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Commentary for Keynote Address 

Diane Abbott’s speech was wide ranging but two of the points that she made during 
her address, particularly left me reflecting on the wider implications of her message: 
Culture of Low Expectations and Community Action. 
 
 
Culture of Low Expectations  
 
Ms Abbott said that BME and (white) working class children suffered from the same 
 

...narrative and analysis about black and minority children in education which 
would suggest or would infer that the failure is with themi…..[with] their youth 
culture….their community; which is not interested in education, the failure lies 
with them, it is personal and cultural failure. 
 

This view has also been echoed by policy makers 
 

Children living in deprived communities face a cultural barrier which is in 
many ways a bigger barrier than material poverty. It is the cultural barrier of 
low aspirations and scepticism about education, the feeling that education is 
by and for other people, and likely to let one down. (DCSF, 2009, p. 2) 

 
This is a very interesting use of language from the DCSF (Department for Children 
School and Families) because it reveals a hidden narrative where Culture is indeed a 
site of contestation and Power. Questions around; to whose culture does the barrier 
belong? Are we talking about immigrant cultures? Are we talking about institutional 
cultures? How are these cultures mediated in their respective locations? How is 
Power (control) mediated through these cultures? These provocative questions seem 
to lie at the heart of the mainstream discourse about education but they remain 
unaddressed because there seems to be a focus on the superficial signifiers of 
cultural heritage that belies a tokenistic view of “multiculturalism”ii. Ms Abbott 
recognises an institutionalised exploration of cultural heritage (tokenistic 
multiculturalism) that takes BME students “ultimately…no-where”. In this mainstream 
cultural narrative, students are allowed to revel in their “steel bands” and “samosas” 
but they do not seem to be encouraged to explore some of the more authentic (and 
life changing) aspects of their cultural heritage that value education and high 
academic aspirations. To give a background to these deeper aspects of Afro-
Caribbean cultural heritage, Ms Abbott outlined the educational aspirations of the 
first Caribbean immigrants to the UK, where they “believed as an article of faith that 
for their children and for their grandchildren [life] would be better” with a good 
education and where many Caribbean immigrants who were educated in 
rudimentary rural facilities, upon leaving school at 14 yrs. could nevertheless read 
and write and even recite the Romance poetry of Keats (as opposed to some British 
11 year old BME children, many of whom are unable to read and write).  
 
Ms Abbott intimates that in relation to the institutional academic expectations of 
BME students, a collective amnesia of their Colonial educational heritage seems to 
have been enacted by large sections of the education profession, as characterised by 
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Abbott’s observation of, “an underestimate of where they [in terms of their cultural 
heritage] come from”. This is significant as multiculturalism (seemingly the only 
conceptual framework (community cohesion, notwithstanding) available within which 
to discuss alternative cultural narratives and their manifest signifiersiii) in education 
seems only to want to cherry pick the superficial aspects of culture as signified by 
the “steel bands” and “samosas” without trying to understand the deeper, underlying 
and inherent cultural frameworks from which these elements come (which especially 
include complex Colonial narratives around educationiv). Ms Abbott notes that 
although the celebration of cultural signifiers have their place in a curriculum, undue 
focus on them does not empower subjects (students, in this case) because schools, 
as Abbott says “cannot tell me the GCSE levels of those children and how many of 
them go onto Higher Education”. So this institutional acknowledgement of culture 
actually serves to “[take] our children into a wholly separate track, which ultimately 
takes them no-where”. It is this “normalisation”v effect of Power that needs to be 
challenged because, if left unchecked, it will remain freely able to attest its 
acknowledgement of cultural heritage in the curriculum, without actually doing so in 
a way that empowers (in fact, it actively disempowers certain cohorts of it subjects), it 
will remain able to ask why there is a lack of engagement in education by the 
communities, then it will remain able to hold communities responsible by ascribing 
to them to the erection of “cultural barriers”. When the discourse is re-positioned in 
this context, Ms Abbott’s contestation that “the education system has failed our 
children” begins to have a deeper resonance, where Ms Abbott implicitly locates the 
“cultural barrier” as having been erected by the institution itself, as it appears to 
excise any complexity and acknowledgement of (academic) aspiration from the 
notion of BME cultural heritagevi with the result of communities indeed not wanting 
to engage with this disempowering form of multiculturalism that takes their children 
“ultimately nowhere”vii. 
 
