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Writing this book has been a fulfilling experience. To its completion—and 
the study upon which it is based—my acknowledgement and gratitude are 
due to numerous people upon whose direction, help, and trust I depended.

I shall start with extending my sincere gratitude to the families and 
individuals who shared their lived experiences for the purpose of the study, 
and without whom this book would not have been possible. I received 
generously from them, having immersed myself in their social world—
intruding in their lives armed with nothing but faith in the study and some 
hope to access their repertoire of experiences for its purpose. Our interac-
tions over time presented me with the opportunities through which I came 
to know some of them well and was permitted such access, although occa-
sionally with some reservations. With their permission, I explored their 
lived experiences. Some that were preserved in distant and rarely visited 
memories surfaced during our interactions, throughout which we did not 
just talk about their lives. I was also allowed to develop friendships and 
enjoy special freedom in my access to their families and communities.

I enjoyed these interactions with the participants and, in anticipation of 
our meetings, the exquisite fish and root-vegetable meals that they some-
times prepared with the expectation that I would share with them. It is 
certain that I will preserve the integrity of their friendship, trust, and help, 
upon which I depended throughout undertaking the study and writing of 
this book. It is, though, less certain that my account given herein will 
benefit all of them. With this in mind, in this book I have done my best to 
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do these friends no harm. In fact, if in any way what I learned from them 
and have given account of herein can do them some—even small—good, 
an important objective of mine will have been achieved.

Special thanks are also due to the many friends, acquaintances, and 
other people whose direction and feedback I sought throughout my 
research, thinking, and writing processes. Their attention and encourage-
ment were invaluable, especially during the times when I felt trapped in 
my own ideas. Remarkably, I was encouraged to draw from my lived expe-
riences, which include my work as a psychology first-aider supporting chil-
dren and vulnerable adults of African and Caribbean heritage who benefit 
from mental health services. The raison d’être was that my experience 
would help me to make sense of those of the participants, with many of 
whom I shared much in common. My lived experiences until then were, 
however, foreshadowed by what appeared—or rather what I expressed—as 
a fascinating academic and professional career.

To explain this more simply, before undertaking the study that culmi-
nated in writing this book between 2008 and 2011, I had lived and stud-
ied in Sweden, Spain, the Netherlands, and the Caribbean—where I was 
born. In Sweden I studied education psychology and global change at 
Linköping University. In the Netherlands I studied postgraduate political 
science at Vrije University in Amsterdam, and international business man-
agement at undergraduate level at Amsterdam Business School—part of 
Amsterdam University of Applied Sciences. As part of my undergraduate 
education I was an exchange student at the Blekinge Institute of 
Technology in Ronneby, Sweden, and a corporate-research intern at 
MillwardBrown Inc. in Madrid, Spain. Before my university years, I had 
attended the Clarence Fitzroy Bryant College in Basseterre, St Kitts, from 
where I attained post-secondary school qualifications in accounting, eco-
nomics, and sociology.

As one might imagine, it is with little exception that my education and 
travel experiences influence my worldview and the value in my writing. 
More specifically, throughout my educational career I became acquainted 
with research authorities, some of whom I shall introduce throughout the 
chapters, and seminal works that in some way address the key themes with 
which I am concerned. Particularly, these are educational attainment, psy-
chosocial resources, socioeconomic progression, and lived experiences 
among individuals and groups who are acutely disadvantaged within con-
temporary education and socioeconomic contexts.
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Needless to say, the works of numerous researchers have inspired me in 
more ways than I can convey here. With this in mind, it becomes easier for 
me to acknowledge that you will find in this book a diversity of influences 
that have shaped my thoughts and writing. Even so, the main focus remains 
on matters surrounding people’s experiences in the settings in which they 
are socialised, and how such experiences feature in their life outcomes. I am 
aware, although not comfortably, that my writing exhibits a certain crude 
honesty about people’s lived experiences that could induce strong emo-
tions, and even aversion. Since some of the experiences about which I write 
are naturally distressing, such responses would be natural too. However, I 
trust you will find that I have attempted to ease this emotional burden 
through my objectiveness in engaging with and relaying the impact of the 
more adverse experiences—through which too many individuals and groups 
live—for the purpose of education and social change. This is not to deny 
that throughout undertaking the study and writing this book my objective-
ness in dealing with such experiences presented emotional challenges. 
I  believe these challenges were inevitable, and I reflected upon them, 
accepted them, and came to view them as just as invaluable as my objective-
ness. Otherwise, I might not have succeeded. Moreover, the challenges 
were compounded by the integrative approach that characterises the study, 
which draws from distinct bodies of literature and the disciplines of eco-
nomics, education, ethnography, geography, psychology, and sociology.

• The economics literature explores labour market trajectories and 
performance among discernible groups in Britain. Some of it is polit-
ically orientated and may be referred to as political-economics 
literature.

• The education literature statistically documents the trajectories of 
performance among and within social groups in formal education.

• The geography literature offers insights into the origin of social 
groups and the evolution of the local communities that they call their 
own and in which they live.

• The sociology literature situates social groups’ experiences within 
the context of a dynamic British society, which since the Second 
World War has been tethered to a relatively fluid global industrial 
economy, a knowledge economy, and, more recently, a corporate 
economy.
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• The psychology literature offers insights into the roles that social and 
cultural contexts play in psychological responses in education and 
socioeconomic domains.

• The ethnography literature offers insights into theoretical and practi-
cal approaches that are often adopted in social-science research that 
involves the concepts and themes that feature throughout this book.

I want to stress that the individuals whose experiences are explored 
throughout the following chapters are all unique personalities; neverthe-
less, they share important identities. Two of these are: their common 
background, which is characterised by educational and socioeconomic dis-
advantages; and, while not depreciating their many other identities, a 
dominant Caribbean ethnicity to which they all subscribe. They are 
Caribbeans. From this point of departure, it is anticipated that the reader 
will come to appreciate the internally diverse and culturally heterogeneous 
group that is identified as Caribbeans. Diversity in the literature from 
which I draw insights while exploring the experiences of members of this 
group—and to which I refer throughout the text—ensures that, in addi-
tion to being multidisciplinary, my account is cross-cultural and compre-
hensive. Furthermore, in an effort to mitigate an overly academic tone,  
I have adopted a slightly unconventional referencing style. This involves 
italics to indicate referenced work and an extensive bibliography in addi-
tion to short vignettes of the authorities who appear throughout the text. 
Another worthy forewarning is that some rather emotive anecdotes and 
intimate insights to which the reader will become exposed are derived 
from my ethnographic experiments, observations, and introspections. The 
latter, particularly, infuse my interpretations and account of some implica-
tions of psychosocial resources for educational attainment and socioeco-
nomic progression.

I welcome questions and comments at my website: www.drwinniey-
maduro.com

Manchester, UK Winniey E Maduro
April 2017

http://www.drwinnieymaduro.com/
http://www.drwinnieymaduro.com/
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In a somewhat broad way, this book explores psychosocial resources and 
discusses such resources in relation to lived experiences and outcomes in 
educational and socioeconomic domains. More specifically, it offers 
close insights into the relationship between a set of psychosocial 
resources and educational attainment and socioeconomic progression in 
Britain. This is done through the lived experiences of a sample of partici-
pants in an empirical inquiry, all of whom shared membership of one of 
Britain’s most internally diverse but discernibly disadvantaged social 
groups—Caribbeans.

In addition to the Preface, there are fourteen fairly short chapters, 
which are divided into four parts.

Part I IntroductIon: InsPIratIon and InsIghts

Chapter One begins with an introduction that sets the tone of the book. 
The reader will come to know something about me, my purpose, and my 
motivation for writing the book—through a short autobiographical 
account. More crucially, however, is that the chapter introduces Caribbeans 
as a poorly represented social group in education and socioeconomic 
domains.

The introduction is promising—albeit tentative—in that it makes a case 
for understanding educational attainment and socioeconomic progression 
from the point of view of lived experience and socialisation in settings in 
which psychosocial resources are developed and deployed. By this, the 
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chapter offers a promise that is satisfied in the pages of the book. It is one 
to fill a gap in our understanding of and response to persistently poor 
experiences and outcomes in education and socioeconomic domains 
among social groups, with Caribbeans being the model. Incidentally, the 
key concepts of psychosocial resources, educational attainment, and socio-
economic progression—with which I am concerned—are also introduced 
in these regards. Thus, this fuller understanding includes a more contem-
porary appreciation of how Caribbeans have compared with other groups 
in education and socioeconomic domains since becoming visible as a dis-
tinct group in British society after WWII. With this historical context in 
mind, the chapter makes a case for treating Caribbeans as a distinct group 
that has always been positioned differently from other social groups within 
the British education system, and society more generally.

Chapter Two journeys through the short history of formal education in 
the lives of Commonwealth Caribbean people in the Caribbean and 
Britain. This essentially positions Caribbeans as a social-ethnic group that 
has been studied extensively since WWII. The chapter ends with a sugges-
tion that the key settings in which Caribbeans are socialised and in which 
they develop and deploy psychosocial resources will be appreciated more 
fully in Part II.

Part II socIalIsatIon and the develoPment 
of PsychosocIal resources

Chapter Three explores lived experiences within the family as a setting of 
socialisation. Across the generations, participants are socialised in different 
ways in a variety of family structures in which they naturally acquire an 
understanding of themselves, their social world, and their place in British 
society. This acquired understanding encompasses identities that confer 
attitudes, behaviours, and expectations that impact upon educational 
attainment and socioeconomic progression. In addition, the chapter 
explores the influence—which participants developed in their family—as a 
resource through which their lived experiences are ordinarily mediated.

Chapter Four explores lived experiences within local communities as set-
tings of socialisation; offering insights into participants’ social worlds in 
which isolation, poverty, and limited opportunities to self-actualise are 
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ordinary. It is within this context that participants’ community orientation 
develops and—at the same time—shapes their outcomes. Orientation is 
appreciated from the point of view of the developmental-psychologist 
Gordon Neufeld. It is a fundamental human need and basal instinct that 
underlies individuals’ sense of safety, presence, and belonging to a wider 
social group that occupies a geographic space; that is, a local community.

Chapter Five explores participants’ experiences in religion; offering 
insights into how they develop and deploy religiosity to mediate their lived 
experiences—particularly in education and socioeconomic domains. 
Religiosity in this respect is seen as infinitely malleable, in that it can be 
adjusted to make sense of almost any given experience through which one 
might live. This is because it is founded on the notion of faith, which the 
functional-psychologist William James conceptualised as a belief in an 
unseen order that brings order to what could otherwise be moral 
anarchy.

Chapter Six explores education as settings of socialisation in which the 
ability to learn, reason, problem solve, think abstractly, and comprehend 
complex idea is nurtured. Among these settings, schools are of particular 
interest because participants are likely to have been socialised therein. Not 
only because a right to an education is legislated in Britain, but also that 
formal education experienced in schools is integral to Britain’s socioeco-
nomically advanced society. With regard to disadvantages, educational 
practitioners are seen in a position of advantage to temper the educational 
experience and outcome of children and other young people in their 
schools. This is played out in the chapter through an exploration of the 
educational outcome of participants whose familiarity with formal educa-
tion processes, which they developed by virtue of their socialisation in 
schools, functioned to mediate their success in education and socioeco-
nomic domains.

Chapter Seven explores occupation as settings in which employment 
occurs and prospects for upward mobility exist. It introduces the reader to 
participants’ experiences in social worlds in which occupational aspirations 
are varied but, nonetheless, constrained by composite factors that interact 
and at times conflict. Some examples are endogenous factors such as innate 
ability; educational attainment; material poverty; and personal ambition, 
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and exogenous factors such as ethnic penalty; opportunity structures; rac-
ism; and social assistance. It becomes evident that such factors influence 
participants’ occupational aspirations in significant ways.

Part III IntergeneratIonal exPerIences In educatIon 
and socIoeconomIc domaIns

Chapter Eight acquaints the reader with the Titô family.
Mr and Mrs Titô came from the Caribbean during the 1950s. They 

settled in Manchester, England, where their children were born and 
brought up.

Insights into the Titô family’s social world reveal hardship that lessens 
gradually across three generations. The first generation, who came from 
the Caribbean, had very little to start life in Britain. The second genera-
tion experiences relative stability, a fairly strong sense of self, and some 
attainment in further education. Their relatively better position reflects in 
successful sustainable employment, more defined occupational aspirations, 
and high expectations that are transmitted to the third generation, whose 
members achieve highly in education and socioeconomic domains. This is 
evinced by high levels of attainment in higher education, acquisition of 
high status employment, and experience of social mobility.

Chapter Nine acquaints the reader with the Phillip family.
Mr Phillip came from the Caribbean as a young boy in the 1950s to 

meet his parents in London. In 1972 he married Mrs Phillip, the daughter 
of Irish immigrants. Mr and Mrs Phillip were both professional nurses 
who, soon after their marriage, left London to work in Humberside in the 
Northeast of England. There, they settled and brought up their three 
children who attended local community schools in which they were the 
only non-whites.

The Phillip family’s social world is one in which experiences of isola-
tion, prejudices, and negative stereotypes towards them are common. 
However, their courage, perseverance, and resilience ultimately reflect in 
high levels of educational attainment among the second and third genera-
tions. The second generation experiences high levels of success in socio-
economic domain too, and the third generation is on course to experience 
similarly high or higher level of success relative to those of their grandpar-
ents and parents. They are being brought up in a local community in 



  xv SYNOPSIS 

which they are appreciated members, feel safe, and thrive through avail-
able opportunities.

Chapter Ten acquaints the reader with the William family.
Mr William came from the Caribbean during the 1950s. He settled in 

Manchester, where he met and married Mrs William, a native. The family’s 
children were born and brought up in the upwardly mobile local commu-
nity of Old Trafford, where they also attended community schools.

The William family’s social world is beset by hardship that is com-
pounded by prejudices, isolation, and limited opportunities to alleviate 
their poverty, or to overcome limited opportunities. The second genera-
tion performed poorly in education, which reflected in poor socioeco-
nomic outcomes. Low expectations across the generations manifest in 
preoccupation with basic needs and survival. Thus, poor performance in 
education continues to the third generation, whose members are predis-
posed to experience outcomes similar to those of their parents and grand-
parents. The chapter concludes with the assertion that predisposition to 
experience poor outcomes does not in itself predetermine poor outcomes. 
The relationship between predisposition and predetermination is explored 
in subsequent chapters.

Chapter Eleven acquaints the reader with the Andrew family.
Mr and Mrs Andrew came from the Caribbean in the 1950s. According 

to their son, Andy, they had hoped to ‘work hard to help develop the 
Motherland’, but they were disappointed by the State’s—and more gener-
ally British society’s—lack of preparation for their arrival and integration 
in Britain.

The Andrew family’s social world is characterised by unrelenting 
poverty, a variety of traumas from which members across three generations 
do not recover, self-sabotaging dependencies, lack of support in social 
networks, and poor performance in education and socioeconomic 
domains. These experiences across the generations underlie aversions to 
educational attainment, socioeconomic progression, and other main-
stream successes. The second generation is limited in the same ways as the 
first generation in terms of prospects to alleviate its poverty. This limita-
tion is passed to the third generation by virtue of lack of guidance and 
support to effectively navigate away from them. Thus, in addition to a 
predisposition to perform poorly in education and socioeconomic 
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domains, each generation suffers in a social world in which lack, limita-
tions, and traumas are prevalent.

Part Iv observatIons and conclusIons

Chapter Twelve reflects upon patterns of educational and socioeconomic 
outcomes among the participants within a historical context. Thus, in 
addition to the knowledge claim in this book, it addresses the dearth in our 
understanding of how psychosocial resources feature in educational and 
socioeconomic outcomes. The chapter ends with an attempt to situate the 
knowledge claim within the social science literature on diversity and disad-
vantages among social groups in education and socioeconomic domains 
and, more specifically, contemporary social [groups] psychology.

Chapter Thirteen reviews the book’s contribution to social science litera-
ture and offers a reflection and some suggestions for policy, practice, and 
further research.

Chapter Fourteen offers some further reflection and remarks surrounding 
my experience and growth while undertaking the study in an Afterword.
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PART I

Introduction: Inspiration and Insights

The experiences through which we live shape our mind, its output, and 
our lives in ways that are significant, untidy, and lasting. Ergo, throughout 
the history of social science, the mind has been a focus of endless inquiry. 
In this book it is referred to as the psyche, a term which, when used in 
a psychological context, refers to the totality of the human mind, both 
 conscious and subconscious. Developmental and social psychologists have 
forever posited that the psyche cannot be understood in isolation from the 
social environment in which it develops. It is the substance of our brain, 
which develops in concert with input from our social environment—the 
settings in which we are socialised—where we live, learn about ourselves, 
our social world, our wider society, and what we can become within it.

Chapter 1 offers a broad discussion surrounding psychosocial resources, 
educational attainment, and socioeconomic progression. This includes a 
brief but insightful autobiographical account, which is complementary.

Chapter 2 explores the historical experiences lived among Caribbeans in 
contemporary education and socioeconomic domains. The ensuing empiri-
cal insights affirm that—as a group—Caribbeans are steeped in an origin of 
educational and socioeconomic disadvantages both in the Caribbean and in 
Britain. Particularly in Britain, the concentration of Caribbeans in decaying 
local communities and in declining or otherwise unstable occupations means 
that the group remains disadvantaged and marginalised sociologically as well 
as summarily underserved politically.

Jointly, in addition to offering empirical insights into Caribbeans’ his-
torical misery and continued suffering in Britain, the chapters introduce a 
more contemporary perspective through which to understand Caribbeans’ 
experiences and outcomes. This is within contexts of a range of sustained 
disadvantages and corresponding responses that originate in their psyche.
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CHAPTER 1

Leading Assumptions

Abstract This chapter begins with an introduction that sets the tone of 
the book. The reader will come to know something about me, my pur-
pose, and my motivation for writing the book—through a short autobio-
graphical account. More crucially, however, is that the chapter introduces 
Caribbeans as a poorly represented social group in education and socio-
economic domains.

The introduction is promising—albeit tentative—in that it makes a case 
for understanding educational attainment and socioeconomic progression 
from the point of view of lived experience and socialisation in settings in 
which psychosocial resources are developed and deployed. By this, the 
chapter offers a promise that is satisfied in the pages of the book. It is one 
to fill a gap in our understanding of and response to persistently poor 
experiences and outcomes in education and socioeconomic domains 
among social groups, with Caribbeans being the model. Incidentally, the 
key concepts of psychosocial resources, educational attainment, and socio-
economic progression—with which I am concerned—are also introduced 
in these regards. Thus, this fuller understanding includes a more contem-
porary appreciation of how Caribbeans have compared with other groups 
in education and socioeconomic domains since becoming visible as a dis-
tinct group in British society after WWII. With this historical context in 
mind, the chapter makes a case for treating Caribbeans as a distinct group 
that has always been positioned differently from other social groups within 
the British education system, and society more generally.
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Let us begin with the key assumption that educational and socioeconomic 
experiences are mediated by psychosocial resources. Firstly, this chapter 
explores what these resources are. Then it posits that they have important 
implications for attainment and progression; perhaps more so than immu-
table characteristics and sociocultural forces that are exclusive. This posi-
tion is strengthened by another key assumption: that outcomes of 
attainment and progression are influenced by—and can be improved 
through—interactions and relationships in settings in which individuals 
are socialised. Intimate insights into Caribbeans’ experiences and out-
comes in education and socioeconomic domains throughout the chapters 
support and animate these assumptions as they come alive in an arguably 
evolved perspective on educational attainment and socioeconomic 
progression.

ConCepts—Contexts

Educational attainment and socioeconomic progression are achievements 
that fostered advancement in industrialised societies, such as Britain, right 
through the twentieth century, and especially after the 1950s. Thus, these 
achievements are germane to advancement; and, in that light, attainment 
and progression have sustained focus in polities. But the same cannot be 
said for psychosocial resources, which also have implications for advance-
ment. Oddly, such resources are unexplored within the context of socio-
economic advancement, though clues to their implications can be found 
in the roots of contemporary psychology, specifically in the works of 
gestalt psychologist Solomon Asch,1 social psychologist Abraham Maslow,2 
personality psychologist Gordon Allport,3 functional psychologist William 
James,4 and sociocultural psychologist Lev Vygotsky.5 The concept itself, 
however, owes its origin to the theory of psychosocial development as 
articulated by psychotherapist Erik Erikson,6 and, more recently, in the 
works of social psychologists Shelley Taylor,7 Paul Stenner,8 and Stephen 
Frosh,9 who explore psychosocial resources within mental health and the 
psychosocial within applied science contexts.

Given this origin, it is fair to say that the concept of psychosocial 
resources rests on the shoulders of giants. However, unlike, say, financial 
resources, the fluid nature of resources identified as psychosocial means 
that there is  not—and perhaps cannot be—an official set of identities. 
Rather, a set of guidelines by which they can be ascertained precede the 
identities they are given in written work.

 1 LEADING ASSUMPTIONS
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psyChosoCial ResouRCes in Context

Within the parameters of this book, psychosocial resources are understood 
loosely as components of the psyche that mediate how people manage life 
events; their lived experiences, in other words. In the chapters that follow 
I proffer a perspective of these resources around attitudes, behaviours, and 
expectations that temper individuals’ responses to their life events and, as 
a result, sustain their psychological, physiological, and spiritual wellbeing. 
To this I shall add socioeconomic welfare, since wellbeing is framed within 
the context of contemporary globalisation and socioeconomic 
advancement.

Foremost, psychosocial resources are preserved in our psyche in the 
same way as attitudes, such as work ethics; behaviours, such as reading 
habits; and expectations, such as career opportunities. This is a neuro-
physiological process, occurring in the central nervous system, in the asso-
ciational tracts of the brain. By this, psychosocial resources carry instruction 
for cognitive and social development. Their identities and implications, 
nonetheless, are fluid—varying across cultural contexts and social settings. 
This is because the psychological and social factors that shape them are 
contextual and continually evolving in settings in which they are devel-
oped and deployed to mediate experiences; especially those involved in 
learning and acting. These settings make up social worlds, or the social 
environment—the construct preferred by Vygotsky, pioneer of the bioso-
cial development theory and its cultural-historical psychology and socio-
cultural psychology offshoots.

positioning soCialisation

Vygotsky was influenced by Jean Piaget,10 the august clinical psychologist 
who propounded that experience precedes understanding. Drawing upon 
this influence, Vygotsky posited that social worlds shape capacity to learn, 
reason, problem-solve, think abstractly, and comprehend complex ideas—
cognition, in one word. Social worlds, however, are susceptible to changes 
in the society of which they are part. To cope with such changes, much of 
which is at times dramatic, psychological processes adapt and evolve with 
experiences. This serves the development and deployment of psychosocial 
resources that—in mediating experiences—facilitate social functioning by 
channelling socialisation, which in social science traditions is understood 
as the process through which individuals learn to live in their social worlds.
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Socialisation enables individuals to develop into social creatures and 
learn appropriate norms through attachment to and autonomy from 
socialisation agents. Relatives, community leaders, and teachers are famil-
iar examples. But as a species whose survival and continued existence are 
contingent on functional relationships, we humans are disposed to attach 
psychologically to anyone to whom we are emotionally attuned and any-
thing that supports our psychological processes and ability to function 
socially. Psychological trauma from which we are impelled to seek relief is 
what we experience when our emotional attunement suffers or an intimate 
relationship is ruptured. The experience of Jean-Marc Itard’s11 ‘Boy of 
Aveyron’ illustrates this experience well. The boy, Victor, is said to have 
been raised by beasts in a forest, to which he would instinctively return 
after escaping from human capture. Insights from his life support the 
notion that attachment—defined in the works of developmental psycholo-
gists John Bowlby12 and Mary Ainsworth13 as the development of close-
ness and intimacy that are bases for functional relationships—is vital to our 
sense of safety and survival. Thus, attachment is arguably the most impor-
tant of all the dynamics in psychosocial relationships in that it is funda-
mental to our psychological wellbeing and sense of self, which gestalt 
psychologist Carl Rogers14 described as the organised perceptions of ‘I’ 
or ‘me’ and the relationships between ‘I’ or ‘me’ and others and various 
aspects of life, as well as the values attached to these perceptions. 
Accordingly, sense of self is a fluid and mutable gestalt, but at any given 
moment it is a specific entity.

agents of soCialisation in theiR Role

Socialisation agents facilitate the acquisition of such perceptions in addi-
tion to appropriate norms among younger generations in socialisation set-
tings, such as within the family, in the community, and at school. Their 
success, however, is predicated upon the nature of the attachments and 
relationships between themselves and the younger generations. Think 
octopuses whose versatile arms function as active attachments to and 
autonomies from the core as a helpful metaphor. In a human sense, these 
attachments and autonomies come about through internalisation, mim-
icry, psychological mirroring, and social bonding. The neurophysiologist 
Giacomo Rizzolatti15 found that these experiences register indelibly in 
brain cells, which he identified as ‘mirror neurons’, that enable us to 
mimic—consciously and subconsciously—others with whom we interact. 
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It is by this process that the attitudes, behaviours, and expectations of 
socialisation agents, who are often older generations, are mirrored and 
internalised—or registered—for recall in the psyche of younger genera-
tions. These manifest in components of their psyche: that is, psychosocial 
resources that mediate how their life events will be managed.

The psychosocial resources that mediate children’s experiences in schools 
can be inherited from socialisation agents therein. These resources are argu-
ably more important than, for instance, financial ones with regard to educa-
tional attainment. They can be inherited in the sense that children are 
socialised by teachers who invest effort and high expectations in them, and 
decisively help them to develop and sustain aspiration for educational attain-
ment. In Teaching with the Brain in Mind, educationist Eric Jensen16 makes 
the case that teachers Jensen (2009)’ input in this kind of aspiration mani-
fests in educational success among their pupils. In a psychological sense, he 
avers that children mirror the expectations their teachers hold for them, as 
well as the effort those teachers invest in them. Robert Rosenthal17 and 
Lenore Jacobson’s18 dated but still relevant Pygmalion in the Classroom con-
siders how this occurs in practice. In this controversial—but seminal—work, 
we are offered useful insights into the relationship between teachers’ expec-
tations and the educational outcomes of the children in their classrooms.

a soCioCultuRal peRspeCtive to Behold

The process through which psychosocial resources develop is explored 
from a sociocultural perspective. Noted earlier, this perspective is indebted 
to the biopsychosocial theory that Vygotsky proffered in the early 1900s 
to explain individuals’ lived experiences and how traditions transmit across 
generations. Major world events since then—such as the Second World 
War, hyper-industrialisation, and the Cold War—have engaged research-
ers’ curiosities surrounding the relationship between individuals and their 
social worlds. Still, Vygotsky’s seminal idea that psychological processes 
integrate the biology and social environments in which they develop con-
tinues to pervade psychologies and influence contemporary psychosocial 
research, albeit sometimes without receiving the credit it deserves. Its 
compelling nuance is that psychological processes and social settings are 
interdependent and shape each other in what could seem like a complex 
tryst. This nuance echoes in clinical discoveries surrounding the intricacies 
of our brain and mind, such as paediatrician Dan Siegel’s19 findings that 
the human brain weighs approximately 500 grams at birth and is fully 
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grown—at roughly 1500 grams—by adolescence. Siegel (2001, 2016) 
articulates further that about two-thirds of human brain growth and 90 
per cent of the brain’s development occur in concert with input from our 
social settings. So, whilst not omitting genetic predisposition, it is clear 
that much of what unfolds throughout our life, particularly in adulthood, 
depends on input from experiences lived during early life. Given this, 
social settings in which our developing mind and cognition are threat-
ened—as a result of insecurity, poverty, or neglect, for instance—procure 
pathologies of poor educational and socioeconomic outcomes. Thus, we 
should see these problems not in terms of predispositions but in terms of 
social settings and psychological processes. In other words, if lived experi-
ences and the corresponding responses are not conducive to attainment 
and progression, the question we should ask is: how might we promote 
experiences that foster the development of psychosocial resources that are 
conducive to attainment and progression? The corollary questions are: 
what are those experiences and where might they be promoted?

The point to grasp here is that individuals’ experiences and outcomes in 
education and socioeconomic domains—attainment and progression, 
largely—are contingent on dynamic interaction and functional relation-
ships in their social worlds. Dynamic interaction—to which I will return—
involves agents of socialisation—parents, peers, teachers—employing 
cultural artefacts—directives, language, literature—to engage learners—in 
the home, a playground, or classroom—and encourage their learning nat-
urally, gradually, and continuously. By this, children’s interaction with 
socialisation agents and artefacts in their social worlds results in the effec-
tive learning upon which attainment and progression are contingent. 
Ample research posits that learning is also contingent on biological and 
physiological factors—primarily genetics and nutrition—which I do not 
explore in this book. Interested readers may learn more about these fac-
tors in the work of neuroanatomist Marian Diamond.20

dynamiC inteRaCtion

Dynamic interaction speaks to the idea that the relationship between indi-
viduals and their social worlds is necessarily bidirectional. At a micro level, 
the key assumption is that the social world impacts upon the individual, 
and the individual upon the social world. Learning varies in the settings 
therein, in which socialisation occurs, and how it occurs. For instance, it 
is considered within the context of cognitive development that children 
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learn through interaction with an experienced teacher. This is because the 
teacher, who has a certain expectation of each child, provides guidance or 
a model behaviour that the child internalises, thereby making it his/hers 
or using it to guide or regulate his/her own behaviour.

The developmental psychologist Rudolph Schaffer21 explored these 
learning processes around the notion of social development. One of his 
more remarkable experiments (Schaffer 1996) involved a young child 
receiving her first jigsaw puzzle and, initially, performing poorly when 
attempting to solve it. Her father then sat with her and worked out a strat-
egy to find a few key pieces first, as a means to start building the puzzle. 
Exceptionally, he provided a few of the key pieces for the girl to put 
together by herself, and offered encouragement when she did so success-
fully. As the child became more competent, the father allowed her to work 
more independently. This type of interaction, Schaffer surmised, has cog-
nitive implications because the learning that occurs through cooperative 
and/or collaborative dialogue promotes intellectual development, which 
in turn is reflected in educational attainment. This course, however, is by 
no means unambiguous or even lineal. To understand it more fully, 
Vygotsky’s (1978) concepts of the more knowledgeable other (MKO) and 
the zone of proximal development (ZPD) are helpful.

MKO refers to a person who has a higher level of ability than the learner, 
for instance with respect to a task, process, or concept. An MKO could be 
a parent, a teacher, or even a peer or sibling (for example, where the knowl-
edge or experience relates to how to play an electronic game or perform a 
dance move). This is routine among children. In our socioeconomically 
advanced society—in which contemporary occupations regularly procure 
electronic systems to support personnel in their learning—it is also quite 
common to find that the MKO is not a person. This phenomenon infil-
trates education too, with the use of electronic tutors in schools to facilitate 
learning now quite commonplace. Thus, in light of this capacity to facili-
tate learning, a typical MKO has two key characteristics: first, it must pos-
sess (or be programmed with) more knowledge than the learner about 
what is to be learned; and, second, it must have the capability to impart this 
knowledge in a way that can be internalised and used by the learner.

The principles that underlie the MKO concept relate closely to those of 
the ZPD. However, unlike the MKO, the ZDP is somewhat ambiguous. 
For that matter, it is understood broadly as the difference between what a 
learner can achieve independently and what they can achieve with encour-
agement and guidance from an MKO. For instance, the child in the earlier 
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example could not assemble the jigsaw puzzle by herself, but she was able 
to do so following encouragement and guidance from her father. This 
learning experience is a lived one through which the girl developed a com-
petence that she will apply to future puzzles. Thus, to achieve effective 
learning, the ZPD is where the most profound instruction and guidance 
must be provided. In a practical sense, it is a space—albeit a shifting one—
where attitudes, behaviours, and expectations are shaped and psychosocial 
resources are reified.

Some implications of the psychosocial resources that are involved in 
responses to especially adverse lived experiences such as joblessness, mar-
ginalisation, and poverty are explored in varying depths throughout the 
subsequent chapters. These resources develop in concert with adverse 
experiences that, while naturally undermining achievements among those 
who live through them, can be understood and responded to appropri-
ately with awareness of how they are impacted by encouragement and 
guidance from MKOs acting within ZDPs. This suggests that the social 
settings in which individuals are socialised and interact with socialisation 
agents are complemented by the ZDP in shaping—in important ways—
how the psychosocial resources they develop will be deployed to mediate 
their experience and outcomes. Since outcomes of attainment and pro-
gression in education and socioeconomic domains are of particular inter-
est here, a fair insight into how these concepts are framed is in order.

eduCational attainment

It is assumed that readers of this book already have a notion of educational 
attainment and what it means in terms of advancement. But in the interest 
of context, in contemporary Britain, we should say that it encompasses 
acquired qualifications—educational and vocational—that evince skills 
and aptitude. Since the onset of hyper-industrialisation, after the Second 
World War, compulsory schooling has been the main pathway through 
which to acquire the more basic of these qualifications. I will return to this 
topic in Chap. 6, but suffice it to say here that this type of schooling is 
typically experienced between the formative ages of five and sixteen, and 
aims to encourage and prepare young people to perform to an economic- 
leaning standard that can be cultivated in further or higher education or in 
gainful employment. A fairly similar aim is pursued in post-compulsory 
education, which offers opportunities through which post-school-age 
individuals can attain qualifications that evince their skills and aptitude. As 
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suggested, such qualifications may be used in a way to negotiate gainful 
employment, improve occupational prospects, and legitimise social and 
economic status. For instance, the General Certificate of Secondary 
Education (GCSE) exams, which young people sit at the end of their com-
pulsory secondary school education, are widely accepted measures of edu-
cational attainment. In the following discussion on socioeconomic 
progression, it will be noted that the results for these exams are cited 
where Caribbeans, as a group, have been found to perform poorly vis-à-vis 
other social (ethnic) groups with whom they are often compared.

soCioeConomiC pRogRession

Bearing in mind all its ambiguity, socioeconomic progression is frequently 
promoted as desirable in discussions surrounding the strides individuals 
and groups make in their human effort to improve their quality of life—
largely in social and economic terms. It is both an experience and an out-
come that function to direct and interpret individuals’ and groups’ 
trajectories favourably within social, economic, and historical con-
texts. Socioeconomic progression therefore motivates us to be educated 
formally, capitalise natural resources, seek gainful employment, and even 
go to war.

For an insight into the pertinence of socioeconomic progression and 
our rather incessant preoccupation with it, I want to go back to the roots 
of modern social psychology—in the early 1900s—and the seminal work 
of Abraham Maslow. An interest in human motivations, innate curiosities, 
and stages of growth inspired Maslow to explore our natural developmen-
tal needs to determine that we—people—are energised by an actualising 
tendency, and that wellbeing occurs to the extent that we are able to realise 
our potential. Maslow’s thesis that every individual has an innate desire to 
realise his/her full potential—that is, reach ‘self-actualisation’—implores 
us to seek out the positive in people. In Britain’s knowledge and corporate 
economies—in which human capital is a driver—educational attainment is 
widely held to correspond to socioeconomic progression and quality of 
life. Educational attainment, in these regards, functions as a face of self- 
actualisation. For, as the educationist Sally Tomlinson22 (1983, p. 213) 
observed, ‘educational credentials are crucial in providing employment 
opportunity, job security, and occupational and social mobility’, which all 
correspond to progression.

 SOCIOECONOMIC PROGRESSION 
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pRogRession vis-à-vis attainment

In the pursuit of socioeconomic progression, educational attainment is a 
currency of competition among individuals and groups. However, whilst 
progression is indeterminate, attainment is standardised. For this reason, 
attainment is more readily used to ascertain achievement and progression 
among groups in socioeconomic domains. For instance, educationist Steve 
Strand,23 working on behalf of the Department for Education (DfE),24 has 
used attainment and ethnicity statistics since the 1990s to establish that 
young Chinese and Indian people routinely outperform their white British 
peers in education. He has also found that young Bangladeshi and African 
people—who are often from disadvantaged socioeconomic backgrounds—
are seemingly improving their average performance relative to that of 
some white British groups. However, young Caribbeans—including those 
of mixed heritage—seem to have struggled to improve their performance. 
Strand’s (2009, 2011) more extensive inter-group analyses revealed that 
throughout the period in question they remained amongst the lowest- 
performing groups, although their relative attainment gap has closed sub-
stantially over the years.

To put this finding into a quantitative perspective, in 2004 about 24 
per cent of young Caribbean people attained five or more GCSE A*–C 
grades at the end of their compulsory education career. This compared 
with 42 per cent for young white people. Almost a decade later, in 2013, 
the gap had narrowed from eighteen to seven percentage points, but it 
remained conspicuously large at the tertiary level of attainment, which 
corresponds with labour market patterns. Editors for the Guardian Online 
(2012)—James Ball, Dan Milmo, and Ben Ferguson—acknowledged this 
in an article in which they claimed that black British people—many of 
whom identify as Caribbeans—were less likely than any other social group 
to enter higher education. This is a significant disadvantage that corre-
sponds with their disproportionately high unemployment rate, which 
since the 1970s has remained at more than double the national average. 
Among other things, these findings tell us that ethnicity intersects with a 
range of disadvantages and outcomes in education and socioeconomic 
domains. They also suggest that closing the gap in attainment among 
some groups in compulsory education does not necessarily translate into 
socioeconomic advantage and progression.

It appears from this close reading that children and other young people 
who are disadvantaged for socioeconomic reasons now do better in 
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 education than was previously the case. But this finding does not say much 
about the gap in attainment levels among ethnic groups, which remains 
large and is reflected in the labour market. It is increasingly apparent as 
Britain continues to invest more substantially in educating for a socioeco-
nomically advanced society that is led by science and technology. The 
direction of this society is effectively contingent on the input of highly 
skilled practitioners that education is charged to prepare. Together with 
policy directives, these practitioners are disposed to pioneer the notable 
science and technology sector that exists alongside the shrinking, low- 
skilled manual sector in which Caribbeans are disproportionately 
represented.

The group, nonetheless, remains internally diverse and—in many 
ways—it is situated differently from other groups within the British educa-
tion system and wider society. I want to stress that a fair inquiry into the 
group’s internal dynamics requires that it be treated as such: that is, as a 
social–ethnic group whose members share a common origin, certain lived 
experiences in education and socioeconomic domains, and a position on 
the lower rung of the socioeconomic order in Britain. In Parts II and III 
it will become apparent that the members of this group also differ funda-
mentally in their lived experiences and development and deployment of 
psychosocial resources in the various settings in which they are socialised.

CaRiBBeans’ lived expeRienCes

The inquiry’s participants, all of whom were Caribbeans, shared their lived 
experiences within the family, local community, education, religion, and 
occupation as a common group of settings in which they developed and 
deployed psychosocial resources. However, whilst these settings were pro-
nounced in the participants’ lived experiences, the literature suggests they 
are universal ones in which Caribbeans—like other social and ethnic 
groups—learn their culture and how to live in their social world. Thus, 
they are suitable bases around which the chapters in Part II will come 
alive.

As far as defining Caribbeans as a social–ethnic group is concerned, 
‘social’ denotes the group’s abstract construct and ‘ethnic’ denotes the 
nature of its members’ ancestral origin and shared cultural heritage. Of 
significance is that, relative to the majority of Asian and white groups, 
Caribbeans have been historically disadvantaged in educational and socio-
economic terms. With little hesitation, the plethora of empirical research 
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on the experiences of disadvantaged individuals and groups in advanced 
societies can lead one to feel satisfied that such experiences have been 
explored sufficiently and that there is little more we can learn from further 
investigation. This is especially true within the evolving fields of biosocial 
and sociocultural psychologies. Jensen’s seminal work, for instance, offers 
a review of some very pertinent literature. Still, continuing low achieve-
ment among disadvantaged groups, including Caribbeans, in education 
and socioeconomic domains is suggestive of a shortfall in our understand-
ing of—and approach to—the relationships among psychosocial resources, 
educational attainment, and socioeconomic progression within a lived- 
experiences- of-disadvantaged-people context. In this book, I address this 
shortfall in our understanding of the relationships among these concepts 
within the given context.

Below, I provide insights into my own background and inspiration for 
writing the book, a review of some aspects of diversity that are discussed 
throughout its pages, and an overview of its rationale.

my BaCkgRound and puRpose

I was born in the Caribbean, in the French subdivision of the twin-nation 
island of Saint Martin and Sint Maarten. Both of my parents were immi-
grants from other Caribbean islands. My father was a thirty-four-year-old 
Dutch-Antillean barrister from Curaçao, and my mother was an eighteen- 
year- old from the Commonwealth of Dominica. My official identity until 
my sixteenth birthday was une petite étrangère qui est née en France, liter-
ally ‘a little stranger who was born in France’. I lived in Saint Martin, 
Guadeloupe, and Dominica until the age of five, and mostly with my 
maternal grandmother in Dominica until the age of fourteen, but with 
occasional interruptions. By the age of twenty, I had lived on several other 
Caribbean islands, including the US Virgin Islands, the British Virgin 
Islands, Anguilla, St Kitts and Nevis, Jamaica, Curaçao, and the Dominican 
Republic. Five years later, I had spent considerable time travelling to 
New York, New Jersey, and Seattle in the United States of America. I had 
also lived, studied, and worked in Holland, Sweden, Spain, and England, 
all of which have significant Caribbean-derived subpopulations.

My maternal grandmother is a remarkable woman. She is profoundly 
religious, barely literate, hardworking, strict, and selfless. I believe these 
characteristics are typical of her humble background and generation, 
although this belief finds qualification in my early experiences with her and 
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observations of her. For instance, she was widowed in 1970 at the age of 
thirty-four with nine young children. She never remarried, although she 
did bear two more children, whom she raised, along with the others and 
numerous grandchildren—including myself—in very harsh, materially 
poor, circumstances. Even so, she believed schooling and what it appeared 
to offer—an education—were important for us, and accordingly ensured 
we attended school without reservations.

I attended primary school in Woodford-Hill, a banana-growers’ village 
of less than a thousand residents, in the northeast of Dominica. At the age 
of eleven I passed the eleven-plus secondary-school entrance exam and 
enrolled in a selective secondary school. I was the first from my family to 
sit that exam, pass first time round, and receive a secondary-school educa-
tion. This success, in our rural community, was a marker of higher status, 
achieved in the main by the very few people who considered themselves 
‘better off’. In light of the association between being ‘better off’ and 
attending a selective secondary school, I was an obvious anomaly by both 
passing the exam and enrolling in the school. However, my grandmother 
was proud. She prepared me for secondary school by endearing herself to 
the good teachers and ensuring that all of my books were new;25 that I had 
all of the literature on the readings lists; that my schoolbag, uniform, and 
shoes were always neat and tidy; that my after-school lessons (supplemen-
tary schooling) were paid for; and that I ate plenty of fish and drank lots 
of milk (even though I do not tolerate dairy well and reviled it as a result). 
Moreover, she ensured that I always did my homework, even though she 
could not help me with it.

Throughout my adolescence my interactions with my mother and 
father were restricted to short stays on Saint Martin and Sint Maarten dur-
ing school vacations. I never had the impression that they were fond of 
each other. In fact, I suspected that they hated each other. I spent little and 
limited time with them individually, and my experience with each was dif-
ferent. My father is self-assured—a product of his high educational attain-
ment and socioeconomic privilege. The people he associated with were 
similar, and they treated him with respect. My mother, whose schooling 
ended at the age of fourteen, is an introvert. She often cried about the less 
than pleasant experiences through which she lived, and the impact of those 
experiences upon her body and psyche. In other words, she suffered many 
traumas about which she felt powerless. Nonetheless, she was resourceful 
in her impulse to survive and provide. She worked multiple menial jobs, 
lived with scarcity, and saved all she could manage. Hence, she always had 
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the money to pay my school fees, both mainstream and supplementary, 
when they were due. The only self-ambition I knew her to have, which she 
eventually acted upon, was to acquire a plot of land, complete with a 
decaying cottage, in Dominica. Grandma encouraged her to make the 
purchase. Otherwise, the substance of her life and daily grind was tem-
pered by providing for the material needs of her children in Dominica: my 
two younger sisters and myself, all of whom lived with Grandma, and my 
older brother, who lived with his paternal grandparents.

These experiences are seminal elements in the basis of the curiosities 
that permeate herein. Having lived, studied, and worked with people from 
various Caribbean countries—American, English, Dutch, French, and 
Spanish—two questions have been on my mind for many years. In what 
ways are these people different from and similar to each other? And how 
do they compare with other peoples who are not from the Caribbean? 
From my earliest observations, I was able to discern that Caribbeans, 
although sharing a common origin—the Caribbean26—have diverse beliefs 
about who they are and what they can achieve as both individuals and a 
group. I also appreciated that beliefs are potent products of the psyche. 
For instance, my mother and her close friends held beliefs about what they 
could achieve in a relatively socioeconomically advanced society that were 
characteristically pessimistic. As a result, their opinions about their poten-
tial for individual progress and that of the groups to which they subscribed 
were mostly negative. My father and his associates, on the other hand, 
tended to be enthusiastic and optimistic about changes and progress 
among Caribbean people. In light of these contrasting beliefs and lived 
experiences, a deceptively simple question emerges: why were they so 
different?

My own experiences and observations led me to appreciate that my 
parents led disparate lives. Other than being my parents and sharing the 
experience of being immigrants who had sought better economic oppor-
tunities and, by implication, a better life on Saint Martin and Sint Maarten, 
they seemed to have little else in common. This observation, however, was 
misleading. In a cautiously guarded reality, they actually shared a whole 
host of poignant experiences. One of these was that their childhoods had 
been lived with extraordinary limitations in God-fearing, materially poor, 
lone-mother families. Incidentally, these parallel experiences of limitations 
and poverty were disrupted during their early lives when their mothers 
sent them to be socialised in better-off families: my mother went to work 
as a domestic servant and my father was educated for a professional career. 
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These poignant experiences were watersheds. They represent bases from 
which my parents’ disparate lives evolved. As a result, my mother and 
father came to be defined more by their later lived experiences than by the 
early deprivation that they had in common. Notably, the most pronounced 
of their disparities were their level of education and employment prospects 
in a fairly socioeconomically advanced society. I was especially curious 
about these disparities because they appeared to shape the trajectories of 
their socioeconomic experiences and outcomes.

the study: this Book

In undertaking this study, I explored the lived experiences of a purposive 
sample of Caribbeans whose backgrounds, like those of my parents, were 
characterised by disadvantages. The sample comprised the members of ten 
intergenerational families as well as ten unrelated individuals who did not 
participate as part of a family. The participants in the families spanned four 
generations and numbered around one hundred. Throughout my inquiry 
into their lives, I used interviews, observations, and a diary to elicit and 
catalogue their accounts of their experiences. This involved reciprocal 
interactions in their natural settings, including their homes, churches, 
community facilities, and workplaces. Through this experience, I came to 
appreciate their social world from their points of view. I savoured every 
opportunity to discuss their lived experiences, clarify ambiguities and con-
tradictions, explore their interests, and assess their relationships with care- 
givers in the various settings of socialisation. These activities not only 
allowed me to gain valuable inside knowledge about their social world but 
also presented valuable opportunities to:

 1. identify patterns in their educational and socioeconomic experiences 
and outcomes across generations;

 2. ascertain the psychosocial resources that they developed in various 
settings, and deployed in education and socioeconomic domains; and

 3. postulate the implications of these psychosocial resources for wider 
educational attainment and socioeconomic progression.

I employed a two-pronged approach throughout these undertakings. 
The first involved interrogating the range of experiences and outcomes 
within the families and identifying—for in-depth analysis—any 
 intergenerational patterns. The second involved interrogating the range of 
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experiences and outcomes across the whole sample. Thus, the book offers 
a comprehensive account of the participants’ experiences and outcomes in 
education and socioeconomic domains that is developed from these 
approaches, but from their points of view. These domains differ from other 
settings in which knowledge and skills for survival in our socioeconomically 
advanced society are acquired only in the significance ascribed to them. An 
important caveat here is that issues surrounding lived experiences and out-
comes in these domains are not unique to the Caribbeans represented. 
Thus, their experiences are presented uniquely to illustrate how individuals 
and groups that share identities are socialised in diverse ways in common 
settings where they develop and deploy psychosocial resources that have 
implications for educational attainment and socioeconomic progression.

Of course, illustration for the purpose of insight is not the only objec-
tive here, as providing insight alone without an appeal for action would be 
a mere intellectual exercise. Accordingly, my account of the participants’ 
experiences is intended to inform the thoughts and future actions of stake-
holders in education. Every educator, behavioural specialist, parent, policy 
advocate, psychologist, social researcher, social justice warrior, and lay per-
son who might benefit from an empirically informed perspective on psy-
chosocial resources and the implications for educational attainment and 
socioeconomic progression. My hope is that these stakeholders will come 
to appreciate more fully how psychosocial resources play out in outcomes 
of attainment and progression, and how such outcomes may be improved 
among members of some disadvantaged social groups. By implication, the 
stakeholders are offered empirically informed guidance in their practice of 
advocating for better experiences and educating and improving the lives of 
members of educationally and socioeconomically disadvantaged groups.

It is also my hope that readers will be encouraged to imagine or test the 
extent to which my account accords with their own experiences, and those 
of other individuals and groups who share (dis)similar backgrounds, social 
identities, or (hi)stories to those of the Caribbeans who participated in this 
inquiry. The Caribbean is an important feature of that experience, so readers 
who are not already familiar with it may find it worthwhile to explore the 
subject further. Peter Fryer’s27 Staying Power would be a helpful  introduction 
in this regard, in that it consolidates stories that have been told about people 
with Caribbean origins living their lives as full citizens in the United 
Kingdom since the 1800s. Of particular interest in this book, and widely 
acknowledged in the literature, is their experience after the Second World 
War, when schooling became a compulsory component of life in Britain.
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The historian Mary Chamberlain28—in particular—has shed consider-
able light on their lived experiences during the early days of this era. I like 
to use the Papua New Guinea word mokita—which translates as ‘the truth 
we all know but agree not to discuss’—to capture her remarkable findings 
that Caribbeans invested heavily, suffered immensely, and acquired a pen-
alty for the sake of Europe’s reconstruction after the war (Chamberlain 
1998). These post-war Caribbeans are referred to as ‘the first generation’. 
Hence, their children and grandchildren, the majority of whom were 
born, brought up, and schooled in Britain, are the second and third gen-
erations. They now make up the majority of the Caribbean-derived popu-
lation in contemporary Britain. An empirical insight into the history of 
formal education in their lives is offered in Chap. 2.

notes

1. Solomon Asch—a gestalt psychologist and authority in contemporary 
social psychology—is known for his theme of gestalt psychology, wherein 
not only is the whole greater than the sum of its parts, but the nature of 
the whole fundamentally alters the parts. Within this framework of think-
ing, he developed seminal work in impression formation, prestige, and 
conformity, which are well established in contemporary social psychology. 
He is well known for a series of conformity experiments in which he dem-
onstrated the influence of group pressure on individual opinion.

2. Abraham Maslow—a disciple of Alfred Adler and Sigmund Freud—is 
known for his work on human developmental needs, drawing insights from 
his family life and his experiences as the son of Jewish immigrants to the 
United States from Russia. However, his lifetime work—throughout which 
he stresses the value of the positive qualities in people—focuses on a range 
of issues surrounding mental health and human potential. The Review of 
General Psychology (2002) ranked him within the top ten most cited psy-
chologists of the twentieth century.

3. Gordon Allport—a formative authority in personality psychology—has 
produced an extensive body of work covering themes such as rumours, 
prejudice, and religion. However, he is perhaps most cited for his emphasis 
on the uniqueness of individuals and the importance of present context—
as opposed to past history—in understanding personalities.

4. William James—a trained psychologist and physician—explored topics as 
broad as epistemology, education, metaphysics, psychology, religion, and 
mysticism. But he is perhaps best known for his formative thinking in func-
tional psychology during the latter part of the nineteenth century. In his 
most influential and widely referenced works, he explores theories of the 
mind and different forms of religious experience.
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5. Lev Vygotsky founded the theory of human cultural and biosocial develop-
ment—also referred to as cultural-historical psychology and sociocultural 
psychology—from which modern social psychology and developmental 
psychology draw a lot of influence, particularly in regard to the under-
standing that human cultural and biosocial development theory stresses 
the role of social interaction and social environment in the development of 
cognition.

