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The diversity trap? Critical explorations of black male
teachers’ negotiations of leadership and learning in London
state schools
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ABSTRACT
Black and minority ethnic teachers are significantly underrepre-
sented in British schools. Despite increasing anxieties about
Britain’s ‘diversity shortage’ among teachers, recent studies on
the experiences of Black teachers generally, and Black male tea-
chers specifically, remain rather sparse. Drawing on in-depth inter-
views with 25 Black Caribbean and Black African male teachers
with five or more years of experience in London schools, this
article deploys Bourdieusian conceptions of organizational habitus
to explore the ways in which the national ‘diversity shortage’ can
lead to a local ‘diversity trap’ in state schools that limits the range
of roles Black male teachers are encouraged to pursue in schools.
Findings suggest that pressures for Black male teachers to serve in
racialized roles as community liaisons, role models, and school-
wide disciplinarians, particularly for ethno-racial minority students,
have stymied the long-term progress of Black male teachers
towards departmental and administrative leadership – ranks at
which the diversity shortage is even more acute.
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Introduction

In recent years, the importance of Black and minority ethnic (BME) teachers in the
British educational system has garnered significant attention in public discourse.
Discussions in popular presses range from analyses of teachers’ experiences of discri-
mination and disadvantage to the establishment of new professional development
networks for BME teachers (Adams 2017; Glaze 2017; Haque 2017b; Pells 2017).
Perhaps the most striking of all these findings is Britain’s lingering teacher diversity
shortage. BME students comprise more than 25% of the national student population,
yet only 7.6% of full-time staff in Britain are BME teachers (Rhodes 2017). The
Department for Education (DfE) estimates that approximately 68,000 BME teachers
are needed in state schools to address the diversity shortage and better represent
England’s state school population (Haque 2017a). This raises salient questions about
how to recruit BME teachers effectively in the coming years.

But increasing the number of BME teachers without changing the organizational and
relational conditions in schools is likely to create retention challenges. Analyses of
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current BME teachers’ professional experiences show that racism continues to color
the day-to-day affairs in schools and impedes BME teachers’ professional advancement
(Bhopal and Rhamie 2014). A recent report Visible Minorities, Invisible Teachers (2017)
found that BME teachers experience frequent discrimination on the job, report receiv-
ing lower pay incommensurate with their experience, and encounter higher rates of
verbal abuse relative to their White counterparts. Though analyses of the differential
treatment of BME teachers have focused on race and ethnicity, critical examinations of
the gendered experiences of BME teachers are seldom featured in social analyses. To
complement the growing body of research and media reports on BME teachers, this
article casts its attention on the experiences of Black male teachers – noting how race,
class, and gender influence their leadership and learning in London state schools. In so
doing, this article addresses an often-neglected area of educational research in the
British context.

The distinct experiences of BME male teachers in the British context are worth
highlighting. Based on a nationally representative survey in 2016, the DfE reported
that ‘[a]lmost three out of four school teachers are female,’ with rates of male
teachers decreasing slightly from 27.1% in 2010 to 26.1% in 2016 (Haque 2017a,
12). There are only 5% of BME male teachers in state schools compared to 28% of
White British male teachers (National Union of Teachers 2017). When considering
the leadership ranks in schools, less than 0.5% of BME male teachers are in
Headteacher roles, compared to 12% of White British men (Haque 2017a). If we
are to increase the number of Black male teachers in British schools and understand
the organizational arrangements that influence their advancement, explicit attention
should be paid to Black male teachers.

Drawing on qualitative research on Black African and Caribbean male teachers,
this article suggests that despite increasing talks of Britain’s national ‘diversity
shortage,’ hardly any attention is offered to what I regard as the local ‘diversity
trap’ in schools that limits the range of roles Black male teachers are encouraged to
pursue in schools. I define the ‘diversity trap’ here as the strategic engagement and
confinement of BME teachers to select disciplinary, pastoral, and community-based
roles that often support local schools at the expense of their wide-ranging intellec-
tual and professional talents. The ‘diversity trap’ is arguably the result of an
insidious form of racism that renders BME teachers most useful in distinct social
and care roles. To better contextualize and explicate the hidden costs of the
‘diversity trap,’ I first explore scholarship on BME teachers in the United
Kingdom. I then outline the design of the study, highlight the theoretical framework
that informed it, and discuss the data analysis process. Finally, I present the
findings, which suggest that Black male teachers regularly encounter pressure to
serve in racialized roles as community liaisons, role models, and school-wide dis-
ciplinarians, particularly for ethno-racial minority students. Contrary to the expec-
tations of the participants in this study, accepting such roles did not often result in
their continued promotion, but instead stymied the long-term progress of these
Black male teachers towards departmental and administrative leadership – ranks at
which the diversity shortage is even more acute (Haque 2017a).
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Black male teachers in Britain & beyond

To date, research on Black male teachers in Europe and the global South remains
sparse. Much of the existing literature on Black male teachers focuses on the North
American context, with special emphasis on the United States. Due to the predomi-
nance of such works, studies on Black male teachers in US schools often function as
analytical anchors for research on the racialized and gendered experiences of Black male
teachers in other parts of the world (Callender 2018; Lynn and Jennings 2009; Msibi
2012). Such US-specific scholarship provides sensitizing perspectives into the barrier to
entry and retention that shape the profession (Bristol 2018; Thomas and Warren 2017),
the promise of professional affinity groups for teachers of color in predominantly white
institutions (Bristol and Shirrell 2019; Lewis and Toldson 2013), the power and perils of
Black male teachers as role models and ‘other fathers’ (Bristol and Goings 2019;
Brockenbrough 2012; Brown 2009; Lynn and Jennings 2009), and the institutional
strategies that cause and challenge the marginalization of teachers of color (Brown
2011; Martino and Rezai-Rashti 2010a; Pabon 2017). The analytical and theoretical
insights of these works notwithstanding, there are important contextual differences
within and between national settings that should be carefully accounted for. As such,
this article focuses on the cultural and institutional conditions of teaching and learning
for Black male educators in the British context, offering specific attention to the
historical context that informs the contemporary experiences of teachers in British
schools. The subsequent section shows that the demand for Black male teachers has
not always been shaped explicitly by demographic differences between the student
population and the teaching force, but by a range of political crises in the field of
education.