However, when disaggregating analyses of “cultural barriers” for BME and white 
working class children, interestingly, (Demie & Lewis , 2010) imply that the latter 
group suffers from low achievement because of a loss of “white culture” in 
comparison to other ethnic groups, although (Nayak, 2001) challenges the 
homogenous concept of “white culture”, as ethnicity and culture are malleable 
discursive articulationsviii that are prone to fluctuation and nuance,  (Demie & Lewis , 
2010) do point towards an acknowledgement of the need for the building of cultural 
resilience and a knowledge of cultural heritage in order to improve white working 
class students’ academic achievement, curiously, in a way that does not necessarily 
seem to be recognised for those with BME heritages (unless “steel bands” and 
“samosas” are deemed sufficient for building cultural resilience and improving 
academic standards!)ix. Abbott agrees with other researchers who say that issues 
around structural and institutional inequalities are more significant than so called 
community-erected “cultural barriers” (Rose, 1999); (Gerwitz, 2001); (Francis & Hey , 
2009); (Reay, 2009).x (Bauman, 2005) goes further to suggest that within a neo-liberal 
society individuals are positioned within economic frameworks that require them to 
display entrepreneurial citizenship (as defined by a ‘cultural norm’). This means if 
individuals do not seem to fit into an institutional and meritocraticxi ‘work ethic’ 
consisting of ‘talent combined with hard work’, then they are automatically seen as 
being undeserving or as having a cultural deficit.xii  
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So, if this “normalisation” of Power, as described above, is left unchecked for 
everyone who is disadvantaged by this “culture of low expectations”, then schools 
will continue to fall short of their 2006 statutory duty to promote community 
cohesion which requires them to “consider how wider links with the community 
contribute to pupils’ development in these areas.” (GOV.UK, 2011), which means that 
Abbott’s characterisation of the institutional position, “how can we as teachers and 
higher education institutions be expected to counteract all the [social and 
community] problems….?”xiii is all the more worrying because schools (and to a lesser 
extent Higher Education institutions through their Widening Participation agendaxiv) 
have a specific statutory duty to consider just that: how education can indeed 
“counteract all the [social and community] problems” by effectively connecting with 
their communities. This issue of agencyxv is discussed below. 
 
 
Community Action 
 

But I also have a message for the community and the message is this; that no-
one in society is going to give you anything. You have to come together to 
take it and as you come together to take it, the point is not that you are 
begging charity. The point is not that you are begging people to be kind and 
Christian to you. The point is that you are asking for justice. 

 
Ms Abbott’s point, above, was intriguing in the context of programmes run by the 
government and charities to address this issue of “low expectation”. In (Perry & 
Francis, 2010)’s review, they found that the interventions that they studied, were built 
on the ‘deficit’ model where it was implicit that the individual lacked high aspirations 
and had a “culture of low expectations”. In their study, they found that such 
programmes tended to ignore the structural inequalities in mainstream education 
provision in favour of providing enrichment activities that were meant to ‘lift’ the 
individual. They report that these programmes had limited success because of their 
‘deficit’ model design, where the knowledge and the experience of the individuals 
participating in these programmes were often ignored. They found this especially of 
the various mentoring schemes they studiedxvi. (Dyson, Goldrick, Jones, & Kerr, 2010) 
argue that interventions should focus not only on individuals but on communities 
and moreover, interventions should concentrate on the resources communities 
already possess rather than focussing on what is perceived that they lack. 
 
(Facer, 2009) reports on the RSA’s (Royal Society for the encouragement of Arts, 
Manufactures and Commerce) Area-based Curriculum programme for Manchester, 
which was designed to look at how a school curriculum could be co-designed by the 
school, the pupils and the local Manchester communities. This initiative attempted to 
bring together local (Manchester based) and pedagogical ‘knowledges’ via the 
building of relationships between various stakeholders, to form a curriculum that was 
relevant to the pupils in those schools in the Manchester areasxvii. However, for some 
of the participating schools, (Facer, 2009, p. 54) noted that they had difficulties in 
really achieving this level of multi-stakeholder collaboration, as one teacher said, 
“Team teaching is a real skill that people underestimate. Team planning and team 
teaching takes a long time to learn” implying that the underlying structural 
organisation in their school did not easily facilitate this ambition. This challenge in 
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adapting school organisational structures to allow for genuine “team teaching” had 
the knock on effect of limiting the efficacy of the collaborative knowledge 
generation needed in the process of building external relationships. A key point 
highlighting this challenge was: 
 