6. Erik Erikson (né Salomonsen) studied the Montessori Method of educa-
tion, which focuses on child development and sexual stages, but was most 
concerned with the development of identity that finds resonance in his 
own life, about which he wrote that his adolescent ‘identity confusion’ was 
at times on the borderline between neurosis and adolescent psychosis. 
However, he is perhaps better known for his theses on childhood, social 
identity, and society.

7. Shelley Taylor—a professor of psychology at the University of California, 
Los Angeles—is known for her interest in health psychology, with a par-
ticular focus on the factors that promote long-term psychological adjust-
ment, and social cognition. She has explored the concept of psychosocial 
resources within the context of mental health.

8. Paul Stenner—a professor of social psychology at the Open University—is 
known to have contributed to the development of a critical and reflexive 
approach to social psychology that takes process and social relationships as 
keynotes in a transdisciplinary psychosocial approach.

9. Stephen Frosh—a professor of psychology and director of the Centre for 
Psychosocial Studies at Birkbeck College, University of London—is known 
for his interest in psychosocial studies, about which he has published widely 
within an applied science context.

10. Jean Piaget is known for his pioneering work with children (childhood) 
and his theory of cognitive development. Having placed great importance 
on the education of children, as director of the International Bureau of 
Education he declared in 1934 that ‘only education is capable of saving 
our societies from possible collapse, whether violent or gradual’. By the 
end of the twentieth century he was one of the most cited psychologists of 
that era.

11. Jean-Marc Gaspard Itard—an educator of the deaf—tested his educational 
theories in the case of Victor of Aveyron (c.1788–1828), a French feral 
child who was found around the age of twelve. (He was going through 
puberty but doctors had no way of knowing his precise age.) Upon discov-
ery, the boy was encouraged to stay with numerous people for the sake of 
his human socialisation, but he ultimately fled from all of them.

12. John Bowlby—an authority in modern psychoanalysis—is best known for 
his pioneering work in early childhood development and attachment 
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 theory. His own childhood experience with emotionally absent parents is 
believed to have been a major influence in his research and particular focus 
on separation, anxiety, and anger.

13. Mary Answorth is  known widely for her work in early emotional attach-
ment and her deployment of the ‘Strange Situation’ design in exploring 
attachment dynamics between young children and their care-givers. 
Throughout her career as a developmental psychologist she explored a wide 
range of such issues in natural settings, including the effects of maternal 
separation on child development and how infancy is experienced in Uganda.

14. Carl Rogers is known for his utilisation of the person-centred approach to 
psychology—a unique approach to understanding personality and human 
relationships that is widely applied in various domains, such as psycho-
therapy and counselling (client-centred therapy) and education (student-
centred learning). In 1972 he received the American Psychological 
Association Award for Distinguished Professional Contributions to 
Psychology.

15. Giacomo Rizzolatti—a neurophysiologist at the University of Parma, 
Italy—is well known for leading the team that discovered mirror neurons 
in the frontal and parietal cortices of the brain, and his extensive publica-
tions on the topic. One of his widely referenced works is ‘The Mirror 
Neuron System and Its Function in Humans’, which was published in 
Anatomy and Embryology in 2005.

16. Eric Jensen’s work explores matters of the mind, in so far as they relate to 
teaching with the brain and poverty in mind and what being poor does to 
the developing brains of disadvantaged children and other young people in 
education.

17. Robert Rosenthal—a professor of psychology at the University of California 
during his academic career—is better known for his interest in self-fulfilling 
prophecies, which he explored with Lenore Jacobson in their well-known 
study of the ‘Pygmalion effect’: the effect of teachers’ expectations on their 
students’ academic and physical performance.

18. Lenore Jacobson is known for her collaboration with Professor Robert 
Rosenthal on the seminal study that culminated in the widely referenced 
Pygmalion in the Classroom (1968).

19. Daniel Siegel—a clinical professor of psychiatry at UCLA’s School of 
Medicine and executive director of the Mindsight Institute—is an author-
ity in paediatrics and adolescent and adult psychiatry. He has published 
widely on matters as broad as parenting and child development and the 
teenage brain.

20. Marian Diamond—a professor of anatomy at the University of California—
is known for her work on the neuroanatomy of the forebrain, most notably 
her discovery of the impact of the environment on brain development and 
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the possible connections between positive thinking and immune health, 
about which she has published extensively.

21. Rudolph Schaffer is a widely known authority in developmental psychol-
ogy. A disciple of the renowned psychiatrist and leading authority in mod-
ern psychoanalysis John Bowlby, his body of work includes exploration of 
the attachment dynamics between young children and their care-givers. 
Schaffer’s work with children culminated in his masterly textbook Social 
Development: An Introduction (1996).

22. Sally Tomlinson—a professor of education at Goldsmiths College, London 
University—has a broad interest in the areas of race, ethnicity and educa-
tion, special education, and educational policy. She has published widely in 
all of these areas.

23. Steve Strand—a professor of education at the University of Oxford—has 
published extensively on the experience and attainment within and among 
social–ethnic groups in British schools. His research spans studies in educa-
tion, psychology, and the sociology of education.

24. The Department for Education (DfE) is responsible for the education sys-
tem in England. In was formed in 2010, when the Conservative/Lib Dem 
coalition government came to power and Michael Gove became Secretary 
of State for Education. It succeeded the Department for Education and 
Skills (DfES, 2001–2007) and the Department for Children, Schools, and 
Families, and the Department for Innovation, Universities, and Skills 
(2007–2010).

25. In poor families, it is common for the younger generations—where possi-
ble—to inherit the schoolbooks of older siblings or other relatives who 
attended school before them. Where schoolbooks do not exist in the family 
circle, the convention is to acquire them new from bookstores, usually at 
great cost to the economically strapped family.

26. The Caribbean is historically referred to as the West Indies. It is an archi-
pelago of 7000 islands, the majority of which are inhabited. The region has 
a population of approximately 39 million people who exhibit a diversity of 
ethnicity, with the main ones being Afro-Caribbean, Chinese Caribbean, 
Indo-Caribbean, white Caribbean, and Arawak. In geographical terms the 
region includes the Caribbean Sea and all of the landmass located to the 
southeast of the Gulf of Mexico, east of Central America and Mexico, and 
to the north of South America.

27. Peter Fryer—an English socialist journalist—is known for his influential 
works on the history of black people in Britain.

28. Mary Chamberlain—an emeritus professor of Caribbean history—has pub-
lished widely on a range of issues surrounding oral history, life story, wom-
en’s history, and Caribbean history, and most notably on Caribbean 
migration and diasporic Caribbean families. Her interest in migration 
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incorporates the role of migration in the development of West Indian con-
sciousness and independent nationhood. In that realm, she is known for 
her work with the concept of ‘cultural templates’—the imaginative struc-
tures through which memory is recalled and recounted.
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CHAPTER 2

Empirical Insights: Something about 
What We Know

Abstract This chapter journeys through the short history of formal 
 education in the lives of Commonwealth Caribbean people in the Caribbean 
and Britain. This essentially positions Caribbeans as a social-ethnic group 
that has been studied extensively since WWII. The chapter ends with a sug-
gestion that the key settings in which Caribbeans are socialised and in which 
they develop and deploy psychosocial resources will be appreciated more 
fully in Part II.

Life events consolidate into identities through which they are translated. 
Thus, an account of psychosocial resources from the point of view of lived 
experiences cannot be complete if not informed by the identities of those 
whose experiences it explores. The Caribbean ethnicity, shared among 
the participants of this study, offers a key in this regard. Acquired through 
birth, ancestry, or matrimony, it is the identity from which their  experiences 
are explored.

To complement its universality, the Caribbean ethnicity bears a wealth 
of cultural, educational, psychological, and socioeconomic nuances that 
cause it to be invaluable in the exploration of the participants’ educational 
and socioeconomic experiences and outcomes. Thus, it is only right to 
begin this chapter with a close examination of Caribbeans’ experiences 
in  education and socioeconomic domains, much of which is derived 
from empirical research undertaken throughout the twentieth century, 
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 particularly following the Second World War, from which time Caribbeans 
became a visibly distinct subpopulation in Britain.

Caribbeans: a soCial (ethniC) Group

The Office for National Statistics (ONS) estimates that between 1951 and 
2010 the Caribbean-derived population in Britain grew from roughly 
30,000 to 800,000. The period of most rapid growth remains between 
1955 and 1962, when emigration from the Commonwealth Caribbean 
correlated with increasing demands for labour in Britain’s industries.  
A surplus demand for manual labour was especially linked to the post-war 
reconstruction efforts in which, as citizens, the first generation felt 
 obligated to participate. Their lived experiences relayed throughout the 
following chapters suggest that opportunities for paid work also allowed 
them to earn a living and lead a better life than the one they had left 
behind in the Caribbean.

Although Caribbeans in contemporary Britain are of diverse backgrounds, 
a Jamaican influence clearly predominates. Those who claim Jamaican ances-
try or affinity account for nearly 60 per cent of the derived population.1 
The other 40 per cent trace their kinship mainly to the Leeward Islands of 
Anguilla, Antigua, the British Virgin Islands, St Kitts and Nevis, and 
Montserrat; the Windward Islands of Dominica, Grenada, St Lucia, and St 
Vincent; and the territories of Barbados, Belize (formerly British Honduras), 
Guyana, and Trinidad and Tobago. Belize is in Central America and Guyana 
is in South America but, to this day, both remain members of the British 
Commonwealth. Their citizens also share a lot in common, both culturally 
and socioeconomically, with Commonwealth Caribbean islanders. Together 
with the islands of the Commonwealth Caribbean, they are traditionally 
known as the British West Indies, and their peoples are referred to as West 
Indians. The descriptors West Indies and West Indians are, however, geo-
graphical and cultural identifiers within a wider multicultural Caribbean, 
which has legacies from US, British, Dutch, French, Scandinavian, and 
Spanish colonial sources.

The early works of anthropologists Colin Brock2 and Sidney Mintz,3 
which explore colonial legacies in the Caribbean, suggest that old beliefs 
among colonisers who controlled the different countries at various times 
in their histories manifest in the worldview of Caribbean people. A familiar 
reference is the contentious commodity of slave labour that—until the 
1800s—was formally transferred to the region from around the world, but 
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most notably Africa. Numerous anthropological studies, including those 
of Brock (1982) and Mintz (1989), have claimed that this very legacy 
has spawned a culture of poverty and wagelessness in the region. This is 
 arguably a deeply rooted culture, sustained by adverse and intractable 
socioeconomic forces. By virtue of its incidence, it permeates notions of 
socioeconomic progression among Caribbeans, quite evidently so among 
those in contemporary Britain, where socioeconomic progression signals 
improvement in social and economic welfare among individuals and the 
groups to which they subscribe or are ascribed. It is fostered by an agglom-
eration of resources, a key one of which is human capital—a term widely 
used by educationists to describe the skills and experiences people acquire 
in formal education (i.e., schooling).

Formal eduCation and universal sChoolinG

Universal schooling was introduced in the Commonwealth Caribbean in the 
1950s. From its inception, this schooling system reflected an archaic British 
model in that it was selective, largely urbanised, and restricted attainment. 
Consequently, it promulgated a swath of limitations that have been captured 
in ethnographic studies, such as educationist Keith Watson’s4 Education in 
the Third World, which reveal that primary education was limited to learning 
absolute basics, and that, outside a few groups, access to secondary educa-
tion was almost non-existent. Moreover, after the introduction of universal 
schooling, secondary education became more elitist in grammar schools that 
very few people attended. Hence, the majority of first-generation Caribbeans 
who had any experience of formal education would have reached only pri-
mary-school level. Meanwhile,  contemporaries from the less developed 
countries were less likely to have any experience of education, especially if 
they lived in rural areas, as many of them did.

In addition to their limited experience of education, the first generation 
was inhibited by their English-based Patois, or French-based Kwéyòl 
among Dominicans and Saint Lucians. Sociolinguist Viv Edwards’s5 
inquiry, which culminated in her thesis on ‘The West Indian Language 
Issue in British Schools’, suggests that neither of these dialects enabled 
them to relate easily to the Standard English of Britain’s formal education 
system. What is more, many of them had little experience of urban life—a 
limitation which increased their differentiation from their urbanite 
 contemporaries, the majority of whom tended to have more experience 
of formal education.

 FORMAL EDUCATION AND UNIVERSAL SCHOOLING 
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diversity and adversity

Diverse backgrounds among first-generation Caribbeans reflect in values 
that are informed by the means through which they make their living. In 
a rather crude sense, they subscribe to value systems along an urban–rural 
spectrum. The urban end of this spectrum favours norms of capitalist 
competition that characterise urban life, while the rural end favours subsis-
tence characterised by poverty, peasantry, and wagelessness. This notable 
difference affirms the existence of a certain diversity that is compounded 
by cultural factors that influence socialisation processes. These include 
notions of gender, colour, and class by which socialisation agents in key 
settings, such as the family, education, and occupation, are guided in their 
role. Some universal features of such settings include multidimensional 
socialisation processes and dynamic learning, which may take place as an 
affective experience, such as attitude acquisition; a cognitive experience, 
such as knowledge acquisition; or a psychomotor experience, such as skills 
acquisition. However, in light of this dynamism, whatever form learning 
takes, or however it is experienced, shapes experiences and outcomes 
across generations in diverse ways. Needless to say, experiences that 
Caribbeans take away from their socialisation in such settings are not 
always conducive to educational attainment and socioeconomic progres-
sion. Nor might their takeaway experiences be equal in the way they 
 presage educational and socioeconomic outcomes. It may be simply that 
their lived experiences and outcomes are best framed in terms of how they 
are impacted by diversity and adversity: for instance, diversity in the means 
through which they make a living, and adverse experiences in education 
and within the family.

Given that Caribbeans’ experiences across generations are impacted by 
a legacy of ongoing disadvantages and structural inequalities, the settings 
in which their socialisation and learning occur are characteristically limit-
ing. Put more precisely, the settings in which Caribbeans are socialised are 
often impoverished and lacking in opportunities to excel either education-
ally or socioeconomically. Even so, within the group there has always been 
considerable diversity in educational and socioeconomic outcomes, with 
some of its members attaining exceptionally high and acclaimed achieve-
ments. For example, the biography of the distinguished author and 
 inspirational speaker Malcolm Gladwell6—like those of many other high-
achieving Caribbeans—is remarkable in that it consolidates his high achieve-
ment and adverse experiences of classism, colourism, and racism. Although 
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by no means a ‘poverty to prosperity’ account, it evinces high achievement 
among his fellow Caribbeans that is, lamentably, underemphasised in the 
literature. For the group is disproportionately represented in existing 
research as homogeneous and typically differentiated as disadvantaged, 
troubled, and susceptible to perform poorly in education, high- status 
occupations, and the labour market in general.

These representations of Caribbeans are common in Britain, the 
Americas, and other European countries—such as France, Spain, and the 
Netherlands—where there are significant Caribbean-derived subpopula-
tions. Social policy and research surrounding educational attainment and 
socioeconomic progression among discernible groups in Britain and 
Europe suggest a strong correlation between Caribbeans’ non-whiteness 
and heritage in the Caribbean and their disadvantages in education and 
socioeconomic domains. The social geographer Ceri Peach7—who charted 
the early experiences of Caribbean immigrants in Britain—found that 
many of them were urbanites with a diversity of occupational skills, but 
this diversity was not reflected in the opportunities that were afforded to 
them. For instance, those who were highly skilled were typically treated 
with indifference towards their ability. They were often denied non- 
manual employment and opportunities to pursue careers in high-status 
occupations solely on the basis of their non-whiteness (Peach 1968).

In addition to the discrimination that the first generation experienced 
in the labour market, the industries that offered them typically low-skilled 
manual employment were concentrated in underserved, inner-city areas 
where they found settling relatively easy. As is still the case today, the 
defining characteristics of these areas included poor housing, poorly 
resourced schools, and little government investment in social infrastruc-
ture. Clearly, these are plausible reasons for why they were—and still are—
avoided by more affluent groups. Those with high concentrations of 
Caribbeans became known casually as Afro-Caribbean or black communi-
ties. Socially excluded, economically deprived, educationally underachiev-
ing, and lawless have been some of the more common descriptors ascribed 
to them since the 1950s. So it seems the educationist Barry Troyna8 was 
right in his supposition that these descriptors have fuelled perceptions of 
Caribbeans and the communities in which many of them live as either a 
social problem or victims of racism in Britain.

Evidence of the disadvantages that Caribbeans routinely experience 
in British society has been collected since the 1960s. An early example is a 
1977 report in which a House of Commons select committee that  oversaw 
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matters surrounding race relations acknowledged the need to address 
what appeared to be underachievement among children of West Indian 
origin in maintained schools. This acknowledgement preceded spates 
of  rioting in Caribbean communities during the 1980s and a series of 
 inquiries that highlighted the dire state of educational and socioeconomic 
disadvantages among Caribbeans, which essentially implicated community 
degeneration, inner-city decline, and racial discrimination in their poor 
educational and socioeconomic outcomes. Lord Leslie Scarman,9 who 
oversaw the wrapping up of the various inquiries, went on to recommend 
that urgent action was needed to prevent ‘racial disadvantage’ becoming an 
‘endemic, ineradicable disease threatening the very survival of our society’.

This was a classic recommendation, in that it resonated with Piaget’s 
(1934) historic declaration that ‘only education is capable of saving our soci-
ety from possible collapse, whether violent or gradual’. Moreover, however, 
it recognises as a social policy imperative the perils of underachievement in 
education and socioeconomic domains among social groups. Although its 
source is the now-dated Scarman Report, the recommendation remains 
 relevant as governments at both local and national levels ceaselessly act upon 
issues surrounding persistently low achievement among certain groups.  
A host of initiatives—of which ‘Education Action Zones’, ‘Excellence in 
Cities’, and ‘Sure Start’ are three remarkable examples—have been spawned 
in recent years to improve overall experience in education and socioeco-
nomic domains, particularly in schools and the labour market. At the surface 
level, these initiatives have generally been undertaken in the light of the 
continuing poor educational and socioeconomic outcomes among some 
discernibly disadvantaged social groups, including Caribbeans. For this 
 reason, they are ordinarily celebrated as efforts in the right direction, even 
though their execution has been forever problematic. I say this because they 
habitually follow a one-size-fits-all approach to improve overall socioeco-
nomic prospects through education and vocational training in selective 
underserved communities. Under this blanket approach the particular expe-
riences of Caribbeans become veiled or altogether invisible.

a Glimmer oF hope?
Ongoing efforts to improve socioeconomic prospects among disadvan-
taged groups have resulted in better educational and socioeconomic out-
comes among some sections of the Caribbean-derived population, most 
notably among second- and third-generation girls and women who are 
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economically active and/or in education. Recent trends in educational 
research suggest these subgroups are increasingly disposed to experience 
better outcomes than their forebears did as they continue to attain 
 educationally and obtain employment in high-status occupations. Alas, 
however, these better outcomes are undermined by concurrent indica-
tions that Caribbeans remain at a relatively high risk of unemployment and 
privation in an increasingly volatile socioeconomic climate. Much of these 
indications are verified in real time by the Trade Union Congress (TUC)—a 
not-for-profit council that not only monitors and projects trends in the 
labour market, but also advocates for policies to improve the socioeco-
nomic prospects, experiences, and outcomes of its members. Consistent 
findings over the decades affirm that Caribbeans—as a group—continue 
to perform poorly on many of the leading indicators of socioeconomic 
progression: occupational status, housing tenure, and wealth accumula-
tion are frequently cited examples.

These findings are normally articulated from race-relations and social- 
problem perspectives that homogenise Caribbeans, conveniently, as Afro- 
Caribbean or black. As a result, Caribbeans’ visible distinctiveness—their 
immutable characteristics, such as ancestry and colour—is the locus from 
which their experiences and outcomes are examined. In that sense, these 
perspectives function to emphasise the superficial differences among social 
groups in achievement debates. Understandably, this emphasis is reflected 
in the literature that explores Caribbeans’ experiences in education and socio-
economic domains. Accordingly, the findings derived from the  race- relations 
and social-problem perspectives can be both superficial and rigid, in that they 
tend to adopt a rather narrow focus, such as non-whiteness, when attempting 
to explain poor education and socioeconomic outcomes—a natural upshot of 
the homogenising effect. This is not to say that they do not serve a good 
purpose. In fact, the findings derived from these perspectives are known to 
have inspired compelling debates and indeed advances in social justice 
for  disadvantaged people, particularly non-white stereotyped people in 
contemporary Britain.

Nonetheless, by virtue of their narrow focus, they often overlook, 
 perhaps unwittingly, mutable—such as psychological—factors. These 
include psychosocial resources and how they shape educational and socio-
economic experiences among individuals and groups, and their impact on 
the interests that are promoted. The five chapters in Part II explore lived 
experiences in intergenerational families and other settings of socialisation 
in which some such resources are developed and deployed.

 A GLIMMER OF HOPE? 
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notes

1. In the UK’s 2011 Census, 599,357 people—approximately 1 per cent of the 
population—identified as Caribbeans. Additionally, 426,715 identified 
themselves as mixed-race white and black Caribbean. London had the high-
est concentration of Caribbeans, with 344,597 residents identifying as such, 
equating to 4.2 per cent of the city’s population.

2. Colin Brock—an honorary professor of education at the University of 
Durham—has published a body of work that spans his explorations in com-
parative and international education.

3. Sidney Mintz—an anthropologist widely known for his research into the 
Caribbean, creolisation, and the anthropology of food—is acclaimed for his 
historical and ethnographic studies that shed light on the processes of slav-
ery, global capitalism, cultural hybridity, the Caribbean peasantry, and the 
political economy of food commodities.

4. Keith Watson—a professor of comparative and international education at 
the University of Reading—has authored several books on various aspects of 
comparative and international education, including the widely referenced 
Education in the Third World (1982). He has also published widely on lan-
guage policies, education in developing countries, and educational adminis-
tration and policy-making.

5. Vivian Edwards—a professor of language in education at the University of 
Reading—is editor of the international journal Language and Education 
and has researched and published widely in the areas of multilingualism and 
education.

6. Malcolm Gladwell—born in England to a Jamaican mother and an English 
father—has authored numerous bestsellers in which in he explores the 
implications of social-science research and makes extensive use of academic 
work, particularly in the areas of sociology and psychology.

7. Ceri Peach—emeritus professor of social geography at the University of 
Manchester—has written widely on issues surrounding human migration, 
minority groups, and religious groups in cities. His more contemporary 
work focuses on ghettoisation in Britain and patterns of racial segregation in 
the United Kingdom and the United States.

8. Barry Troyna—an authority on race relations and multiculturalism in 
Britain—focused largely on policy issues surrounding race, education, and 
social justice in much of his work throughout his career.

9. Leslie Scarman served as president of the British Institute of Human Rights, 
founded the Scarman Trust, and worked on behalf of the Prince’s Trust, 
among many other duties during his career. He was awarded the Order of 
the British Empire (OBE) and created a life peer as Baron Scarman of Quatt 
in the County of Shropshire.
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PART II

Socialisation and the Development 
of Psychosocial Resources

We are now concerned with the family, local community, religion,  education, 
and occupation as social settings in which the participants were socialised. 
Whilst not in any way exhaustive, these settings are the key ones in which 
the participants learned about themselves and what they could become in 
an educational and socioeconomic sense. They are the bases around which 
Part II unfolds.

These settings will become increasingly relatable throughout the chap-
ters as their significance in people’s lives and the processes of socialisation 
are reified. We learned in Chap. 1 that socialisation involves transmitting 
culture from one generation to the next, and that the development of 
psychosocial resources involves learning that occurs between learners and 
more knowledgeable others within what Vygotsky (1978) appreciated as a 
zone of proximal development. It is discerned, thus, that ‘zone’ connotes 
a cognitive space, but it also implies a hypothetical reference to settings 
that make up social worlds. Vygotsky died at the untimely age of thirty- 
eight, before he could explore this reference. Nonetheless, he remains a 
compelling authority on social learning, offering insights, concepts, and 
constructs that shape contemporary research in the social sciences. Hence, 
his ‘social environment’ corresponds to my ‘settings of socialisation’. The 
two constructs are used—at times interchangeably—throughout the text. 
It is not, however, to be understood that individuals develop psychosocial 
resources in settings of socialisation that are mutually exclusive. Rather, 
settings of socialisation are interconnected, functioning very much like a 
network that makes up social worlds. This suggests that experiences lived 
within one setting have implications for experiences lived in others.
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Throughout the chapters, participants’ lived experiences are the sub-
stance of narratives that include their accounts about the norms that gov-
ern their social worlds. The experiences are intra-familial and 
intergenerational, and reflect a diversity that is shaped both in Britain and 
in the Caribbean. This diversity is enriched by a distinct range of social 
identities to which the participants subscribed or were ascribed. These 
include Caribbeans, non-white people, disadvantaged people, economi-
cally exploited people, and socially marginalised people. I do not know of 
any published work in which the diversity of experiences herein is captured 
in a similar way.

Close insights into the participants’ backgrounds are provided through-
out the chapters to help acquaint the reader with not only who the partici-
pants were and where they came from, but the legacies that shaped their 
ways of life. In the interest of their privacy, personal identities are pro-
tected by pseudonyms. The letter ‘F’ identifies participants within the 
families, followed by a family code between 1 and 10, and a generation 
code between 1 and 3. For instance, [F1] identifies Family One and [F1.1] 
is the first generation in Family One. The individuals who participated in 
the inquiry but not as part of a family are also given pseudonyms, followed 
by ‘PP’, a participant code between 1 and 10, and a generation code 
between 1 and 3.
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CHAPTER 3

The Family: Familial Influence

Abstract This chapter explores lived experiences within the family as a 
setting of socialisation. Across the generations, participants are socialised 
in different ways in a variety of family structures in which they naturally 
acquire an understanding of themselves, their social world, and their place 
in British society. This acquired understanding encompasses identities that 
confer attitudes, behaviours, and expectations that impact upon  educational 
attainment and socioeconomic progression. In addition, the chapter 
explores the influence—which participants developed in their family—as a 
resource through which their lived experiences are ordinarily mediated.

We are all members of families that act upon us, shaping us into socialised 
beings. By this notion, the family functions as a setting in which individu-
als acquire understandings of themselves, their social world, and the 
 society of which that social world is a part. The families in which the par-
ticipants of this study lived those experiences, however, presented with a 
rich diversity. This is aptly grasped within the nuclear family, the one- 
parent household, and the extended family that were most discernible in 
shaping experiences and outcomes across the generations, and around 
which this chapter develops.

In-depth analysis of the participants’ lived experiences in their families 
involves an exploration of the dominant social identities to which they 
subscribed or were ascribed by others in their social worlds. Such identities 
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encompass components that resonate with those Erikson (1980, 1997) 
has explored as features of ordinary life cycles. They are fluid, characteristi-
cally complex, and amenable through socialisation. The key focus in this 
chapter remains, nonetheless, on the participants’ lived experiences in the 
families in which they acquired an understanding of themselves and an 
awareness of what they could achieve in education and in a socioeconomic 
sense. From these insights emerges an appreciation for influence acquired 
in the family, which permeates and shapes educational and socioeconomic 
experiences and outcomes across generations. Familial influence therefore 
has important implications for educational attainment and socioeconomic 
progression.

Nuclear Families

Defined as consisting of a cohabiting—often married—couple and 
 children, the nuclear family structure was most common among the 
 first- generation participants, all of whom were married within two years of 
arriving in Britain. The majority of them met their partners in the UK, but 
some who were committed in common-law relationships in the Caribbean 
were later joined by their partners in married life. Their accounts of their 
early lives in the Caribbean revealed that the family bears a diversity of 
functions as a social group and as a setting of socialisation. In the same 
vein, their quick adoption of the nuclear family after settling in Britain 
suggests a change in their notion of the family, in terms of what it looks 
like. This was evident in that none of them—including those who had 
children—had been married before emigration. But, considering that they 
all came to Britain during their youth, the absence of marriage among 
them might be explained in terms of a youth culture that discouraged the 
institution. This culture had little influence in Britain, though. Rather, 
their experience revealed that they were nudged towards life within a 
nuclear family structure, which was the prevailing norm at the time. As 
Mr William [F5.1] put it, they ‘could not go on living over the brush’. 
During the inquiry, the majority of them were still living within a nuclear 
family structure, the continued prevalence of which could be attributed to 
a set of values that were both personal and societal.

A notable personal value was placed upon their desire for a better life 
than the one they had led in the Caribbean. For instance, Mr Tito [F1.1] 
explained that they ‘came with a mindset to live a different life … a better 
life’. Moreover, general social tendencies at the time encouraged marriage 
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and life within a nuclear family, both of which were valued highly in wider 
British society and perceived in a positive light among the first-generation 
participants themselves, whose idea of a better life corresponded with 
membership of a model family. As Mr William explained, ‘married people 
had more respect’. There were also economic advantages to living within 
a nuclear family, especially during the early days, when families—often 
with young children—were fairly mobile. Caribbean families with limited 
financial resources were liable to change addresses frequently.

The presence of two parents in the family was crucial for its survival. 
They shared responsibilities and jointly satisfied the family’s basic material 
needs of food, clothing, and housing. This was sensed by Mr Tito, who, 
speaking on behalf of his generation, intimated that the family was the 
basis for pooling financial resources because, when they ‘settled down into 
working life, the earning was small’. He earned just seven pounds a week 
when he started work in 1958. His wife, who worked as an auxiliary nurse, 
earned slightly less. Accordingly, families with two working adults were 
better able to support their members economically. As Wilma [F5.2] put 
it, ‘families could not survive on one income’. In this regard, it made 
 economic sense to live within a nuclear family in which both parents were 
employed. This translated into financial security in the family—a setting in 
which members’ basic needs were fully satisfied and/or procurement of a 
better life was facilitated.

Financial security in nuclear families offered a particular advantage 
to the first generation in enabling them to experience a sense of stability, 
from which some of them were encouraged to take certain risks that effected 
an improved life for themselves and their children. Micro- investments in 
informal savings schemes are examples of the risks through which some 
families were able to achieve homeownership, a measure of financial secu-
rity, and a platform from which their children could succeed in education. 
This latter experience is explored further in Part III in light of some first-
generation participants’ success in education and their ability to help their 
children to achieve academically. They therefore represent socialisation 
agents from whom their children received key pieces for their success puz-
zles. Accordingly, it was not uncommon for them to attend meetings with 
schoolteachers to understand how they might help their children perform 
better in class; provide extra educational stimuli at home; and, where pos-
sible, send their children to supplementary lessons. Ms Ansley’s [F7.1] 
experience illustrates this level of familial participation in the children’s 
educational development:

 NUCLEAR FAMILIES 
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When my children started school I used to help them with their homework. 
I wanted them to do well. Me and my husband used to go to all [parents–
teachers] meetings to find out how they was doing. When they came back 
from school, they had to sit down and do their homework. And their father 
was good, so they was doing really well. When my husband died, I used to 
ask a brother from our church to come with me [to the school]. I wanted to 
go and see for myself they was behaving, how they was getting on—their 
conduct—and I could help them with their homework. We come up here 
and we didn’t have any career. I had to train to do something. I didn’t come 
here as a nurse. I come here to look for it and it was there for me to get it, 
and I plunged into it. I wanted them to do the same thing. I wanted that 
when my children see my life, they will think, ‘I want to imitate my mum.’

Ms Ansley came to England from Jamaica in 1962 at the age of 
 twenty- eight with invitations to work as an auxiliary nurse in hospitals in 
Birmingham and Manchester. She relished the opportunity, as it aligned 
with her childhood aspiration to become a nurse and her experience of 
caring for her elderly grandparents, which had necessitated an early end to 
her formal education. She is a devout Christian and met the man who 
became her husband at a church service in Moss Side, Manchester. They 
were married in 1963 and set up home in the local Caribbean community 
in Longsight.

Ms Ansley and her husband, who worked in a factory, participated in 
micro-savings schemes and were encouraged by their church minister to 
move to the local community of Old Trafford. They had their first child, 
Annie, in 1965 and four more children soon thereafter. Thus, the children 
were brought up in Old Trafford, where they attended community 
schools. When their father died, in 1979, the family became a lone-parent 
household. As we have seen from Ms Ansley’s own account, she attended 
every school meeting (occasionally accompanied by a fellow church 
 member) with the aim of understanding how her children were doing at 
school and how she might help them at home. Three of the five Ansley 
children went on to attain university-level education, and all five are now 
in fairly secure employment, which ranges from low-level administration 
to high- status managerial positions.

The Ansleys [F7] typify the first generation of Caribbean immigrants to 
the UK who facilitated educational attainment among their children. They 
espoused confidence in favourable outcomes that encouraged or guided 
this success in a significant way. For the golden carrot—their children’s 
chance of a better life in adulthood—required obtaining better jobs, as 
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exemplified in the Phillip family [F2], whose first generation guided their 
children to attain educationally as a precursor to accessing opportunities 
in high-status occupations, as we shall see in Chap. 9. Mr Phillip [2.1] 
confided that his children were fortunate as he and his wife were both 
specialist nurses and therefore able to educate all three of them, which in 
turn meant they could obtain professional employment. Like the Ansleys, 
the second-generation Phillips’ experience in their stable nuclear family 
is  credited with shaping their successful educational and socioeconomic 
outcomes. These are remarkable life-changing outcomes that differ from 
those realised in nuclear families where encouragement and guidance to 
attain educationally were either minimal or totally absent.

The lack of encouragement and guidance in nuclear families to succeed 
educationally was often due to the members’ limited familiarity with formal 
education processes and a consequent inability to help their children. Mr 
William [F5.1] noted that the second generations of such families ‘copy 
their parents’, who ‘can read a little but don’t know to go further’. In other 
words, the second generation’s experience and outcomes in  education and 
socioeconomic domains reflect those of their parents. This experience will be 
explored in more depth in Chap. 10 with specific reference to Wilma’s 
[F5.2] account, which reveals that family life for the Williams was sometimes 
difficult and the young children often cared for themselves. They were typi-
cally expected to attend school, but educational success as a means to pro-
cure a better life in adulthood was rarely considered within the family. Any 
guidance that the children received from their parents was mostly implicit, 
but discernibly consistent with survival within a context of limited means. 
Before they were of an age to start school, they were already helping their 
mother to assemble purses to generate an income. This ability to help their 
parents and contribute towards the  family’s survival was valued and rewarded. 
However, through such experiences, they inherited a model for survival in 
which educational attainment simply did not feature.

In adult life, the means of survival among these second-generation 
 participants often revolved around insecure, low-skilled work, social 
 benefits, and/or underhand activities that pervaded their local economy. 
Incidentally, these were also the most cited means of survival among 
 families in which low skills, lack of attainment, and stunted progression 
persisted both intragenerationally and intergenerationally. Both mothers 
and fathers were represented in this regard. Fathers, however, were  generally 
less present in the family and, as a result, less visibly involved in the day-to- 
day care of young children. This gave rise to an apparent matrifocality in 
family life.

 NUCLEAR FAMILIES 
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A key observation to note is that first-generation fathers tended to work 
in more laborious occupations and endured longer working days than did 
the mothers. Thus, these fathers were hardly able to participate actively in 
their children’s daily care, including their educational development. This 
reality, however, does not suggest that the fathers had no influence in 
shaping their children’s educational and socioeconomic experiences and 
outcomes. Indeed, the earlier observations that some second-generation 
participants were liable to copy their parents’ way of life and, as a result, 
were likely to have similar educational and socioeconomic outcomes affirm 
the contrary. In actuality, both of their parents provided them with a 
model to guide their own life and, in effect, influence their expectations in 
life, their sense of belonging and behaviour in school, and their attitude 
towards educational attainment and socioeconomic progress. In principle, 
this influence is a familial one that develops and strengthens through inter-
action between the impressionable young people and senior family mem-
bers in their roles as more knowledgeable others and agents of socialisation. 
By this definition, familial influence is a component of the psyche—a 
 psychosocial resource by implication—that mediates lived experiences, 
including those in education and socioeconomic domains.

ONe-pareNt Families

A one-parent family is defined as a household in which only one parent 
is present, although that person may share parenting responsibilities 
with someone who does not live in the family home. Such families can 
result from the death of a parent, divorce, or informal separation. They 
were highly prevalent among the second- and third-generation partici-
pants, so much so that this family structure was virtually a celebrated 
norm. Hence, it was not uncommon for the participants who identified 
as lone or single parents to perceive their status as desirable. To them, it 
symbolised an ability to undertake—with little help—the demanding 
task of parenting. It speaks to their sense of independence and resilience 
to adversity, which, Mr Tito [F1.1] suggests, are increasingly valued as 
marriage and the nuclear family continue to decline in appeal among 
the younger generations:

In this country, all the young boys that came here from the 1950s got 
 married young. But now things have changed. I think this has to do with the 
women, because the women are more independent now. Women and men 
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are going out to work in the morning. So women are saying, ‘I am working, 
you are working, so we equal.’ That’s why women put forward they want 
equal rights.

While not ignoring the many important issues surrounding women’s 
rights in family life, suffice it to say here that the men and women from the 
second and third generations were generally more financially independent 
than their elders. Moreover, as Lloyd’s [F3.2] comments attest, they 
seemed to have little sympathy for the norms that kept those elders within 
nuclear families:

Marriage is the final frontier. It’s one thing I won’t do until I am absolutely 
certain. A lot of people make that mistake. I believe that you have to be with 
somebody a minimum of five years before you even contemplate getting 
engaged. That’s my belief. A lot of Caribs don’t get married straight away. 
My aunt and uncle in Jamaica were together for forty years before they got 
married and they never cheated. But then marriage is just a paper, a legally 
binding paper. And for me it’s just the same. My other aunt, the one who 
brought me up, has been married for fifty years. They got married within 
three months of knowing each other. It does last, but they are from a 
 different age than we are. Women think differently now. Women are more 
‘I had enough of you—see you later.’

Lloyd’s attitude towards marriage appears to reflect an increasingly 
 liberal attitude towards family life in contemporary Britain—a liberal atti-
tude that encourages tolerance towards one-parent households and serial 
parenting, both of which were prevalent among the numerous participants 
who were unmarried, divorced, single parents, or co-parents. These 
 tendencies can also be explained in terms of an overall change in attitudes 
towards family ideals and family members’ increasing ability to satisfy 
their own material and other basic needs without the kind of support the 
 traditional nuclear family provided. Furthermore, unlike the first gen-
eration—whose adverse experiences of homelessness, loneliness, mar-
ginalisation, and so on encouraged them to live within a nuclear family 
structure—the second and the third generations’ lived experiences are 
being shaped by contemporary social and economic pressures that influ-
ence their attitude towards family life in myriad ways. This was most 
apparent in the  experiences of single parents—usually mothers—whose 
financial independence inspired a change in their attitude towards family 
life and life expectations generally. This change, however, remained fickle, 
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as financial independence within the context of a relatively vulnerable 
 single-parent household has a rather ambiguous connotation. It should be 
understood, broadly, as the sustained ability to afford basic needs, although 
not necessarily with income derived through gainful employment, as 
Kerry’s [PP2.3] comments illustrate:

‘I got a job but I can’t take it because I can’t afford childcare. It is better to 
be a single parent. There are benefits. The government want you to look 
after your children so they will pay.’

Kerry was born to Kittitian parents in Leeds. She had the first of her 
now four young children upon completing her compulsory education at 
the age of eighteen. She has depended fully on social housing and income 
support to care for her family since separating from her husband of seven 
years, who is also the father of her children. This experience is enabled by 
her belief that it is ‘better to be a single parent’ because ‘there are  benefits’, 
which supports the understanding that income support—as part of a social 
benefits package—represents a legitimate and reliable income for lone 
 parents with dependent children.

Trist [F1.2] offers a contrasting point of view in the following extract 
by suggesting that state support is liable to undermine dispositions among 
beneficiaries to seek gainful employment:

When I moved up here, I was a working father. She didn’t work. She was on 
benefits. Once I moved in, the benefits stopped, so she demanded I pay all 
the bills and other expenses, because I was responsible for causing her 
 benefits to stop. This was difficult because I had three children from my 
previous relationship. Being around caused tension and the family broke 
down because she wanted to be normal—which is being on benefits with 
her child. She has a niece, about thirty-four [years old], who has three 
 children and has never worked. Social benefits make it possible and easy to 
do that. It is common among second and third generations. They learn 
the  loophole and use it. The society and benefits are responsible for the 
breakdown of the Caribbean family. The men ain’t in families, but not by 
choice. They are chased away because the women want to be independent 
and social benefits make it possible.

The remarkable implication here is that there is a strong desire among 
Trist’s generation of Caribbean men in underserved local communities to 
participate in the daily care of their children. This sits alongside plausible 
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evidence of these fathers’ limited participation in their children’s socialisa-
tion and educational development. For instance, Trist noted that the men 
of his father’s generation typically spent very little time in the home, but 
they were present and contributed to family life. This presence—which 
was invaluable in terms of meeting basic needs, imposing discipline, and 
guaranteeing security—contrasts with trends among younger generations, 
about which he said, ‘fathers are not there and don’t contribute’ because 
they are ‘chased away’ by the women.

Contrary to Trist’s opinion, however, there are clues that the pattern of 
fathers’ shrinking contribution to family life actually originated among the 
first generation. Mr John [PP6.1] provides an insight into how this may 
have come about:

In the [19]80s Maggie’s [Margaret Thatcher’s] government made a law 
that if you had lost your job and your wife was working, your wife had to 
support you, and you could not get dole [social benefit] money. In 1972, 
when I get redundant from the mill, my wife divorce me and throw me out 
the house. She wanted money and take me go court for child support. But 
I was happy to be divorce because I didn’t want that to happen. Things was 
hard in those days. If you lose your job, you can’t get help, and even if your 
wife don’t want you. I didn’t want that, so I stay by myself.

Mr John [PP6.1] was twenty-six years old when he left Carriacou, 
Grenada, in 1956 to ‘work in the mills’ of England. He had not received 
any formal education, and is barely literate as a result. His ex-wife, who is 
from Trinidad, became a single parent to their six children in 1972. He 
argues that ‘children belong to their mothers [and] parents’ only respon-
sibility to their children is to provide food, clothes, and sleep’. Nonetheless, 
his lived experience suggests that tendencies to rely on social assistance to 
satisfy basic needs emerged during the 1980s, when Britain’s economy 
underwent a major restructuring process. Mr William [F5.1] concurred 
when observing that ‘a lot of West Indians lost their job and find it easier 
to get their money from the Social than to find another job’. In light of 
these comments, it seems that assistance in the form of income support 
perverted Caribbeans’ natural inclination to provide for themselves. 
Accordingly, it impacted the family as a setting in which basic needs were 
satisfied, and undermined the desire to forge a better life among the first 
generation. This second effect was similar—and in some cases even 
worse—among the younger generations. The testimonies of the second 
and third generations suggest that reliance on social assistance is a way of 
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life that encourages economic inactivity, undermines aspirations to attain 
educationally, and limits capacity to accumulate resources from which 
future generations might benefit.

According to Mr Leroy [F3.1], ‘the first generation did not hand 
 anything down’ and ‘children in these families get up to no good and 
underachieve because their parents are not around to guide them’. Put 
passively, young people from such disadvantaged backgrounds are unlikely 
to succeed in education and socioeconomic domains not because of their 
socialisation in one-parent households, but because their first-generation 
grandparents or second-generation parents are either unable or not pres-
ent to guide them towards a positive outcome. Felicia [F2.2] sees this as a 
consequence of undersupported families and relates her own experience as 
a co-parent with what she views as a trend of single-parenting among her 
contemporaries:

Single mothers are undersupported families. It makes me think of it in terms 
of aspiration as well as relationships. Sometimes I think the women don’t 
aspire to have one man as a partner, to be married, settled, and stuff like 
that. The way some black women are depicted on telly is that they are 
stroppy and demanding and almost, like, too much for a man to handle. 
And that is why they are on their own. Not just independent, but don’t need 
a man. And I wonder how that influences young women, especially when 
they are raising a family.

Felicia shares the parenting responsibilities with her ex-husband, 
who is also the father of her children. An insight into her early life, 
which is explored in Chap. 9, suggests that her attitude towards parent-
ing and ideas about her responsibility as a parent originate in her 
upbringing, throughout which her parents were active in her educa-
tional and social developments. In the same way as her parents did, she 
actively directs her children’s development, with a clearly defined aim to 
facilitate their attainment and progression in education and socioeco-
nomic domains. In Felicia’s own words:

Going to university was so that I could get married, have children, have a 
good job and a home, and provide for my children. I would say that I am 
very intelligent, and when it comes to academic tasks, I don’t find them dif-
ficult. My children are the same. Of the three of them, [Fiona] is slightly 
more artistic and creative, [França] I see as being off the scale in her intel-
ligence and [Frédéric] is like me. In his lifetime he will have seen me doing 

 3 THE FAMILY: FAMILIAL INFLUENCE



 47

work, because he was eighteen months when I graduated from university. 
From a little boy, he had a way to conceptualise numbers and manipulate 
them to do maths easily. He just did his GCSEs and I would always ask him: 
‘Do you have any homework?’ He’d say, ‘No, I have done it at school.’ 
‘Have you got any revision?’ ‘Oh, I’ll do it in a bit.’ I didn’t see him  stressing 
over his exams and he did really well.

Felicia’s ability to achieve a level of success similar to that of her par-
ents in facilitating educational attainment among her children is reflected 
in her active participation in their educational development. However, 
this kind of participation was particular to her lived experiences, so it 
contrasts with those exhibited among her contemporaries who had not 
attained educationally. For instance, Wilma’s [F5.2] young son Wayne 
[F5.3] is performing poorly in school, but she does not have the ability 
to help him; neither does she feel competent to talk to his teacher about 
his education. Thus, in a similar way to that of his single-parent mother, 
Wayne’s disposition to underachieve is all too real. Incidentally, the 
familial influence he develops by virtue of his socialisation in his family 
cannot be said to be conducive to success in education and socioeco-
nomic domains. In fact, this familial influence appears to correspond to 
a life in which poverty and dependency on social assistance to satisfy 
basic needs are normative. Participants across the generations were typi-
cally equipped to cope with such a life.

exteNded Family

A family that spreads beyond the nuclear family to include other kinfolk is 
termed extended. The Leroy family [F3] included distant relatives and 
presented with a long tradition and diversity in development and deploy-
ment of familial influence across three generations to exemplify this 
 structure cogently.

Mr Leroy [F3.1] is one of nine children who were brought up by his 
maternal aunt in Jamaica. He left school at the age of fifteen to work with 
his older sister in a grocery shop in downtown Kingston. She helped him 
to attain a basic qualification in bookkeeping and he kept the shop’s 
accounts. By the age of twenty-four, in 1974, he was the father of four 
young children—Levvi, Leann, Lee, and Lloyd—all of whom lived with 
their teenage mother. The following year, his sister encouraged him to 
immigrate to England for a better life, and once there he married a woman 
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he had met a year earlier in Kingston. The children were then shifted 
among their mother and Mr Leroy’s sister in Jamaica and his various 
 partners in England. Levvi [F3.2] and Leann [F3.2] spent their early years 
with Mr Leroy and his first wife in Liverpool. Mrs Leroy, who was also 
from Jamaica, worked as a nurse and had two children from an earlier 
relationship. Thus, Levvi, Leann, and their step-siblings attended school 
in Liverpool during the 1970s and 1980s.

Levvi intimated that ‘there was no educational stimulus in the home and 
no one really cared’. His father, Mr Leroy, expanded on this by explaining 
that he could not participate actively in his children’s educational develop-
ment because he had a ‘big family’ to provide for, ‘worked long in the fac-
tory’, and was ‘hardly able to afford more than their basic needs’. Levvi and 
Leann quit school to seek low-skilled work, but Mr Leroy asserted, ‘they left 
because they were frustrated; they were bright kids and were not working to 
their potential’. After a few years working in various insecure, low-skilled 
jobs, Levvi felt ‘hopeless’ and was encouraged by a friend to apply to uni-
versity. He ultimately attained qualifications in business management, 
which led him to obtain professional employment in a multinational 
 corporation in Liverpool and, later, as an English teacher in Thailand, 
where he now lives. His sister Leann still works in low-skilled jobs.

Levvi’s and Leann’s early experiences in their family are similar in some 
ways to those of their younger siblings, Lee [F3.2] and Lloyd [F3.2], who 
spent their early years with their birth mother and, later, their paternal 
aunt in Kingston, Jamaica. Lee explained:

We lived with our mother in a shack in downtown Kingston, but we hardly 
saw her. We knew she worked, but never knew what she did. There was no 
opportunity to learn to read, no one to read to you or anyone who even 
had a book. It was just not what you would spend your money on. When I 
moved uptown, where my aunt used to live, that is when my education 
started. I started in the first grade, although I was older than the other kids, 
and was kept back. It was the old-fashioned way of ‘You don’t move on to 
the next grade until you demonstrate you have progressed.’ I suppose it 
made sense as I could not read, neither write, and I did not learn how to do 
that until I was nearly ten years old.

In this account, Lee implies that his and Lloyd’s educational 
 development was not nurtured in any way while they lived with their birth 
mother in downtown Kingston, but this changed once they went to live 
with their aunt’s family in uptown Kingston. From there, they attended 
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school and their aunt actively encouraged and supported them to attain 
educationally. Lloyd intimated, ‘My Dad was not there, but my aunt was 
there. She made sure we went to school every single day.’ In Lee’s under-
standing, formal education became part of his life after he and his brother 
were ‘rescued’ by their aunt. He elaborated:

My aunt lived in a big house in uptown Kingston, but the ghetto was not 
too far down the road, where she owned a shop that was burgled often. We 
went to church on Sundays, school on weekdays, and on Saturdays she sent 
me to private lessons [supplementary school] with a retired teacher. I had 
speech classes, English, and maths with her. If ever I came home from school 
and there were mistakes in my book or I got anything wrong, it was drilled 
into you. Sometimes I would get all ‘A’s, and if ever I got a ‘C’ I would be 
in trouble. She encouraged us to be articulate; wanted us to have that good 
voice and not to speak with an accent. There is this stigma that the way you 
speak is the way you present yourself. That is why I don’t have a strong 
Jamaican accent. I remember the first time I read Treasure Island—[it] was 
just a scrappy copy I got from somewhere. I fell in love with reading once 
I was able to do it. It was like learning to see for the first time. I remember 
being in the car with my aunt and reading the street signs. It was thrilling, 
because it was new to me.

Lee and Lloyd were advantaged by their aunt’s guidance and support 
in regard to their potential to attain educationally, but Lloyd was a sensi-
tive child and—at the time when they lived with their aunt—he was sickly 
and did not have the same level of investment as Lee did in his educational 
development. Their experiences in their aunt’s family suggest that they 
were socialised in different ways and, as a result, would come to lead dis-
tinctly different lives as adults. They immigrated to England at the ages of 
fourteen and fifteen, respectively, to live with their father and his second 
wife in a predominantly white community in Warrington, Cheshire. The 
family later moved to a more Caribbean community in Preston. Lee 
 completed his secondary schooling and attended college in Warrington, 
then went on to university, where he attained a degree in journalism. He 
was ‘encouraged by a college friend who had been accepted to study jour-
nalism’ at the same university. According to Lee, ‘university was easy’ 
because he had ‘good grades and qualified for a grant that paid the cost’.

