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It’s not black and white – the multiple factors explaining 
university attainment gaps between ethnicities 

 
Summary 
 
Systematic differences exist in undergraduate degree attainment between certain student 
cohorts at UK universities and beyond. Perhaps most conspicuously, white students achieve 
higher overall marks than BAME (black, Asian, and minority ethnic) students. However, 
clarification on the factors underlying these differences is lacking. Here, we present a rigorous 
statistical analysis of data for 5124 students at the University of Roehampton who graduated 
from their undergraduate degrees within the past 5 years. Primarily, we investigated the 
relationships between overall degree mark and social, demographic and economic status to 
uncover factors that associate with variation in attainment observed between ethnic cohorts.  
 
Consistent qualitatively with previous data (Broecke and Nicholls 2007), we found a 5-
percentage point difference in overall degree mark between self-identified white and black 
students. Asian students at Roehampton achieve 3 percentage points less than white 
students, on average. These observations rightly raise the question: ‘are there socio-economic 
factors and/or other factors that associate with ethnicity and at least in part explain the 
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attainment gap?’ The answer is yes – we have built a predictive model that explains the great 
majority of the attainment gap, which includes variables describing economic status, religion 
and how students interact with their university (see Summary Figure).  
 
We thus can calculate the relative importance of each factor, and from those most influential 
we identified the ones that universities might be able to affect. Is a factor purely ‘societal’, i.e. 
a consequence of forces outside the university’s control? Or is that factor associated with 
direct student-university interactions and might therefore be addressed by higher education 
policy change? Fortunately, the main explanatory variables uncovered in our study represent 
issues that can, at least in principle, be addressed by universities: attendance at classes and 
qualification type obtained at 16-18 years old.  
 
A key finding of our study is that higher attendance correlates significantly with better overall 
marks and that BAME students with high attendance levels achieve almost as highly as white 
students. The influence of qualification type on university achievement is dominated by the 
poorer performance of BTEC students, the cohort that also attends contact sessions less 
frequently.  
 
We also studied patterns associated with marks achieved at particular assessment types. The 
lower achievement in overall mark by BTEC students was repeated in coursework 
assessments and in exams, suggesting that BTECs in general are less good preparation for 
higher education as it is currently configured, or that students who take this qualification 
option are less suited to/engaged by the present university model. While the differences in 
overall mark between ethnic groups broadly hold for different assessment types, exams are 
a notable exception: mean marks for exams are very similar between all three ethnic groups. 
Based on our analyses, we suggest a number of recommendations for how universities might 
seek to reduce differences in degree outcome between ethnic groups and between other 
student cohort categories. 
 
Finally, and of great importance, our report includes a preliminary analysis of student 
retention rates based on a smaller sample size. While interest on student attainment typically 
focuses on overall achievement at graduation, such analyses forget about those university 
students that truly underachieve because they fail to complete. Our initial analyses tentatively 
indicate that the differences observed in attainment for graduating students are magnified 
for non-continuation rates. For example, BAME students have a 1.7 times greater risk of non-
continuation than do white students. Students starting university with a BTEC qualification 
have a 2.9 times higher risk of non-continuation than do students coming in with A-level 
qualifications. Males are 1.7 times less likely to continue than are females, and students living 
more than 1 km from campus are 2.1 times more likely to not continue into their second year 
than are students living within 1 km of the university. While differences in attainment at 
graduation, the focus of this report, are significant and important, they are arguably 
overshadowed by the dramatic differences in retention rates – an issue, we suggest, which 
urgently requires further investigation. 
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Summary Figure. The difference in mean overall degree mark between Asian and white 
student cohorts (blue), and black and white student cohorts (red), as progressively 
more predictor variables are accounted for. The ‘final’ difference is about 1.5 
percentage points between white and both Asian and black cohorts. IMDQ: quintiles of 
index of multiple deprivation; Qualification: type of entry qualification; House: type of 
accommodation during first year at university. 
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Systematic differences exist in undergraduate degree attainment between certain student 
cohorts at UK universities and beyond (ECU 2017). More females than males go to university, 
including within the STEM (science, technology, engineering, maths) subjects as a whole 
(hesa.ac.uk/data-and-analysis/students/table-9), and female students on average achieve 
higher overall marks (Broecke and Nicholls 2007). Students from higher socio-economic 
backgrounds perform better than students from disadvantaged backgrounds (Broecke and 
Nicholls 2007). Perhaps most conspicuously, white students achieve higher overall marks 
than BAME (black, Asian, and minority ethnic) students (Broecke and Nicholls 2007). 
However, clarification on the factors underlying these differences is lacking. 
 
The University of Roehampton, located in South-west London, has a highly diverse student 
body, both in terms of ethnicity and socio-economic background. It also maintains detailed 
records on both the attainment and the backgrounds of its student cohort. Here, we present 
a rigorous statistical analysis of data for 5124 students at the University of Roehampton who 
graduated from their undergraduate degrees within the past 5 years. Primarily, we 
investigate the relationships between overall degree mark and social, demographic and 
economic status to uncover factors that associate with variation in attainment observed 
between ethnic cohorts. Auxiliary analyses investigated the relationships between marks 
achieved at specific assessment types (exams, coursework, presentations) and socio-
economic and demographic factors. For these analyses, only marks over 40% were included. 
For some modules lower marks also were present, but were deemed not relevant for this 
project. We also investigated the relation between continuation at university (into second 
year) and gender, ethnicity, entry qualification type, and distance from university in first year 
for a dataset of 5326 individuals. 
 