BME teachers: a collective counterforce to institutional disadvantage

Through teacher leadership, community-based research, and public activism, Black
teachers have left an indelible mark on teaching and learning practices across the
British Isles. However, public appeals for BME teachers have often been informed by
a national political crisis – from the crisis of Asian and Caribbean migration (1950s-
1970s) and the crisis of racism in schools (1970s-1980s) to the crisis of Black (male)
underachievement (1980s to 2000s). The postcolonial labour migration crisis of the
1950s, 1960s, and 1970s inspired the first set of national debates about the social and
political benefits of increasing the presence of BME teachers in British schools
(Dabydeen, Gilmore, and Jones 2008). This migration crisis became especially charged
during the late 1960s and 1970s, when BME children entered the British school system
in unprecedented numbers (Troyna 1993). But there was resistance to claims of
migrants as the source of the crisis, rather than the minimally supportive context of
British schools. In 1971, for instance, Grenadian youth worker and teacher-activist
Bernard Coard prompted a shift in the national discourse on Black youth in state
schools (Gillborn and Mirza 2000). With the publication of How the West Indian Child
Is Made Educationally Subnormal in the British School System, Coard (1971) challenged
dominant discourses about Black Caribbean pupils’ intellectual and behavioral ‘sub-
normality’ and focused instead on how an ensemble of social factors shaped the
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educational disadvantage of BME pupils. Based on interviews and documentary analy-
sis, Coard (1971) argued that the ‘underachievement’ of Black Caribbean pupils was not
genetically designed but socially constructed, not culturally inherent but politically
conditioned. Coard (1971) called for a dismantling of institutional racism in schools
and an increase in teacher and staff diversity to support immigrant youth generally, and
Black Caribbean youth specifically.

When government officials continued to advance narratives of Black ‘educational
failure’ and provided limited adjustments to the social conditions of state schools,
BME teachers founded Black supplementary schools as organic grassroots institu-
tions fostering complex, contextually informed pedagogies (Reay and Mirza 1997).
Reay and Mirza (1997) and Gerrard (2013), among others, highlighted Black supple-
mentary schools as multi-heritage institutions organized principally by Black women
as a social movement for educational change. The structure of class sessions varied
from one institution to the next, but often included small group discussions, peer-to-
peer teaching, and one-on-one tutorials – changing the relationship between teachers
and students (Andrews 2014, 2016; Gerrard 2011). Black supplementary schools were
hosted in community centres (private and government-run); churches (of multiple
theological persuasions); educational institutions (primary, secondary, and tertiary);
and a host of other anchor institutions in local boroughs throughout major cities
(Maylor et al. 2013). Though a systematic analysis of the role of Black male teachers
in supplementary schools has yet to be done in sociological research, evidence from
recent studies has suggested that Black male teachers served in collaborative roles as
co-teachers, co-funders, and administrators to support the educational progress of
BME pupils underserved by state schools (Bhopal and Rhamie 2014; Maylor 2009;
Wilkins and Lall 2011).

Discussions of the importance of BME teachers resurfaced during the national
awakening to the crisis of racism in schools in the late 1970s and 1980s (Tomlinson
1982). Commenting on the deliberate recruitment of Black teachers in Britain
throughout the 1980s, Evans (1988) argued that such efforts came ‘in part as
a response to the crisis in . . . school created by the resistance of Black pupils to
the racism they encountered’ (184). Due to the protest of BME parents and teacher-
activists, the Labour government called for an independent investigation into
Caribbean underachievement in Britain. Following a multi-year inquiry into six
local educational authorities, the commission, led by Anthony Rampton, produced
its first report in 1981, in which the team highlighted the severity of teacher racism
in British schools. The Rampton Report argued that cultural biases in IQ tests,
limited information on diversity in teacher training programs, and consistently low
teacher expectations informed the educational disadvantage of BME pupils, especially
Black Caribbean ones. The Rampton Report called for a transformation of teacher
expectations, the diversification of the teaching profession, and the implementation
of explicitly antiracist policies in British schools. The report and the recommenda-
tions therein proved so controversial that the subsequent conservative government
replaced Anthony Rampton with Lord Michael Swann, calling for more balanced
findings. The final report, Education for All, acknowledged interpersonal and institu-
tional racism along with the ‘pervasive climate of racism’ they create. However,
rather than focusing on antiracist strategies in British schools, the report called for
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an ‘inclusive multiculturalism’ that sought the advancement of all members of British
society. In making the case for the increased presence and promotion of BME
teachers in schools, The Swann Report maintained:

It is undoubtedly true that some ethnic minority teachers can play a particularly valuable
‘pastoral’ role within a multi-racial school both directly, through supporting and encoura-
ging pupils and parents drawn from the same ethnic minority group, and indirectly,
through advising their colleagues on the background and concerns of certain ethnic
minority groups and ensuring that the practices and procedures of the school as a whole
take account of the needs of the communities which they serve . . . it should never be
assumed that each and every teacher of ethnic minority origin will be able or willing to
accept this role. (603) [italicized for emphasis].

Despite the requisite qualifications about the role of BME teachers in British schools,
research from the 1980s to present highlight the limited pastoral, community, and
disciplinary roles to which BME teachers are often confined in British schools (Bhopal
and Rhamie 2014; Maylor 2009). Furthermore, even when BME teachers are not in
lower-level leadership roles, they are regularly expected to serve as role models for Black
pupils to raise Black students’ aspirations, improve their attitudes, and increase their
achievement outcomes (Wilkins and Lall 2011). I elaborate on this below.

