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Meritocracy vs Democracy





Britain made its transition to a mass education system within living memory—not, as is often assumed, long ago in the Victorian period. Though elementary education was made free and compulsory in 1880—and, unlike in many other countries, was almost universally enforced—that elementary phase of education was terminal for the vast majority of the population at age 10, and was not patronized at all by more privileged groups that preferred private and charitable schools. There was no education system for all until after the Second World War. Before then elementary education was not aimed at providing a ladder of opportunity. It offered a minimum competency to the 80 per cent+ of the population that were expected to end their education at the elementary level. It was not a gateway to secondary education. The social elite did not send their children to elementary schools and had their own ladder that led to secondary and higher education. This system of educational apartheid—a system dominated by inherited privilege—was not much affected even when the school-leaving age was raised successively to 11, 12, and 14 between 1899 and 1921. A very small proportion won scholarships and made the leap to grammar school, but the vast majority simply remained confined to elementary schools for a few more years. In the last year before the Second World War, 80 per cent of the age-cohort still had no experience of secondary (still less of tertiary) education. There was no ladder of opportunity, no ‘meritocracy’, for the vast majority.1


It was only after the Second World War, when secondary school was made compulsory for all and further and higher education began to expand, that something like a universal education service such as we know today began to emerge. That universal service has become so taken for granted that it is easy to forget how recent is its origin. Most baby-boomers’ parents did not go to secondary school, and only a tiny fraction of them went to university; in contrast, the baby boomers themselves all went to secondary school and nearly half of their children have continued in education beyond 18. In 1938 only about 14 per cent of the population of England and Wales progressed from state elementary to state secondary schools,2 most of them dropping out before they received any qualifications, and fewer than 1 per cent of those educated in state schools got as far as university.3 Today everyone goes to secondary school and nearly half the age cohort to university. This book recaptures the story of how and when this momentous change occurred and with what fateful consequences for the shape of the society we live in today.


In making this transition relatively recently Britain was not unusual among economically developed countries.4 In fact if anything it was somewhat ahead of many of them, as one might expect of the great power that Britain then was. Some countries like Prussia and France decreed compulsory universal education much earlier but were unable to enforce it until much later, after Britain.5 By 1938 Britain had more years of compulsory schooling—nine—than any other European country. Most other Northern European countries were not far behind, but Southern European countries required as few as three years of education, and found it difficult to enforce even that much.6 The real outlier was the United States, which by 1940 was not only enrolling but graduating half of the age cohort from secondary school, well ahead of the rest of the world.7 But all developed nations were heading in this direction by the time of the Second World War, and especially after 1945 the extension of compulsory education—including secondary education—accelerated.8


Why did this happen? A conventional explanation looks to economic growth, which was both the foundation of educational expansion—richer countries can afford more educational investment—and also vice versa—education is increasingly seen as providing the basis for economic growth.9 Once nations began to compete with each other in economic growth, and to promise their citizenry ever higher standards of living, then education became an integral part of these nations’ public policy. There is some truth in this explanation, but it only goes so far. Many nations began to extend their educational systems before their economies grew, some—the British Caribbean, the Philippines—even before they were independent nations. Conversely, Hong Kong and Singapore had high growth rates long before they prioritized education in public policy. While economic growth was part of the twentieth-century idea of what it meant to be modern, it was only part, and for a long time a subsidiary part—subsidiary to the deepening compact between the individual citizen and the state, which came with formal democracy and the idea of equal citizenship. Few nations were formal democracies before the end of the nineteenth century; Britain only enacted universal male suffrage in 1918, universal adult suffrage in 1928, one person, one vote in 1948. Even in formally democratic nations deference to established elites continued to rule for some time. Over time, however, the idea that for true equal citizenship to flourish the state needed to attend more closely to the civic equipment of all citizens established itself in all developed nations, whether formally democratic or not—to enable their participation in the state, but also to establish essential pre-conditions for individual development and human flourishing, indeed ultimately to allow everyone ‘equal opportunity’ to find their own place in society. In embracing this charge the state began gradually to displace and to secularize functions formerly monopolized by official religions. Even in states with religions still established by law—such as England—or with religious observance relatively unaffected by secularization—such as the United States—the state became the senior partner in education, using education as an instrument for making citizens, consumers, free and self-determining agents in society. Schools rather than churches became the principal site of socialization—where children learned to become adults—outside the family, and both equalization and standardization of schooling under the aegis of the state have become explicit aspirations of most developed or developing countries in the latter part of the twentieth century. Formal political equality and accompanying social rights (such as universal education) are every bit as important a definition of a ‘modern’ society as economic growth.10


Britain was not unusual in this, and certainly not backward, but its experience was distinctive. Like many of its European rivals, when it began to provide state elementary education towards the end of the nineteenth century it did so on a very limited and highly segregated basis. Secondary education was absolutely excluded from the province of the state, and therefore confined to private and charitable provision. State education was aimed at consolidating the social order rather than challenging it—equipping workers to be better workers, not to help them develop into something else. The Taunton Report of 1869, for example, which was charged with ensuring that Britain had enough educated workers to staff its professions and civil service, prescribed three kinds of schools (all charitable) for different sections of the upper and middle classes who were expected to stock them, and showed little interest in the 80 per cent of the population that was thereby excluded. In the words of an American sociologist, this was a regime of ‘sponsored mobility’, whereby only a steady trickle of fresh talent was admitted into the upper echelons of the system, enough to keep the gears of modern society moving, and on a basis strictly determined from on high.11


But already by 1900 two great forces began to challenge the rigidity of the system: we will call them ‘meritocracy’ and ‘democracy’. ‘Meritocracy’ was a word not coined until the end of the 1950s, in telling circumstances to which we will return, but at the end of the nineteenth century its meaning was conveyed by a term that was then entering circulation, ‘equality of opportunity’.12 Meritocracy made no assumptions about who deserved high-status positions in life but argued that to ensure the best selection (or alternatively a degree of natural justice) everyone ought to be allowed to compete for them. Thus selection for education ought to be made not on the basis of class position, or not solely on that basis, but rather on some assessment of merit, usually a test, a system dubbed ‘contest’ in contrast to ‘sponsored’ mobility. It was widely felt that Scotland—with its smaller, less secure elite, and its long tradition of radical Protestant individualism—had already benefited from the workings of ‘meritocracy’ for a century or more, which explained the somewhat larger (though still small and still very socially selected) recruitment to secondary and even higher education in Scotland than in England.13


Meritocracy, a liberal principle that privileges ability over birth, remains a shibboleth in education today. There has long been a feeling in all classes that people ought to ‘earn’ their rewards through a combination of hard work and ability, and that access at least to higher levels of education ought to be controlled by a test of ability. Today admission to university is made in theory on a quasi-meritocratic basis—most people are assumed to be qualified, but not everyone is, and distinctions are made between different levels of qualification—and admission to postgraduate study is made, again in theory, on an almost wholly meritocratic basis, without controversy.


However, at just the same time that meritocracy went on the march at the end of the nineteenth century, so did a second force, which cut across or against it, that is, democracy. Formal democracy, attained by many developed nations in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, secured equal voting rights for adults, and ‘equal opportunity’ to participate in elections, representation, and public debate. But it did not take long for other criteria to be attached to democracy to make formal democracy real, to ensure that all adults were equipped to exercise those civil rights, and secondary education—not for job training but for citizenship—was amongst the first of those criteria to be widely bruited. The meritocratic ‘earning’ of rewards, it has widely been felt, could only fairly begin from a democratic common platform (a ‘level playing field’ in recent parlance). Other forms of ‘social security’, which would also later be deemed essential for equal citizenship—minimum living standards in health, housing, subsistence—tended to come later. Though only later, when it had been retrospectively recognized as a social service, education became known as the ‘senior social service’, claiming the same precedence in civil affairs that the Navy claimed in the military.14


Democracy offered a different interpretation of ‘equality of opportunity’ that was in tension with, and often openly at odds with, the interpretation offered by meritocracy. The rise of democracy coincided with a growing realization that education, if not itself made more equal, at least through adolescence, would simply reproduce existing social inequities rather than providing ‘equal opportunity’. If meritocratic competition were applied too early or too nakedly, then the inequalities embedded in society and economy would lead to unequal educational experiences and unequal social outcomes. Emile Durkheim and his students in France were from the 1880s demonstrating exactly how education worked to confirm rather than to disrupt existing inequalities, although even they were not always principally concerned to critique it.15 This kind of sociological awareness was less common in Britain until the 1950s (when it suddenly became very common indeed), but democratic critics of meritocracy didn’t need sociology to stake their claim. Other bases for claiming universal civil rights—radical Christianity, radical liberalism, ethical socialism—could easily spill over from the claim for formal democracy to the claim for more equality in education. ‘Equality of outcome’—a redistributionist goal seeking more absolute social equality—was not often explicitly advocated, except by the far left, but neither was it the only alternative to a meritocratic idea of ‘equality of opportunity’. ‘Equality of provision’ for basic rights, especially in formative or vulnerable stages of the life-course, was more widely advocated instead. Only more equal provision of education could lead to true ‘equality of opportunity’ in adult life. What the British sociologist T. H. Marshall dubbed in 1949 ‘social citizenship’, a wider definition presented as a further development from or actualization of equal political citizenship, had in fact already been conceptualized (though not in so many words) at the dawn of political equality, as an essential component or ‘a consumption right’ of citizenship.16


Britain’s achievement of equal citizenship came a little late. It was in fact one of the last countries in Europe to accord adult men equal political rights, though the transition happened everywhere in a matter of a few decades. By contrast, the demand for social citizenship, to make political equality real, came earlier and stronger, and it is this which makes Britain’s transition to mass education particularly distinctive and instructive. Britain’s slow transition to political equality had permitted the development of a richer set of mechanisms especially in local government, though also participatory political parties at the national level, to channel public opinion. Its liberal regime permitting free physical mobility, organization in civil society and self-expression encouraged the proliferation of lobbying and campaigning groups.17 Its hostility to the central state’s organization of individual conscience, which encouraged private, charitable, and local developments in education but not a centralized state system—though often seen as a ‘backward’ feature18—in fact prevented the early crystallization of a very hierarchical state system, as seen in France or Prussia. For most of the twentieth century it left the initiative in the hands of local education authorities (LEAs), who developed a bewildering diversity of local systems. In this respect, British education resembled more than is usually recognized the American system, which once it caught up with America in terms of formal democracy it increasingly sought to emulate.


All of these features combined in the mid-twentieth century when their force was greatly enhanced by the tremendous social and political upheavals of those decades. The ‘people’s war’ of 1939–45 dramatically heightened most people’s awareness of social inequality but also their appreciation of what could be achieved with greater social cohesion, and also greater state provision, if only at first on an emergency basis. In the immediate postwar decades, an even more consequential (though often overlooked) social upheaval created optimism and purposefulness about the chances for individual realization and development. Something like half the young people of these decades moved upward in the social scale, predominantly from manual (working-class) to non-manual (retail, office, service-sector) occupations. Instead of accepting their place, the rising postwar generations rejected deference to the established order and their inherited lot, and embraced great expectations. Real incomes across Western Europe boomed in what the French called the ‘trente glorieuses’—the glorious thirty years—which has been sadly denied its English catchphrase, though the great historian Eric Hobsbawm dubbed this ‘the golden age’.19


These social and labour-market changes were in reality so powerful that they benefited people at all levels of educational attainment, but nevertheless the link in people’s minds between education and employment remained strong and a more equal provision of education became firmly embedded in most British people’s conceptualization of what had driven social change and what was needed to sustain it. The decentralized nature of the British education system meant that these changing attitudes registered from the bottom up and drove widening participation in education across the whole of the second half of the twentieth century. Meritocracy remained a powerful ideal but it was pushed later in life, as not only equal provision of secondary education or training—today compulsory to 18—but also equal access to higher education, or at least steadily widening access, became very widely embraced. The ‘level playing field’, which meritocracy had originally defined at birth—that is, background at birth shouldn’t matter, only subsequent ability and hard work—had to be re-engineered on a more democratic basis. The meritocratic assumption prevalent around the time of the Second World War that ‘selection’ could fairly take place at age 11, identifying ability regardless of background, was immediately challenged by the majority of the democratic citizenry that didn’t think it fair, either to themselves as individuals or to the public’s civic rights as a whole, for the state to impose such an important decision on their children at such a tender age. Selection was postponed first to age 15 or 16 (when students self-selected to ‘stay on’ after compulsory education), then to age 18 (when staying on became nearly universal), and now perhaps to age 21 (when most people are expected to go to university). ‘Equal opportunity’ remained the ideal, but its previous, narrowly meritocratic definition—equal opportunity to advance up a social hierarchy based on intelligence as determined by state-sanctioned test at age 11—was challenged by new, more generous, and democratic definitions—equal opportunity to acquire intelligence, to keep one’s options open as long as possible, to play a full role in society.20 A good deal of this book will be devoted to showing how these new attitudes emerged, how they registered, and how this ‘demand side’ created a mass education system, often in defiance of the grudging ‘supply side’ of state education crafted by educationists and politicians.