Methods 
 
From the student records maintained by the University of Roehampton, we obtained data for 
5124 recently graduated students representing all of the institution’s departments (Table 1). 
Not all variables were available for all students. The University of Roehampton collects and 
stores data on students’ prior qualifications and personal, demographic, programme and 
module details as required by the Office for Students. This information is kept on the Student 
Record System and this software is provided by UNIT4. Two platforms are used to store and 
extract data: QLv4 for student data and QLx for programme data. 
 
Table 1. Variables included in primary analyses. 
 
 

Variable Description Sample size 
Overall mark The calculated mark achieved by the student for their 

degree, based on the algorithm used by the university 
registry 

(https://www.roehamptonstudent.com/pageassets/union
/howwearegoverned/Degree-Classification-Policy-27th-

March-2016.docx). 

5124 

Entry tariff https://www.ucas.com/undergraduate/what-and-where-
study/entry-requirements/ucas-tariff-points 

4239 
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Table 2. Variables included in the auxiliary analyses 
 

Variable Description Sample size 
Coursework mark The calculated mark achieved by a student for 

coursework assessments 
1193 

Exam mark The calculated mark achieved by a student for exams 365 
Presentation mark The calculated mark achieved by a student for 

presentations 
690 

Distance of 
accommodation 

from campus 

Measured in two categories for the continuation 
analyses in section 7: A: less than 1km from campus, 

B: more than 1km from campus 

4578 

 
 
For the analyses, we generally took the approach of first presenting the overall marks for 
categories of comparison such as ethnic cohorts (boxplots and stacked bar charts), and then 
investigating the degree to which the differences in overall mark between those categories 
are associated with socio-economic and demographic factors. The boxplots we present 
visualise the general trends in the data by presenting the median, the second and third 
quartile (the upper and lower bounds of the box), the minimum and maximum non-extreme 
values (whiskers), and any outliers (open circles).  
 
Statistical analyses were conducted using the R studio computing package version 1.1.383. 
Due to the large sample size, low p values are not necessarily indicative of a meaningful effect 
(Cohen, 1994). Therefore, the analytical approach we took focused on visual interpretation 
of graphs accompanied by inferential statistical analyses based on linear models to calculate 
regression relationships and associated confidence intervals, and estimate effect sizes 
(Cumming, 2008; Halsey, 2019; Nakagawa and Cuthill, 2007).  
 
For each linear model, we present the coefficient of determination R2, and the slope of the 
best-fit regression line where we consider a substantive relationship to exist. In the current 
analysis, R2 is the percentage of the variance in overall mark that is explained by the predictor 

Entry 
qualification 

A-level, BTEC, or Level 3 (other equivalent qualifications 
including the international baccalaureate, other 

baccalaureates, Scottish Highers and mixed qualifications). 

4440 

Attendance Overall percentage of contact sessions attended 1317 
Moodle 

engagement 
Count of engagements with the university’s online 

teaching environment, as a percentage of all scheduled 
sessions on their timetable 

1317 

Ethnicity Self-reported on enrolment, categorised as Asian, black, 
white and other 

5051 

Religion Self reported on enrolment as Christian, Muslim, Hindu, 
and no religion. 

1393 

IMDQ Index of multiple deprivation quintiles 
https://socialvalueportal.com/indices-of-multiple-

deprivation-in-the-uk/ 

5046 

First year 
accommodation 

On campus, rented accommodation, living with parents or 
owner 

4373 
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variable(s) (e.g. attendance), and thus gives a quantitative measure of how well overall mark 
can be estimated from the predictor variable(s). We consider R2 values of 5% or higher to 
represent substantive relationships. The slope of the best fit line describes the magnitude of 
the changes in overall mark that is expected for a unit change in the predictor variable, thus 
the steeper the slope the greater the change expected (though how accurate the slope value 
is likely to be is predicated on the R2 value). Best fit lines are solid for substantive 
relationships, and dashed for those with R2 below 5%. 
 
To complete the primary analyses, we included all socio-economic and demographic 
variables that substantially correlate with overall mark into a single linear model, to 
determine what proportion of the differences in overall mark between ethnic groups they 
explain. For analyses including the factor ethnicity, we first categorised ethnicity as white and 
BAME (black and minority ethnicities) students, where BAME includes Asian, black and other 
non-white students including those of mixed ethnicities. Second, we split the BAME category 
into Asian, black and white, and eschewed the group ‘other non-white students’ due to low 
sample size. The majority of our Asian students are of Indian sub-Continental heritage). For 
analyses including the factor religious beliefs, we first show descriptive analyses for 
Christian, Hindu, Muslim and the no religion groups, but do not include the Hindu cohort in 
linear models due to low sample size.  