Lee now works as an English teacher in a secondary school. At the time 
of my research his two teenage sons and his father were living with him in 
a home he had just purchased in Warrington. His brother Lloyd, who also 
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attended college, had an interest in electronics and would have liked to 
study electronics engineering. But he was persuaded to study mechanical 
engineering instead, and quit prematurely. He intimated that he ‘was 
young without direction and being sent to college was the only option for 
Dad—he needed something to do with us’. He later joined the army, 
which set him on a very different path from those followed by many of 
his peers. His experience—shared in the following extract—was also very 
different from that of his brother, Lee:

I was interested in electronics. I wanted to go to an electronics engineering 
college but Dad sent me to a mechanical engineering one. The electronics 
engineering college was too far away: it was in St Helens and I lived in 
Warrington. It was [for] financial reason[s] he did that. Obviously, I was not 
privy to that decision at my age, but I only guess the other college was too 
far and cost too much to go there. So he opted for the one that was two 
miles from my house. I wasn’t interested in mechanical engineering at all. 
I didn’t do mechanics. I wasn’t interested in bashing sheet metal or that sort 
of stuff. I wanted to use my brain more, so I quit to join the army. Friendships 
from college did not last once I joined the forces. They grew up and did 
their own thing. I did not want to get dragged down because hanging 
around them was like drugs and guns. That was one of the reasons I joined 
the army—so I could get off the streets and not be involved. That was in 
Preston. I was sixteen and had to go back to Warrington to join because my 
dad wouldn’t sign me in. He believes it is the oppression of Babylon, and he 
knew of the institutional racism in the forces. But my stepbrother was in 
already so I got my stepmother to sign me up.

During his stint in the army, Lloyd trained as an electronics engineer 
and attained a Higher National Diploma (HND). His experience, in gen-
eral, was a rewarding one. But after five years in the forces, he discharged 
himself and embarked on life as a civilian, with which he struggled. Ten 
years after his discharge he was unemployed and dependent on social 
 assistance. He felt hopeless and unable to provide for his children: two 
infant daughters who lived with him in a common-law union, and two 
adolescents who lived with their mothers. At that time, Lloyd took his 
own life.

A poignant observation here is that Lloyd’s educational and socioeco-
nomic outcomes are comparable with those of his sister Leann [F3.2], 
whose education also ended prematurely. Since then, she has worked in a 
series of low-skilled jobs, interspersed with frequent stints of joblessness. 
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This experience resonates with Lloyd’s, who shared with Leann a pair of 
first-generation parents who were limited in their ability to guide their 
children to succeed educationally. This particular limitation was masked by 
concerns surrounding satisfying the basic needs of food, clothing, and 
housing in the family. It is explored further with reference to the theme of 
‘lack’ in Chap. 11, where early socialisation among the second generation 
is understood to have been impacted by preoccupations with ‘how, where, 
and when to find food’ for the family. Incidentally, the first generation’s 
background in the Caribbean was one in which education was hardly 
 discussed. In Andy’s [F10.2] words, ‘it was just not something anyone 
bothered about because it was something for other people—the brainy 
and high-class people’.

The focus on satisfying immediate needs in such families meant that, 
even though the children attended school, educational aspiration was 
rarely factored into their socialisation. Thus, little or no aspiration to attain 
educationally among the younger generations became normalised and 
then compounded by a lack of educationally high-achieving acquaintances 
who may have served as a template for mainstream success. The testimo-
nies of the participants who were socialised in such families revealed 
some common dispositions, including: indifference towards educational 
 attainment and high-status occupations; lack of stimulation in the home 
to develop educational abilities; and limited familial participation in chil-
dren’s educational development. These limitations and the corresponding 
disadvantages in the family made it difficult for the younger generations to 
develop educational sensibilities during early life, or to avail themselves of 
opportunities in further or higher education that became available to them 
as adults. Participants who lived through these unfavourable experiences 
tended to relay them in a similar way to how their high-achieving contem-
poraries relayed their favourable stories: that is, in terms of attitudes, 
behaviours, and expectations that inhere in the social identities—such as 
downtown, poor, working class, affluent, educated, and professional—
that they inherited in the family.

ideNtity FOrmatiON iN the Family

Lee’s [F3.2] notion of downtown is reminiscent of a ghettoised identity in 
which progressive attitudes and behaviours are lacking, with his model for 
this being his mother, with whom he lived for much of his childhood 
in  downtown Kingston. For reasons not fully understood by Lee, she 
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neglected his social and educational development. This behaviour 
 contrasted with that of his aunt, who owned a grocery shop, lived in a big 
house in uptown Kingston, sent Lee to school, expected him to attain 
high grades, insisted he must practise formal language use, sent him 
to church, and encouraged his citizenship.

These experiences affirm, first, that the support for educational 
 attainment that younger generations receive from different members of 
the family is more salient in their realisation of success than the family 
structure itself. Next, by virtue of their socialisation in the family, irrespec-
tive of structure, younger generations inherit from their relatives social 
identities that confer certain attitudes, behaviours, and expectations that 
have implications for educational attainment and socioeconomic progres-
sion. These implications are universal; they are not particular to the 
 structure in which the socialisation occurs. For instance, Mr Tito [F1.1]—
who presented in a nuclear family—identified himself as working class, 
which he understood in terms of being poor and concerned with satisfying 
basic needs through subsistence means. His sense of self and how he 
relates it to this way of life are not unique, for most of the participants in 
the various family structures who identified as poor, working class, or any 
similar variant were similarly preoccupied with meeting their basic needs. 
They also tended to discount educational attainment and socioeconomic 
progression, which they customarily believed were beyond their ability to 
realise—a belief they were liable to pass on to their children.

In summary, familial influence differed markedly among the  participants. 
For instance, those who identified as educated, middle class, and/or 
 professional, such as the Phillip family [F2], tended to view socio economic 
progression as the primary objective of educational attainment. They were 
not only inclined to attain educational qualifications but also to encourage 
and actively guide their children to attain the same as a prerequisite for 
achieving better employment and, ultimately, a better life. By adhering to 
this tradition, these participants influenced their children, who in turn 
were likely to attend higher-education institutions, obtain professional 
employment, and purchase homes in affluent communities. Their  successes 
in education and socioeconomic domains affirm the salience of familial 
influence in children’s educational development. This familial influence is 
in itself a psychosocial resource that manifests in educational and socioeco-
nomic outcomes across generations. Its reification in the family can be 
appreciated through a simple three-critical-experience framework of 
‘Attitude’, ‘Behaviour’, and ‘Expectation’. Hereafter, I shall refer to this as 
the ‘ABE framework’.
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Familial iNFlueNce

It is appreciated that the family is a key setting in which the participants 
learn about themselves and what they can achieve. Members of each fam-
ily, acting as socialisation agents, provide children with model behaviours 
and guidance for their own attitudes, behaviours, and expectations. This 
often occurs through a participatory appropriation process—by which 
the children acquire an understanding of their experiences through their 
 participation in social learning—as well as through explicit parental 
instruction. More typical, however, is psychological modelling—a power-
ful form of learning conceptualised by the social psychologist Albert 
Bandura1—which allows them to gain complex skills. This kind of model-
ling entails children learning by observing more knowledgeable family 
members’ behaviours and then, often with little conscious effort, integrat-
ing them in their own repertoires. This constitutes familial influence—an 
inheritance that manifests in the children’s disposition and which they are 
able to deploy as a psychosocial resource to mediate their experiences, 
particularly those that are lived in education and socioeconomic domains. 
Naturally, the mediational potency of familial influence develops in the 
cognitive realm. Within the ABE framework, this can be teased out 
through the following affirmations or disaffirmations:

• Attitude: My family members [and I] have a positive [or negative] 
attitude towards education and/or educational attainment.

• Behaviour: My family members help [or do not help] me with my 
learning tasks. They check [or do not check] my school reports. 
They talk [or do not talk] with my teachers about my experience.

• Expectation: My family members expect [or do not expect] me to 
do well at school. They make [or do not make] demands of me to be 
diligent and to attain certain grades and qualifications.

Now that some thought has been given to familial influence within the 
ABE framework, the potential ways through which this psychosocial 
resource manifests in education and socioeconomic outcomes should be 
clearer. Among the participants, manifestations were apparent in high lev-
els of attainment and successful careers among those who were helped 
within the family to do well in education and socioeconomic domains. 
This kind of manifestation is favourable in that it contributes to success 
and a better quality of life. It contrasts with those that were evident among 
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participants whose familial influence—attitudes, behaviours,  expectations—
were not thought to be conducive to success in these domains. Their lived 
experiences affirm that the family was instrumental in preparing them for a 
life in which educational attainment and socioeconomic progression were 
not high priorities. This experience is explored further in Chap. 10. What 
must be borne in mind here, however, is that the younger  generations 
were customarily born and raised in families in which the socialisation 
agents had themselves not attained educationally, and so were unable 
to guide the children in this regard. Accordingly, the socialisation agents 
in  the family transmitted a template for survival in which educational 
attainment was of little importance.

NOtes

1. Albert Bandura—an emeritus professor of social science in psychology at 
Stanford University—is known for his extensive contribution to the fields 
of education and psychology, and especially his influential Bobo doll 
 experiment (1971). He developed the theory of social learning in so far 
as it relates to the theoretical construct of self-efficacy.
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CHAPTER 4

Community: Community Orientation

Abstract This chapter explores lived experiences within local communities 
as settings of socialisation; offering insights into participants’ social worlds 
in which isolation, poverty, and limited opportunities to self- actualise are 
ordinary. It is within this context that participants’ community orientation 
develops and—at the same time—shapes their outcomes. Orientation is 
appreciated from the point of view of the developmental- psychologist 
Gordon Neufeld. It is a fundamental human need and basal instinct that 
underlies individuals’ sense of safety, presence, and belonging to a wider 
social group that occupies a geographic space; that is, a local community.

Community is explored in this chapter within the context of socialisation 
employed throughout the text. In that light, it sheds its ambiguities in its 
reference to settings in which individuals live their lives—local areas where 
they engage in survival activities, such as caring for families, setting up 
homes, and making friends. By this appreciation, inhabitants of a local 
community may identify as a group by virtue of their shared characteristics, 
examples of which may be cultural, such as values; phenotypic, such as skin 
colour; socioeconomic, such as income; or geographic, such as origin.

The chapter develops around experiences lived among the different 
generations of participants, whose common kinship ties in the Caribbean 
and subscription to a distinct Caribbean ethnicity qualify them as  members 
of the primary social group with which we are concerned, particularly their 
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lived experiences in a diversity of local areas in which they were socialised, 
were disposed to procure relationships, and used facilities to satisfy their 
needs. By virtue of their socialisation in this diversity of local areas, they 
developed and deployed diverse orientations to mediate their experiences, 
which include those lived in education and socioeconomic domains.

LocaL communities

To begin, the participants’ accounts of their experiences revealed that the 
majority of the first-generation immigrants came to and settled in typically 
disadvantaged areas in Manchester, Birmingham, London, and Yorkshire—
generally near the factories and hospitals in which they easily found work. 
Some of these areas developed into local Caribbean communities in which 
some of the participants, acting upon awareness of how disadvantaged they 
were, refused to settle. In Mr Leroy’s [F3.1] words, ‘there were no facilities 
there’. Thus, many of those who settled in local Caribbean communities had 
limited access to facilities for their progression, in addition to being isolated 
from mainstream social and economic developments. Put another way, they 
were socioeconomically marginalised in ways that, according to Mr Dmitri’s 
[F8.1] testimony, seem to have been precipitated by the exodus of the white 
working-class populations that had historically lived in such areas:

I came with a friend in 1955. She had a brother who lived here. We were in 
the same church so he got us lodging. Life was strange but you got used to 
the things going on. It was a white community. There was about half a dozen 
blacks in this area. They were mostly Jamaicans. Eventually more blacks came, 
mostly from Jamaica and Barbados. But the Jamaicans and Bajans never got 
along. They used to fight a lot. The Eastern Europeans who came after the 
war, like the Polish and Ukrainians, had big houses and they would take lodg-
ers. The Eastern Europeans had associations that used to help them get mort-
gages. They used to live on this side of the road and the English was on the 
other side. We got used to life there. I had a room and we shared the bath and 
kitchen. I stayed there for six years and this house was up for sale. A white 
family was living here. Most of the whites moved out and the blacks and 
Asians have moved in. There are no whites around here now.

Mr Dmitri was twenty years old when he arrived in England from Barbados. 
He settled in a local community in Oldham where there were already 
Caribbeans, mostly of Barbadian and Jamaican origin. He found work in a 
biscuit factory and later in an upholstery factory, where he met the woman 
who became his wife. They were both Seventh Day Adventists and attended 
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the same church, in which they married in 1961. Mrs Dmitri [8.1] had com-
pleted secondary school and received some college education in Barbados, 
where she said she ‘had to go to school because education is highly valued in 
Bajan society’. She was nineteen years old when she arrived in England to 
train as a nurse, but was pregnant at the time and, as a result, was unable to 
continue her training. Her three children with Mr Dmitri were born during 
the 1960s. There were no nurseries at the time, so during their early years she 
stayed at home to care for them. The Dmitris were encouraged to purchase a 
house and settle in the community, which they did in 1961.

According to the couple’s testimonies, during those early days Asian and 
Caribbean families supplanted the out-migrating white population in some 
socioeconomically disadvantaged local communities. Mr Leroy [F3.1] cor-
roborated this when observing that these communities were ‘neglected and 
left to become excluded’ by governments. Nonetheless, his experience 
revealed that first-generation Caribbeans who had settled elsewhere cus-
tomarily visited, even if only to socialise with friends and relatives:

I came to Halewood in Liverpool. It was a white area, because that’s where 
she [his wife] used to live. We didn’t live in the Caribbean area—there were 
no facilities there—but we used to go for parties and to see friends. When 
we got married we were living in a house that we later bought from the 
council. She was a nurse, so we got a mortgage to pay for it. It was not 
simple. We couldn’t afford to go on holidays with our big family, but we 
went to a lot of parties. She had the experience and she knew everything.

In the preceding two extracts, one senses that first-generation Caribbeans’ 
options for settlement were limited to: peripheral communities that were 
socioeconomically disadvantaged; and mainstream communities that were 
predominantly white, exclusory, and upwardly mobile—also referred to as 
progressive, decent, and middle class. In this sense, it seems that early 
Caribbeans’ ability to settle was constrained by the opportunities available 
to them and, more so, those to which they aspired. As Chester’s [F9.2] 
experience avers, his parents’ aspired to have opportunities for educational 
attainment and socioeconomic progression, and ultimately settled in an 
upwardly mobile community based on its extant progressive tendencies:

My parents provided me with a stable home. We had a home and there was 
enough space, although I did share a room with my brother. We had a nice 
house on a par with my white peers in a relatively decent area. My parents 
did decide to move to that house for the benefit of my two older brothers 

 LOCAL COMMUNITIES 



58 

and myself, so we might have that stability and to give us that mobility in the 
future. [So] that, by being brought up in a safe and aspiring community, we 
would stand a better chance to get that interview in the future and pass that 
interview in regards to university or a job.

Chester’s parents, Mr and Mrs Christophe [F9.1], emigrated to England 
from the Commonwealth of Dominica in 1960. They settled in the 
Caribbean community in Preston, where they worked in local factories. Mr 
Christophe subsequently worked as an auxiliary nurse and undertook train-
ing in further education to gain his qualification as a registered nurse.

The Christophe children—Chris, Christian, and Chester [F9.2]—were 
born in Preston during the 1970s, but the family moved to Manchester in 
1982. Their parents had high expectations of the three boys, and Mr 
Christophe was especially strict about education. Thus, the children 
attended Catholic schools in Manchester, and Chris and Christian pro-
gressed on to university to study information technology and mechanical 
engineering, respectively. At the time of my inquiry, Chris was working as 
a consultant and Christian as an engineer. Both were living in London, 
had not had children, and had not been married. In 1985 Chester migrated 
with his parents to Dominica, where he attended a grammar school. He 
returned to England after his compulsory education and has now settled 
in an upwardly mobile community in Sheffield. He works as a call-centre 
operative while concurrently pursuing a degree in business management. 
He is married and would like to ‘earn a bit more money’ before having 
children. Many of his childhood friends from Preston and Manchester 
have gone on to ‘labouring jobs’.

Chester’s experience reflects the idea that educational attainment and bet-
ter socioeconomic prospects are objects of a safe and aspiring community—
in which residents are successful educationally and  socioeconomically. It was 
remarkably common among first-generation participants who had aspired to 
improve their educational and economic prospects and believed settling in a 
community that was upwardly mobile offered an advantage in this regard. 
However, local communities that were perceived as such were racialised in 
that they were largely promoted to whites. As a result, Caribbean entry was 
frustrated by discriminatory housing practices that some participants dis-
cussed in terms of the housing situation at the time of their settlement.

Their accounts revealed that social housing was in short supply after the 
Second World War, and living space in decent areas (i.e., upwardly mobile 
communities) was highly sought after. Caribbean families’ access to hous-
ing in these communities was especially difficult because white property 
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owners were loath to let rooms to non-white people, while black property 
owners who had already settled in these communities were often reluctant 
to rent rooms to families with young children. This meant that settlement 
in such communities was mostly restricted to the acquisition of homeown-
ership, which only a few participants were able to achieve. In addition to 
averting homelessness, these participants seemed strongly motivated by an 
aspiration for socioeconomic advantages for themselves and their children. 
Particularly in this latter regard, they were unwilling to settle in communi-
ties that lacked the facilities that would enable them to realise such advan-
tages and lead a more comfortable life.

The value they ascribed to homeownership underpinned the type of 
partnership scheme in which participants such as Mr Tito [F1.1], Ms 
Ansley [F7.1], and Mr John [PP6.1] engaged. This is an age-old Caribbean 
micro-financial practice whose origin is believed to lie among our enslaved 
ancestors. It is known variously as sou-sou (Trinidad), box (Guyana), pad-
nahan (Jamaica), or partnership (Windward and Leeward Islands). The 
contribution the partners make and receive, their accumulated savings in 
the scheme, is called a hand. Members of these schemes had a seemingly 
good chance to accumulate sufficient capital for homeownership and, in 
realising this, to alleviate their more pressing material poverty. This latter 
experience, for example, was subtly referenced by Trist [F1.2], whose par-
ents could afford to buy him new shoes and clothes while his peers on the 
estates in Hulme and Moss Side could hardly afford to heat their homes. 
Mr John’s account, however, suggests that participation in such schemes 
did not always yield a material advantage:

I used to work on the railway in Huddersfield and [also] in textile [factories] 
until I retired. I had other jobs in the factory as a labourer. There was a lot 
of work but the pay was small. We used to do the sou-sou, and I used to do 
it until 1986. When I get my hand, I used to take it to the bank. That was 
the only way you could save a little money, because the wage was small. You 
could only afford your rent, food, and hand. But I had to pay [court- 
ordered] child support. I got redundant in 1997 and I have nothing. Even 
I work so hard like a dog in this country and still I have nothing. We used 
to do the sou-sou and we still poor, so it was no sense.

As Mr John’s experience indicates, poverty could blight the experience 
of first-generation participants who had little or no education, worked in 
low-skilled and low-paid jobs in the manual sector, and settled in socio-
economically disadvantaged local communities. The low wages they 
earned during their working lives were only sufficient to satisfy their basic 
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needs. However, some of the participants’ ability to achieve homeowner-
ship represented progression from their material poverty, given that home-
ownership generates a sense of security and an opportunity to supplement 
a low income through the practice of letting out rooms to lodgers. In light 
of this advantage, participants who owned homes in communities that 
were upwardly mobile tended to view this achievement as a significant 
marker of their socioeconomic progression.

Second-generation participants who were brought up in upwardly 
mobile communities tended to purchase homes in these communities. 
Indeed, according to Felicia [F2.2], ‘everyone owned their home’. This 
achievement symbolised continued progression, which was distinct from 
the trajectories emerging among their many peers who were brought up 
in disadvantaged communities. Those peers were liable to depend on local 
government to provide them with social housing, typically in the commu-
nity in which they were brought up or maintained kinships. This would be 
considered their local community, which, despite many and continuing 
disadvantages, would bear sentimental, unifying, and valued sociocultural 
nuances. Such nuances are not always easily acknowledged, although they 
underpin attitudes, behaviours, and expectations that characterise their 
community orientation.

Variety of community faciLities and orientations

The local communities in which many Caribbeans settled during their 
early days in Britain were not known to have facilities that readily encour-
aged interaction. Mr William [F5.1] thought that this experience made 
their progress ‘more difficult’ because, at that time, they held social events 
in residential homes that were ‘small and crowded’. This was the backdrop 
against which they set up micro-institutions—such as churches, social net-
works, and parlours—to facilitate their socialisation and survival as a 
group. Mr Dmitri’s [F8.1] reflection suggests this was a positive develop-
ment, but not without infractions that are typical of nascent multicultural 
communities:

There was a lot of problems and fighting here, but I stayed because I could 
find work. I had a job, I had a few friends, and my church was here. That 
kept us out of trouble. We do not drink or party, we don’t get in with the 
crowd. I think that’s the main thing. Maybe if I had moved I would be bet-
ter off, but I didn’t. As long as I was working, that was the main thing that 
kept me [here].
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Evident in Mr Dmitri’s account is that friendships and social networks 
that promote community cohesion were important factors that influenced 
some participants’ decision to settle in local Caribbean communities. This 
was in spite of the ubiquitous neglect by governments, the typically low- 
paid jobs that were characteristic of the volatile local economy, and the 
limited opportunities and prospects for socioeconomic progression 
therein. Accordingly, investment in facilities—such as colleges and schools, 
employment bureaux, professional agencies, and social clubs—that func-
tion to generate opportunities for socioeconomic progression and, by 
implication, a better life were either inadequate or totally absent. However, 
Mr Dmitri’s testimony reveals a notion of a better life that does not cor-
respond to the availability or adequacy of such facilities in his local com-
munity. This notion is a constituent part of a certain orientation through 
which some participants mediated their experiences in such communities.

Here, orientation in its social context encompasses a sense of direction 
and presence. It is the primal human instinct and need to become 
acquainted with one’s surroundings. To appreciate its primacy more fully, 
its obverse, disorientation—as explored by the psychiatrist German 
Berrios1—offers a clue. This is the impaired ability to identify oneself in 
relation to aspects of one’s surroundings, such as time and place, which 
Berrios (1982) ranks among the least bearable psychological experiences. 
Thus, the first generation were encouraged by this primal instinct, which 
enabled them to overcome some of their disadvantages. For instance, the 
first-generation Titos [F1] refused to settle in an underserved local com-
munity and were—through perseverance—able to realise homeownership 
in a community that was upwardly mobile. This achievement was by no 
means an easy one, but, once realised, it presented the family with a num-
ber of advantages, such as a sense of security, better educational prospects 
for the children, and an opportunity to supplement their low income by 
letting out a room to lodgers. These are examples of small successes that 
can be credited to an orientation that corresponds to a notion of a better 
life that they did not believe was realisable in the underserved local com-
munities in which many Caribbeans settled. Such a notion is also evident 
in Ms Ansley’s [F7.1] account:

I met my husband in church in Moss Side. We married in 1964 and we was 
staying in a room in Longsight. I was working as a night nurse, but we had 
[Emily; F7.2] in 1965, so I had to stop my nursing. We didn’t have nursery, 
and my husband was working nights. We moved to Old Trafford to stay 
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with our church minister. We rented a room in their house. In 1967 we had 
[Emma; F7.2], so we had to find our own place. When we bought this 
house, I used my hand to buy furniture and make the front room into a 
nursery. We didn’t want to stay in Moss Side. People there was poor and 
everyone stick together. They started having children and the children was 
spoilt. The black boys started taking drugs, everything went bad. The drugs 
ruined our children—both black and white. My children wouldn’t do that 
because they was not brought up like that. Some parents was involved in 
that kind of thing, so they didn’t guide them properly. They was not firm or 
strong enough and didn’t take a strong stance to help their children. The 
children now want fast life. They don’t want to go to college; they don’t 
want to come to church. Even the college was free; nowadays you have to 
get a loan. But they was not brought up like that. Some now get the loan 
and they still don’t go [to] college.

Ms Ansley appreciates that being strong and firm are conducive to progres-
sion that hinges on discernment and  decisiveness, especially in relation to 
communities in which to settle and bring up children. This was demonstrated 
by the families who settled in communities that were upwardly mobile. In 
spite of their isolation and many other limitations, they naturally benefited 
from the facilities and progressive tendencies in such communities. This was 
most evident among the second generation, who, by virtue of growing up in 
such communities, perceived themselves to be progressive, even though they 
were hardly able to socialise with their (mostly white) neighbours.

Their affiliation with the local Caribbean communities was limited, and 
they tended to view with reservation traditions that were perceived as 
inconsistent with educational attainment and socioeconomic progression, 
some of which were considered typically Caribbean. For example, as we 
saw in Chap. 3, Lee [F3.2] had reservations about Patois. In his aunt’s 
family, among whom he was partly raised, Patois was associated with a 
poor sense of self. In a parallel experience, Trist [F1.2] associated some 
Rastafari tenets with godlessness. Commonly, these members of the sec-
ond generation, some of whom had not attained educationally during 
their compulsory education, were inclined to improve their socioeconomic 
prospects by seeking out widely available opportunities in their upwardly 
mobile communities. Lloyd’s [F3.2] HND qualification, attained while in 
the army, exemplified this (see Chap. 3).

By contrast, the experience of peers who were brought up in under-
served local Caribbean communities suggests that the cultural tendencies 
and micro-institutions in such communities were not inclined towards 
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collective socioeconomic progression. In addition to the educational and 
economic disadvantages that characterise these local communities, mar-
ginalisation, racism, prejudice, jealousy, self-doubt, low ambition, low 
aspiration, and underhand activities were cited as pervasive factors that 
militated against collective progression. However, as we saw earlier, some 
families’ decisions to settle in these communities were based primarily on 
the availability of easily accessible low-skilled work, social networks, and 
friendships. Unfortunately, though, the manual sector in which they found 
employment yielded to economic recession and restructuring in the 1970s. 
Their already underserved communities were further impacted and their 
scope for out-migration became even more limited. Mr Leroy’s [F3.1] 
account of events gives an insight into this experience:

Liverpool 8 is a black community joining on to the city centre, but there were 
no blacks working in the town centre. They were never given the opportunity 
to work there. It wasn’t that they couldn’t do it, but they were not given the 
opportunity. It’s the way the whites operate. They assume you cannot do 
things. And it’s across the population. You can see it when they approach you. 
You were looked upon in a different way. Not only that you had to fight for a 
job, but you had to fight to say to someone that ‘I have got an understand-
ing’. A lot of jobs in the area were in manufacturing. There was Ford. I worked 
on the production line at Ford, which is what most blacks did. It was the only 
job that was offered to blacks. Then the recession started and people were 
being laid off. I don’t think they wanted to move out of the area. It wasn’t so 
much the area, because if you move out of the area you still can’t change your 
skin colour, so there was a lot of racial tension.

The local Caribbean communities—with their fractures and continuing 
disadvantages—offer a sense of presence and belonging to Caribbeans. In 
addition to settings in which Caribbeans live and work, they function as 
contexts for cultural continuity, fostered through micro-institutions such 
as churches, festival committees, and supplementary schools. Nevertheless, 
Chester’s [F9.2] experience suggests that the diverse and competing value 
systems in these communities sometimes serve to undermine cohesion:

I have two older brothers. We were raised in Preston, but I did not stay 
there long. There is also a community here in Sheffield. They are mostly 
second and third generations. Success in the community is not dependent 
on education as we know it. There is a culture of urgency, and success in this 
culture may be achieved quickly through criminal activities, such as pirating 
and drugs. There are cases where guys from very deprived backgrounds have 
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done well, but their achievement does not reflect outside the community, 
because the means are illegal. The means are often negative, if not illegal, 
and socially damaging. But easily accessible, yes. The larger ones like 
Peckham, Hackney, and Moss Side are overwhelmed with antisocial behav-
iour. So you have high rates of teenage pregnancy and emotional bank-
ruptcy. When I go to the club and the DJ [says] ‘put up your hand for your 
someone in jail’, sometimes it seems I am the only one with my hands down.

The phrase ‘culture of urgency’ implies that Caribbeans’ life chances 
are compromised by largely poverty-spawned disadvantages and that pro-
visions are needed to satisfy their immediate needs. It appears to develop 
where legitimate means through which to make a living are inadequate or 
absent. In their efforts to survive and satisfy their needs, Caribbeans 
develop tendencies towards underhand, often illicit, activities. Over time, 
such tendencies manifest into a way of life—a culture with distinct norms—
which is sustained by endemic poverty, a weak social infrastructure, and 
parasitic predispositions. Chester [F9.2] observed that ‘success can be 
achieved quickly’ in this culture through exploitative and underhand activ-
ities. Mr Leroy [F3.1] supports this observation in the following extract. 
He explains that people whose way of life is characterised by urgency can 
often easily afford material comforts:

I have seen people with money stacked high up their walls, but they can’t do 
anything with it. They have nowhere to invest it. We see ourselves as British 
and as individuals, but this doesn’t really work. It splits away from being united 
to being divided. If you look at any programme with drugs, the black boys are 
always on the street corners selling it. But they are not controlling it. What they 
[are] doing is illegal and they can’t get out, so they can’t progress.

Numerous participants across the three generations conceded that the 
prevalence of material resources acquired through underhand—often illicit—
means in local Caribbean communities encourages norms that distract vul-
nerable young people from education and undermine their ability to attain 
and succeed in the mainstream. For instance, in the following extract, Lloyd 
[F3.2] implies that crime has become a way of life for many people who 
underachieve in the Caribbean communities in Manchester and Preston:

About twenty years ago there were lots of guns and killings in Moss Side. It 
was the same in Preston. The community was controlled by criminal gangs. 
You walk down the street and about 60 per cent of the houses are boarded 
up. You’re not gonna expect solicitors or anyone with some moral standing 
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to come from that block. They are not used to that; they don’t see any of 
that. I think we are falling behind, because I find there are more Asian doc-
tors, more Chinese technicians, than blacks. Because, as a culture, we have 
not pushed our kids into doing certain things. As a culture we have been 
dumb down for so long that we have remained dumb.

Mr Leroy [F3.1] seems to agree that cultures among Caribbeans in under-
served communities are at times oppressive in that they thwart the group’s 
potential for progression, relative to that of other groups in the same com-
munities. In the following extract he elaborates on his observation that 
young people are not always enabled to succeed in the mainstream. They are 
not socialised to attain educationally or pursue high-level occupations:

There are difficulties with the Caribbean population. They have just been 
led down the wrong path. I work in the evenings for a company in Preston. 
It is in a Caribbean area, but mainly Indians that work there. There may be 
the odd one or two West Indians. All the Indians that work there are in 
higher education or have degrees, but there are no blacks and it is a black 
area. I have asked, ‘Where are the blacks that should be there showing they 
are working and in education?’ It’s poor parenting. Their parents don’t raise 
them to work in places like that. Ignorance plays a great part. They tend not 
to have the basic education. Because of that, the guidance they should be 
giving to their children is not there. You see it all the time among the second 
generation. But again, even if it is the second generation, the first generation 
was the same—they didn’t hand anything down. No aspiration. Nothing!

Mr Leroy’s observations suggest that lack of educational attainment and 
limited progression among some Caribbeans are natural consequences of 
persistent poverty of both the aspirational and the material kind. In turn, 
these are exacerbated by sociocultural deficits that include poor parenting, 
lack of knowledge, and undersupported families. These deficits prevail in 
ways of life in which attitudes and behaviours are inversely related to norms 
that underpin progression in a socioeconomically advanced society. Ghetto 
culture—with tenets such as non-standard language use, substance misuse, 
and the subjugation and exploitation of the more vulnerable—is an apt 
descriptor of such ways of life. Ghetto culture, however, is a paradox, since 
being ghetto is more about conditions rather than culture in a strict sense. 
Hence, a poor black man and a poor white man may not talk in the same 
dialect, misuse the same drug, or subjugate their women and children in the 
same way. But they may share conditions of inadequate social service, poor 
education provision, misery, violence, and economic, geographic, and social 
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isolation that characterise the archetypal ghetto. (The economist Ed Glaeser2 
has written widely on this  subject.) Experiences that are outputs of such 
conditions transcend ethnicity, race, societies, and so on. It cannot be said 
that they are of any model culture, although they do confer identities that 
sanction ways of life in which preoccupations with concrete problems, mate-
rial needs, and immediate gratification are indelible. Such preoccupations 
undermine prospects for advancement in local Caribbean communities that 
are besieged by disadvantages, wherein socioeconomic progression is diffi-
cult to realise because opportunities in high-status occupations that are asso-
ciated with generous incomes, upward social mobility, and an overall better 
life are hard to come by.

Given this, it is little wonder that the less favourable outcomes experi-
enced among Caribbeans in such communities ordinarily reflect the norm 
of hustling—a derivative of the seventeenth-century Dutch phrase hut-
selen, which translates as ‘shake’ or ‘toss’. In a Caribbean cultural context, 
the term loosely describes an active effort to earn a living through a com-
petitive—typically informal—scheme. This may be framed in another way, 
but the main object of a hustle is always survival. In Lloyd’s [F3.2] words: 
‘Our culture where we come from, life has always been a struggle. Life is 
a hustle; we are hustlers. When you are a hustler, there are only certain 
things you know and that’s hustling … survival!’

The participants’ lived experiences revealed that hustling schemes 
in local Caribbean communities are often unethical, unregulated, or illicit. 
Ordinary examples are gambling, illicit drugs dealing, money laundering, 
piracy, and prostitution. Second- and third-generation males—both men 
and boys—were likely to be active in the more destructive variants of these 
schemes. They were often introduced or inducted by socialisation agents—
relatives, peers, and so on—in their families or local communities. We will 
explore some implications of this experience further in Chap. 11, but suf-
fice it to say here that they are devastating and enduring not only for the 
individuals involved, but also for the local communities in which they live.

It is nonetheless important to note that the younger generations’ intro-
duction or induction into such schemes were at times entirely inadvertent. A 
certain inadvertence that can be appreciated through the experience of Andy 
[F10.2], who became acquainted with the rudiments of unregulated hustles 
through helping his mother to operate a shebeen—more commonly known 
as a ‘blues house’ in Caribbean communities—from which the family earned 
an income. This activity was in itself a significant achievement and a marker 
of socioeconomic progression. However,  during the early days, shebeens 
were unregulated establishments where Caribbeans partied, made new 
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friends and acquaintances, shopped, and gambled. At this time, there were 
few other options in terms of locales to socialise as a group. Hence, the com-
munities were shaped, in part, by their social exclusion, but their hustles and 
social activities were drawn from the old cultures of the Caribbean.

Unregulated hustles and social activities are integral to the community 
orientation in which notions of a better life do not correspond to educational 
success. Therefore, participants who developed this orientation were unlikely 
to aspire to or pursue attainment in education, although they were inclined to 
deploy it to make sense of their experiences and outcomes in education and 
socioeconomic domains. This behaviour was rather marked among the sec-
ond-generation participants who came of age during a time of considerable 
socioeconomic change that saw education replace muscle power as a leading 
means through which a better life could be realised in British society. Having 
been born and educated in Britain, they experienced this change—and other 
changes in British society more generally—in a different way from their par-
ents. However, members of the first generation, the second generation, and 
the local communities in which they were brought up all remained margin-
alised and materially poor. These experiences, which resonate with those of 
their ancestors in Africa and the Caribbean, appear to have given rise to fictive 
kinships in the sense that tendencies in the local communities where Caribbeans 
are concentrated are not typically conducive to their collective progress, yet 
the inhabitants still feel a sense of belonging and learn about what they can 
achieve in education and socioeconomic terms.

In regard to the legacy of poverty, the members of the first generation, 
who were unlikely to have had any significant paid-work experience in the 
Caribbean, were liable to accept any work and whatever wages they were 
offered. The onset of economic restructuring in the 1970s brought about 
labour market changes that impacted their employment prospects and 
exacerbated their volatile community relations. It was around this time 
that they seem to have acquired the Afro-Caribbean identity, which, 
according to Mr William [F5.1], was ‘given to them by the British peo-
ple’. The sociology literature suggests that this was coined as a convenient 
sociopolitical descriptor, whilst, among the Caribbeans who identified as 
such, it connoted pride in a cultural heritage believed to originate in Africa 
and the Caribbean. This was generally true for the second generation, 
among whom the Afro-Caribbean identity was widely welcomed.

Unlike their elders, who were far less likely to have a model of success 
against which to gauge their own achievements, the second generation who 
were brought up in Britain exhibited a profound awareness of their educa-
tional and socioeconomic disadvantages, about which they became increas-
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ingly unsettled. The teachings of the revered pan-Africanists Marcus Garvey3 
and George Padmore4 are believed to have contributed to this development. 
Black liberation ideologies and pan-Africanism, which both men promoted, 
were popularised by the Rastafari movement, which, according to Trist 
[F1.2], ‘was big among the youth’ during the 1970s. Trist also cites Alex 
Haley’s5 Roots and its television adaptation, which depicted the dehuman-
isation and systemic exploitation of non-white people with origins in Africa 
and the Caribbean in very explicit and emotive ways:

My first experience of racism was at school. There was a mix of pupils but the 
whites believed they were superior. But my first awareness of discrimination 
was when Roots6 came out. I was about twelve when the [television series] 
aired for the first time. I had heard about my parents being discriminated 
against. They couldn’t go to certain places and were not allowed to do certain 
things. But this didn’t affect us as children because we didn’t really understand 
discrimination. In my mind, I knew no race is superior. But Roots showed the 
world at the time what the black nation had been through—where they came 
from, where they were taken, what was done to them. People could see. It was 
a time when a black person and a white  person could sit and watch [a TV 
programme] and have totally different emotions. The whites would say, ‘It’s 
only history.’ It’s not fair they should think it’s just history. Roots helped to 
educate me about who I am. My parents never talked about history.

In addition to the insights it provides into intergenerational dynamics, 
Trist’s account affirms that the media functions as a socialisation agent by 
directing awareness among the younger generations. With regard to the 
experience of his contemporaries, it functioned as a source of excitement 
in their reaction to their marginalisation in British society. They were 
buoyed by the black liberation ideology that inspired within them a con-
sciousness that was both cultural and sociopolitical. Mr William [F5.1] 
intimated that ‘they really wanted to be proud of their culture and fight 
racism’. So, in that regard, this consciousness was empowering. It is cred-
ited with stimulating among young Caribbeans a desire for better socio-
economic prospects but also precipitating tensions that played out in riots 
in Caribbean communities. For instance, as Mr Leroy [F3.1] explained:

The riots in 1981 were long coming. The blacks in Liverpool 8 were not 
getting anywhere. They were not given the opportunity to do things or 
achieve things and the area was completely run down. There were no facili-
ties in the area. It’s like a pressure cooker. If the pressure builds up too much 
and it is not released, it will blow itself up. I had a lot of friends in the area 
and I was working near the centre, so I used to pass there all the time.
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Trist felt that the riots reflected the ‘general feeling across the country 
among black people’. The younger generations had seen their parents’ 
hardship and had lived through their own disadvantages, and they saw a 
relationship between these experiences. A desire for things to be different 
was apparent in some of the participants’ accounts, which implicated ideas 
of black liberation in their responses to their disadvantages during the 
1980s. For instance, Lloyd [F3.2] suggested that, since then, successive 
governments have ‘paid attention’ to the ‘culture and lack of opportuni-
ties’ in the local communities where many Caribbeans live. Meanwhile, 
Andy [F10.2] said that his community’s efforts resulted in an Asda super-
store ‘they give us so the black man can go beg for a job’. Notwithstanding 
the cynical tone, he recognised the proliferation of sustainable employ-
ment opportunities in disadvantaged Caribbean communities over recent 
years. Both participants agreed that such developments will generate 
 possibilities for Caribbeans to satisfy their basic needs legitimately and 
enjoy an improved quality of life. As Lloyd put it:

I think with all the changes in society, if you look at Moss Side, it is a massive 
Caribs area. There was nothing to do; everything was being destroyed. But 
the British stopped and paid attention to that, and thought, ‘Well, there is 
no point having something like this here, which is going to cause us grief.’ 
So they put a lot of money into these so-called poorer communities and it’s 
helped. Now a lot of focus is on ethnic minorities. We have more say in 
developing the communities, so they are getting stronger. But when Caribs 
first came here, they got neglected. Their areas were not a priority. So now 
with all this effort, the areas are being developed. Eventually you gonna see 
less crime, people finally a part of social mobility, you know? Changes! They 
are getting better jobs for low-income people. We stayed here for fifty years 
building communities, but when we first came we had to deal with a lot of 
aggro; we couldn’t get jobs. But now, in terms of sports, it is mainly blacks. 
Even fifteen years ago, you’d be hard pushed to find a team with many 
blacks. This is how the community has developed over the years. Now the 
government put effort into it, what’s coming out of it is masses of talents. A 
lot of the talents that Britain has got are ethnics.

Lloyd observed how the local communities in which Caribbeans are 
concentrated have evolved over the decades. Whilst tentative, he affirmed 
that both state and private investment in social and economic infrastruc-
tures in these communities do improve young people’s educational and 
socioeconomic prospects. Such investments bring about better employ-
ment opportunities and an overall, albeit limited, increase in facilities 
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through which they can improve their educational and socioeconomic 
outcomes. This development, however, should be viewed in light of the 
experiences that throughout the chapter have pointed to an increasing 
awareness among the younger generations of how they can avail them-
selves of opportunities in their local communities. In short, this awareness 
underlies their inclination to use facilities in the community to improve 
their lives through educational attainment and socioeconomic progres-
sion. This is by every account a cognitive manifestation that links to a 
community orientation, both of which are malleable, but, nonetheless, 
passed from one generation to the next, typically in adjusted forms.

community orientation

The local communities in which the participants were born, brought up, 
and continue to live their lives represent key settings in which they devel-
oped the orientation that directs their sense of belonging and perception 
of what they can achieve. Moreover, these are settings in which this per-
ception matures naturally over time in concert with their interaction with 
and guidance from socialisation agents. Thus, through their experiences, 
they were disposed to model what these agents became, aspire to the 
rewards they received, and appreciate the statuses they were ascribed. It 
was then determined that these experiences enabled them to develop a 
cognitive correlation between their own lives and the lives of others with 
whom they shared the local community.

This correlation is the basis for community orientation, which develop-
mental psychologist Gordon Neufeld7 describes as a drive to get one’s 
bearings and become acquainted with one’s surroundings. It is a funda-
mental need—an instinct that underscores one’s sense of connectedness, 
one’s sense of being part of a group, with all of the survival and safety 
benefits which that entails. Hence, the participants’ community orienta-
tion developed in concert with their sense of safety and beliefs about the 
type of life they could start to lead within the community. To consider this 
within the ABE framework is to appreciate their awareness of what they 
could achieve in an educational and socioeconomic sense:

• Attitude: People [I] generally think that my local community is [or is 
not] safe and progressive. The prevailing belief is that it has [or does 
not have] facilities and opportunities for the residents to improve their 
education and socioeconomic prospects, and to be successful.
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• Behaviour: People in my community tend [or tend not] to work in 
the formal [or informal] economy. They make a living mainly 
through paid employment [or hustling] in a high- [or low-]status 
occupation [or underhand activities].

• Expectation: People in my community tend [or tend not] to attain 
in education. The expectation is that they will achieve [or not 
achieve] in education and will [or will not] be successful in the 
mainstream.

With few exceptions, community orientations corresponded with dis-
cernible life outcomes among the participants across the generations. So 
the first-generation participants who settled in progressive communities 
tended to believe that—by this action—they would enjoy viable prospects 
to improve their educational and socioeconomic outcomes. In part, this 
was because of their confidence in their ability to be successful in spite of 
the odds that were stacked against them, but more so because of the facili-
ties and opportunities to which they had access for progression in the 
community. Moreover, they tended to view their achievement of settling 
and raising their children in such communities as a transition point in their 
lives. To them, this achievement symbolised success in overcoming certain 
disadvantages, for instance by facilitating better educational and socioeco-
nomic outcomes among their children. This experience is explored further 
in Chap. 8 through Trist’s [F1.2] account, in which he credits his career 
success to vocational training and employment opportunities to which he 
had access in his local community. Suffice it to say here that he appreciated 
the link between survival (and indeed future prosperity) and achievement 
in education and socioeconomic domains—a view which mirrored that of 
his father, Mr Tito [F1.1]. In short, the socialisation agents with whom 
Trist interacted in the community appeared to survive and progress 
through these means. Thus, by virtue of his interactions with those sociali-
sation agents, he not only became aware of possibilities to improve his life 
chances through education and occupational training but was essentially 
guided to make full use of the facilities that were available to him in the 
community. This enabled him to avail himself of opportunities both within 
the community and wherever else life led him.

It is tempting to wonder, given that a number of Caribbeans from dis-
advantaged backgrounds have managed to achieve these favourable out-
comes, why such outcomes are not more prevalent throughout the group, 
especially as its members exhibit a strong desire to lead a better life that is 

 COMMUNITY ORIENTATION 



72 

free from intergenerational trauma, marginalisation, privation, and so on. 
The plausible supposition is that the wide diversity in the local communi-
ties where Caribbeans are socialised means that the form of community 
orientation they develop varies considerably both within and across genera-
tions. For instance, Trist’s orientation differed markedly from those of par-
ticipants who were brought up in communities that were  socioeconomically 
disadvantaged, where hustling was the norm. As Andy [F10.2] put it, such 
communities can be ‘like a dump with nothing’ and ‘you cannot move 
forward because everyone tells you you can’t’. Given this, it is small won-
der that the prevailing observation among the participants was that educa-
tional attainment and socioeconomic progress are neither common nor 
easily attained in such communities, because survival is rarely related to 
high achievement in education and socioeconomic domains.

Furthermore, whilst these outcomes are widely viewed as desirable, 
they are not always prioritised in decisions surrounding quality of life. This 
was evident among the first-generation participants who chose to settle in 
disadvantaged local communities because such places provided opportuni-
ties to find jobs and affordable housing, attend church, and socialise with 
other Caribbeans with whom they felt safe. As we saw in Chap. 2, such 
experiences still typify the reality of disadvantaged Caribbeans in contem-
porary Britain. Moreover, these lived experiences are evidently com-
pounded by community orientations that limit their life chances and 
outcomes, most obviously among the second and third generations. For a 
variety of reasons, many of those who participated in the inquiry had not 
attained educationally, were unemployed or employed in insecure, low- 
paid jobs, and were dependent on social assistance to satisfy their basic 
needs and those of their children. These outcomes were ordinarily medi-
ated by the orientation they had developed by virtue of their socialisation 
in a socially and economically disadvantaged community. Put more 
crudely, their community not only prepared them to endure privation but 
also conditioned them to acquiesce to and survive within a perpetual state 
of disadvantage—to lead a life in which educational attainment and socio-
economic progression were not prioritised.

To this end, the community orientations developed by the different gen-
erations in their local communities were invariably deployed to mediate 
their experiences and outcomes in education and socioeconomic domains. 
Hence, community orientation has important implications for educational 
attainment and socioeconomic progression across the generations.

 4 COMMUNITY: COMMUNITY ORIENTATION



 73

notes

1. German Berrios—a professor of psychiatry at Cambridge University—is well 
known for his seminal research surrounding the psychiatric complications of 
neurological disease and the history, structure, and epistemological power 
of descriptive psychopathology.

2. Edward Ludwig ‘Ed’ Glaeser—a professor of economics at Harvard 
University—has published widely on cities, economic growth, law, and eco-
nomics. In particular, his work has focused on the determinants of city 
growth and the role of cities as centres of idea transmission.

3. Marcus Garvey—an astute champion of pan-Africanism—is credited with 
founding the Universal Negro Improvement Association and African 
Communities League (UNIA–ACL). He advanced a pan-African ideology 
known as Garveyism to inspire a global mass movement and economic 
empowerment focusing on Africa.

4. George Padmore (né Malcolm Nurse)—a revered pan-Africanist and the 
author of How Britain Rules Africa (1936)—is well known for helping to 
organise the conference in Germany that launched a Comintern-backed 
international organisation of black labour groups known as the International 
Trade Union Committee of Negro Workers.

5. Alexander ‘Alex’ Haley—the author of Roots: The Saga of an American 
Family (1976)—contributed in an unprecedented way to raising public 
awareness of African-American history and inspired a broad interest in gene-
alogy and family history. In 1977 the NAACP awarded him the Spingarn 
Medal for his research and literary skills.

6. Roots tells the story of Kunta Kinte, an eighteenth-century African who was 
captured as an adolescent and sold into slavery in the United States. The 
book spent forty-six weeks on the New York Times Bestseller List. Along 
with its television adaptation, Roots (1977), it became a cultural sensation in 
the Americas. The last seven chapters were adapted into a second television 
series, Roots: The Next Generations, in 1979.

7. Gordon Neufeld is known for his contribution to contemporary develop-
mental psychology and pioneering work that gave rise to the Neufeld 
approach—an attachment-based model that borrows from John Bowlby’s 
attachment theory.
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CHAPTER 5

Religion: Religiosity

Abstract This chapter explores participants’ experiences in religion; offer-
ing insights into how Caribbeans develop and deploy religiosity to mediate 
their lived  experiences—particulary in education and socioeconomic 
domains. Religiosity in this respect is seen as infinitely malleable, in that it 
can be adjusted to make sense of almost any given experience through which 
one might live. This is because it is founded on the notion of faith, which 
the functional-psychologist William James conceptualised as a belief in an 
unseen order that brings order to what could otherwise be moral anarchy.

To begin with, the given that religion means many things is to acknowledge 
its mutability and need for context. Thus, in this chapter, religion involves 
people’s reactions to life—primarily to an infinite power that manifests itself 
in and through all. Under this appreciation, religion is a space in or around 
which faith in this power is induced, expressed, or nurtured; conventional 
examples are churches and Sunday or Sabbath schools. Remarkably, this 
power was omnipresent in the lives of the participants whose experiences 
and outcomes are explored throughout this chapter. In an exploration that 
develops around two distinct but intersecting patterns, the first identifies 
religious norms that differentiate the participants across generations, while 
the second emphasises how such norms cohere into religiosities that have 
implications for educational attainment and socioeconomic progression.
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Variety of experiences in religion

In a crude sense, religiosity involves norms that govern individuals’ beliefs 
and behaviours vis à vis their position-or even lack thereof-in relation to 
what they consider divine. Here,  I want to stress that what individuals 
consider ‘divine’ is a spirit—an infinite power that manifests in and through 
all. This is an omnipresent and omnipotent power, which, for the sake of 
simplicity, I shall call God. Its endowment includes allaying, dispensing, 
and tempering psychological, physiological, and social states, such as hap-
piness, somatic diseases, and poverty. This disposition accords with James’s 
(1983) sense of the universal human experience that there is something 
wrong with us as we naturally are but we can be saved by forging a rela-
tionship with God. Religiosity, it appears, fosters this sense or awareness of 
God—a greater power outside ourselves to which we are inclined to adjust. 
This suggests that individuals’ attitudes and behaviours towards life are 
influenced by their relationships with God.

A relationship with or an awareness of God is a cognitive manifestation. 
It may be moral, physical, or ritualistic, and can be experienced privately 
or with others in a space attributed to a religion, such as a church in 
Christianity, a synagogue in Judaism, a temple in Hinduism, a mosque in 
Islam, or a yard in Rastafari. Hence, religiosity is fluid and can be expressed 
in more ways than I can enumerate here. Experiences among the first- 
generation participants alone revealed that the majority of them adhered 
to Judaeo-Christian doctrines—such as Seventh Day Adventism, 
Catholicism, and Pentecostalism—that legitimised attitudes and behav-
iours they considered acceptable. For, as Mrs Edward [F6.1] acknowl-
edges in the following extract, lifestyles among church members are 
influenced by Judaeo-Christian doctrines from which their ideas sur-
rounding appropriateness are drawn. Hence, it is by virtue of their congre-
gation and socialisation in the church that they are encouraged to adhere 
to the attitudes, behaviours, and expectations promoted therein:

The church promotes a certain lifestyle. It is middle class and has a profound 
effect on our lifestyle. I met my husband in the church. We are both 
Guyanese and Adventist so we got married. It is a church rule. We can’t 
divorce our husbands, because it is a church rule. We have to stay in the 
mess. I do a bit of ministering and I counsel some ladies in [the] church. 
Most of them are middle class. Even the Jamaicans, when they come to the 
church, they change and become middle class.
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Mrs Edward alludes to a religiosity that incorporates beliefs and expec-
tations that influence adherents’ lifestyles. Beliefs and expectations func-
tion in much the same way as a life map. They guide interpretations of life 
events, shape social norms, and influence ideas about self-worth. Judaeo- 
Christianity, more precisely, offers guidance to its adherents on matters of 
social status and economic entitlement. This is explored in more detail in 
Part III, where the belief that ‘God decides’ life’s course is found to be 
common among first-generation participants who subscribe to Judaeo- 
Christianity. To this day, this belief is reinforced in popular hymns, such as 
Cecil Alexander’s1 ‘All Things Bright and Beautiful’, which articulates a 
social order in which ‘God made them high and lowly and ordered their 
estate’. All of the Judaeo-Christian first-generation participants were 
familiar with this hymn from their childhoods in the Caribbean.

