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These four education papers from the Understanding 
Society Study offer interesting insights into a number 
of important and topical issues relating to education 
challenges and policy responses.

“Do Selective Schooling Systems Increase Inequality”, by 
Burgess, Dickson and Macmillan looks at the highly topical 
issue of grammar schools. For the last 20 or so years, 
there has been a consensus amongst the main UK political 
parties and amongst education researchers that grammar 
schools are likely to widen educational inequality, even if 
they directly benefit those (largely more affluent) pupils who 
attend them. But our new Prime Minister and Education 
Secretary are now considering allowing additional selective 
education in England – with the aspiration being that this 
would lead to greater social mobility.

This paper considers the impact of a selective 
education system on earnings inequality – by looking at 
relative outcomes in selective and non-selective areas 
of England. The research team 
finds strong evidence that earnings 
inequality is significantly higher in 
selective areas – the effects appear 
to be both large and statistically 
significant. The research seems 
to support other similar studies 
and underlines the risk that an 
expansion of selective education 
could widen inequalities in society 
– both in terms of educational 
outcomes and relative income.

“School-to-work transitions: 
recognising diversity and inequality”, by Schoon and 
Lyons-Amos considers the move to the labour market  
of two cohorts of students born in the 1980s. What 
is very interesting is that the study data shows how 
big the switch was between early work and persistent 
unemployment across the two cohorts born only a 
few years apart as they entered the labour marker in 
the 2000s. This may suggest that young people who 
wanted to go into work but who could not find a job 
decided not to seek educational opportunities instead – 
but may have engaged in continuing and unproductive 
job search. It would be interesting to consider if this was 
a rational or irrational choice; and indeed the extent to 
which it was a real choice between education/training and 
unemployment/work search.

Nicole Martin’s paper deals with the important issue of 
“migrant selectivity” and how this might impact on the 
attainment of migrant children. Education researchers 
(including at the Education Policy Institute in London) 
have been looking at how many migrant groups are now 
delivering both better progress and (over time) attainment 
than those children born in England, even adjusting for 
pupil characteristics. The paper highlights that migrants 
may have characteristics which are markedly different 
from those they leave behind in their ‘home’ countries. 
For each migrant group to the UK, the research shows 
that they are more educated than similar people in their 
country of origin. However, there remains much more 
work to do in this area to understand variability between 
migrant groups, and between these groups and the 
existing UK population. Further data, including that from 
the Understanding Society Immigrant and Ethnic Minority 
Boost (IEMB), will be available from November 2016 and 

this will help refine and expand the 
analysis.

Finally, “Faster home broadband 
but how does it affect education 
attainment”, by Faber, Sanchis-
Guarner and Weinhardt, seeks to 
consider the impact of investing 
in ICT on educational outcomes. 
The work is of interest given the 
temptation to see spend on “ICT” as 
a short-cut to educational success.

The research looks at the impact 
of substantial improvements in 

internet connection speeds, and – perhaps unsurprisingly 
– finds that there is no effect on educational attainment, 
for any student grouping. Nor do faster connections 
appear to result in significant changes in study time.

There may be other benefits in improving broadband 
access, but this study does not identify education impacts. 
It would be interesting to see other research on whether 
improving access more generally to ICT in the school and 
home environment has any clear learning benefits – not 
least for students in households where ICT is not available 
at home.

These four studies shine a light on key challenges 
currently facing education policymakers and in helping us 
to understand our society better, they increase the odds 
of sensible and considered policy responses.

EDUCATION:  
COMMENTARY

DAVID LAWS
EXECUTIVE CHAIRMAN OF THE EDUCATION POLICY INSTITUTE

THESE FOUR STUDIES 
SHINE A LIGHT ON 
KEY CHALLENGES 

CURRENTLY FACING 
EDUCATION  

POLICY MAKERS
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THERE IS STRONG EVIDENCE 
THAT EARNINGS INEQUALITY  
IS SIGNIFICANTLY HIGHER 
AMONG INDIVIDUALS WHO 
GREW UP IN SELECTIVE AREAS 
COMPARED TO THOSE WHO 
GREW UP IN COMPREHENSIVE 
SYSTEM AREAS.