Understanding Social Change in Postwar Britain



Unfortunately, historians have not been of much help in revealing the interplay between meritocratic and democratic forces in the making of Britain’s mass education system. For a long time historians have been in thrall to political history, because the archives of legislatures and executives are so richly and easily available, because the narrative of party politics with its electoral turning-points and heroes and villains provides such an appealing framework for breaking down long-term changes, and in truth because it flatters us to be the bards of the political establishment. So our narrative of the history of education has been tailored neatly to fit the political landmarks—the 1944 Education Act, the Wilson Government’s 1965 decision to press for comprehensive education, the Thatcher Government’s ‘market’ reforms of education in 1988. These are all ‘supply side’ landmarks. It is far from clear that any of them was decisive in determining who went to school or university, for how long, for what reasons, and with what outcomes. Although since the 1970s successive waves of younger historians have sought to broaden the scope of their discipline—with social, economic, cultural, and gender history—very few of these new departures have thought education worthy of scrutiny, though education is surely among the most important spheres for the operation of social, economic, cultural, and gender distinctions in our own time. In part this neglect arose because of the priority given to class in the new social history, itself revolving principally around work and community. The agencies of the state seemed to the social historians too remote and alien to most people’s daily lives, despite the accumulating evidence that people have cared more and more about education with every passing decade. Even a welcome move to the history of gender relations and family still manages to relegate education to an afterthought.21


Even more surprisingly historians of education have often remained trapped within the same paradigm. Up until the 1970s or ’80s in fact historians of education, in dialogue with sociologists, proved more open to embedding education in the process of social change. Olive Bank’s early work of historical sociology, Parity and Prestige in English Secondary Education: A Study in Educational Sociology (1955), stands out for its willingness to see educational change as driven by social change rather than paralysed by political conservatism.22 But mostly, and especially recently, historians of education—who are themselves usually educationists, lodged in university departments of education—have become just as addicted to the morality play of party politics as the mainstream historians.23 Since the 1970s and ’80s, they have felt increasingly disillusioned by the drift of party politics (as they see it, to the right) and what had up to that point been a celebratory story of widening participation has become a gloomy story of betrayal and exclusion, though in both cases with party politics still very much in the driver’s seat. Their version is sometimes even less interested than that of the political historians in the values, attitudes and behaviours of ordinary people, who are seen as cowed by the oppressions of the political and social structure, unable even to aspire to better.24 Teachers and educational experts are instead the lonely visionaries of an idealized egalitarian society, and the villains—who are usually successful in thwarting their plans—are the party politicians of all stripes. As the long list of titles that spools out in the note at the end of this sentence indicates, we have had literally dozens of histories of education in the last generation that tell more or less this same story of crushing political failure over and over again, in ever more excruciating detail.25 Even books overtly devoted to the ‘social history of education’ have tended to argue that the political structure of the educational system has remained so rigid as to be virtually ‘inoculated against sweeping social changes’, rather than in any way reflecting them.26


This now familiar narrative usually hinges on the theme of ‘divided Labour’, which bemoans the failure of the Labour party—the ‘natural’ party of the people—to promote genuinely egalitarian education, despite the best efforts of left-wing activists, teachers and educationists. Labour was divided between a meritocratic and a more democratic vision of how education should be organized, both of which could be defended on egalitarian grounds. But so were the Conservatives, if not in ideology at least in policy. And both parties were also under constant pressure from their grass-roots to extend educational provision. Even if Labour did for much of its history have a higher proportion of working-class and the Conservatives of lower-middle class voters, the latter were often just as keen to promote more equal educational provision as the former. It is not an ‘irony’ but rather an illustration of this essential truth that Conservative LEAs were as likely to move to comprehensive education in the late 1950s as Labour-controlled ones (discussed in Chapter 4); that the expansion of higher education was first authorized by a Conservative government (and set on a forty-year trajectory by the Robbins Report, which they commissioned, for which see Chapter 5); that Margaret Thatcher approved more comprehensive schools in the early 1970s than any other Secretary of State for Education (Chapters 4 and 6); and that despite her ideological suspicions of mass higher education Thatcher flipped in the mid-1980s from a policy of restriction to an unprecedented expansion of higher education which has continued to this day (Chapters 6 and 7). A complementary narrative suggests that after some limited success by ‘divided Labour’ in setting up a comprehensive system between 1965 and 1979 (which I argue didn’t happen) the Conservatives have been able to dismantle it since 1979, leading to the ‘death of the comprehensive school’ or even ‘the death of secondary education’ (which I argue hasn’t happened either).27 Because educationists have felt increasingly marginalized, not only by Conservative electoral success but also by what they see as New Labour’s capitulation to selective education, their political narratives have if anything become more declinist and despairing. What Roderick Floud said about the history of education over 30 years ago rings even truer today: historians of education are ‘obsessed . . . with chronicling administrative history rather than seeing education as a reflection of the society within which policy is formed’, but with the passionlessness Floud detected now displaced by a white-hot political fury.28


It’s not that politics doesn’t matter, but only that the fixation on the political narrative has caused us to overlook some of the most powerful forces shaping society in modern Britain. These forces have often overwhelmed politicians and wrong-footed ‘experts’, and required them to dance along a highwire to maintain the pretence—or sometimes a tenuous reality over which they had little control—that their stated policies were still in operation. For example, in the 1960s and ’70s when politicians were manifestly failing to engineer a ‘swing to science’ because the new entrants flooding into further and higher education were choosing to study other subjects, they tried persistently to pretend that the opposite was the case, until they just had to fall silent in the face of unbudgeable facts—inexplicable facts, unless the new entrants and their aspirations were taken into account, which they have not been (and for which see Chapter 8). Even more clearly, politicians have often claimed that their specific educational policies were responsible for major shifts in social mobility when those policies often only benefited from or most often had no impact whatsoever on the real social and economic drivers of social mobility (Chapter 9).


To get a handle on these powerful social forces, we ought to be able to turn to social scientists, who are less easily swayed by political narrative, and whose manifest subject matter is the individual and collective actions of the mass of the people in society. Much of what follows is deeply indebted to works of social science, especially work done in the ‘heroic age’ of postwar social science between the late 1940s and the late 1970s, when awareness of expanding educational opportunity was at its peak. Unfortunately contemporary social science has not been quite as helpful. It has become more specialized, less historical, more quantitative. Like the historians, social scientists increasingly aim to flatter the politicians, especially by indulging in the fashion for ‘evidence-based policy’. Who could be against this? But in fact policy used to be more ‘evidence-based’ than it is now; it’s only that a new kind of evidence is now privileged, usually huge databases of quantitative evidence, subject to ever more sophisticated statistical manipulations. One only has to look at the diminishing size and breadth of government reports into educational questions, from the weighty tomes of the Crowther, Newsom, Robbins, and Plowden Reports, with their vast apparatus of expert testimony, social surveys and in-depth analysis, to the thin, flashy, deterministic, data-driven pamphlets of recent days, such as the Dearing and Browne Reports. The result has been a move away from synthetic explanations of human action, and certainly away from historical change, except where it can be reduced to a longitudinal series of strictly comparable data-points. It has also had the effect of fragmenting approaches, whereby sociologists gather and analyse data on social structures (occupations, education, generation), economists on economic measures (income, wealth, ‘human capital’), and so on. They rarely read or comment on each other’s findings, and when they do a dialogue of the deaf often results.29 Nevertheless, with a dose of methodological eclecticism there is still a great deal a historian can do to exploit and reconcile these seemingly incommensurable and fragmentary findings.


Sociology has the longest and most distinguished tradition of considering the role of education in supporting or reflecting or perhaps altering the social structure. We have already noted the pioneering researches of the Durkheimian sociologists in France, a perspective which began to trickle into study of Britain in the 1930s, notably in the Sociology Department at the London School of Economics, chaired by T. H. Marshall. Out of this stable came a series of enquiries into the relationship between education and social structure by the likes of David Glass and his students A. H. Halsey, Jean Floud, Olive Banks and John Goldthorpe, whose egalitarian leanings—they were mostly ethical socialists and supporters of the Labour party—provoked a more critical view of education than had been common amongst the Durkheimians.30 Parallel tracks were followed at the same time by sociological users of the birth-cohort studies and the Manchester School of educational sociology that drew on ethnographic approaches from anthropology. Though Goldthorpe is at the time of writing still active, and spawning students and new projects of his own, it is fair to say that this style of educational sociology has been in recent decades eclipsed by more purely quantitative and narrowly policy-oriented research, relatively uninterested in longer periods of historical change, and this trend is at least partly owing to the rising profile of economics in the social sciences.31


Economists had not typically been very much interested in education until the 1960s. They treated it (fairly enough) as a ‘consumption good’, which satisfies ‘normal’ needs and wants, but showed little curiosity about what constituted ‘normal’ and how these needs and wants varied over time. The casual assumption was just that more education would accompany more economic growth.32 As we have noted, that correlation doesn’t work very well in explaining the patterns of expansion of education over time and place.33 It certainly doesn’t penetrate very far into the thought processes of consumers, which may assign very different preferences to education in different phases of economic growth, depending on values, attitudes, experiences—but alas those are seen as the province of the sociologist. Then, in the late 1950s, partly as a result of government interest, partly as a result of the development of new quantitative measures, economists began to consider education more as an ‘investment good’. In this view you could increase economic growth by investing more in education: it was an investment not in physical capital (machines or buildings) but in ‘human capital’ (smarter and thus more productive workers). Although by their own calculations sometimes education behaved more like a ‘consumption good’ and sometimes more like an ‘investment good’, because theory increasingly directed them towards the latter—and theory increasingly directed them towards the latter because it offered something immediately useful to policymakers—they tended to forego the more complicated questions involved in assessing ‘consumption goods’: why people chose more education and with what results.34 Though lip service is still paid to education as a ‘consumption good’, human capital theory and its assumptions about investments in education are now virtually hegemonic in the economics of education, and although behavioural economics is supposed to be diverting economists’ attention back to human motives there is still precious little evidence that economists are willing to consider any motive for education other than as investment in future earnings.



There is no doubt that the quantitative data marshalled by economists and quantitative sociologists can be a great boon to historians seeking to track the values and behaviours of the mass of the people, and not just political elites, experts, and activists. But a too purely quantitative approach, fashionable nowadays in these social sciences, has great pitfalls. It tends to be confined to things that can be easily measured, at times when they can be measured—thus men’s contributions to family support rather than women’s, income rather than wealth, occupation rather than status or identity. It tends to be very policy- and thus present-oriented. For the same reason, it shares the political historians’ tendency to chop up long-term trends into short political segments—‘Thatcherism’, ‘New Labour’, ‘the Coalition Government’—because it wants to test the efficacy of specific policy measures of individual governments.35 Even when longitudinal, it privileges the present-day outcomes rather than the differences of the past. And as the explanatory mechanisms are almost entirely about correlation rather than causation—x accompanies y, without so much concern for why—the limitations of the data reproduce themselves in limitations of explanation.


Take the important early work of Christopher Pissarides, the labour economist who later won the Nobel Prize for his work in the field. In assessing who ‘stayed on’ in school after the school-leaving age and who went on further to university between the 1950s and the 1980s, unusually among economists he accepted that sometimes people behaved as if education was a consumption good—they took more of it just because they had more money—and sometimes as if it was an investment good—they took more of it when they would be rewarded by future returns. But he showed little or no interest in why they shifted back and forth in these ways—he was simply reporting a correlation between ‘staying on’, income and the labour-market value of qualifications. When (as others pointed out) none of these correlations worked any longer—indicating possibly some further reasons why people chose education—he simply lost interest.36 I wouldn’t want to do without Pissarides’ evidence, but on its own it doesn’t get us very far in determining why people consumed more and more education over time.


Other social scientists also follow their own disciplinary instincts—psychologists have suggested that educational choices are driven by the prevalence of certain personality types in a population, careers advisers naturally see choice as driven by careers advice, and so on.37 What is an historian to do? Only to synthesize these various perspectives—the sociologists’ care for social structures, the economists’ for market behaviours, the historians’ for political turning-points—and to bring to bear also some of the latest rethinkings of the great changes in values, attitudes, and experiences of the postwar era that the rising generation of social and cultural historians is helpfully producing. A heightened awareness of these great social and cultural changes sweeping through the postwar world can help breathe new life and meaning into the quantitative data assembled by social scientists which tend to tell us what is happening but very little about why.38


To get behind the narrative of party politics, and to bring into view the way that changing values, attitudes and experiences drive forward the transition to mass education, I adopt a promiscuous array of methods and sources drawing equally on the talents of historians and social scientists. As one of the most historically-minded of sociologists, Diego Gambetta, has ably argued, to understand the growing uptake of education we need to develop ‘a dense combination of mechanisms’, allowing for both demand and supply factors, assessments ‘of what one can do, of what one wants to do and, indirectly, of the conditions that shape one’s preferences and intentions’—to ask, in the felicitous title of his book, ‘were they pushed or did they jump?’ (Sadly, or perhaps happily for me, his book is about Italy, not Britain.)39 On the demand side, we need to consider a host of demographic, social, and cultural factors. How is the age structure of the population changing? What do rising birth-rates tell us about optimism for the future and investment in children? How and why does appetite for education grow? What connections do people draw between education and future economic prospects, between education and civil rights, between education and democracy? What difference does it make when educational systems and labour markets formerly dominated by young men become populated also with young women? What are people’s expectations of state provision and state welfare across the different spheres and phases of life? How does one generation’s exposure to education affect the next? And then there are a complex network of supply-side considerations as well. How are changing values and behaviours registered by government, locally as much as centrally? How well do politicians understand their constituents’ needs and wishes, and how do they respond to them? How well do educational provision and outcomes match up with those perceptible needs and wishes? What do people do instead when they can’t get the education they want or need?


There is in addition an important generational element that is hard to capture because both ‘older’ needs and attitudes (those of the parents, and sometimes the teachers) and ‘newer’ ones (those of the students) are present at the same time, often in conflict. As we have noted, in the twentieth century schools and universities have become not only motors of economic growth and cockpits of citizenship but also the most important theatres of socialization outside the family. They stand, therefore, on the front line of social change. Often parents sense this and trust education to serve their children as the path to a better life or to fit them for new modes of living. Mothers, in particular, before married women’s participation in the labour force took off later in the century, relied on schooling to complement their own familial efforts on behalf of their children at a time when fathers could still exercise more influence at least over their sons in facilitating their entry to the workplace. But in periods of rapid change—and as various forms of mobility widened the gap between parents and children—education could also be seen to rival or disrupt the transmission of familial values. In these circumstances, education became a site of conflict, intergenerational and often political. We will see this conflict in dramatic form in Chapter 6, on the 1970s, when rapid generational change raised questions about the place of education in the life course and, uniquely, for a time caused the demand for more and more education to falter. In both cases, when the generations agree and when they conflict, we can’t understand the demand for education, the hopes invested in it, the uses made of it, or disagreements over it unless we contextualize it fully in contemporary social changes.


Fortunately portions of this story have been examined closely, particularly by historically minded social scientists. Thanks to Olive Banks, we can start out on a good footing by embedding the initial cry for ‘secondary education for all’ in the first half of the twentieth century in changes in social structure and social attitudes. Alan Kerckhoff and Eileen Byrne have, very unusually, peered into the wild diversity of local-government sub-cultures in England and Wales to explore how pressures from above (and, less so, from below) were mediated by local conditions and personnel, especially in the transition from selective to comprehensive education.40 Andrew McPherson and his colleagues have similarly sought to open up the ‘black box’ of educational decision-making in Scotland to get a handle on the somewhat different ‘dense combination of mechanisms’ operating there.41


Ample social-science and historical materials exist to fill in the gaps and allow us to stitch together a more comprehensive and longer-term story. The quantitative social scientists have left us a legacy of hundreds of longitudinal studies of educational experiences and outcomes over the past half-century, often based on the famous British ‘birth cohort studies’ which have followed a representative sample of children born in 1946, 1958, and 1970 (and now 2000) throughout their lifetimes. Other social-survey material has received less attention because it is less susceptible to quantitative analysis, but all the more useful to us for that—newspaper and opinion research surveys, consumer reports, admissions statistics, examination results, and above all the surveys commissioned and analysed for those once-weighty government reports. Since the 1950s the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) has been surveying and comparing the educational systems of developed countries, often startling the British by challenging the myths of their own distinctiveness. The papers of central government, if read between the lines, can tell us about their tendency to follow rather than to lead trends, to respond to demand even if they only faintly perceived it.