Although relatively ancient, this message is a sound representation of 
the kind that is shared in conventional religions. Such messages are, of 
course, liable to competing interpretations. Nonetheless, the literal inter-
pretations that are all too often entertained among the more vulnerable 
beneficiaries seem to influence their notion of a better life and aspiration 
to enjoy such a life. Thus, some participants in a state of material poverty 
perceived their plight as a designation from God. This perception was 
manifested in sceptical views about education and affluence, and in the 
belief that material poverty was simply what ‘God wanted’ for them in 
their mortal lives. Mr John [PP6.1] went so far as to suggest that this 
belief directed these participants to perceive educational attainment and 
socioeconomic progression as alien realities:

I work so long hours in this country for nothing. God decided my fate 
since before I [was] born in Carriacou, [and] in Trinidad, [and] in England. 
There was nothing I could do. But I don’t worry because He will reward 
me [for] all my hardship. He will reward me with long life and happiness. I 
only want happiness.

In addition to Mr John’s perspective, there were various other compet-
ing beliefs about life and fate among the participants that were sanctioned 
in their religion. Some of these derived from their religiosity, which they 
deployed to mediate experiences—including adverse ones—in a variety of 
settings. In the following extract, Ms Ansley [F7.1] offers an insight into 
how religiosity functioned to mediate some such experiences:
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The Queen demanded for us to come [to] work because we was British. 
When I came I stayed in Birmingham and I got pocket money to look after 
myself. It was not a lot of money … We was British so we had [a] right to 
get help, but it was hard for black people. When you go for a job, they 
wouldn’t give it to you; and if you get a job, they would only give you the 
riff-raff. The blacks help build this country. We work harder than the whites. 
The whites would be making brews all the time, while the blacks got on with 
it. I gave my life to Christ, so I didn’t have a problem. As a Christian, I made 
myself humble to get the job as a nurse. But I got pregnant and couldn’t 
continue nursing, so I did a course in cake-making. If I didn’t give my life 
to Christ, I wouldn’t have what I have. Christ is the foundation of my life.

Ms Ansley’s account illustrates how some participants deployed religios-
ity to mediate their experiences in occupations in which they were disadvan-
taged. Arguably, the effect of religiosity, which underpinned their mediated 
experiences, transcended the setting—church, home, yard, and so on—in 
which they congregated. Religiosity, thus, appears to have introduced a 
sense of order into their lives, protected them from spiritual disorientation, 
and helped them to make sense of their limitations, some of which were 
exacerbated by in-group cultural differences. As Mr William [F5.1] put it:

Black people was different. There wasn’t a lot of us and Jamaicans did t’ings 
differently. They was all different, like the Kittitians and the Bajans. But we 
came together. We had to, because it was few of us against all the whites. 
There was a few in Moss Side, where we did church, and the place was small, 
so during winter time everybody had to crawl around the fire. We had to.

It is evident that religiosity, which united participants in common set-
tings, had implications for their social functioning, notably in learning to 
get along and developing responses to shared disadvantages, such as pov-
erty and marginalisation. In this regard, the belief that such lived experi-
ences are determined and dispensed by God helps to explain how some 
families and individuals coped with their poor educational and socioeco-
nomic outcomes.

A relatively passive acceptance—as in a cognitive desensitisation—
towards disadvantages was a common coping mechanism among the par-
ticipants. Thus, some members of the first generation who had accepted a 
fate characterised by long hours of laborious and menial work in exchange 
for meagre wages were not greatly aggrieved by their adverse socioeco-
nomic outcomes. They tended to perceive their suffering, resilience, and 
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survival as tests of their faith, for which God would reward them. This 
response was also common among second-generation participants whose 
lives were characterised by disadvantages. As Indira [PP3.2]—a cancer 
patient who is a president of her local Pocomania church—could appreci-
ate, they habitually interpreted their misery as a test of their faith and 
resilience. In her words, ‘God lets things happen to you to see how strong 
you are. I know He is letting me go through this [cancer, homelessness, 
poverty] to see how strong I am.’

These participants seemed to have committed themselves to all that 
they believed or were told God wanted for them, and, in so doing, 
renounced any innate impulse to realise their full potential. Lived experi-
ences across the generations revealed that this behaviour is typically 
encouraged among adherents of Judaeo-Christian doctrines that are rein-
forced in local religious sects, such as Pocomania, Orisha, and Santeria. In 
Caribbean traditions, it is not uncommon for leaders of these local sects to 
interpret their followers’ lived experiences and proffer guidance for 
achievement in education and socioeconomic domains. Such leaders are 
widely revered. As Mr John [PP6.1] observes in the following extract, 
their sects are usually without a visible structure but they are well patron-
ised, typically by Christian adherents:

I grew up [as a] Christian Baptist. Most people from Grenada and Trinidad 
are Christian Baptist, but they have other things like Voodoo and Santeria and 
Orisha. They call it other things, but it is the same like Black Magic and people 
can tell the future. But it is like a money-making thing because people pay the 
black scientists to tell the future. Plenty people do it, but they hide it.

Religious leaders assume roles as agents of socialisation and offer pre-
scriptions and guidance that their followers are disposed to accept with 
little reservation. However, the participants’ lived experiences suggest that 
religious leaders’ influence is at times merely superficial, especially when 
unsupported by more profound beliefs and traditions. This seemed to be 
most evident with their prescriptions, in which, as Mr John put it, ‘they 
tell things for better fortune, but no one can change the future because 
God decide everybody future even before they born’. This notion that 
‘God decide’ is notable because it is an aspect of religiosity that helps to 
explain the participants’ aspiration—or lack thereof—to attain in educa-
tion or to secure a high-status profession which they believe God had 
designated for them.
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religiosity in education and socioeconomic domains

Despite the underlying volatility, the influence of religiosity and religious 
norms such as a faith in ‘God [to] decide’ among young Caribbean people 
is profound and encompassing, but also problematic in respect to success in 
education and socioeconomic domains. It can be positive, as illustrated in 
the way it affected the second-generation Dmitris [F8], who were brought 
up in a Judaeo-Christian tradition that, according to second- generation 
Dannie [F8.2], ‘guided [their] life and taught [them] how to deal with 
people’. Learning and reading were integral to their religious life because 
they were not only ‘expected to know the reading’ for the Sabbath services 
they attended, but also, as Mrs Dmitri [F8.1] put it, had ‘to find their way 
around the Bible in Sabbath school’. This experience, she believed, has 
reflected in academic advantages for those of them who have gone on to 
achieve success in higher education and obtain professional employment.

Nonetheless, such influence is inherently problematic, as it bears the 
potential to undermine young people’s sense of self and belief about what 
they can achieve while also inspiring their curiosity, resilience, and success. 
This was marked among those who had attended religious schools—
including Sunday and Sabbath schools—in which they were disposed to 
entertain varying and even at times conflicting perceptions of what ‘God 
decides’ or ‘wants’ for people like themselves. In general, Chester’s [F9.2] 
experience suggests that, although varying perceptions influenced their 
sense of self and belief about what they might achieve, they benefited from 
the strong sense of belonging and worth with which they were inculcated 
in such schools. This privilege—as the sociologist W. E. B. Du Bois2 would 
have it—comprised some encouraging experiences in education and reli-
gion, as Chester explained:

I went to a Catholic school. My experience there was quite good compared 
to a lot of my peers. I was the only black boy, and there was an Indian girl. 
I was accepted just as one of the children. They were strict about achieve-
ment. You had to be something. My older brothers had attended the school, 
and they did well, so my parents knew what to expect. I had a good experi-
ence—enjoyable. But at that stage I did not have an appreciation of what 
being at school really meant in terms of the grand scheme of things.

Discipline and success are ascribed high values that influence decisions 
about education across the generations. Chester clearly believes that disci-
pline and success in education confer godliness, good citizenship, and suc-
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cess in socioeconomic domains. This latter outcome, though, may not 
always be considered, expressed, or explicit in decisions about young peo-
ple’s immediate experience in religious schools. Then again, the high values 
ascribed to discipline and success in such schools are preserved in a religios-
ity that is liable to evolve and change across generations. This explains the 
finding that second-generation participants were less inclined than their par-
ents to congregate and socialise in conventional religious settings. Mr Tito 
[F1.1] thought the society in which they grew up encouraged deviation 
from conventional religiosity. They were more ‘worldly’, to use his term. 
Through this worldliness, which was due to being brought up in Britain, the 
second generation developed a religiosity that was fairly liberal, compared to 
that of their parents. This historical context is significant. As Mr Tito noted, 
his children grew up in a relatively permissive society at a time of unprece-
dented shifts in Britain’s social, economic, and political landscapes. The 
intergenerational change in attitudes towards religion and the influence of 
religiosity is captured in Lloyd’s [F3.2] observations:

Religion is strong in our community because black cultures thank God for 
everything we have. From the first to the second to the third generation, 
you can see my dad being first generation—they are all God-fearing. 
Everything they do in life is all about what God wants them to do and they 
thank God every day. As for the second and third generations—there is 
something, but I don’t believe that there is this man standing above me say-
ing, ‘Go on, lad, go on.’ I don’t believe in that any more. My generation is 
scientific-minded. We came out of the seventies, we have seen TV, and 
everything else. We have come out of that; we don’t really believe that if we 
don’t go to church every week God is gonna strike us dead. People are more 
believing in themselves than the will of God. They believe more in their abil-
ity to make a success for themselves. It’s like the lottery: people don’t believe 
God is gonna make them win it, but they believe if they keep playing it, one 
day they’ll hit it.

Changing patterns in religiosity across the generations seemed to reflect 
in wider social and economic dynamics—changes in families, social rela-
tions, economic development in local communities, and in British society 
in general. Evidently an upshot of the permissive society, this encouraged 
tolerance and acceptance of less conventional faiths, such as Islam and 
Rastafari, which increased in popularity during the 1970s and 1980s. 
Lived experiences among the second generation revealed that such faiths 
propagate ideologies that address the plight of the disadvantaged, particu-
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larly their marginalisation, privation, and racialisation. They also appear to 
inspire alternative—even radical—perspectives through which Caribbeans, 
as a group, have come to interpret the disadvantages people like them-
selves routinely suffer in British society. This disposition seems to have 
given rise to liberal religiosities that favour educational and socioeconomic 
success. For instance, Lloyd’s account reveals an inclination among the 
younger generations to trust in their own ability to generate change: 
‘I came from a background where everyone is religious and goes to church. 
Being in England has made me self-conscious and believing in my own 
abilities, as against accepting a fate from God.’ The most remarkable 
aspect of this observation is that, in Britain’s socioeconomically advanced 
society, contemporary religious tenets seem to have supplanted conven-
tional religious norms across the generations. This was palpable among 
the second generation, who, according to Trist [F1.2], ‘saw their parents’ 
misery and wanted to be different’. This impulse to be different mani-
fested in the contemporary religiosities through which they mediated their 
disadvantages—their marginalisation, poverty, racialisation, and so on. 
Both Islam and Rastafari, for instance, keenly address questions about 
social identities and the links between Judaeo-Christianity and the injus-
tices non-white people routinely experience in Western societies. Indeed, 
during the early days, Rastafari explicitly denounced social inequality and 
appealed for Caribbeans to do better. Mr William [F5.1] thought that the 
movement advanced progressive ideas and advocated for economic and 
religious reforms that adherents hoped would bring about social justice 
through positive change. However, Mrs Dmitri [F8.1] noted that Rastas 
were vilified in the wider society: ‘the Rasta, no one wanted to go near 
them. Is like the Hoodies, just the same they treat them. Police were not 
nice. It was their appearance.’

Changing religiosities have understandably had implications for attain-
ment and progression across the generations. Again, this was apparent 
among the second generation, who came of age at a time of major transfor-
mation in Britain’s education and socioeconomic systems. Their experiences 
in these systems came to differentiate them in significant ways. A few attained 
educationally, while many failed to attain educationally; a few were brought 
up in upwardly mobile communities, while many were brought up in under-
served communities. The ‘few’ groups tended to entertain something of a 
dual resistance, comprising an active dimension that was a hallmark of 
Rastafari and a passive dimension that was consistent with Judaeo-
Christianity. They believed that this provided them with sufficient encour-
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agement to resist injustices through education and socioeconomic success. 
This route was chosen as an alternative to complete rejection of religious 
norms that are rooted in Eurocentric cultures—an act that would have been 
inconsistent with their affluence and educational success.

In another vein, the second generation’s experiences, especially 
throughout the 1970s, suggest that many followers of Rastafari and its 
more radical Ragamuffin sect were young people who had led lives beset 
by poverty and exclusion in underserved communities. As Lloyd explains, 
these young people were inclined to respond to threats to their religios-
ity—their sense of self, in effect—with dedicated and distinctive resistance 
towards authority and conventional Judaeo-Christian norms:

Rastafari is a hidden religion. Nobody really knows what it is about apart 
from the people that are in it. You can cast your eyes on any other religion, 
even as dark as Voodoo, and you will have a bit of an understanding. But 
when people say Rastafari it’s not even something you see. So what Rasta 
represents is radical, but Ragas are people who don’t believe in authority, 
they don’t like authority, they don’t believe the police should stop them 
from doing things. They grew their hair as a form of protest and don’t fol-
low laws. I think it has changed over the years because I know some edu-
cated Rastas who are into fashion. My brother was a Rasta and he is not any 
more. But this affected the younger generation in terms of their lack of 
discipline. They grew up with a theory of Babylon—that the white man is 
Babylon and everything to do with Babylon was bad. The law is created by 
whites and upheld by the whites, so they associate everything politically cor-
rect with Babylon and the police. It’s the same thing that permeated over 
here where youngsters, even to this day, shout, ‘Babylon! Police coming!’ 
It’s almost like it has been programmed into us now. It was not cultural, but 
it has become cultural because a lot of these things are really cultural, the 
further you look into it, when you take off the layers. See how contradictory 
that is? It is cultural but it was not created by our culture. The whole reli-
gion thing was not created by us.

In this extract, Lloyd offers an insight into how religiosity shapes differ-
ent generations of Caribbeans’ sense of self. This includes how it impacts 
upon discipline and how it helps to mediate behaviours and expectations. 
Religiosity, nonetheless, remains a highly malleable psychosocial resource. 
It evolves continually across the generations, reflecting changes in atti-
tudes, behaviours, and expectations. Hence, it may not be developed pri-
marily by virtue of socialisation in conventional settings, such as churches 
and yards.
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In contemporary Britain, as in other societies, young people draw on 
influences that shape their religiosity from many and quite varied uncon-
ventional settings: streets, social media, and virtual groups are common 
examples. In light of this unconventionality, it is not unusual for Caribbeans 
to entertain a street corner, a football team, or even Facebook3 as their 
religion. This propensity for religion to take on varied forms—in the same 
way as religiosity—is liable to continue among future generations.

religiosity

As a psychosocial resource, religiosity impacts the ways in which people 
make sense of inequities and address existential questions, such as ‘How 
do we exist as multidimensional individuals and groups?’ and ‘Why are life 
events ordered in the way that they are?’ This is evident in Britain’s socio-
economically advanced society, in which disadvantaged individuals and 
groups, such as Caribbeans, experience limitations that they do not over-
come. It is clear that religiosity helps them to mediate these disadvantages, 
many of which manifest in various types of suffering. More essentially, 
however, it helps them to mediate their suffering whilst protecting their 
impulse to satisfy their survival and belonging needs—the kind of needs 
Maslow explored in his ‘hierarchy of needs’. These include the fundamen-
tal needs of food, shelter, and safety, and the less basic needs of religion 
and spirituality. Maslow argues that while we all have a need for religion—
a space within which to express coherent beliefs about the higher purpose 
and meaning of life—fewer people have a need for spirituality. By this 
notion, even atheism is a religion. The zeal with which atheists guard their 
belief is in itself religious. But spirituality, which relates to belief in a 
supreme power outside one’s own existence, is less cultured. I refer to this 
power as God, but it is possible to be less specific. A key point is that one’s 
strength of belief in God can be distinct from perceptions about the pre-
cise nature of God’s power.

When spiritual people experience a life crisis, they may look to God to 
help them make sense of it. This then becomes a spiritual issue, which may 
be expressed in an existential question, such as ‘Is this what God intends 
for me?’, or a belief, such as ‘God designated this outcome for me.’ 
Spiritual beliefs and values and religious rituals enable spiritual people to 
cope with such issues as they pertain to infinite realities and the ultimate 
meaning and purpose of life. Where this function is fractured, they may 
suffer spiritual dis-ease—an intense spiritual disorientation. In Confessions, 
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Saint Augustine of Hippo4 suggests that a break with cultural ties, a sense 
of hopelessness, a loss of identity, irrational fears, and even anger are all 
symptoms of this dis-ease.

Therefore, spirituality is an important need for those people who 
embrace it. Where this need is left unfulfilled, such people may struggle to 
act in ways and perform at levels that are required for success in education 
and socioeconomic domains. Notably, this notion of struggle resonates 
with the old adage that, when one is up to one’s neck in alligators, the criti-
cal goal to drain the swamp may seem impossible and a dire fate is more 
easily accepted. Alligators and spiritual dis-ease are analogous in that they 
both threaten human life … over which God has the final say. This belief 
echoes the more common affirmation among the participants of the inquiry 
that God designates outcomes, including success,  underachievement, and 
lack of achievement in education and socioeconomic domains. The partici-
pants’ experiences in education and socioeconomic domains were naturally 
mediated by their belief in God’s provision for them and their children. An 
optimistic example is offered in Chap. 9, where Mr Phillip [F2.1] espouses 
the belief that his children’s success in education and socioeconomic 
domains was due to God, because ‘God only helps those who help 
themselves’.

In this context, religion is a constant—in that it is a setting—whereas 
the religiosity to which it gives rise is dynamic. This distinction is essential 
and should not be overlooked, because it is religiosity—not religion—that 
informs individuals’ reactions to life and moulds their attitudes, behav-
iours, and expectations. James (1983) explores this development around 
varieties of religious experience, arguing that religiosity is driven by a belief 
in an unseen power that brings a sense of order to what would otherwise 
be moral anarchy. This is an intelligent force that controls the universe, 
and to which our impulse is to adjust ourselves, perhaps harmoniously. 
Among Caribbeans, this intelligent force undergirds peripheral beliefs, 
such as ‘no race is superior’ and ‘we are all equal in God’s eyes’. These 
beliefs are outputs of a religiosity that Caribbeans do not deploy only to 
mediate their experiences in education and socioeconomic domains, but 
also to mitigate unfavourable psychological states, such as helplessness and 
hopelessness. Religiosity, thus, governs the norms and standards by which 
Caribbeans judge their worth and abilities, and, by extension, promotes 
and protects their psychological integrity. Consider its implications within 
the ABE framework:

 RELIGIOSITY 



86 

• Attitude: Material achievements, status, and lifestyles that I value 
and to which I aspire have [or do not have] a religious or spiritual 
connotation that encourages me.

• Behaviour: I call upon [or do not call upon] an unseen order for 
guidance in my approach to life and my responses to experiences and 
challenges over which I do [or do not] believe I have full control.

• Expectation: An omnipresent, omnipotent, or both, power will [or 
will not] direct my undertakings and the outcomes in my life.

This exercise is designed to probe how religiosity that mediates lived expe-
riences manifests in attitudes, behaviours, and expectations that cohere around 
distinct tendencies and outcomes. Discernible examples in this chapter include 
where it appears to promote affluence and material success among some par-
ticipants, and where it appears to legitimise hardship and related suffering 
among others. This variation suggests that, however it manifests itself, religi-
osity is a vital psychosocial resource through which Caribbeans, as well as 
other individuals and groups, mediate their experiences and outcomes, includ-
ing those in education and socioeconomic domains.

In summary, the intergenerational experiences suggest that the younger 
generations are increasingly less likely to develop religiosity in the religions 
in which such socialisation has occurred in a conventional sense. Even so, 
religion remains a salient force in socialisation processes in their cultures—
in their families, local and virtual communities, social media, and wherever 
else Caribbeans congregate and interact with one another. It represents a 
space in which they develop a sense of safety, a sense of belonging and, 
crucially, a sense of themselves. Religion—as well as religiosity—still has 
the capacity to satisfy these fundamental needs, so it continues to have 
important implications for educational attainment and socioeconomic 
progression across the generations.

notes

1. Cecil Alexander (1818–1895) began writing verse in childhood, and by the 
1840s she was well established as a hymn-writer. Some of her works, includ-
ing ‘All Things Bright and Beautiful’ and the Christmas carol ‘Once in 
Royal David’s City’, are known by Christians the world over, as is her trans-
lation of ‘Saint Patrick’s Breastplate’.

2. William Edward Burghardt ‘W. E. B.’ Du Bois—a sociologist, historian, and 
civil rights activist—is widely known for leading the Niagara Movement, a 
group of African-American activists who promoted equal rights for blacks.
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3. Mark Zuckerberg and his Harvard University friends founded Facebook—a 
web-based social network—in 2004. Users must register before using the 
website, after which they may create a personal profile, befriend other users, 
exchange messages, and receive automatic notifications when their friends 
update their profiles.

4. Saint Augustine of Hippo (né Aurelius Augustinus; AD 354–430) was a 
great theologian and doctor of the early Latin Church. He remains a major 
intellectual figure in Christian religions, and the influence of his surviving 
works on Christian theology and the psychology and political theology of 
the Western world is marked.
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CHAPTER 6

Education: Educational Aspiration

Abstract This chapter explores education as settings of socialisation in 
which the ability to learn, reason, problem solve, think abstractly, and 
comprehend complex ideas is nurtured. Among these settings, schools are 
of particular interest because participants are likely to have been socialised 
therein. Not only because a right to an education is legislated in Britain, 
but also that formal education experienced in schools is integral to Britain’s 
socioeconomically advanced society. With regard to disadvantages, educa-
tional practitioners are seen in a position of advantage to temper the edu-
cational experience and outcome of children and other young people in 
their schools. This is played out in the chapter through an exploration of 
the educational outcome of participants whose familiarity with formal 
education processes, which they developed by virtue of their socialisation 
in schools, functioned to mediate their success in education and socioeco-
nomic domains.

In light of educational attainment and socioeconomic progression, around 
which this chapter develops, education conjures up ideas of structured learn-
ing that takes place, typically, under the formal guidance of an educator. 
Outside of this context, however, is the long tradition of unstructured learn-
ing, which involves informal and self-directed exploration of subjects about 
which one might have little or no formal guidance. Thus, any experience that 
has a formative effect on the way one thinks, feels, or behaves may be thought 
educational, and this can occur in either formal or  informal settings. But 
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formal settings, as we know, are arguably more amenable to universal educa-
tion, which has been a norm in Britain and other Western cultures since the 
nineteenth century. It is a defining and integral aspect of our socioeconomi-
cally advanced society and people’s lived experiences therein.

In an effort to preserve context, I shall risk stating the obvious by 
stressing that the right to an education is widely recognised and legislated 
in contemporary Britain, where education is divided into primary, second-
ary, tertiary, and vocational levels, and compulsory up to a certain age. 
Early education is organised into five ‘Key Stages’ that are particular to the 
state schooling system in England, Wales, and Northern Ireland. Matrix I 
outlines how these stages correspond to age groups and the qualification 
expected of students within predefined age groups at these various stages. 

Formal education in this system is undertaken in community schools, 
which include home, nursery, and supplementary types; activity camps; 
colleges; and universities. These are settings in which experiences for life 
itself are nurtured, such as acquiring educational sensibilities, developing 
vocational aptitude, and making friends. In fostering these experiences 
among young people, schools do not merely promote community spirit 
and cohesion, which in turn promote collective progress, but shape the 
very humanness by which our society is defined. These functions have 
been appreciated in the words of the education consultant Jamie Martin,1 
who in an article for the Guardian (2016) acknowledged that ‘bringing 
communities together should be the aim of every school and an education 
that promotes tolerance and inclusivity should be the birthright of every 
child. These are not British values, but universal ones.’

M
at

ri
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I

Key Stage 0: Nursery · Playgroup · Reception (3–5 y/o). 
Included as part of the Early Years Foundation Stage

· Key Stage 1: (05-07 y/o) Year One· Year Two Primary
· Key Stage 2: (07-11 y/o) Year Three · Year Four · Year Five · Year Six Primary
· Key Stage 3: (11-14 y/o) Year Seven · Year Eight · Year Nine Secondary
· Key Stage 4: (14-16 y/o) Year Ten · Year Eleven Secondary
· Key Stage 5: (16-18 y/o) Year Twelve · Year Thirteen College

� Primary schooling is divided into Infant schooland Junior school
� Secondary schooling exams and qualification are GCSEs
� Sixth Form and other colleges exams and qualifications include Advance Levels, 

Advance Secondary-Levels, Higher National Diploma (HND), and National 
Vocation Qualification (NVQ)

 6 EDUCATION: EDUCATIONAL ASPIRATION



 91

In light of these functions of schooling, and education more generally, 
this chapter explores lived experiences in education among the three genera-
tions of participants, highlighting the role of familiarity with formal educa-
tion processes in their educational and socioeconomic outcomes. From 
their lived experiences, it will become clear that familiarity with formal edu-
cation processes is developed by virtue of socialisation in that formal educa-
tion. This is a psychosocial resource that has important implications for 
attainment and progression across generations, because individuals deploy it 
to mediate their experiences in education and socioeconomic domains.

Educational Background

The pre-emigration educational experiences among the first-generation 
participants were diverse. Whilst the majority of them had some form of 
basic schooling, many of those with origins in rural areas in the Caribbean 
tended to have little or no experience of formal education. By contrast, 
others had completed secondary school and attained qualifications that 
enabled them to progress in educational terms in Britain. Mr Edward’s 
[F6.1] account offers insights into the Caribbean’s education system in 
the immediate post-war era:

I grew up in the village. Most of the population were black, very religious 
peasants. The women of the family looked after me. I was talkative and ener-
getic from since I was a tot, so they bought an alphabet sheet and taught me 
the alphabet and words. I started learning words and calling them out every-
where, so they decided I should be sent to school. It was mainly my aunt. 
She got me to prep school. Then they decided I should go to primary 
school, and I was already able to read sentences. I got to primary school; it 
was a Catholic school. One day I was sent to the headmistress, an Irish nun, 
and, while I was waiting, I started calling out the words on the posters on 
the wall and she heard me. She was surprised I could do that, so she decided 
I should be kept on and sent to second standard. That’s where it started for 
me. The school was mixed, but mostly blacks, some whites, Indians, and 
Chinese. In Guyana, at the time, there was one school that was the equiva-
lent of Eton in England. It was a requirement in all the colonies and the top 
boys would be sent there. In the whole of Guyana, the government would 
award ten scholarships for the top boys to go to that school. So the head 
teacher had her eyes on me, and there was this teacher who took over my 
class and he decided to do something about that. My life changed then. 
While my friends were out playing cricket and kicking ball I was being given 
extra lessons and coaching [supplementary schooling]. There is a high pres-
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tige to getting a scholarship, both for the school and the person. Even 
wealthy people who could afford to pay for their children preferred a schol-
arship because of the prestige. I was prepped, so when I took the exam I got 
a scholarship. I attended the school and I finished with ten O Levels.

Mr Edward’s experience is representative of those participants who had 
a more than basic level of education before they migrated to Britain. They 
tended to possess an affirmative confidence surrounding the vocational 
usefulness of education, which was typically framed within a context in 
which educational attainment procures socioeconomic advantage. This 
notion of advantage, however, does not negate their membership of a 
marginalised group that was largely disadvantaged in terms of ethnic pen-
alty, material poverty, structural inequality, and pervasive racism. With 
these experiences in mind, they were differentiated by a rather atypical 
desire to translate educational attainment into the socioeconomic progres-
sion towards which many of them aspired. It is atypical in that these par-
ticipants were both succeeding and aspiring to succeed in education and 
socioeconomic domains in which a multitude of forces militated against 
that success. Against this current, a degree of familiarity with formal edu-
cational processes among them functioned as a blueprint of how to suc-
ceed in education. It manifested in their pursuit of further education and 
vocational qualifications in order that they might improve their socioeco-
nomic prospects. Mr Edward offers a detailed insight into how this experi-
ence played out in his life:

I came in 1960. In those days if one wanted an education, one had to go to 
England or America. I came for education, so my mindset and experience 
[were] not typical. I was part of a learning community but during summers 
I worked at factories and as a dustman. But I knew, once summer is over, I 
would go back to school. My family were saying that I needed to take advan-
tage because they did not have that opportunity. I wanted to study medi-
cine, so I did A Levels in chemistry, physics, and zoology. After college, I 
applied to UCCA [Universities Central Council on Admissions] to study 
medicine but I did not get a place at any university. Once I had my results, 
I approached a few with my grades. I got a place at [the University of] 
Edinburgh to study life sciences, but not medicine. They would only accept 
me if I would do chemistry and life sciences. I accepted and stayed in a hos-
tel on campus, and worked as well. I did not have a grant. I later learned that 
the place they would have offered me to study medicine was given to some-
one else whom I had better grades than. I did not really let it bother me 
because we knew that it would not be easy, even before we came to England. 
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In Guyana, we used to say, ‘If you black, you stay back; if you brown, you 
stick around; and if you white, you will be alright.’ But I never believed that. 
I was brought up in a religious environment and I know that we are all equal 
in God’s eyes. I did the degree in life sciences and then started applying for 
jobs, but did not get any. I applied to be a student guide at a university in 
Manchester, and then I had a call that someone was interested in my CV. I 
was a bit nervous, but I went anyway. He offered me to do a Ph.D. in bac-
teriology. I thought it was a mistake but I agreed and did it anyway.

Mr Edward was twenty years old when he migrated to England in 
1960. He first stayed with his mother, who worked as a nurse in London, 
where, in light of his hope to pursue a career in medicine, he attended col-
lege to attain the A Levels he required. However, in spite of this attain-
ment, he was not afforded an opportunity to realise this ambition. He 
would go on to attain a doctorate in bacteriology, which allowed him to 
work as a lecturer in higher education, and to secure jobs in a number of 
renowned higher-education institutions, such as Aston University in 
Birmingham and the University of Dar es Salaam in Tanzania.

Mr Edward met the woman who became his wife—a nurse—in London. 
Both Seventh Day Adventists and Guyanese, they married in 1976. The 
family’s first child, Emile [F6.2], was born in 1978  in Tanzania. Their 
daughter, Emilia [F6.2], was born the following year in the upwardly mobile 
community of Old Trafford, Manchester, where they had purchased a home 
after returning to the UK from Tanzania. Initially, the children attended 
community schools in Old Trafford, but their parents later transferred them 
to fee-paying schools. Emilia went on to study medicine at university, but 
she became unwell and lost her life to an autoimmune disease in 2008. By 
contrast, Emile struggled throughout his educational career, although he 
eventually attended college to study music. This had always been his princi-
pal interest, but it was difficult for his parents to accept. Due to growing up 
in a different era from his parents, he claims to have accepted ‘most black 
people’s idea of success—sports or music’. However, he is ‘not good at 
sports’ and his Adventist faith restricts his occupational mobility as a musi-
cian because he will not work during the hours of the Sabbath (from Friday 
sunset to Saturday sunset).

Mr Edward’s inclination to pursue higher education was characteristic 
among the few first-generation participants who attained formal qualifica-
tions—such as O Levels—during their earlier educational careers. By and 
large, though, this inclination contrasted with that held by members of the 
first generation who were functionally illiterate; had received only basic 
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schooling; and/or had not experienced any kind of formal or vocational 
skills training. Mr John [PP6.1] offers a valuable insight into the latter 
group’s general scepticism about the vocational usefulness of education:

Well, education is good, but for what? It won’t help you find a job. I know 
this girl. She have education and she went for a job and they give her a test. 
Then they tell her she too qualified so she didn’t get the job. They [employ-
ers] want you, but not if you know more than the boss. They [the boss] afraid 
you will do things he don’t understand. Education won’t really help you find 
a job. If you educated, you won’t want certain jobs because you will feel you 
too educated for that [certain jobs] or the money too small. But everyone 
needs money whether a job pays a lot or not. You have to make up your mind 
to earn less if you have education or have education and [be] without money.

The lack of educational attainment, doubts about the vocational useful-
ness of education, and functional ignorance due to illiteracy among first- 
generation participants corresponded to their limited familiarity with 
educational processes that originated in their disadvantaged background. 
Empirical insights from Chap. 2 suggest that this background was shaped 
by the legacies of slavery and colonialism in the Caribbean. It was one in 
which formal education, self-actualisation, and group prosperity were pro-
moted as the preserves of well-off urbanites, who were differentiated by 
their access to education and the quality of their schooling. Hence, partici-
pants who were not inclined to pursue educational attainment or voca-
tional training tended not to consider themselves deserving of these 
experiences. They either did not attend primary school at all or received 
only basic schooling that did not prepare them for further or higher edu-
cation. The communities in which they tended to settle as adults valued 
muscle power and manual skills along with the physical strength to pro-
vide materially for the family. Also, laborious, low-skilled, low-paid work 
was the means through which many of their families made a living in the 
Caribbean. Mr John’s account suggests that most of the migrants antici-
pated a continuation of this sort of life in Britain, but with more viable job 
opportunities:

I left Carriacou [Grenada] and go Trinidad when I was twelve to work. My 
mother was in Trinidad. She had nine children. I didn’t go [to] school, they 
send me go bush [farm] every day. In Trinidad, I work as a labourer at the 
oil refinery just doing any job. I couldn’t get good job because I didn’t have 
the right documents. I had a hard time in Trinidad. I was staying with my 
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mother, but I didn’t stay long. In 1957 was a big year. I went [to] 
Connecticut to work on the tobacco fields, but I stay only nine months. The 
government in Trinidad had [to] get money for us to go there. The crop 
that year was bad so I come England on the boat.

Mr John’s culture in Grenada and Trinidad during his childhood and 
youth was rather primordial. Life was lived simply in rural communities in 
which the boys were primed for manual work, particularly in farming. His 
experience revealed that formal education and attaining educationally had 
not been factored into his early socialisation, and his foremost expectation 
on migrating to Britain was to avail himself of employment opportunities 
that did not require educational attainment. Ordinarily, this expectation 
was common among participants who were functionally illiterate or had 
received little education in the Caribbean before leaving for Britain. They 
were not inclined to attain educationally, although Mr William’s [5.1] 
experience, which we shall explore further in Chap. 10, suggests that they 
were sometimes encouraged to pursue vocational qualifications. However, 
they were likely to fail these, or fail to complete the courses, so their edu-
cational outcomes corresponded to their pre-immigration aspirations for a 
better life and their notions of how they might achieve it. Typically, they 
would obtain low-skilled work in the manual sector that would allow them 
to meet their families’ basic needs.

The experiences of the participants who did attain educationally also cor-
responded to their pre-immigration aspirations for a better life and their 
notion of how they might achieve it. This connection, which is explored in 
greater depth through the pattern of high–high educational attainment and 
socioeconomic progress across the generations in Chap. 9, echoes 
Mr Edward’s [F6.1] experience, described earlier, in that it highlights the 
salience of pre-immigration aspiration in educational outcomes among the 
first generation. However, as his experience revealed, such aspirations were 
adjusted to align with lived experience and achievement in education.

In addition to educational aspiration, these first-generation partici-
pants’ experiences in education corresponded to their familiarity with for-
mal education processes and their understanding of the vocational 
usefulness of educational attainment—both of which they had developed 
in formal education. Educational limitations and socioeconomic disadvan-
tages that characterise their origin in the Caribbean meant that many—
indeed, the majority—of their contemporaries had not had an opportunity 
to experience formal education or to develop these sensibilities. Even so, 
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they were invariably disposed to ensure that their children attended school, 
as required by law. This often characterised the full extent of their partici-
pation in their children’s education. Lack of familiarity with formal educa-
tion processes and limited understanding of the vocational usefulness of 
attainment meant they were limited in their ability to participate any fur-
ther in their children’s educational development.

This was especially true among matriarchs who assumed responsibility 
for the educational development of the children in their care. For many of 
them this responsibility was compromised by their own educational limita-
tions, which were compounded by commitments to provide materially for 
their families. Nonetheless, in addition to ensuring that the children 
attended school and were provided for materially, they were generally 
more inclined than the men to pursue formal educational qualifications or 
vocational training. This could be explained in terms of their greater likeli-
hood of having experience in formal education or their experience of 
employment in the healthcare sector. Mrs Edward [F6.1] intimated that 
women who worked as auxiliary nurses were liable to possess or develop 
basic literacy skills. For the same reason, in terms of access to employment 
opportunities—as Ms Marjorie’s [F4.1] account demonstrates—they ben-
efited from whatever education they received:

In Trinidad I did two O Levels but I got low grades. When I left Trinidad, 
I had a place at Macclesfield Hospital to study nursing. I didn’t finish the 
course because I got married and had the children. But later, I went back 
and got qualified as a mental health nurse. I did the course at Salford 
University in the eighties. My job paid for it. I got a certificate in social ser-
vice and a qualification in social work … I also got a counselling qualifica-
tion. I was there from an early age when I stopped doing my mental health 
nursing. But after the children, I got to work as a care assistant.

Ms Marjorie, a Hindu, migrated to England from Trinidad in 1959 to 
work as a mental health nurse in Macclesfield Hospital, Greater Manchester. 
She had completed a grammar school education and attained O Levels in 
Spanish and history, which suggests that she had a latent disposition to 
pursue further education. However, in 1962, she became pregnant and 
married Mr Marjorie [F4.1], a Christian apprentice engineer from Jamaica. 
He worked on the docks in Trafford, where he later qualified as a marine 
engineer. Following their marriage, the Marjories purchased a home in 
Old Trafford, Greater Manchester, where their children—Melvin, Megan, 
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and Marcus [F4.2]—were born in 1962, 1964, and 1967, respectively. 
The family later dissolved, but Ms Marjorie was able to obtain relatively 
high-status employment due to her good qualifications.

Opportunities to attain formal qualifications and secure employment in 
the healthcare sector enabled a number of other participants to enjoy an 
improved quality of life, too. Naturally, their socioeconomic outcomes 
contrasted with those of participants such as Mr John [PP6.1], who had 
no experience of formal education, and Mr Dmitri [F8.1] and Mr Tito 
[F1.1], both of whom failed to attain educationally. Without formal quali-
fications, these participants were forced to work in the low-skilled manual 
sector and had little or no prospect of improving their socioeconomic 
outcomes. Their notion of a better life in Britain was based largely on find-
ing any form of paid work so that earning a living would be easier than it 
had been in the Caribbean. Their experiences are explored further in 
Chap. 7, where we will see that most members of the first generation 
focused on finding whatever work they could—whether formal or infor-
mal—in order to earn a living and provide for their families.

VariEty of ExpEriEncEs in Education

In addition to its function as a prelude to their life trajectory in Britain, the 
first-generation Caribbeans’ educational background was a factor in the 
educational experiences of their children. The majority ensured that their 
children, all of whom were brought up—either fully or mostly—in Britain, 
attended local community schools. The lived experiences that were 
explored in Chap. 4 revealed that some families settled in local communi-
ties so that their children would have a better chance of attaining educa-
tionally by attending what they believed were ‘good schools’. Hence, 
these efforts in the family, coupled with unrestricted access to schools 
in local communities, meant that the second generation’s statutory right 
to an education was fulfilled. However, in light of a generally poor tenure 
in community schools, to which participants ascribed a number of unfa-
vourable adjectives—such as ‘isolating’, ‘alienating’, ‘entrapping’, 
‘strange’, ‘troubling’, and ‘indifferent’—the second generation’s overall 
experience in school was patently less fulfilling. Nonetheless, it was medi-
ated by their interactions with socialisation agents—such as teachers, par-
ents, career advocates, and peers—who offered encouragement, guidance, 
and even distractions that were to influence their educational performance 
and outcomes. Felicia’s [F2.2] account of encouragement and guidance in 
the following extract exemplifies this:
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My dad used to always come to the school meetings and if I would do a 
show or exhibition. My parents have always been supportive of my educa-
tion. You know, taking an interest in what homework I was doing, asking 
me what I wanted to do when I left school, with just an expectation that I 
would go on to A Level and university. That was just an expectation that I 
know, whereas other friends of mine, their families might have been more 
like ‘What you want to go to college for?’ Friends from school, whose par-
ents had not been to university, would not have had a positive attitude about 
going to university. My parents were always, ‘Well, you are clever, so you 
have to go to university to further your education.’

Felicia’s experience was one in which family investment was coupled with 
intergenerational familiarity with formal educational processes to facilitate 
her success in education. She was encouraged to progress in a way that was 
unlike the school experience of many of her peers, who lacked any sort of 
encouragement or guidance to succeed educationally. Unsurprisingly, these 
members of the second generation were unlikely to attain educationally. 
They ‘did not get anything out of school’, as Andy [F10.2] put it. With few 
exceptions, these poor outcomes corresponded to a certain familiarity with 
formal educational processes that they developed in schools where they 
were often traumatised in a psychological sense or insufficiently supported 
to attain educationally. These experiences of psychological trauma and lim-
ited support among second-generation participants help to explain attitudes 
and actions that were not conducive to attainment or progression. For 
example, Trist [F1.2] was sceptical about gaining anything from attending 
school (see Chap. 8); Wilma [F5.2] did not like school and refused to sit 
exams (see Chap. 10); and Andy [F10.2] became insolent and was ulti-
mately permanently excluded (see Chap. 11). Such attitudes and actions 
were exacerbated by the participants’ own frustration about their inability to 
succeed or even develop aspirations to attain educationally. In part, this 
mindset may be traced back to the very limited provisions and guidance they 
received from socialisation agents throughout their compulsory education. 
Trist explains it as follows:

Caribbean parents don’t take an active role in their children’s education. 
They leave it up to the school. They think it is the school’s responsibility to 
educate their children properly. My parents’ lives were difficult. Dad never 
showed any interest in my education. We hardly saw my dad—he worked 
nights when we were asleep and stayed home during the day when we were 
in school. After secondary school, I did a few apprenticeships. I wanted to 
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go to work. Most boys just wanted to go to work. It was not like we wanted 
anything at school. We had fun. We would sit at the back of the class and 
play games all the time. The teachers never bothered. It was, like, ‘It is OK 
to sit at the back and play while I teach those who are interested.’ Looking 
back now, I think they were happy to see us fail.

Trist’s testimony offers an insight into the extent to which disadvantaged 
second-generation Caribbeans were further disadvantaged by the education 
system. In addition to his parents and his peers, his teachers offered him 
little or no encouragement to attain educationally, which contributed to 
fulfilling his expectation of completing his compulsory education without 
any qualifications. However, the course of his life changed when he accepted 
an invitation to attend a vocational course from which he gained a qualifica-
tion. This remarkable success underpins a change in attitude towards educa-
tion across the generations in his family. In contrast to his parents, who were 
limited in their ability to encourage attitudes, behaviours, and expectations 
that would have been conducive to educational attainment in Trist, he went 
on to participate actively in his children’s educational development and sup-
ported their educational achievements. Moreover, his experience in educa-
tion and attainment of a formal qualification enabled him to develop a 
familiarity with formal educational processes and an understanding of the 
vocational usefulness of education that he transmitted to his children. 
Aspects of the family’s lived experiences and outcomes are explored in detail 
in Chap. 8, where we shall learn that Trist’s children are enjoying better 
socioeconomic outcomes than Trist himself as a result their high educa-
tional attainment and professional employment.

In a parallel experience, Lloyd’s [F3.2] vocational training in the army 
enabled him to develop a familiarity with processes of attainment that may 
ripple across the generations in his family—first among his children. Before 
his death, he played an active role in their educational development:

I want them to be so smart that people will know they are my children. I will 
encourage my son into IT to develop his skills. I see he has a talent already. 
He is ten but his teacher told me he is not doing great on his reading. The 
minute I found out, I was on his case. I sat him down and gave him the 
talk—told him he needs to fix that because I’m not having anybody tell me 
my kids are dumb. I think, as parents, we should focus on our children’s 
education. I won’t have my children speaking improperly. I won’t have 
them pronouncing words incorrectly. When they go out there, I want them 
to be able to iterate at any level … to speak to different people and to com-
municate at any level.
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Lloyd’s fairly liberal attitude towards education, which resonated across 
the generations, defaulted to a notion of success that encompassed more 
than qualifications. He wanted his children to be versatile and recognised 
as learned. Therefore, he hoped to impart modes of self-expression and 
language that are revered in education and socioeconomic domains. He 
urged his children to develop the ability and confidence to interact func-
tionally with others at various levels, but especially in education. The soci-
ologist Pierre Bourdieu2 conceptualised these very dispositions—education, 
intellect, style of speech—as ‘cultural capital’, which he claimed promotes 
social mobility in our stratified society.

This experience is similar to those recounted by participants who 
attained highly in education, obtained employment in high-status occupa-
tions, and progressed in socioeconomic terms. Their successful journeys 
started at school, where many of them developed familiarity with formal 
educational processes through positive interactions with teachers, more 
knowledgeable peers, and other professionals. We saw this earlier in Mr 
Edward’s [F6.1] interactions with teachers who acknowledged his ability 
to succeed in education and prepared him to pass formal exams. His expe-
rience, while unique, can be extrapolated to the wider group. We need to 
consider the teachers’ role as socialisation agents, effectively assuming 
responsibility to guide each pupil’s success in education while also exhibit-
ing regard and sensitivity towards that pupil’s background. Through this 
experience, the pupil is able to develop a familiarity with formal educa-
tional processes that is conducive to educational attainment and socioeco-
nomic progression. Accordingly, young people are disposed to develop 
this kind of familiarity with formal educational processes by virtue of their 
socialisation in formal educational settings, including supplementary 
schools. This comprises another psychosocial resource that may be trans-
mitted across the generations.

Educational aspiration

Formal education, as explored throughout this chapter, constitutes a vari-
ety of settings in which young people particularly—but not uniquely—
develop familiarity with formal learning and an appreciation of the 
vocational usefulness of attainment. These processes occur through their 
interactions with socialisation agents, most commonly teachers, peers, 
behavioural specialists, and career professionals. Such interactions allow 
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learners to develop an awareness of the different kinds of success towards 
which they might become encouraged to aspire. The participants’ lived 
experiences revealed this as a means through which formal education can 
make a difference to the educational and socioeconomic outcomes of all 
learners, and particularly the young people who originate in backgrounds 
characterised by educational and socioeconomic disadvantage—poverty, 
in a word.

Poverty is complex, irrespective of how it is defined, and it never means 
the same thing to all people. Even so, it is easy to agree with human devel-
opment advocate Amartya Sen’s3 précis that it is a debilitating state with 
many adverse risk factors that affect the mind, body, and soul. Given this 
understanding of the term, young people raised in poverty are more likely 
to lack—and therefore need—a more knowledgeable other to help them 
to navigate their disadvantages and make the most of their opportunities. 
Parents usually assume this role in our society, but the extensive literature 
on human development suggests that even when parents with limited 
resources do all that they can for their children, those children remain at a 
relative disadvantage in education and socioeconomic domains. However, 
teachers and other practitioners in the schools that these disadvantaged 
young people attend are suitably positioned to supplement their parents’ 
role in that they represent more knowledgeable others who can provide 
the necessary support to enhance self-esteem and promote success in edu-
cational and socioeconomic terms.

This is not to suggest that teachers and other educational practitioners 
could in any way replace parents simply by offering the young people in 
their charge ‘unconditional positive regard’—the approach championed 
by Carl Rogers in Freedom to Learn. Mass education, as we know it, does 
not work that way. But surely education could be adapted in such a way 
that pupils’ potential and attainment are nurtured in schools that provide 
them with acceptance and assurance. Educational institutions should issue 
an unconditional invitation to learners to be present just the way they are, 
without inducing in them any anxiety to change, often through with-
drawal. Since education is susceptible to directives from the many people 
whose interests it serves—families, legislatures, industries—a collective 
effort could result in a shift to treating young people in school with greater 
positive regard. They should also be listened to, understood, and offered 
support to explore and discover new, fulfilling experiences. To appreciate 
this issue more fully, let us turn once again to the ABE framework:
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• Attitude: The attitudes of peers, teachers, and other practitioners in 
schools are [or are not] always positive. They can [or cannot] help me 
to develop my potential because they do [or do not] understand me.

• Behaviour: Peers, teachers, and other practitioners in my school 
help [or do not help] me to understand the learning material. They 
encourage [or do not encourage] me to apply current experiences to 
my personal development and activities in my everyday life.

• Expectation: I expect [or do not expect] teachers and other learning 
practitioners in schools to be approachable, caring, empathetic, non- 
judgemental, supportive, and appropriately trained for their job.

In bringing this chapter to a conclusion, I anticipate the exercise of 
considering these experiences within the ABE framework will elicit the 
compassionate instinct to promote and extend positive regard towards 
young people in education who begin life at a disadvantage. For the par-
ticipants’ lived experiences, not to mention numerous empirical studies, 
have affirmed that teachers’ regard for the disadvantages to which some of 
their pupils are exposed outside of the classroom can be transformative. 
The understanding here is that attuned teachers—and other learning prac-
titioners—have the potential to impart a familiarity with formal educa-
tional processes that will enhance pupils’ cognitive development and help 
them to succeed in education. This played out in the successes of Mr 
Edward [F6.1] and Lee [F3.2], whose experiences affirm that the familiar-
ity with formal educational processes which disadvantaged young people 
are able to develop at school does allow them to become educational high- 
achievers, which in turn facilitates favourable socioeconomic outcomes.

With these favourable experiences and outcomes in mind, I feel com-
pelled to reiterate two important findings that arose from the participants’ 
lived experiences. The first is that familiarity with formal educational pro-
cesses that develops by virtue of socialisation in education varies widely. 
This is compounded by the second, which is that familiarity with formal 
educational processes that is deployed to mediate experiences in education 
and socioeconomic domains is not always conducive to attainment and 
progression. These findings are explored further in Part III, where they 
come alive in the accounts of the study’s intergenerational families. For 
instance, Andy [F10.2] likened his schooling to a torture chamber where 
‘teachers would make you regret you alive’. More commonly, other par-
ticipants complained that teachers were less helpful to those children 
whose family members failed to visit their schools.
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notEs

1. Jamie Martin served as an adviser to Secretary of State for Education Michael 
Gove between May 2010 and July 2014.

2. The International Sociological Association has judged Pierre Bourdieu—a 
sociologist whose work is concerned with social dynamics and the ways in 
which power is transferred and social order is maintained within and across 
generations—among the most revered sociological authorities of the  
twentieth century.

3. Amartya Sen—a professor of economics and philosophy at Harvard 
University—has made numerous contributions to research in welfare eco-
nomics, social choice theory, economic and social justice, economic theories 
of famines, and indexes of the wellbeing of citizens in developing countries.
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CHAPTER 7

Occupation: Occupational Aspiration

Abstract This chapter explores occupation as settings in which employ-
ment occurs and prospects for upward mobility exist. It introduces the 
reader to participants’ experiences in social worlds in which occupational 
aspirations are varied but, nonetheless, constrained by composite factors 
that interact and at times conflict. Some examples are endogenous factors 
such as innate ability; educational attainment; material poverty; and per-
sonal ambition, and exogenous factors such as ethnic penalty; opportunity 
structures; racism; and social assistance. It becomes evident that such fac-
tors influence participants’ occupational aspirations in significant ways.