I suppose, at the beginning, I thought there was going to be some support, a 
bit more, coming from the RSA which was like, saying ‘well, we’ve actually got 
this person who can offer this, and that person who can offer that, and we’ll 
make the contact with them, or we’ll introduce you’ so that we haven’t got to 
get on the phone and explain what the project is and go through the whole 
thing. They’re already primed and they’re interested in it, and they want to be 
a partner because there isn’t really time for me to go knocking on doors […] I 
think it would be helpful to have somebody like that who coordinated for the 
city and knew that there were all these people in the city who were willing to 
offer things. (pp. 77-78) 

 
The quote above is very interesting because, as it implies from a school’s point of 
view, that relationships with communities are mostly built on the provision of 
services from the community that can enrich the school’s curriculum. However, this 
transactional view of community relationship building where the cultural 
product/service is a commodity to be traded does not build social or cultural 
capitalxviii in the communities participating in the “trade” and tends not to promote 
any meaningful or reciprocal dialogue (or exchange of knowledge) between the 
school and its surrounding communities (it begs the question as to why parents were 
not explicitly involved as external community contacts) as illustrated (p. 20): 
 

Teacher 1: This is one of the most deprived wards in Europe. There is huge, 
huge – it’s quite shocking, the level of poverty, because you don’t see it 
because it’s not totally in your face…but go in the doors and there’s no 
furniture and no wallpaper and there’s no food in the cupboards and there’s a 
huge amount of neglect and domestic violence. 
 
Teacher 2: And alcohol abuse, drug abuse, teenage pregnancy […] So getting 
£2.50 for the bus into town. 
 
Teacher 1: They can’t find £2.50 to feed their kids. 
 
Teacher 2: They do go to Manchester and go to Primark … but they don’t go 
to the Museum of Science and Industry, they don’t go to Albert Square or St 
Anne’s Square, or The Royal Exchange or the Library Theatre. 
 
Teacher 1: I’m not sure that I do either. You have to have a reason for wanting 
to do it. 
 
Teacher 2: Yes, but you would and you wouldn’t feel intimidated by it. I think 
the parents and the kids here probably would. Wouldn’t they? 

 
As this was a Area-based Curriculum programme for Manchester, the comments 
above underlie the huge structural inequalities in certain communities, where some 
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participating students lived. The comments above also highlighted the need to 
address these issues through genuine grass roots partnership between the schools 
and the communities (via parents!) rather than a top down model where, “the idea of 
Manchester as [being] ‘their city’” is “taken for granted by policy makers and think 
tanks”, in a way “that might be far from familiar to the students in these schools” 
(Facer, 2009, p. 20). 
 
So, in the context of various government and charity-run “Raising Aspirations” 
programmes, Diane Abbott’s message to the community, “that no-one in society is 
going to give you anything. You have to come together to take it” is extremely 
important. Ms Abbott stressed the need for communities to think strategically about 
their own educational needs and the resulting impact on their communities’ social 
and cultural infrastructures and the need to articulate their strategies clearly to their 
local educational institutions. In this way, there would be a greater chance of success 
where grass roots partnerships between schools and communities (via the parents) 
would be built on equity and mutual benefit rather than a prescribed transactional 
model of “Raising Aspirations” built on a perceived community deficit.  
 
Ms Abbott locates a possible focal point for the communities’ (education) 
strategizing and articulation in the Saturday School Movementxix: 
 

One of the key things about it was that it involved parents, it involved the 
community and it acted both to anchor those children in their culture and a 
sense of pride but also to make sure that they achieved the core academic 
skills they needed... [italics added] 
 

Ms Abbott suggested that schools (including government agencies or charities) 
cannot work alone to address the educational needs of their children without 
credible input from their local community agencies, as represented by the parents. 
However, Ms Abbott also strongly called on Saturday schools to act as those local 
parent-led community agencies and to directly seek to enter into partnerships with 
their local schools and through sustained partnership-working achieve “justice” for 
their children by assisting the schools in providing the appropriate education to 
meet their children’s academic and cultural needsxx. 
 