This book is not a history of education in modern Britain; it is an argument about the transition to mass education specifically. It says little about the nitty-gritty of educational experience, except where that has a bearing on supply and demand, although there is a great deal more to be said about educational experience too, again reversing the usual top-down educational narrative.42 It says very little about private education, which did not, needless to say, contribute at all to mass education; to the contrary, one of the astonishing and still under-explored facts about private education in Britain is that while it catered to a relatively high proportion of the school-age population—between 6 and 7 per cent—its share hardly changed for most of the period of spreading affluence since the 1960s.43 The bulk of the evidence and argument applies to England and Wales, but an effort has been made at every stage to keep the interestingly similar (and interestingly different) experience of Scotland alongside, for comparative purposes and to ensure that this remains a British history. Northern Ireland (which is excluded from most of the birth-cohort studies) requires separate treatment.44


It would be easy to tell a ‘Whig’ story of inevitably ever-expanding access, and indeed that was once how the story was told, a golden age of meritocracy, with the ‘ladder of opportunity’ gradually bearing more and more of the population ever upwards.45 As democratic forces appeared to triumph, however, seeking to make education more equal, at least up to a point, meritocratic explanations lost favour—or became elegies to a lost past of earned inequality. However, meritocracy and democracy do not form a sequence in the history of education; rather, they are always constantly in tension. There is a ‘before and after’ story—before ‘education for all’ became a reality—but it is not a story of meritocracy before and democracy after. As soon as meritocratic arguments appeared to call for equal opportunity, democratic arguments for equal provision were already making themselves felt.
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Before the Butler Act





At the end of the nineteenth century a strictly segregated system of education—state education at primary level only, for strictly functional purposes, secondary and further education available only through charitable or private institutions—was operating in England and Wales. Though Welsh county councils were permitted to operate secondary schools from 1889, English authorities were forbidden to use the rates to pay for schooling after the age of 14.1 Only in Scotland had there been since at least the eighteenth century a meritocratic place for the ‘lad o’ pairts’, the clever rustic who had by dint of his inborn genius and hard work scrambled his way up from the parish school to university and the profession. Scotland and Wales shared a radical nonconformist tradition that privileged ability over birth and both lacked a substantial elite to develop and monopolize private secondary education. A single ‘public’ (that is, private) school in England, Eton, had a greater endowment than all the 54 fee-paying burgh schools and 5 universities in Scotland put together.2 But Wales only enrolled 0.1 per cent of its age cohort in secondary education at the time. Opinion differs as to whether the myth of the ‘democratic intellect’ that prevailed in Scotland, and was spreading to Wales, made much difference at all, considering how few examples could be found of ‘lads o’ pairts’, but at least the idea was defensible and increasingly defended.3


Such an idea made its belated appearance in England, where three-quarters of the population of the British Isles lived, in the last decades of the nineteenth century.4 In its first, strongest version the critique of the segregated system was not even truly meritocratic, but simply an extension of the functional point of view that had finally necessitated compulsory primary education a decade earlier. Concerns that the private sector was unable to supply sufficient numbers of well-educated personnel to serve the functions of the state mounted as economic rivals with growing state educational systems—the United States, Japan, and, especially, Prussia—seemed to be surging ahead, and especially around 1900 when the great British state performed poorly in the Boer War. These concerns registered across all parties. The Conservatives, in power for much of this period, were probably most affected, as they had hitherto been relatively detached from questions of state education altogether, and concerns about ‘national efficiency’ marked their entry into educational policy. But Liberals and socialists were engaged too. Indeed Fabian socialists, who aspired to be the technocratic managers of an expanded state, and were relatively indifferent to the democratic equipment of the mass of the people, were among the leading voices in calls for very selective secondary education to build a skilled elite. Their chieftain Sidney Webb was opposed to doling out even elementary education ‘to all and sundry’—that would be national inefficiency. He wanted the state to focus on recruitment of a class of ‘New Samurai’, as his Fabian colleague H. G. Wells dubbed them (the Japanese association was telling5), to catch special capacity or ability wherever it may be found and bring it to the aid of the state.6


Because Webb, unlike the Conservatives, thought the existing elite was not only inadequate but defective, based on accidents of birth, his support for selective education was about efficiency and meritocracy: only an elite selected for ability could serve the state properly.7 Calls for the extension of state education in this early period often partook of both motivations. They were reflected in two closely-related yet subtly different ideas that filtered into public discourse from the 1890s. Concerns for national efficiency deplored the ‘waste of talent’ which a purely hereditary elite and its training system implied and which a nation in hot competition with rising powers like the U.S., Prussia and Japan could not afford.8 At the same time, the provision of a ‘ladder of opportunity’, such as all-ability and all-age parish schools and universities offered to the ‘lad o’ pairts’ in Scotland, could be seen as serving not only national efficiency but also social justice. No-one knew how ‘ability’ was distributed through the population—it could, as Tories often assumed, be heavily concentrated in existing elites—but people of all political stripes now started to see that providing at least an opportunity for hidden talent to flourish might be good for all sorts of reasons: economic, social, political.9


Furthermore, ‘national efficiency’ (or ‘waste of talent’) and ‘meritocracy’ (or a ‘ladder of opportunity’) did not exhaust the motives for expanding access to education in this period. At the same historical moment at the end of the nineteenth century, Britain was grappling with the problem of democracy—whether and how to extend the franchise to encompass all adult men, as many other European countries had already done, and then also to women. In this context, education began to be seen not only as a way of building the national economy or of unleashing ‘hidden talent’ but also as a prerequisite for a common citizenship—a ‘consumption right of citizenship’ (something to which citizens were entitled as citizens) or a necessary prerequisite for it (something which citizens needed to make them good citizens)—criteria which might be applied to women as well as men, unlike efficiency arguments which tended to dwell very narrowly on men, and men in technical and scientific education at that.


These more democratic sentiments manifested themselves in a number of different ways. Amongst liberal intellectuals, they often took the form of Idealism, a philosophical movement which emphasized the nurturing of a common citizenship, very often bolstered by a Christian commitment to the universal brotherhood of men under the fatherhood of God (gendered in precisely that way). While early Idealists like T. H. Green had couched their views in meritocratic language of the ‘ladder of opportunity’, by the 1890s later Idealists like the Liberal MP A. H. D. Acland were increasingly turning to the idea of common schooling as widely practised in America, with all classes joined together in a single, normally mixed-sex institution, even at secondary level (the ‘high school’). The American model, with its emphasis on common citizenship, was much more sympathetic to this line of thinking than the Prussian model, with its emphasis on service to the state, favoured by Tories, mainstream Liberals and some Fabians.10


A convergent but distinctive line of thinking could be found in the labour movement. State education had previously been a controversial subject in the labour movement, both because of religious divisions—nonconformists were suspicious that state education would become a tool of the Church of England (with political effects, too, inculcating a priest-ridden deference to established authority)—and because working-class exclusion from the franchise had encouraged many to consider the state an alien imposition. As Britain moved to universal suffrage, attitudes on both fronts began to shift. The importance of securing truly equal citizenship began to eclipse both religious differences and fears of the state, at least among trade-union activists. It is very difficult in this early period to gauge mass popular opinion: there are no opinion polls and not even much social investigation (at least on educational matters) to call upon. Elite politicians often claimed that their constituents didn’t want more education, but they rarely asked them.11 However, we can say that the idea of universal free and compulsory elementary education from 1880, which was indeed initially resisted on both libertarian and economic grounds—parents didn’t want to be told how to parent, nor have their children’s wages denied them—was also gradually built into the routines of working-class life.12 The period of compulsory education was extended three times between 1880 and 1900. The alleged hostility of working-class parents to education continued to be cited by elite politicians, who had their own reasons for slowing the pace of change—worries about cost, worries about ‘Prussian’ forms of state compulsion—though more surprisingly also by historians. A disproportionate amount of attention has been paid to the hostility to educational extension of the cotton textile unions, whose sector was hard-pressed and who relied to an unusual degree on adolescent labour.13 But textile unionists were hardly typical. The Trade Union Congress as a whole voted for raising the school-leaving age to 15 in 1896 and to 16 in 1906, and for ‘secondary education for all’ in 1907. As with the Idealists, the American model of common schools was frequently cited. As early as 1894 a trade-union memorial to the Bryce Commission, appointed to consider a possible extension of state aid to secondary education, held that ‘it would be highly beneficial to all classes of the community if their children were to attend a common school’.14


Over time, cooperation deepened between the Idealist and the trade unionist advocates of universal secondary education. The Workers’ Educational Association, founded in 1903 to provide further education on a voluntary basis, operated not only as a provider but also as a lobby, bringing together intellectuals and workers’ organizations. The Liberal intellectual J. A. Hobson became a hero of the Gasworkers’ Union for his advocacy of universal secondary education and the social theorist and historian R. H. Tawney got drawn into educational activism through his work for the WEA, initially teaching pottery workers in Staffordshire.15 Both groups more or less explicitly repudiated the ‘ladder of opportunity’ as too narrow. They preferred the language of the ‘broad highway’, along which not only talented individuals but whole classes could travel together. ‘A ladder, after all, is a shaky thing by which people mount precariously, a step at a time’, said the Liberal MP F. D. Acland in Parliament in 1918, ‘It is a broad highway that we want from school to school, according to the real powers and abilities of the children concerned.’16 How far they would travel together remained ambiguous, however, depending on your view of how ‘real powers and abilities’ were distributed, showing the continuing influence of meritocratic thinking about the centrality of ‘ability’ in education, even in the midst of growing democratic emphasis on more equal provision.


Although the Bryce Commission did recommend that local authorities be empowered to oversee and provide secondary education in their districts in 1895, these powers were not finally granted until 1902, when a Conservative government finally freed English local authorities (now organized into LEAs) to do so under the supervision of a central Board of Education. The 1902 Act thus brought England more or less into line with Scotland, where local school boards had been able to provide secondary education since 1872, and Wales, where county councils had been so empowered since 1889, and whose first secondary schools had been an important inspiration for the Idealists.17 But of course having the ability to provide any secondary education was very far from having the ability or even the desire to provide secondary education for all. Instead, it is often argued, a very narrow and hierarchical ladder was erected by the 1902 ‘system’ which set the seal on the development of state education for the next century. The skeleton of a ‘tripartite’ system was put into place which only perpetuated the existing system of educational apartheid, reproducing the existing class system which roped off ‘academic’ (mostly male and middle-class) children from ‘vocational’ (entirely male and mostly skilled working-class) children from ‘unskilled’ (mostly unskilled working-class children of both sexes).18


The charge is not completely without foundation, though it exaggerates both the uniformity of the ‘system’ and its rigidity in the face of local experimentation and massive social change. In its initial implementation, we can see some of the bare bones of a ‘tripartite’ system emerging from the 1902 Education Act. The guiding light at the new Board of Education, Robert Morant, who had links to the Idealists, placed special emphasis on the grammar schools. Grammar schools up to this point had been exclusively private or charitable institutions providing a secondary education in academic subjects mostly for the fee-paying middle classes. Morant’s Free Place Regulations of 1907 offered the grammar schools a government subsidy to make 25 per cent of their places free of fees for selected pupils educated at state elementary schools. LEAs were also encouraged to open their own grammar schools, with both fee-paying and free places, and by 1911 there were in England 352 LEA grammar schools and 510 grant-aided grammar schools, over half of whose students had come from state elementary schools.19 Still, this network of grammar schools only provided places for a tiny proportion of adolescents—3 per cent of 12-to-17-year olds. Beneath this thin stratum lay a growing variety of ‘central schools’ and ‘junior technical schools’, mostly in large urban authorities that could afford them such as London and Manchester, providing technical and vocational courses to age 15, aimed at skilled workers, particularly promoted by Morant’s successor L. A. Selby-Bigge.20 Beneath this stratum, however, lay the thickest layer—still the great majority of all adolescents—who never entered secondary school at all, but who were simply retained in elementary schools until the leaving age. As Albert Mansbridge of the WEA said in 1912, ‘There are, indeed, educational ladders in some places. In many parts of England they do not rest upon the earth; when they do, the rungs are not infrequently missing.’21 In Scotland, where there had been a longer tradition of state secondary education, there was some of the same drift, directed by Sir Henry Craik at the Scottish Education Department (SED), to emphasize the academic standards of a limited number of state secondaries, thus narrowing the opportunities for the ‘lad o’ pairts’ to climb from parish to university.22 Thus across Britain there has been detected in the first few decades of the twentieth century a growing centralization aimed at containing ‘the democratic intellect’ and setting up a tripartite system that carefully controlled access to high-quality education and high-status occupations, in accordance with the idea of ‘sponsored mobility’.


On the other hand, neither public opinion nor educational thinking nor even educational provision were mainly left in the hands of central government; nor were they static. As public experience with secondary education began to extend, and also as expectation of government began to grow, democratic hopes for education burgeoned too. Especially around the First World War—when conscription for the first time bound all families close to the state, and state control of the economy reached unprecedented heights—even elite politicians used to depreciating public interest in education changed their tune. The war itself highlighted older arguments for educational extension based on national efficiency. ‘An educated man is a better worker, a more formidable warrior, and a better citizen’, as Lloyd George said in September 1918, perhaps in order of priority.23 But combined with universal suffrage for men and partial suffrage for women the war also cemented belief in a higher universal standard of education for democracy. Rates of staying on past the school-leaving age jumped during the war, and more young men in their later teens moved almost seamlessly from state school to state army. There were many more applicants for free places in grammar schools than there were places, and revealingly the ‘free placers’ did better in exams than the fee-payers, indicating more severe selection for poorer than wealthier children in a supposedly meritocratic system. In the midst of war both the WEA and the trade-union movement redoubled their commitment to universal secondary education, the so-called ‘Bradford Charter’ for free and compulsory education to 16 was drawn up, and the Labour party adopted it as policy in 1917.24 While Liberal and Tory MPs continued to deplore the working man’s resistance to education, this argument began to lose traction, and some acknowledged the broadened horizons and expanded hopes for the state that were leading to calls for ‘a better and more widely diffused education’.25 Even the Tory politician Lord Eustace Percy recognized in retrospect that ‘something was happening in the country which had hardly yet penetrated to the mind of any politician in Whitehall or Westminster. The demand for real “equality of opportunity” in education was becoming nothing less than the main popular motive for political action.’26


The principal voice emerging to trumpet this position was the WEA’s R. H. Tawney, who was fast becoming the Labour party’s leading educational thinker. In his first campaigning writings on education during the war, Tawney explicitly rejected the ‘ladder of opportunity’ as too narrow and joined the calls for a ‘broad highway’ and more, ‘universal provision’, that would recognize the brotherhood of man.27 After the war Tawney became the publicist for the Labour party’s new commitment to secondary education for all, deploring the system of selection being run by the Board of Education and demanding ‘equality of educational provision’ in a single system.28 As has often been rightly pointed out, Tawney’s own beliefs were not quite as egalitarian as his rhetoric. ‘Equality of educational provision’ did not for him mean ‘identity of educational provision’. So long as everyone was educated to 16, he did not object to differentiation—which did of course amount to selection—on the basis of ‘ability and aptitude’. His Christian Idealism deplored mass methods and demanded a focus on the individual; his understanding of psychology led him to believe that ‘ability’ was randomly distributed, as part of God’s providence, and his poor understanding of sociology underplayed the role of class in the differential production of ‘ability’.29 In this way even Tawney’s apparent egalitarianism can be seen as another endorsement of the tripartite system and meritocratic selection, rather than a true commitment to equal provision, a key component of the ‘divided Labour’ diagnosis of Britain’s failure properly to democratize education.30