In Chap. 6 we became acquainted with the participants’ experiences and 
outcomes in education and the kind of work they were qualified to obtain. 
The practical work through which they earned their living and developed 
social identities that represent their lives are explored in this chapter within 
the context of occupation—the actual settings within which opportunities 
for employment, economic rewards, and social mobility exist.

Social identities are shaped in important ways in occupation. Dominant 
ones, as is the case with occupational identities, are extensions of those devel-
oped throughout early socialisation, examples of which have been explored 
in earlier chapters. They are articulated with educational or socioeconomic 
connotations in a narrative surrounding socialisation—a narrative in which 
they are the acme of identities. This chapter explores this notion through 
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insights into intergenerational experiences and  outcomes in occupations, 
and by making sense of the relationship between some participants’ occupa-
tional aspirations and their educational and socioeconomic outcomes.

EmploymEnt and occupation

Thus far, we have learned that the majority of first-generation Caribbeans 
earned their living in the low-skilled, manual sector during their early years 
in Britain. The men, in particular, worked as factory production-line oper-
atives, janitors, or cleaners on the railways. The women worked mainly in 
the healthcare sector as auxiliary nurses—the lowest level of nursing, 
which was manually intensive and did not require them to have any edu-
cational qualifications or prior work experience. Other women worked as 
cleaners, factory production-line operatives, or in self-employed ven-
tures—as exemplified by Mrs Andrew’s [F10.1] shebeen and Ms Ansley’s 
[F7.1] nursery (see Chap. 4). With successful self-employment the only 
exception, these careers generally required little or no formal education or 
exceptional skills. They ordinarily attracted low wages, entailed unsociable 
and sometimes dreadfully long hours, and offered little or no prospect for 
employment mobility. By contrast, the women who worked as auxiliary 
nurses often had opportunities to improve their skills and consequently 
their prospects for employment mobility. Their lived experiences—
explored in earlier chapters—affirm that it was not uncommon for them to 
avail themselves of such opportunities.

Some first-generation participants who went on to attain educational 
and vocational qualifications pursued relatively high-status careers that 
commanded good incomes, which enabled them to experience an 
improved quality of life. Mr Phillip [F2.1], Ms Marjorie [F4.1], and Mr 
Edward [F6.1]—who worked as a mental health counsellor, a nursing 
home manager, and a university lecturer, respectively—exemplify this. In 
the following extract Ms Marjorie affirms that many members of the first 
generation shared an interest in healthcare that was encouraged by rela-
tives and friends in the Caribbean. In her case, her father encouraged her 
to immigrate to Britain to study nursing. Although she sought work as an 
auxiliary nurse upon arrival, she ultimately went on to attain vocational 
qualifications to improve her employment prospects:

There was a lot of opportunities for work. Some of my friends went to 
London to work as nurses but I applied for a job at a nursing home in 
Dukinfield [Greater Manchester] and I got it, so I moved there. There were 
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no Caribbeans in the area. Work was the reason I moved there. After I’d 
been there for a while I went to college and got qualifications, and I was 
made the deputy. I was earning about eighteen thousand pounds. That was 
twenty years ago. I was there until I retired.

Ms Marjorie’s work experience and vocational qualifications enabled 
her to obtain employment of a fairly high status, which ensured financial 
security. This kind of outcome was somewhat atypical at the time, but not 
unique. Indeed, it was common among first-generation participants who 
attained formal educational or vocational qualifications through which 
their employment prospects were improved. For instance, Mr Phillip, who 
had aspired to become a medical doctor—which he said was ‘not only 
about having a job but having a profession’—was able to obtain relatively 
high-status employment even though his poor experience—including a 
lack of support—throughout his schooling career compromised his pros-
pect of becoming a doctor. Instead, he pursued nursing: ‘the next-best 
thing’. The moral of his story is that, having failed to satisfy the admission 
criteria for medical school, Mr Phillip did not abandon his core aspiration, 
but sought further education to attain qualifications that would improve 
his employment prospects in a related healthcare occupation. This occupa-
tional experience and outcome compare well with those of Mr Edward, 
who also aspired to become a medical doctor but eventually became an 
academic. His aspiration towards a high-status career in healthcare had 
been a factor in his motivation to migrate to Britain.

Aspirations to work in healthcare were also common among the chil-
dren of these participants. However, in experiences that parallel those of 
their forebears, the second-generation participants, for various reasons, 
found it difficult and at times virtually impossible to obtain or qualify for 
high-status employment in the healthcare sector. Megan [F4.2] offers an 
intimate insight into this experience:

My father was traditional in that I was his only daughter. I always felt [her 
brothers Marcus and Melvin; F4.2] were pushed more and I was just the 
little side thing. Even though he did have aspirations for me, he didn’t push 
me as much as my brothers. He would joke around and say I could be a 
doctor. Even when I visit Trinidad or if I am overhearing a conversation, it’s 
like ‘[She] should be a doctor’, or people would say, ‘What do you do, are 
you a doctor?’ I think probably at some point I was looked down upon by 
my dad. I suppose it got to a stage with Dad—OK I was not going to be this 
doctor, so just do the best you can. That’s what he would say, but I always 
knew he would have liked for me to do better. Even my postgrad certificate 
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that I have just done, it wasn’t like ‘Well done! Congratulations!’ It was like 
‘Thank God!’—you know? And I am thinking, ‘Dad, I still had to work hard 
to get it.’ After my graduation, he said, ‘I had a tear in my eye. yes, you have 
done really well.’

According to Megan, her brothers were more encouraged to do well 
educationally, so, after their compulsory education, their father arranged 
for them to attend university—Melvin in Birmingham and Marcus in 
London. Megan had a more difficult experience at school. She explained 
that she ‘was shy, had few friends, and did not feel [she] belong[ed]’. After 
completing secondary school she thought about becoming a nurse, like 
her mother, with whom she had already worked in the nursing home. 
However, this work experience ‘put her off nursing’ (see below). She has 
since attained a qualification in human-resource training to support her 
work as a learning coordinator for a healthcare trust. The National Health 
Service provided a grant to cover some of the funding for her course. In 
sum, Megan’s experience supports an insufficiently explored observation 
that healthcare occupations are not only relatively accessible for Caribbeans 
but also highly regarded across the generations. This observation reso-
nated among the participants, as in Indira’s [PP3.2] account:

Most Caribbeans, not just in England but also in Canada and America, are 
mainly in healthcare positions. Basically all Caribbean people, not just 
Jamaicans. If you see a hundred black people on the street, very few would 
not be in a healthcare profession. Most people want to be a nurse, teacher, 
or doctor. Healthcare is like a trademark for Caribbeans. All who come here 
now go straight to the hospitals. In the Caribbean, nurses and doctors are 
looked up to and they are respected—a higher level of respect as a career. 
People ask, ‘What you do?’ and you can say you are a nurse. Most of the 
old-generation women who came to work as nurses were in the old system 
that did not require study or experience. It was straightforward, like mid-
wifery, where you have a baby and they had that experience from back 
home. Also it is a safe environment. Job stability … as well. At the end of the 
day, you know if anything happens that you can support yourself.

Beyond the financial security that is associated with healthcare profes-
sions is the specific appeal of medicine, nursing, and teaching across the 
generations. It seems aspiration towards these high-status professions is 
fuelled by intergenerational awareness of a high value ascribed to social 
status and a desire to improve one’s own status. Thus, lived experiences 
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across the generations suggest respect for a career in medicine develops 
naturally by virtue of socialisation in settings in which healthcare profes-
sionals interact with those in their charge. Of course, hospitals were the 
most cited examples of such settings, but—especially among the younger 
generations—it was also common for lived experience and interaction with 
nurses, medical doctors, and teachers in clinics, dispensaries, and schools 
to inspire occupational aspirations.

Evidently, interaction between practitioners and those in their charge in 
these settings influences the latter group’s occupational aspirations, if not 
for themselves, then certainly for their children. Mere contact with these 
professionals also discloses them and their profession as relatable to the 
young people with whom they interact. This translates into natural promo-
tion of their occupations and induction for the young people who are 
encouraged to aspire towards healthcare professions. It must be remem-
bered, however, that such aspirations are sustained by a desire to improve 
one’s own social status and thereby enhance one’s quality of life. This is in 
light of the limited possibilities and other disadvantages that typically char-
acterise many Caribbeans’ reality. As Indira suggested, healthcare practitio-
ners are not only admired members of the community who command a 
high level of respect and trust among Caribbeans; they also inspire hope. 
In Mr Edward’s [F6.1] experience, the medical professionals who visited 
the schools he attended throughout his childhood were ‘always well dressed 
and nice to talk to; if anyone wanted to be anything, it was to be like them’. 
These healthcare practitioners frequently acted as socialisation agents, 
inspiring in the younger generations a sense of what they could achieve in 
education and socioeconomic domains. In short, they transmitted a sense 
of success and served as a template for how to achieve a better life.

Notions of a better life among the participants corresponded with 
phases of development in occupational aspiration. For instance, the first- 
generation participants’ occupational aspirations were typically fully devel-
oped by the time they arrived in Britain. However, across the three 
generations, the participants’ occupational aspirations appeared to evolve 
in line with their perception of who they were and what they believed they 
might become—their social identities and sense of self, in other words. 
The lived experiences explored in previous chapters affirm that these iden-
tities and sense of self developed in various settings, such as within the 
family. Thus, throughout their socialisation, the participants became aware 
of professions that were amenable to their sense of self and adjusted their 
occupational aspirations in light of this awareness. This adjustment played 

 EMPLOyMENT AND OCCUPATION 



110 

out in the lives of Mr Dmitri [F8.1], Mr Tito [F1.1], and Mr William 
[F5.1], none of whom had attained educationally and all of whom shared 
an occupational aspiration that corresponded to a simple notion of a bet-
ter life that revolved around finding work to earn money in order to pro-
vide for their families.

These participants’ lived experiences in the Caribbean affirmed that they 
were unwaged or lived in poverty, so being a provider for the family was a 
desirable status, achievable only through paid work. Thus, they were moti-
vated by the ease with which they might earn a living and achieve such a 
status in Britain. As Mr Dmitri put it, they ‘were supposed to come to 
England to get jobs, get money a bit easier than at home’. Once in the UK, 
they accepted whatever work they could find in order to provide for their 
families. By many measures, this was a grand achievement, albeit one that 
manifested in a preoccupation with survival and less favourable outcomes 
than, say, those of their contemporaries in non-manual occupations.

Before leaving Jamaica, Mr Leroy [F3.1] had worked as a bookkeeper 
in his sister’s shop, while Ms Ansley [F7.1] had worked as a childminder 
in the ‘home of a wealthy Jewish family’. In light of these prior experi-
ences, they had both aspired to work in non-manual occupations in 
Britain. However, like many of their contemporaries, on arrival it proved 
easier to find work in manual occupations—Ms Ansley as an auxiliary 
nurse and Mr Leroy on a factory production line. These experiences con-
tinued until they both seized opportunities for a change of career. During 
the latter years of their working lives, Ms Ansley worked as a clerical assis-
tant and Mr Leroy as an operative in a call centre. Although still fairly 
low-skilled occupations, these positions afforded them a better quality of 
life than many of their contemporaries who remained in the labour- 
intensive sector were able to achieve. These patterns in their socioeco-
nomic outcomes can be understood more fully in terms of overall 
experiences in employment and occupations.

VariEty of ExpEriEncEs in EmploymEnt 
and occupations

The participants’ experiences in employment and occupations can be 
divided into the public and private sectors in which those experiences 
were lived. Participants who were able to obtain high-status employment 
were overly represented in the public sector, especially in the education 
and healthcare sectors—clinics, hospitals, and schools, most commonly. 
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They tended to suffer little disruption in their working lives, an experience 
they shared with their contemporaries in low-skilled, low-paid public sec-
tor employment.

By contrast, participants in low-skilled, low-paid private sector employ-
ment— typically factories and manufacturing plants—were highly suscep-
tible to economic downturns. Out of all the participants, these were the 
least likely to have attained educationally, a disadvantage that corresponded 
to their increased chance of experiencing periods of unemployment, often 
through redundancy. Mr John [PP6.1], Mr Tito [F1.1], and Mr William 
[F5.1], all of whom experienced redundancy as a result of the economic 
restructuring and recession that began in the mid-1970s, intimated that 
their employment prospects in the manual, low-skilled, low-paid private 
sector were disrupted.

The restructured economy demanded educational and vocational qual-
ifications that these men did not possess. Moreover, they were concen-
trated in manual, low-skilled occupations that were fast decreasing in 
availability. This had dreadful implications for their ability to provide for 
themselves and their families. Mr John observed that many Caribbeans 
lost their jobs, while others were forced to sell their homes. Social housing 
and other benefits were then provided for those who were unable to satisfy 
their basic needs. Mr Tito noted that ‘during that time partnerships were 
not so popular’ because pressures that undermined the tradition had 
started to emerge. These pressures were compounded by a widespread 
aversion to self-employment among Caribbeans. As Mr William explains:

Our people prefer to work for other people rather than working for ourself. 
This is our weakness and it [is] always with us. And if we don’t change, we 
will always be cleaning the street when other people shit on it. It should not 
be like that. In school, some want to get on but some don’t. They t’ink the 
world owe them somet’ing, and, instead to fight for it, they don’t. Some of 
the white guys around [are] adopting the same principle of not wanting to 
do anyt’ing and they [be]come no good as well. I look at [President Barack] 
Obama—he a guy with passion who want to achieve t’ings. The Americans 
speak with so much passion about business, but our people not like that. We 
have to break out of the mould and do somet’ing different, but they need 
to know where to start. I know some young people [who are] high up in 
society and very good at what they do, but it’s not many. We used to have 
shops selling coloured people food, but the Asians push them out and 
undercut them because they was too expensive. This is some t’ings that hap-
pened. Our people was not privileged, and when they get a little privilege, 
they use it too much. Even Africans are doing better these days.

 VARIETy OF ExPERIENCES IN EMPLOyMENT AND OCCUPATIONS 
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Although the first-generation participants’ tended to be disinclined 
towards self-employment, their experiences in a range of occupations sug-
gest that they developed ways to continue to make a legitimate living in the 
restructured economy. Their approaches evolved naturally across the gen-
erations, adjusting to tendencies in the knowledge and global corporate 
economies. Participants across the generations who attained educationally 
were able to obtain high-status employment in professional occupations, 
although often not without difficulties. They had an informed awareness 
of the vocational usefulness of education in the contemporary economy 
which corresponded to occupational aspirations their children were likely 
to inherit. Megan [F4.2] offers a valuable insight into this heritage:

Mum was a nurse, so I wanted to go into nursing. After secondary school, I 
still wanted to pursue nursing, so I went to South Trafford College. There 
was a course called pre-nursing where you got your O Levels and you learn 
a bit about what a nurse does … That was a two-year course. Mum used to 
work in an old-people’s home as a deputy manager and one time, when I was 
sixteen, I got a job working there. I didn’t like it so much, so that put me off 
nursing. Now I coordinate staff training at [a National Health Service trust].

Second-generation female participants, such as Megan and Felicia 
[F2.2], almost always followed the courses set by their first-generation 
parents by pursuing careers in the healthcare sector. Their brothers, on the 
other hand, tended to pursue careers in the knowledge economy, with 
notable preferences for artistic and technical occupations, such as enter-
tainment, engineering, and information technology. For example, Megan’s 
brothers Marcus and Melvin studied information technology and human 
resource management, respectively, and they now work as an engineer and 
a social-housing consultant. In a parallel intergenerational experience, 
Felicia, whose parents are both healthcare professionals, works as a mental- 
health counsellor. Her brothers Frampton [F2.2] and Freddie [F2.2] 
studied theatre and costume design and philosophy, respectively, and they 
now work as a studio director and a real-estate broker.

These occupational outcome patterns contrast with those of partici-
pants whose work in low-skilled sectors left them susceptible to redun-
dancy. These latter participants were often forced to rely on social assistance, 
or engaged in hustles to supplement their low incomes or to meet their 
basic needs. They were habitually unaware of educational or vocational 
opportunities through which their skill sets and employment prospects 
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might be improved. A consequence of this limitation was that they were 
disadvantaged in the labour market, and likely to remain so without inter-
vention. Unsurprisingly, this limitation resonated across the generations, 
affirming that Caribbeans have been disadvantaged in the labour market 
ever since Britain’s socioeconomic landscape experienced major shifts dur-
ing the 1970s. First-generation men, many of whom worked in the manual 
private sector, seemed to be more disadvantaged than their female con-
temporaries. Their cultural temperament and a limited understanding of 
the economic changes that were occurring at the time compounded this 
experience. In Mrs Edward’s [F6.1] words, ‘there was no network of sup-
port’ and ‘Caribbean men are laid back and not easy to change’. By con-
trast, the women, who often worked as auxiliary nurses, sometimes 
benefited from exposure to opportunities which could improve their 
employment prospects in the healthcare sector. Alas, they were not always 
able to avail themselves of these opportunities, as many of them were 
impaired by the legacy of disadvantages that impacted their life chances 
and those of their children. Mrs Edward explains the situation as follows:

The women are going to school and doing things. But before, they worked 
long hours, multiple jobs and did a lot of overtime so they were hardly 
home. A lot of their children got abused because there were no parents in 
the home. There is this family from our church—the sisters have just taken 
their brother to court for abusing them over thirty years ago. Of course, the 
parents were not aware, so it was a shock. There is a lot of that going on now.

Hence, while the first-generation women—many of whom had not 
attained educationally—had certain advantages over their male counter-
parts in the labour market, they typically earned less than the men and 
often worked multiple jobs to make ends meet, save towards homeowner-
ship, or fund an eventual return to the Caribbean. Naturally, the long 
hours they worked affected their ability to improve their own employment 
prospects and occupational outcomes, and indeed those of their children. 
Here, it is important to note that these children—both daughters and 
sons—often experienced similar occupational outcome patterns, despite 
their very different lived experiences and pressures, such as being born in 
Britain and not feeling compelled to save towards a return to the Caribbean. 
Like their parents, they tended to work in whatever low-skilled, typically 
low-paid job they could find in order to earn a living. Moreover, they were 
not averse to supplementing their legitimate incomes with hustles that 
helped them survive and provide for their families.

 VARIETy OF ExPERIENCES IN EMPLOyMENT AND OCCUPATIONS 
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The hustles in which second- and third-generation participants tended 
to engage were often perceived as both socially and economically reward-
ing. It is easy to equate them with desirable, high-status careers in main-
stream professions. Some examples are dress-making, hairdressing, nails 
grooming, painting and decorating, child-minding, and mobile food ven-
tures. Within a wider socioeconomic context, these hustles are professions 
for which colleges and universities offer training and companies offer 
apprenticeships. Even so, the participants’ accounts suggest that, within 
their disadvantaged local communities, they are more associated with low 
socioeconomic status and, in effect, privation. Megan’s [F4.2] testimony 
reveals a classic first-generation parents’ reaction to hustles:

I always used to feel like I was the black sheep of the family. I had thought of 
hairdressing. When I think of my friend, it was always … hairdressing. Now, 
if I’d said to my dad I wanted to do hairdressing, he would be, like, ‘No, you 
are not doing that.’ But my friend who has done it is probably on twice my 
salary now, you know, through sticking with what she wanted to do.

There is an undeniable tendency for high-achieving Caribbeans to 
deride hustling. This may be due to the fact that—although it is patently 
widespread in Caribbean communities—it characteristically lacks formality 
and credibility. Moreover, participants across the generations who have 
engaged in hustling were invariably inducted by socialisation agents who 
were often socioeconomically disadvantaged. Such inductions are usually 
indirect or informal; the market for hustles is usually small; and income is 
often unstable, at best. The Andrew family’s [F10] experience (explored 
further in Chap. 11) reveals that these issues have contributed to the 
younger generations remaining just as disadvantaged as their forebears.

It is little wonder that lack of educational attainment corresponds to 
poor occupational outcomes across the generations in such families. More 
specifically, each generation’s lived experience was characterised by limita-
tions and poverty. Hence, they were inclined to engage in hustles to satisfy 
their needs. It should not be assumed, however, that this intergenerational 
experience is intractable. There is evidence to suggest that better access to 
resources—coupled with an understanding of how to use them effec-
tively—can aid intergenerational efforts to secure a better quality of life. 
As the younger generations come to appreciate endogenous factors—edu-
cational sensibility, innate ability, personal ambition—they learn to utilise 
them to their advantage. They are also able to develop a deeper under-
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standing of the exogenous factors—such as ethnic penalty, social stratifica-
tion, and state support—that act upon their lives but over which they have 
little or no control. In consequence, their resolve increases and they start 
to develop occupational aspirations that are congruent with their sense of 
self. They are then able to marshal these assets when mediating their expe-
riences in education and socioeconomic domains.

progrEssiVE aspiration

Participants from various generations who had not attained educationally 
at school, and had sometimes experienced long periods of unemployment, 
were able to develop and deploy occupational aspiration in ways that 
improved their skill sets and employment prospects. For instance, Trist 
[F1.2] gained a qualification that enabled him to progress from ‘shifting 
boxes’ in a factory—where his father also worked—to semi-skilled employ-
ment in the service sector. He wanted ‘to do better’ for himself, his father 
encouraged him to seek a better-paid career, and his friend told him about 
the vocational course he completed to earn the qualification. This out-
come is therefore understood in light of Trist’s personal occupational aspi-
ration, his interaction with trusted socialisation agents, and the 
opportunities structure. Both Trist’s father and his friend helped him to 
understand what he could achieve in an occupational sense and identify 
the means by which he could improve his employment prospects. This 
occurred in a similar way to the childhood experiences through which he 
came to appreciate that becoming a mechanic was not only desirable but 
achievable. He knew people who worked as mechanics, and understood 
that a career in mechanics could be pursued in the schools he would later 
attend. Through this awareness, he developed a cognitive correlation 
between what he believed he could become and how he might become it. 
This correlation existed in his cognitive map, which presented a range of 
occupations that were congruent with his sense of self. As this sense of self 
developed, so did the range of occupations. Thus, in his adult life, Trist 
started to aspire towards non-manual employment in a relatively high- 
status occupation. It was this occupational aspiration that sustained his 
interest in and commitment to attaining the necessary vocational qualifica-
tion to achieve his goal.

Trist’s experience sheds light on the relationship between occupational 
aspiration and educational and socioeconomic outcomes. This relation-
ship also resonates in the experience of his daughter, Trevicia [F1.3], 
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whose outcomes illustrate the links between occupation, sense of self, and 
social identity. Throughout her education, Trevicia aspired to work in a 
high-status occupation; later, as an adult, she undertook short-term con-
tracts in project management that prepared her to become a financial proj-
ect analyst. When asked to identify herself in an educational and 
socioeconomic context, she declares, ‘I am a financial analyst in interna-
tional banking.’ This self-description and the experiences that underpin it 
affirm that occupation shapes social identity in important ways, and sug-
gest that it is the principal determinant of socioeconomic status. The vari-
ety of experiences across the generations in various occupations supports 
this affirmation. Such experiences inform occupational aspirations among 
the younger generations, some of whom, in turn, gain advantages and 
achieve highly in education and socioeconomic domains.

occupational aspiration

In this chapter we have explored Caribbeans’ experiences in a variety of 
occupations in order to gain greater appreciation of and insights into the 
relationship between occupational aspirations and experiences and educa-
tional and socioeconomic outcomes. It is now understood that occupa-
tional aspiration encompasses thoughts, feelings, goals, and hopes that 
individuals have about occupations and their own employment prospects. 
Thus, individuals’ sense of self, their abilities, belonging, status, and so on 
in relation to others with whom they interact in their social world lie at the 
heart of the relationship about which we have gained insights.

These insights usually have implications for social, educational, and 
vocational psychologies, as they relate to the experiences and outcomes of 
those people who are disadvantaged in education and socioeconomic 
domains. For, as we have seen from the lived experiences of participants 
from disadvantaged backgrounds, they may not always understand fully 
what employment in certain occupations entails, although they may pos-
sess an awareness of what it means both socially and economically to be 
employed in a certain occupation. All of the participants’ understanding of 
their occupation was largely a cognitive manifestation of their dominant 
identity and quality of life, both of which were conferred by their occupa-
tion and validated by their sense of self. These constructs were of great 
import to them, as they translated into properties that defined their lives, 
such as reverence, status, poverty, and underachievement. Consider these 
within the ABE framework:
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• Attitude: I believe I am able [or unable] to obtain employment, suc-
ceed in a range of occupations, and improve my quality of life 
through effort, encouragement, perseverance, and qualifications.

• Behaviour: People in my life who I admire and whose presence and 
opinion I value encourage [or do not encourage] me to emulate 
their achievements in a professional and occupational sense.

• Expectation: There are [or are not] opportunities for people like me 
to thrive in [a specific occupation], experience occupational mobility, 
and be rewarded for achievement with accolades, awards, and prizes.

The ABE framework makes it easier to appreciate how an eleven-year- 
old boy living in material poverty in rural Jamaica or Guyana could develop 
an aspiration to become a medical doctor. This extends to understanding 
how young boys and girls in lower-middle-class English communities 
developed an aspiration to become a truck driver, a musician, or a 
mechanic. Clearly, the lived experiences of the participants and their chil-
dren affirm that they share a common ethnicity and background character-
ised by material poverty and a host of limitations. Even so, their varied 
occupational aspirations and outcomes do not appear strange. The seminal 
work of educational psychologist Linda Gottfredson1 suggests that this is 
because individuals’ occupational awareness and aspirations develop prior 
to their understanding of their opportunities and position in the society in 
which they live. In light of this, individuals’ childhood or any other pre-
mature career aspirations—including fanciful ones—are naturally subject 
to adjustments that reflect their choices, guidance, and understanding in 
respect to their occupation and occupational outcomes.

This observation supports the notion that all occupational aspiration—
whether fanciful or not—plays an important role in determining the kind 
of employment people obtain, even if it is only one of many determinants. 
Moreover, the participants’ accounts of their occupational aspirations and 
employment opportunities challenge any suspicion surrounding fanciful 
aspirations. Insights throughout the chapter clearly suggest that occupa-
tional experiences and opportunities are decisively shaped by exogenous 
environmental factors, such as the availability of jobs, vocational opportu-
nities, and employers’ preference to hire certain groups on the basis of 
appearance and status. All of the participants were aware of these factors 
and expected them to affect their ability to obtain the careers towards 
which they aspired, even if they possessed the requisite skills and 
qualifications.
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In summary, it is clear that, whatever an individual’s particular occupa-
tional aspiration, it is invariably conditioned by their sense of self, under-
standing in respect of occupation, and environmental factors such as level 
of opportunity. The participants’ experiences and/or awareness of employ-
ment opportunities in a range of occupations suggest they were likely to 
amend their aspirations to reflect their current job, the career they felt they 
could obtain, or the profession of an admired, more knowledgeable other 
in any of the settings in which they were socialised. This includes aspira-
tion for no particular occupation—as in, ‘I don’t have aspiration’—or a 
morally questionable occupation, such as ‘drug dealing’. As children, they 
were aware of the jobs that were performed by people like themselves or 
admired others, and their aspiration naturally developed in relation to 
what they were encouraged to believe they could become. This usually 
happened before they were able to appreciate that occupational outcomes 
are influenced by endogenous factors that can be manipulated to benefi-
cial effect as well as exogenous factors over which most workers have little 
or no control. For instance, Megan’s [F4.2] childhood aspiration to 
become a nurse was encouraged by her mother, a nurse herself, whom 
Megan admired and whose presence in her life she valued. After her com-
pulsory education she attended college, where she acted upon this aspira-
tion by undertaking a pre-nursing course, although she subsequently 
chose a different career path. Similarly, Trist’s [F1.2] goal was to secure a 
job in the manual sector, where his parents worked, which did not require 
high educational attainment. His lack of diligence in school and aversion 
to studying resulted in a poor educational outcome and a period of 
employment in the factory where his father worked before Trist deter-
mined to improve his prospects by gaining a vocational qualification.

These different experiences and outcomes reflect diversity in the deploy-
ment of occupational aspiration in education, which cohered around dis-
cernible patterns: for instance, it prompted some participants to attain 
educationally while warping others’ motivation and damaging their pros-
pects for educational attainment. These patterns affirm that the partici-
pants’ occupational aspirations correspond to their sense of self and what 
they believe they might achieve in their careers. In every sense, this is a 
psychological process that is influenced by many endogenous and exoge-
nous factors. In Britain’s socioeconomically advanced society, of which the 
participants’ social world is a part, the endogenous factors include educa-
tional attainment, innate ability, material poverty, and personal ambition, 
while the exogenous factors include ethnic penalty, racism, social stratifica-
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tion, and state support. All of these factors have the capacity to shape and 
reshape occupational aspiration, which has implications for educational 
attainment and socioeconomic progression across the generations.

notEs

1. Linda Gottfredson—a professor of educational psychology at the University 
of Delaware—co-directed the Delaware–Johns Hopkins Project for the 
Study of Intelligence and Society. She has also contributed to other fields, 
including career psychology, personnel selection psychology, human evolu-
tion, and health inequality.
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PART III

Intergenerational Experiences in 
Education and Socioeconomic 

Domains

Intergenerational influence fuels patterns in experience and outcomes 
among individuals and groups in similar ways as it does in cultural 
continuity. This might be because younger generations inherit from older 
generations the beliefs, behaviours, and expectations that manifest in their 
own sense of self and ways of life. To put this another way, it appears that, 
through socialisation, each generation passes aspects of its experiences on 
to the next in the form of influence. How this occurs in practice is explored 
in case studies that are developed around lived experiences in families 
consisting of three generations, some of whose members were introduced 
in Part II. The first-generation participants in the families tended to iden-
tify as black-British or Caribbean, maybe because the majority of them 
were immigrants from the Commonwealth Caribbean who settled in 
Britain after the Second World War. The second and the third generations 
are their children and grandchildren, who were born, brought up, and 
educated in England. In addition to their Caribbean ethnicity, which was 
at times identified as African or Asiatic in spirit, they also tended to iden-
tify as contemporary English and British. These later identities—English 
and British—were hardly ever racialised.

The case studies showcase a diversity of experiences and outcomes 
among the participants. More specifically, the focus is on the different 
generations’ own lived experiences and outcomes, narrated around the key 
concepts of educational attainment and socioeconomic progression. As 
such, extensive use is made of extracts from the participants’ own accounts 
of their lives, which give them a role in developing the case studies, but 
also, crucially, offer an insight into their lives in their spoken words—from 



122 PART III INTERGENERATIONAL EXPERIENCES IN EDUCATION...

their points of view. Through this effort, the patterns in their experiences 
and outcomes across the generations are recognised and articulated with 
their input. This is achieved while acknowledging their diverse back-
grounds and ethnicities, and the experiences and outcomes across the gen-
erations that were derived both in Britain and in the Caribbean.
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CHAPTER 8

Low–High Educational Attainment 
and Socioeconomic Progression

Abstract This chapter acquaints the reader with the Titô family.
Mr and Mrs Titô came from the Caribbean during the 1950s. They settled in 

Manchester, England, where their children were born and brought up.
Insights into the Titô family’s social world reveal hardship that lessens 

gradually across three generations. The first generation, who came from 
the Caribbean, had very little to start life in Britain. The second genera-
tion experiences relative stability, a fairly strong sense of self, and some 
attainment in further education. Their relatively better position reflects in 
successful sustainable employment, more defined occupational aspirations, 
and high expectations that are transmitted to the third generation, whose 
members achieve highly in education and socioeconomic domains. This is 
evinced by high levels of attainment in higher education, acquisition of 
high status employment, and experience of social mobility.

A distinct pattern in experiences and outcomes across the generations in the 
participating families was apparent where the first generation had attained 
little in educational and socioeconomic terms. In each of these case, the suc-
cessive generations reported higher attainment in education, which reflected 
in socioeconomic progression. This pattern is opportunely expressed as 
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‘low–high educational attainment and socioeconomic  progression’, which 
came about by virtue of the investments the low-attaining first-generation 
elders made in their local communities and in the educational development 
of their children. It is best illustrated through the experience of a family we 
shall call the Titos [F1].

Poverty: Homelessness

Mr Tito [F1.1] migrated to England from Barbados in 1958 at the age of 
twenty-two, encouraged by his sisters, who had already settled in the 
UK. He had completed a basic education by the age of fifteen, but had not 
gained any formal qualifications. Like many of his peers, he also had little 
experience of paid work in the Caribbean:

My two sisters were here and they said I should leave home and come and 
see how other people live. Before, I did nothing back home. I was twenty- 
two when I came. I used to walk around the streets with a pocket comb and 
shades [sunglasses] in my pocket. We found it easy, just walking around and 
playing games—dominoes, draughts, tennis, cricket, anything—just to keep 
ourself going. When we enter this country, it was a different type of life 
altogether. We came here to live a different type of life, and the work process 
involved was different. We settled down into working, and after meeting our 
girlfriend, in my case—because some men from the West Indies sent for 
their girlfriend, to get married and have a family.

Clearly, then, Mr Tito’s main motivation for migrating to Britain was 
his desire to lead a different life from the one he had led in Barbados. This 
different life—he noted—involved marriage, starting a family, and obtain-
ing gainful employment. During his formative years in the Caribbean, 
‘relationships between men and women were mostly casual’, but his 
expectation on moving to Britain was rather different. In 1960 he married 
Mrs Tito, and they remained husband and wife until her death in 1999. 
Unlike Mr Tito, Mrs Tito, who was from Jamaica, had not received any 
formal education. Before arriving Britain, she had been a carer for her 
younger siblings and three children of her own, who were then left in the 
care of other relatives.

Mr and Mrs Tito settled first in Manchester. They both identified as 
Christians and, as a religious couple, had satisfied their religious mandate to 
marry after courting for ‘six months to one year’. According to Mr Tito, rais-
ing a family was fundamental to the Christian life that they led:
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‘It is normal for people to have a family. This is church life in the Pentecostal 
system. Christians live a different life to the people of the world. The Bible 
teaches Christians how to live.’

 In addition to being a prerequisite of their faith, married life conferred 
some economic benefits. For instance, at the end of 1961—their first 
year of marriage—the couple qualified for an income-tax rebate. This 
amounted to thirty-five pounds, which, Mr Tito said, ‘was a lot of money 
to have in your hand at the time’, especially given their straitened eco-
nomic circumstances. During their early days in Manchester, the family 
lived in a series of single rooms—typically no larger than sixty-six square 
feet—in properties that were owned by fellow Caribbeans who had set-
tled in relatively affluent areas, albeit not far from underserved commu-
nities with larger Caribbean populations. We learned in Part II that 
Caribbean families had fairly easy access to housing in these underserved 
communities as a result of the out-migration of the white working-class 
inhabitants, who were in the process of moving to better-served areas. 
Coincidentally, the development of these local communities promoted a 
sense of safety and kinship, and countered homelessness, among many 
newly arrived Caribbeans. Nevertheless, Mr Tito was determined not to 
settle in an underserved community:

I believe the thing is that black people congregate in areas where they feel 
more safe. In the community where everybody would be able to get together 
and you get a lot of the bad things that used to happen. Like shooting, pros-
titution, you know? You get everything. The prostitution was mostly the 
white girls, but there was also black girls. These girls did not want to work; 
they wanted this lifestyle. They got more money doing that kind of work 
than going out to work eight hours a day. If they wanted work, there was 
plenty factories around. Very few would get work as lawyer and doctor. The 
Pakistanis, they come from Pakistan, the majority are doctors. They are also 
business people. They come here well prepared for what they want to do. 
But not many from the Caribbean are business minded. And I said I would 
not live there. But I lived near to it for about a year, and then I moved to Old 
Trafford. This was a better community. Otherwise, I would not have stayed.

During the 1960s, Old Trafford was a local community in which resi-
dents had access to facilities that were conducive to a better quality of life. 
All of the Titos’ children were born there: a daughter—Tania [F1.2]—in 
1962, and two sons—Trist [F1.2] and Trent [F1.2]—in 1964 and 1974, 

 POVERTY: HOMELESSNESS 



126 

respectively. Thereafter, the family found it increasingly difficult to qualify 
for suitable affordable housing, which was in short supply. But they also 
suffered as a result of discriminatory attitudes among private property 
owners, who were loath to rent to Caribbean families, especially those 
with small children.

Hence, throughout their early childhoods, Tania and Trist lived with 
their parents in a succession of single rooms in Old Trafford. Mr Tito 
admitted, ‘that was difficult, because the room was full’. To cope, the 
family changed address often, and the children spent most of their social 
time outside. Thus, poverty and poor living conditions were shared inter-
generational experiences. Mr Tito identifies himself as working class in 
this regard:

I am with the working class. You’ve got the upper class who are the rich and 
famous. You have the middle class who live between the upper and the lower 
class. The working class is the one that is the poorest of the three, I think. 
In the Caribbean community you get some are working class and some are 
middle class. The majority would have to be working-class.

The Titos eventually saved enough money to buy a family home and 
settled permanently in Old Trafford. At the time, homeownership was a 
major achievement for such members of an educationally and economi-
cally disadvantaged social class. Mr Tito recalled:

We bought the house for fifteen hundred pounds in 1966. I tried first in 
Chorlton, but the [estate] agent wouldn’t sell [to] me. He told me he could 
get me in Moss Side. At the time, we had the kids and we needed some-
where for them to live. People with their house here did not want anyone 
that had kids. We were living in different places, you know, because when we 
first came, there wasn’t anywhere to live. White people wouldn’t take you, 
so we were living in different West Indians’ house[s], in one room. When we 
started having kids there was two kids in the room with me and my wife. It 
was crowded and very hard like that. Because people didn’t want to rent 
[to] you; they said they don’t want kids in their house. That was the reason. 
Anyone who had a house wouldn’t want to rent to someone with kids. The 
accommodation was not like now, where government build houses so peo-
ple could rent. We would get a room this week and by next weekend they 
give you notice. You have to look for another room. Sometimes, three times 
in one month you would live in different places. I remember once, I used to 
take Trist and Tania out at half-past six in the morning in summer so the 
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landlord could sleep. And that was not enough, because they gave us notice 
to leave their house. Even [though] we lend them money to buy it.

Mr Tito had aspired to homeownership even before moving to England. 
But his children’s security and the family’s experience of homelessness 
were the principal factors that encouraged him to ‘make more sacrifice’ in 
an effort to purchase his own home. This was facilitated by his investments 
in partnership schemes with other Caribbeans:

There is something we call partner. Well, we save money like that. One per-
son is in charge of the money. Say twenty people come together and one 
person is in charge. Say it’s twenty pounds each and it’s twenty people. That 
would be four hundred pounds collected in one week, and one person 
would get that four hundred pounds. The next week, someone else would 
get the four hundred pounds, and so on. That is how black people save 
money for their home.

Partnership schemes were common investment vehicles among 
Caribbeans, and Mr and Mrs Tito were typical patrons. By virtue of their 
investment in a scheme, after a few years they were in a position to improve 
their quality of life, as is evinced by their ability to purchase the home in 
which their children were raised.

Mr and Mrs Tito both worked in low-skilled, low-paid jobs in the health-
care sector and manufacturing industries throughout their working lives. 
Mrs Tito’s first job, as an auxiliary nurse, involved cleaning cadavers. A few 
years later she moved to a factory, where she remained for twenty years, 
until its closure in 1987. Mr Tito worked in a local warehouse until he was 
made redundant in 1986. He then worked as a parking-lot attendant until 
his retirement in 1996. The couple supplemented their low incomes by let-
ting out a room in the family home, which enabled them to meet all of their 
material needs. Neither of them pursued further education or attempted to 
attain a formal vocational qualification. Mr Tito explained:

I was working with a logistics company, warehousing at the time, and I did 
not pursue other skills. Not because it was not available, but you get the 
minority who would go into education, but not many. Everybody was trying 
to look for a job where they could pay their rent. Both men and women.

Although Mr and Mrs Tito shared responsibility for the family, their 
roles were distinct and rarely intersected: Mrs Tito was responsible for 
housekeeping and the children’s educational and social welfare; Mr Tito 
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provided financially and reinforced discipline. He spent most of his time 
away from home, either at work or socialising with friends. Both parents 
encouraged the children to attend school—including Sunday school—and 
church. Corporal punishment—the routine form of discipline—was 
administered mainly by Mrs Tito, although the threat of a ‘butt whooping’ 
from Mr Tito was also frequently employed. ‘But’, he insisted, ‘I never 
needed to beat them. They were good kids. I live my life like the Bible said. 
I don’t get into trouble or anything. My children see how I live my life and 
they live their life like that.’

Although Mr Tito chose not to pursue educational attainment or for-
mal qualifications himself, he believes that he gave his children a chance to 
succeed by virtue of raising them in Britain and ensuring they completed 
their schooling. Hence, they were afforded an opportunity to progress in 
British society, conceivably through education: ‘They were born in this 
country. They should look to do better than working in a warehouse … 
[by] going to college and trying to go forward in the society.’ Evident 
here is an understanding that education is imparted in a particular setting, 
such as college, and is a means through which life chances may be 
improved. Yet, Mr Tito still felt that his children had to make their own 
decisions about whether to pursue further education. He acknowledged 
that his own limited educational experience meant that his participation in 
his children’s schooling was limited. ‘But’, he stressed, he did ‘send them 
to school and would not tolerate truancy or bad behaviour’.

stability: oPPortunity

The second-generation Titos lived a significant portion of their early lives 
in relative stability and attended primary school, secondary school, and 
Youth Training Schemes (YTS) in their local community of Old Trafford 
and the nearby town of Stretford. In an echo of their parents’ experience, 
they did not attain the requisite formal qualifications to progress to higher 
education or professional employment. For this reason, all three found 
work in low-skilled jobs after completing their compulsory education in the 
1980s. More recently, however, the family’s eldest child, Tania, has lived in 
Greater Manchester with her two grown-up children, and she now works 
as a clerk in a local community hospital. Meanwhile, the Tito  family’s elder 
son, Trist, lives in a suburban community near London, where he works as 
a sales clerk. He has three grown-up children who also live in London, and 
an infant daughter who lives with her mother in Manchester. Trent, the 
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family’s younger son, has a grown-up daughter who lives in Manchester. 
He now lives with his common-law partner in Wythenshawe and works in 
Chorlton, a neighbouring town, as a supermarket shelf-stacker.

Religion features strongly in the Titos’ socialisation. The second- 
generation members of the family were brought up in a ‘Christian way’, 
which, Mr Tito asserted, is ‘different from the way of the world’. As chil-
dren, they attended both church and Sunday school. In these settings, as 
Trist explains in the following extract, he was nurtured and taught the 
morals to which he still adheres:

My parents were very religious. We attended the Church of God. I remem-
ber having to go to church. Not going was not an option. I stopped when  
I was about fourteen, when my parents gave me the right to refuse. I stopped 
because I got bored. Religion and my parents taught me to be good—not 
to lie, steal … nurturing and so on. From day one Christianity defined who 
I am as a person. It is how I was brought up with Sunday church. I went to 
two churches. One was predominantly white. That was the Sunday school, 
which was nearby, and children went. But there was also the Church of God 
my parents have been going to for over twenty years.

As we saw in Chap. 5, religion promulgates religiosity, from which indi-
viduals and groups, including Caribbeans, are liable to derive their moral 
compass. This is illustrated in Trist’s account, as he credits his religiosity 
with underpinning the morality that guides many of his life’s decisions. 
His faith, however, has changed over time. Shortly before he stopped 
attending his parents’ church, he became interested in Rastafari and 
adopted the faith, albeit only briefly:

Rastafari came around in 1978, when I was about fourteen. I was still in 
school. I was not thinking deeply about it. We were about fifteen boys, all 
with Jamaican parents. We hung out together. All about thirteen to fourteen 
years old. Bob Marley was big at the time. During the 1970s and 1980s 
there was this big Rastafari movement that everybody remembers. Even if 
they were not involved, they knew about it. Every young black boy wanted 
to identify with the movement. Dad was very against the idea. Mum did not 
say much. She was from Jamaica, so maybe she could relate to it. Listening 
to the music and lyrics about Selassie, I felt confused because I was in the 
church and I knew about Jesus. But that didn’t matter. It was popular. 
I used to have my ghetto blaster playing reggae music, but Dad was against 
the movement and stopped me from following it. Some of my friends, who 
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did not go to church, believed Selassie was God. There was a void, so it was 
easy to fill with Selassie and Rastafari. They got a flat together when they 
were about sixteen years old and left home to live as Rastas. They changed 
their diet and lifestyles, stopped doing a lot of things—stopped eating 
meat—and [started] smoking marijuana. Some went on to harder drugs and 
are addicts to date. Others changed and did other things with their life. At 
the time I was going in a different direction.

Trist’s religiosity integrated more than one faith, which influenced his 
decisions as a young man. These decisions led him in a different direction 
from those of his friends, with whom he shared social and occupational 
interests. Whilst he believes that his religiosity differentiated him from his 
peers, he believes that they all shared those interests by virtue of their 
socialisation in the same schools, even though he performed better than 
many of them throughout his compulsory education. Now he wonders if 
this was due to his father’s refusal to tolerate Trist behaving in ways that 
he deemed inappropriate:

I went to school in Stretford. Most of my school friends were Jamaican.  
I remember being able to read at five, when I started school. There were no 
pre-schools back then. Mum tried to teach me to read. I was a middle-of- 
the-road student. I had friends who were a lot brighter, and some who were 
a lot less bright than me … I enjoyed going to school. Most of my friends 
that I played with out of school were the same, so it was fun. The school was 
about two-thirds white and one-third ethnic—mainly Caribbean and 
Pakistani origin. The Chinese were not many, but they were the top per-
formers. Their parents were very strict. They would do their homework after 
school. Caribbean parents were also strict, but we were able to get away with 
not doing homework. We were twelve of us as friends—about ten would 
truant. I never truanted. I knew my Dad would have laid into me. My 
friends’ parents were similar to mine [they would beat any child who played 
truant], but this did not stop them. They had no fear. I was the only one who 
had a father not from Jamaica and I’ve wondered if that made a difference.

Trist nurtured aspirations to become a car mechanic from about the age 
of five. People he respected were mechanics, and he understood the 
 profession well. After his compulsory education, he attended a technical 
college in North Trafford where he studied auto mechanics, woodwork, 
and mechanical engineering. Some of his friends from secondary school 
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went to similar colleges to study similar subjects, but the majority went 
directly into low-skilled jobs in factories.

After college, Trist embarked on a YTS that led to two apprenticeships, 
the first as a painter–decorator and the second as a blacksmith. The ‘black-
smith apprenticeship was the most awful work experience’ he ever had, 
and he quit prematurely. Thereafter, he hoped to join the army ‘as a way 
out of not having a job’, but his mother was ‘not happy’ and dissuaded 
him. With few other employment options, he started work in the local 
warehouse where his father worked, but this left him unhappy. After about 
a year in the warehouse, a friend told him about a vocational course that 
she had been attending. Trist enrolled on the course, learned basic office 
skills, and attained a qualification that opened the door to employment in 
an office environment:

In 1984 I was twenty and working at a factory warehouse shifting boxes. 
I wasn’t feeling good about myself. Dad came from the same background. 
I remembered the talk from my parents that they did not want their chil-
dren to do the same as they had done. My parents used to tell us we had 
opportunities in this country and we should do better. One day, I asked 
myself, ‘Why are you shifting boxes? I am fairly educated and can do bet-
ter.’ So I decided to leave the warehouse after one year and go back to 
college, where there was a secretarial course. I heard about the course 
from a black girl who was attending it. It was especially to help black 
people. I went on the course for six to eight months. I learned office pro-
cedures and how to type. At the end of the course the teacher gave a cer-
tificate and prize for the pupil who had exceeded expectations. When my 
name was called I was surprised. The course was attended by mostly 
[black] women. If there were forty, about five were men and a few whites.

Trist had to quit his job in the warehouse to attend the course, which 
was taught during the day. He supported himself with a stipend that he 
received from local government and help from his partner (of Jamaican 
parentage), who worked in a launderette. According to Trist, ‘she paid 
most of the bills’ and his ‘parents helped’. The eldest of his four children, 
daughter Trevicia [F1.3], was a toddler at the time. Since attending the 
secretarial course and attaining a vocational qualification, Trist has always 
been able to find non-manual work. Indeed, he has been working in the 
same role for well over twelve years and is, in his words, ‘quite happy’ in 
his job. He thinks he has made ‘good progress’ and feels privileged to be 
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‘one of only two blacks among the company’s three hundred staff ’, with 
the other being of more direct African descent.

Trist lived with his parents until 1985, when he moved in with his part-
ner and young daughter in a leased apartment in Fallowfield, Greater 
Manchester. A second daughter, Tracie [F1.3], was born in 1989, and a 
son, Troy [F1.3], in 1993. They lived as a family, but Trist did not aspire to 
marry his partner or acquire a home of his own, in contrast to his father.  
In 1996 the family moved to Brixton, London, in anticipation of settling 
there. In the following extract Trist admits that the move—‘though her [his 
partner’s] decision’—was progressive, and they qualified for social housing 
in the local Caribbean community because ‘she had a sister who lived there’:

The Caribbean community in Brixton is progressive and more prosperous 
than in Manchester. They own businesses, stores, they are solicitors, office 
workers. The local authority in Manchester is responsible for the little progress 
among blacks here. The authority hands power to people who decide who will 
be progressive. They are responsible for black people not prospering in a way.

Since completing the vocational course in 1984, Trist has not pursued 
any more further education. However, he has helped his children to attain 
educationally and improve their life chances. He surmised that, whilst his 
parents hoped he would to do better than they had done and ensured he 
attended school and completed his compulsory education, which he did 
without attaining any qualifications, they ‘did not play an active role’ in his 
educational development. Drawing upon this experience of low educa-
tional attainment, his attitude towards his own children’s education—
expressed in the following extract—is different from his father’s:

I have been very hands-on with my children. My daughters went to university. 
[Trevicia] studied politics and [Tracie] studied sociology. I thought that 
because of my experience I did not want the same for my children. I wanted to 
be there for them. In the beginning, with [Trevicia], it was mainly her mother 
who did everything. But I’d go to the odd parents–teachers meetings to see 
how she was doing. She was a strictly ‘A’ student. Now I am more involved.  
I go more often for [Troy]. He is at the top of his class, but behaviour-wise 
there is a bit of a problem, so I have to call the school to check on him.

So Trist ‘wanted to be there’ for his children in a way that his parents 
were unable to ‘be there’ for him. He believes his ‘role as a father’ is cru-
cial in shaping their experience in education. He demonstrates this by 
helping them with learning and schoolwork, calling the school to check up 
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on their attendance and performance, and meeting their teachers. In addi-
tion, he takes a general interest in their daily care. Although he has never 
married, he has maintained what he calls ‘stable relationships’, which he 
believes are part of his responsibility as a parent to his children. In sum-
mary, he ‘wanted to be good’ in a way that aligned with his Christian faith, 
to which he reverted after exploring Rastafari.

acHievement: status

The third-generation Titos—Trevicia, Tracie, and Troy—still live in 
London, where Trist believes that Caribbeans have a better chance of 
progressing than they do in other cities. But all three of them attended 
nursery and primary schools in their early years in Manchester. 
Remarkably, they were the first generation of the Tito family to benefit 
from a nursery education and to possess a normal sense of security in 
early life. These lived experiences were unimaginable for their forebears, 
including their father. Moreover, Trist and his partner shared responsi-
bility for their care and participated actively in their educational develop-
ment. According to Trevicia, ‘there was a lot of books’ in the home, and 
she and her siblings were encouraged to study there. She aspired to work 
in government and to be an entrepreneur ‘from an early age’, so her 
parents encouraged and helped her to understand the nature and 
requirements of these occupations. She and her siblings enjoyed learning, 
and, in Trevicia’s words, ‘the attitude at home was encouraging of 
education from a young age’. They ‘enjoyed doing well and being at the 
top of the class’.

When the family moved to London, Trevicia and Tracie were placed in 
the top streams in secondary school, performed well throughout the Key 
Stages (see Chap. 6), and progressed to college and university. Trevicia 
studied political science while Tracie opted for sociology. Their tertiary 
education was funded through government grants. Eligibility was assessed 
on the basis of their parents’ combined income, which fell beneath the 
qualifying threshold. Later, their brother Troy also performed well in the 
Key Stages of his compulsory education, and at the time of writing he was 
hoping to study finance at university.