 

 
Dr Ornette D Clennon 
Visiting Enterprise Fellow 
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i For example, (DCSF, 2009) and (Demie & Lewis , 2010) 
ii Multiculturalism (in this instance, used as a generic term for acknowledging multiple cultures and 
narratives, rather than its more political use, see Commentary for Post Keynote Address Interview 
for broader discussion) in education is a good thing if used in an empowering way that acknowledges 
complexity and alternative historical narratives. However, when multiculturalism is reduced to 
displaying only the surface signifiers of cultures, the inherent tokenism becomes dis-incentivising 
and destructive. This type of tokenism is all the more surprising considering the 2006 Statutory duty 
to promote community cohesion where 
 

Firstly…..Ofsted will be required to consider the spiritual, moral, social and cultural 
development of pupils. This will provide an opportunity, where appropriate, for schools to 
demonstrate and inspectors to consider how wider links with the community contribute to 
pupils’ development in these areas. Secondly….Inspectors will therefore need to ask 
themselves whether the school is meeting the needs of, for example, girls and boys, pupils 
from different ethnic communities… (GOV.UK, 2011) 

 
iii (Xanthos, 2004) writes about a form of “hidden racism” in the UK where “colourblind ideology is 
already deep seated”. Xanthos argues that there is an informal policy of assimilation where 
conforming to a White (majority culture) mainstream is the norm. This generates a “we’re all the 
same ethos” (para. 3) which, as Xanthos argues, makes discussion about racism very difficult to 
conduct. However, I would tend to argue that racism is “hidden” but not from an assimilationist 
point of view, which reminds me more of the French secular system but from a British multicultural 
perspective. (West, 2005) argues that a cultural relativism, akin to cultural liberalism, where no 
culture is superior to another, leads to a rejection of a “judgementalism” that has become taboo. 
This cultural relativism is said to guard against “cultural conformity that leads to racism, fascism and 
totalitarianism” (p.  2). However, West believes that “hard multiculturalism”, which he characterises 
as being a state dictat, actually does more harm than good, as it becomes itself a self-imposed 
Western value forcibly applied to a society. West sees “hard multiculturalism” as not just respecting 
difference but actually promoting difference, which he believes leads to a cultural divisiveness in 
communities. This is ideologically opposed to Xanthos’ assimilationist views but I think more 
accurately represents the UK. I would say that this “hard multiculturalism”, as described by West, 
which is different to a “soft multiculturalism” adopted at an individual level, where individuals 
respect each other without the need for state intervention, is key in generating an environment of 
hidden racism.  
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“Hard multiculturalism” has given certain sectors of our society a false sense of security because of 
the belief that state intervention is enough to eradicate racism through anti discriminatory 
legislation alone.  
 

It's [racism] off those agendas because this government wants it off the agenda. It's off the 
agenda because this government has created arrangements such as the Equality and Human 
Rights Commission to soften and dampen down overt activities against racism. It's off the 
agenda because public institutions in this country believe that, following the 2000 Race 
Relations Amendment Act and the struggles we went through to reform and improve the 
Race Relations Act following the Inquiry into the murder of Stephen Lawrence, everyone had 
done what they had to do by writing their race equality schemes, and that was about it. 
(Ousley, 2008, p. 2 (para.)) 