But if Tawney’s was the Labour party’s chosen voice for educational policy in this period, his was not the only voice in democratic circles. The Parliamentary debates around the Fisher Act in 1918, for example, offer a wider and richer selection of views—and not Tawney’s, as he failed three times to win election to Parliament. The Fisher Act was the government’s lukewarm response to the surge of public support for educational extension during the war. Fisher himself was a moderate Idealist chosen by Lloyd George to lead the Board of Education for his pious, emollient appeals to citizenship and community, but whose strongest arguments for reform tended to be more utilitarian, like Lloyd George’s, urging on grounds of national efficiency a modestly elevated level of secondary education to match Prussia’s.31 His Act raised the school-leaving age from 13 to 14, but otherwise left the nascent tripartite system of the Board of Education pretty well intact. Most adolescents still remained in elementary schools, though now for an additional year. The only real extension was a provision for part-time vocational training in ‘continuation schools’ after 14 which was never implemented.32


Debate in Parliament over his proposals, however, revealed a swelling reservoir of political dissatisfaction with this meagre measure. A series of amendments moved by both Liberal and Labour MPs objected to selection for secondary education by ability as a ‘class system’, proposed secondary education not for those deemed to have ‘ability and aptitude’ but ‘for all persons desirous of such education’, advocated a liberal education for all without the vocational tracks of ‘continuation schools’, and would have permitted local authorities to raise the school-leaving age to 16 in order to provide secondary education for all. No fewer than 75 MPs voted for at least one of three amendments along these lines, including about half the Labour MPs, about a third of the Liberals, and over a third of all Welsh MPs.33 They were led jointly by Liberal Idealists and trade unionists and indeed this finding of common cause proved a bridge over which some of the former crossed to join the Labour party in the next few years.34 Their arguments were strongly democratic at the very least, against class-based selection, against separate vocational and liberal tracks, and very American. While it was still possible to make technocratic arguments for education based on rivalry with Germany—as Lloyd George did—it was in fact much easier in 1918 than before (and perhaps since) to deploy the American common school as a model, and leading speakers in the 1918 debates did just that.35


Changes in public opinion registered even more directly in local authorities than in Parliament, both because local authorities had long had wider franchises and were closer to the mass of their constituents—a point frequently made by critics of the Board and the SED—and because even under the limits imposed by the 1902 and 1918 Acts LEAs had considerable latitude to set their own policy. As the Fabians pointed out, LEAs could offer ‘as much education as they choose, of whatever kind they choose, at such fees as they choose, up to whatever age they choose, with as many and as valuable scholarships as they choose, without distinction of sex or rank or wealth’—always depending on political will and available cash.36 How narrow a ladder would be provided, with what audiences and goals in mind? Within those limits LEAs adopted a number of strategies. Many sought to increase the number of free places in their own grammar schools and/or to buy more free places in grant-aided grammar schools than the 25 per cent maximum provided by central government. Middlesbrough was able to provide free places to as many as 75 per cent of the boys in its grammar schools by 1938.37 Welsh LEAs expanded their grammar schools so rapidly that they whooshed past England in the rate of transfer and by 1931 were educating a fifth of the age cohort in grammar schools, twice the English rate.38


Others, aware that grammar schools were only ever likely to admit an academic elite, focused on extending other forms of secondary education to wider tranches of student. Bradford did both; by 1926 it was providing free secondary places for over a quarter of the age cohort, one of the highest rates of secondary education provision in the country. Wallasey’s was even higher.39 Glamorgan aimed at 100 per cent. Welsh LEAs also championed common schools. Like exurban areas of Scotland they had practical reasons for this—a small middle class, a thinly dispersed population, resource constraints which made it difficult to provide two parallel school systems—but they were also seeking to develop their own version of the Scottish ‘democratic intellect’. W. G. Cove, a president of the National Union of Teachers and from 1923 MP for Aberavon, was an early, vocal advocate of common schools. Even the Welsh Department of the Board of Education and the Welsh Schools Inspectorate saw the resource arguments for common schools, as well as Wales’s ‘democratic’ claims. With their tolerance Anglesey became the first LEA to develop a plan for a single system of common schools from 1936.40



If these vigorous debates and innovations, stimulated by the war, have been since forgotten, it was because they were very quickly staunched by waves of depression and austerity that swept over Britain, and particularly over the most innovative Northern local authorities, from the early 1920s to the late ’30s. Even the limited extensions of the Fisher Act were almost immediately overturned. The raising of the school-leaving age to 14 was postponed. Part-time continuation schools for 14-to-16-year-olds were axed. So were proposed maintenance grants to help 14-to-15-year-olds stay in school. Fatefully, as part of a renewed wave of cuts in the early 1930s, free places were subject to a means test, ending efforts by LEAs such as Glamorgan, Bradford, and Manchester to provide 100 per cent free places in their secondary schools, and associating state education with the hated means test applied to unemployment benefits. In perilous international and economic times, education dropped suddenly down the list of national priorities.41


Under these constraints a narrower, meritocratic ‘ladder of opportunity’ became a kind of consensus policy, including among formerly more democratic socialists and formerly more segregationist Tories. Threatened by cuts, Labour authorities were forced into defending features of the Fisher Act on which they had not previously been agreed. They fought hard to create as many free places as possible in their grammar schools, while secondary education for all, not to mention common schools, seemed to recede into the distance.42 The proportion of free places at state secondary schools rose from a quarter to a half, but then fell back again after 1930. The proportion of all 11-year-olds in England and Wales who transferred to a secondary school rose slowly from about 10 per cent to not quite 15 per cent.43 Not so much a bipartite or a tripartite as a unipartite system of free grammar-school places for a ‘talented’ minority was cemented into place. The painfully accumulated investment in these free places became a source of pride—individual pride for those who had won them, local pride for the authorities that had provided them, class pride for the labour movement. Although most upwardly mobile working-class children did not go to grammar school, those who did were the most visible and paraded, forming by definition 100 per cent of the working-class children who went into those few professions that required educational qualifications—primarily school-teaching and medicine. The most celebrated example is Ellen Wilkinson, the Minister for Education in the Attlee government, born into a working-class home in Manchester, who won scholarships to train as a teacher and then, even more unusually, to study history at the University of Manchester. She remained a lifelong advocate of the scholarship ladder, even under heated pressure from her left-wing Labour colleagues.44 This ladder, if supported by free places for those who climbed it, was hailed as offering ‘equal opportunity’ for all those ‘capable of profiting’ from further education. Gradually the Conservatives too came to accept that the ladder would not waste money or destabilize the social order, but might increase national efficiency and salve some of the social divisions created by unemployment and inequality. ‘Brains are the prerogative of no single class’, pronounced the Tory-led National Government in its 1935 election manifesto, ‘it is essential in the interest of the State, as well as of the individual, that they should be given every opportunity of development’.45


Advocates of secondary education for all did not fall silent. Tawney led a Labour party campaign under this banner and a short-lived Labour government in 1924 commissioned a report from the Board of Education’s Consultative Committee under the chairmanship of Sir Henry Hadow to bring forward proposals for widening access to secondary education. This all-party committee, which included Tawney and Mansbridge of the WEA, did recommend secondary education for all, but in a form that perpetuated the tripartite ladder. They proposed to preserve and defend academic selection for grammar schools, but also to broaden access to other forms of secondary schools—which they called ‘secondary modern’ schools—focused on ‘practical work and realistic studies’ suited to the great majority of adolescents. Thus the ‘segregation’ between elementary and secondary education would give way to a much fairer process of ‘selection’ or ‘differentiation’ according to ability.


For Tawney and some of his fellow socialists, this plan met their democratic aspirations so long as the two types of school were granted ‘parity of esteem’ and did not divide along class lines. Thanks in part to the work of the Idealist Ernest Barker, who chaired the Hadow drafting committee, both types of secondary school were supposed to provide ‘a general and humane education’, while ‘adjusted, as far as possible, to the interests and abilities of each range and variety’, and with particular emphasis on suiting the education to the individual child.46 Universal transfer to secondary education at age 11 would guarantee a fair selection, in which only intelligence and ability—assessed by test or other objective standard—rather than background or wealth would count. Again the reformers’ psychological and sociological naivete told against them—they were not fully alive to the ways in which background and wealth defined and constructed ‘intelligence’ and ‘ability’, continuing to rely, as one LEA put it rather poetically, on ‘a generous symmetry about nature’ in the distribution of intelligence.47 Selection on the basis of ‘individual’ qualities seemed to them like a rejection of ‘class’ segregation, and as long as most places were still assigned by ability to pay selection by ‘native’ ability seemed more egalitarian.48 Only after fee-paying was abolished did it become clearer that selection on the basis of individual ability only had the effect of reinforcing ‘class’ segregation. Only then did it become clear how neatly access to grammar school correlated with social class (both before and after ‘equal opportunity’ was extended by abolishing fee-paying)—the higher your occupational status, the more likely you were to access grammar school in this period, and in the highest classes grammar school would have been nearly universal if so many of these classes weren’t opting out of state-aided education altogether (see Appendix, Figure 2.1).


The Hadow Report therefore did further cement the idea of the meritocratic ladder of opportunity into public policy. It encouraged LEAs to employ more rigorous methods of selection—especially the adoption of the intelligence or IQ test—and to apply them to more children. After all, the evidence was that the bar was still much higher for poorer children than wealthier. Free placers continued to do better in school than fee payers and, astonishingly, to stay in school longer; thus, even by prevailing definitions of ‘ability’, less able fee payers were still being admitted in preference to more able free placers.49


Not many LEAs were able or willing to extend secondary education beyond grammar school by creating a widely available second tier of modern schools. There was so much ground still to be covered ensuring that even grammar schools were free and accessible to all, and renewed cuts in the early 1930s caused that ground to recede further. It was not clear what advantage their constituents had to gain from what seemed a purely formal reclassification of the higher grades of elementary school into ‘secondary modern’ schools. Grammar schools, in contrast, were looking more and more appealing. If educational policy was in the deep freeze in the 1920s and ’30s, social change was not. Universal adult suffrage was introduced in 1928, raising new expectations of the relationship between state and people. If secondary education was becoming more problematic, with means-testing and highly variable levels of access, universal elementary education was becoming less problematic, as former inhibitions about accepting state aid were shed.50



Furthermore, despite the roller coaster of slump and mass unemployment, substantial portions of the population were now making better use of both state and market to stabilize and improve their standard of living and their welfare. Aspirations to move out of low-paid, wearying and often demeaning industrial employments, also hard hit by the slump, and into ‘clean jobs’ in the retail and clerical sectors were growing, especially for girls.51 These were precisely the jobs to which a grammar-school education—even a few years of grammar school—was thought to lead, for all but a few very high flyers like Ellen Wilkinson.52 From 1918, grammar schools were also offering a widely recognized ‘School Certificate’—the forerunner of O-Levels—which would come to provide certification for a tier of higher-value jobs. ‘Secondary modern’ schools, where they existed, had a less obvious function, in terms either of civic or labour-market participation. Technical schools were not much more attractive; teachers and trade unionists feared that they would ‘[stamp] at an early and impressionable age, the idea of class and inferior status on the scholar, which it is the aim of a noble education to avoid’. While employers claimed to like them for the craft skills they imparted, in fact technical school graduates were more likely to end up in the same clerical and retail jobs that went to grammar school graduates; so why accept a second-class version? As Olive Banks argued, parents as much as anyone else knew how hollow was ‘parity of esteem’ and were already at this early point gravitating to grammar schools, when they could access them. Little wonder that LEAs worked so hard to secure the highest possible proportion of free grammar-school places for their constituents.53


In these circumstances, the call for ‘common schooling’ on the American model seems to have subsided, to be replaced by a compromise—however grudging in some quarters—based on selection and differentiation. Parents were encouraged to aspire to grammar-school education as the best form of state education on offer, even if not on offer to many—an aspiration that would have fateful consequences after the war. The idea of the common school did not disappear. Labour teachers, in the National Association of Labour Teachers (NALT) and in their union the National Union of Teachers (NUT), were pressing for ‘multilateral’ schools, in which children of all abilities and aptitudes were educated together, although not necessarily in the same classes.54 Even Tawney worried about the emergence of a ‘disastrous dualism’ and ‘a new class division’ which might be brought about by too stark a divide between grammar and other secondary schools.55 After all, Scotland had achieved higher rates of transfer to secondary education into common schools with a liberal curriculum than London had achieved with a combination of grammar schools and more vocational central and technical schools.56 But until secondary education for all was again on the agenda, this call was highly theoretical, and outside the ken of most parents and adolescents. Grammar schools remained the only kind of secondary education with which most people were familiar, and grammar school remained out of reach of most parents unable to pay.57 It would take the enormous social, economic and political changes of the 1940s, extending the claims of democracy to education and other social services, and raising expectations for full citizenship (including good jobs) for all, to bring about secondary education for all and raise more practically the questions of what kind of secondary education and for whom.
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Crisis of the Meritocracy





The Butler Act of 1944 mandated English and Welsh LEAs to provide free secondary education for all. Enacted by a Conservative-dominated Parliament, under pressure from the demands of a ‘people’s war’, it appeared (like the Beveridge Report) to represent the triumph of ‘social citizenship’ and the welfare state. But it also appeared to represent the triumph of meritocracy, setting up a ‘tripartite’ system much as envisaged by Hadow and as explicitly recommended by the wartime Norwood Report, with all pupils allocated at around age 111 to either a grammar, a technical, or a ‘modern’ school, according to their ‘aptitudes and abilities’. Similar obligations were extended to Scottish Local Authorities under an Act of 1945. In the conventional political narrative, this now entrenched meritocratic system was only slowly and gradually critiqued by a valiant band of experts and socialists, who finally succeeded in 1965 in challenging the tripartite system with the ideal of a comprehensive system that would educate all secondary-age students in common schools. Yet this challenge came too little and too late, the standard narrative contends, and was successfully thwarted so that a comprehensive system never came into being.


This chapter and the one that follows will tell a very different story. I start by querying whether a tripartite system ever came into being. Meritocracy was tested by democracy from the outset. I then invert the usual sequence—which assumes that there was only a shallow, grudging, top-down reform of the system—by looking at social and economic changes and accompanying changes in attitudes to education in public opinion before considering political, institutional change. Viewed this way, the awakening of the experts—and, especially, Labour leaders—did come late but was underpinned by powerful social changes that were not easily ignored or burked—even by Conservative policymakers. These changes registered first in local government, which was closer to grass-roots opinion and also of course in the case of education had statutory responsibility, and only later in central government. By the time that the Wilson government had plumped for comprehensive education in 1965, most LEAs had moved decisively in that direction already. The result was a system much more firmly rooted in the experiences and values of the great mass of the people than a top-down analysis (either of that system’s construction or of its alleged destruction after the 1970s) can compass.




The Triumph of the Meritocracy?



