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Summary of the key points, questions and debate. 
 
This event presented findings from three important research studies by leading education 
economists and sociologists, and was followed by comments from policy-makers and practitioners 
and a debate from the floor.  
 
All major political parties are now committed to reducing educational inequalities. What can they 
really hope to achieve, and how? To what extent will closing educational attainment gaps in schools 
contribute to greater social mobility in the future? 
 

A summary of the three research studies can be downloaded here 

Presentations from the event and the full papers are available to download below: 

Geoff Whitty and Jake Anders (Institute of Education) 

(How) did New Labour narrow the achievement and participation gap?   

Presentation (pdf) Full paper (pdf) 

Claire Crawford (Institute for Fiscal Studies)  

Socio-economic gaps in HE participation and Outcomes  

Presentation (pdf) Full paper 2012 (pdf) Full paper 2013 (pdf) 

Jo Blanden (University of Surrey) and Lindsey Macmillan (Institute of Education)   

Education and Intergenerational Mobility: Help or Hindrance? 

Presentation (pdf) Full paper (pdf) 

 

Themes that emerged in the respondents’ comments  

Sir Alain Steer 

Alan drew attention to the 2012 report OFSTED report Unseen Children: Access and achievement 

20 years on which he suggested had raised a lot of issues relevant to the issues raised in the three 

papers and presentations in this event. He said that although the achievement gap still remains that 

it is important to remember that achievement levels in 2010 were at a level that was palpably 

thought in 1997 to be impossible to achieve. And back then groups such as BME were viewed by 

some as preordained low achievers, whereas now this is not accepted.  Nevertheless looking at the 

figures can be quite depressing as there is clearly a lot more to be done. Particularly important is 

how to raise the levels at the lowest end, without just moving up the levels for everyone – thereby 

just moving the achievement gap up. 

Alan suggested that there is not enough emphasis on implementation in education policy, rather 

than a lack of creative initiatives. .  Many, many ideas have been tried out but not followed through 

for long enough. He also questioned why there is no national baseline strategy to close the 
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achievement gap. Examples of good practice in deprived areas are not learnt readily enough and 

schools need to be put in the context of their local community.  

Schools themselves are of course key to narrowing the achievement gap and need to provide 

leadership. Distribution of teaching resources is a key problem. If a survey was made of the 

distribution across schools in England we might find that the most experienced teachers teach KS4 

and 6th form, not KS3 and below and the lower ability classes. Social mix of schools is important and 

regretfully its absence has perhaps not been challenged enough e.g. the lower levels of children in 

receipt of FSM’s in faith schools. He also queried why schools are not required to have an official 

policy on ‘Teaching and Learning’. 

Dr Tessa Stone 

Tessa agreed with Geoff that whilst we are now generating some fantastic evidence it is still very 

difficult to disentangle the effects of education policy from other factors such as the economy and 

demography. She said that given what we know about the age at which aspirations and interest in 

further and higher education starts (young), and the need to make the right educational choices (of 

GCSE subjects for example) in order to translate that aspiration into achievement it is frustrating 

that Information, Advice and Guidance in schools is being decimated. This is leading to a failure to 

focus on pupil progressions and aspirations. In contrast this is something that independent schools 

do very well by approaching this as a continuing trajectory and holistically - not simply 15 minutes 

with a Careers Advisor. Evidence of the effects of HE policy shows us how crucial early intervention 

is prior to KS4/5, but what we see in HE policy is a move in the opposite direction. Instead we have 

the death of AimHigher, elite Universities fighting over the AAB students, and competition through 

fees and various differing packages of means-tested assistance, so Universities are less likely to 

collaborate.  

Graeme Cooke 

Graeme suggested whilst schemes such as the Pupil Premium could potentially be an effective 

policy lever in reducing the attainment gap, education policy is perhaps asking schools to bear too 

much weight in promoting social mobility.  Attainment at 18 is not necessarily a comprehensive 

assessment of ability. He suggested the use of contextualised A level attainment offers from 

Universities could perhaps be encouraged by allowing them to be omitted from the ‘typical offer’ in 

prospectuses and league tables. Given that applications to HE from young people from lower socio-

economic backgrounds have not decreased following increased fees, it could be that the most 

effective use of HE funds to widen participation from disadvantaged young people lies not  in fee 

waiver or bursary schemes but through diverting funds to early intervention schemes such as 

AimHigher. He stressed that although the unemployment rate has decreased recently it’s important 

to remember that the rate of unemployment or NEETs among the under 25’s is still very high, there 

are more young people out of work and with no qualifications than 25 years ago. He suggested that 

the system for under 25’s needs to be tailored to their needs and that the adult JSA and lack of 

long-term quality training is hindering labour market participation for the most disadvantaged young 

people. 