Black teachers as role models: prioritising aspirations, attitudes, and
achievement

Since the release of The Swann Report, researchers have examined the polemics and
potential of BME teachers as role models (Haque 2017a; Maylor 2009). Studies from the
late 1970s to date point out that schools have recruited BME teachers to meet a number
of (often unstated) social, behavioural, and educational goals, especially as the British
government has sought to address the ‘Black underachievement crisis’ from the 1980s
to present. According to Evans (1988), Troyna (1993), and Tomlinson (1982), for
instance, government and school officials deemed Black teachers as appropriate role
models for Black pupils, ‘better able to handle Black pupils’ (Evans 1988, 184).
Additionally, Callender (2018) asserts, ‘[t]the call for black male teachers is often
connected to their status as role models as an antidote to the issues facing black boys’
(167). But as scholarship in the United Kingdom, United States, Canada, Europe, and
various parts of the world suggest, the assumption that all Black teachers are committed
to improving Black pupils’ aspirations, attitudes, and achievement is flawed and worth
interrogating (Brockenbrough 2012; Garcia and Lopez 2005; Rezai-Rashti and Martino
2010).

In their assessment of appeals for role models in teacher recruitment efforts of the
late 1990s and early 2000s in England and Wales, Carrington and Skelton (2003) argued
that:

Underlying official discourse in this sphere is the assumption that the ‘targeted recruit-
ment’ of male or ethnic minority teachers will provide much-needed ‘role models’ in
schools for those groups most likely to experience educational failure and disaffection.
Thus, matching teachers and children by gender or ethnicity is seen as a panacea for male
or Black ‘underachievement.’ (253)
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Carrington and Skelton (2003) suggest that national calls to boost BME teacher
representation were not driven primarily by a need for balanced demographic repre-
sentation, but by an instrumentalist aim to address ‘underachieving,’ ‘disaffected,’ and
‘disadvantaged’ youth. The endorsement of BME teachers as role models by prominent
Black figures such as Members of Parliament Diane Abbott, David Lammy, among
others, has bolstered an uncritical acceptance of ‘role models’ as a key solution to the
challenges BME and working-class young people face in schools. Having teachers as
‘surrogate fathers’ to model positive masculinities or ‘ethnic peers’ to challenge prevail-
ing cultural stereotypes is largely a compensatory, micro-level practice to redress
historic racial inequality. Based on interviews with 60 Black teachers at the primary
and secondary levels, Maylor (2009) argued that proposals for ethnic and gender
matching in teaching and role modelling in schools assume the critical consciousness
of Black (male) teachers as a universal – or at the very least, widespread – inclination
towards improving Black pupils’ outcomes. Such an assumption is grounded in racial
essentialism, presuming Black teachers’ natural capacity to mentor and manage Black
pupils (Francis et al. 2008). Claims of this kind reduce the complex nuances of Black
male identities and investments. Maylor (2009) found that cultural similarity is not
synonymous with rigorous relational training for effectively engaging BME pupils. In
keeping with recent scholarship, Maylor (2009) reported:

The findings in this study demonstrate that the recruitment of Black teachers does not
automatically convert into those teachers either desiring to serve as role models or feeling
comfortable in such a role, or indeed being accepted or acknowledged as appropriate role
models by all Black pupils. (17)

Maylor’s study suggested that not all Black teachers are recognized as authorities or
positive role models by Black pupils, especially when working-class Black pupils
perceive considerable taste, style, and economic differences between them and middle-
class Black teachers.

The skills prioritized for Black teachers in Britain’s popular and policy discourses are
in fact necessary for all teachers in schools. Initial Teacher Training (ITT) programmes
can play a key role in challenging assumptions of racial and ethnic matching through
courses that center racial and ethnic diversity. In their analysis of ITT, Bhopal and
Ramie (2014) argued that despite anti-discrimination policies and equality laws, trainee
teachers are often ill-equipped to negotiate race, equity, and diversity in school settings.
This rings true for White and BME teachers. Bhopal, Harris, and Rhamie (2009) work
suggested that trainee teachers desire more engagement with issues of race, equity, and
inclusion in ITT courses, but such programmes have generally been less responsive to
these concerns than they have been to boosting the number of BME teachers. Arguably,
ITT programmes have been more attentive to the demands for role models than they
have been to modelling the multiple roles teachers from a variety of backgrounds will
need to play in Britain’s increasingly diverse schools (Bhopal, Harris, and Rhamie 2009;
Callender 2018).

The wider literature on BME teachers in schools has suggested that whether it be the
postcolonial labour migration crisis of the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s, the national
awakening to the crisis of racism in schools in the 1980s, the Black ‘underachievement
crisis’ of the late 1990s and 2000s, or the currently emerging ‘diversity crisis’ throughout
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state schools and the public sector, calls for BME teachers are arguably motivated by
their desired political utility rather than their creative intellectual acuity. Despite the
benefits of the literature on the history, activism, and roles of Black and ethnic minority
teachers in British schools (Gerrard 2013; Maylor 2009; Maylor et al. 2013), the
empirical and analytical gaps in such work necessitate further research (Verma and
Ashworth 1986). First, while the body of scholarship on BME teachers in the United
Kingdom has focused on race and ethnicity, a sharp gender-sensitive lens is seldom
applied. This flattens the experiences of BME teachers and limits explicit discussions of
Black men’s (and Black women’s) experiences as teachers in schools. Second, very
limited work has been done on how BME teachers negotiate school practices that
limit their leadership in schools – practices that diversify the teaching base but maintain
power often among White (upper) middle classes. This study examining the racialized
and gendered experiences of Black male teachers in state schools and how they
strategically negotiate leadership amid a predominantly White teaching force fills
a gap in the literature.

Theoretical framework

This paper extends the Bourdieusian notion of habitus to illustrate how schools main-
tain White domination through the racialized roles Black male teachers are often
assigned (implicitly or explicitly) as members of a predominantly White teaching
force. In so doing, this article explicates the function of a racialized organizational
habitus in schools that deploys diversity as a constitutive feature of White school
leaders’ self-interest, but maintains the racialized power structure at the highest levels
of leadership.