Issue examined 
Earnings inequality 
between those who  
grew up in selective 
schooling areas and  
those who grew up  
in comprehensive  
system areas.

People included
Analysis focuses on  
2,511 individuals who 
were born in 35 selective 
or similar nonselective 
LEAs from 1961-1983.

Research by Simon Burgess, University of Bristol; 
Matt Dickson, University of Bath;  
Lindsay Macmillan, Institute of Education, 
University College London

Selective schooling systems, and their grammar schools, 
continue to be a prominent policy issue in England. Questions 
are asked such as, should grammar schools be reintroduced 
across the country? Should they be expanded where they 
currently exist? These questions are passionately debated 
and continue to be controversial. Popular stories in the 
press are of the form “I went to a grammar school and look 
how well I’m doing now”. However, whilst interesting and 
often inspiring, these anecdotes are not a basis for policy. 

From the time of a unified system of education in the 1940s, 
through to the 1960s, the UK had a selective schooling system, 
which used scores from a test at age 11 to allocate children to 
schools. To simplify, roughly the top 25 per cent attended grammar 
schools and the rest attended a secondary modern school. 
From 1965 a comprehensive system was introduced although 
local authorities switched to this new system at their own pace. 
Some local authorities implemented the comprehensive system 
immediately and some took a lot longer to implement the reforms – 
today there are still a few areas that have selective school systems, 
including Kent and Lincolnshire. 

What do we know about grammar schools? There have 
been two main areas of research so far: analysing who gets in 
to grammar schools, and evaluating the impact of attending a 
grammar school against not doing so. Briefly, the answers are: 
children from better off families hugely disproportionately get into 
grammar schools; and pupil achievement is higher in a grammar 
school than in a secondary modern school. 

The research in this study looks at a wider question, with the 
aim of measuring the systemic impact of a selective system as 
compared to a standard comprehensive system. The study focuses 
on inequality. Rather than looking at differences in mean earnings 
between people, it looks at the whole distribution of earnings of 
people growing up in selective areas compared to those growing 
up in comprehensive school areas. It shows that selective school 
systems as a whole increase earnings inequality.

Selectivity of an area has been calculated based on the 
percentage of children aged 13 in the Local Education Authority 
(LEA) who had a place allocated by the selective system (grammar 
or secondary modern places). In the research an LEA is defined 
as selective if more than 20 per cent of children in the LEA were 
assigned their school place by selection. Non-selective LEAs are 
those where less than 5 per cent of 13-year-old children were 
assigned by selection. These thresholds mark a clear delineation 
between what were selective and non-selective areas. 

The research matches areas operating the selective-school 
system in the 1960s and 1970s to otherwise similar areas 
operating the comprehensive system. The matching is based on 
the local unemployment rate, the local male hourly wage rate 
and the proportion of children in private schools. We then identify 
individuals who grew up in these matched areas.

DO SELECTIVE 
SCHOOLING 
SYSTEMS 
INCREASE 
INEQUALITY?
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Having identified a population of selective-system pupils and 
comprehensive-system pupils, we can then compare the adult 
life outcomes in 2009-2012. The study focuses on earnings, and 
uses a sophisticated statistical modelling approach to compare 
the pupils’ spread of wages across the UK. It takes account of 
a range of background characteristics including the individual’s 
current place of residence (and hence the labour markets they 
can access), and their gender, age, and ethnicity and also each 
individual’s parents’ occupational class and education. 

There is strong evidence that earnings inequality is significantly 
higher among individuals who grew up in selective areas compared 
to those who grew up in comprehensive system areas. The scale 
of this inequality is substantial: if you grow up in a selective system 
area and end up a top earner, for example with earnings in the top 
90 per cent, you earn £1.31 or 9 per cent an hour more than the 
similar individual who grew up in a comprehensive system area. 

At the other end of the scale, if you grow up in a selective system 
area and don’t do so well – earning in the bottom 10 per cent – you 
earn 90p or 35 per cent an hour less than the similar individual 
who grew up in a comprehensive system area. 