Trevicia believes that her most life-defining experience since graduating 
from university has been her relatively secure employment:
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Education-wise, I read politics at university. Once I graduated the appeal of 
working in government died out and the type of positions I was interested 
in required more than a degree. So, the best thing was to sign up with a few 
really good agencies and, through doing enough contracts, find out what I 
like and what I’m good at. I’m now a senior project analyst at the Royal 
Bank of Scotland. I came about this employment through undertaking 
short-term contracts in project management, which developed my skills and 
ability to apply for this position.

Trevicia is now married with a five-year-old daughter. Like her father 
and grandfather, she is not only spiritual but religious and subscribes to 
the Christian faith. She does not attend church as much as she once did, 
but Christianity remains a significant force in her life, just as it has been in 
her grandfather’s and father’s lives. It plays a significant role in most of her 
decisions as well as her attitudes and expectations, especially those relating 
to family and marriage, which she perceives not only as a ‘right thing but 
also a spiritual thing’. This attitude was forged in her early years, which 
were lived within a stable, nuclear family structure:

Wanting a secure foundation relationship-wise has always been something 
I’ve found really important … [I was] brought up within a stable environ-
ment, that is, a nuclear family. I definitely think it contributed to the value 
I place on relationships and commitment. A large proportion of the people 
I know or have as friends are either married or in a long-term relationship 
where the attitude towards commitment is very high.

Trevicia lives with her daughter and husband (of Jamaican parentage) 
in Brixton. They have been saving towards homeownership, which she 
believes is a ‘natural next step’. However, unlike her grandfather Mr 
Tito—who identifies himself as working class—she does not identify with 
any particular socioeconomic class:

I have not categorised myself into a social class. I don’t believe social class 
dictates much of anything in today’s society. Overall, I think it depends on 
how each Caribbean parent is raised and what values they have that govern 
what they say to their children. Caribbean people are individualistic.

Trevicia believes that she inherited the value she places on educational 
attainment and socioeconomic progression from her parents during her 
early life. Thus, she appreciates their influence in her life, and gives them 
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credit for her achievements and overall attitude towards the tasks of daily life 
and the challenges she routinely faces. A defining characteristic of this influ-
ence, she notes, is her determination to overcome those challenges and to 
succeed at difficult tasks. She attributes this fortitude to her parents’ invest-
ment in her learning and educational development from an early age:

My mum invested in getting me books that I actually liked, so the interest 
in reading and learning was always there. My dad used to recite the times 
tables to me at bath-times, and I could never quite grasp how to memorise 
such a complex thing. I’ve never really been good with numbers, but his 
approach perhaps made a difference to me still being open-minded when 
trying to tackle something I’m less good at than something like English that 
I absolutely loved and always did well in … My parents did [these things] at 
a young age—from 3 to 4 years onwards.

So Trist and his partner introduced formal learning and an understand-
ing of the vocational usefulness of educational attainment into Trevicia’s 
socialisation at a very early age. Thereafter, she developed and nurtured an 
aspiration to work in government and understood that this ambition cor-
responded to attainment in compulsory and higher education. Accordingly, 
her parents’ influence and her own goal motivated her to study politics at 
university, although she subsequently lost interest in government work. 
However, by then, her higher-education attainment had qualified her for 
other high-status employment, which she was able to pursue successfully.

Trevicia’s early experiences within the family shaped her cognition and 
educational development, and more than likely presaged her impressive 
achievements. She offers the experience of finding maths difficult as a young 
child, which her father effectively combated by encouraging a positive atti-
tude towards numbers and, ultimately, lateral thinking. Because Trist taught 
Trevicia her times tables during bath-times—which made the lessons fun 
rather than laborious—she developed a cognitive correlation between dif-
ficult challenges and positive outcomes. This experience  exemplifies 
Vygotsky’s concepts of the more knowledgeable other and the zone of 
proximal development. Trist—the more knowledgeable other—was instru-
mental in Trevicia developing a level of competency from which she 
continues to benefit to this day.

Many other participants in this study were prepared for formal educa-
tion in similar ways. More knowledgeable family members—particularly 
those who appreciated the vocational usefulness of education in contem-
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porary Britain—would help the younger generations to mediate their 
experiences in education. They facilitated the youngsters’ success by 
encouraging attitudes that were conducive to attainment, setting standards 
for their behaviour, and modelling appropriate attitudes, behaviours, and 
expectations that the youngsters internalised. In addition, they provided 
support through educational stimuli, such as literature, attending meet-
ings with teachers, and supplementary schooling. Such support can help to 
build children’s confidence at school and project faith in their ability to 
overcome adversity—such as racial prejudice—and attain educationally.

Fostering low–HigH attainment and Progression

The Titos’ accounts reveal that both material and spiritual possessions that 
satisfy survival needs—such as food, security, and direction—are crucial in 
fostering educational attainment and socioeconomic progression. These 
needs are met through concerted efforts in settings of socialisation. For 
instance, the family provides food; the local community provides a sense 
of belonging and security; and religion provides direction. These are all 
basic needs, which, when satisfied across generations, fuel the desire for 
self-actualisation, which reflects in high achievement in education and 
socioeconomic domains.

The Tito family’s experience suggests that these needs can be met in 
ways that are reflected in increasing levels of attainment and progression 
across the generations. Hence, Trevicia’s impressive educational attainment 
and progression can be plotted on an achievement trajectory along which 
her grandparents’ and parents’ education and socioeconomic experiences 
and outcomes can also be charted. Her barely literate grandparents do not 
attain educationally, and they remained in the low-skilled, manual sector 
throughout their working lives. Their son Trist, Trevicia’s father, fared 
better in both educational and socioeconomic terms. Then, by virtue of 
his experience and achievements, he was able to guide his children’s devel-
opment in a way that was conducive to high educational attainment, 
socioeconomic progression, and increased social mobility.

This achievement encourages optimism in both social conditioning and 
social conformity, which Asch (1987) argues function to safeguard sur-
vival instincts in individuals and social groups. To appreciate these social 
tendencies in a more contemporary clinical context, we should consider 
the vervet, a small monkey indigenous to southern Africa. Vervets have 
cultural and social tendencies that are similar to those of humans. 
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Specifically, they live in groups, experience hypertension and anxiety, can 
display alcohol misuse and substance dependency, and the males migrate 
to other groups once they reach maturity. In a study by Erica van de Waal 
et al.1 (2013), vervets were conditioned to avoid certain foods. One group 
of monkeys were given trays of blue grains, which had been soaked in a 
repulsive formula, and pink grains, which tasted normal. In a second 
group the colours were reversed, with the pink grains tasting repulsive and 
the blue grains tasting normal. Predictably, over time, the vervets learned 
to avoid the repulsive grains. Moreover, this behaviour was passed on to 
their offspring, who had not been involved in the initial experiment. Baby 
vervets that joined the first group after the conditioning had occurred—by 
which time the blue and pink grains tasted the same—would still eat only 
the pink grains that were favoured by their elders. Indeed, they refused to 
acknowledge that the blue grains were food—unless they switched to the 
second group, whereupon they would once again follow the elders’ lead 
and start eating the blue grains and rejecting the pink grains. In short, 
switchers adjusted their preference to conform to the group norm.

Accordingly, social conditioning and conformity are aspects of socialisa-
tion through which we learn what is desirable and how to achieve it. In 
our socioeconomically advanced society, this translates into who we are 
and how we attain our goals. So, although all of the first-generation 
Caribbeans, such as Mr Tito, desired a better life in Britain, their margin-
alisation in British society caused them to habituate to norms that were 
inimical to attainment and progression—the key ways through which to 
procure that better life. Their accounts in this study, as well as copious 
earlier research, suggest that these norms were passed on to their children 
and grandchildren, who were therefore socialised—consciously or uncon-
sciously—to be mindful of the culture and the spirit of success in the main-
stream. One result of this socialisation is that many members of the 
younger generations are inclined to resist norms upon which educational 
attainment and socioeconomic progression are predicated. Of course, 
these outcomes are not seen as undesirable, but the norms are perceived 
as unsuitable for facilitating a better life within the context of marginalisa-
tion that characterises the reality of many Caribbeans. This reality—in 
itself a form of conditioning—warns younger generations against holding 
aspirations that they are unlikely to realise. Conformity, on the other hand, 
helps them to avoid adverse experiences that can foment traumas within 
social relationships (some of which have been addressed in earlier chap-
ters). However, in addition to damaging relationships, traumas can harm 
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our cognitive and spiritual development. The spiritual aspect of this may 
manifest as religiosity, but not necessarily so, because spirituality can mean 
different things to different people. In general, though, it relates to an 
awareness that each of us comprises more than a body and a mind. There 
is something deeper, eternal, and more connected about us. This connect-
edness—a relationship with a higher power if you will—is disturbed or 
injured when we are traumatised.

Social conditioning and conformity that are promoted through affir-
mative action in education and employment—key settings where social 
identities are formed—foster attainment and progression among the 
disadvantaged. As the Titos’ accounts reveal, those whose lives are limited 
by disadvantage can still do a great deal to improve their children’s edu-
cational and socioeconomic prospects. Where the latter’s efforts are 
encouraged by positive experiences in education and employment, suc-
cess ensues. It is in this light that lived experiences in education and 
employment must feature prominently in debates and practices relating 
to attainment and progression, especially where these concern those 
whose lives are characterised by disadvantage. It must be emphasised that 
lived experiences in these settings should encourage a belief among the 
disadvantaged that they are capable and worthy of success. Such a belief 
has the potential to shape aspiration in ways that foster high achievement 
among younger generations in the aftermath of their elders’ low achieve-
ment. Hence, they may progress from low-achieving groups to high-
achieving groups in which they feel they truly belong.

notes

1. Erica van de Waal and Andrew Whiten—researchers at the University of St 
Andrews—and Christèle Borgeaud—a researcher at the University of 
Neuchâtel—conducted this study with the aim of explaining cultural 
 transmission and our willingness to conform to the behaviour of others, 
irrespective of whether that behaviour makes sense.

bibliograPHy

Asch, S. E. (1987). Social Psychology. New York: Oxford University Press.
van de Waal, E., Borgeaud, C., & Whiten, A. (2013). Potent Social Learning and 

Conformity Shape a Wild Primate’s Foraging Decisions. Science, 340(6131), 
483–485. https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1232769.

 8 LOW–HIGH EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT AND SOCIOECONOMIC...

https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1232769


139© The Author(s) 2018
W.E. Maduro, Caribbean Achievement in Britain,  
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-65476-8_9

CHAPTER 9

High–High Educational Attainment 
and Socioeconomic Progression

Abstract This chapter acquaints the reader with the Phillip family.
Mr Phillip came from the Caribbean as a young boy in the 1950s to meet his 

parents in London. In 1972 he married Mrs Phillip, the daughter of Irish immi-
grants. Mr and Mrs Phillip were both professional nurses who, soon after their 
marriage, left London to work in Humberside in the Northeast of England. 
There, they settled and brought up their three children who attended local com-
munity schools in which they were the only non-whites.

The Phillip family’s social world is one in which experiences of isolation, 
prejudices, and negative stereotypes towards them are common. However, 
their courage, perseverance, and resilience ultimately reflect in high levels of 
educational attainment among the second and third generations. The sec-
ond generation experiences high levels of success in socioeconomic domain 
too, and the third generation is on course to experience similarly high or 
higher level of success relative to those of their grandparents and parents. 
They are being brought up in a local community in which they are appreci-
ated members, feel safe, and thrive through available opportunities.

High achievement across the generations in the participating families rep-
resented a distinct pattern in experiences and outcomes. It presented 
where the first generation achieved a high level of success in education and 
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socioeconomic domains, which their children and grandchildren then rep-
licated. Among the factors that contributed to this intergenerational pat-
tern, defined as ‘high–high educational attainment and socioeconomic 
progression’, the first generation’s investments in their careers, commu-
nity, and the educational development of their children were pronounced. 
The pattern is best illustrated through the experience of a family we shall 
call the Phillips [F2].

Hope: perseverance

Mr Phillip was eleven years old in 1959 when he left Jamaica for South 
London to live with his parents. Coming from agrarian communities 
where they received only informal educations, both of his parents were 
endowed with practical skills, but lacked formal qualifications. His mother 
was a dressmaker and his father had worked and provided for the family as 
a handyman. According to Mr Phillip [F2.1], they migrated to England in 
the hope of leading a better life, and he—the eldest of their three children, 
whom they had left in the care of their grandparents in Jamaica—was able 
to join them later. In his words:

Before they came, Mum did dressmaking—I think she learned that from her 
mum and other people around—and Dad did a variety of jobs. Dad was a 
shoemaker, he did a bit of carpentry, he worked the land, he sawed board—
back then they cut wood by hand, so he did that. I think that’s why they 
decided to come to England. The opportunities in the countryside where 
they lived weren’t as plentiful as in this country. They came for better oppor-
tunities. I think they had friends who had come to England before them, so 
they were encouraged to come. This was a land of opportunity, so they came 
and had to make their own way. They came to London, rented, and eventu-
ally they were able to buy a house.

Mr Phillip’s first experience in formal education was at a secondary mod-
ern school in London. This was very different from his earlier experience in 
Jamaica, which ‘was based on attaining practical skill for farming and man-
ual work’. As he put it, ‘coming to London was an eye-opener in contrast to 
living in a little village’. He had been inculcated with the expectation—com-
mon among the people in his village—that there were plenty of opportuni-
ties to lead a better life in England. Hence, he was mindful that emigration 
was undertaken for the purpose of securing a better quality of life, which he 
understood specifically in terms of a profession that he associated with high 
status, privilege, and financial security—medicine. In his words:
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When I was in Jamaica I was walking through the market place one day 
and this lady said, ‘Little boy, what would you want to do when you grow 
up?’ And I immediately said, without thinking, ‘I want to be a doctor.’ 
And I had that in my mind when I came here. So, obviously, as a boy, I 
researched what I needed to do or what exams I needed to get. I needed 
to get English and the sciences, so I focused my mind on that. At school 
[class teachers using accademic tests results] they noticed my skills were 
more practical than theoretical, so I was put in the middle stream, which 
is a technical stream. The teachers did … and my exam results did. The test 
we had pointed to that.

Even as a young boy, with no experience of formal education, 
Mr Phillip had understood the link between educational attainment and 
obtaining professional employment as a doctor. Later, in the British edu-
cation system, this understanding developed into an aspiration and 
determination to attain the requisite credentials and experience to pur-
sue a career in medicine. From the age of fourteen, he volunteered as a 
first-aider with the St John Ambulance Brigade, which enabled him to 
expand his social circle and gain medical experience. According to Mr 
Phillip, ‘becoming a doctor was not only about having a job, but having 
a profession that was useful and had [social] status’. This was the means 
through which he hoped to achieve and sustain a better life in England. 
However, throughout his compulsory education, his performance led to 
placements in non- academic streams, where he excelled. He completed 
his compulsory education at the age of sixteen with a Certificate of 
Secondary Education (CSE) qualification in woodwork, and started 
work as an auxiliary nurse:

It was obvious by seventeen that I wasn’t going to get the A Levels 
[I needed] to get to medical school. So I thought the next-best thing is to 
be a nurse. I was slightly disappointed, but also pleased because I was able 
to get into nursing. You see, the main goal was to get into a profession that 
I wouldn’t have to worry too much about getting a job, wherever I went. I 
wanted a ticket so I could go anywhere. Not so much a job, but a profes-
sion. I wanted something that I could feel proud of. A profession gives you 
peace of mind, it gives you pride, a gratification … that you are able to go 
through the hurdles of education and come out with what is a professional 
title. That means a lot to me. Joining the St John Ambulance as a first-aider 
at the age of fourteen was an excellent move because I acquired skills that I 
was able to use in my nursing, and, even more importantly, it got me more 
integrated into the community.

 HOPE: PERSEvERANCE 
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Mr Phillip worked as an auxiliary nurse during the day and, in an effort 
to improve his career prospects, undertook vocational courses in personal 
development, mathematics, and English at night school. Entering nursing 
was a compromise he made after accepting that his long-term goal to 
become a medical doctor was probably unachievable, given his capabili-
ties. Nevertheless, he viewed his career as a high-status occupation and 
valued it accordingly. It was his belief that a professional title—such as 
‘nurse’—represented a ‘passport to better employment, wherever he went. 
After working as an auxiliary nurse for a number of years, he returned to 
further education to attain the necessary qualifications to become a gen-
eral nurse practitioner. He also undertook supplemental training that led 
to work as a psychiatric specialist and a mental-health counsellor. Together, 
these achievements amount to a remarkable career which reflects 
Mr Phillip’s determination to progress and improve his quality of life:

By looking at what education provides, which is what I think I did, I knew 
that in order to progress I needed to get as good an education as possible. I 
know you need education in order to advance in any society, not necessarily 
book-learning. You could go to the jungle and at first you could be ignorant 
of the people’s point of view. But by observing them and learning from 
them, you increase your standing in that community. So it is not just theo-
retical or book work; it is skills. As you get more educated, you learn about 
budgeting and that you need to budget. I wanted to get a good job in order 
to earn enough to have a reasonably good standard of living. And, going 
back to education, I think you need education in order to get the wage to 
live the lifestyle.

Until 1972, Mr Phillip lived in a racially heterogeneous local community 
in Balham, South London, where he met the woman who became his wife. 
She was a midwife, born to an Irish immigrant family. The couple married 
in 1971 and had the first of their three children, daughter Felicia [F2.2], 
the following year. When Felicia was just six weeks old the family relocated 
to a small—predominantly white—local community in Humberside, where 
Mr and Mrs Phillip both worked as nurses. Their sons Frampton [F2.2] 
and Freddie [F2.2] were born there in 1973 and 1977, respectively.

The second-generation Phillips lived with their parents throughout their 
childhood and adolescence. During their early childhood, their mother 
assumed responsibility as their primary care-giver, whilst their father con-
tinued to pursue his career as a nurse and provided materially for the family. 
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Thus, Mr and Mrs Phillip’s roles in the family were distinct, although occa-
sionally shared, and the children were socialised along gendered norms. 
The boys were raised to be rambunctious and adventurous and the girl 
polite and caring. Assignment of conventional gendered tasks, such as 
washing up dirty dishes and gardening, was the routine form of discipline.

In 1974 the family migrated to Saudi Arabia, where ‘opportunities for 
nurses were plentiful and wages were higher than in England’, according 
to Mr Phillip. There, he worked as a specialist nurse in an American mili-
tary hospital, which allowed the family to save towards homeownership. 
In 1975 they returned to Humberside, where, for a short time, they lived 
in a trailer park before purchasing a home of their own. A few years later, 
the family, now with three children after the arrival of Freddie, purchased 
a larger home in an upwardly mobile suburb of Manchester.

encouragement: Diligence

The second-generation Phillips, who were brought up in largely white, 
upwardly mobile communities in which they were often the only non- white 
children, are representatives of a fast-changing, multi-ethnic, racially diverse 
Britain. Even so, they are often treated in ways that are influenced by their 
racial and ethnic identities, including mixed-raced, Caribbean, and black 
British. Felicia explains that, as a youngster, ‘I always felt a misfit and that I 
was responsible for my race.’ She felt compelled to exhibit behaviours that 
did not particularly reflect her individual personality, but which were attrib-
uted to the racial and other identities she was ascribed or to which she sub-
scribed. She suggests that this was understood in terms of behaviours that 
were deemed appropriate or acceptable and those that were not:

As a child, I always felt that … being an ambassador for my race meant 
‘Don’t do anything wrong, because not only will you be judged as an indi-
vidual, but you will damage black people. Other people will have a lower 
opinion of all black people if you do things wrong. And it will be, “Oh well, 
that’s just black people.”’ Even now, as an adult woman, I am not immediate 
in expressing anger. Because, when growing up, obvious anger was associated 
with being savage, and being a savage meant being black and working class.

This account offers insights into how notions of race and social class influ-
enced family life in the upwardly mobile communities in which the Phillips 
lived. This life, Felicia recalled, was lived in isolation, which was compounded 

 ENCOURAGEMENT: DILIGENCE 



144 

by the loss of friends whose families were opposed to their association with 
blacks and others ascribed an underprivileged status. Moreover, this adverse 
experience was exacerbated by the harmful, racist stereotypes she and her 
brothers were ascribed because of their non-whiteness:

When I was growing up, I lived in a little village. There was me and my 
brothers, who were black/brown children, and there was a boy called 
David—that was it. Everybody else was white. I never had any black friends 
because there weren’t any black people to be friends with. I think that peo-
ple just see black men almost like a stereotype. Like they gonna be tough, 
they gonna be gangsters. I’m sure things haven’t changed that much. I 
remember that both my brothers … if they went into town … would be 
asked for drugs. And neither of them was into drugs. They would find it 
offensive that people would assume they had drugs or they were selling 
drugs because of how they look. I know for myself, one girl I was friends 
with, her parents told her not to be friends with me because I was a junkie. 
I did not know what a junkie was at the time and I don’t think she did either. 
I was about fourteen. This made me feel like an outsider, because a few 
people’s parents had said to my friends, do not hang about with me any 
more because I was a bad influence. But I certainly was not into drugs. I did 
not have any exposure to drugs when I was growing up. I think I was the 
kind of person who would try them if they were around, but it was not what 
people were doing when I was a teenager.

The Phillips’ experiences in upwardly mobile communities expose the 
prejudice that was well established not only in these communities but in 
British society more generally. It precluded the sort of friendship and sense 
of belonging that promote community cohesion and success. Nevertheless, 
the family was guided by diligence and determination to improve them-
selves. As Felicia intimated, in her family, ‘one of the defences against 
prejudice is an attitude of “better than”’. In the appropriate cultural con-
text, this expression translates into a determination to mediate the adverse 
effects of prejudice in order to realise success—especially in education. 
Such families’ experiences reveal that high levels of educational attainment 
among the second and third generations correspond to better employ-
ment and earning prospects than those of their forebears—the members of 
the first generation.

While the first generation certainly struggled to overcome their disad-
vantages—including unwarranted prejudice—they were able to procure 
better lives for themselves and their children, who were not only socialised 
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to value education but expected to attain educationally. This expectation 
was coupled with aspirations for careers in high-status occupations. By 
Felicia’s account, she and her siblings were encouraged to do well in edu-
cation and to link their learning to occupational aspiration:

When I was really young and we were living in Saudi Arabia, my dad made 
posters to put on my wall—like the alphabet and the numbers from one to 
a hundred. He has always made me feel like school was important, and he 
would always shine my shoes for me. People would go to school and have a 
carrier bag with their stuff, and nobody really bothered about what they 
carried their stuff in. But he would always be, like, ‘Don’t go like that!’ He 
would be more proud. They both would go to parents–teachers [meetings], 
and have always been very proud of us and encouraging us, you know. 
Growing up, if you did a painting, they would say, ‘You could be an artist.’ 
If you did a dance, they would say, ‘You could be a dancer.’. If you sing a 
song, ‘You could be a singer.’ If you write something, ‘You could be an 
author’ … The message was: ‘If you work on that, you could be …’

Clearly, then, throughout their early years and compulsory education, 
Mr and Mrs Phillip encouraged and guided Felicia and her siblings to 
attain educationally. Moreover, they ensured that the children attended 
what they believed were ‘good Catholic schools’, as Felicia explains:

When I went to school, there was me and my brothers. No other black chil-
dren in primary school. This definitely made me feel like an outsider, a misfit 
growing up. And in my adult life [I still do not] expect to fit in. All my 
experience growing up was in line with Catholic, white peers, going to good 
Catholic schools. When I was nearly nine [years old] I went to St Paul’s in 
Hyde. I enjoyed it but I felt stifled [in terms of] my intellect and opportu-
nity to advance. I was way ahead of my peers and I think the teachers didn’t 
push me, but kept me treading water while my peers caught up. I was clever, 
precocious, and tall. I was very intelligent and I learned things quickly.

Notwithstanding Felicia’s lukewarm assessment, her father still regards 
these schools very highly. However, he does not believe they were para-
mount in his children’s educational attainment. Rather, he feels ‘it is only 
God’ and ‘God only helps those who help themselves’, although Felicia 
and her siblings did not attend church or Sunday school when they were 
growing up. Nevertheless, according to Mr Phillip, he and his wife were 
‘very involved and had very high expectations’ of them. While Mrs Phillip 

 ENCOURAGEMENT: DILIGENCE 



146 

assumed most of the responsibility for overseeing the children’s welfare 
and education, ‘she consulted with’ Mr Phillip in order to guide their 
educational development and school experience.

Felicia attributes this deep parental involvement in her and her broth-
ers’ schooling to their social class:

I am middle class because I am a professional woman. I have a degree, I have 
studied beyond that. My parents are professional people, and I’d think we 
are aspirant. In education, [we are] a family that has aspirations. [With] 
GCSEs [it’s not] ‘Well, that’s done, you’re finished.’ You do [them] so that 
you can do your A Levels; and you do your A Levels so that you can do your 
degree; and you do your degree so that you can get a good job; and in the 
job there is still a lot to be learned. It’s just that attitude—that there are 
always new skills to develop and new understanding to achieve, and that you 
can achieve it through hard work, diligence, and paying attention. And that 
you will not sit back and say, ‘Alright! I have got the job now. That’s me 
done for life.’

Felicia and her brothers all attained highly throughout the Key Stages 
of their compulsory education careers. Their father feels that it was then a 
natural progression to higher education and professional employment:

My daughter got her degree in psychology. My first boy [Frampton] got a 
degree in theatre and costume design, and the younger lad [Freddie] got a 
degree in philosophy. I think he got a 2:1 in that. So that’s really good. My 
daughter qualified as a counsellor as well, and she is working in a school as 
a behavioural support worker. I think that’s the title. The older lad, I think 
he is a bit disappointed. He went to America for a good number of years—
up to eight years in Los Angeles—and he was hoping that, with his degree, 
he would be able to get into the film industry. That was an ambition but, 
unfortunately, it didn’t work out. [But] he qualified in things like life coach-
ing and fitness training and various other things. So he had a constructive 
time out there.

Felicia relates her brothers’ and her own educational attainment to 
experiences lived throughout their early socialisation in settings that were 
‘very supportive and pro-education’. Throughout their early experiences 
in pre-structured learning (including home schooling in Saudi Arabia) and 
their compulsory education, their parents ‘continuously reminded’ them 
that they could achieve a great deal because they were ‘clever’. So, in addi-
tion to receiving guidance for attainment in education, they were encour-
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aged to develop occupational aspirations. For instance, as a child, Felicia 
aspired ‘to be an archaeologist’, having been inspired by a television pro-
gramme her parents had encouraged her to watch. However, by and large 
she has nurtured healthcare-related occupational aspirations, including 
becoming a ‘physiotherapist and a psychotherapist’. After attaining her 
undergraduate qualification in psychology, she went on to work as a 
behavioural specialist in education. She has since worked as a teacher and 
a behavioural support manager, positions to which she was promoted after 
working as a counsellor and a team leader for student services.

The three second-generation Phillips, now high-achieving adults, have 
all been married, although Frampton and Freddie were legally separated 
from their spouses and did not have any children at the time of the inquiry. 
Felicia was married for eighteen years, which she considered a success, 
even though she is now divorced from the father of her three children. At 
the time of the inquiry she was raising the children in an affluent suburb 
in Lancashire, where she settled on the basis of her ‘satisfaction [that] the 
children would integrate’. She has ‘high aspirations’ for them, but expects 
them to ‘make up their own mind about their profession’. This rather 
liberal attitude towards children’s future occupations was common among 
the participants across the generations, which suggests that it is indicative 
of a wider cultural imperative. Caribbean children seem to be encouraged 
or left to aspire to whatever profession best aligns with their sense of self, 
and they are allowed to make their own decisions about how they should 
pursue their careers in adulthood.

This culture speaks to a certain confidence in the children’s ability to 
aspire to success and, with encouragement and guidance from more 
knowledgeable others, to reach their full potential. Thus, while Felicia 
believes that her children were born with intelligence, she feels that this 
needs to be nurtured so their abilities have a chance to develop. She main-
tains that the ‘family is responsible for providing them with the environ-
ment and stimulus’ to attain educationally. As such, in addition to 
anticipating that the well-served local community will facilitate their ‘edu-
cational success’, she and their engineer father ‘cooperate to ensure that 
there is little disturbance to their development’ and that they continue to 
do well educationally. So far, this effort has paid dividends as they are all 
‘keen learners and doing well at school’. Felicia relates this to her own 
parents’ efforts to facilitate her relatively high achievements in education 
and socioeconomic domains. In addition to supporting her educational 
attainment, they ‘had very high expectations’ of her and ‘encouraged’ her 
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‘to work hard’ and ‘believe’ in her ability to achieve success. Through 
these efforts, her parents were not merely guiding Felicia’s school experi-
ence, educational development, and occupational outcome for her own 
sake. In every sense, they were also providing her with a template against 
which she is now able to gauge the socialisation of her own children.

confiDence: Belonging

Frédéric [F2.3] is Felicia’s eldest child and only son. He completed his 
compulsory education in local community schools in the Lancashire towns 
of Hyde and Stockport, where his ‘experience was good’. This is reflected 
in his positive attitude towards education and confidence in his own edu-
cational attainment, which he believes will translate into a successful 
future. For, in a similar way to his grandfather and his mother, he under-
stands that he was encouraged from an early age to appreciate educational 
attainment in terms of better employment prospects and an improved 
quality of life:

My parents encourage me to do well. Always about learning, education, 
working hard, and striving to do better. I do gardening with my grandfather 
and he encourages me to do well. Education and school set you up better 
for the future. Give you a better chance of getting a better-paid job. Give 
you better opportunities in later life. More money and a better standard of 
life. Buy a big house and nicer things. I would prefer to live in a bigger 
house than a smaller one. Give you more room, more comfort.

Frédéric is a high achiever, as is evinced by his placement in high-ability 
streams throughout his compulsory education, at the conclusion of which 
he attained nine top grades (A*–C) in his GCSEs. This achievement has 
enabled him to undertake advanced studies in English literature and psy-
chology at college, and he hopes to progress on to university to study 
‘maybe psychology’.

It should be noted that Frédéric is motivated by a specific goal: ulti-
mately, he expects his hard work at school to translate into ‘buy[ing] a big 
house and nicer things’. Hence, he has established a strong psychological 
link between education and material comfort. But he is also motivated to 
continue with his studies because he enjoys reading and finds ‘learning and 
passing exams very easy’. He admits that these characteristics are ‘unusual 
for a boy’, although not for the male members of his family. More precisely, 
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his mother’s account reveals that Frédéric’s inclination towards education 
and learning originated in his early childhood, when he ‘was exposed to 
literature’, partly because Felicia was attending university at the time.

In a strong echo of their forebears’ upbringing, Frédéric and his sisters 
are growing up in an upwardly mobile—and predominantly white—local 
community. Their general social experience, however, is rather different. 
Unlike his grandparents—who felt alienated—and his mother—who 
termed herself a ‘misfit’—Frédéric feels integrated and happy in both his 
community and wider society, so much so that he does not identify with a 
particular social class:

I feel pretty integrated in society. I don’t have a social class and have never 
really given it any thought. I achieved high grades at GCSE level. That’s the 
only achievement I’ve got. I don’t enjoy learning but I find it easy to take in 
information. I don’t know if that helps or my upbringing. I have always had 
a healthy and safe upbringing. Never had serious problems that have affected 
me, so I suppose that’s good. My parents and grandparents have always sup-
ported me. If I didn’t go to school, I would get in trouble with my parents. 
I have had experiences where I felt I hate school, but not any that I felt I 
didn’t want to go back. It’s never because of bullying or things like that, but 
more because of just not enjoying the lessons. At my college I could decide 
what I wanted to do because I got high results. I imagine if you didn’t get 
good results, maybe you would be put in a course you didn’t want to do. 
The alternative is not going to college and starting to work.

Here, Frédéric exhibits a positive sense of self which is best understood 
in relation to those of his forebears and the high level of intergenerational 
achievement to which he is an heir. For instance, his mother’s sense of 
being a misfit influenced her attitude towards the socialisation of her chil-
dren. Moreover, she decided to settle where she did partly because the 
local community afforded good opportunities for her children to integrate 
and develop, as well as better career prospects for herself. Thus, she main-
tained the Phillip family tradition of migrating and settling for the sake of 
better educational and employment opportunities. However, there are 
further motivational factors among the second and third generations, in 
addition to education and employment. For instance, Felicia and Frédéric 
both appreciate the importance of psychological integrity, social security, 
material prosperity, and children’s socialisation in settings where they feel 
they belong due to unconditional acceptance, a sense of safety, and oppor-
tunities to thrive.

 CONFIDENCE: BELONGING 
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These settings—such as the one in which Felicia is raising her chil-
dren—seem promising. In addition to the facilities and opportunities for 
success they present, it is clear that the third-generation Phillips have suf-
fered fewer of the adverse experiences—such as isolation, racism, and ste-
reotypes—that impacted their parents’ and grandparents’ lives. Thus, 
while it is impossible to predict the future with any certainty, we can at 
least say that the third-generation Phillips seem to be on course to achieve 
extremely high levels of success in education and socioeconomic domains. 
Indeed, all three seem destined to surpass the impressive achievements of 
their first-generation grandparents and second-generation parents.

sustaining HigH–HigH attainment anD progression

The intergenerational experiences explored in this chapter affirm that the 
family is a key setting in which influences that mediate experiences and 
outcomes in education and socioeconomic domains play a significant role. 
Familial influence is thus a key psychosocial resource that shapes educa-
tional and socioeconomic outcomes. This finding resonates closely with 
Bourdieu’s (2013) research into culture-derived capital in the experiences 
of privileged groups. He argues that possession of this form of capital 
helps individuals to procure wealth, social mobility, and distinction. In 
other words, cultural capital involves characteristics—such as education, 
dispositions, and sensibilities—that are desirable and worth pursuing 
because they may be converted into economic capital and social status. 
However, the contemporary sociologist Paul de Graaf 1 (1986) suggests 
that there is still a legacy of advantage in both culture and educational 
attainment in that cultural capital—in a Bourdieusian sense—is largely 
acquired and transmitted within the family unit, via, for instance, elaborate 
language and dress codes that are conducive to educational success or 
gaining access to specific occupations.

However, this chapter has made an exciting discovery about intergen-
erational success within a family whose background is characterised not by 
privilege but by educational and socioeconomic disadvantage. The Phillips’ 
lived experiences suggest that disadvantaged individuals who achieve suc-
cess in education and socioeconomic domains are liable to deploy psycho-
social resources in ways that sustain this outcome across the generations. 
These resources, which develop in various settings where the family mem-
bers are socialised, are continually shaped and reshaped by their lived 
experiences, many of which are adverse. Nevertheless, when successfully 
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tempered, they may be habitually and naturally deployed to procure and 
sustain high attainment and progression. This is good news for families 
and other achievement advocates. The experiences explored in this chap-
ter unequivocally affirm that these psychosocial resources are invaluable in 
promoting and sustaining educational attainment and socioeconomic pro-
gression among Caribbeans and other traditionally low-achieving groups.

Achievement advocates are thus encouraged to reflect upon their work 
with disadvantaged, low-achieving groups in key settings of socialisation. 
This must be guided by an unambiguous objective to help such groups to 
develop and deploy their psychosocial resources in ways that sustain high 
achievement across generations. Cultural sensitivity should be paramount in 
any such intervention, given that, as evinced in the experiences explored 
throughout this book, all social groups—including Caribbeans—are cultur-
ally diverse. That diversity must be honoured in order to avoid alienating 
whole sections of the population. With this caveat in mind, a good starting 
point might be to consider how to promote fulfilling experiences that foster 
the development of psychosocial resources that are conducive to attainment 
and progression. Such experiences should be appreciated for what they 
are—positive as opposed to negative—and thought given to where they 
might be promoted effectively. Education is a viable platform on which such 
promotion might take place. It is a universal setting in which young people’s 
learning, creativity, and affinity for social responsibility can be engaged. 
Indeed, school is perhaps the only setting where everyone—regardless of 
family background, community orientation, or religiosity—is guaranteed to 
meet and share experiences for a decade or more.

Education encourages attainment and progression among individuals 
and groups by emphasising personal narrative and reflective learning. 
Dr  Siegel (2010)  coined the term ‘mindsight’—seeing from within the 
mind—to describe this experience, which has proved highly appealing to 
achievement advocates who stress empathy and subjectivity when promot-
ing positive experiences, positive traits, and positive institutions—the three 
pillars of positive psychology, in essence. With regard to positive institu-
tions, the role of schools goes far beyond formal learning that focuses on 
reading, writing, and arithmetic, as contemporary schools are increasingly 
aiming to prepare citizens not merely to function in dynamic socioeconomic 
environments but to thrive through the forces of reflection, relationships, 
and resilience. The Phillips’ experiences suggest that these forces have the 
power to shape behaviours, attitudes, and expectations that align with and 
sustain high–high attainment and progression across the generations.

 SUSTAINING HIGH–HIGH ATTAINMENT AND PROGRESSION 
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notes

1. Paul de Graaf—a professor of sociology at Tilburg University in the 
Netherlands—has published extensively on the ‘cultural differences between 
the lower and higher levels of education’ and ‘developments in the relation-
ship between educational attainment and labour market opportunities’.
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CHAPTER 10

Low–Low Educational Attainment 
and Socioeconomic Progression

Abstract This chapter acquaints the reader with the William family.
Mr William came from the Caribbean during the 1950s. He settled in 

Manchester, where he met and married Mrs William, a native. The family’s 
children were born and brought up in the upwardly mobile local community of 
Old Trafford, where they also attended community schools.

The William family’s social world is beset by hardship that is compounded 
by prejudices, isolation, and limited opportunities to alleviate their pov-
erty, or to overcome limited opportunities. The second generation per-
formed poorly in education, which reflected in poor socioeconomic 
outcomes. Low expectations across the generations manifest in preoccu-
pation with basic needs and survival. Thus, poor performance in education 
continues to the third generation, whose members are predisposed to 
experience outcomes similar to those of their parents and grandparents. 
The chapter concludes with the assertion that predisposition to experience 
poor outcomes does not in itself predetermine poor outcomes. The 
relationship between predisposition and predetermination is explored in 
subsequent chapters.

Consistently poor performance in education and socioeconomic domains 
across generations can give rise to rippling low levels of achievement that 
reflect in poor intergenerational educational and socioeconomic outcomes. 
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In the most literal sense, these sustained poor outcomes among the differ-
ent generations of participants from certain families suggest that their 
experiences in education and socioeconomic domains did not improve 
much over time.

Some first-generation parents’ overall experience in formal education, 
which was normally restricted to basic schooling, was not only poor in 
quality but limited in quantity. This translated into limited familiarity with 
formal educational processes and very little investment in their children’s 
educational development. Moreover, the local communities in which 
these children were raised were typically underserved, although some of 
them possessed facilities through which they could improve their socio-
economic prospects. Nonetheless, a defining experience across the genera-
tions was a legacy of disadvantage that manifested in beliefs, behaviours, 
and expectations that cohered and sustained a pattern of poor outcomes 
in education and socioeconomic domains. This pattern is best illustrated 
through the experience of a family we shall call the Williams [F5].

Courage: aCquiesCenCe

Mr William [F5.1] completed his basic education in Jamaica at the age of 
fifteen, leaving school with no qualifications of any kind. Thereafter, he 
worked as an unwaged odd-jobber with his father and brothers. However, 
‘there wasn’t much to do in Jamaica’ and many of his friends and acquain-
tances were migrating, so in 1959, at the age of twenty-one, he followed 
suit and moved to England. He hoped to join the army but had a ‘bad leg’ 
and failed the induction process in 1961.

During his early days in England, Mr William lived with his older brother 
in Chorlton-on-Medlock, near Manchester city centre. He remembers ‘a lot 
of racism in the streets’ but he ‘liked the peace and quiet in the community 
and felt comfortable’. He ‘wanted to explore’ this unfamiliar territory in the 
hope of securing the better life that he believed ‘God wanted’ for him. 
Before long, he met the woman with whom he would soon raise a family:

When I came I had a few girlfriends and after a year I settled down and mar-
ried this lady. We had one child in [19]62. I have two children: one boy, one 
girl. She had one child before I married her. Everybody got married. You 
had to get married. You couldn’t go on living over the brush. The system 
was, like, you get married after you court.
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Mrs William [F5.1] identifies as working-class English of Celtic ancestry. 
She completed her basic education at the age of fourteen and then entered 
gainful employment. When she met and married Mr William, she was 
estranged from her extended family and already had a young daughter—
Wryleigh [F5.2]—from a previous common-law relationship. The Williams 
then had a son—Wilton [F5.2]—and a daughter—Wilma [F5.2]—who 
were born in the predominantly white local communities of Chorlton-on-
Medlock in 1962 and Old Trafford in 1964, respectively.

According to Mr William, ‘life was hard and the children was not 
accepted by their mother’s family, so they grow up as blacks’. They did not 
attend nursery school and were cared for by neighbours while their parents 
were at work. However, Mrs William was not always satisfied with the qual-
ity of care the neighbours provided, so she would sometimes stay home. At 
such times—with the help of her capable children—she assembled purses, 
which generated a small income. A salesman collected them weekly.

The Williams subscribe to a Christian faith, and Mr William believes 
that God has ultimate control over their destiny. However, he attended 
Rastafari meetings in his younger years and to this day remains influenced 
by doctrines of ‘black empowerment’. He also identifies as working class, 
which he associates with low intelligence, limited education, and poverty. 
This association echoes his perception of the Caribbean communities in 
Ardwick, Longsight, and Moss Side, Greater Manchester, with which he is 
familiar as all three districts share a border with Chorlton-on-Medlock. 
Many of his contemporaries still live in these communities and he visits 
them frequently to socialise. During the early days, ‘there was nowhere 
else for black people to go’, but, even so, he had no desire to settle perma-
nently in any of the local Caribbean communities. Consequently, in 1963, 
the family moved to Old Trafford, where, Mr William recalled, there were 
hardly any non-white people:

When I moved to this place, it was very quiet. The peace and quiet was like in 
Jamaica. I live here and I find it easy. There was a few Caribbeans in Ardwick 
and Longsight, but I just felt like spreading myself out. I used to move around 
with people in Moss Side but I didn’t have the feelings to settle there.

In spite of their limited material and financial resources, the Williams felt 
safe enough in Old Trafford, where they eventually purchased a home and 
settled permanently. Mr William described this achievement as ‘an impor-
tant t’ing’ because the prevalence of racism and housing prejudice meant 
that ‘blacks couldn’t get’ access to the few rental properties in the area:

 COURAGE: ACQUIESCENCE 
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When I came to Old Trafford, I stayed with my cousin for one year. This 
house was for sale so I inquired and buy it. It was thirteen hundred pounds. 
The management people from the Water Board was staying here so they was 
moving out and the house was up for sale. I paid down some money and 
buy it. I got a mortgage in 1966 from the corporation that used to cover 
here—Stretford Corporation. It was from the council. It was not too hard 
because we just applied and we had a child so that was a big t’ing and it 
made it easier. It was easier to get help if you had children than if you single. 
When we got this place, it was hard but we cope until we could manage. 
Sometimes you had a job and other times you don’t. T’ings was hard during 
the seventies coming up to eighties. I was working, but t’ings was tight and 
there was no black councillors.

The Williams’ endeavour and success in settling in an upwardly mobile 
community whilst their employment prospects were confined to the low- 
skilled sector speak to considerable courage and determination that should 
not be overlooked. They were prepared to challenge social limitations and 
determined to satisfy the family’s material needs through legitimate—albeit 
meagre—means. Accordingly, Mr William’s first experience in gainful 
employment was in the role of ‘general dog’s body’ at an ice-cream factory 
in Lancashire. He soon discovered that there were ‘a lot of factory jobs’ and 
he could often work overtime to supplement the family’s low income. 
However, he found it increasingly difficult to find work from the mid-
1970s to the end of the 1980s, due to ever more mechanisation of Britain’s 
manual industries. He recalled that ‘they brought machines and one 
machine could do ten man’s work and there was a lot of redundancies’. 
During that time, Mr and Mrs William both lost their jobs and were forced 
to rely on social assistance, including income support and housing support, 
which were designed to help families meet their basic needs. Mr William 
believes that other people became dependent on these welfare payments 
because ‘it was easier to get social money than work’. But he ‘hated to get 
money like that’, so he continued to look for work, even though ‘the money 
was small’. He was also keen to improve his skill set and employment pros-
pects, so he took the opportunity to explore some vocational courses:

I tried some courses at the college. I wanted to get into politics. I used to 
move around with some people from the polytechnic. We would have meet-
ings about the t’ings that was going on in Zimbabwe and South Africa—that 
used to bug me. The students [from the polytechnic] used to tell me about 
socialism and we used to discuss the socialist paper. They was all white. I was 
the only black. They would say that there was no black councillors, so I tried 
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the course to become one. But I didn’t do the whole course, because I knew 
I wouldn’t get the job. But I tried it because it was a way to get on. They 
was not interested in me. Maybe they t’ink I was not clever enough. The 
policy is you really have to know what you getting yourself in. It was not like 
now. They would turn you down and say, ‘You only a black man. Why would 
I give him that job?’ Those days it was hard to get in t’ings like that.  
I wanted to, but they didn’t allow me. I did courses in woodwork and com-
puter to get on, but that was it. I didn’t have to pay for the course. There 
was only a few blacks who did courses. A lot of them wasn’t interested in 
that, but one or two would come. Most people was just interested in what 
they could get. They took life as it come. They just wanted to work and get 
on. But there was no jobs. Your colour was part of it because a lot of people 
would see you come there and they wouldn’t give you a job because you 
black. They would grab the white man but they wouldn’t grab the black 
man. This was part of the system that you couldn’t get a job. No matter 
what skill you have, if you go for a job, they would tell you you too 
experience[d] for what they looking for. It was like that.

The council arranged Mr William’s place on the computing course in 
the hope that it would lead to a job in the local post office. But he ‘failed 
the first part and didn’t go back’. As in every other aspect of his life, he 
believes that this outcome was predetermined by God:

Religion is everything to me. I believe in God. God decide in my life. He 
brought me from Jamaica, so it is what He want for me. Maybe I could have 
more, but it’s not what God want for me. I used to send the children to 
church and Sunday school when they was likkle, but they don’t go any 
more. It’s what God want.

Mr William is keen to highlight a certain ignorance among his genera-
tion surrounding achievement in education and socioeconomic domains. 
He feels that there is a lack of knowledge about what such achievement 
involves. Incidentally, this ignorance has a sexist dimension, as illustrated 
in Mr William’s assertions that ‘woman can understand children better 
than man’ and children’s ‘education is the responsibility of their mother’. 
He stresses his status as patriarch and core role as principal provider of his 
family’s material needs. When this attitude is coupled with his limited 
experience in formal education, it is easy to see why he was limited in his 
motivation and ability to participate actively in his children’s educational 
development. Moreover, he believes that young Caribbean people are 
generally disinclined to accept their elders’ advice about education and 
socioeconomic matters:

 COURAGE: ACQUIESCENCE 
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Parents can’t decide what their children will do because children are hard 
headed. I don’t like to see the young people not taking the opportunities 
and making progress. They not making progress because they want to get 
on—but they want someone to do t’ings for them. We have a community, 
but we are weak. We are not like Asians who plan ahead. When I come here 
the number of Asians living here you could count on one hand. But now a 
lot of us will be working for them. They come here without experience and 
they build theirself up and employ people. But our people are not like that. 
Sometimes I think about our people and I feel downhearted, because now 
they have so much opportunity and they not taking it. Some of the parents 
don’t have knowledge, but the kids grow up with more knowledge than us 
and they use it for drugs and to steal. The parents won’t encourage them to 
go [to] university because they don’t know any. A lot of parents can read 
just likkle letter and just a likkle, but they don’t know to go further. That is 
the same t’ing with our children—just follow what most of us did. Sometimes 
I try to tell them somet’ing. The boys, they sit in the barbershop there, 
doing no t’ing. They t’ink I’m an old man and I don’t know anyt’ing. But 
they not going nowhere because they don’t know how to propel theirself 
forward. They don’t have guts like the Asians. But if I live a million years  
I will try to pull them out the muck and tell them, ‘Don’t do it like that,’ 
but they won’t listen.

Mr William insists that ‘most of us expect t’ings to drop in our lap’, 
and, although some young people are encouraged to surpass their elders’ 
achievements, ‘they want to find their own way and won’t take telling 
from parents’. By this, he implies a cultural imperative for young Caribbeans 
to take responsibility for their outcomes in education and socioeconomic 
domains. This imperative resonates not only in his claim that ‘they want to 
make their own mistake’ but also in his own life experience. He believes he 
has had to make mistakes from which he has learned (and continues to 
learn). His children’s lived experiences suggest that they have inherited 
this disposition.

alienation: Hopelessness

The second-generation Williams were brought up in Old Trafford during 
the 1960s and 1970s. At the time there were far fewer bi-racial and mixed- 
race children and families than there are today. In this regard, the William 
children were vanguards of their racial identity and family form. Wilma 
[F5.2] intimates that they were ‘rejected’ by their extended family, but their 
‘mother insisted’ on them knowing who they were, because ‘white women 
with brown children … just did not happen’ when they were growing up.
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Because of their mixed-race, Caribbean–Celtic–English ethnicity, the 
William children’s early years were beset by alienation, which was com-
pounded by antipathy from their neighbours and extended family. Some 
of their more adverse lived experiences included frequent insults about 
their complexion, such as: ‘It is a shame they should have to grow up with 
this colour.’ Wilma explains that they were not allowed to ‘go out or 
answer the door because the neighbours were all white’. This instruction 
and almost every other one were enforced through corporal punishment 
or the threat of it, which were the routine forms of discipline:

Mother has been the stable influence in our life. Dad was there, but it was 
mainly my mum. If we’d done something wrong, she would say, ‘Wait till 
your dad gets home!’ Because he would be the one to dish out the punish-
ment. But she would never tell him because she knew what would happen.

Wilma and Wilton inherited their parents’ Christian faith and, as chil-
dren, they were encouraged to attend Sunday school. Wilma remembers 
this experience as ‘good’ and she ‘enjoyed’ it, but she stopped going at 
about the age of fourteen, when she was no longer ‘interested’. The chil-
dren attended single-sex community schools in Old Trafford, where they 
all did poorly in low-ability streams. Wilma recalls:

We were encouraged [to attend], but I could have done with a bit of a prod 
to achieve better. Dad never bothered. He would be on the sofa sleeping or 
watching TV. Mum helped when she could with basic homework, but she 
didn’t know much. She used to make me chant the times tables but I never 
picked them up.

As both parents were working, the second-generation Williams received 
little nurturing within the family, and learned to care for themselves from 
an early age. They were what Wilma calls ‘latchkey children’, and were 
expected to contribute to their own upbringing:

Most kids had to do that kind of thing because parents had to go out to 
work. The family could not survive on one income. I didn’t have any aspira-
tion or anything. I always knew that I wanted to be either a lorry driver or a 
spy. These were my ideas of being anything. But a spy wasn’t going to 
happen because I don’t have the intelligence. A lorry driver I could get away 
with. I remember in secondary school the teacher asked me what I wanted 
to be and I said ‘lorry driver’. She said it was unusual. But, I thought, ‘She’s 
not going to tell me how to attain my goal.’
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Wilma’s compulsory education ended when she was fifteen years old. 
She did not sit any end-of-school exams, so she does not have any formal 
qualifications. When she left school she ‘applied for a few jobs but did not 
get any’. As a result, she ‘went on the dole because that’s what most peo-
ple did’. At the age of sixteen she started a ‘YTS in computers’, but she left 
before completing it as she secured ‘a Christmas job’. Wilton’s educational 
outcome was similar in that he also failed to gain any formal qualifications, 
but overall his compulsory-education experience was perceptibly more 
adverse than Wilma’s, as she explains:

I think my brother had more of a raw deal than I had. He used to sleep in 
his classes and the teachers would never tell Mum. Teachers did not com-
municate with parents back then. I think they saw him as a black male who 
was lazy. They think, ‘Well, black children are lazy anyway,’ so that’s why he 
was falling asleep. It turned out he had tuberculosis that was undiagnosed 
for years. Mum managed to get rid of it. I never noticed he was lazy. But 
again, lads are treated differently at school than girls. Girls can get away with 
a lot more than lads.