The structural and status positions of BME teachers in schools are not at all arbitrary
social outcomes. Bourdieu (1998) challenged seemingly natural hierarchical arrange-
ments through his explication of the concept of habitus. Bourdieu (2002) defined
habitus as a complex ‘system of long-lasting (rather than permanent) scheme or
schemata or structures of perception, conception and action’ (27). Put differently,
habitus is the unconscious sense of one’s place and the place of others in relation to
the individual (Nash 1999). Habitus speaks to the inevitable historical and social
conditioning – the internalization of individual experiences and social histories that
contributes to the outlooks and outcomes of individuals in society (Bourdieu 1998,
2006). Habitus is a set of unexamined, taken-for-granted perceptual schemes that
inform habits of thought, action, and being (Bourdieu 2002). It is, as Reay (2004)
noted, ‘a complex interplay between past and present’ and ‘a compilation of collective
and individual trajectories’ (434). Although Bourdieu focused primarily on the indivi-
dual habitus at work in social fields, I paid specific attention to the institutional or
organizational habitus in this work (Atkinson 2011; Carter 2012; Stahl 2013).
Organizational habitus is here defined as ‘class-based dispositions, perceptions, and
appreciations transmitted to individuals in a common organisational culture’ (Horvet
and Antonio 1999, 320).

Such class-based dispositions that inform symbolic boundaries in organizations are
not formulated independent of race and ethnicity. Bonilla-Silva, Goar, and Embrick
(2006), for example, highlighted the invisible, constraining forces of a White habitus in
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key institutions. He defined the White habitus as the ‘racialized, uninterrupted socia-
lization process that conditions and creates whites’ racial taste, perceptions, feelings,
and emotions and their views on racial matters . . . it promotes a sense of group
belonging (a white culture of solidarity) and negative views about nonwhites’ (104).
A White habitus is structurally consequential because it often informs social closures,
the ‘process of subordination whereby one group monopolizes advantages by closing off
opportunities to another group of outsiders beneath it which it determines as inferior
and ineligible’ (Murphy 1988, 8). As Bonilla-Silva, Goar, and Embrick (2006) noted, the
White habitus is not about individual moral character, but about the normative cultural
and institutional conditions that legitimize and reproduce inequality (Mirza and Reay
2005; Reay and Mirza 1997).

In this contemporary moment, BME teachers in British schools are not deliberately
deemed inferior. In fact, they are desirable resources, especially for discrete roles. They
nevertheless experience a form of social closure that appears inclusive but is fundamen-
tally a strategy in the preservation of White domination (Wallace 2017a, Wallace 2018a,
2018b, 2019). As a feature of the organizational conditions of schools, the diversity gap
in state schools influences veteran BME teachers being frequently tapped as diversity
actors (disciplinarians, pastoral care workers, role models, and mentors), which protects
their schools’ reputation as responsive, non-racist institutions, but often undermines
the reputation of Black male teachers as content experts and intellectual leaders (Bristol
2018; Callender 2018). This, I argue, is emblematic of a White organizational habitus
that renders BME teachers as ideal (or perhaps, natural) diversity actors for department
and extracurricular activities – especially given demographic disparities between the
staff and the student populations in London schools – but not as qualified for leadership
as (White) instructional leaders. Diversity roles can therefore function as traps for
teachers interested in school-wide leadership.

Methods and data

Data for this article are drawn from the first phase of an on-going qualitative study of
Black teachers in secondary schools across London. The larger study explores the
institutional processes and procedures that shape the day-to-day professional experi-
ences of Black male and female teachers in urban secondary schools. More specifically,
the work examines Black teachers’ perceptions of the institutional mechanism that
enables or restricts their professional advancement, despite their longstanding commit-
ment to the profession. To fill gaps in the literature, the analysis rendered in this article
focuses on the first round of interviews with 25 Black male teachers conducted in 2017.
Although the participants taught a variety of subjects and worked in schools of differing
sizes, all participants had 5 or more years of full-time teaching experience, with most
having over 10 years of experience. Interviews considered how these participants
negotiated the gendered and racialized restrictions placed on them in schools.

The Black African and Caribbean male participants discussed throughout this work
were recruited through four strategies. The first strategy included open calls across
social media and professional development networks for BME teachers in the United
Kingdom. The first four participants responded to advertisements made in the new
Black, Asian, and Minority Ethnic in Education network (BAMEed) – an association
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designed to support the promotion and progression of BME teachers into senior roles
in schools. The second strategy, a snowball sample approach, yielded 11 participants
outside the BAMEed network, some of whom came at the recommendation of BAMEed
members. Eight additional participants came through outreach to senior leaders in
secondary schools across South and East London. The final two participants came
through personal access to supplementary school leaders in South and East London
working in secondary schools.

The Black male teachers in this study are by no means a homogeneous group. The
participants varied by age, national origin, generational identity, class background,
ethnic identification, and citizenship status. Most participants were middle-class
British nationals in their mid-30s working in ethnically diverse schools with
a predominantly White teaching staff. All but four participants came from working-
class households and were the first in their families to attend university. Additionally,
pseudonyms were used throughout for the purposes of anonymity and confidentiality.
On average, interviews lasted for 1 hour and 40 minutes, with the shortest lasting
1 hour and 10 minutes and the longest lasting 2 hours and 25 minutes.

All interviews for this study were digitally recorded, professionally transcribed, and
carefully analyzed. Transcripts were uploaded to NVivo and analyzed accordingly
through two related phases. To enable inductive and deductive analyses – and transi-
tions between the two – I pursued two rounds of coding (Creswell 2003; Heyl 2001). In
the first iteration, I labeled all data using broad themes on the gendered racism that
informed the professional experiences of Black male teachers in schools. Attendant
codes includes ‘institutional processes of racism,’ ‘assigned and assumed roles of Black
male teachers,’ and ‘limits of promotion and career advancement in school.’ In
the second iteration, I deployed more specific codes to elucidate the experiences of
Black male teachers. These codes included ‘Black men as behavior management spe-
cialists,’ ‘barriers to senior leadership,’ and ‘networking with White teachers.’ Through
an iterative process, I refined the coding scheme to access all surplus meanings
expressed during the interviews. In the section that follows, I outline the most sub-
stantive factors that informed the leadership and learning of Black male teachers in state
schools.

