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The ethnic based differential degree outcome and lower rates of BAME student retention 
are an education inequities that has received substantive attention and inquiry (Connor et. 
al, 2004; Buckley-Irvine, 2017).  Although these works offer some explanations to why these 
gaps occur, these findings have generated minimal impact on the continuing national 
outcomes picture.  This indicates that there is still a strong need to better understand and 
bridge the gap between strategic intention and intervention, and how this learning is 
embedded within learning and teaching environments. This is especially important within 
the current HE climate where the Teaching Excellence Framework considers student 
satisfaction, continuation and employment outcomes; all of which are metrics that can be 
negatively affected by differential HE experiences and outcomes. 
  
The corpse of work around degree differentials suggests that four key areas impact on 
differential outcomes: Relationships, Pedagogy, Social Capital and the Psychosocial sphere 
(Mountford-Zimbdar, 2017).  All of these areas are crucially linked to BAME student success, 
moreover, they are interlinked and a deficit in one area negatively impacts on all areas 
(Cousin & Cureton, 2012). Recently, work has linked belongingness with student success 
(Thomas, 2012; Thomas et. al. 2017), and proposes that belonging differs among ethnic 
groups (Cureton & Gravestock, 2019). 
 
This presentation highlights how one Midlands Post-92 HEI has explored differential student 
belonging in relation to its attainment gap, and as a result how their strategic interventions 
have been embedded within an inclusive learning and teaching environment. At this HEI, 
Graduate Teaching Assistants (GTAs) were employed to support Level 4 students in 
negotiating these four areas.  This work reinforced the importance of supporting and 
developing student’s sense of belonging in HE settings, in order to more successfully 
negotiate their new learning environment.   
  
In addition, this HEI explored the differential experiences of belonging using the 
Belongingness Survey (Yorke, 2016) with 941 students. Following this, an analysis of 200 first 
year student reflections on their first 6 weeks was undertaken to gather the key moderating 
factors. This resulted in key themes that again highlight the link between a sense of 
belonging and academic success (Cousin & Cureton 2012; Thomas 2012 & Thomas et al., 
2017), with a particular emphasis on any differences for BAME students. Following this, the 
role of the GTAs has developed and a new role of Academic Coach has been created to 
support and develop a sense of belonging during transition into university and first year of 
study. This presentation will talk through the key elements of the journey towards 
proactively ensuring belongingness is open to and includes all students.    
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