 

Themes that emerged from audience comments and questions put to the respondents and 

speakers  

How to effectively identify and target the pupils most in need? 

It was highlighted by a school governor that the reliance on the Pupil Premium Toolkit is perhaps 

not an ideal way of school boards deciding how to target funds as inadequate guidance is given on 

how to do this. There were a lot of questions that remained even with the use of the Tool Kit. Using 

http://sticerd.lse.ac.uk/dps/case/cp/CASEpaper160.pdf
http://labourlist.org/2013/10/we-need-a-radical-new-approach-to-tackling-youth-unemployment/
http://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/toolkit/


Free School Meals as a proxy is not necessarily an  accurate way of identifying pupils at risk of not 

reaching their potential. 

Improvements in attainment due to The London Challenge How can the positive results of The 

London Challenge be replicated in other areas? What are the future risks to the improvements in 

attainment in London? 

It was stressed that what works in London can’t simply be replicated elsewhere without 

consideration of  the local community and context. Issues affecting different lower-socio-economics 

groups and  the ‘working class’ are not homogeneous across the country. A community with a 

substantial BME make up may be less disadvantaged educationally than one with a large white 

working class make up, and as such an initiative might work well in one area/school but not in 

another.  While the London Challenge was aimed at Secondary schools it was noted that this had 

possibly led to an overspill effect of a ‘mood boost’ in teaching in primary schools. We don’t have 

success at spreading examples of excellence nationwide unfortunately, and this is something to 

work on. 

Future risks to London’s educational attainment might be cuts to local authority budgets, cuts to 

school improvements, proposed changes to qualifications, high youth unemployment and post 16 

attainment. 

The importance of early intervention 

Reductions of fees or even initiatives of the AimHigher type may not be best use of funds if we want 

to widen HE participation. It may be more effective to target Key stage 3 and earlier. Children from 

less advantaged backgrounds aren’t lacking aspirations, as research indicates. Nevertheless they 

by KS4 they may already begin to reduce their expectations of their possible attainment, and it’s this 

that we need to work on.  Furthermore the achievement gap is evident by the age of 2 so 

intervention to reduce the gap in educational attainment should arguably start in Early Years Care 

and Education in the Pre School years.  

Importance of Information, Advice and Guidance 

Schools and employer relationships need to improve. As an  for example, accountancy firms recruit 

those with good degrees in subjects other than accountancy, yet students who study A level and 

Degrees in accountancy (similarly in Law) may be under the impression it will give them a head start 

in that career. Some schools need to push more for students to take more subjects considered 

valuable by Universities and employers i.e. Maths, Sciences, Languages, rather than P.E, Law, 

Media studies. Some positive examples from employers were mentioned including Clifford Chances’ 

‘Institution Blind’ recruitment scheme where the University attended is blanked out on the 

application, in a move away from recruitment from only 6 elite universities.  

Dual track? 

The big policy change of the 80s was the introduction of GCSEs so all young people broadly 

followed the same route. There’s been discussion of splitting the track for 14-16 year olds. Are we 

already seeing the effect of a dual track with the lower levels of attainment of Ebacc?  

The failure to offer a credible alternative route of vocational education and training continues to 

result in youth unemployment and an increases in under 25’s with no qualifications. 

Returns to education for girls? 

It was suggested that there’s a need to look at social mobility and education through a gendered 

perspective as girls outperform boys in education, but NEET outcomes for under 25’s are worse for 

http://www.ofsted.gov.uk/resources/london-challenge
http://www.ofsted.gov.uk/resources/london-challenge


girls and there remains a gender pay gap. Although it was noted that the gender wage gap for 

younger women is reducing. 

 

How to narrow the achievement gap whilst simultaneously improving standards universally 

Unspoken downward mobility - some have to lose relatively for others to gain, but there’s little 

evidence showing how elites have given up their advantage. It depends whether we see education 

as a social good or a positional good. In the post-war years policy makers and politicians had it easy 

as there was room for expansion and a degree meant access to a professional well-paid role. This 

is no longer the case and politicians will have a hard time convincing a new wave of graduates their 

advantage in the labour market.  

Parents are savvy and aim to maintain their children’s advantages through moving into a catchment 

area of a good school, or helping them select higher status A Levels and apply to the elite 

Universities. Much of this is beyond the control of education policy and policy makers. 

Who is best placed to make education policy? 

It was suggested that all governments from any political party will inevitably focus on the short term 

needed to win the next election, resulting in education policy lacking a coherent long-term strategy. 

It was suggested that an independent body similar to the Office for Budget Responsibility be created 

to properly account, audit and monitor the effects of education policy on individual initiatives and a 

comprehensive level over the longer term. 

 

 

 