Wilton’s four children, by different white mothers, are being brought up 
in separate families. His eldest child, a daughter called Wynant [F5.3] who 
lives with his parents, was born when Wilton was twenty-three years old. His 
role in all of his children’s upbringing is limited, and  compromised further 
by his inability to provide for them materially and meet their basic needs. He 
once had a job as a bus driver, but had to quit due to a foot injury. Otherwise, 
he has been unemployed for most of his adult life and seemingly devoid of 
any innate motivation to make a living, as Wilma explains:

[Wilton] always had a dream. He loves his music and would play really good 
music for free. I used to tell him to charge for it but he wouldn’t. I used to 
ask him to do some tapes and I would go about in London and promote 
them for him, but he never did. I feel sorry for him. It’s really sad because 
he has been good from being a kid, but never had the drive or whatever.

It appears that Wilton subconsciously nurtured aspirations towards 
non-academic vocations. According to Wilma, ‘he is good with other 
things—very good driver, very technically minded’. However, she believes 
he never ‘knew where to go to get what he needed’ to succeed. She com-
pares his experience with those of the women in her extended family:
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[We] are more eager to achieve the things we want. If we need something 
or need to go somewhere, we will find out how to do it, which is what I have 
done. In my family, it’s the way it has been. The males wait for others to do 
it. But Dad must have had something to bring himself from Jamaica and put 
himself through what he did because he wanted a better life. He would walk 
for miles to find work. But when I look at the lads that have come through 
in our family, who are my brother’s age, I think they have attained only what 
they wanted to, which is nothing. I have a cousin who said, ‘I will only work 
when I need something. If I don’t need anything, I won’t work, I will go on 
the dole.’ He says he is Rasta. He made his way to Jamaica and Africa to live 
the life with the tribe where our family came from, but he didn’t last.

Since her compulsory education, Wilma has not pursued any formal 
learning. She has been concerned, mainly, with providing for her family 
and satisfying their immediate needs. To accomplish this, she has worked 
as an odd-jobber in various cities—Birmingham, Edinburgh, London, and 
Manchester. She has now settled permanently near her parents in Old 
Trafford and works as an administrative assistant for a charity in the local 
Caribbean community. Her role involves finding housing and arranging 
social support for ‘unaccompanied minors who do not have a status’, 
having arrived in Britain from abroad.

Wilma’s home was a gift from her mother, to whom it was bequeathed 
by a neighbour. To Wilma, having a home of her own is about ‘being 
independent’ and attaining a certain—presumably high—‘level of respect’. 
She does not identify with any social class, but, in her words, does ‘have 
snobberies’. She thinks that her home is a white-collar worker’s house, 
and that her parents live in a working-class area. She notes that all of the 
residents on her side of the street, including herself, read the (rather high- 
brow) Guardian newspaper. But she does not think of herself as middle 
class because she has ‘always done stuff’ with her ‘hands’. She believes she 
needs ‘to work to feed [her] family and get on with life’, as she is not dis-
posed to marriage or to reliance on a man. Although she now uses a com-
puter at work, she insists:

[If] tomorrow I lose my job, I would go and sweep toilets and would do 
anything for work. I don’t think I am the marrying kind. I don’t trust men 
basically. And it is from childhood. I don’t think my mum should be with 
my dad. I think he is horrible to her. I love my dad, but I think my mum 
comes from an era where the man rules and if he said something then you 
just do it. But it should not be like that. It should be a partnership and he 
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was not fair to her. Sometimes she had to go to the loan shark because she 
was too scared to tell him there was no money while he had money and  
I knew he could help. But he would prefer her to struggle. I love my brother 
too, but I’m not happy with the way he treats women. That’s why a woman 
needs to work. She cannot rely on a man.

Wilma’s account of her family life unveils a history of low achievement, 
material poverty, misogynistic inclinations, and a stubborn sense of inad-
equacy, all of which contribute to intergenerational hardship. Moreover, 
this hardship is compounded by hopelessness, alienation, and limited 
opportunities to improve their situation. Their circumstances may be 
expressed as an acute state of limitation that undermines the family’s 
capacity to succeed, which is reflected in poor educational and socioeco-
nomic outcomes across the generations. Hence, the younger generations 
undoubtedly inherited an unfavourable legacy. Having lived through so 
many adverse experiences, they are predisposed to repeat the poor educa-
tional and socioeconomic outcomes of their elders.

laCk of support: poor prospeCts

There are five grandchildren in the William family. The eldest, Wilton’s 
daughter Wynant [F5.3], was born in 1985 to a mother with a narcotics 
dependency, to which she eventually and tragically lost her life. She was 
unable to care for her daughter, so, soon after her birth, Mr and Mrs 
William adopted Wynant. Wilton’s three other children are estranged 
from the William family and little is known of their whereabouts.

Wilma’s son Wayne [F5.3] was born in 2002. His father, with whom 
she is in a common-law union, is white British, but Wilma wants to raise 
Wayne as ‘a black child’. She believes ‘black’ is his dominant identity, the 
primary construct that will shape his achievements and sense of self. This 
seems a fair way to make sense of his socialisation, because dominant iden-
tities correspond with expectations and beliefs about what one can achieve 
in educational and socioeconomic terms. Moreover, while Wayne’s experi-
ence in his local community is obviously one generation removed from his 
mother’s, it resonates strongly with her childhood, during which skin 
colour and racial identity impacted her achievements in significant ways.

At the time of the study, Wayne was attending a local primary school, 
where his experience was largely unfavourable. Wilma was particularly 
unhappy about his academic performance, which she described as ‘abys-
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mal’. She was concerned that ‘the teachers think he is not doing well 
because he is black and black children are lazy anyway’. In a similar vein, 
in the following extract she suggests that Wayne’s poor academic perfor-
mance reflects a pervasive norm:

Parents don’t push their children as hard. I know he is a bit lazy so he needs 
a good push. I’ve gotten him some math and English course. I spent over 
two grand, but I’ve been lazy and not done it with him. He would do it if I 
sit with him. I know I need to get him into a routine to do the work that is 
put in front of him. I don’t think his school does that much. His reading at 
his age [nine at the time of the study] is better than mine was. I am not 
happy with his reading, though. I think the school don’t place emphasis on 
things like reading because they think the parents will do it. They want him 
to read at home but the teachers don’t read with him. That annoys me 
about the school. I think they should read with him. I don’t go to the par-
ents–teachers meetings. I think I’ll lose my head if I go.

In an echo of her brother Wilton’s experience in the 1970s, Wilma 
believes that her son is ‘being picked on’ and his teachers are neglecting 
his educational needs. Moreover, she suspects that these issues are height-
ened because he lives with an unmarried mother. It is her belief that ‘the 
teachers don’t like Wayne and don’t care about him’, while the head 
teacher is biased against him because ‘she knows I am not married and 
they want it to be perfect, like a Catholic school’. Wilma wishes that she 
had a ‘better-paying job’ as this would enable her to send Wayne to a fee- 
paying Catholic school, which she thinks would be better equipped to 
meet his educational needs. However, this seems unlikely, and she is 
unable to fathom any other ways to improve Wayne’s current experience 
in education. So he seems destined to continue to attend local community 
schools, and Wilma expects him to continue to perform poorly.

arresting low–low attainment and progression

The low–low attainment and progression pattern relates to low educa-
tional attainment and correspondingly low socioeconomic progression 
that define the lives of successive generations within families. It was the 
most common pattern across the sample and appeared to be sustained by 
low—or inadequate—nurtured aspirations in formal education and 
employment which recur across generations. Furthermore, at the heart of 
this intergenerational low–low attainment and progression is an astute 
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perception that these outcomes are not calamitous when they are realised 
by certain groups, especially the economically vulnerable. This perception 
also appears to influence how we respond as a society to the low attain-
ment and consequent low progression that blight the prospects and qual-
ity of life of many disadvantaged people, such as the William family. There 
is a somewhat blasé acceptance that, in a socioeconomically advanced soci-
ety, some people will lose and others will gain. But what if the same 
groups—by virtue of their limited resources—always lose, and the gap 
between the losers and the winners only ever widens? Should we not view 
such circumstances as rather more calamitous?

Caribbeans’ lived experiences, as appreciated through the lives of three 
generations of the William family, suggest not only that we should, but 
also that socialisation agents have the capacity to cultivate educational and 
occupational aspirations among those who are unfamiliar with the rudi-
ments of mainstream success. Unfortunately, though, many of the parents 
who might assume this role are themselves experiencing low–low attain-
ment and progression. This leaves them unable to help their children sim-
ply because they do not know how to do so. It seems paradoxical that 
many of these parents want their children to do well in school but have 
little or no appreciation of what education in the sense of attainment actu-
ally entails. They do not understand it as something that requires the 
acquisition of certain attitudes, behaviours, and expectations on their part. 
Instead, those who participated in the inquiry frequently expressed a 
desire for someone else to show them how to succeed and help their chil-
dren to improve. This suggests that there is an inconsistency between the 
ways in which success is actually achieved in our society and how Caribbeans 
expect it to be achieved. This inconsistency must be addressed if we are to 
arrest the low–low attainment and progression pattern that defines the 
lives of many Caribbeans.

Such an arrest is conceivable in the settings in which younger genera-
tions are socialised and develop the psychosocial resources through which 
they mediate their lived experiences. Schools are in the ideal position to 
lead efforts to arrest or even reverse low–low attainment and progression 
among the disadvantaged. We have seen that education has the capacity to 
address diversity in socialisation and lived experiences, and that psychoso-
cial resources play a significant role in lived experiences at the individual 
and group level. Therefore, efforts to help the disadvantaged must be 
launched within a context that stresses effort, diligence, perseverance, and 
individual agency, and encourages individuals to self-actualise and take 
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responsibility for their own educational and socioeconomic outcomes, 
irrespective of background and physiological characteristics such as age, 
gender, and skin colour.

The education system is already doing a great deal in this regard, with 
ever more practitioners having a positive impact on the lives of young peo-
ple, especially those who begin life in disadvantageous circumstances. 
Through this engagement, they enable many young people to achieve suc-
cess in education, which is likely to translate into socioeconomic progress. 
This suggests that teachers are not merely increasingly mindful of the 
adverse experiences that underlie poor educational and socioeconomic 
outcomes, but are actively helping the young people in their charge to 
overcome adversity. This process is driven by compassion, mindsight (view-
ing the world from the young people’s perspective), empathy (sensing and 
channelling the young people’s emotional states), and kindness (an uncon-
ditional eagerness to foster improvement in the young people’s situation).

These attuned practitioners seem to have great potential and consider-
able determination to arrest low attainment and poor progress among 
disadvantaged young people. Unfortunately, recent research into learning 
and educational development suggests that mainstream educational prac-
tice, including at nurseries and action camps, has made little use of this 
potential and determination. Greater success has occurred when practitio-
ners have been granted the flexibility and autonomy to temper attitudes, 
behaviours, and expectations among the young people in their charge, 
including those from disadvantaged backgrounds. Furthermore, these 
practitioners are typically encouraged to effect positive change in the lives 
of disadvantaged young people wherever they interact with them in order 
to set them on a path to attainment and progression. It is in this sense that 
education has the potential to overcome the predisposition to under-
achieve and consequently might help to arrest low–low attainment and 
progression. Individuals’ experiences should be tailored to enhance their 
self-esteem, self-acceptance, and self-efficacy, while institutions and wider 
society must focus on fostering compassion, cohesion, and success.
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CHAPTER 11

Lack of Educational Attainment 
and Socioeconomic Progression

Abstract This chapter acquaints the reader with the Andrew family.
Mr and Mrs Andrew came from the Caribbean in the 1950s. According to 

their son, Andy, they had hoped to ‘work hard to help develop the Motherland’, 
but they were disappointed by the State’s—and more generally British soci-
ety’s—lack of preparation for their arrival and integration in Britain.

The Andrew family’s social world is characterised by unrelenting pov-
erty, a variety of traumas from which members across three generations do 
not recover, self-sabotaging dependencies, lack of support in social net-
works, and poor performance in education and socioeconomic domains. 
These experiences across the generations underlie aversions to educational 
attainment, socioeconomic progression, and other mainstream successes. 
The second generation is limited in the same ways as the first generation 
in terms of prospects to alleviate its poverty. This limitation is passed to the 
third generation by virtue of lack of guidance and support to effectively 
navigate away from them. Thus, in addition to a predisposition to perform 
poorly in education and socioeconomic domains, each generation suffers 
in a social world in which lack, limitations, and traumas are prevalent.

‘Lack’ is employed in a very literal sense in this chapter—within the con-
texts of educational attainment and socioeconomic progression—to 
describe the experience of successive generations within families that do 
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not attain educationally and/or fail to progress socioeconomically. This 
experience reflects in recurrent lack of educational attainment and socio-
economic progression across the generations, compounding more adverse 
experiences and limitations, such as social marginalisation, privation, little 
understanding of the vocational usefulness of education, and physical and 
psychological trauma. These adverse experiences across the generations 
are endemic, and exacerbated by a lack of the material and psychosocial 
resources through which performance in education and socioeconomic 
domains might be improved, low expectations, and unrelenting misery. 
This pattern is best illustrated through the experience of a family we shall 
call the Andrews [F10].

Privation: Misery

Mr and Mrs Andrew [F10.1] both migrated to England from Jamaica in 
1959. Shortly thereafter, they met through mutual friends and got married. 
Together, they had four children, who were joined in the family by Mrs 
Andrew’s five other children from previous relations and  numerous others 
fathered but not all  acknowledged by Mr Andrew. Their youngest child, 
Andy [F10.2], was born in 1967 in Manchester. He explained that his parents 
were both functionally illiterate, having come from ‘what we call the bush’, 
where it was unusual to acquire any formal education. According to Andy:

They were told they were called to Britain by their queen, their second 
mother, to work and help develop the Motherland. There was a lot of excite-
ment about Britain because there was a lot of wealth here, so they wanted to 
build their life and [then] go back home. Once they got here, life was differ-
ent. No preparation was made by the Crown to receive them. They were 
thrown into a sceptical society. They wanted to work for their country but 
were viewed as aliens. Mind you, this was in the era of skinheads and flip 
blades. They quickly found out that they had come to this country to help 
people who did not like you and did not want you.

The Andrews settled in Longsight, Greater Manchester. They subscribed 
to a Christian faith, although not the conservative Christian traditions of 
attending church and enrolling their children in Sunday school. During 
their working lives, Mr Andrew—who was identified primarily as an alco-
holic and a gambler—and Mrs Andrew worked as production-line opera-
tives in local factories. However, Mrs Andrew would later set up and operate 
a shebeen from which she earned a relatively high income, as Andy explains:
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Mum could not read or write but she made a lot of money in the shebeen. 
It was one of the first ones where West Indians could socialise—have a drink, 
shop, gamble, and eat. The men would come straight from work, spend 
their money, and what little they had left would be taken by white women. 
She made a lot of money and bought a house. We were one of the first black 
families to own a house in Longsight. White people would say nasty things, 
but she would still be nice to them. Life in Longsight was a hustle. We were 
poor. But it was good we had a house and we didn’t have to sleep rough. It’s 
black people. Even if they poor, they still have pride. They won’t just sleep 
anywhere; they must have a house.

Homeownership was an important achievement for the Andrew family, as 
was Mrs Andrew’s success in establishing and operating the shebeen. This 
success, however, was short lived. The shebeen attracted a roguish clientele 
who thwarted its potential for legitimacy and compromised its success. In 
1970 Mrs Andrew decided to relocate to Jamaica, taking little Andy with 
her, although they returned to England seven years later. By then, Mr 
Andrew had sold the family home and gambled away the proceeds (see 
below), which contributed to the family’s dire privation, from which they 
never recovered. Mr and Mrs Andrew are now living in a ‘poor house’ in 
Manchester, with few material possessions to their names. Such institutions 
are designed to alleviate misery among Caribbean elders who are too poor or 
infirm to function in their families or live independently in their own homes.

trauMa: sabotage

Five of the Andrews’ children, who were born in Jamaica, migrated to 
England in search of work in the 1960s. They are settled in local Caribbean 
communities in Clapham and Hackney, Greater London, and Moss Side 
in Manchester; all   inner-city areas that have histories of socioeconomic 
deprivation. In this regard, these communities are reminiscent of the 
Andrews’ local community in Jamaica. Andy offers a telling insight into 
his childhood experiences in London and Manchester:

In 1970 there were some difficulties and Mum went back to Jamaica and 
took me with her. Life was based on how, where, and when to find food. As 
a child, I would go around the bush doing odd jobs for food, and I could 
bring home some. Life was difficult, so we came back in 1977. Dad was sup-
posed to meet us at the airport but he didn’t, so we were held in like a jail at 
Heathrow. The immigration phoned my sisters in Clapham and Hackney to 
see if they would take us, but they refused. We were let in anyway because 
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the immigration told me I was born here. When we got to Manchester, 
where Mum had a house, we found out Dad had sold it, gambled the money, 
and married an Irish woman. He was an alcoholic; never been in our life. We 
tried to stay in Hackney with my sister, but it didn’t work out. It’s rough 
there. It’s like a dump with nothing. The people there are doing nothing. 
There is a lot of jealousy. Even if you know—as a young man—you are 
physically able and mentally and intellectually capable of moving forward, 
you cannot move forward in the community because everyone tells you you 
can’t. They are self-defeatist. They belong nowhere, like the half-caste chil-
dren. They are like total terror, because they don’t belong anywhere. They 
are no longer West Indians and they can never be British. Then we came to 
Manchester and Moss Side was the same. By then, I was about ten. We 
stayed with my brother in Moss Side. I also have an older sister there.

Andy’s formal education started when he was five years old, in Jamaica. 
He remembers, ‘school in Jamaica was like a torture chamber. Teachers 
would make you regret you alive.’ He suffered physically and psychologi-
cally, which manifested in traumas that blighted his whole educational 
experience. His family could do little to protect him from this suffering, 
despite his mother’s best efforts:

Once Mum had to come to the school to threaten a teacher who had beaten 
me so badly and bruised my skin. When we came back to England, I was nine. 
I couldn’t even read. I didn’t know my date of birth or anything. Once we got 
to Manchester Mum made every effort to get me into school. There was some 
difficulty but she eventually got my uniform and I went to a backyard school 
for a while. It was a black lady teaching about five of us children.

The backyard (more commonly known as supplementary) school that 
Andy attended was three miles from his home in Moss Side. His mother 
made the journey with him every day until he was able to enrol in a local 
junior school in Withington. Unfortunately, according to Andy, ‘that’s 
when my nightmare started’. His older sister, who had been attending the 
school, was now in secondary school, which left Andy feeling ‘alone’, with-
out ‘any support or anything’. In other words, he was left to find his own 
way, which he did until progressing to secondary school himself, in Gorton:

Once I got to Gorton my sister left, so I was alone again. Gorton was the 
white version of Moss Side—very racist. There were other Jamaicans but I 
had a Jamaican accent so I stood out. I struggled in everything except 
PE [physical education]. I didn’t get anything out of school. I failed every-
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thing. You were just a number and my mother couldn’t read or write so she 
couldn’t help me. Mum never came to the school. My family are like retards. 
West Indian parents don’t speak English; they don’t even know their date of 
birth. They feel intimidated by the school system, so they just don’t come. 
But it was not Mum’s fault because she didn’t know better. My sisters and 
brother could read and write [but] they would never come to parents–teach-
ers. So, to the teacher, you are just a number without [any] representative[s]. 
They bothered with those who had representative[s], not me. I failed in 
everything, and when I was sixteen I did a scheme [YTS] in painting, but 
they sacked me before I could finish it.

Andy was permanently excluded from school at the age of fourteen, prior 
to enrolling in the painting and decorating scheme, from which he was also 
expelled. In his innate quest for a sense of belonging, he converted to Islam 
at the age of sixteen and married into a Muslim family at the age of nineteen. 
He has since divorced his wife and reverted to his parents’ Christian faith. 
However, his religiosity still seems to be riven by the internal conflict—or 
confusion—that has plagued Andy throughout his life:

When I was thirteen, I questioned what Christ had done for me or my par-
ents. Christianity came from the white man’s perspective. It is the slave mas-
ters’ religion. The Christian God is a lazy God who does not do anything for 
the black man. Christianity neutralises you. It took away our freedom and 
fighting spirit. We also have a fatherless community, so, for most people who 
don’t have a father to whip their butt, Christ became their daddy. Another 
thing, when we were growing up, other than 2Pac [the US rapper Tupac 
Shakur; 1971–1996], we didn’t have role models. But then the Abubakers 
had a convincing story. They were telling the black man he could achieve 
things. The only other option we had was Rastafari that came from blacks, 
but Rastafari didn’t have information. Islam’s story was about Africa and 
liberation from slavery. I converted to Islam when I was sixteen and married 
a Pakistani Muslim when I was nineteen. She knew Arabic and I wanted to 
learn the Qur’an, but it didn’t work out. I found out they are oppressive and 
racist and stole from the black man.

Role-modelling is a key theme to which we will return in Chap. 12. Of 
greater import here is the image of Andy’s solitary role model—Tupac 
Shakur—who, to this day, is still revered among people of diverse cultures. 
In 2011, Rolling Stone named him as the eighty-sixth greatest music artist 
of all time, and five years later he was inducted into the Rock and Roll Hall 
of Fame. Through his music, Shakur spoke to the endemic poverty and 

 TRAUMA: SABOTAGE 



172 

hardship of the inner cities, and the ghetto culture, racism, and social injus-
tices that keep people trapped in misery. These are experiences with which 
today’s disadvantaged inner-city youth can all too easily relate. It is their 
reality and they revere Shakur for giving voice to their experience. In the 
following extract, Andy affirms that the issues addressed in Shakur’s music 
resonate with his social reality, and explains that, as a young man, Islam 
offered him guidelines through which he was able to make sense of the 
educational and socioeconomic disadvantages that characterised his life:

In the 1980s the Abubakers and Rastafari tried to tell the black man he 
could do something. Then we had drugs, so that was the first time the black 
man could achieve something in this country, because cocaine meant that 
within weeks you could drive a four-by-four, own an Uzi, and make a lot of 
money. For our parents to prove their worth as black people, they had to die 
in the factories. But in the eighties the black man could scramble from the 
dirt. We say in our language ‘Lick the crack between the white man toes’ 
and make lots of money. But the crack messed up the black man. It took me 
away from my family, my babies. Once you in it, you can’t get out. It makes 
you feel invincible. You could jump a cliff or sell your mother’s bicycle for 
it. It caused a lot of problems, too. There was a lot of warfare in the ghetto—
people were fighting for [drug] turf and there was a lot of killing, a lot of 
aggression, people instigating trouble. But now it’s different. People are 
keeping on their side of the fence and waiting for trouble rather than insti-
gating it. Couple years ago, two of my youngsters were gunned down in 
Cheetham Hill1 … They were checking out the scene and they were sacri-
ficed. They say it’s black on black, but it’s the white man that’s behind it. 
Cheetham Hill is part of Salford—a white version of Moss Side with gang-
sters, skinheads, and roughnecks.

This account reveals that during the 1980s Islam and Rastafari both pro-
moted a novel rhetoric of achievement that was popular and influential 
among young Caribbean people. Many members of this generation were 
disadvantaged in educational and socioeconomic terms, and the rhetoric 
encouraged them not only to oppose the traditions that had sustained their 
deprivation throughout history but also to self-actualise. However, at the 
same time, they were increasingly mobilised to change their lot through the 
use and trade of illicit drugs in their local communities, including Moss 
Side. Cannabis, powder cocaine, and crack cocaine were (and still are) 
widely available—three drugs which have the capacity to induce dependency 
and alter behaviour, moods, and states of mind in ways that are unpredict-
able and potentially dangerous. In short, these substances are harmful, 
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addiction-inducing psychoactive narcotics. However, they also have power-
ful analgesic properties that alleviate both physical and psychological pain. 
Could this explain their prevalence in Caribbean communities? Do 
Caribbean populations use these drugs to mitigate their non-physical suffer-
ing—otherwise known as psychalgia—simply because they are so widely 
available in their districts, and so effective at alleviating their pain?

Andy was introduced to crack cocaine at the age of fourteen. At the time 
he was experiencing overwhelming traumatic adjustments that included 
exclusion from formal education and becoming a father for the first time. 
He has been dependent on the drug ever since, as it helps him to cope with 
his traumas, many of which are psychological. However, his dependency 
undermines his quality of life in that it obliges him to contravene the law, 
diminishes his ability to provide for himself and his family, and harms his 
relationships with others. In other words, while crack soothes his traumas 
and medicates his psychalgia, it also sabotages his chance of future happi-
ness. He understands this, but, thus far, has been unable to quit:

I’ve been to the place, the clinic, but once you in, you can’t get out. Cocaine 
and crack are like an empty gun and a fully loaded gun. Crack is fully loaded. 
Once you hook, you can’t get off. It’s the government that putting crack in 
the black community to destroy the black man. They control the ports and 
import of it. But a brother introduced me to it. I had gotten him some crack 
and he asked me to shoot with him. The way it works is … the crack is on 
the table and we each take a share. The shares you take, you give to your 
brother. So it’s equal and there won’t be trouble.

As we saw earlier, Andy has noticed some internal changes in his local 
Caribbean community over recent decades: ‘people’s attitudes are differ-
ent; they are waiting for trouble rather than instigating it’. He links these 
changes to job-generating investment in the community:

They build an Asda for us but now they call the area Hulme, but it’s Moss 
Side. They think it’s a good thing and good things cannot be in Moss Side. 
Now they give us an Asda with cheap food so the black man can go beg for 
a job. But the black man says he is not doing that; he prefers to sell some 
crack to feed his family.

Andy believes that the decision to open an Asda store, rather than a 
Sainsbury’s, is indicative of the overall poor quality of life in the commu-
nity, because Asda sells ‘cheap food’. Nonetheless, it symbolises the eco-
nomic efforts that are under way to provide legitimate employment 
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opportunities for the residents. However, as Andy’s experience illustrates, 
these opportunities are still in competition with the less positive lifestyles 
that have prevailed in the local economy since the 1980s:

Once I worked as a cleaner for over six hundred days without being sick and 
they still sacked me. Racist Jews don’t like black people. Now I work as a 
middle man between people who want to buy drugs and people who sell it. 
Because of the trouble and risk of getting ripped off, buyers prefer to deal 
with me. I am a good guy who won’t rip them off. So I get him his drug 
without him coming to the ghetto, and the seller gets his money without 
leaving the ghetto. I get my cut and there’s no trouble. I am everybody’s 
friend. Buyers and sellers are happy with me [because] I eliminate the risk of 
getting ripped off. I have been using drugs since I was fourteen. I have used 
every kind of drug you can think of, so I know where to get any- and every-
thing. If the police catch me, they will call me a dealer, but I am only the 
middle man and I have to pay for my habit.

Andy has four children [F10.3]: a four-year-old toddler, Ayn, whom he 
hardly sees; a nine-year-old son, Andre, whom he describes as being ‘like 
me—angry and sensitive—from having gone through a lot’; a ten-year-old 
daughter, Anna, whom he describes as ‘sophisticated, but a good street- 
fighter’; and Andrea, the daughter he fathered at the age of fourteen in 
1981. Andrea’s mother was a seventeen-year-old, second-generation 
Caribbean with a white British father and a Barbadian mother. Mrs Andrew 
was already concerned about Andy’s early experiments with narcotics and 
his permanent exclusion from school, so she ‘shielded [him] from being a 
father’. Hence, Andrea was raised by his older sister, whom Andy describes 
as ‘nasty, wicked, and lives like dogs’.

Failure: grieF

All four of the third-generation Andrews were born in the local Caribbean 
community of Moss Side in Manchester, where they have lived most of 
their lives, although Andre and Anna now live with their mother in the 
more ethnically diverse community of Blakely. They were able to do this 
as part of a local government initiative to help disadvantaged families to 
make a ‘fresh start’ away from the environment where their disadvantages 
have been historically preserved.

As mentioned above, Andrea lived with her paternal aunt until she was 
twelve years old, at which point she moved in with her mother. In an 
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uncanny echo of her mother’s experience, she had her first child at the age 
of seventeen and then five more. According to Andy, they were even ‘in 
the same order as her mother: first a black, then a mixed-race, then three 
blacks, and now a white dude. All without fathers; all different fathers.’ 
Andrea confirmed that only one of her children, the eldest, has been 
acknowledged (although not cared for) by a father; ‘the others don’t want 
to know’. As a result of concerns about Andrea’s ability to care for them, 
they were all taken into care immediately or soon after birth. She acknowl-
edges that these enforced separations have caused her considerable grief:

‘If every time you bang one out [have a child] they [the local child protec-
tion service] take it off you, that breaks you … Yeah … it really breaks you.’

 Other than the various social benefits to which she is entitled, Andrea has 
very few resources. She has never had an income from gainful employment 
for any length of time. Her father Andy explains that she has never had ‘a 
proper job because she was always a problem child, and dropped out of 
school’. He laments that she ‘tries to be a gangster’, like Andy himself, 
‘but it does not look good on a girl’. She has recently returned to Moss 
Side to live with him, and hopes to qualify for social housing in the com-
munity. This is because the local government turned down her application 
for the resettlement initiative:

It’s just the wrong people. I don’t really do anything, but they do. All sorts. 
Drugs, robberies, all sorts. But I’m trying to get my shit together now. I am 
on the list for a house around here, but I don’t know if I’ll get it. For the 
baby and all that. I don’t know.

The evident suffering that characterises Andrea’s poor outcomes parallels 
that of her parents and grandparents. This intergenerational experience—of 
privation, ineffective provision, lack of support to achieve in education and 
socioeconomic domains, and a variety of traumas—is reflected in lack of 
educational attainment and negligible socioeconomic progression. These 
patently adverse lived experiences have profound and disruptive psychologi-
cal implications: they underlie the Andrew family’s aversion to schooling, 
educational attainment, socioeconomic progression, and mainstream suc-
cess, thwart any attempts to self-actualise, and are transmitted—inadver-
tently—to the younger generations. For it is largely by mirroring—either 
consciously or subconsciously—the attitudes, beliefs, and expectations of 
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their elders that the younger generations’ outcomes in education and socio-
economic domains have come to be characterised by lack.

reversing lack oF attainMent and Progression

A life bereft of achievement in education and socioeconomic domains is 
understood in terms of lack. It is in this context that the Andrew family’s 
lived experiences provide insights into how lack of attainment and pro-
gression is not only compounded but also perpetuated by disadvantage. 
The Andrews represent many people whose lives are characterised by dis-
advantage and who therefore need help to overcome their legacy of lack. 
However, the manifestation of lack is often ambiguous. For instance, from 
the point of view of socialisation, lack inheres in intergenerational atti-
tudes and behaviours. It is not that older generations transmit lack by 
explicitly deriding education, particular occupations, or mainstream 
 success. Rather, the message is usually transmitted to younger generations 
through the simple absence of positive experiences. In other words, whilst 
the older generations may not consciously discourage educational and 
socioeconomic success among their offspring, the younger generations 
rarely experience the support and encouragement they need to achieve 
and progress.

Appreciating this particular limitation is crucial if we are to reverse dis-
advantaged young people’s lack of interest in attainment and progress as a 
generational goal. Furthermore, educational and wellbeing practitioners 
need to understand that lack of attainment and progress often corresponds 
to physical and psychological traumas. For instance, the participants’ lived 
experiences and numerous earlier studies affirm that physical traumas—
such as beatings and drug misuse—and psychological traumas—such as 
exclusion and neglect—predispose affected individuals to perform poorly 
in education. Such traumas combine with a battery of lack to hinder young 
people’s cognitive and social functioning and, in effect, their development 
of psychosocial resources.

However, clinical research into mammals with similar physiologies to 
our own suggests that—while this impact may be considerable—it is not 
irreversible (Diamond 1988). The researchers placed traumatised indi-
viduals with poor cognitive functions in a nurturing environment and 
found that their performance and achievement often improved signifi-
cantly. The conclusion was that this may be due to the brain’s neuroplas-
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ticity, which allows the neurons (nerve cells) to compensate for injury 
and adjust in response to new conditions and environmental changes. 
The lived experiences of the participants in my study seem to confirm 
this theory. After all, for them, the effects of intergenerational trauma 
and lack upon education and socioeconomic outcomes were potentiat-
ing, not decisive. In other words, predisposition did not equate to 
predetermination.

Hence, more than anything else, it seems that disadvantaged young 
people need exposure to attuned nurturing if they are to overcome inter-
generational lack of attainment and progress. They require close, regular 
contact with socialisation agents who are attuned to their limitations and 
motivated to guide their attitudes, behaviours, and expectations. This 
experience could be fostered easily among young Caribbean people in 
supplementary education, where there is already a focus on improving 
intergenerational attainment and progress. This process may well involve 
nurturing educational and occupational aspiration with an emphasis on 
achievement within a cultural context. This would not be an exercise in 
role-modelling; rather, the focus would be on socialisation with the aim of 
reversing poor attainment and progress across the generations.

A healthy family–child relationship would be the ideal context in which 
to effect this form of intergenerational change. However, disadvantaged 
families may be unable to provide such relationships, so the children often 
seek an attachment relationship with an attuned educational practitioner, 
such as a teacher, counsellor, or mentor. Such relationships, which are well 
illustrated in Mr Edward’s [F6.1] experience (see Chap. 6), can be highly 
beneficial, because the practitioners can express acceptance, offer nurtur-
ing, and encourage high expectations that buffer the children from stress-
ors—especially those stressors that undermine attainment and progress. 
Hence, all educational practitioners should be encouraged to act on what 
is now widely known about the impact of disadvantage, the intricacies of 
the human mind, and how learning occurs. It is time to jettison the old 
habit of treating all children as equals, because that just leaves disadvan-
taged children with the impression that educational practitioners are not 
attuned to their lived experiences and, as a result, are unable or unwilling 
to help them.

Practitioners must understand that psychosocial resources are mallea-
ble, and that the educational and socioeconomic disadvantages of the 
young people in their charge can be overcome. These practitioners are in 
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an ideal position to effect positive change, and they must be prepared to 
do so by facilitating high-quality experiences with the clear objective of 
improving reflection, relationships, and resilience in order to transform 
potential non-achievers into high achievers.

notes

1. One Sunday afternoon in March 2006, Richard Austin, nineteen, and 
Carlton Alveranga, twenty, walked into the Brass Handles pub in Salford, 
allegedly to carry out a gangland ‘hit’ on one of the customers. But they 
were disarmed and then shot and left to die on a grass verge outside. After 
the shooting, the pub’s shutters were pulled down and CCTv footage was 
erased before the police had a chance to review it (Hughes 2009).
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PART IV

Observations and Conclusions

We shall now reflect upon the experiences and outcomes in education and 
socioeconomic domains explored throughout this book, especially those 
of high-achieving—affluent and prosperous—Caribbeans whose back-
grounds are characterised by disadvantage. Experience of success among 
these Caribbeans, however, does not in any way detract from the disadvan-
tages that continue to characterise the reality of the wider ethnic group to 
which they subscribe. The same can be said about members of other groups 
who are disadvantaged and continue to suffer in ways that may not be 
attributed to the groups of which they are legitimate members. Therefore, 
towards the end, I shall make some general observations that might have 
some important implications for policy, practice, and further research.

My hope is that these observations will inspire debate and further 
research surrounding how, as a society, we can work effectively with disad-
vantaged individuals and groups to improve their experiences and out-
comes, particularly in education and socioeconomic domains.
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CHAPTER 12

Trajectories of Experiences and Outcomes

Abstract This chapter reflects upon patterns of educational and socioeco-
nomic outcomes among the participants within a historical context. Thus, 
in addition to the knowledge claim in this book, it addresses the dearth in 
our understanding of how psychosocial resources feature in educational 
and socioeconomic outcomes. The chapter ends with an attempt to situate 
the knowledge claim within the social science literature on diversity and 
disadvantages among social groups in education and socioeconomic 
domains and, more specifically, contemporary social [groups] psychology.

Let us begin this chapter with a reflection upon the psychosocial resources 
that the participants developed throughout their socialisation in various set-
tings—those with which we became familiar in the preceding chapters. We 
shall then focus on the relationship between those resources and some out-
comes in education and socioeconomic domains. In Parts II and III we 
learned that this relationship is a profound one, so we explore it further here 
to appreciate in more depth how psychosocial resources and life outcomes 
are connected. A recap of the participants’ backgrounds and the social 
worlds in which they developed the psychosocial resources that led to or 
impacted upon their attainment and progress is an appropriate entry point.
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Historical review of lived experiences 
and outcomes

Family, local community, religion, education, and occupation were explored 
in Part II as settings in which the participants were socialised to appreciate 
what was achievable, desirable, and worth working for. This was largely 
through guidance from and interaction with socialisation agents—typically 
members of older generations, but also peers and media sources.

These socialisation agents transmit to the younger generations the 
norms and values that govern the society in which they live and a sense of 
their place within it. In a literal sense, this constitutes cultural transmis-
sion, much of which occurs throughout early socialisation when the 
young person’s cognitive map of their social world develops. Lived expe-
riences are aspects of this map, as such experiences influence the biology 
of the brain, whose circuitry and functioning are shaped by inputs from 
its social environment. This biosocial process has important implications 
for psychology, because it involves the development of psychosocial 
resources through which identities are developed, life chances reified, and 
aspirations nurtured.

With the experiences relayed throughout this book in perspective, it 
is clear that the process started with the members of the first generation, 
whose backgrounds were framed in terms of poverty and limited oppor-
tunities to improve their quality of life. We learned in Chap. 6 that the 
majority of the first-generation participants had little experience in edu-
cation before entering gainful employment. Kinsfolk and easy access to 
low- skilled jobs facilitated their settlement in areas that were not homo-
geneous in either a social or an economic sense. These areas, which visi-
bilise and give definition to their social worlds, have evolved over the 
last six decades—accommodating changing material circumstances, 
social identities, and social relations, and being shaped and reshaped by 
the same. They have developed into local communities that are inter-
nally diverse with competing value systems. However, many of them 
remain disadvantaged in educational and socioeconomic terms. They 
are beset by a prevalent lack of the resources that are conducive to col-
lective progress.
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positive experiences and outcomes

The first-generation participants did not settle exclusively in disadvan-
taged areas. For instance, we learned in Chap. 4 that some of them set 
up home in upwardly mobile communities that boasted educational and 
vocational facilities through which the inhabitants were encouraged to 
improve their life chances. The participants who settled in such commu-
nities were more likely to engage in education, which was generally per-
ceived as a means of avoiding poverty. They also tended to support their 
children’s educational development with the unequivocal objective of 
enabling them to obtain a ‘good job’ in adult life. Within this ‘good job’ 
context, an occupation in the healthcare sector—associated with employ-
ment security and privileged social status—was often articulated. Indeed, 
a majority of the first-generation participants worked initially as auxiliary 
nurses, which they used as stepping stones to improve their employment 
prospects and income potential. Their confidence and trust, which 
Caribbeans are culturally inclined to dispense in healthcare occupations, 
meant that they were also well disposed to improve their social status. 
Moreover, the educational qualifications and occupational skills they 
acquired enabled them to accrue socioeconomic advantages that they 
passed on to their children, some of whom achieved considerable educa-
tional and socioeconomic success.

While we should not underestimate the sustained intergenerational 
success in education and socioeconomic domains that qualifies these 
families as progressive, it should be noted that the sons often outper-
formed the daughters. At the time of the study, the former were usually 
in higher- income occupations than the latter, and they were less likely to 
be married or to have dependent children. Nonetheless, there is a dis-
cernible intergenerational trajectory on which both men and women are 
equally likely to attain educationally and aspire to succeed in the main-
stream. Their attitudes, behaviours, and expectations were conducive to 
high attainment and progression, which reflected in success—often cred-
ited to God—in education. This was typically the first stage—and a key 
factor—in their experience of occupational prestige, material comfort, 
and a privileged social status, all of which corresponded to an enriched 
quality of life.

 POSITIVE EXPERIENCES AND OUTCOMES 
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This overall favourable outcome constitutes high achievement, which, 
however well deserved, is appreciated as an output of complex interac-
tions among psychological, societal, and cultural forces that play out in 
education and socioeconomic domains. To understand these interac-
tions more fully, let us return briefly to the experiences of the three 
generations of participants, with a focus on those who received more 
than basic education. Their development and deployment of psychoso-
cial resources set them on a trajectory of advancement that rippled across 
the generations.

trajectory of advancement

The first-generation participants who had significant experience in for-
mal education were at an advantage in terms of their familiarity with 
processes that were instrumental in their achievement of educational 
attainment. This experience was also linked to their level of participation 
in the educational development of their children—many of whom went 
on to attain highly in education, secure professional employment, and 
progress in socioeconomic terms. This pattern of educational and socio-
economic outcomes was also evident among families in which the first 
generation had little experience in formal education but settled in com-
munities where high educational attainment was a key norm through 
which socioeconomic progression was realised. Although these first-gen-
eration participants’ familiarity with formal educational processes was 
limited, they believed that settling in a community that was upwardly 
mobile would present their children with more opportunities to succeed. 
In other words, the children would gain advantages in educational and 
socioeconomic terms.

Indeed, the second-generation participants who were raised in upwardly 
mobile communities were highly likely to report favourable educational and 
socioeconomic outcomes. Even those who did not perform well education-
ally were able to pursue careers in professional institutions, such as the army. 
Matrix II suggests how the psychosocial resources explored in Part II func-
tioned to mediate some of these participants’ formative experiences in vari-
ous settings—those experiences that corresponded to educational and 
socioeconomic success. In an effort to emphasise this intergenerational suc-
cess in education and socioeconomic domains, I shall conceptualise this 
pattern—whose basis is simply attainment in education and socioeconomic 
progress across the generations—as a ‘trajectory of advancement’.
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Matrix II Family:
Familial influence in 
children’s educational 
development

• Encourage a high level of 
participation among family members 
in children’s educational 
development.

• Encourage children’s curiosity, 
creativity, and learning initiatives.

• Encourage children to attain 
educationally to improve their 
chance of obtaining a relatively 
‘good job’ in adult life.

Community:
Community orientation

• Foster settlement in local 
communities that have facilities and 
norms through which to improve life 
chances and overall quality of life.

• Foster awareness of how one might 
use facilities in the local community 
to attain educationally and obtain a 
better job.

• Foster appreciation for affluence and 
high-brow achievements.

Religion:
Religiosity

• Legitimise resistance against social 
and economic disadvantages.

• Encourage mainstream success as a 
form of resistance.

• Affirm high achievement as a reward 
from God (or other deity) and for 
hard work, perseverance, and 
commitment to succeed.

Education:
Familiarity with formal 
education processes

• Normalise the pursuance of 
educational attainment in general.

• Enable highly developed 
understanding of the vocational 
usefulness of educational attainment.

• Encourage the pursuance of 
vocational training, or qualifications, 
to improve employment prospects 
and access to opportunities.

• Promote aspiration for educational 
attainment.

Occupation:
Occupational aspiration

• Promote aspiration for high-status 
occupation, such as in healthcare.

• Direct aspiration towards white-
collar and highly skilled jobs.

• Stimulate desire for employment 
mobility and security.

 TRAJECTORY OF ADVANCEMENT 
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The trajectory of advancement is governed by a value system that stresses 
a complex of aspiration, determination, discipline, and action to succeed in 
education and socioeconomic domains. It seems to be driven by what the  
psychologist Henry Murray1 (2008, p. 80) describes as ‘a desire to overcome 
obstacles, to exercise power, to strive to do something difficult’ in order to 
fulfil an innate objective. This innate objective—which took the form of self-
actualisation among the participants—and the desire to fulfil it were evident 
among those who had attained educationally. Such participants expressed 
and acted upon a desire to surpass their parents’ and grandparents’ educa-
tional and socioeconomic outcomes in order to lead a better and more ful-
filled life. Their success in achieving this goal is significant within the context 
of our contemporary knowledge economy, given that it is weighted against 
people from materially poor backgrounds, who generally have little prospect 
of advancement in educational and socioeconomic terms.

adverse experiences and outcomes

Intergenerational advancement among the aforementioned participants 
contrasts with the experiences of their contemporaries who failed to attain 
educationally. These latter participants were typically socialised in settings 
where their socialisation agents had failed to attain educationally them-
selves and/or were limited in their ability to guide them to succeed in 
education. Moreover, these participants often had no opportunity to 
attend preparatory school. Thus, in addition to early socialisation among 
care-givers who were barely literate, their homes, communities, and reli-
gions were typically deprived in an educational sense. Consequently, these 
young people were significantly disadvantaged in terms of their pre-formal 
education readiness.

Thereafter, their compulsory education was often blighted by under-
achievement, exclusion, and psychological trauma, all of which were liable 
to manifest in general disillusionment with education. Psychological trau-
mas were notably common among those whose occupational aspirations 
were limited to the declining industries in which their relatives and peers 
worked, or the informal economy in their local community. Eventual 
poor employment prospects in adult life limited their ability to find legiti-
mate work through which to meet their needs and provide for their fami-
lies. In other words, their ability to provide for themselves and their 
families was constrained by perpetual privation and related disadvantages 
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in their communities. This frequently resulted in considerable psychalgia, 
grief, and chronic lack, for which British society and successive govern-
ments were often blamed on the grounds that many of the factors that 
contribute to British Caribbeans’ misery are structural—embedded in 
social, economic, and political traditions. This suggests that Caribbeans’ 
privation is exacerbated by legacies to which they contribute but over 
which they have no control.

The participants’ privation sometimes resulted in a lack of any desire 
for a better quality of life and a corresponding dependence on social 
assistance to meet their basic needs. These tendencies could be masked 
by submission to and acceptance of God’s will (see Chap. 5), but more 
frequently they echoed the psychologist Martin Seligman’s notion of 
‘learned helplessness’,2 which describes a state in which suffering 
becomes habituated. Whilst patently intergenerational, such tendencies 
were more pronounced among those members of the second and third 
generations who were unemployed and cared for young children in one-
parent households. These participants were often wholly reliant on 
social assistance to provide for their families, and hence had lost the 
capacity to satisfy their basic needs in terms of food, clothing, and hous-
ing. This deficiency tended to persist even though British state benefits 
are insufficient to procure the services, goods, and luxuries that are rou-
tinely associated with respectability, privilege, and comfort. Moreover, 
there was little chance of inheriting significant material resources from 
their impoverished parents. So, in a way, their quality of life paralleled 
that of their elders, although they seemed even worse off in relation to 
others in the contemporary economy. This was evinced by their limited 
ability to escape poverty, high susceptibility to unemployment, and 
dependency on social assistance, all of which were reflected in their 
inability to facilitate better educational and socioeconomic outcomes for 
their own children.

From this emerges an intergenerational narrative of hardship and hus-
tling, sustained by a gamut of adversities, including material poverty and 
poor socioeconomic prospects. Religiosity, in various forms, was a com-
mon psychosocial resource that mediated such experiences by encourag-
ing acquiescence in some circumstances and protest in others. This latter 
response evolved with the increasing popularity of Islam and Rastafari 
among British Caribbeans. Through their exposure to these religions, the 
younger generations were encouraged to protest against the structural 
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inequalities that disadvantage them and the groups with which they 
identify—black, Caribbean, and underprivileged. Alas, they made little 
progress in the face of antagonistic social structures, such as classism, eth-
nocentrism (neither of which we shall explore), and racism (which we shall 
explore later in this chapter). Suffice it to say here that religious world-
views that inspire opposition to these structures are known to trigger civil 
anxiety and generate derision among mainstream cultures. For instance, 
some participants noted that adherents of the Rastafari faith have been 
widely stereotyped and—certainly during the early days—harassed by the 
police. These adverse experiences have exacerbated marginalised and dis-
advantaged Caribbeans’ deprivation, compounded their marginalisation, 
and encouraged them to engage in hustles in the informal economy to 
meet their basic needs. Some of them persist to this day, consolidating into 
lifestyles that cohere naturally around urgency, which has implications for 
quality of life across the generations.

trajectory of urgency

A majority of the participants who worked in the manual sector through-
out their lives had settled in communities where they found it easy to 
secure work and make friends. These communities were characterised by 
low-paid, low-skilled jobs, and participants described them as troubled 
and economically underserved. To this day, they lack the resources that 
facilitate collective progress. The second- and third-generation partici-
pants who were raised in such communities often had little or no access to 
the goods, services, and facilities that lead to material comfort and a sense 
of security in other places. This experience corresponded to limited oppor-
tunities to escape material poverty, high dependency on social assistance, 
and frequent engagement in hustling as a means of survival. It also gave 
rise to a psyche in which aspiration for a better life is stymied and educa-
tional attainment is considered irrelevant to the daily survival with which 
the residents are mostly preoccupied. This psyche manifests in lifestyles 
that are characterised by low educational achievement and adverse socio-
economic outcomes. In Chap. 4 Chester [F9.2] describes such lifestyles as 
a ‘culture of urgency’, which is sustained by psychosocial resources that 
are shaped by privation and preoccupation with unmet immediate needs. 
I have conceptualised this intergenerational pattern as a ‘trajectory of 
urgency’. Matrix III illustrates how the five psychosocial resources might 
impact on attainment and progress across the generations in this context.
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Matrix III Family:
Familial influence in 
children’s educational 
development

• Limit family members’ participation 
in children’s social and educational 
development.

• Compromise children’s chance to 
attain educationally as a result of 
disadvantaged educational and 
socioeconomic backgrounds.

• Encourage prioritisation of 
immediate survival over success in 
education, material comfort, and a 
better quality of life in the future.

Community:
Community orientation

• Encourage settlement in deprived 
and underserved communities.

• Shape acquiescence towards the lack 
of facilities that individuals could 
use to improve their education and 
employment prospects.

• Normalise a lack of model 
behaviour or templates for 
educational attainment and 
socioeconomic progress.

Religion:
Religiosity

• Temper oppositional tendencies and 
legitimise suffering.

• Legitimise poor educational and 
socioeconomic outcomes.

• Normalise oppression that 
undermines educational attainment 
and socioeconomic progress.

Education:
Familiarity with formal 
education processes

• Normalise impaired understanding 
of the vocational usefulness of 
educational attainment.

• Favour work over education, thus 
normalising lack of attainment.

• Obscure a dysfunctional or 
non-existent home–school 
relationship.

Occupation:
Occupational aspiration

• Validate a desire for low-skilled 
work that is linked to low status.

• Validate perception of hustling, 
low-skilled work, and physical 
labour as normative or even ideal.

• Normalise dependency on social 
assistance.

 TRAJECTORY OF URGENCY 
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The sustained preoccupation with survival that contributes to this tra-
jectory of urgency exacts a heavy toll on those whose lives it characterises 
because it induces suffering that threatens psychological functioning. The 
ultimate effect is an impaired ability to develop human capital through 
education and vocational training as the perturbed psyche diverts all of its 
resources to survival. As Mr William [F5.1] puts it, members of the first 
generation were forced to ‘get on’ with trying to meet their basic needs 
through low-paid, low-skilled work in the manual sector, while the second 
and third generations now attempt to do the same through low-skilled 
work, social benefits, and hustling. All of these means of survival protract 
disadvantage. Specifically, they compound disadvantaged groups’ lack of 
opportunity to improve their quality of life, dependency on social assis-
tance, impaired understanding of the vocational usefulness of education, 
limited familiarity with formal educational processes, and preference for 
low-skilled work. Thus, on the intergenerational trajectory of urgency, 
persistent privation and low achievement interact with endogenous and 
exogenous factors to keep quality of life depressed.

diversity and complexity in Quality of life

Quality of life corresponded to perceptions of socioeconomic progress 
among the various generations of participants. So, for instance, those who 
had attained educationally tended to perceive progress in terms of obtain-
ing a ‘good job’ and exceeding their parents’ quality of life. They were, in 
a sense, acting upon an acute awareness of their legacy of disadvantage and 
limited intergenerational advancement. To them, socioeconomic progress 
signalled liberation from these limitations.