In both the popular and the academic imagination, the Education Act of 1944—skilfully steered through a coalition government by R. A. Butler, the Conservative President of the Board of Education—represents the triumph of the meritocratic ideal of ‘equal opportunity’ that had been brewing in state grammar schools throughout the first half of the twentieth century. From its late 1940s implementation, and with the raising of the school-leaving age to 15, the Butler Act assessed not just a talented minority but all 11-year-olds, increasingly on the basis of ‘objective’ IQ tests, to determine their ‘abilities and aptitudes’, and allocated them accordingly to either secondary modern schools, technical schools or grammar schools—the ‘tripartite system’. Thus was ‘secondary education for all’ achieved, and a secondary education based not on ability to pay, or on birth or upbringing, but on merit.2


It is true that most of the architects of the Butler Act saw it this way. But that is not the way it played out in practice, unsurprisingly since the education system remained fragmented, under local control, and driven essentially by changes at the local level that were hardly detected by policy-makers until the late 1950s. Butler was immensely proud of his Act, as a far-sighted piece of Conservative policy-making, and the Conservatives eventually came to see it as theirs too. The Butler Act was a rare piece of ‘welfare state’ legislation actually brought to fruition by the Conservative-dominated coalition, before Labour’s victory in 1945. It therefore reflected not only Labour’s ambitions for a ‘New Jerusalem’ of equal citizenship and social justice, but also—perhaps more so—quintessentially Conservative adjustments to the new social order, heralded by a ‘people’s war’, cross-class solidarities and promises for social reconstruction in popular documents such as the Beveridge Report. Most Conservative MPs had little interest in state education; their gut ideological concern, if they had one, was to ensure that the Church of England’s interests were protected in any move to universal secondary education. Butler addressed these concerns by bringing most religious schools into two new classes of ‘state’ school, voluntary-aided and voluntary-controlled (both mostly grammar schools), which gave the churches a share of control over the management of their schools—such as curriculum, about which they cared the most—while relieving them of some or all of the cost of running their schools and thus of the need to charge fees.3 He also perpetuated a third, amphibious class of ‘direct grant’ schools which were allowed to continue charging fees and to retain even more autonomy, in return for offering at least 25 per cent (and often 50 per cent or more) of free places for purchase by the state. This status was granted to a relatively small number of schools, mostly highly prestigious grammar schools and much poorer Catholic schools, both of which had grounds for defending more jealously their independence from the state.4


Still, the Butler Act did also legislate for free secondary education for all, an enduring demand from the left; how was that achieved? To begin with, most Tory MPs—who formed the vast majority of all MPs in a Parliament left over from the General Election of 1935—were not personally much touched by state education. A large majority had been educated in public schools, a third at Eton and Harrow, and even in 1950 public-school educated Conservative candidates outnumbered state-educated ones 2-to-1.5 No reorganization of secondary education envisaged at this time would have endangered their ‘opt out’. More to the point, Butler convinced them that free and universal secondary education would not endanger, but might bolster the established social order. The preservation and extension of Christian education was part of that formula; in addition to the religious schools, Christian worship was now for the first time required in all state schools.6 But another part was the dawning realization that meritocracy and inherited privilege were not necessarily at odds. It was not only that the Butler Act preserved the opt-out to the independent sector. Increasingly Conservatives also relied upon the way in which family investments in children outside the educational sector were an integral part of the educational system, especially when academic selection was universally applied as early as 10 years of age.7 If privileged parents invested in their children, either through private education or in preparing them for success at the 11+, that was to be celebrated. The 11+ thus put the seal on the social order, rather than disrupting it. Conservatives still displayed signs of uneasiness. When the Conservative Shadow Education Minister in 1951, Florence Horsbrugh, defended the tripartite system as a means of acknowledging differences between children, she was challenged to confirm that this did not mean embedding privileges, but she bridled: ‘I would infinitely rather have privilege than have children all of one sort.’8 But in the 1950s the tripartite system was generally defended by reference to ‘ability and aptitude’, not privilege.9


For their part, Labour—still only thinly represented in Parliament, but central to the governing coalition—seemed satisfied with free secondary education for all, which after all had been its principal demand under Tawney’s guidance since the Great War. The Butler Act in fact made no stipulation as to tripartism; it only required local authorities to provide for all pupils over the age of 11 ‘such variety of instruction and training as may be desirable in view of their different ages, abilities, and aptitudes’.10 Critics of tripartism, of which there were many in the constituency Labour parties and in the trade unions, were confidently assured that LEAs would be able to develop along alternative lines if they chose. Chuter Ede, the party’s principal spokesperson on education, was in theory a supporter of common schools and insisted on keeping out of the Butler Act specific mention of tripartism to give LEAs maximum latitude.11 Advocates of grammar schools, of which there were many in the Parliamentary party, were assured likewise that LEAs would be able to preserve and develop them where local needs and demands required. Some of them were Fabians, more concerned about national efficiency than about equality,12 but some like Ellen Wilkinson (who became Labour’s first Minister of Education in 1945) came from the left of the party. The traditional left was not much engaged in debates about education. Its focus was on control of the economy and especially on nationalization. It could thus be very industrial and producerist in character, and even dismissive of aspirations to grammar school on the part of those large sections of the population who were (and had to be) industrial workers. As Wilkinson put it, ‘coal has to be mined and fields ploughed’; she didn’t wish to focus too much attention on those (like her) who could and did pass exams; and like many Conservatives she approved of an educational system that promoted ‘distinctions’, though not one which perpetuated privilege.13 For those like her, social equality required not common schools but ‘parity of esteem’ between the different schools in the tripartite system.14


Different sections of the party thus had (reasonably) different expectations. So did different LEAs. Given their diversity of reactions—and also the conditions under which they advanced their development plans (initially, demographic decline; enormous pressure on public funds; close scrutiny from the Ministry of Education, as the Board for England and Wales was now called, and the Scottish Education Department)—there was never likely to be anything approaching a tripartite ‘system’. One spanner thrown in the works of the putative system from the start was the resistance of most LEAs to opening or expanding technical schools, the middle term in the tripartite system.


This resistance to technical schools has often been taken as a retrograde sign of the anti-industrial bent in British culture and of ‘academic drift’ caused by obeisance to the grammar schools.15 But that is to misunderstand both the nature of the resistance and its effects. As we have seen, many LEAs had already experienced parental indifference to technical schools before the war: they seemed second-rate next to grammar schools, they offered no obvious advantages in the labour market, and allocation to them seemed like just another means test to separate the privileged from the not.16 In Scotland, one observer of the postwar system commented, to many parents ‘the fact that a boy or girl is being given a technical or domestic or commercial course is ipso facto a declaration that the pupil has no academic ability. Resistance is automatic . . . there is a national prejudice against vocational education’.17


‘Parity of esteem’ was thus doomed from before the start. Grammar schools were in any case very scientific in orientation, and became more so after the war. The new General Certificate of Education that replaced the School Certificate—offered at 16 (‘Ordinary’ or ‘O’ level) and 18 (‘Advanced’ or ‘A’ level)—saw rising take-up of its science options and a new set of technical GCEs was introduced in the mid-1950s.18 It made much more sense to LEAs to invest in labs and other technical facilities in existing grammar schools than to build expensive new schools that were unpopular with parents. Their most common response was to consider their grammar schools ‘bilateral’ schools, i.e. a combination of technical and grammar streams. Thus the ‘tripartite’ system became very quickly a ‘bipartite’ system, if it was any system at all.19 This put more pressure still on selection at the 11+, with all allocation concentrated there on the basis of an IQ test.20


About a fifth of all LEAs in England and Wales wished to introduce an element of ‘multilateral’ education, which combined all three streams in common schools, now more often called ‘comprehensive’ schools, to downplay the element of allocation into streams. In total these plans would have provided about 12.5 per cent of all state secondary school places in common schools.21 Mostly these were in the way of experiments. As few families had had any previous experience with secondary education, there was little evidence one way or the other about their needs and wishes that could be put beside the official tripartite orthodoxy—much more would come soon. But many of these LEAs—Anglesey, Caernarvon, Cardigan, Coventry, Glamorgan, London (the LCC), Manchester, Middlesex (which covered the northern and western suburbs of London), Oldham, Reading, Southend, Swansea, Westmorland, the West Riding of Yorkshire—had in mind a transition to a largely comprehensive system, either because there were not resources or enough concentrated demand for a bipartite system (mostly not Labour controlled authorities), or because as Manchester said they did not believe there were ‘three distinguishable types of children’ (mostly Labour controlled authorities).22


Very few of these plans were immediately realized, for multiple reasons. The reason usually cited is official pressure towards tripartism from both the Ministry and the SED.23 The Ministry’s Circular 73 recommended a target of 70–75 per cent in modern schools and 25–30 per cent in grammar and technical schools. The SED’s Circular 206 was less specific but absolved Local Authorities from following the recommendations of the Scottish Advisory Council in 1947 that they move towards common schools. Though there were many more common or ‘omnibus’ schools in Scotland (at least to age 15) than in England or even Wales, SED policy was still to preserve a fairly strict distinction between three-year secondary courses, which led to no qualifications, and five-year courses which led to the Leaving Certificate and thereafter the possibility of progression to higher education.24 And while the SED was more permissive of local option than the Ministry, in England and Wales it is true that many LEAs were bullied into scaling back their multilateral plans, especially in Wales.25 The Middlesex plan was turned down on the grounds that there would be insufficient academic children to stock viable Sixth Forms—leading to A-levels and higher education—unless the comprehensives were very large indeed, and there was a powerful prejudice against large schools on the American model, impersonal and machine-like. That assumption would soon be falsified by the ever larger proportion of students demanding entry to the Sixth Form, but it would take some years of experience with universal secondary education for that demand to be felt; there was simply not in the immediate postwar years enough information about demand for secondary education to challenge bipartite assumptions.26



The LCC plan was impeded by other considerations. Its catchment included large numbers of voluntary grammar schools, which could not be converted into multilaterals against their will.27 Furthermore, the LCC came up against a fundamental demographic fact that all reorganizing LEAs had to face. The crude birth rate had been falling throughout Britain since the beginning of the century. There was therefore considerable surplus capacity in existing grammar schools. Under tight resource constraints, it made more sense for reforming LEAs to expand the proportion of their population that they transferred to grammar schools than to close grammar schools and build new comprehensives, the same policy adopted by reforming LEAs before the war.28 Because the British system was not particularly backward in European context—it had already a substantial stock of grammar schools, with established middle-class constituencies—it could not start from scratch and had to democratize its secondary system by stages. While Britain is often compared unfavourably to Sweden, in fact Sweden with a smaller existing stock of selective schools also only experimented with comprehensive education to 16 (not 18) in the 1950s.29 This policy of expanding the grammar schools was thus adopted as a fallback position by many Welsh and Scottish authorities after the war, and in practice by many English authorities too.30 The proportion of the age cohort transferring to grammar school nationally rose sharply after the war to 35–40 per cent—relieving potential pressure from parents in the short term, though storing up trouble for later (see Appendix, Figure 2.1).31 In any case, the Ministry and SED were neither willing nor able to approve capital expenditure or ensure building materials for expensive new comprehensive schools. They insisted on filling up available grammar school places instead, and running up cheap, often prefab buildings on available sites for the remainder of the 11–15 age cohort who had not previously gone to secondary school at all. The funding formula rewarded LEAs for providing grammar-school places by allocating them 170 per cent of the per-capita funding for secondary-modern places.32 In such conditions ‘parity of esteem’ was less likely still.33


Far from setting in stone a tripartite ‘system’, this concatenation of circumstances was highly unstable and not by any means consensual.34 LEAs (and the Ministry) were benefiting temporarily from a demographic lull but they knew—because the raw birth rate had already begun to rise during the war—that they might be sitting on a ticking time-bomb. Furthermore, as neither Ministry nor LEAs nor parents themselves had had any experience of secondary education for most teenagers they had little idea of what to expect in terms of demand for different types of education. Again during the war there was some intimation—demand to take School Certificate exams surged—but there was little idea of whether that trend would continue, and it knocked up against conventional wisdom about the proportion of the population that could feasibly tackle academic examinations.35 Above all, no-one could—or reasonably should—have estimated how the changing social and economic prospects of working-class families and their attitudes to social services arising from the birth of the modern welfare state would affect expectations of education. It is the complex combination of these three incalculables—the ‘bulge’, the ‘trend’ and the welfare state—which turned a putative triumph of meritocracy into its crisis.




The Bulge, the Trend, and the Welfare State



Many existing accounts of secondary school reorganization in the postwar decades allude to the ‘bulge’ and the ‘trend’—what we now call the ‘baby boom’ after the Second World War, and the trend for more people to seek more education. But they tend to treat them as one piece of evidence for elites (both experts and political elites), which contributed to their policy-making, rather than as evidence for changes in the behaviour and attitudes of the mass of the people.36 Thus it has been possible to acknowledge the existence of these upheavals while at the same time telling an almost entirely top-down story about how mass secondary education was provided. Here we will reverse the usual order of priorities, and take the bulge and the trend as the primary phenomena in their own right, driving educational change in what was increasingly a demand-led system. And we will add a further layer of analysis, considering attitudes to the welfare state, democracy and citizenship, which helps us interpret further the full meaning of the bulge and the trend.


As we’ve just seen, the demographic slump of the early twentieth century took pressure off LEAs to rethink their educational provision immediately, as growing demand for grammar schools could be mopped up with existing places. But when the war ended and fertility rates continued their wartime rise—very rapidly immediately after the war—the clock began to tick in earnest. Educational policy is uniquely sensitive to demography, in that planners knew for certain that the postwar ‘bulge’ would require a growing number of secondary places from 1956 precisely. LEAs knew therefore almost from the beginning, and with mounting urgency, that they would need to provide new places—that is, to build new schools—before the late 1950s: many new schools, as secondary education numbers trebled between 1945 and 1965.37 If they were to hold to the bipartite model, that would mean building new secondary modern and grammar schools in close proximity, further dramatizing the cliff-edge of the 11+. Central government, less exposed to these immediate pressures, hardly noticed until later.38 This imperative to build new schools caused even Conservative LEAs to rethink bipartism, from very early on. Rural counties like Norfolk and Wiltshire followed the Welsh example in querying the cost effectiveness of two separate school systems. Cambridgeshire, Devon, Somerset and Leicestershire began to dream up new approaches to schooling—‘village colleges’ that brought together not only all types of child but also children and adults; ‘middle schools’ that transferred children to secondary at 11 as the Butler Act required but educated them in common schools until as late as the school-leaving age, after which a minority could transfer to grammar school, as in Sweden.39


What was less obvious about the bulge, and which we can better judge in retrospect, was what direct testimony it gives about changing attitudes to children and education. The social theorists Richard and Kathleen Titmuss had argued during the war that the declining birth rate of the early twentieth century represented a ‘parents’ revolt’ against the difficulties of acquiring secondary education for their children. From this point of view keeping family size down represented a rational strategy, ‘while they jostled for the new careers and new jobs arising from an expanding clerical market in a world daily becoming more complex and “office-minded” ’.40 The rise of the birth rate after the war betokened a new era. The world was not becoming less complex and ‘office-minded’, but in an atmosphere of full employment, equal citizenship and declining deference, parents were evidently more confident about their ability to support their children, and more confident in the state’s ability to support their children in the provision of family allowances, free health care, and free secondary education. This ‘parents’ revival’ was strongly evident in much stronger and more open-ended expectations for children’s future lives. Men and women who had grown up in the immediate postwar period remembered the war as a dramatic point of rupture, casting off fatalism about social-class assignment and deference to authority.41 Opinion polls after the war showed a powerful belief that children were being educated better than their parents and that there was great scope for further improvement in future.42


Though children and parents did not always see eye-to-eye on their futures—the 1950s were after all also years of emergent youth sub-cultures, in more or less open revolt against the older generation—nevertheless it has been argued that postwar parents were highly solicitous of their children’s education, job prospects and sense of freedom. Both parents and children showed signs of what Gambetta calls ‘psychic mobility’, which allows people to transcend their inherited class positions and to exercise more choice in how they live.43 Whereas before the war, a minority had had to strategize to get their children into ‘clean’ jobs via education or the labour market, after the war the majority expected their children to live different lives from their own. Most parents did not now want their children to follow in their own line of work—they sought ‘upward mobility’, in the language of the sociologists.44 These new expectations were strongest amongst the majority of less privileged families, who had both most incentive and most space to improve themselves.45


‘Psychic mobility’ was broadly vindicated by real forms of mobility that parents saw their children enjoying in the postwar decades. While in the first half of the twentieth century people moved home frequently, due to instability in the housing market and in ability to pay rent, after the war they moved less frequently but further—and increasingly from inner-city to suburban locations. This separated young families, especially mothers, from their kin, contributed further to psychic mobility and caused women to rely less on family networks for support—which in turn, as contemporary sociologists realized, loosened their inherited gender-role assumptions.46 Trends in occupational mobility were even more striking. Men in the 1946 birth cohort were among the most likely of all twentieth-century generations to experience upward mobility, mostly from manual to non-manual jobs.47 In general, people entering the labour market after the war were likely to find themselves upwardly mobile, whatever their level of education (see Appendix, Figure 3.1). Even in austerity, therefore, social security, full employment and upscaling labour markets encouraged parents to expect a better life for their children, and when affluence hit over the course of the 1950s those expectations seemed more reasonable still, and possibly more enduring.

