleges to use the toolkit as
a jumping off point to really think about
strictural and cultural changes that they
might need 1o make.

“We're not looking at commodifying
a product - what we're looking at is
commaodifying a relationship through which
we can help [colleges] to implement the
toalkit into a whole organisational change,”
Basi says.

“I'he notion of just using these as
a et of questions to gencrate a self-
assessment checklist of action plans
feels like bax ricking.”

Mo quick fixes

Ultimately, he adds, this view applies to all
the work that colleges are doing around EDI,
Leaders must recognise that there are no
quick fixes here. In onder to address the
issues that exist in the sector, colleges need
to be willing to put in the legwork required
for long-term change.

“Covid has a vaceine, racism doesn't
have & vaccine,” Basi savs. " And therefore,
it does require real, planned commitment
over a peniod of time, which is going 1o
change every comer and every part of the
organisation, and cvery part of the sector,
That is a medium- to long-term agenda.

It’s not a2 quick fix, it's not ticking a box, it's
not something thar you will do in three, six,
12 months.”

Curtis-Broni agrees that the days of
tokenistic nods towards EDI are long
gone. The fact is, she says, colleges need
to be doing more and they need o be

colleges do, it has to be substantial and Dicketts says. doing it now.

be committed to, as much of the work Dirawing on the support of an external “Wie've always worked on EDI as pare
that colleges have done around EDI has isation that ialiscs in addressing of our public duty under the Equality

fel tokenistic, issues around EDI has been really helpful, Act, but the catalyst to take it to the next
“We've always been really good at having Dicketts adds, and there are plenty of level was George Floyd and Black Lives

black history week and pride week, but
lour] staff felt it was a tick-box exercisc,”
says Dicketts.

Now, Activate is taking more practical

organisations out there that provide resources
to assist colleges in taking the kind of positive
action that is needed.

For example, the Black FE Leadership
Group (BFELG) launched a diversity wolkit

Matter,” she says. “As a standard, you
need to be doing more than what the
Tegistature i telling vou, It's about action,
action, action.” @

steps, such as working to “decolonise” its

Kate Parker isan FE reparterar Tes
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