
CASE 
STUDY

DOES THE GRAMMAR  
SCHOOL SYSTEM  
INCREASE INEQUALITY? 
 

Researchers used Understanding Society data to examine the impact of the 
grammar school system on people’s earnings.  
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“Our contribution is to add a new fact to the debate 
on grammar schools: selective schooling systems 

increase inequality”.

 

T he system for assigning children to 
schools is an important policy area 
with continued debate. The UK had 
a selective schooling system from 

the 1940s to the 1960s, which allocated 
children to schools based on test scores. 
Under this system, the top scoring quarter of 
children went to grammar schools and the 
rest attended a secondary modern school. 
From 1965 a comprehensive system was 
introduced, which allocated schools based 
on proximity. Local authorities switched to 
the comprehensive school system as their 
own pace and there are still areas that have 
grammar schools. 

This research investigated the impact of the 
school system in an area on adult earnings 
inequality. Does the grammar school system 
increase inequality in earnings? 

HOW WAS UNDERSTANDING  
SOCIETY USED?
The research used a restricted version 
of Understanding Society Waves 1 and 
2 containing information about the local 
authority areas where people were born. This 
information allowed the researchers to group 
people according to the school system in 
which they grew up.  

It looks at the whole distribution of 
earnings of people growing up in selective 
areas compared to those growing up in 
comprehensive school areas. The researchers 
defined the selectivity of an area based on 
the proportion of children aged 13 in the 

Local Education Authority (LEA) who had a 
place allocated under the grammar school 
system. Under the definition, selective LEAs 
had more than 20 per cent of children 
assigned their school place by selection, but 
non-selective LEAs had less than 5 per cent 
of places allocated this way. 

The researchers then matched areas 
operating the grammar school system 
in the 1960s and 1970s with otherwise 
similar areas operating the comprehensive 
school system. They then compare the adult 
earnings in 2009-2012 of people who grew 
up in these matched areas. The findings 
take into account a range of background 
characteristics where people currently live 
(and hence the labour market they can 
access), their gender, age, ethnicity and  
the occupational class and education of  
their parents. 

KEY FINDINGS
There is strong evidence that earnings 
inequality is significantly higher among 
people who grew up in areas with the 
grammar school system compared to the 
comprehensive school system. Top earners 
(in the top 90 per cent) who grew up in 
grammar school areas earn more than the 
top earners from comprehensive schools 
areas. However, low earners (in the bottom 
10 per cent) who grew up in the grammar 
school system earned less than the low 
earners in the comprehensive school areas. 

The scale of this inequality is substantial:

●  People who grew up in a grammar school 
area and ended up being top earners, 
earned £1.31 or 25 per cent more per 
hour than similar people who grew up in a 
comprehensive school area. 

●  People who grew up in a grammar school 
area and ended up being low earners, 
earned £1.02 or 18 per cent less per 
hour than similar people who grew up in a 
comprehensive school area. 

In addition, the gap between the top and low 
earners in grammar school areas is £2.33 
larger than the gap in comprehensive school 
areas. The difference in schooling system 
accounts for 19 per cent of the overall earnings 
gap of people included in the research. 

CONCLUSIONS
Despite the comprehensive school system 
becoming the norm in England in the 
1970s, the role of grammar schools is still 
a contentious issue. Proponents claim that 
grammar schools are ‘engines of social 
mobility’; however, the findings from this 
research are in stark contrast. 

The situation is far from there being only 
winners and no losers from the grammar 
school system. Those who do not get 
into grammar schools are disadvantaged 
compared to similar children who lived in 
similar areas with comprehensive schools. 
Previous research has found that access 
to grammar schools is socially graded. The 
majority of children who live in selective 

schooling areas, but do not make it into 
a grammar school, are from poorer 
socioeconomic backgrounds. The findings 
therefore suggest that the selective  
schooling system disproportionately 
disadvantages people from these 
backgrounds, in ways that persist into 
adulthood and potentially across generations. 
In this context, the selective school system is 
a regressive policy for social mobility.  

IMPACT
National and regional media organisations 
featured the research findings in print 
publications. Further, the research authors 
took part in radio interviews. This media 
coverage helped to share the findings of the 
research with the public. 

The findings of this research contributed to 
the wider policy discussion cautioning against 
any renewed expansion of grammar schools. 
The Parliamentary Office of Science and 
Technology referenced the research in its 
POSTbrief ‘Academic Evidence on Selective 
Secondary Education’, where the research 
was the source of information for the section 
on educational inequality. The House of 
Commons Library then included a reference 
to this POSTbrief in its own briefing paper 
‘Grammar Schools in England’. A discussion 
of the policy background relating to grammar 
schools in England accompanied this briefing 
and included the recent confirmation that a 
ban on new grammar schools will remain.
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PROPORTION OF PUPILS IN 
STATE-FUNDED GRAMMAR 
SCHOOLS

PEOPLES EARNINGS BY 
DIFFERENT SCHOOLING AREAS

People who grew up in a grammar school area and became top earners earned £1.31 
more per hour than similar people who grew up in a comprehensive school area. 

People who grew up in grammar school area and became low earners, earned £1.02 less per 
hour than similar people who grew up in a comprehensive school area. 

Chart information extracted from ‘House of Commons Grammer School Statistics  
Briefing Paper 2017’



Understanding Society has been commissioned 
by the Economic and Social Research Council 
(ESRC). The Scientific Research Team is led by 
the Institute for Social and Economic Research 
(ISER) at the University of Essex.

FURTHER INFORMATION
The original research is available here: http://
www.bath.ac.uk/casp/Documents/working-
papers/casp12_selective_schooling_
systems.pdf

The POSTbrief ‘Academic Evidence on 
Selective Secondary Education’ is available 
here: https://researchbriefings.parliament.
uk/ResearchBriefing/Summary/POST-PB-
0022#fullreport

The House of Commons Library briefing 
paper ‘Grammar Schools in England’, 
and accompanying policy discussion, is 
available here: https://researchbriefings.
parliament.uk/ResearchBriefing/Summary/
SN07070#fullreport

This case study is part of a series aimed at 
potential users of Understanding Society 
data, including: policy makers, researchers 
and people in a position to influence social 
policy. If you would like to discuss how we 
can help support and raise awareness of the 
policy impact of your research, please email 
policyunit@understandingsociety.ac.uk
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