Findings

The findings suggest that the Black male teachers in this study encountered three
common dynamics that are often – but not always – sequential in their professional
trajectories. First, they were ‘backed,’ winning support for White senior leaders and
BME veteran teachers to pursue mid-level appointments like ‘Head of Year,’ ‘Head of
Department,’ ‘Instructional Coach,’ among others. Next, they were ‘blocked,’ capping
their professional advancement towards senior management roles. Last, they were
‘burned,’ encountering discrepancies between what senior management suggests
about their value and the prevailing limitations on their progress. I elaborate on these
findings in the sections that follow.
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Being backed: the power of white sanction and BME support

Participants described being ‘backed’ as including, but exceeding, moments of com-
mendation or fleeting acts of advocacy. Approximately 21 of the 25 participants noted
being backed as a process of moral and relational support from a select few senior
colleagues to consider administrative and pastoral care roles beyond their capacity as
classroom teachers. All participants regarded such recommendations as ‘votes of con-
fidence’ or ‘marks of approval’ that engendered a sense of belonging and communicated
their personal and professional worth to their schools. As participants sought to make
modest career moves in predominantly White institutions, being backed proved not
only crucial but also necessary for negotiating the racialized institutional habitus.
Participants suggested that being ‘backed’ came in two distinct but related forms:
White sanction and support of senior BME staff, particularly from BME women.

According to Miller (2016), White sanction ‘occurs where the skills and capabilities
of a BME individual are, first, acknowledged and, second, endorsed/promoted by
a white individual, who is positioned as a broker and/or mediator acting on behalf of
the interests of the BME individual’ (12). Participants described White sanction as
a necessary stage of the promotion and progression process in schools with
a predominantly White teaching staff. Samuel, a 15-year veteran Mathematics teacher,
maintained, ‘It’s almost impossible to get ahead in these schools without a white
mentor, advisor, sponsor, advocate . . . . Very few Black people are part of the inner
leadership circle, and most times there are none. You need a White ally to invite you
in.’ Similarly, Kwesi, a seasoned teacher of 13 years, suggested that White sanction ‘is
the favor you get from certain specific White leaders . . . . Their endorsement of your
skills and capabilities can help you get far, fast – at least, faster than you would on your
own.’ In other words, the power of White sanction rests in its capacity to make BME
teachers (more) legitimate candidates for school leadership. White advocates invoke the
names of BME teachers, highlight their experiences in the BME teachers’ absence in
predominantly White leadership circles, and endorse the candidacy of BME staff for key
roles.

Samuel’s and Kwesi’s views shared above are emblematic of ones held by other
participants. In fact, 20 of the 25 participants mentioned the import of White advocates
in White staff teams for recognizing talented BME teachers and recommending them
for leadership. As seven-year English teacher, Thando, explained: ‘It doesn’t matter how
talented you are as a teacher . . . If one of these White advocates don’t recommend you
to the team and confirm your talent, the members of the team won’t believe that you
are to be taken seriously.’ To some like Thando and Kwesi, White sanction is arguably
necessary, not because BME teachers possess or display deficiencies in their teaching
craft, but because it is useful for negotiating White-led institutions. The power to hire,
fire, and promote still rests almost exclusively in the hands of White teachers and
leaders in their schools, despite diverse student intake. In school contexts led by White
Headteachers with primarily white Deputy and Assistant Headteachers, ‘White sanc-
tion’ arguably becomes central to professional advancement.

It must be noted that the ‘need’ for White sanction in schools says more about them
as institutions than it does about specific BME teachers like Samuel and Kewsi who
work within them. When the unspoken cultural codes of a school or the informal rules
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of promotion necessitate approval, endorsement, and brokerage from a White advocate,
the organizational dynamics and institutional power structure should be questioned. In
fact, some participants did just that because not all of them viewed White sanction
favourably. Some participants suggested that White sanction is not a practice of social
justice or structural change. White sanction maintains the dominant racialized power
structure in schools, preserving authority among white staff and confining BME
teachers to select pastoral roles. For instance, Randy, an English Literature teacher of
10 years, asserted:

Everyone needs some kind of mentor or sponsor to get ahead. But what I don’t think other
White teachers realize is that they are considered for everything, especially the key
roles . . . A lot of the times, yeah, school leaders think Black teachers are only good for
certain roles . . . that doesn’t happen to White teachers. They can do anything.

Randy is not alone in his critique of the restrictive roles assigned to be BME teachers.
As Justin, a Science teacher for the past 6 years, argued deftly, race and ethnicity inform
the role that BME teachers negotiate:

. . . I’m still quite new to my school, but what I saw at my last school is the same thing I see
at my new school . . . . It’s the same thing my Mum told me about in all the schools she
worked in as a qualified teacher. White leaders, even when they are allies, really only see us
as carers or monitors. They give us roles that prioritise behaviour management, parental
engagement, community relations, sport[s] and club advising, planning cultural and talent
events . . . . It’s like we get these roles to be role models for the race. They should just call us
race models . . . . I know it’s only a matter of time before they ask me to mentor the
struggling Black boys like they did at my last school. Of course, if you have a young Black
man on staff, that’s what he should do in schools. I have yet to hear any of my White
colleagues at this school or my old school being asked to mentor White working-class
boys. Aren’t they the really underachieving ones?

Justin’s multi-institutional analysis of race, role restrictions, and role modeling pointed
not only to the limits of White sanction but also to the racialized institutional habitus
that permits White teachers wide-ranging engagement with multiple roles of an intel-
lectual and relational nature and the confinement of BME teachers to ‘race modelling.’
In schools across London, a racialized institutional habitus functions as ‘a complex
internalised core from which everyday experiences emanate,’ privileging the White
middle classes especially (Reay 1995, 98). The set of historical and contemporary
practices in schools that inform the participation and progress of teachers reveals
race and class projects that privilege the White middle classes with the greatest con-
centration of power in schools and access to a range of roles from entry to senior levels,
while relegating BME teachers to complementary or accessory roles. Through White
sanction, Black male teachers like Justin are positioned as diversity actors, particularly
profitable to schools for helping underperforming Black boys, liaising with minority
ethnic parents, and managing student behavior (Brockenbrough 2012; Rezai-Rashti and
Martino 2010).

