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In the US and UK, a raft of research and media commentary document a 

series of historically charged conventional explanations of Afro-Caribbean 

school children’s educational experiences that have resulted in powerful, 

polarised portrayals (Strand, 2011; Gillborn, 2005; Model, 2009; Mirza, 

2006; Tomlinson, 1981; Foner, 1979). Research in the US frames Afro-

Caribbeans as a ‘model Black minority’ due to their high rates of economic 

and occupational attainment relative to African Americans (Butterfield, 

2004; Foner, 2001; Kasinitz, Mollenkopf, Waters, & Holdaway, 2008; 

Kasinitz, 1992; Model, 2008; Morrison, 2011; Vickerman, 1999). 

Conversely, research in the UK represents the same cohort as a largely 

‘underachieving minority’ (Mirza, 1992, 2009; Richardson, 2007; Sewell, 

1997; Strand, 2012; Youdell, 2003, 2005) as a result of comparatively low 

educational achievement and occupational advancement. Drawing on 

twelve months of ethnographic observation in two schools, focus group 

interviews of one hundred and forty Afro-Caribbean secondary school 

pupils, semi-structured interviews of thirty of these students, and 

repeated in-depth interviews with ten boys, this paper examines the role 

and function of Black ethnic disparities in inner-city schools. Building on 

the scholarship of Bourdieu, this paper explores Prudence Carter’s (2005) 

notion of ‘Black cultural capital’ to highlight the status hierarchies among 

Black ethnics in urban schools. It underscores the multiple, layered forms 

of Black cultural capital Black Caribbean youth draw upon to counter 

social stigma and secure success. The paper contributes to the literature 

by showcasing the ways in which Black cultural capital(s) are not static, 

but stratified, shifting resources that vary according to social fields. This 

finding in relation to ethnic minorities is of particular importance in cross-

national and comparative research.  
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