Neither this interpretation of the bulge nor its application to hopes and expectations for education was so obvious to contemporaries, especially elite commentators who continued to believe that there was little working-class demand for education. But the ‘trend’ was harder to ignore, because it provided direct evidence of that demand. The ‘trend’ to seek more education was first evident in staying-on rates; that is, the tendency for those who did pass through the 11+ filter to remain in grammar schools beyond age 15, mostly to take O-levels at 16, and then possibly A-levels or other courses which led to jobs in teaching, nursing, clerical work, or business. Although staying on had faltered before the war, under severe economic stress, contemporaries were aware that it started to rise from the very first postwar 11+ cohort. A national study of grammar-school entrants in 1946 reported ‘a clearly defined continuous tendency towards a longer school life since the war’, though it may be characteristic that this was couched in terms of a decline in ‘early leaving’ rather than a rise in ‘staying on’.48 This trend only accelerated over the course of the 1950s, when there was a 5 per cent per annum growth in staying on after 15 and a 6 per cent per annum growth in those achieving the 2 A-levels usually regarded as the minimum requirement to proceed to higher education. Overall the proportion of 17-year-olds in full-time education rose from 4 per cent before the war to 15 per cent in 1962, with growth up to that point almost equally fast for boys and girls.49

But of course staying on was only really possible for those who had already passed through the 11+ filter. That filter was getting more severe: after the early postwar years, demography as well as policy dictated that the proportion of the age cohort going to grammar school had to adjust back to about 25 per cent at least in England (see again Appendix, Figure 2.1). So the ‘trend’ of demand for grammar school was even stronger than the proportion actually selected for it suggests, and correspondingly the significance of the 11+ loomed larger. Some modern schools began to allow students to stay on after 15 and to take O-levels (which could not be taken before 16), though that rather made a mockery of the 11+ which was supposed to have selected out all those capable of benefiting from such an academic course.50 In Scotland a more radical step was taken from 1955 with the introduction of an ‘Ordinary Grade’ exam, eagerly taken up by the three-year secondaries, which required a fourth year to be tacked on to the three-year course, and naturally implied progression to higher qualifications and university even for the lower tier. The high levels of take-up of O-grade, coupled with the high levels of transfer to five-year secondaries in Scotland, provided ample evidence of the ‘trend’, and ‘set a short fuse’ under bipartism there.51 But to assess the true extent of the ‘trend’ in England and Wales—towards greater demand for education, rather than greater take-up—we have to attempt to assess popular attitudes, and in particular working-class demand for grammar school amongst those who did not attain it.

Commentators at the time claimed that such evidence of this demand was ‘meagre’, but there was always more evidence than they admitted, and they often wilfully misinterpreted or even disbelieved the evidence they did admit, because it flew in the face of received meritocratic wisdom about both the desires and the abilities of most people.52 With the benefit of hindsight we can both take a fresh look at their evidence and generate more evidence of our own, such as has been done with extended tracking of the 1946 birth cohort. Long before that cohort (and the rest of the ‘bulge’) reached secondary school, indeed from right after the war, working-class parents showed a manifest preference for grammar-school education of their children, even though (or perhaps because) that implied later entry into the labour market, and even though (or perhaps because) they knew they were unlikely to get it.

A celebrated study by Floud, Halsey, and Martin in the early 1950s of parental attitudes in South-West Hertfordshire and Middlesbrough—respectively a middle-class and a working-class district—found that similar majorities of parents in both districts preferred grammar schools for their children. Because working-class parents were more likely not to get those places, they reported much higher levels of frustration with the results of the 11+—over half even of unskilled working-class parents, despite the fact that somewhat fewer of them expressed a desire for grammar school.53 All of these figures were presented as percentages, suggesting that all classes were equally frustrated. But this disguises the fact that there were many, many more working-class than middle-class parents, making the vast majority of frustrated parents working-class, rather than the middle-class phenomenon as it was then (and has been since) often portrayed.54 Even at this early date, before the postwar bulge approached secondary age, it was difficult to find more than a small minority content with relegation to secondary modern schools.55

A few years later, two surveys by Mark Abrams’ Research Services Ltd derived similar results, though Abrams was very cynical about them. One sample of working-class parents in London in 1956–7, conducted by Abrams for an advertising agency, found them preferring grammar or technical schools to secondary moderns for their children by a margin of 3–1. Abrams concluded, ‘A belief in the sovereign virtues of “education” is characteristic of our society’, but he found it ‘very difficult to take seriously the aspirations of parents’, since so many would be frustrated by the 11+. While he noted the hostility of these parents to the 11+, he did not think they took their frustration as a ‘major disaster’, and simply resorted to criticism of the 11+ as a convenient ‘scapegoat’.56 To some degree this verdict was connected to the fact that the survey was aimed at assessing consumer spending on education, and Abrams did not wish his clients to think that working-class appetite for grammar school was ever likely to translate into fee-paying. It was the middle-class parent upon whom these schools should focus:

The middle-class parent, generally speaking, expects to pay for the education of his children,57 and to have a choice of schools corresponding to the amount of money he can afford. He expects to exercise considerable control, that is to say, over the kind of education which his children are to have. Against this, the working-class parent does not expect to have to pay, nor does he expect to exercise much control.58

But it also reflected Abrams’ growing personal pessimism about the cultural tendencies of mass society.59 A second survey in June 1957, a representative sample of parents of all classes, for the Labour party, found similarly that over half the population disapproved of the 11+. Of working-class respondents, Abrams summed up, one-third were fatalistic about the 11+, one third wanted their children to succeed at it and go to grammar school (and indeed if capable of it to university), and one third felt ‘the dice are loaded against them’, and wanted ‘a fairer chance to win the social and educational prizes of a class society’. Yet he concluded again that far from seeking equal provision these working-class respondents were merely clamouring for grammar school, which he took to mean vainly seeking to ape the middle classes.60

A great deal more could be said about these surveys and Abrams’ jaundiced interpretation of them. But for present purposes we must confine ourselves to the bottom line, which was the consistent evidence across the 1950s—in these and a number of other surveys61—of working-class preference for grammar schools and hostility to the 11+ which routinely frustrated their preference. What this amounted to was a demand for ‘grammar schools for all’—a demand that simply made no sense to commentators like Abrams, for whom grammar schools were by definition not for all, and a demand that has since been almost as vehemently deplored by historians and educationists, seen as some kind of back-sliding from a true ‘egalitarianism’ and thus again a sad apeing of middle-class mores.62 It was ‘perhaps a contradiction in terms to the educationist’, as one contemporary observer commented, ‘but making sense to the ordinary man’.63

How can we make more sense of this demand? An obvious explanation turns to the labour market, and to the already established demand for ‘clean’ jobs—especially in the burgeoning retail and office sectors, and now also the public sector—that were widely seen as accessible only via grammar school. These sectors were indeed booming after the war. Although the overall share of services in the labour force remained relatively stable, what changed was the upgrading of many service jobs, away from domestic and personal services towards consumer, financial and public services.64 As the Titmusses had noted during the war, society was becoming ever more ‘office-minded’. The tendency of mothers especially to work to get their children into ‘clean jobs’, noted already for the interwar period by Todd, seems to have intensified, and their animus against the 11+ for blocking such progress could be particularly intense.65 The Catholic Archbishop of Liverpool called the mounting fervour against the 11+ the ‘revolt of the Mums’.66 As industry scaled up its demands for high-quality labour, grammar school was even the gateway to good apprenticeships for boys in industry—engineering apprenticeships were the number one destination for male grammar-school leavers in 1948.67 By 1965, the Youth Employment Service was noting, ‘Employers in general were seeking the better type of boy or girl’, which they measured simply by years of schooling—thus the advantage of grammar school, which did not assume (though it could not stop) early leaving.68

From this point of view, the demand for grammar school could be seen, in the economists’ terms, as the prizing of education as an ‘investment good’—a straightforward calculation of the payoff to education, in status as well as income. However, demand for grammar school went well beyond this kind of calculation. Though contemporaries were not so aware of this at the time, grammar school was not the sole gateway to ‘clean’ jobs—they were available in such profusion that as many went to secondary-modern leavers—but equally jobs were not the only thing on parents’ and students’ minds. When asked why they preferred grammar schools (on the rare occasions they were asked), parents were as likely to mention ‘the better education, the higher level of qualifications and the greater opportunities for advanced education’ as any specific occupational goals.69 In other words, as the economists acknowledge, education was in this period as much a ‘consumption good’ as an investment—that is, ‘one of the decencies of life’, available to and demanded by more people as they become more affluent.70

In this period of social and economic change and extending mobility, parents seem to have had a growing appreciation of what was possible in education. They preferred not to criticize the schools their children attended, and certainly not to criticize their children for their lack of achievement.71 But they wanted their children to have the opportunity to show what they could do. True ‘equal opportunity’ was not to be determined by others, based on some external assessment of fixed ability, but by the children themselves over the course of their lives. Thus parents could not see the sense in external authorities making decisions about their children’s fate at 11. Similarly, though there was as yet little support for an extension of compulsory education to 1672—parents may have had in mind their own resentment at being held in primary schools to 14—there was strong support for children to have the chance (if they wished) to stay on past 15, to take O-levels and go further still if they wished, something again that was closed off by external judgements made when children were still young.73 Parents of young children were particularly keen not to see any obstacles placed in the way of their children in the future.74 As early as 1953, a survey of industrial workers showed a powerful awareness, long ‘blocked and unsuspected’, of the value of education ‘less as a means to some definite end than as a master key to which many doors would open and the possession of which would give a sense of power and security’.75 There was a much more developmental understanding of young people: instead of accepting a social position or a judgement of ability from birth, parents looked to a greater range of possibility in the future, and valued their children’s education accordingly.76

Most parents therefore did not want the school ‘best suited’ to the abilities of their child, according to someone else’s determination, along tripartite or meritocratic lines, but schools offering the widest opportunities for all. As Political Economic Planning reported after a survey of parents as consumers of public services, in 1957–8—a survey done for them by Mark Abrams—that while in educational policy circles ‘[t]he idea was that there should be a variety of schools, all equally attractive’, ‘[t]he impression that is gained from talking to parents is a rather different one. It is that some schools are much more attractive than others. In such a situation the method of allocation to particular schools is bound to be very much in parents’ minds.’ They hadn’t in fact asked about the 11+, but were bound to notice that many mothers raised it anyway.77

These findings about demand for education as both an investment and a consumption good may seem too individualistic or competitive for many people’s tastes.78 But there is no reason to consider investment or consumption as competitive. Parents seeking to advance their children’s education as an investment in their future did not need to see it as a zero-sum game, given the buoyant labour market which made future prospects look rosy for most people. Equally the enjoyment of education as a consumption good in conditions of growing affluence need not be seen as ‘positional’—the affluent prizing education that distances them from the less affluent—but rather it was obviously increasingly seen as ‘one of the decencies of life rather than an extraordinary privilege reserved for people of high status or extraordinary ability’.79 And there was an additional, more obviously egalitarian (or democratic) set of changing attitudes influencing educational preferences, conditioned by the emergent welfare state.

The ideal of social security had been one of the big winners of the Second World War. As we noted in the last chapter, the unfairness of unemployment was keenly felt in the long interwar Slump, and the ‘means test’ applied to unemployment benefits—and eligibility for free school places—equally keenly resented. Full employment was therefore one of the major social goals of postwar governments, largely achieved; on the whole, people preferred employment to benefits of any kind. But there was also an enormous and growing demand for certain kinds of free and universal benefits that were seen not as supplements or alternatives to labour-market earnings but as fundamentally infrastructural provisions that made possible equal citizenship and even ‘equal opportunity’ in life. Chief amongst these were free and universal secondary education and health care—the democratic demand for equal provision that we saw emerging long before the Butler Act.80 Education and health were often twinned in this way in postwar public opinion. Both working-class families, who hated means tests and thought they had the most to gain from universal services, and middle-class families, who in health and education alone demanded the highest standards from the state, seemed to share this view.81 Both education and health rose substantially up the political agenda over the course of the 1950s, as politicians of both parties belatedly woke up to this change in the public’s priorities, and both took an ever larger share of government spending.82 Public expenditure on both rose from around 3 per cent of GDP in the early 1950s to 5–6 per cent by the early 1970s.83

Of course it is possible to see these preferences too in more individualistic, investment-oriented terms, based on different classes’ estimates of who was likely to benefit most from high standards of provision in education and health. Abrams’ surveys, however, give us further evidence of what parents hoped to gain from equal provision, though he paid even less attention to this part of his findings. Two-thirds of his nationally representative sample said that it was best for society if children of all social classes were educated in the same schools—three-quarters of working-class but also just over half of middle-class respondents.84 When asked further why they felt common schools were best, they specified that the 11+ made some children feel inferior (28 per cent), that common schools were good for society (15 per cent), that they mitigated class distinctions (10 per cent), and that they kept children together with their friends (7 per cent).85 As Abrams’ survey for PEP showed at about the same time, parents didn’t want the best school ‘for their child’ as much as good schools for all children—thus ‘grammar schools for all’.86 No-one was suggesting that there should be good hospitals for some and average hospitals for others; why was this the choice offered to parents in secondary schooling? As one commentator belatedly appreciated, the promise of ‘secondary education for all’ had been interpreted by many parents from the beginning as ‘grammar schools for all’, the main type of secondary school they knew and valued; as soon as they realised this was not on offer, dissatisfaction was bound to result.87 Parents were more dissatisfied with the education service than any other part of the welfare state, ‘frustrated’ working-class parents (who didn’t get the ‘best’ schools for their children) most of all.88 Even the Conservative Education Minister, David Eccles, recognized this at the time.