8 
 

Results: 
 
1) Means and distributions of overall marks 
First, we investigated distributions of overall marks for each student cohort categorised by 
ethnicity. The overall marks for all students together are normally distributed (Figure 1), with 
a mean of 62.5% and standard deviation (SD) of 6.5%. 95% of the students have an overall 
mark between 49.5 and 75.5%.  
 

 
Figure 1: Distribution of overall marks (%) for all 5124 students included in the 
study. 

Categorised by BAME and white students, each distribution is clearly normally distributed; 
white students on average achieve higher marks than students from other ethnic groups 
(BAME students: mean=60.6, SD=6.5, white students: mean=64.3, SD=6, Figure 2). 

 
Figure 2: Distribution of overall marks achieved by BAME and white students. 
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Categorised by self-reported ethnic group (Asian, black and white), each distribution is still 
clearly normally distributed; white students on average achieve higher marks than students 
from either Asian and black cohorts (Asian students: mean=61.3, SD=6.3; black students: 
mean=59.1, SD=6.5; white students: mean=64.3, SD=6; Figure 3).  

 

 
Figure 3: Distribution of overall marks achieved by Asian, black and white students. 

 
Figure 4 presents the same data as in Figure 3, in an alternative format. Asian students have 
a mean score of 61.3%, black students a mean of 59.1% and white students 64.3%.  

 
Figure 4: Overall marks achieved by Asian, black and white students. n represents 
sample size. 
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2) Associations between attendance/engagement and overall mark 
 
We then investigated the relation between attendance and overall mark, by splitting levels of 
attendance into four quartiles i.e. representing attendance at least 75% of the time (4th 
quartile), attendance between 50 and 75% of the time (3rd quartile), etc.. Higher attendance 
is associated with higher overall marks (Figure 5). Across attendance quartiles, the increase 
in overall mark is fairly constant (overall mark means per quartile: 59, 61, 64, 67%). 

 
Figure 5: Overall mark against attendance categorised into quartiles: 1 (0-25%), 2 
(25-50%), 3 (50-75%), 4 (75-100%). n represents sample size. 

 
We then looked at the distribution of ethnicities among attendance quartiles. A low 
percentage of black students are represented in the highest (4th) attendance quartile, while 
the greatest percentage of black students is represented by the 2nd attendance quartile. In 
contrast, Asian and white students are most represented in the 3rd quartile, and more so than 
black students in the 4th quartile (Figure 6). 
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Figure 6: Percentage of Asian (n=296), black (n=222), and white (n=636) students 
per attendance quartile. 

We then explored the linear relationship between attendance and overall mark. Attendance 
predicts a substantial amount of the variation in overall mark (R2= 17%).  A 10-percentage 
point increase in attendance is associated with a 1.2 percentage point increase in overall 
mark (Figure 7).  

      
Figure 7: Relationship between overall mark and attendance. The substantive 
relationship between overall mark (%) and attendance (%) is recognised by the 
linear line of best fit (R2=17%, slope=12.24, n=1317). NB these attendance data were 
only available for the academic year 2017/18 – the first year that attendance 
monitoring was full enacted at the university. 
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Comparing BAME and white students in terms of the relationship between overall mark and 
attendance  - while for both cohorts there is a positive relationship between overall mark and 
attendance, this relationship is more pronounced for BAME students as demonstrated by the 
higher slope (Figure 8). While the y-intercept value for the relationship for BAME students is 
an overall mark of 55% and for white students is 59%, the regression slopes nearly converge 
at 100% attendance; the mean difference in overall mark decreases to around one percentage 
point (68 v. 69%). 

 
 
Figure 8: (A) The data and (B) the linear best fit lines with 95% confidence intervals 
for the relationships between overall mark (%) and attendance (%) for BAME (orange) 
and white (blue) students. BAME: R2=0.17, slope=12.6, n=665; white: R2=13%, 
slope=9.9, n=636. 
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Splitting the category BAME into Asian and black cohorts: for both Asian and black students 
the relationship between attendance and overall mark is more pronounced than for white 
students, and this is particularly so for Asian students (Figure 9). For a 10 percentage point 
increase in attendance, the overall mark of white students increases with by 1 percentage 
point, of black students by 1.2 percentage points, and for Asian students by 1.4 percentage 
points. As attendance converges to 100%, the mean overall mark of Asian students (68.9%) 
is very similar to the white student cohort (69%), while for black students the equivalent 
value is 67%.  
 

 
Figure 9: (A) The data and (B) the best fit lines with 95% confidence intervals for the 
relationships between overall mark (%) and attendance (%) for Asian (red), black 
(green) and white (blue) students. Asian: R2=21%, slope=14.1, n=296; black: R2=15%, 
slope=11.9, n=222; white: R2=13%, slope=9.9, n=636. 
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We then assessed the effect of Moodle engagement on overall mark (Figure 10). Frequency 
of Moodle usage however, does not correlate with overall mark (R2 = 2%). Moreover, the 
distribution of the Moodle engagement variable is evidently left-skewed; hence most 
students used the online environment to a similar extent. 

 
Figure 10: There is no substantive relationship between overall mark (%) and 
Moodle engagement (R2=2%, n=1317). 