Overall, the results of this study are relevant for education 
policymakers both in the UK and beyond, and add to the view that 
selective education systems have severe downsides in terms of 
the greater inequality that they give rise to. Far from there being 
only winners and no losers from the selective system, those who 
do not get into the grammar school are disadvantaged compared 
to similar children who lived in similar comprehensive areas. This 
impact is seen in their adult earnings. Given that the majority of 
children within selective systems who do not access the grammar 
school are from poorer socio-economic backgrounds, they are 
disproportionately disadvantaged by the system, implying that 
selective systems have been regressive with respect to social 
mobility – in stark contrast to claims that grammar schools are 
‘engines of social mobility’.

INCOME INEQUALITY ACCORDING TO SELECTIVE/NON-SELECTIVE SCHOOL TYPE

below
average
wages

average
wages

above 
average
wages

10 20 30 40 50th 60 70 80 90
income percentile

Lower earning adults Higher earning adults

Non-selective schooling area
Selective schooling area

This graph shows that people who grew up in areas with selective schools and ended up as top earners (the right hand side of the 
graph) have higher incomes than top earners from areas with non-selective schools. However, it also shows that people who grew 
up in the same selective areas but ended up in the bottom of the earnings distribution (the left hand side of the graph) have lower 
incomes than similar people who grew up in non-selective areas.
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This study examines changes in the sequencing and timing of school-
to-work transitions in two cohorts born in the 1980s, and moving into 
adult roles just before and after the turn of the century. It challenges 
dualistic assumptions dominating current policy debates, which focus 
on either smooth or problematic transitions, and calls for improving 
vocational-oriented transition pathways between school and work. 

Although there is increasing pressure to get degree-level qualifications 
in order to compete in the current knowledge economies, a large number of 
young people do not go to university. The findings illustrate diversity in viable 
transition pathways; they show how family background and individual agency 
interact in shaping transition pathways, and how young people navigate a 
changing landscape of education and employment opportunities.

 To do this, the researchers compared the experiences of two age cohorts, 
born between 1980/84 and 1985/89. The study identified five distinct 
clusters describing patterns in the timing and sequencing of education 
and employment transitions between ages 17 to 23. These differentiate 
between two pathways dominated by continuous employment – either (1) 
directly after completing compulsory schooling at age 16 or (2) after some 
further education, (3) those who participate in extended education; and two 
pathways characterised by exclusion from the labour market – (4) either 
through prolonged experience of unemployment, or (5) inactivity (i.e. no 
employment activity, such as looking after the home and long term sickness). 

In the later-born cohort the proportion of those who are experiencing 
persistent unemployment or not being in education, employment or training 
has increased from 4.5 to 16.7 per cent. There has been a slight increase 
in young people experiencing extended education (comprising about a 
third in each of the above age cohorts). Yet, in both cohorts the majority 
of young people opt for a work-focused route and are able to secure 
continuous employment. While in the later-born cohort fewer young people 
leave education directly after completing compulsory schooling at age 16, 
an increasing number continues in education for another two years before 
entering employment.

Born just five years apart, the findings illustrate the diversity, as well 
as considerable changes in transition experiences, for the two cohorts. The 
younger cohort was more negatively affected by growing youth unemployment 
due to the Great Recession, and an increasing number of young people 
encountered problems in finding continuous employment, while the older 
cohort might have been protected (to some extent) due to having acquired 
more skills and experience before the economic crisis hit Britain. 

In this research, the effects of persisting social inequality in young 
people’s transitions from education are noticeable; young people from less 
privileged backgrounds are less likely to participate in extended education. 
Instead they focus on finding paid work earlier on – either directly after 
compulsory school leaving or after some further education. This research 
also found that individual education aspirations play a significant role in 
shaping subsequent transitions, after accounting for parental background 
and regional employment opportunities, suggesting that aspirations are 
important in themselves, regardless of other constraints on students’ 
decisions. 

The study also shows that the way aspirations work is different for some 
young people than others. Uncertain aspirations at age 14 (not knowing 
whether to continue in education or not) can have a beneficial effect for less 
privileged young people by preventing them from leaving school early, and 
enabling them to gain more skills and qualifications, even though they do not 
have an explicit career plan.