Fortunately for participants, White sanction is not the only source of support for
BME teachers’ progress in schools. Participants reported getting advice and predictions
from more senior BME teachers about promotions in schools. Like White sanction,
BME support is informal. All but one participant suggested that BME support did not
come through public or formal institutional mechanisms, but discretely through one-on
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-one relationships or small group collaborations. Support from BME teachers often
took a number of years to engender the trust needed to discuss promotion, pay, and
professional development in considerable detail. Of the 25 participants, 19 confirmed
that over time, they received important suggestions and career advice that aided in their
professional advancements. For instance, Aaron, a French teacher for over 9 years,
suggested that in the absence of formal affinity networks in school to support BME
teachers, his ‘extended colleagueship’ with three more senior BME teachers granted him
insights into leadership prospects. He explained:

. . . You can’t have a known support group for minority teachers in my schools. Leaders
will think you are starting a race problem . . . but I’m grateful for three of my fellow Black
and minority teachers at this school . . . . While my White line manager may tell me he
wants to put me up for a certain position, these three senior colleagues have me thinking
three, four, or five steps ahead . . . about not just being Head of Year, but Head of
Department and Assistant Headteacher and Deputy Headteacher . . . . My extended
colleagueship has taught me more than any manager ever has.

Commenting similarly on the role of select senior teachers in plotting pathways towards
career advancement, Charles, a physics teacher with 13 years of classroom experience,
argued:

I have learned so much from minority teachers who are steps ahead of me . . . I have four
mentor colleagues . . . they help me understand the school as an organization . . . help me to
respond and negotiate when I am asked to mentor or punish Black boys because of their
behavior, which makes me angry . . . They help me avoid some of the mistakes they have
made . . . It’s easier for White teachers to have this kind of network because there are so
many of them . . . . When there are only few minority teachers, you have to be intentional
about finding that kind of support . . .

In the aforementioned extracts, Charles and Aaron celebrated the access they have to
BME ‘mentor colleagues,’ but remain critical of the racial logics of the schools in which
they serve. Like other participants, they questioned the fear of minority ethnic affinity
groups in schools and ‘the race problem’ such alliances provoke. Additionally, they
expressed unease with assumptions behind race-gender matching done by school
leaders who requested that they mentor Black boys because they are Black men
(Maylor 2009). These factors are emblematic of a latent racialized institutional habitus
that renders the White middle classes as normative powerbrokers and minority ethnic
teachers as ‘othered’ accessories. The institutional Whiteness that Charles, Aaron, and
their contemporaries negotiate fails to recognize that by virtue of the predominance of
White teachers in schools, numerically and politically, White teachers regularly have
their own racial affinity group convening. Moreover, through recurring requests, school
leaders make gendered and racialized assumptions about the relational links between
Black boys and Black male teachers, when such race-gender matching is seldom applied
to White men and boys (Bhopal and Rhamie 2014; Ingram 2009). To note Charles’s and
Aaron’s commentary as one-off, singular reports on individual experiences is to miss
the analytical heft of their critique of institutional Whiteness. Participants like Charles
and Aaron summoned a more radical racial imagination that spotlights the normative
cultural and institutional practices that bolster Whiteness, all the while serving diverse
populations and professing equality (Wallace 2017b; Watson 2017).
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Being blocked: black male teachers critiquing the career ceiling

Despite the power of White sanction and the benefits of support from select BME
teachers, there are limits to the long-term efficacy of such support strategies in the lives
of Black male teachers. Overwhelmingly, participants reported encountering
a seemingly impenetrable career ceiling in their schools that is emblematic of institu-
tionalized racism. Participants were not barred from upper leadership explicitly, but
rather blocked through a more insidious and seemingly ‘rational’ process in which
participants seldom received sustained relational support and requisite professional
mentorship opportunities to advance to senior levels like some of their White middle-
class colleagues. These participants, coming largely from Black working-class families,
suggested that White sanction does not result in mentorship. Additionally, they
reported that the entry-level or intermediary pastoral roles they have held in schools
were used as ‘holding zones’ or ‘professional purgatory,’ as participants put it – posi-
tions which promising BME teachers struggle to advance from because of opportunity
hoarding. Elaborations on these findings are offered below.

Although 24 of the 25 participants acknowledged the benefits of White sanction in
their own professional trajectories, 18 leveled critiques on the decidedly limited long-
term influence of White sanction and the White advocates who provide it. White
sanction legitimated the participants’ candidacies and endorsed their selection for
pastoral or departmental roles, but came with little or no expressed investment in the
continued promotion of BME teachers. The interview extracts below illuminate in-
school mentorship for emerging teacher-leaders as a racialized political act in London
state schools.

Gregory, a physical education teacher for the past 10 years, suggested that shared
heritage among teachers in schools influences mentorship prospects. He reported:

. . . for me, mentorship has made all the difference. I am a Department Head and I got here
because of a Black mentor at another school . . . it would have been difficult for me to find
that [mentorship] here, but my White colleagues get that kind of mentorship easily . . . .
The issue is when there are so many White teachers in a school, newer White teachers
have so many potential mentors to choose from because there is a large number of senior
colleagues who have identities and interests in common with them. But when you’re
a Black man from the working class, teaching with White staff? Now that’s tricky business
if you want a mentor . . . this becomes a barrier . . .

Consider, too, comparable arguments from Paul, an early-career History teacher, about
the absence of in-school mentorship as a barrier to promotion:

I think at my school, my fellow teachers mean well, but I think they are afraid to mentor
minority teachers . . . or maybe they are just not that committed to having minority
teachers advance. Not sure why that’s the case . . . in the meantime, White teachers who
came into the school after me are being well mentored and are getting promoted ahead of
me . . . . It’s just interesting to watch how race works out in who gets mentored or not.
Having someone show you the ropes, as it were, is key, but when you don’t have access to
that around you like others do . . . that’s how you get blocked from some positions . . .

Commentary like these from Paul and Greg suggested that the limited access to
mentorship is one of the primary means through which Black male teachers are stymied
in their career progression. However, the more provocative preoccupation of these
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participants was not necessarily the absence of in-school mentors, but how the racial
configuration of the teaching staff informs an institutional habitus that enables the
advancement of some White teachers more than their BME peers. For participants, the
barriers that arise from these contexts are primarily racial and relational. Such barriers
point to a sociopolitical reality that BME teachers encounter daily, in which they are not
only minoritized numerically but also marginalized socially. The experiences of margin-
alization that Paul and Greg shared about their schools offered nuanced insights into
the function of racial domination. Racial domination is not always the outcome of overt
racism; it is also the product of normative institutional practices that result in unequal
opportunities.