However, there might be a relationship between Moodle engagement and overall mark for 
certain ethnic cohorts. We investigated the relationship for Asian, black and white cohorts 
(Figure 11). Within cohorts the relationship is slightly stronger than it is for all students 
together, and arguably substantive for black (R2 = 6%) and white (R2 = 5%), but not Asian (R2 
= 2%) cohorts. 
 

 
Figure 11: (A) The data and (B) the best fit lines with 95% confidence intervals for the 
relationships between overall mark (%) and Moodle engagement for Asian (red), black 
(green) and white (blue) students. Asian: R2=2%, slope=0.01, n=296; black: R2=6%, 
slope=0.02, n=222; white: R2=5%, slope=0.02, n=636. The best fit line for Asian 
students is included in dashed form only, as it is deemed insubstantial. 
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3) Associations between overall marks and attendance, disaggregated by entry 
qualifications/tariffs 

We first compared overall marks between groups of students with different types of entry 
qualification (Figure 12). BTEC students have lower overall marks than both A-level 
students and students with Level 3 qualifications (mean=59, 62, 64%, respectively).   

 
Figure 12: Overall marks for students with different qualifications. 

We then looked at the distribution of students with different types of qualifications among 
attendance quartiles. Few BTEC students are represented in the highest (4th) attendance 
quartile, and this contrasts somewhat with the distributions for both A-level students and 
Level 3 students, who are represented most poorly in the lowest attendance quartile (Figure 
13). 

 
Figure 13: Percentage of A-level (n=569), BTEC (n=201) and Level 3 (n=427) students 
per attendance quartile. 
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We then assessed the effect of attendance on overall mark by entry qualification type (Figure 
14).  As was found to be the case for students in general, within each qualification type higher 
attendance is positively correlated with overall mark. However, the relationship is less 
pronounced for BTEC students than for A-level and Level 3 students, indicated by the lower 
slope value for the best-fit relationship. Each 10 percentage point increase in attendance is 
associated with an additional 1.2 percentage points for A-level students while for BTEC 
students this addition is 0.9 percentage points. Moreover, the R2 value for the BTEC data (8%) 
is considerably lower than that for A-level and Level 3 data (18 and 20%, respectively), 
indicating that attendance is less predictive of overall mark for the BTEC student cohort than 
it is for the other cohorts. 

 
Figure 14: (A) The data and (B) the best fit lines with 95% confidence intervals for the 
relationships between overall mark (%) and attendance (%) for A-level (blue), BTEC 
(green) and Level 3 (red) students. A-level: R2=18%, slope=11.5, n=569; BTEC: R2=8%, 
slope=8.9, n=201; Level 3: R2=20%, slope=13.5, n=427. 
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Here we present the number of students in our sample disaggregated by entry qualification 
type and ethnic group (Figure 15). The majority of Asian and white students took A-levels 
while less than 50% of black students took A-levels. Only a small proportion of Asian and 
white students took BTECs (around 13% and 12%), while around 25% of black students 
took BTECs. 
 
 
A 

 
B 

 

Figure 15: (A) Distribution of students per ethnic and entry qualification group. (B) 
The same data as (A), with the categories presented in the reverse format. Asian 
(n=866), black (n=705), white (n=2302). A-level (n=2210), BTEC (n=572), Level-3 
(n=1091).  
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To untangle the relationships between overall mark and entry qualification type, ethnicity 
and attendance, we assessed the relationship between overall mark and attendance for each 
ethnic group individually, categorised by type of entry qualification (Figure 16). Similarly to 
the pattern in the data for all ethnic groups together (Figure 14) there is no relationship 
between overall mark and attendance for white BTEC students (R2<1%), in contrast to that 
relationship for white students with A-level (R2=16%) or Level 3 qualifications (R2=16%) 
(Figure 16C). The same qualitative patterns are present for Asian students (Figure 16A).  In 
contrast, for black students with BTEC qualifications there is a noteworthy, positive 
relationship between attendance and overall mark (R2=21%, Figure 16B). This suggests that 
for every 10-percentage point increase in attendance, black students that have taken BTECs 
obtain an overall mark higher by 1.6 percentage points.  
 

 
Figure 16: Best fit lines with 95% confidence intervals for the substantive 
relationships between overall mark (%) and attendance (%) for Asian (A), black (B) 
and white (C) students who have arrived at university with A-level (blue), BTEC (green) 
and Level 3 (red) qualifications. Asian students: A-level: R2=19%, slope=12.8, n=140; 
BTEC: R2=3%, slope=6, n=43; Level 3: R2=20%, slope=15, n=100. Black students: A-
level: R2=19%, slope=12.5, n=75; BTEC: R2=21%, slope=16.5, n=51; Level 3: R2=13%, 
slope=11.8, n=73. White students: A-level: R2=16%, slope=9.9, n=287; BTEC: R2=0.2%, 
slope=3.2, n=84; Level 3: R2=16%, slope=11.5, n=200. Where a dashed line only is 
presented, this indicates the relationship deemed insubstantial. 
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We next investigated the effect of entry tariff on overall mark. Considering all cohorts 
together, entry tariff is not associated with overall mark (R2 = 4%; Figure 17).  