Issue examined 
School-to-work 
transitions in  
two age cohorts  
born in 1980s.

People included
828 individuals 
(468 of those born 
between 1980/84 
and 360 of those 
born between 
1985/89), using 
pooled data collected 
by Understanding 
Society/BHPS 
between 1996  
and 2010.

A LARGE NUMBER OF 
YOUNG PEOPLE DO NOT 
GO TO UNIVERSITY, YET 
SUCCEED IN MAKING IT INTO 
THE LABOUR MARKET.

Research by Ingrid Schoon, Institute of Education, 
University College London and Mark Lyons-Amos, 
London School of Economics

SCHOOL- 
TO-WORK 
TRANSITIONS: 
RECOGNISING 
DIVERSITY AND 
INEQUALITY
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A large number of young people do not go to 
university, yet succeed in making it into the 
labour market. Young people who chose the 
traditional work-focused route to independent 
adulthood have become invisible in current 
debates concentrating on the polarisation of 
experiences. Despite making up the majority 
of the workforce, their career pathways have 
received little attention or support. While 
the route to a university education is well 
signposted and supported through state 
subsidies, the route into work for 17-23 year 
olds is incoherent, ill-prepared and confusing. 

There is a need for information and guidance 
about how to navigate the way into the world of 
work. Many advocates have called for coherent 
and high-quality progression routes for those 
who do not go to university. This research 
provides the evidence that such routes do 
work. However, it will require investment in 
the quality of apprenticeships and vocational 
training to ensure all young people get a good 
start in life.

SCHOOL-TO-WORK TRANSITIONS
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Educational attainment has been increasing among the children of 
migrants to the UK in recent decades, against a background where 
second generation children were initially disadvantaged compared to 
children with two British-born parents. 

However, different migrant-origin groups have different trajectories. For 
example, children from some ethnic minority backgrounds such as Chinese 
and Indian are achieving better results on average than white British 
students – whilst others, for example black African students, have achieved 
parity, and other groups such as Pakistani and black Caribbean students 
have on average achieved lower grades. 

One explanation for why different groups have found it easier or harder to 
progress in education is that migrants come from a wide range of countries, 
some of which are richer than others, some of which have higher levels of 
education, and all of which have different cultural practices. This might well 
explain some of what is going on. However, it is also true that migrants are 
not typically representative of their country of origin – it has been established 
by previous research that most migrants to the UK are generally more highly 
educated than people in their country of origin. In fact, on average migrants 
to the UK are more educated than the UK born population, although this 
doesn’t adjust for age, or children who move here and are educated in UK 
institutions. According to Understanding Society data, 19 per cent of the adult 
population living in the UK who were born here have a degree, compared to 
36 per cent of adults born outside the UK but now living here. 

This research investigates how the education level of migrants to the UK 
(compared to people who did not migrate) has changed over time. In order 
to do this, information that Understanding Society respondents provided 
about their parents’ education, age and when they moved to the UK is linked 
to an international database of educational attainment across the world in 
intervals of 5 years from 1950-2010. This means that it can be seen whether 
someone migrating to the UK was more or less educated than someone of 
the same sex and 5 year age group as them in the 5 year time period around 
when they moved. For instance, in 2010, a woman arriving aged 27 from 
the Côte d’Ivoire who finished school at age 11 would have had 0.35 years of 
schooling more than the average for women of her age who did not migrate.
Analysing the data in this way showed that, of all the groups looked at, 
migrants to the UK were on average more highly educated than people of 
the same age and gender in their country of origin. 

However, over time, selectivity – how much more educated migrants are 
than people who did not migrate – has declined. This is not because people 

Issue examined:
The educational 
attainment of 
migrants’ children  
in British schools 

People included:
Estimates on how 
selectivity has 
changed over time 
used data from 2,143 
migrant men and 
2,458 women in 
wave 1 for whom it 
was possible to link to 
information on levels 
of education in their 
country of origin. 
Analysis of the effect 

on school results uses 
information on the 
test scores of 688 
children in the linked 
NPD. Other questions 
are based on between 
601—619 children in 
the young person’s 
questionnaires, and 
830-1852 children 
about whom parents 
answered questions.