 
In the quote above, (Ousley, 2008) writes that “hard multiculturalism” can be used as a smokescreen 
behind which to hide. Xanthos describes this smokescreen in terms of (covert) racist attitudes, which 
are prohibited in the work place, being overtly replaced by other factors such as personality or 
cultural perception. This is a very interesting point, as Xanthos explains that many people from 
ethnic minorities are differently perceived to their white counterparts in the workplace and this 
difference in perception is invariably a negative and ‘illiberal’ judgement, leading to workplace 
discrimination. Xanthos uses the example of a white employee who is direct in their speech as being 
perceived as assertive whilst a black employee with the same characteristic is perceived as being 
aggressive. This is interesting as these perceptions often take on cultural meta-types and are often 
subject to value judgements in the way they are not supposed to be under any culturally relativist 
paradigm. So it would appear that hidden racism is the product of a double standard applied to the 
ideology of multiculturalism. It is arguable that we have moved beyond multiculturalism as (Worley, 
2005, p. 484) writes, “the pressure to move ‘beyond multiculturalism’ towards the integration and 
cohesion of ‘different’ communities into a (British) whole remains a key concern”. See Commentary 
for Post Keynote Address Interview for further discussion. 
iv The complex “diaspora experience” (Hall, 1996, p. 447) of BME immigrants to the UK especially 
those from the Caribbean contain important narratives that directly affect notions of education and 
aspiration, as during the Colonial days when the UK was considered to the “Mother Country” the 
education system in the British Caribbean was built on the English educational system, where 
students took the same exams as those in the England and Wales; O and A-Level GCEs (Hickling-
Hudson, 2004). 
v See Commentary for Free Schools  c.f. Foucault and Bourdieu 
vi The Gove/Seacole debacle was a very public manifestation of this institutional “agenda” 
(Rawlinson, 2013). 
vii The rise of the ‘Saturday School’ (part of the Supplementary school sector) is particularly 
important in this context. See Commentary for Supplementary Schools. 
viii Issues which change meaning depending on context and association (Hall, 1996); (Hall, 1986) 
ix Ms Abbott’s observations pose an interesting question about the viability of an arguably 
“Eurocentric” education system which fails students with recent European (white British) heritage 
because if class (as well as race) is also seen as a ‘cultural’ barrier to education and the complex 
intersection between class and race is accepted, then the education system is failing too many 
individuals and does not seem to be “fit for purpose”, an expression famously coined by John Reid 
(Mulholland & Tempest, 2006). Intriguingly, (Sveinsson, 2009) suggests that the white working class 
students are not actually losing out to BME students but to middle class white students, which 
cautions us not to aggregate class and race too closely, as a total mapping across the two is 
imperfect. This leads us to ask what the purpose of education actually is. Is it to empower everyone 
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with critical thinking skills that enables the individual to mount an effective resistance against the 
structural inequalities in society? This is a key question because, of those schools who say that their 
community cohesion provision (appreciation of cultural heritages) is embedded in their curriculum, 
as opposed to just consisting of “one-off enrichment activities” (Department for Education, 2011, p. 
58), there is very little information about the nature of the embedded content, other than such 
embedded content is rare for maths and the sciences but more usual for Religious Education (RE) 
and the arts. Or is education about “educating” people to accept structural inequalities as the 
“norm”? (See commentaries for Co-operative, Free, Supplementary and Arts-led Special Schools and 
Cassie Earl’s essay on critical pedagogy) 
x Both the Free School and Supplementary workshops explore Culture and its role as a site of power. 
Both sets of workshops describe how foregrounding cultural heritage which is integrated into 
academic achievement is having a positive effect on their students. The “culture of low aspiration” 
narrative is a powerful illustration of Foucaldian “discipline” and Bourdieu’s “habitus” (see Free, 
Supplementary and Arts-led Special Schools commentaries), as Diane Abbott implies that this 
cultural view has colonised institutional thinking in ways that place working class and BME students 
at an a priori and “universal” disadvantage (c.f. Bourdieu’s Universal Subject as discussed in the 
Supplementary commentary). 
xi (Toyama, 2011) discusses whether a meritocracy is actually possible within a neo-liberal society. 
xii The idea of a meritocracy within a neo-liberal paradigm has important implications for educational 
provision, the Co-operative and Studio School models of educational provision directly provoke 
questions about the relationship between education and entrepreneurial citizenship, which 
produces ‘self-empowered individuals’ (see their commentaries). 
xiii Dr Shamim Miah in his Free Schools workshops explored how his school addresses these social 
issues. See Commentary for Free School. 
xiv (HEFCE , 2013) 

Widening access and improving participation in higher education are a crucial part of our 
mission. 

Our aim is to promote and provide the opportunity of successful participation in higher 
education to everyone who can benefit from it. This is vital for social justice and economic 
competitiveness. [Italics my addition] 

xv Meaning how to effect change 
xvi See Commentary for Post Keynote Address Interview for a broader discussion about mentoring. 
xvii This form of Enquiry Based Learning (EBL) underpins much of the Studio Schools’ pedagogy (see 
commentary). 
xviii See commentaries for Free, Supplementary and Arts-led Special Schools 
xix See Transcripts and Commentary for Supplementary Schools 
xx

 Part of the Co-operative School model ethos is to work very closely with its local communities as 
well as encouraging parental and community school governance. (See commentary and transcript). 