 
Figure 17: Overall mark against entry tariff. R2=4%, n=4239. A dashed line only is 
presented, this indicates the relationship deemed insubstantial. 

 
We then investigated the effect of entry tariff on overall mark within qualification type 
(Figure 18). There is a noteworthy correlation between overall mark and entry tariff for A-
level students (R2 = 12%), while in contrast there is only very weak correlations for BTEC (R2 
= 5%) and Level 3 students (R2 = 5%). 
 
 

 
Figure 18: (A) The data and (B) the best fit lines with 95% confidence intervals for the 
relationships between overall mark (%) and tariff points for A-level (blue), BTEC 
(green) and Level 3 (red) students. A level: R2=12%, slope=0.03, n=2292; BTEC: 
R2=5%, slope=0.017, n=593; Level 3: R2=5%, slope=0.015, n=1024. 
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4) Associations between overall mark and religion 
 
We then explored how religion associated with overall mark. Figure 19 indicates that on 
average Muslim students attain lower overall marks than do the other student cohorts 
(Christian, Hindu, no religion). The mean overall mark for Muslims is 60.9% compared to 
63.4% for all other groups combined. We then looked at the influence of religion 
disaggregated by sex. The aforementioned pattern is mostly driven by the female cohort 
(Figure 20). Muslim males average 61.6% (compared to an average for the other groups of 
62.1%) while Muslim females average 60.7% (compared to 63.8%). 

 
Figure 19: Overall marks for students from different religious groups. Note that the 
sample size for Hindus is relatively small. 
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Figure 20: Overall marks for (A) men and (B) women from different religious groups 
and no religious group. Note that the sample size for Hindus is small. 
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We then investigated the relationships between overall mark and attendance within each 
religious category (except Hindus) independently. For all cohorts, higher attendance is 
associated with a higher overall mark with slopes ranging from 10.7 to 13.5. The nature of 
these relationships is similar for men and women (Figure 21). While Muslim women achieve 
the lowest mean overall mark (Figure 20), the data for this cohort has the highest slope for 
the relationship between overall mark and attendance (13.5). This means that for every 10-
percentage point increase in attendance, the associated overall mark achieved by Muslim 
women is 1.4 percentage points higher.  
 
 

  
Figure 21: (A, C) The data and (B, D) best fit lines with 95% confidence intervals for the 
relationships between overall mark (%) and attendance (%) by sex and religion 
(Christian, blue; Muslim, red; those reporting no religion, green. Men: Christian: 
R2=15%, slope=12.1, n=116; Muslim: R2=13%, slope=11.7, n=81; no religion: R2=13%, 
slope=10.7, n=146. Women: same colour coding. Christian: R2=18%, slope=12, n=355; 
Muslim: R2=18%, slope=13.5, n=275; no religion: R2=15%, slope=10.7, n=368. 
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5) Synthesis of main analyses 
 
Further factors that were found to have an arguably important but smaller influence on 
overall mark than those already presented were index of multiple deprivation quintiles 
(IMDQ) and accommodation type during the first year at university. Figure 22 summarises 
the explanatory power of each of the factors presented in this report, including those with a 
smaller influence mentioned above, on the difference in overall mark between Asian, black 
and white students. Figure 21 presents the modelled difference in mean overall mark 
between these groups as progressively more explanatory variables are factored in. In other 
words, as these factors are accounted for, the degree of reduction in modelled difference in 
overall mark between the cohorts is presented.  As reported earlier (Figure 3), the absolute 
difference in overall mark between black and white students is about 5 percentage points and 
between Asian and white students about 3 percentage points. Once all explanatory socio-
economic and demographic factors are accounted for, the adjusted difference between white 
students and both Asian and black students is around 1.4 percentage points.  
 

 
Figure 22: The difference in mean overall mark between Asian and white student 
cohorts (blue), and black and white student cohorts (red), as progressively more 
predictor variables are accounted for. IMDQ: quintiles of index of multiple deprivation; 
Qualification: type of entry qualification; House: type of accommodation during first 
year at university. 
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6)  Disaggregating overall mark into assessment types – associations with ethnicity and 
qualification type 
 

 
To better understand the observed patterns of student attainment, we undertook similar 
analyses on marks achieved for types of assessment: exams, coursework and presentations.  
 
First, we compared the distribution of marks for these assessment types (Figures 23, 24, 25). 
The average coursework mark was 61.5%, for exams it was 62.1%, and for presentations 
65.3%.  

 
Figure 23: Distribution of coursework marks (%) for 1193 students. NB only pass 
marks are included in this analysis. 

 

 
Figure 24: Distribution of exam marks (%) for 365 students. 
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Figure 25: Distribution of presentation marks (%) for 690 students. 

 
Qualitatively, mean coursework marks differed between ethnic cohorts in the same way as 
overall marks, although the absolute differences are somewhat attenuated (Asian: 60.8; 
black: 59.2; white: 62.9%). 

