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This strand to the Ethnicity, Gender and Degree Attainment Project had two dimensions: one concerned the gathering of qualitative data directly from students; the second addressed a concern that there is little qualitative evidence about degree attainment variation; in order to support the sector in this area, an expert panel of qualitative researchers and policy officers was held with the aim of generating ideas, concerns and suggestions for institutions.
1.   Student voices
The project held two dialogue groups with students at one English and one Welsh institution. Discussion focused on the projects’ draft recommendations.  Eighteen students from BME backgrounds were consulted. In addition, comments were sought at a National Union of Students’ black students’ conference held in November 2007. The project draft recommendations were posted on a wall with space for conference participants to offer written views.  We received many responses though do not have any indication as to how many students wrote them. The following is a distillation of the comments we received from both the dialogue groups and the conference.
The most consistent theme coming through the student comments related to pleas that academic departments create opportunities for students to have constructive conversations with academics about their performance and their equality rights.  

i.  Although departments offer formal information about assessment regimes (including performance criteria), students reported the need for opportunities for active engagement with academics to gain their trust in marking standards and to support high attainment levels.  

We should have one to one discussions on where we went wrong and how we lost the marks.  

Some students are not aware of how they get the marks awarded to them. What could help is if tutors/markers make aware the fact that they can be approached after results are out to explain/give feedback.  Let the students be aware.

Teachers need to ensure that they are clear to students about how they arrived at the marks they assign to work.
We need step by step feedback (verbally).
ii.  There was a stress on more open exploration and opportunities to comment on equality issues, as with the following students:  
I feel that they (course tutors) should take an active part in asking students during personal development tutorials issues with regards to gender, race and inequality as an integral part of the tutorial.

Tutors need to listen and take in what we say.
Tutors should break down information given so that it is easily understood especially if you have been out of education for a while.
One student pointed out that this kind of issues ‘only go forward to the department when the students feel unable to resolve these issues by themselves’.

Students should be able to access information from all tutors as there might be an issue between you and your assigned personal tutor.
Have a BME rep for the year.

I feel that I can’t talk to them (tutors) because when I have, I’ve felt as though I was being treated like I was dumb for asking questions about things that I apparently should already know.
Some students said that departments should offer suggestion boxes for anonymous feedback.  
iii.   Although universities publish equality schemes, these are not always drawn to the attention of students.  A number of students said that handbooks and induction sessions should contain clear information about the university’s activities relating to equality. The following student quoted offered a set of useful suggestions:

There should be relevant articles on the university website. Advertisement in the library, which is the main centre of attraction for every study centre and some promotional activities in the student accommodation so that everyone can view, participate and implement the race equality policies and gender quality schemes.  Also such policies should be included in the programme handbook and welcome pack given to all students after their arrival in the university and must be discussed further in induction week.
While we acknowledge the limitation of our student voice data and thus what we can conclude from it, we would argue that the strongest message emerging from these comments concerns the need for departments and universities to build high trust environments through active dissemination and opportunities for dialogue and feedback throughout the undergraduate cycle.
2. Qualitative research

The second dimension of this strand of work aimed to surface concerns, issues and suggestions for progressing qualitative research in institutions, be it internally commissioned or externally funded.
Accordingly an expert panel was convened at which academics and equality policy officers presented papers for discussion.  The following represents an attempt to summarise what was a very rich and complex exploration.
Some issues, concerns and suggestions

i. Qualitative research offers a vital source of institutional intelligence, enabling depictions of the circumstances students face, and the range of explanations, interpretations, arguments and rhetorical strategies they employ to support their views of such circumstances. 

ii. Reporting learner accounts to senior management is a way of presenting evocative, compelling evidence to support the change process.
iii. Qualitative research needs to be sponsored and supported by senior management. Higher education institutions have a legal duty to conduct impact assessments and collecting qualitative data to complement quantitative can be driven by this imperative.  
iv. Institutions need to look at what data they already have (much will be quantitative but there also external examiner reports, student scripts, course evaluative data, etc.) in order to think about the gaps and to explore ways of bringing complementary data sources together.
v. Research questions can be drawn from people's accounts of their experiences. Research should avoid questions which propose deficit models or depend upon stereotyping. Institutions need to be open to uncomfortable questions about discrimination. Research needs to include a clear and critical analysis of the organisational procedures and mechanisms that impact on staff and students.   
vi. Assessment and feedback regimes are of central importance. The National Student Survey reveals that students from ethnic minority backgrounds are less likely than ethnic majority students to perceive their assessment as fair. Qualitative research can explore this perception further. 
vii. There are a range of ethical issues to consider, particularly with respect to inquiries into assessment and feedback: these include finding ways in which marking can be explored for possible bias.  
viii. Students must feel safe to explore and feedback their experiences. Consideration needs to be given to building capacity among researchers with ‘experiential affinity’ with subjects; this can include recruiting undergraduate or postgraduate student researchers.  
ix. There is a need for adequate resources to support qualitative research.  

x. There need to be trajectory studies to include students’ prior experiences of HE.  We can learn from and build alliances with the relevant scholarship in the compulsory sector. 
xi. Research must be seen as a generative, developmental part of the change process; to this end researchers need to work with relevant students and staff rather than simply extract findings from them.  
xii. Externally funded research of this nature must not go solely to the ‘research savvy’. Invitations to submit proposals must include a capacity building imperative.  
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