The nation is no longer divided into rich and poor. We all have the vote at 21. But we are still divided by the two systems of education. Money can buy a better preparation for life than is provided out of public funds. The standards ‘only the best is good enough’ of the Health Service are not applied to education.

It was, he concluded, ‘the most urgent of all social problems’. He was right.89

On the whole, however, this mounting tide of public opinion—evident in the bulge, the trend, and the new ‘structure of feeling’ engendered by the welfare state—was not well-recognized by national-level figures like Eccles—and it has been scanted even by historians. Contemporaries tried to reduce resistance to the bipartite system to individual psychological problems. Anticipating selection induced ‘11+ strain’.90 As Abrams had argued, people didn’t really care about education but resorted to slagging off the 11+ as an easy ‘scapegoat’. There was much contemporary anxiety about the isolation and maladjustment of the working-class ‘scholarship boy (and girl)’, who never quite felt they fit into the grammar school.91 Historians have tended to regret the lack of overt enthusiasm or pressure for comprehensive schools; ‘grammar schools for all’ seemed a limp, unambitious demand, rather than a powerful cry for levelling up.92 Few then or later recognized it for what it was, a massive social movement. Even the one educationist who did advert to the ‘revolt of the Mums’ oddly expressed a fear that the future historian ‘studying the emotionally charged tirades against the 11+ examination in newspaper articles and editorials of the 1950s and 1960s’ will ‘exaggerate the width and depth of public feeling on the matter’. He preferred to focus on ‘the most responsible and best-educated sections of the parents in England and Wales’—middle-class parents who organized pressure groups such as the Confederation for the Advancement of State Education and the Advisory Centre for Education—who could be credited with making the respectable case for common schools in the 1960s.93 But by then the key decisions—the crucial registration of widespread public rejection of the 11+—had already been taken, not from the centre or the metropolis, but where we should expect them to have registered first—in local authorities, where much of the sensitivity, most of the authority, and all of the responsibility for delivering mass education lay.
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The Transition to Comprehensive Education





The transition from a largely bipartite to a largely comprehensive system of education has not been given a good press—or often even recognized, given how many histories of the transition begin much too late, with Circular 10/65 (the instruction to LEAs in early 1965 to prepare development plans ending selection at 11+).1 It was seen to have started too late, and to have taken too long, perhaps in contrast with common schooling in the United States which arose earlier, or with the transition to comprehensive education in Sweden, which started at about the same time but is thought to have been shorter and sharper. It has been associated by its many critics from the left with a half-hearted or ‘divided’ Labourism and thus portrayed as a failed revolution, as well as from the right, with a catastrophic decline in ‘standards’. If we start from the bottom rather than from the top, however, and from where most people were at rather than from an ideal-type ‘comprehensive revolution’, this transition looks rather different: pretty complete, no slower than Sweden’s, faster than many countries (Germany, for example), and if more piecemeal and gradualist then perhaps better rooted in democratic sentiments, and harder to reverse. Certainly a consensus around a single system of ‘neighbourhood’ or ‘community’ schools has, despite other much more superficial reorganizations, prevailed ever since. To see this transition properly, we have to start not therefore from the top, with Circular 10/65, but from the bottom, with local government, and not in 1965 but back in the early 1950s when the bipartite system sputtered into existence.2





From Public Opinion to Local Policy



After the approval of initial development plans, the Ministry mostly fell silent on the form that secondary education for all should take, leaving both policy and practicalities to the LEAs. In conditions of austerity, little progress was made through the early ’50s, one way or the other. As late as 1954, only one-third of the intake was accommodated in secondary-modern schools, the rest still in all-age schools or temporary accommodation. At this point there was actually more scope for LEAs to improvise, and to reflect their reading of local parent demand, than there had been in the conflictual process of setting out initial development plans.3


Among the early movers were, as we have seen, Conservative-controlled rural authorities. They had little incentive to construct a bipartite system and the same complaint registered against comprehensive schools—that unless enormous they would be too small to support a viable sixth form—also weighed against their very small grammar schools. Dorset determined to ‘abolish’ its grammar schools and by the end of the ’50s had persuaded the government to accept a fully comprehensive system; by that point their example was already being followed by Cornwall, Gloucestershire, Westmorland and the East Riding of Yorkshire.4


Another model, which Dorset and Wiltshire later embraced, was developed by Leicestershire from 1957. There the LEA created a two-tier system of common ‘junior’ high schools from 11 to 14, and then offered transfer to ‘senior’ schools to parents who wished their children to stay on beyond the leaving age of 15. This model proved very popular, because it brought an end to the 11+—even at 13 or 14 selection could be avoided if all parents were offered transfer, amounting to ‘grammar school for all’ who wanted it—without requiring the ‘destruction’ of any grammar schools.5 It was already being given an imprimatur by the Ministry as early as 1955, but another recommendation for the model is that it did not necessarily require government consent if it involved re-badging rather than closing or opening schools.6 It attracted rural authorities seeking a smooth transition away from bipartism, mixed authorities like the West Riding, Fife and Renfrewshire which were finely balanced socially or politically, and urban authorities with strong middle-class lobbies and/or strong local pride in their historic grammar schools (such as Glasgow, Stoke, Sheffield, and Rochdale).7 Another version, dubbed the ‘Croydon model’ after the outer London borough which first developed the idea in 1954, involved common schools to 16 (offering O-levels to all) and then transfer at 16 to ‘junior colleges’ for those who wished to proceed to A-levels and higher education. This model survives today in many places which (after raising of the school-leaving age in 1973) offer 11–16 comprehensives and (usually moderately selective) sixth form colleges or (less selective) ‘tertiary’ colleges. It must be seen as a central part of the transition to common schooling.8


Another strategy was to face the bulge, and population movements to new suburban estates or new towns, by building new comprehensives in these areas of growth without having to ‘destroy’ grammar schools where they already existed. This strategy too was adopted both by Conservative authorities, especially for suburban areas, and more divided Labour authorities, on new urban estates. These ‘cautious counties’ included West Sussex, Glamorgan, Shropshire, and Northumberland. West Sussex in particular faced intense population pressures in suburbanizing areas like Shoreham, Crawley and Three Bridges, and decided in the late ‘50s it could not justify building any new bipartite schools, in 1958 beginning to move to a comprehensive system.9 With hindsight, the Conservative education minister Edward Boyle later reflected, ‘I cannot from memory recall a single Conservative, with any interest in the subject, who really favoured building new grammar schools and secondary modern schools, side by side, in an expanding housing estate.’10 Other LEAs took a similar view. Warwickshire proposed from 1957 to build only comprehensives on new estates while retaining most existing grammar schools elsewhere.11 Nottingham, which had hitherto been preoccupied with closing technical schools and creating a bipartite system, planned a large comprehensive on a new estate from 1955 but was then paralysed by political division.12 In Liverpool the opposite happened; it began to build a huge new estate at Kirkby in 1952 with tripartite schools, and then when political control shifted it junked them and built a comprehensive instead, which opened in 1955.13 Bristol opened its first three comprehensives on new estates in 1954. These were said to be ‘working-class communities with relatively few education-conscious parents’, reflecting contemporary prejudices; given how few in those communities would have been selected for new grammar schools, it would be more correct to say these were communities least likely to be enthusiastic about new bipartite schools.14 Politically divided Leeds, struggling with very poor secondary provision—it only closed its last all-age school in 1965—also chose to open four mixed-sex comprehensives in areas where new schools were required, starting in 1956.15


There remained of course powerful kernels of support for grammar schools as symbols of class or community pride, though Boyle perhaps exaggerated when he concluded that overall


it was, paradoxically, in the most Conservative areas of the country that the bipartite system had come, by the end of the 1950s, to make little educational sense; it was much more often in a Labour-controlled city, or a coal-mining area, that one was most conscious of what the grammar school still meant to an able boy or girl from a modest home in a poor district.16
 

It is true that some of the most celebrated cases of grammar-school defence can be traced to Labour leaderships in older urban areas. The City of Leicester, famously, held on tightly to its grammars while its Tory-controlled neighbour the County was pioneering common high schools. But other Labour-controlled urban authorities were among the strongest crusaders for comprehensives—the LCC, Middlesex, Coventry—where grammar-school defence was organized not by the LEA but by powerful local lobbies of mostly middle-class grammar-school parents; the most densely populated urban areas were likely to have had both Labour LEAs and the largest concentrations of upper-middle-class parents.17 Others flipped over the course of the 1950s, as a postwar generation, galvanized by the people’s war and the welfare state, gradually succeeded the prewar generation indebted to a minority of free places in a selective system. Lincoln, for example, saw the advent in 1956 of a new kind of Labour group in power, ‘of a new style, younger men and women educated in a climate of greater equality, the product of the war years’, who promoted comprehensives over the resistance of an old-guard Chief Education Officer.18


Much of this story is known, not least from some excellent local case studies of comprehensive reorganization. But its significance tends to be underplayed—either because studies have focused on new comprehensives, rather than the wider variety of means deployed to end selection, or because ultimate credit is still given to changes in central-government policy after 1964. And local studies have almost always been fixated on local elites—political parties, Chief Education Officers, teachers and middle-class pressure groups—who are seen as the agents of change, while the immense changes in the ‘structure of feeling’ in local communities, evident in the bulge, the trend and the welfare state, are taken as their instruments rather than motive forces in their own right.19 Very occasionally the great social movement that was popular hostility to the 11+ peeps out through the filter of committee minutes and development plans—the Archbishop’s ‘revolt of the mums’, the mounting ‘local feeling’ against selection acknowledged by Lanarkshire’s Director of Education, ‘of which you were more generally conscious, as time passed’, talk of a ‘ “grass-roots” revolution’, or the ways in which councillors acted to pre-empt ‘anticipated reactions’ of the electorate.20 In 1960 the Chief Inspector of Schools, making a rare conspectus of LEA development plans, concluded that


A system under which failure to win a place in a selective school at 11+ meant complete and irrevocable denial of the coveted opportunities associated with a grammar-school education could not hope to win the support of parents and could not survive the day when their wishes could gain a hearing.
 

But quite apart from his characteristic assumption that parents’ wishes had hitherto been pretty irrelevant, even he credited internal experiments (such as the offer of O-levels) by secondary modern schools with pointing the way, rather than anything like ‘external pressure’, and consistent with government policy of the day he still did not see such experiments as fatal to bipartism.21


A similar late awakening about the same time by an upper-crust but left-wing barrister, later a Labour Lord Chancellor, provides a more vivid illustration of parents’ wishes gaining a hearing. He had turned up for what he thought was a routine meeting to discuss boundary changes between Leicestershire and the City of Leicester, and was astonished to find a crowd of thousands:


the vast majority were parents and they were hopping mad because in the city they had secondary and grammar schools whereas the county had comprehensive schools. Some of them had sold their homes in Leicester in order to get away from the city education system and the 11-plus and give their children the advantages of a comprehensive school education, and now they were being threatened with being put back into the city again . . . Of course, I had always known that the 11-plus was not very popular, but I had never known before to what extent it was both hated and feared.22
 

Such pressures, not necessarily for ‘a comprehensive school education’ but for something more like ‘grammar schools for all’, and against the lottery of the 11+, had been felt across the land for over a decade by that point. Driven by the bulge and the trend, they lay behind innumerable secondary-modern and LEA experiments with smudging the 11+ line; and by the early 1960s they had led to positive decisions to break with bipartism in the great majority of LEAs in England, and a break already realized in much of Wales and Scotland. By the end of 1963, no fewer than 92 of 129 English LEAs had initiated plans to end selection at 11.23 While changes in the ‘structure of feeling’ amongst ordinary citizens do not leave direct traces in LEA archives, and may only belatedly register in metropolitan consciousness, only a ‘silent social revolution’ on this scale can account for the degree of commonality with which the great majority of local authorities came to roughly the same verdict.


None of the evidence above dates from 1964 or after—that is to say, it all pre-dates the election of a Labour government in 1964 and Circular 10/65 which enunciated government policy for comprehensive reorganization in 1965. Much of it originates in the mid- or even the early 1950s. In other words, central-government policy followed rather than led local government. Nevertheless, it did follow, and there was a (somewhat delayed) crisis of the meritocratic ideal in ‘Establishment’ circles—amongst experts, pundits, Labour and Conservative front-benchers—that echoed, yet was not the same as the crisis that registered in public opinion and the slow withdrawal from the 11+. At a time when it was still widely held that ‘in the case of education, the gentleman in Whitehall really does know better what is good for people than the people know themselves’, and when parents’ wishes were only beginning to gain a hearing, it did still matter what the gentleman in Whitehall thought, even if his ability to control events in a mass society and an increasingly democratic polity were not quite as great as he imagined.24




From Public Opinion to National Policy



At the national level, amongst intellectuals, the commentariat, political leaders of both parties, meritocracy remained unchallenged for much longer. The Conservatives had come to embrace tripartism as their own, a support for the social order. Though grass-roots Labour was increasingly aligned with a comprehensive policy, enough Labour tradition was invested in the grammar school for working-class mobility—and in the very fact of free secondary education for all—not to disturb a consensus behind tripartism. The Labour front bench in particular put further school reorganization as a very low priority behind building the economy and broadly investing in the welfare state. A longstanding Fabian emphasis on elite education for ‘national efficiency’ was here reinforced by the predominance of producerism over consumerism in conditions of austerity. In the meantime, tripartism was the deal they had got. Surveying the 1953 party conference, front-bencher Richard Crossman smugly concluded, ‘nearly all the delegates either were at grammar school or have their children at grammar school, and are not quite so susceptible to the romantic socialism of the 1920s’—one would have thought a very complacent response to a conference that voted that year to put comprehensive reorganization into the party programme.25 But in those days the gentleman in Whitehall did still rule the roost.


Labour party leaders were used to ignoring or humouring the votes of the rank-and-file at conference. In this case the rank-and-file might have proved a reasonably sensitive barometer of public feeling. Teachers and local-government officers were very well represented.26 On the other hand, it is true that the Labour rank-and-file was pulling away from (rather than towards) public opinion over the course of the 1950s, as that public elected three consecutive Conservative majorities. Much of the Labour left became very suspicious of public opinion, especially as measured by polls and surveys, and more stubbornly attached to their own ethical ideals—closer to ‘romantic socialism’ than Crossman was ready to acknowledge. Affluence and social change, it was supposed, were their enemies. It is surprising how rarely Labour’s grass-roots support for comprehensive education was justified in terms of parental demands and aspirations, or hostility to the 11+, rather than socialist ideals. This in turn made the front bench more suspicious of their rank-and-file.27


Somewhat more influential on front-bench opinion was a new element in opinion-formation, the rise of social-science expertise. At first psychologists and sociologists focused on fine-tuning the tripartite system to optimize ‘adjustment’: how best to measure intelligence, how to ensure that selection captured ‘measured intelligence’ equally everywhere, how to nurture that intelligence wherever it was located and prevent ‘early leaving’, to minimize in other words the ‘waste of talent’.28 They were aware that family background played a major role in educational success—something as we have seen that Conservatives were also aware of, and celebrated—but thought grammar schools could still mitigate this; David Glass, the LSE sociologist who led many of these early studies, thought it would take 40 years to see if the Butler Act was actually having the effect attributed to it of spreading equal opportunity regardless of social background.29


A breakthrough came with the study by Glass’s students Floud, Halsey, and Martin published in 1956, though based on surveys undertaken from the late 1940s. They found that the 11+ actually captured ‘measured intelligence’ reasonably well. ‘But’, they went on to say, ‘this does not dispose of the problem of equality of educational opportunity’. Unlike previous studies, theirs did not assume that ‘measured intelligence’ was randomly distributed. Drawing on the work of psychologist P. E. Vernon, they asserted that it was ‘largely an acquired characteristic’, developed over time both at home and at school. The ‘pool of ability’ or ‘talent’, they argued, was not fixed. It could be expanded with the proper mix of social and educational policies.