 
Figure 26: Coursework marks achieved by Asian, black and white students. n 
represents sample size. 
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For exams, differences in mean mark between ethnic cohorts are greatly attenuated, and are 
arguably negligible (Asian: 62.1; black: 60.9; white: 62.4%). 
 

 
Figure 27: Exam marks achieved by Asian, black and white students. n represents 
sample size. 

 
For presentations, the absolute differences in mean mark between ethnic cohorts are similar 
to those for overall marks (Asian: 64.5; black: 62.1; white: 66.9%). 
 

 
Figure 28: Presentation marks achieved by Asian, black and white students. n 
represents sample size. 
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We then looked at the relation between attendance and marks for these different types of 
assessment, for Asian, black, and white students (Figure 29). For coursework (A, B), we find 
a very similar pattern to that observed for overall marks (Figure 9) - the positive relationship 
between attendance and mark is steeper than for Asian and black student cohorts than it is 
for the white student cohort. As attendance reaches 100%, the regression lines for each 
cohort nearly converge, with the predicted mean course mark for Asian students at 100% 
attendance (67%) surpassing that of white students (66%), while the predicted mean course 
mark of black students is 64%.  
 
For exams (C, D), the pattern is somewhat similar to that for coursework, however the 
regression slope is steeper for black students than for Asian students; the predicted mean 
exam mark at 100% attendance for black students (69%) matches that of the white students. 
 
In contrast, for presentations (E, F), while attendance positively relates to mark for Asian 
(R2=9%) and white students (R2=15%), there is little evidence of a relationship for black 
students (R2=2%). 
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Figure 29: The data and the best fit lines with 95% confidence intervals for the 
relationships between coursework marks (A, B), exam marks (C, D), presentation 
marks (E, F) (%) and attendance (%) for Asian (red), black (green) and white (blue) 
students. Coursework: Asian: R2=19%, slope=13.4, n=266; black: R2=10%, slope=10.2, 
n=199; white: R2=8%, slope=8.5, n=568. Exams: Asian: R2=4%, slope=10.1, n=106; 
black: R2=11%, slope=13.1, n=67; white: R2=9%, slope=14, n=147. Presentations: 
Asian: R2=9%, slope=11.2, n=129; black: R2=2%, slope=6.4, n=112; white: R2=15%, 
slope=13.9, n=369. Where a dashed line only is presented, this indicates the 
relationship deemed insubstantial. 
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Next we investigated the relationships between marks for different assessment types and 
entry qualifications. The differences in mean marks between BTEC students and students 
with other entry qualifications (A-level, Level 3) for coursework is greater than that 
presented for overall marks (Figure 12 v. Figure 30). For coursework, A-level students have 
a mean of 62.7%, BTEC students 58.3%, and Level 3 students 61.1%. 

 
Figure 30: Coursework marks achieved by students with different entry 
qualifications. n represents sample size. 

 
For exams, the differences in mean marks between BTEC students and other students are 
even more pronounced (A-level: 63.2; BTEC: 57.2; Level 3: 61.5%; Figure 31). 

 
Figure 31: Exam marks achieved by students with different entry qualifications. n 
represents sample size. 
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For presentation marks, there are the same qualitative patterns (A-level: 65.8; BTEC: 62.8; 
Level 3: 65.1%; Figure 32). 

 
Figure 32: Presentation marks achieved by students with different entry 
qualifications. n represents sample size. 

 
We then assessed the effect of attendance on marks achieved for different types of 
assessments, disaggregated by entry qualification type (Figure 33).  
 
For coursework marks (A, B), we find a similar pattern to that observed for overall marks. 
The positive relationship between coursework mark and attendance is more shallow for 
BTEC students than for A-level and Level 3 students, indicated by the lower slope value for 
the best-fit relationship (7.9 versus 10.2 and 11.2, respectively). The R2 value for the BTEC 
data (5%) is considerably lower than that for A-level and Level 3 data (12 and 13%, 
respectively), indicating that attendance is less predictive of coursework mark for the BTEC 
student cohort than it is for the other cohorts.  
 
In contrast, for exams (C, D), the relationship between mark and attendance is steeper for 
BTEC students than for the other cohorts (21 versus 13,5 and 13.7, respectively). Further, the 
R2 associated with the BTEC data relationship is higher than that associated with the other 
cohorts (16% versus 10% and 10%, respectively). At high attendance levels, BTEC students 
perform as well as A-level and Level 3 students in exams. Specifically, at 100% attendance, 
predicted mean exam mark for BTEC, A-level and Level 3 student cohorts is 68.5, 70, and 68, 
respectively. 
 