Opportunity hoarding is another means through which participants were blocked
from key leadership roles. Lewis and Diamond (2015) defined opportunity hoarding as
‘the process through which dominant groups who have control over some good
[information], regulate its circulation, thus preventing out-groups from having full
access to it’ (155). In the experiences of the participants in this study, opportunity
hoarding manifested itself through the selective supply of information on promotion
possibilities or limited circulation of advanced notices on criteria for more senior roles
(Lewis and Diamond 2015). The following examples from participants illuminate the
nuances of blocking through opportunity hoarding.

Samuel, the most experienced teacher of all the participants, pointed out the impact
of information hoarding on the advancement of BME teachers like him. He explained:

. . . There are times when senior people tell their closest junior colleagues about upcoming
vacancies. You see that junior colleague taking on extra responsibilities, speaking up more
in meetings, getting a lot of face time with senior management, you know, performing in
a more public sort of way for about three months . . . and then you hear the news that
a senior position is open. When you check it out, that junior colleague who has been
performing in public to demonstrate mastery has known about that position for months
now . . . . You can’t call it discrimination because then you will get ostracized and definitely
won’t be considered for a senior position in the future . . . . You just keep that stiff upper
lip, work harder, and try to get access to the networks where senior folks will share
information with you . . . .

In Samuel’s case, and in those of several other participants, being blocked did not occur
through overt, expressed rejection of BME teachers. The nature of blocking through
information hoarding functioned in a more covert, selective fashion. Blocking tactics
like selective information hoarding render promotion patterns normative and merito-
cratic until BME teachers discern the blocking mechanisms at work in their schools.
Another long-time teacher, Andre, explained:

I’ve been at my school for seven years now, and I can tell you that how promotion works
on paper is not really how it works in reality . . . . Some White teachers know about
positions in the school long before it gets advertised . . . . Meanwhile we [BME teachers] are
stuck in professional purgatory. It’s no accident . . . it’s no coincidence.

In another interview, Randy reinforced Samuel’s and Andre’s claims. He argued:

Sometimes a White person on the senior executive team knows that they are leaving, and
they haven’t announced it. They secretly pick a successor months in advance and start
coaching that person . . . . Before you know it, that [selected] person is shadowing the
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senior exec. member regularly . . . . The position gets advertised because by law it has to . . .
but the way things work sometimes is that there is a way around the law to benefit those
who are like the leaders – you know, privileged, White British people.

Like many of their peers, Samuel, Andre, and Randy called attention to the nature of
institutionalized Whiteness that reproduces racial inequalities among teachers in
schools. Their experiences showed that specific mechanisms are at play in schools
that create barriers and sustain boundaries among teachers interested in school
leadership. Their perspectives also reinforced the fact that the inclusion of BME
teachers in entry-level leadership tracks may change perceptions of the power of
Whiteness in schools and to wider publics, but does not change the institutional
arrangements that preserve White privilege and disadvantage BME teachers. While
the organized union of BME teachers in schools invokes a ‘race problem,’ the
institutional habitus of schools allows White middle-class teachers to advance selec-
tive information-sharing strategies that maintain White leadership as the institu-
tional norm (Ahmed, 2007; Picower 2009).

Being burned: highlighting the psychosocial effects of blocking on black male
teachers

Being burned proved to be another significant feature of the participants’ professional
experiences. I define ‘being burned’ as the moments of deep disappointment and
internal distress when the participants realize that despite their investments in their
schools and their commitment to diversity actor roles, their schools would not promote
them due to a racialized opportunity structure. Participants reported questioning their
worth in their respective schools and pursuing positions in what they hoped would be
institutions more supportive of their professional advancement. The results showed that
23 of the 25 participants reported seeking promotions in their schools for which they
were qualified, but after a number of years in pastoral roles and repeated attempts to
engage in more strategic work, they still had not managed to move beyond entry-level
or intermediary leadership. After being ‘backed’ and then ‘blocked,’ most participants
turned their criticisms inward, questioning their value as teachers. Howard, a Media
Studies instructor for the past 11 years, has sought promotion four times in the 5 years
at his current secondary school. He explained:

. . . I left the school I was at before because after 6 years, I couldn’t get beyond Deputy
Head of Year. I poured my life into that job . . . . I left and went to this school, and the
same thing is happening . . . . I know I’m a really good teacher and leader. My line
managers have told me all the time that I exceed their expectations . . . but after five
years and four tries at other leadership roles, I’m still Deputy Head of Year . . . . It’s
demoralizing.

Similarly, Tommy, a Mathematics teacher with 7 years of experience, sought promotion
three times in 5 years. The toll on his psyche was not based primarily on the rejection
he experienced, but on the lack of clarity about how to advance from one stage of
leadership to the next. Tommy explained:

I have been in the teaching game for a few years now, and I’ve been denied leadership
opportunities a lot of times . . . . You can’t get too angry about that. What does my head in
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is that the leaders keep praising me, telling me I’m amazing, that the pupils and the parents
love me, that I am valuable to the school, but their actions or their decisions say the
complete opposite . . . . They don’t even have the decency to tell me exactly what I can do
to get the promotion I’m looking for. I have asked and I still can’t get a good answer . . . .
I keep thinking, something must be wrong with me . . . . If this continues, I’m not going to
be a teacher for very long. I’m young enough to make a career shift.

Though the conditions of Simon’s case were different, the outcome was similar to
Tommy’s and Howard’s. A seasoned History teacher, Simon, sought leadership of his
department twice. Yet, despite being the most experienced teacher in his department
and having years of outstanding GCSE examination results from his students, Simon
has started to interrogate himself as the primary source of his ‘professional stagnation.’
He reasoned:

I think after a while, the whole thing just takes its toll. You are giving your everything to an
institution led by White people and you’re forever playing a supportive role while they
lead . . . . It makes me depressed sometimes . . . I don’t even know how to change this . . . .
Maybe I’m the problem? I just can’t get that out of my head.