In a parallel observation, participants who had failed to attain educa-
tionally and had worked in the low-skilled sector throughout their lives 
tended to perceive socioeconomic progress in terms of finding a way to 
meet their basic needs. This was tempered by the poverty that had charac-
terised their background, which they felt educational attainment could 
not alleviate. Moreover, as Mr William’s [F5.1] experience in Chap. 10 
illustrates, limited familiarity with educational processes compounded his 
and many others’ poor prospects. He was one of the few Caribbeans to 
enrol on vocational courses during periods of unemployment, although he 
invariably failed to complete them or gain the qualification. He was always 
more concerned with finding work in order to ‘get on’ and survive. This 
predisposition to focus on survival has filtered down the generations of his 

 12 TRAJECTORIES OF EXPERIENCES AND OUTCOMES



 191

family and helps to explain the relatively low quality of life they have all 
endured. This intergenerational outcome, however, is not intractable. The 
predisposition, in itself, does not predetermine the outcome.

The participants’ quality of life also corresponded to their educational and 
socioeconomic outcomes. This suggests that the development and deploy-
ment of psychosocial resources in key settings of socialisation can be tem-
pered to improve outcomes and, consequently, quality of life. By and large, 
socialisation processes adjust to social changes, including those that are insti-
gated by social policies. Furthermore, diversity in socialisation processes pro-
mulgates diversity in outcomes among different generations. Where the 
members of a generation develop and are able to deploy their psychosocial 
resources in ways that are conducive to educational attainment and socioeco-
nomic progress, they are liable to experience favourable educational and 
socioeconomic outcomes and lead a better life. Similarly, where members of 
a generation develop and deploy psychosocial resources in ways that are not 
conducive to educational attainment and socioeconomic progress, they are 
less liable to experience favourable educational and socioeconomic outcomes 
and will probably continue to endure a poor quality of life.

Quality of life may be charted along a continuum—with a better life 
at one end and a basic life at the other. Participants who achieved highly 
in educational and socioeconomic terms, such as the Phillips [F2] in 
Chap. 9, can be said to occupy a position near the better-life end of the 
continuum. On the other hand, participants who remained disadvan-
taged in educational and socioeconomic terms, such as the Andrews 
[F10] in Chap. 11, can be said to occupy a position near the basic-life 
end. Interestingly, patterns in quality of life tended to be constant across 
the generations, irrespective of the identities to which the participants 
subscribed or believed they were ascribed. In this regard, perhaps we 
should question the influence of primary identity-shaping forces, such 
class, ethnicity, gender, and race. Although evident and indeed prevalent 
in all of the participants’ lived experiences, such forces seem limited in 
the extent to which they have individually impacted upon educational 
and socioeconomic outcomes. Rather, the participants’ lived experiences 
suggest that their implications for quality of life may be understood 
more fully in terms of their interactions with psychosocial resources. 
Furthermore, in light of the quality of life continuum, the relationship 
between a better life and a basic life is not absolute; rather, it is laden 
with uncertainties and complexities because factors that impact upon the 
continuum, such as family dynamics and material circumstances, are 

 DIVERSITY AND COMPLEXITY IN QUALITY OF LIFE 



192 

often complex and unstable. These factors help to explain the diversity in 
patterns of attainment and progress among the participants and especially 
within their social groups, where diversity and complexity in the members’ 
experiences are even more pronounced. For instance, the participants 
were all members of the UK’s Caribbean-derived population. Many mem-
bers of this population have achieved great successes, even while many 
others have remained disadvantaged in educational and socioeconomic 
terms. The majority continue to hope, pray, and/or work for a better life, 
which is defined by a sense of safety, an effective education, a reliable job, 
a good home, social security, and a healthy and happy family.

This has been the reality of the UK’s Caribbeans ever since the 1950s, 
when they first appeared in the nation’s schools and labour markets, on 
the lower rungs of the socioeconomic ladder. The better life that the first 
generation expected to secure in Britain remains unrealised by the major-
ity of them. Their population has been impacted by death and migration, 
but their poor educational and socioeconomic outcomes persist among 
their children and grandchildren—the younger generations. These out-
comes, we now know, are sustained by psychological, societal, and cultural 
factors that are not only complex but constantly interacting with one 
another, so deconstruction is no easy task. This difficulty is reflected in the 
literature, where discussions of the diversity of cultures and intergenera-
tional trajectories that characterise the group are notable by their absence. 
Yet this diversity manifests in British Caribbeans’ achievements, features, 
and social identities, as well as in their educational and socioeconomic 
experiences and outcomes.

In spite of the evident shortcomings, I want to stress that the literature 
does offer some invaluable and encouraging insights into the group’s his-
torical experience in education and socioeconomic domains. For instance, 
several studies have noted that today’s generations are experiencing better 
outcomes, relative to those of their forebears. Unfortunately, these better 
outcomes—especially among women—are now threatened by a disturb-
ing trend in parenting and family life. Lived experiences across the genera-
tions suggest that Caribbean women are still at a distinct disadvantage 
because, notwithstanding the headway they have made in education, they 
remain more likely than any other group to head one-parent households. 
Although there is no evidence to suggest that such family units have a 
direct negative impact on the children’s overall wellbeing and education, 
concerns remain over whether a single person can undertake the demand-
ing role of parenting without the valuable support that is available in other 
family structures, such as extended and nuclear families.
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Having noted this trend, I cannot deny the impulse to question further 
the possible vulnerability of one-parent households and single parenting, 
both of which are common family structures in contemporary Britain. The 
former describes a household in which there is only one parent, who may 
or may not share the parenting responsibilities with someone else, who 
ordinarily lives elsewhere. The latter describes the raising of a child or 
children by a single parent, who may or may not know the identity or 
whereabouts of the other parent, or parents. The literature that explores 
such families’ lived experiences suggests that the implications of such fam-
ily units for quality of life—especially in regards to financial, physiological, 
and psychological strain—are dire. Many of these parents are evidently 
high achievers, but they are not immune from these pressures. Moreover, 
the lived experiences of the Caribbean participants in this study affirm that 
the women do not exist one-dimensionally as single parents or in one- 
parent households. They bear multiple identities, some of which are simi-
lar to those of their brothers, by whom they are routinely outperformed in 
socioeconomic terms.

Patterns of experiences and outcomes among the participants who had 
not attained educationally were equally marked, with some echoing find-
ings from the 1970s that second-generation Caribbeans were not only 
doing poorly in education but also refusing the low-skilled, low-paid jobs 
that their parents undertook, preferring to remain unwaged. Farrukh 
Dhondy’s3 and Paul Willis’s4 ethnographic studies are especially enlighten-
ing in this respect as they reveal that this tendency was a consequence of 
poor employment prospects. The second generation, it appears, were dis-
advantaged by the opportunities structure in the manual sector, where 
their first-generation parents had readily found work. Like their parents, 
they had few formal skills and a limited zone of occupational alternatives, 
which translated into few opportunities. Therefore, many of them were 
inclined to aspire to work only in the declining manual sector, even though 
their parents’ experiences in that sector were likely to discourage them. 
But as they started to comprehend their poor employment prospects, their 
occupational aspirations adjusted. Throughout their adult lives, they 
tended to struggle to meet their basic needs, often depending on social 
assistance to do so.

Some of this group aspired to achieve success in the mainstream, but 
they did not have the necessary resources or know-how to achieve it. Heidi 
Mirza’s5 Young, female, and Black explores this phenomenon among 
young Caribbean women in education during the 1980s, who were disad-
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vantaged by a lack of guidance and limited support for educational and 
socioeconomic success. Similarly, Tony Sewell’s6 more recent Generating 
Genius argues that young Caribbeans—boys in particular—are ‘hungry’ 
for guidance to achieve this kind of success because both their parents and 
the ill-equipped schools they attend are unable to help them. This finding 
is unsettling in light of the evidence that affirms a tendency across the gen-
erations to perceive education as the rightful setting in which competencies 
that underpin socioeconomic success are cultivated. The cultural anthro-
pologist John Ogbu7 defines competence as the ability to perform a cultur-
ally specified task, and it is widely seen as an essential ingredient for success. 
Some of the participants’ lived experiences suggest it is associated with the 
functional skills that enabled them to achieve success in the mainstream, 
but supplementary schooling was instrumental in equipping them with the 
competencies they required.

This form of schooling dates back to the 1800s, when it originated 
among free blacks8 who were not allowed to attend mainstream schools. 
Now a well-developed tradition—widely practised among Caribbeans—it 
has existed in the UK’s Caribbean communities since the early days of 
their settlement. In a Caribbean cultural context, children are socialised in 
supplementary schools to develop functional skills, harness aspirations, 
and improve their performance in mainstream schools that are often ill- 
equipped to facilitate success. In short, they are micro-educational 
institutions that have been known to mitigate deviant tendencies in coun-
ter-cultures, such as the culture of urgency that is the everyday reality for 
many Caribbeans. However, in spite of the salience of these schools in 
Caribbean culture, they have rarely featured in mainstream campaigns to 
arrest or reverse the patterns of poor educational and socioeconomic 
achievement that were established and have persisted since the 1960s. 
Calls are frequently made for social policy to redress this injustice, but it is 
clear that even if justice is asserted, it does little to help those who have 
suffered injustice. For instance, it does not impart vocational skills, and it 
fails to explain both the etiquette of effective social networking and the 
intricacies of entrepreneurship—two competencies that are integral to 
social and economic success. The participants’ accounts revealed a legacy 
of educational and socioeconomic disadvantage that has undermined the 
traditions through which they might have developed these competencies.

This legacy is anchored in the Caribbean’s history of slavery and colo-
nialism. Throughout this history, Caribbeans—particularly those of non- 
white ancestry—were not only exploited and excluded from opportunities 
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to succeed in the mainstream but racialised and harmfully stereotyped. In 
a more contemporary context, racism and stereotypes that upset 
Caribbeans’ life chances have mutated but persist in the settings in which 
they are socialised. Thus, the beliefs and behaviours that have been 
 historically associated with the exploitation and unequal treatment of 
Caribbeans (and similarly disadvantaged groups) are preserved in their 
families, local communities, religions, and so on. The participants’ 
accounts identify racism as an enduring, albeit waning, force through 
which they continue to be disadvantaged in education and socioeconomic 
domains. It may be that recent social policies—including race relations9 
and equality10 legislation—have helped to reduce the prejudice which 
Caribbeans, and other groups, have suffered for centuries. However, prej-
udice tends to linger long after the introduction of legislation to outlaw it. 
The social psychologist Rupert Brown11 has explored this tendency in 
Prejudice: Its Social Psychology, in which he concludes that it is difficult to 
legislate against cultural prejudice.

But cultures are both dynamic and porous, and Caribbeans have 
resolved to succeed at various levels in British society. Mirza (1992) 
observes that this success has been achieved despite the socioeconomic 
and ethnic distinctiveness by which they are often disadvantaged. For even 
the most problematised of their distinctions—poor, female, and black—
have been challenged, particularly in a psychological sense, as most suc-
cessful black women believe that hard work and study will be rewarded 
with employment opportunities, irrespective of race, gender, and class. 
Some of the families and individuals whose experiences are explored in this 
book share this optimism and have made sense of their outcomes in a simi-
lar way. They tend not to use the outcomes of more socioeconomically 
privileged groups as benchmarks for their own achievement. While they 
concede that Caribbeans—their ethnic group—underperform many other 
groups in education and socioeconomic domains, this awareness has little 
impact on their generally positive sense of self, which was inculcated by the 
socialisation agents—relatives, peers, and teachers—who nurtured them 
and tempered their attitudes, behaviours, and expectations.

In addition to instilling attitudes, behaviours, and expectations, sociali-
sation agents provide young Caribbeans with templates for survival in 
British society and the benchmarks against which they can gauge their 
achievements. In other words, they are role models—crucial positive or 
negative influences who merit further investigation. First, let us return 
briefly to Chap. 11, where Andy [F10.2] described 2Pac as a role model 
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for his generation of young men when they were growing up in the 1980s 
and 1990s. Probing the term in this context reveals that 2Pac—in his role 
as a revered entertainer—represents an image of what is possible. This 
image induces hope and optimism, emotions to which we are naturally 
drawn. However, role models also have a certain responsibility for nurtur-
ing and tempering attitudes, behaviours, and expectations. Within this 
book, such people are understood as the socialisation agents who mod-
elled the attitudes, behaviours, and expectations that the participants then 
internalised and made their own. Role-modelling is therefore vital for  
social functioning, as Neufeld and Maté (2006) articulates before going 
on to argue that it is also an attachment dynamic—a process through 
which socialisation agents mould younger generations. This process serves 
to maintain psychological closeness and connection across the genera-
tions, and it is the foundation upon which our understanding of the inter-
generational transmission of psychosocial resources is reached.

It is through their own behaviours, beliefs, and expectations that social-
isation agents provide young people in their care with model templates for 
life, and, in so doing, influence—both directly and indirectly—how those 
young people develop and deploy psychosocial resources to mediate their 
experiences. This reflects Bourdieu’s notion of cultural reproduction—the 
process through which culture passes from one generation to the next—
which he explores in Reproduction in Education, Society, and Culture. 
Psychosocial resources are intergenerational, too. As we learned in Part II, 
they are developed through socialisation in key settings where individuals 
learn about themselves and what they might become. The chapters in that 
part of the book explore five such settings, but there are many more, such 
as care homes, prisons, and orphanages.

With this definition in mind, psychosocial resources that are developed in 
a range of settings may be both complementary and compensatory in their 
implications for educational attainment and socioeconomic progress. 
Diversity in socialisation processes helps to explain diversity in deployment of 
psychosocial resources in education and socioeconomic domains, and diver-
sity in educational and socioeconomic outcomes across generations. This 
assertion accords with ethnographic findings that shed light on how social 
groups reproduce their cultures. Willis and Aronowitz (1981) study on 
learning to labour, for instance, is a relevant and widely referenced work that 
offers insights into the process of cultural reproduction among low-achiev-
ing, white, working-class lads. Therein, the white lads’ way of life is com-
pared with that of young Caribbean men who, Willis observes, had inherited  
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from the West Indies a culture of wagelessness and poverty that allowed 
them to survive without a wage or indeed any other visible means of sup-
porting themselves. Now, it is well established that this culture of wage-
lessness and poverty is a legacy of the Caribbean region’s slavery and 
colonialism. Its persistence across the generations resonates with patterns 
of intergenerational poverty from the point of view of oppressive cultural 
tendencies, family life, and social identities. Moreover, there is a mystery 
in its persistence that is preserved in how psychosocial resources play out 
in intergenerational experiences and outcomes. This mystery resonates 
with Gladwell’s (2009) view that the culture to which we belong and the 
legacies that are passed down by our forebears shape our patterns of 
achievement in ways that we cannot begin to understand.

In retrospect, the common denominators in these patterns of experi-
ences and outcomes are the diversities in socialisation and disadvantage 
that psychosocial resources are deployed to mediate. These are reflected in 
education and socioeconomic domains. Conclusively, psychosocial 
resources connect cultural, psychological, and societal forces and shape 
attitudes, behaviours, and expectations in these domains. This finding fills 
a gap in our understanding of education and socioeconomic outcomes 
from the point of view of socialisation and psychosocial resources. With 
respect to policy and action, it suggests that socialisation and psychosocial 
resources should be at the heart of any effort to arrest or reverse poor 
outcomes in education and socioeconomic domains among individuals 
and groups. This is a priority for social justice campaigners and other 
stakeholders who work with and advocate on behalf of socioeconomically 
disadvantaged people, such as Caribbeans. They might find it invaluable to 
their efforts.

notes

1. Henry Murray—the father of the personology approach—emphasised the 
person at many levels of complexity. He authored Explorations in 
Personality, in which the quoted passage may be found, and co-developed 
the Thematic Apperception Test, which was designed to reveal a person’s 
social drives/needs through their interpretation of emotionally ambiguous 
situations.

2. Martin Seligman—a professor of psychology at Penn University, 
Pennsylvania—is a renowned authority in contemporary positive psychol-
ogy. He has explored the themes of optimism, pessimism, and learned 
helplessness in his research.
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3. Farrukh Dhondy—a writer and left-wing activist—worked as a further- 
education lecturer and schoolteacher in the Midlands and London before 
embarking on a career in television, wherein he explored issues of 
multiculturalism.

4. Paul Willis—a professor of sociocultural ethnography at Keele University—is 
well known for his sage ethnographic studies and exploration of cultural forms 
in a variety of contexts, including sociology, anthropology, and education.

5. Heidi Mirza—a professor of race, faith, and culture at the University of 
London—has pioneered research on social identities that include race and 
gender in education. Her notable works include Young, Female and Black 
(1992), which the British Education Research Association cites as one of 
the forty most influential educational studies.

6. Tony Sewell—an educationist—is well known for his unconventional com-
mentaries on issues surrounding the experience of disadvantaged young 
people in education and his charity work with young people from disad-
vantaged communities throughout their secondary-school careers.

7. John Ogbu is best known for his theories on observed phenomena involv-
ing race and intelligence, especially how race and ethnic differences play 
out in educational and economic achievement.

8. Prior to the abolition of slavery in the Western world, free blacks were 
people of black ancestry who were not slaves. Until relatively recently, 
almost all blacks in the Americas were thought to have African slave ances-
try. There was a class of free blacks as early as 1619, and the population 
grew from multiple sources: children born of free biracial persons; biracial 
children born of free biracial mothers; biracial children born of white ser-
vants; children of free black and Indian parentage; manumitted slaves; and 
slaves who had escaped bondage.

9. The Race Relations Act was enacted in the 1965 in response to the colour 
prejudice that had become part of daily life for non-white citizens of the 
Commonwealth. The Act made it a civil—as opposed to a criminal—
offence to refuse to serve, to serve with unreasonable delay, or to over-
charge on the grounds of colour, race, ethnicity, or national origin; it also 
created the offence of ‘incitement to racial hatred’. It was extended to 
cover employment and housing in 1968.

10. The Equality Act (2010) legally protects people from discrimination in the 
workplace and wider society. It sets out the different ways in which it is 
unlawful to mistreat someone and strengthens protection in some situa-
tions. Prior to its introduction, discrimination was addressed through three 
separate pieces of legislation: the Sex Discrimination Act (1975); the Race 
Relations Act (1976); and the Disability Discrimination Act (1995).
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11. Rupert Brown—a professor of social psychology at Sussex University—has 
explored intergroup relations, social psychological processes underlying 
prejudice, acculturation processes among minority and majority groups, 
reconciliation in post-conflict societies, and the antecedents and conse-
quences of collective guilt and shame. He shared the Society for the 
Psychological Study of Social Issues’ Gordon Allport Intergroup Relations 
Prize in 2005.
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CHAPTER 13

Some Important Conclusions 
and Recommendations

Abstract This chapter reviews the book’s contribution to social science 
literature and offers a reflection and some suggestions for policy, practice, 
and further research.

What better way to conclude this book than with a consolidation of the 
knowledge gained? The knowledge relates to the implications of psycho-
social resources for educational attainment and socioeconomic progress, 
and how such resources shape outcomes in education and socioeconomic 
domains. This is largely from a sociocultural perspective—from which the 
psyche cannot be appreciated in isolation from its social and cultural envi-
ronments. Thus, psychosocial resources cannot be appreciated in isolation 
from the settings in which they are developed and deployed, and the cog-
nitive maps of which they are constituent parts.

Much like a road map on which someone lost in woods might locate 
their whereabouts and find their way to safety, cognitive maps play a vital 
role in attainment and progress in that, by locating their interests among 
others in education and socioeconomic domains, individuals are able to 
determine what is desirable, achievable, and worth aspiring towards or 
working for. This involves psychological processes that develop over time, 
such as a sense of self, perception of ability, and intelligence. An idea 
established in Chap. 7 that may help to shed light on this process is that 
an individual’s awareness of what is desirable develops earlier than their 
awareness of what is achievable and worth working for. We are now 
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acquainted with how different types of awareness unfold in the lives of 
Caribbeans. This chapter stresses how these reproduce across genera-
tions, and offers some inspiration for policy, practice, and further research.

Lived experiences and Life TrajecTories

Caribbeans’ lived experiences, as expressed in their personal testimonies, 
provided the insights from which I generated empirically sound assumptions 
about their educational and socioeconomic trajectories. I undertook this 
study from the point of view that the participants were socialised in various 
settings in which they learned about themselves and developed awareness of 
what they could become in an educational and a socioeconomic sense. This 
kind of learning, which is purely cognitive, underlies the development of 
psychosocial resources in a natural order that corresponds to socialisation. 
Within this appreciation, the concept of natural order suggests that the gen-
eral assumptions about Caribbeans’ educational and socioeconomic experi-
ences contained in this book can be extrapolated to other comparable 
groups. A compelling example is the variety of socialisation experiences that 
differentiates those who attain educationally from those who do not. This 
speaks clearly to a diversity that reflects in different outcomes, which cohere 
into trajectories that persist across the generations—two of which I have 
identified and defined as ‘advancement’ and ‘urgency’.

The trajectory of advancement characterises the tendency for different 
generations to develop and deploy psychosocial resources in ways that are 
conducive to educational attainment and socioeconomic progress. The 
participants whose outcomes displayed this trajectory tended to take 
responsibility for their own achievements, delayed gratification, worked 
hard to accomplish clearly defined goals, and took initiatives to achieve 
success in socioeconomic domains, despite the often considerable odds 
that were stacked against them. Throughout their socialisation they had 
developed a psyche in which educational attainment was equated with 
socioeconomic progress, towards which they were encouraged and 
guided to aspire. In other words, educational attainment was understood 
among these high-achieving participants as the means through which 
they would procure better socioeconomic outcomes, relative to those of 
their forebears. Such better outcomes were subsequently demonstrated 
by their success in obtaining employment in high-status occupations, 
securing high incomes, and improving their social status. Hence, their 
 socioeconomic trajectory contrasted with that of those participants whose 
lived experiences continued to be characterised by disadvantage.
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The majority of the participants who led lives characterised by poverty 
and preoccupation with meeting basic needs had failed to attain educa-
tionally. This life course was not unique to them—the literature unequivo-
cally associates limited achievement in education with prevailing 
socioeconomic disadvantage. However, these participants’ socioeconomic 
disadvantage was compounded by some very specific experiences, includ-
ing a distinct lack of access to the facilities that promote educational 
attainment, little or no support from socialisation agents to attain educa-
tionally and consequently succeed in socioeconomic domains, and an 
inherited scepticism about high-status occupations, in which many felt 
they did not belong. Here, ‘inherited’ is used not in a genetic sense, but 
in the sense that—throughout their socialisation—they developed a sense 
of belonging. In other words, from their own lived experiences or obser-
vations, they developed the conviction that, by virtue of the mutable or 
immutable characteristics they possess, they would never find a place or 
belong in certain settings, such as high-status occupations. Whilst this 
sense of belonging is limiting in every sense of the word, it is reproduced 
across generations, consolidating into a psyche in which meeting basic 
needs such as food, clothing, and housing is perceived as paramount—the 
purpose of life, even—and urgent. Naturally, the reproduction of this 
psyche and the experiences that sustain it across generations contribute 
considerably to the trajectory of urgency.

psychosociaL resources and achievemenT

Educational attainment and socioeconomic progress are achievements 
that are impacted by the ways in which psychosocial resources relate to 
other kinds of resources. One observation is that psychosocial resources 
can procure competitive advantages in education and socioeconomic 
domains in similar ways to, say, financial and physical resources. However, 
psychosocial resources have a fundamental advantage over these other 
resources in procuring achievement among the disadvantaged, because 
they are amenable to adaptations in attitudes, behaviours, and expecta-
tions in the settings in which socialisation occurs. For instance, in a materi-
ally poor family, familial influence in children’s educational development 
can be adapted in ways that are conducive to high achievement. 
Nonetheless, even when disadvantaged families do all they can to help 
their children to succeed in education and socioeconomic domains, pre-
vailing factors—both endogenous and exogenous—militate against their 
efforts. This, however, is not the whole story.
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By virtue of their amenability to social change, complementary or 
compensatory psychosocial resources can be deployed to improve social 
realities. This is because sentient individuals—whose social realities change 
in response to desire, opportunity, and encouragement—are architects of 
those social realities. A helpful example may be found among the many 
children who entertain a certain religiosity that complements their familiar-
ity with formal educational processes. By virtue of their right to an educa-
tion, a substantial part of their socialisation occurs within school, where 
teachers and other educational practitioners are positioned to guide, nur-
ture, and ultimately transform their attitudes, behaviours, and expectations. 
Essentially, teachers’ and other educational practitioners’ disposition, guid-
ance, and nurturance can effect success among pupils who would otherwise 
fail to develop and deploy their psychosocial resources in ways that were 
conducive to success in education and socioeconomic domains. However, 
the accounts of those participants who received little or no guidance or 
nurturing to succeed in education suggest that this opportunity is not always 
realised or optimised. In consequence, such participants suffered poor edu-
cational and socioeconomic outcomes that are known to perpetuate the 
marginalisation, poverty, and social isolation which comprise the daily reality 
of many disadvantaged individuals and even whole social groups.

GeneraLisinG educaTionaL and socioeconomic 
ouTcomes

Throughout this book, we have explored experiences and outcomes 
among families and individuals who subscribe to a Caribbean ethnicity. 
The participants all aspired to an improved quality of life, but how they 
pursued this goal varied considerably. Some of them attained education-
ally, obtained high-status employment, and did well in socioeconomic 
terms, while others provided materially for their families and met their 
own basic needs through low-skilled work and other subsistent means.

The trajectory of progression acquainted us with families and individu-
als whose outcomes do not conform to patterns of life characterised by 
adversities, such as chronic lack and psychalgia. The members of the first 
generation who launched this trajectory overcame alienation, loneliness, 
and poor career prospects to achieve highly, to represent a progressive sec-
tion of the Caribbean-derived population, and to lead a better life than 
they had experienced in the Caribbean. They ascribed high value to edu-
cational attainment and the high-status employment they achieved, which 
led directly to their socioeconomic advancement.
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This pattern of socioeconomic advancement among the progressive 
section of the Caribbean-derived population is likely to continue among 
successive generations, in line with the latter’s increasing familiarity with 
the norms of contemporary society and its knowledge economy. For 
instance, they will be far more familiar with the education system than the 
older generations ever could have been, and this will enable them to gain 
access to employment opportunities that were never available to the older 
generations. Of course, this is not to suggest that their success in educa-
tion will eliminate every obstacle that stands in the way of their socioeco-
nomic progress, especially as they will remain members of a historically 
disadvantaged group that is still significantly underrepresented at the pro-
gressive end of the achievement continuum. Even so, the inquiry revealed 
that their success in education is likely to propel their socioeconomic prog-
ress. For, without the credentials and qualifications that the knowledge 
and other emerging economies demand, they will have little chance of 
challenging and circumventing the exclusionary tendencies to which their 
forebears were subjected. The insights to be drawn from current successes 
are invaluable, although the lived experiences that substantiate them are 
far from what one might expect in an account of intergenerational success. 
In that sense, the outcome of success—whilst ordinary in a meritocratic 
sense—is extraordinary, and possibly even tokenistic.

Moreover, the extent to which the success of this small group repre-
sents a viable social reality and provides insights about the wider popula-
tion is a legitimate concern. It is allayed by the assumption that lived 
experiences are shared within groups and, although each group member’s 
account of their own experience is unique, it is nonetheless a sample within 
the group. A properly socialised member of the group will bring to the 
task of everyday life a catalogue of experiences that are shared within that 
group. Thus, it is plausible to study Caribbeans’ social reality through the 
experiences of competent members of the Caribbean-derived population, 
which is what I have done throughout this book. The naturalistic para-
digm was to ensure that the participants’ lived experiences revealed 
 universal patterns in their social reality, because, in aggregate, their unique 
experiences provide insights into the social reality of any group to which 
they subscribe. In this regard, their insights can aid the theorisation of 
educational and socioeconomic experiences and outcomes within their 
groups. However, since each participant’s experience is unique to them, 
we are left with the dilemma of how to reconcile an assortment of unique 
experiences with the need to generate valid scientific knowledge about the 
groups of which all the participants are legitimate members. Fortunately, 
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this dilemma is not as intractable as it seems. It is resolved when one 
appreciates that the process of knowledge generation was contingent on 
the participants sharing their experiences in their own unique ways, know-
ing that those experiences resonate in the groups to which they subscribe.

This brings us to the issue of representation, which, as I noted in 
Chap. 1, remains troubling in ordinary empirical research into 
Caribbeans’ lived experiences because they are typically treated as a 
homogeneous group with shared immutable characteristics. This prac-
tice, it seems to me, functions to objectify Caribbeans’ lived experiences 
and exposes them to essentialisation and politicisation—two pitfalls I 
was keen to avoid throughout the writing of this book. However, in 
spite of my best efforts to avoid objectifying the participants’ experi-
ences, I remain concerned that my account may be misunderstood, mis-
interpreted, or misused. This leads me to reflect on my own role in this 
scenario. Perhaps, by presenting the participants’ lived experiences for 
interrogation by others, I have exposed them to some penalties? It is also 
disconcerting that my account may be seen in the light of imperial schol-
arship—and will remain unintelligible to some of the participants who 
contributed so generously to it. In these regards, I am forced to acknowl-
edge that, like others before me, I may have failed to grasp the full ethi-
cal and political implications of both the study and this book. With this 
in mind, I have some suggestions for future educational policy and prac-
tice, and for further research.

poLicy and pracTice in educaTion

It seems, with few exceptions, that individuals and groups in contempo-
rary society are encouraged to compete for limited educational and socio-
economic opportunities. Moreover, they are obliged to do so with 
psychosocial and other resources—such as money and networks—that are 
also limited, and indeed limiting. Naturally, then, some groups perform 
better than others. Furthermore, those who persistently underperform 
experience sustained educational and socioeconomic disadvantages that 
threaten expectations that compulsory education within a generation will 
improve the socioeconomic prospects and outcomes of their members, 
relative to those of previous generations. This relationship between edu-
cational attainment and socioeconomic progress across the generations 
seems to be a strong one—the former often predicts the latter. However, 
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this inference does not hold true for those people whose forebears, 
because of limited familiarity with education, were unable to guide them 
to educational success. Copious earlier research and the participants’ tes-
timonies in this study have shown that even when educationally disadvan-
taged families do all that they can for their children, their limited and 
limiting resources leave those children at a disadvantage. Nevertheless, I 
have shown that this obstacle may be overcome by intervention in educa-
tion. It is in this spirit that the experiences explored throughout this book 
have implications for policies and practice that might improve Caribbeans’ 
outcomes (and those of other disadvantaged groups) in education and 
socioeconomic domains.

However, before Caribbeans’ educational and socioeconomic disad-
vantages are addressed through policy, first they must be openly acknowl-
edged. This initial step is essential because Caribbeans’ disadvantages, 
which impact their lives and induce anger and hopelessness which mani-
fest in aversive and oppositional behaviour, are sustained by beliefs that 
are buried deep within the Caribbean psyche. Caribbean anthropolo-
gists—such as David Sutcliff1 and Ansel Wong2—suggest that the origins 
of these beliefs lie in intergenerational experiences that extend far 
beyond the era of slavery and colonialism in the Caribbean. This his-
tory—to which Trist [F1.2] alluded when describing whites’ reactions 
to Roots in the 1970s (see Chap. 4)—is increasingly important to the 
younger generations as their identities and positions in British society 
continue to develop and transform. Its components of grief and survival 
are evidently vital to their adaptation in contemporary education and 
socioeconomic domains.

Furthermore, since the onset of Western hyper-industrialisation in the 
twentieth century, Caribbeans have served the economic development 
interests of Europe—notably the UK, France, Holland, and Spain—and 
the Americas. In parallel, the Caribbean and its people have experienced 
misery, as is evinced by the intensification of mass poverty that is prevalent 
to this day. This recent history is an important aspect of Caribbeans’ eth-
nic identity. Its value is observed in empirical studies and decades of 
research which affirm that disadvantaged social groups and their  succeeding 
generations in advanced societies—both the continuingly disadvantaged 
and the intelligentsia—are inclined to invoke ancestral cultures, albeit in 
adapted forms, to safeguard their legacies and distinctive identities. Among 
Britain’s Caribbeans, evidence of this can be found in the popularity of the 

 POLICY AND PRACTICE IN EDUCATION 



208 

Rastafari faith, the thriving Pocomania and Santeria churches, festivals 
such as the annual Notting Hill Carnival, and local community supple-
mentary schools.

poLicies musT Be unamBiGuous

Hence, Caribbeans’ narrative of toil and grief must be acknowledged 
within any effort to redress the disadvantages that hinder the group’s 
progress. Accordingly, policy advocates must appreciate that Britain has 
hurt Caribbeans badly, which has contributed to a legacy of disadvantage 
that undermines the group’s educational attainment, work ethic, and sta-
ble family life. These predicators of success are often perceived as white, 
middle-class virtues, but in reality they are raceless and classless. Policies to 
address disadvantage therefore must take such uncomplimentary percep-
tions into account, while at the same time allaying urgency and promoting 
a trajectory of advancement.

pracTice musT Be fLexiBLe

Educators, psychologists, and other educational practitioners must engage 
in fair debate about what needs to be done to promote more progressive 
attitudes, behaviours, and expectations among members of disadvantaged 
groups, including Caribbeans. The objective should be to help them to 
develop and deploy their own psychosocial resources in ways that are con-
ducive to educational attainment and socioeconomic progress. However, 
such efforts will have little effect if the forces that impact upon the group’s 
experiences, but over which its members have no control, remain unad-
dressed. For instance, efforts to address employers’ specific preference for 
members of certain groups based on immutable characteristics—such as age 
and skin colour—are perpetually encouraged. It seems reasonable to use 
strategic affirmative action to support more employers in that direction.

Another notable finding relates to those legitimate forms of making a 
living that are identified as hustles in  local Caribbean communities. My 
observation is that, while legitimate hustles are prevalent across the 
 generations, the informal structures by which they are characterised pre-
dispose them to pejoration. Accordingly, they represent an opportunity for 
vocationalists, social justice campaigners, and policy-makers to advocate 
for state investment and grassroots efforts to formalise their structures and 
promote their legitimacy as viable micro-industries. These stakeholders 
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must be attuned and ready to encourage young people to develop entre-
preneurial skills that may be used to transform a ‘hustle’ into a successful 
commercial enterprise.

Finally, role-modelling campaigns such as REACH (2007),3 which aim 
to raise aspiration and achievement among ‘black men’, need to be very 
carefully considered, as they are often led by high-achievers whose physical 
features and images are bases for their involvement. Tim Campbell,4 the 
winner of the first series of The Apprentice in the UK, is a good example. I 
once attended a conference during which Tim shared his experience of 
being raised in a single-parent household. He remembered his mother 
instilling in him the virtues of hard work, deferred gratification, and per-
sonal responsibility—virtues he shares with several of the participants in 
this study. He also talked about learning to mind his ‘Ps and Qs’—a lesson 
that a number of the participants learned in supplementary school. At no 
time did he mention identifying a role model on the basis of their shared 
features and/or a record of success that inspired him to achieve the same. 
This is not meant to imply that all role-modelling campaigns are worth-
less. Rather, we must remain wary about conveying the message that suc-
cess rests solely on identifying someone with whom we share particular 
features as a high-achiever. For both Tim’s experience and this book indi-
cate that psychosocial resources that are tempered by socialisation agents—
religious leaders, relatives, teachers, and so on—have much stronger 
implications for success in education and socioeconomic domains.

It is my hope that this finding will contribute to better practice among 
socialisation agents, particularly in education. Through their attitudes, 
behaviours, and expectations, educational practitioners have the potential 
to generate fulfilling experiences that are conducive to high achievement 
and success among traditionally low-achieving groups—such as 
Caribbeans—in education. In turn, this is sure to reduce their susceptibil-
ity to educational and socioeconomic problems.

noTes

1. David Sutcliff—a sociolinguist—has explored language formation among 
black groups in a Western cultural context. His body of work includes explo-
rations into black languages and British black English.

2. Ansel Wong—a defender of Caribbean cultural expression—is well known 
for his work with David Sutcliff. They co-authored The Language of the 
Black Experience: Cultural Expression through Word and Sound in the 
Caribbean and Black Britain (1986).
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3. Communities Secretary Hazel Blears launched the REACH social initiative 
in 2008  in order ‘to help raise the aspirations and attainment of some of 
today’s young Black men’. The campaign was based on the concept of role- 
modelling and, as a result, was led by a number of high-achieving black 
men, including Tim Campbell.

4. Tim Campbell—who became Lord Alan Sugar’s apprentice in 2005—is 
widely known for founding a number of businesses, including the Bright 
Ideas Trust, through which young entrepreneurs from disadvantaged back-
grounds are challenged to develop viable enterprises. He was awarded an 
MBE for services to enterprise culture in the 2012 New Year’s Honours 
List.
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CHAPTER 14

Afterword

Abstract This chapter offers some further reflection and remarks sur-
rounding my experience and growth while undertaking the study in an 
Afterword.

Empirical studies that examine psychosocial resources in direct relation to 
educational attainment and socioeconomic progression are few. However, 
upon review, in their function as shapers of educational and socioeco-
nomic outcomes, these resources resonate with Bourdieusian cultural 
capital and Vygotskian psychological processes, both of which involve 
principles that are widely employed to make sense of social inequities and 
the exploitation of vulnerable people. Accordingly, the extensive literature 
that I reviewed in preparation for undertaking the study and writing this 
book deals liberally with cultural, psychological, and social factors that 
contribute to low achievement among disadvantaged individuals and 
groups in education and socioeconomic domains. This suggests that out-
comes of attainment and progression—as they pertain to disadvantaged 
people—are relatively under-explored in existing research. A lack of aware-
ness and motivation among researchers might explain this, but it is per-
haps just taken for granted.

By way of a contribution, my approach in undertaking the study—which 
is inspired by ideas in positive psychology—stresses outcomes of attain-
ment and progression as social ideals and assumes that psychosocial 
resources can be cultivated to achieve them, especially among  disadvantaged 
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people. This focus echoes Maslow’s (2013) assumption that individuals 
and groups of people want to lead meaningful lives, cultivate what is best 
within themselves, and improve their experiences in relationships, work, 
and play. In accordance with Maslow, I believe the first goal of education, 
psychology, and society more generally is to support individuals to grow to 
their fullest humanness, achieve their greatest fulfilment, and actualise their 
potential and highest possible stature. It is in light of this goal and desired 
experiences that the relationship between psychosocial resources and 
achievement must be explored further if a full appreciation of individuals’ 
participation in procuring outcomes of attainment and progression is to be 
realised. A continued focus on lived experiences will offer insights into the 
salience of psychosocial resources in terms of how they are deployed to 
mediate experiences in the settings in which individuals are socialised.

Researching lived experiences, however, is never an easy undertaking. 
Then again, great achievements are rarely attained without effort and per-
sistence. Through my own efforts, and by maintaining a commitment to 
social justice, I have demonstrated not only that such research is feasible 
but also that it may lead to valuable knowledge and potentially beneficial 
social solutions. The research participants were partners in this project. It 
was my intention to demonstrate that their experiences—presented from 
their points of view—offer invaluable insights into a range of issues and 
activities that are habitually overlooked in conventional, one-dimensional 
studies. To offer a vivid example, I observed a ritual at a Pocomania church 
during which the congregation presented an ailing young child to the 
bishop in the hope that she may effect a cure. Remarkably, the child’s 
mother had considerable faith in this experiment, perhaps more than she 
did in conventional medicine. Her reaction was understandable, for deep 
faith in God’s will changes the chemistry of the human brain: the mother 
was convinced that her child’s ailment and the potential cure were both in 
‘God’s hands’. Observing and recording such practices both deepened 
and enriched my data, but it also increased my familiarity with some pow-
erful cultural forces that shape attitudes, behaviours, and expectations 
among the Caribbean population. The mix of men, women, girls, and 
boys—who ranged from sixteen to ninety years of age at the time of the 
inquiry—exhibited a rich diversity of backgrounds and lived experiences 
that reflected in their educational and socioeconomic outcomes.

To contextualise the assertion that powerful cultural forces shape atti-
tudes, behaviours, and expectations, I must raise a caveat that is an 
 important consideration for all social research conducted with subjects in 
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languages that are not their own. In her explorations of black communities, 
Edwards (1979, 1984) established that language in learning can be a 
thorny issue, especially where there are versions—such as pidgins—that 
conflict with one another. Indeed, this was a cause for concern throughout 
my inquiry, which was conducted in English with participants whose social 
language was likely to be Patois or Kwéyòl. Thus, as the interviewees 
relayed their experiences—some of which were deeply emotive—in an 
alien language, their expressions and meanings were liable to vary across 
cultural contexts and social settings. I was able to counter this by partici-
pating in their social world, and feel confident that doing so enabled me 
to understand and capture the essence of those expressions and meanings. 
Nevertheless, an important consequence of making extensive use of verba-
tim extracts from the participants’ accounts is that their expressions are 
susceptible to misinterpretation—particularly when viewed independently 
from their social setting or removed from their cultural context. I hope 
that I have mitigated this by summoning my insights into the participants’ 
social world to ensure that their expressions and meanings have not been 
lost but rather emphasised within their authentic social settings and cul-
tural contexts.

My exploration of the participants’ social world was not only insightful 
but enlightening, for it generated a novel appreciation of how Caribbeans 
make sense of their lived experiences in education and socioeconomic 
domains, and in British society more generally. ‘Lived experience’ describes 
their own lives as they live them, as members of a distinct group in a cul-
turally and economically heterogeneous Britain. So, for instance, when 
they talk about what it is like to be black and poor in a white and affluent 
community, they are relaying a lived experience. Such accounts offer 
nuanced insights into Caribbeans’ social world, and an opportunity to 
ascertain how their experiences shape their outcomes. This reflects the 
sociocultural notion that individuals’ lived experiences cannot be under-
stood in isolation from the settings in which they are socialised, and which 
constitute their social world. Caribbeans’ social world, however, is not 
simply organised by settings, but influenced by diverse and adverse cul-
tural and societal factors. In this light, the study promotes an understand-
ing of Caribbeans’ realities and the meanings they ascribe to their 
experiences from their own perspectives of diversity and adversity. Hence, 
there are qualitative aspects to the inquiry, mainly in its objective to build 
an understanding of the relationship between the participants’ experiences 
and their social world.

14 AFTERWORD 
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The account given here is, nonetheless, a product of negotiated 
exchanges between the participants and myself. As a result, the interpreta-
tion of their experiences is largely my own, although it is based on my 
observations and the participants’ accounts, which they relayed to me in 
person. With this in mind, I am mindful that my conclusions may be laden 
with my own values. In light of this mindfulness, in what follows I reflect 
on my experiences and learning throughout the processes of undertaking 
the inquiry and writing this book.

Reflection

I acknowledged at the outset that my worldview and values are informed 
by some unique experiences that inspire me to explore the lifestyles of indi-
viduals and groups that are characterised by disadvantage. In consequence, 
my position, understanding, and interpretations are integral parts of my 
account of the participants’ experiences. To put this in perspective, below I 
share my experience of undertaking the study and writing of this book in 
what is essentially a reflection on my processes and personal growth.

Inner Perspective

A key value that I brought to the inquiry process was personal responsibil-
ity. It is my belief that I can have no real power without taking responsibility 
for my own educational and socioeconomic outcomes. This belief derives 
from my background in the Caribbean and the education and discipline 
that I received during my early years. For instance, the schools I attended 
in Dominica were governed by strict autocratic regimes that enforced disci-
pline through corporal punishment and exclusion. Individualism and per-
sonal responsibility for one’s own behaviour were widely encouraged. So, 
whilst there were automatic reprimands for arriving late, or for wearing 
socks that were deemed too short, it did not matter that I was never repre-
sented at parents–teachers meetings, or that my grandmother never saw my 
school report cards. She would not have fully understood what they meant 
anyway. Even so, she held education in very high esteem and demonstrated 
this in many ways that I could appreciate.

These memories kept me mindful that my account could never be value 
free; rather, it was sure to be laden with my values. So, in order to mitigate 
any potential impact of those values on my interpretation of the partici-
pants’ experiences, I took measures throughout to ensure that my account 
reflected their realities, and, in so doing, improved its validity. Furthermore, 
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to avoid seeing what my own experiences might have guided me to look for, 
or what I might have liked to see, I encouraged the participants to talk can-
didly about their experiences and outcomes without using standardised 
questions. This ensured that the bulk of the data I collected reflected what 
they wanted to share and felt comfortable sharing with me. Nonetheless, our 
conversations focused on some predetermined areas of interest, including:

• the participants’ experiences when growing up in families, communi-
ties, religions, and formal education, with an emphasis on their 
expectations and aspirations;

• parents’ and other relatives’ levels of education and occupation;
• attitudes towards family, faith, freedom, future, and quality of life;
• the experiences, behaviours, traditions, activities, and achievements 

of peers and role models;
• thoughts on educational attainment and socioeconomic progress;
• experiences with others of shared social identities; and
• personal ambition, personal responsibility, and self-determination.

In light of our social actions, including talking and observing, my 
account inevitably contains a range of subjectivities. For instance, my edu-
cational experience in the Netherlands and my awareness of the ubiqui-
tous racism that impacts upon Dutch-Antillean cultures and social relations 
meant that I was able to relate to many of the participants’ concerns about 
racism and ethnicity, and the particular ways in which non-white people 
are stereotyped in Western media and societies. However, whilst it was 
easy to relate to these experiences, others were more difficult to grasp, 
especially those in which personal responsibility was eschewed. At first I 
was left rather bewildered by those participants who were disposed to 
absolve themselves of any responsibility for their own actions, even those 
which compromised their quality of life. However, once I appreciated this 
disposition within the purview of systemic oppression, intergenerational 
privation, and learned helplessness it no longer seemed so odd.

My educational experiences in the Caribbean and Europe and the values 
I ascribe to educational attainment and socioeconomic progress differed 
from those of some of the participants, who, in response to my questioning, 
occasionally referred to me as ‘too young to understand’, a ‘white woman in 
a black skin’, ‘preferred by whites because you’re brown, not black’, ‘inno-
cent’, ‘have white blood’, ‘caramel’, ‘brainy’, ‘posh black girl’, or simply 
‘different’. All of these perceptions are legitimate, and they undoubtedly 
influenced the participants’ interactions with me in some ways. Thus, my 
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reflection poses a dilemma in that it implicates these perceptions in my 
account, and the standards I maintained throughout the study. By this, the 
power relationship between the participants and myself appeared unequal.

Nonetheless, I endeavoured to remain neutral in the various situations 
of exchange. And, in light of my awareness of the participants’ perceptions 
of me, I decided to include copious extracts from their narratives, in uned-
ited form where possible, in my account. This shows that, even with the 
apparent tilts in our power relationship, our overall relationship was neces-
sarily interdependent, and the participants were integral partners in the 
construction of my account. This interdependence contributed to my 
growth by increasing my awareness of the fact that I am a brown-skinned, 
black, millennial, nulliparous, university-educated, widely travelled, 
Caribbean woman of European nationalities with an origin that is other 
than the English-speaking Caribbean. I had not given much thought to 
these identities before, or, as some participants would have it, I had per-
haps ‘taken them for granted’.

Learning and Growth

I have learned that different identities and social positions are perceived 
and valued in a variety of ways, and especially that mine differentiate me 
from the participants. For example, one participant confided, ‘I agreed to 
meet you because you are my Caribbean sister, but you not like the blacks 
around here. I like you because you are pretty and nice to talk to.’ I feel it 
is only appropriate for me to acknowledge that such perceptions, as well as 
my various identities and positions, have been instrumental in generating 
the knowledge claim in this book. For, in addition to my experiences, my 
identities and positions colour my lenses, and it is possible that the 
inquiry—in whole or part—was conceived through those lenses. As a 
result, by undertaking this study, I have become increasingly aware that 
my appreciation of what it means to be Caribbean is shaped by experiences 
from my own upbringing, especially as so many commonalities and differ-
ences among Caribbeans are too easily overlooked, often because they are 
misunderstood or not articulated at all. Some participants were keen to 
point this out, and it was apparent that they wanted me to communicate 
their sentiments through narratives of their lived experiences.

I have attempted to do this, although with some reservations, as I have 
acknowledged. With this revelation I also acknowledge the sensitive nature 
of all research that focuses on disadvantaged people—such as studies of 
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Caribbeans, race relations, and social problems. This kind of research has 
broad social and political implications that I have not addressed in this 
book. Moreover, I identify the participants as Caribbeans, which circum-
vents the political and racial tones in alternatives such as Afro-Caribbeans 
and black Caribbeans. This is important for a number of reasons, some of 
which I discussed at the outset, where I presented my own background for 
the reader’s scrutiny. It is implicated in my account of the participants’ 
realities, which is offered from an outsider-within perspective. The within 
dimension corresponds to the insider aspect of my identity and is empha-
sised here, for it may have been the main factor that facilitated my access to 
the participants and perhaps the entire study. More importantly, I always 
endeavoured to treat the participants as partners in the inquiry. This 
involved interactions that made possible my participation in the study, 
while I remained engaged as an active listener. At times I found it helpful 
to introduce a little of myself, perhaps by sharing experiences that either 
complemented or contrasted with those of the participants. This was done 
in the interest of sustaining rapport, encouraging discussion, and construct-
ing meanings to which we mutually contributed. Even so, I cannot deny 
that my interpretations are subject to bias, otherwise known as ‘researcher’s 
difference’. This was compounded by my intense engagement with a litera-
ture in which my people are categorised as insufferable, exploited, and 
excluded, and stereotyped as aggressive, lawless, jobless, of low intelligence, 
the products of dysfunctional families, and educationally underachieving.

I believe this exposure has changed me in ways that I am yet to dis-
cover. For, as Allport (2008) articulates, one’s reputation, whether false or 
true, cannot be hammered, hammered, hammered into one’s head with-
out there being some effect on one’s character. Thus, throughout the 
study, I engaged in continuous self-reflection, which encouraged me to 
remain mindful of the influence of my own biography and conflicts with 
the research process, and to minimise that influence on my interpretation 
and account. This is not at all atypical of this kind of ethnographic study, 
the objective of which is largely to understand and interpret the partici-
pants’ experiences in their social world.

Closing Remarks

In bringing this reflection to a close, I wish to reiterate that the differences 
between my orientations, especially educational ones, and those of the 
participants may have had implications for how I have interpreted and 
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written about their experiences and perceptions. This may be understood 
in terms of the disparate personalities and experiences that we brought to 
the inquiry process. For instance, during our conversations and interac-
tions that pertained to the inquiry, I observed some participants’ tendency 
to act or use language in ways that embodied their various social identi-
ties—such as black man, father, professional, youngster, single mother, 
independent woman, educated, gangster, rude boy, and so on. Therein, 
these participants were liable to use such social identities when negotiating 
their exchanges with me, as they undertook to position themselves and 
their lived experiences, reassuringly, within various cultural, institutional, 
and historical contexts.

Despite feeling overwhelmed at times, I always endeavoured to appre-
ciate and account for their varied displays in the spirit of honesty. This 
commitment implicates me in the process of constructing meanings and 
knowledge, perhaps in the hope of challenging conventional representa-
tions of Caribbeans and contributing towards changing their life circum-
stances through this project. This is because, while I accept that personal 
commitments influenced various aspects of the inquiry, I believe that these 
commitments—which are shaped in part by my own values and experi-
ences—motivated me to undertake it in the first place. I did so not only 
for my own pleasure, but also for the project’s potential to inspire debate 
and social change that could benefit the participants and the social groups 
to which they subscribe. This, I believe, is a desirable and commendable 
goal. So, whilst I insist on making a non-politically motivated contribution 
to knowledge and inspiring debate throughout this book, it is my observa-
tion that renewal and progress, in the guise of social change, are often 
instigated by political debate.
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