OVER TIME, SELECTIVITY 
– HOW MUCH MORE 
EDUCATED MIGRANTS 
ARE THAN PEOPLE WHO 
DID NOT MIGRATE – HAS 
DECLINED

Research by Nicole Martin, University of Essex

MIGRATION:  
HOW DOES 
SELECTIVITY 
AFFECT THE 
EDUCATIONAL 
ATTAINMENT 
OF MIGRANT’S 
CHILDREN?
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moving to the UK have become less educated, but because average 
levels of education in the countries of origin that most migrants to 
the UK come from have increased at the same time.

What does this mean for the second generation? The groups 
that are the most selected are also those whose children have been 
able to achieve more in education on average than those whose 
own education is not as different to people who did not migrate – 
might it be that this difference in selectivity that explains this?

This study looked at whether parents who are more educationally 
selected were more likely to invest into their children’s education. 
More highly selected parents were more likely to send their children 
to a private school, to say that exams are important – an opinion 
their children also held – and to attend parents’ evenings regularly, 
than those whose parents are less highly or negatively selected. 
However, this was not true for helping with homework and for 
young people feeling that their parents are interested in their 
schoolwork. This suggests that for some things, more selected 
parents are doing things that less selected parents are not – but 
when it comes to helping with homework and showing an interest, 
it is simply how much experience of education parents have had.

The final step in this piece of research was to see whether 
the educational selectivity of parents – how educated they are 
relative to people in the sending country – affects the educational 
attainment of children, and if so, how much of the gap between the 
attainment of different groups does this explain? Understanding 
Society has linked up the results of certain school exams (in 
England) to the survey data, which means that at actual test scores 
can be examined. 

This study focused on Key Stage 2 when children are age 
11, looking at the results for English and Maths. Children whose 
parents had more years of schooling did better at school, as 
expected. Importantly though, children whose parents were more 
positively selected – i.e. had more years of schooling than their 
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Ethnicity
Indian
Pakistani

Bangladeshi
Confidence interval

Caribbean
African

Ethnicity
Indian
Pakistani

Bangladeshi
Confidence interval

Caribbean
African

peers in their country of origin – also did better at school, on top 
of the increase brought about by having more educated parents. 
However, although this slightly attenuated the gaps in attainment 
between children with parents from different countries of origin, it 
did not eliminate it completely. This shows that selectivity is a useful 
predictor of how well the children of migrants will do in school, but 
not capable of explaining all of the differences in attainment that 
exist between children with parents from different countries.

This points to two conclusions. Firstly, children whose parents 
are not highly selected do not have to do poorly at school, and 
that factors other than parental migration history have a significant 
impact on why and how children from different ethnic groups 
succeed at school. Secondly, immigration policy that emphasises 
education and skills might be expected to impact on the educational 
attainment – and therefore labour market participation – of the 
children of future migrants to the country.
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Governments around the world are currently committing substantial 
amounts of public funds to increase available broadband internet 
connection speeds. In the UK, the Government is currently investing 
over £1 billion in providing superfast broadband coverage to 95 per 
cent of households by 2017. Both the European Union and the United 
States of America have similarly ambitious plans to increase access to 
broadband services providing download speeds of 30Mbps or above. 

These policies are motivated by claims that high-speed internet is crucial 
to achieving policy objectives in two key areas: education and growth. This 
study provides evidence on whether improved broadband speeds actually 
improve educational outcomes. Many of the most common online activities 
of students (e.g. research for homework, online games, streaming videos, 
downloading music) require fast connections, and it is an open question 
whether upgrades in the available Information and Communications 
Technology (ICT) increase learning productivity, as suggested by many 
policymakers and educators, or lead to distractions that could in principle 
also have negative effects on learning outcomes, which many parents seem 
to worry about. 