Extracts like the aforementioned ones from Tommy, Howard, and Simon are repre-
sentative of 17 participants’ responses to repeated denial in their schools. They chal-
lenge the institutional practices that keep decision-making processes and criteria for
promotion nebulous, question their individual talents, and in some instances raise
suspicion about their longevity in the profession. Participants like Tommy and
Howard have found themselves caught in the diversity trap – serving in advising and
care roles in ways that obfuscate their respective institutions from claims of racism.
Participants repeatedly encounter a racialized opportunity structure that denies them
promotion and keeps them in roles as diversity actors, while their White peers advance
to more senior roles (Lynn and Jennings 2009; Picower 2009). In this regard, the
inclusion of BME teachers in leadership networks does not result in a transformation
of Whiteness and the power it holds in school leadership (Coard 1971).

While most participants internalized critiques or questioned their value in their
schools in recent months, some sought to offset negative outcomes by pursuing posi-
tions elsewhere (Wallace 2017b). Of the 25 participants, five confessed to actively
pursuing jobs in and outside of education in environments they hoped would be
more hospitable to their development. For them, leaving their schools or the teaching
profession altogether proved to be an act of resistance, a form of self-affirmation, and
an investment in a healthy state of mind. Consider, for example, Shaun’s experience. An
English teacher who has helped his school receive awards from the local educational
authority for community engagement, Shaun is now invested in leaving his school and/
or the profession due to limited opportunities to progress into more senior leadership.
He reported:

After eight years as a teacher and four years in this school, I just can’t seem to get ahead.
I can’t keep doing work that makes the school look good and the outcomes keep me
stuck . . . . I’m looking at other schools, but also looking into work in other industries . . . .
When there is no clear investment in your future or leadership potential, this is how
schools lose good teachers.”
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James also provided a sobering analysis of the weight of Whiteness in schools and how
efforts to limit its power are a worthwhile but frustrating pursuit across industries.
A French teacher at his current school for the past 7 years, James argued:

After seven years here, I just think it’s time to leave teaching. It’s not just about one
school . . . these issues are all over the place . . . When I realized there was no room to grow
in my previous role, I left and went to another school. I left that school and then came to
this school. I devoted seven years of my life here, coming early, staying late . . . watching
them promote people to Head of Department while I am still doing the work of
Department Head without getting the pay. I’m just going to leave teaching, but the sad
reality is that I don’t know if the legal or business fields are any better . . . . White leaders
are in charge and there is hardly room to advance except for one or two tokens . . . . This is
a sad reality . . . but I still have to try though.

In this extract, James called attention to a racialized institutional habitus in schools that
reinforce White domination (Mirza and Meetoo 2012; Sleeter 2001). The ubiquity of
Whiteness in British schools and related organizations points to the fact that leaving the
teaching profession does not necessarily limit the power of a racialized institutional
habitus that contributes to the reproduction of racial inequality. For participants like
Kwesi, James, and Tommy, among others, being ‘burned’ caused them to consider
leaving the profession and regularly inspired them to pursue jobs in other schools, with
the hope that different institutional dynamics would yield better outcomes for their
careers. What James’ comments underscored was that regardless of context, in or
outside of schools, a racialized institutional habitus is at work preserving the interests
of the White middle classes.

Conclusion

This article reports findings from an exploratory study on the professional experi-
ences of Black male teachers in London state schools. The results suggests that
while the experiences of BME teachers are complex and wide-ranging, three
common dynamics prevailed in the trajectories of participants. First, participants
were ‘backed’ for key entry-level leadership roles by White advocates. Second, they
were ‘blocked’ from upper-level leadership roles through information hoarding.
Third, they were ‘burned’ when they recognized differences between the praise they
received for their leadership and the promotions they were denied. The outcome of
this sequence is what I regard in this work as a ‘diversity trap,’ allowing White-led
institutions to benefit from the presence and labor of BME teachers as diversity
actors, yet such teachers remain confined to those roles, with a limited capacity to
engage in upper-level leadership roles. The diversity trap is not a one-off, indivi-
dual dilemma; it is, in fact, a structural challenge that warrants multipronged
strategies. Drawing on Bourdieu’s notion of habitus, this article underscores how
a racialized institutional habitus limits opportunities for people of color who are
interested in senior roles. To that end, not only does Britain’s teaching force need
to and welcome a more representative staff, but the organizational culture of
schools also needs to be transformed, making promotion prospects and criteria
much more transparent (Bristol 2015; Carter 2005, 2012).
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Further research needs to be done on the gendered experiences of BME teachers in
Britain – throughout Europe and indeed across the world – to explicate with greater
precision the global architecture of gendered White supremacy and how it shapes the
field of education. The dynamics noted in this article cannot be relegated to the United
Kingdom, for they abound in the United States, South Africa, Canada, France, the
Netherlands, and diverse parts of the African diaspora. Future research should pursue
cross-national analyses within the African diaspora to understand better how racism
circulates across national borders and through diasporic circuits to protect the power of
privileged parties (Bell 1992; Bonilla-Silva, Goar, and Embrick 2006; Desmond and
Emirbayer 2009).

While this article focuses on the experiences of Black male teachers, the claims of
deliberate disadvantage and institutional racism in education that these participantsex-
perienced have been registered in studies in the United Kingdom from the late 1970s to
present. Despite the findings of such research, radical structural changes have yet to be
consistently prioritized in British schools (Miller 2016). The Runneymede Trust’s recent
nationally representative study also pointed out some of these dynamics. While the
results sparked a national debate and were recently corroborated by former Prime
Minister Theresa May’s Race Disparity Audit of the racial injustices in the field of
education, schools and state authorities are still struggling to implement solutions.
Information is clearly not enough to initiate and sustain change. Because BME teachers
are the ones underrepresented in school leadership and are the ones most affected by
the diversity trap, solutions for improving their experiences should not be sought in
schools, the government, and related bodies exclusively. Out-of-school networks for
BME teachers such as BAMEed and related affinity groups can help BME teachers
organize, build power locally, and affect policies nationally. Put differently, the solutions
to the diversity trap described in this work are unlikely to come from those who profit
from its existence. BME teachers, male and female, should therefore continue to
establish networks, inaugurate programmes, and formulate policies for local educational
authorities to ensure the system-wide professional advancement of all BME teachers.
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