For presentations (E, F), however, the patterns in the data are similar to those for 
coursework marks and for overall marks. Attendance is less predictive of coursework mark 
for the BTEC student cohort than it is for the other cohorts.  
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Figure 33: The data and the best fit lines with 95% confidence intervals for the 
relationships between coursework marks (A, B), exam marks (C, D), presentation 
marks (E, F) (%) and attendance (%) for A-level (blue), BTEC (green) and Level 3 (red) 
students. Coursework: A-level: R2=12%, slope=10.2, n=515; BTEC: R2=5%, slope=7.9, 
n=181; Level 3: R2=13%, slope=11.2, n=384. Exams: A-level: R2=10%, slope=13.5, 
n=184; BTEC: R2=16%, slope=21, n=30; Level 3: R2=10%, slope=13.7, n=115. 
Presentations: A-level: R2=12%, slope=12.6, n=322; BTEC: R2=6%, slope=9.3, n=83; 
Level 3: R2=21%, slope=16.8, n=219. 
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7) Broad preliminary analysis of continuation at university 
 
We assessed which categories of students were more likely to continue into the second year 
of their course at the University of Roehampton. 80% of the students in the sample, which 
included students who started their studies between 2014 and 2017, continued into their 
second year, however but there are substantial differences in the rates of non-continuation 
between student cohorts, summarised in Table 3.  
 
BAME students have a 1.7 times greater risk of non-continuation than do white students. 
Students starting university with a BTEC qualification have a 2.9 times higher risk of non-
continuation than do students coming in with A-level qualifications. Men have a 1.7 times 
higher risk of non-continuation than do women, while students living more than 1 km from 
campus are 2.1 times more likely to not continue into their second year than are students 
living within 1 km of the university. 
 
Table 3. Continuation rates of students from first to second year. 
 

Cohort Continue Not 
continue 

% continuing % not 
continuing 

Odds ratio for non-
continuation 

White 2182 359 0.86 0.14 1.7 times more likely 
that a BAME student 

will not continue 
BAME 2023 554 0.79 0.21 

 

A-level 2131 357 0.86 0.14 2.9 times more likely 
that a BTEC student 

will not continue 
BTEC 551 267 0.67 0.33 

 

Women 3077 586 0.84 0.16 1.7 times more likely 
that a male student 

will not continue 
Men 1202 388 0.76 0.24 

 

<1 km 1089 115 0.90 0.10 2.1 times more likely 
that a student living 

further from 
university will not 

continue 

> 1km 2768 602 0.82 0.18 
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Discussion 
 
While variation in attainment at university for all student cohorts is considerable, marked 
differences in mean attainment between certain ethnic groups are consistent across higher 
education (Broecke and Nicholls 2007). This finding is epitomised in the current data set for 
University of Roehampton students by a 5 percentage point difference in overall degree mark 
between self-identified white and black students (Figure 2). Asian students at Roehampton 
also fair less well on average than white students, achieving 3 percentage points less (Figures 
2 and 3). These observations rightly raise the question: ‘are there socio-economic factors 
and/or other factors that associate with ethnicity and at least in part explain the attainment 
gap?’ The answer is yes – we have built a predictive model that explains the great majority of 
the attainment gap, which includes variables describing economic status, religion and how 
students interact with their university (Figure 22).  
 
Understanding these differences enables us to calculate the relative importance of each 
factor.  With the important caveat that correlation does not necessarily indicate causation, for 
those factors that are most strongly related to the attainment gap we can identify the ones 
that universities might be able to affect. Is a factor purely ‘societal’, i.e. a consequence of forces 
outside the university’s control? Or is that factor associated with direct student-university 
interactions and might therefore be addressed by higher education policy change? 
Fortunately, the main explanatory variables uncovered in our study represent issues that can 
potentially be addressed by universities: attendance at classes and qualification type having 
left school. A key finding of our study is that higher attendance correlates significantly with 
better overall marks and that BAME students with high attendance levels achieve almost as 
highly as white students (Figure 8). While this relationship may not be causal, universities 
could test this by developing initiatives seeking to increase attendance in particular by BAME 
students. The influence of qualification type on university achievement is dominated by the 
poorer performance of BTEC students (Figure 12), the cohort that also attends contact 
sessions less frequently (Figure 13). These observations provide a steer for universities to 
provide targeted support for their BTEC students. Whether, however, universities are in a 
position to address the possible affect that religious adherence has on university achievement 
is less clear, though universities could at least try doing more to ensure students of different 
religious denominations feel a belonging to the organisation. Other initiatives could include 
exam adjustments during Ramadan. Our predictive model leaves a 1.4 percentage point 
difference in overall mark between white and BAME students. Some of the factors that could 
account for this are quantifiable; later in the Discussion we flag up some potential predictor 
variables that we would like to have included in our analyses. 
 
A further analysis we conducted that could help to explain attainment gaps investigated 
patterns associated with marks achieved at particular assessment types. For example, it is 
tempting to speculate a priori that BTEC qualifications, which rely mainly on coursework-
based assignments and do not expose students to key scientific disciplines such as chemistry, 
will provide a comparatively weaker preparation for unseen examination-heavy university 
courses than do A-levels. However, we found that the lower achievement in overall mark by 
BTEC students was not only mirrored in exam assessments specifically, but also in 
coursework assessments. This suggests that either BTECs in general are less good 
preparation for university courses in the form that those courses are currently configured, or 
that students who take this qualification option are less suited to/engaged by the current 
university model. Universities might at least in part be able to address this directly through 
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alternate teaching pathways in the first year, for example small-group teaching streamed by 
qualification type for some modules. This would provide support to counterbalance systemic 
disparities associated with the type of education students have had prior to entering higher 
education. More broadly, the university sector receiving large numbers of BTEC students may 
need to consider more support for students during transition to higher education, or even 
fundamental adjustments to their provisions in recognition of the changing student body. 
Such aims may be facilitated by enhancing academic staff understanding of the BTEC 
curriculum. Similarly to the consistent association between qualification type and 
achievement when overall mark is disaggregated into assessment types, the differences in 
overall mark between ethnic cohorts also broadly holds for different assessment types. The 
exception to this, however, is that mean marks for exams are very similar between all three 
ethnic groups; university might therefore give consideration to increasing the proportion of 
assessments they set as exams. Other initiatives to improve the assessment-literacy of 
students and better prepare them for assessments may also be of benefit. 
 