To estimate the effect that improved ICT has on students, we used 
English administrative data to link test scores for primary and secondary 
school students to the available internet speeds at their home addresses. 
We also use data from the Youth Questionnaires of Understanding Society 
and its predecessor the British Household Panel Survey (in addition to 
other sources) to investigate the impact of available ICT on study time and 
computer use of children aged 11 to 15 years old. 

The research does not simply look to see if children in houses with better 
broadband speeds do better at school, as this might be a case of correlation 
but not causation. Richer households can afford faster internet packages and 
better ICT equipment and, at the same time, pupils from wealthy backgrounds 
attend good schools and perform better at the national key-stage exams. 

To identify the causal process – rather than just a spurious correlation 
– the study exploits the random jumps in available broadband speed that 
are a feature of DSL-broadband technology. There are approximately 3900 
telephone exchange stations that provide all English addresses with telephone 
connections. The extent and shape of the catchment areas surrounding 
telephone exchanges are by-products of history: rapid growth in fixed-
line telephony during and after the Second World War along with capacity 
constraints led to invisible and essentially randomly placed boundaries. We 
look at residences just either side of these (invisible) borderlines between 
different exchange areas, who were very similar on most characteristics. 
However, neighbours on different sides of a boundary can face substantial 
differences in the available broadband speed at their home addresses – a 
household on the slower side of an invisible catchment area boundary needs 
20 or 50 per cent more time in order to access the same amount of online 
content as a neighbouring household on the faster side of the boundary.

The analysis conducted here shows that even substantial changes in 
internet connection speeds have no effect on educational attainment. This is 
true for students from all ethnic backgrounds, of different age groups, both 
sexes, all socioeconomic groups, and across key subject areas. The value of 
Understanding Society here is that researchers can unpick what is driving 
the result, by looking at the behaviour of young people, as well as their test 
scores. The study finds that jumps in the available broadband speed have no 
significant effect on student time spent online, time spent doing homework 
or the propensity of using online resources for homework. As neither test 
scores nor the number of study hours are affected by available ICT, it can be 
concluded that study productivity is not affected either.

Issue examined
The impact of availa-
ble ICT on school  
test scores, study 
time and computer 
use, for children  
aged 11 to 15. 

People included
Pupils aged 7 to 
16 during the 
period 2002-2008, 
using data from 
the National Pupil 
Database, the BHPS 
and the Longitudinal 
Study of Young  
People in England.

JUMPS IN THE AVAILABLE 
BROADBAND SPEED HAVE 
NO SIGNIFICANT EFFECT ON 
STUDENT TIME SPENT ONLINE, 
TIME SPENT DOING HOMEWORK 
OR THE PROPENSITY OF USING 
ONLINE RESOURCES FOR 
HOMEWORK.

Research by Benjamin Faber, London School  
of Economics; Rosa Sanchis-Guarner, London  
School of Economics; Felix Weinhardt, DIW Berlin

FASTER HOME 
BROADBAND 
BUT HOW 
DOES IT AFFECT 
EDUCATION 
ATTAINMENT?
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TWO MAPS OF EXCHANGE STATION CATCHMENT AREA BOUNDARIES IN ENGLAND

EXCHANGE STATION CATCHMENT AREA ZOOM INTO NORTH LONDON 

Access to fast broadband has been claimed as being key for 
educational success, and the lack of such connections identified 
as a drawback for rural communities’ development. The results of 
this research suggest a less negative scenario. Given the amount 
of funds committed to ICT upgrades both in the UK and the EU, 

and the bold claims made about superfast broadband investment, 
this research highlights that, with weak justification for the policy 
from an educational perspective, the business case depends even 
more on other factors.
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FIND OUT MORE
Find out more about the Study online at: 
WWW.UNDERSTANDINGSOCIETY.AC.UK 

Sign up to our newsletter at:
WWW.UNDERSTANDINGSOCIETY.AC.UK/EMAIL/SIGNUP 

Email: 
INFO@UNDERSTANDINGSOCIETY.AC.UK

Follow us:
   UNDERSTANDING SOCIETY –  

UK HOUSEHOLD LONGITUDINAL STUDY
 @USOCIETY
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