There are a number of limitations and caveats associated with our analyses, most obviously 
the limited sample size presently available. Sample size will grow rapidly over the proceeding 
years and we strongly encourage re-analysis and further analysis in the near future. This will 
serve to reaffirm or otherwise question current findings, and to add nuance to the present 
report (for example, by running similar analyses within departments and within degree 
courses). Factors we would have liked to account for but did not have data on include hours 
spent by students undertaking paid work, frequency of submission of mitigating 
circumstances claims associated with assessments, whether they obtained a place  in the 
main applications cycle or in clearing, and the number of universities they had visited on open 
days before entering higher education. We would also have liked to include a more nuanced 
measure of commuting time than is represented within the variable ‘First year 
accommodation’, which has been shown to influence progression into the second year of 
university (https://www.londonhigher.ac.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2019/08/CSIL_Continuation_Aug2019.pdf). The current report does not 
include an analysis of association between ethnic group and degree course; such associations 
are likely to exist where ethnic cultures relate more strongly to certain sectors of the graduate 
job market. If there is substantive variance in attainment between degree courses, and if this 
is due to some courses being ‘harder’ than others, then associations between ethnicity and 
degree course could be an important phenomenon underpinning observed differences in 
university attainment.  
 
While attendance was an important predictor of overall mark, the highest R2 reported for this 
relationship was 21% - in absolute terms this relationship is not particularly strong (Figure 
9). This might concern advocates of the traditional university teaching model of student 
learning, which is underpinned by contact sessions with expert staff. Nonetheless, in the age 
of the Internet, progressively more learning/teaching resources are provided online and 
consequently student learning may now be achieved proportionately less through physical 
attendance than previously. However, our data indicate no evidence for a relationship 
between student engagement with Moodle (the university’s online medium for 
learning/teaching resources) and degree attainment (Figure 10). Perhaps, then, university 
resources, both physical and electronic, are not influencing student outcomes as much as we 
might believe. Rather, it might be that student attitude and aptitude are partial drivers of 
degree success, and these characteristics happen to correlate with attendance; it might be 
reasonable to surmise that students who are more comfortable with their courses in turn 

https://www.londonhigher.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/CSIL_Continuation_Aug2019.pdf
https://www.londonhigher.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/CSIL_Continuation_Aug2019.pdf
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attend them more often. Universities should invest in seeking to improve student perceptions 
of their courses where appropriate, including considering the possibility that there can be 
differences in the attitude and disposition of staff to different students. 
 
Naturally, analyses of degree attainment focus exclusively on students that have completed 
their degrees. Arguably, this is focussing on the ‘winners’ and ignoring those students who 
truly do not succeed within the higher education system. From albeit a limited sample size, 
around 20% of studentsdid not continue into their second year. Dropout rates differed with 
ethnicity and with entry qualification, perhaps unsurprisingly in qualitatively the same way 
that overall degree mark differed. We also found that male students dropout more than do 
female students, while students living on or close to campus (less than 1 km) are more likely 
to continue into their second year than are students further away from campus. What is 
surprising is the magnitude of the differences in continuation rates between cohorts: BAME 
students, those with BTEC qualifications, men and students living far from campus are all 
about about 2 to 3 times more likely to drop out of their university course.  Fortunately, our 
own data indicate that the gap in continuation rates between white and BAME student 
cohorts is closing over time due to improved continuation by the latter, indicating that 
progress in this area is possible and can be considerable. 
 
 
While our analysis of continuation rates are preliminary, we decided to include them in this 
report, as an additional section, because the results, while tentative, are striking, 
demonstrating patterns that not only echo but also magnify those found in degree attainment. 
We consider the need to investigate retention data to be urgent. For now, given that 
disparities in dropout rates are a continuation of the disparities in overall mark for those who 
graduate, to improve the situation we recommend the same broad initiatives as described 
above, targeting attendance, qualification type, but also accommodation type and location. 
 
In summary, our main analyses show that while there is a sizeable discrepancy in mean 
degree attainment between ethnic groups, the differences mostly attenuate once factors that 
associate with ethnicity such as attendance levels and type of entry qualification are 
accounted for. We offer recommendations for responding to these explanatory factors, and 
suggest factors yet to be explored, that could associate with the residual attainment 
discrepancy. In particular, perhaps universities can make gains in outcome equality through 
policies that recognise differences in A-level versus BTEC students, and that reduce 
attendance differentials between ethnic cohorts. 
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