The problem of equality of educational opportunity is now more complicated than when it took the simple form of the need to secure free access to grammar schools on equal intellectual terms . . . the need arises to understand the optimum conditions for the integration of school and home environment at all social levels in such a way as to minimize the educational disadvantages of both. . .


Furthermore, they had studied closely working-class attitudes to education and social mobility—theirs was the first to demonstrate the depths of working-class ‘frustration’ with the 11+—and they concluded unlike Abrams (and to some degree Glass) that there was substantial appetite for more education and more social mobility, which made proposals for social and educational change politically more viable.30


There was, of course, a political motive lying behind this new social science. Jean Floud was a grammar-school girl, daughter of a shoe salesman, and a sometime Communist; A. H. ‘Chelly’ Halsey was a grammar-school boy from Yorkshire, a lifelong ethical socialist.31 Indeed the whole of postwar British sociology has been described as ‘essentially an attempt to make intellectual sense of the political problems of the Labour Party’.32 Their survey methods and scientific language added lustre to their underlying message.33 Their work could now be deployed to demonstrate both popular and scientific objections to the 11+, removing some of the burden on socialist belief.34 And crucially they also captured the attention of a rising Labour star, Anthony Crosland.


Crosland was a floating figure, not clearly attached either to the Bevanite left or the Gaitskellite right, though associated more with the latter, and his chief preoccupation in the 1950s was indeed to move Labour’s thinking away from the Bevanite preoccupation as he saw it with public ownership of the means of production. Thus dubbed a ‘revisionist’, for casting doubt on the Marxist priority given to economics, Crosland felt the modern working class was more invested in leisure, culture, and education—‘welfare’, in short—than in work. He was also out of Parliament between 1955 and 1959 and so able to develop his thinking in full, notably in The Future of Socialism, first published in 1956. During a trip to America in 1954 he was exposed to academic sociology and subsequently he developed relations with a wide range of academic advisers, including Halsey and Floud.35 In The Future of Socialism he was able to make arguments both on the basis of his revisionist understanding of socialism and on an improved understanding of the drift of public opinion. The tripartite system of education, he argued, was ‘the most divisive, unjust, and wasteful of all the aspects of social inequality’. It was divisive because it literally divided the population into more and less favoured groups; as a result, he appreciated, the 11+ was ‘bitterly disliked and resented’, and ‘there was quite sufficient truth in these intuitive fears to give them a genuine validity’, an unusual admission of public opinion. It was unjust because, far from providing ‘equal opportunity’ as it promised, it over-rewarded groups already privileged in their private life with new badges of privilege in public life—grammar-school and university education—as Floud and Halsey had argued. And it was also wasteful because it concentrated too much of its resources on elite education, when what was called for in a modern society was ‘a high level of general education’ for all—a new argument for ‘national efficiency’ focused on the mass rather than the elite, which we will encounter again in the next chapter in the shape of ‘human capital’.36


Close to Crosland at the time was another floating free-thinker, Michael Young, a sociologist but not an academic, a political player but not an MP. Young adumbrated his own critique of the tripartite system in another influential book, The Rise of the Meritocracy (1959), which introduced that term into public debate for the first time.37 That Young’s was a swingeing critique of meritocracy, rather than an endorsement, was very much a sign of the times in the late ’50s, though the word came into general currency later, when it took on more favourable connotations.38 Young like Crosland was a ‘revisionist’ who had wearied of Labour’s obsession with public ownership during the period after the war when he worked for the party.39 Subsequently he had teamed up with the sociologist Peter Willmott, founded the Institute of Community Studies, and authored a pioneering series of community studies in East London and the outer suburbs which were among those that revealed the extent of the dislike of the 11+ across all classes.40 He was, therefore, rather more attuned to the ‘revolt of the mums’ than most. In The Rise of the Meritocracy, a dystopian satire set in 2033, rule by an academic elite—‘the meritocracy’—was finally challenged by a women’s revolt against a social hierarchy entirely defined by a male norm of measured intelligence.41


Young was not an egalitarian exactly in Crosland’s mould; it was community, ‘fraternity’, that attracted him quite as much as equality, and especially the kind of mother-centred community he thought he had encountered in his explorations of Bethnal Green with Peter Willmott.42 While he deplored the divisiveness of the 11+, he was almost as opposed to a common schooling that put traditional academic education at its centre. So he was not an advocate of ‘grammar schools for all’—he shared the left-wing view that this was just a way to ape middle-class norms—and he suspected the comprehensive school as a means of smuggling a ‘grammar stream’ into common schools which ought to have a much more rounded curriculum, creating a more diverse and harmonious community.43 Still, like Crosland’s Future of Socialism, The Rise of the Meritocracy was clearly seen at the time—even if not so much later—as among the first intellectual challenges to a meritocratic understanding of ‘equality of opportunity’ as traditionally defined in the post-Butler Act era. Together Crosland and Young brought the crisis of the meritocracy into political visibility.44


But not much more than that. Neither Crosland, the temporarily retired politician, nor Young, the social investigator and satirist, were in a position to affect public policy much, or even as it turned out to affect Labour’s front-bench policy either. In this crucial period of the late ’50s Labour’s front-bench spokesperson on education was Michael Stewart. Stewart was a reluctant advocate of comprehensive education and saw his task as finding a way to bridge rank-and-file sentiment for comprehensives with front-bench attachment to the grammar schools. Like Crosland, he was attached neither to Bevanites nor to Gaitskellites, and like Crosland he leant to the latter, though he worried that Crosland was too right-wing for party harmony. He shared some of the rank-and-file’s suspicion of public opinion, certainly as measured by pollsters, and his dogged conclusion after Labour’s third consecutive electoral defeat was that ‘we must go on to seek to make Socialists’. He was not very well informed about local developments and unlike Crosland not at all connected to sociological expertise.45 Still, as Gary McCulloch has recently pointed out, Stewart did achieve his goal of converting a reluctant leadership to the abolition of the 11+.46 Unfortunately, his means of doing so was by a study group on education that ran from mid-1957 to early 1958, and for which the only source of information on public opinion was the party’s pollster Mark Abrams.47


The study group brought together interested Labour parliamentarians with educationists (including an ageing R. H. Tawney) and co-opted local-government representatives. It quickly agreed on a fifteen-year plan to phase out selection (which had been Labour party policy for some time), and spent more time fussing about other issues—whether to integrate the public schools into the state system or to leave them alone (resolution: leave them alone); how to expand higher education (resolution: appoint a Royal Commission). The resulting policy document, ‘Learning to Live’, was launched by the party leader Hugh Gaitskell in July 1958 and hammered out the party line of ‘grammar schools for all’.48 No doubt Gaitskell and his successor Harold Wilson, who were both ardent supporters of grammar schools, saw this as a fudge with which they could live. Politically it also defused the Tories’ best line, which was opposition to the ‘destruction’ of grammar schools. But while it did align Labour’s front bench with the common sense of the ordinary voter, and increasingly with LEA policy (which by this point was very widely to find ways to end selection without ‘destroying’ grammar schools), that is not the way the study group or the party leadership saw it.


To get a fix on public opinion, the study group commissioned a survey from Mark Abrams, who had already been exploring opinion on education privately for Gaitskell, and whose firm Research Services Ltd was also engaged in parallel surveys for other customers.49 Abrams’ presentation of his findings in December 1957 was deeply discouraging. He cherry-picked one headline finding: when asked about the present tripartite system, most parents expressed satisfaction, and of the minority who were dissatisfied, only half expressed hostility to social segregation (the other half gave other reasons to oppose the 11+). The conclusion he drew was that ‘With the exception of a small minority, education for their children was of little consequence to working class parents and they were quite happy to leave things as they are.’ They did not expect educational change to benefit their own children and the idea of comprehensive education had made little or no impact on them. An even balder assessment concluded, ‘The survey reveals general satisfaction on the part of the majority of parents with the existing educational system and a lack of desire for change either in the LEA tripartite system or in the private sector. . . Most of the desires for improvement, with the one exception of larger maintenance grants, reflect middle class values, e.g. more grammar school or public school education.’ In other words, Abrams’ results pointed to ‘a policy argued around conventional educational improvements’ such as reducing class sizes rather than ‘on manifestly doctrinal or egalitarian grounds’, though it was conceded that if argued in ‘conventional’ terms a comprehensive policy might be ‘reasonably popular’ with working-class constituents.50


In drawing these conclusions, Abrams was skipping over not only the findings of other surveys of his own from the same period but also all the other questions in his Labour party survey. When asked directly a majority had expressed opposition to the 11+ (as in virtually all other surveys of the time), equally across classes. When comprehensive schools were briefly described, a majority favoured them too, especially working-class parents. When the arguments for and against comprehensives and tripartism were rehearsed in a studiedly balanced way, the same majority still favoured comprehensives, and the arguments for comprehensives were particularly approved by working-class parents. As we noted above, in fact two-thirds of parents ‘agreed completely’ that children should be educated in common schools for the social benefit, and three-quarters agreed at least in part, with working-class parents more strongly in agreement than the middle class. And in fact nearly a majority ‘agreed completely’ that grammar schools should be closed, a finding Abrams particularly disliked and tried to play down.51


No-one challenged Abrams’ interpretation of his own findings, and historians have been largely content to repeat them as fact.52 Importantly they coincided with prejudices rampant in the Labour party, even on the left, about working-class opinion, and encouraged the view that the campaign even for ‘grammar schools for all’ would be an uphill struggle, albeit a worthy one. In the next few years Stewart went around the country giving speeches at the opening of new comprehensive schools, more or less congratulating LEAs for their bravery in adopting his and his party’s new policy, without really considering how long they had been in gestation and what might have been their real drivers. For him, and for much of the party, it was a political decision, taken at the highest levels, at best spearheaded by party true-believers in local government.53



More significant, probably, for the ability of LEAs to move towards comprehensive education in the late ’50s and early ’60s was the less well-known but decisive conversion of the Conservative government to the ordinary voter’s ‘common sense’. Here the key figures were David Eccles and Edward Boyle, who between the two of them held most of the relevant ministerial portfolios between 1954 and 1964. Eccles in particular was a party heavyweight who had few of the hang-ups about ‘public opinion’ held by his Labour peers, though his efforts to inform himself on it were rather scattershot. From early in his tenure he was well aware of the unpopularity of the 11+ in a more equal society and the inadequacy of elite selection to serve the needs of a modern economy, that is, democratic as well as technocratic reasons to question the tripartite model.54 But he and his party were now wedded to the Butler Act, to a tripartite or at least bipartite system, and to some extent to middle-class interests which they saw as bound up with elite selection. The question was how to meet democratic and technocratic needs without superseding the 11+ or ‘destroying’ grammar schools.


Eccles was torn between expanding the secondary moderns by encouraging their development of O-level courses, but thereby infringing on grammar schools’ province, and expanding the grammar schools by increasing transfer to them at 11+, but thereby widening the gap between the two types of education. He was tempted by two-tier schemes which seemed to achieve both, either the ‘Leicestershire plan’ which postponed transfer to 14 or the ‘Croydon model’ which postponed it to 16, and under his aegis the former though not the latter was sanctioned when initiatives came from LEAs.55 But at this point the Ministry did not see it as its job to guide LEAs. It used its powers on a case-by-case basis to prohibit the closure of grammar schools and to block the opening of new comprehensives, but it did not attempt to set general principles for rates of transfer or types of school organization. It did not even know or care very much about what LEAs were thinking or doing, unless applications were made to it under its very specific central powers.56


Eccles tried to argue that such decisions about the organization of education belonged in the realm of party politics, where fundamental questions of social change and political direction were decided. ‘A society which is not interested in its own future’, he wrote in mid-1956 in very mid-1950s language, ‘would become as unattractive as a woman who never thinks of her waistline . . . This is real politics and so much more interesting than finance and economics.’


It would be unreal to ask no more than how best to educate a child according to his ability and aptitudes. As politicians we have to consider the wishes of parents, the responsibilities of Local Government, the existing pattern of school buildings and supply of teachers, and the part which education plays in moulding the shape of society.57
 

While Eccles was successful at screwing more money out of the Treasury to upgrade school facilities, he was not so successful in getting his ministerial colleagues (or even his civil servants) to embrace a firm policy line; or perhaps it was simply that he could not decide which policy line to take, given the trade-offs involved. One alternative approach was to commission expert studies, which the Conservative governments did to impressive effect: first, an enquiry commissioned by Eccles in March 1956 into the expansion of post-compulsory education in light of the ‘changing social and industrial needs of our society, and the needs of its individual citizens’; followed by an enquiry into the future of higher education, commissioned by the government in December 1960; then a study of the education of those not expected to stay on past school-leaving age, commissioned by Eccles in February 1961; and finally an enquiry into primary education, commissioned by Edward Boyle in July 1963. Only the first reported in time to make an impact on Conservative government policy—the Crowther Report of 1959.58


In the meantime, however, popular pressure on the 11+ had heated up enough to reach the highest levels. By late 1957 even the Prime Minister, Harold Macmillan, had noticed that the 11+ was ‘very unpopular’ and wanted to know what could be done about it. The then Education Minister, Geoffrey Lloyd, laid out the unpleasant alternatives involved in preserving the bipartite system, but having been offered extra money decided it would be well spent, politically, by shoring up the secondary modern schools just at the time the bulge had begun to hit them. This led to a White Paper, ‘Secondary Education for All: A New Drive’, and a commitment to pump £300 million into new school buildings and equipment. In the immediate post-Suez and post-Sputnik environment, when national competitiveness (in science and technology, and also investment in ‘human capital’) was at a premium, this would make, Lloyd wrote in a draft sadly not sent to Macmillan, if ‘serve[d] with a dash of Sputnik sauce . . . an appetising—and nourishing—political dish!’59


Fortunately, the Crowther Report, which appeared just as this policy was rolling out, did not disrupt the party line too badly. While acknowledging ‘increased public clamour against a competitive element in grammar school selection’, they blamed this on the bulge more than the trend, and surprisingly played down the trend, still rather doubtful about actual levels of popular demand for post-compulsory education, though of course direct evidence for this was limited by the barrier posed by the 11+. In contrast, the Robbins Report on higher education a few years later not only based much of its recommendations for expanded post-18 opportunities on the established trend but also was bold enough to project it forward to the end of the century and beyond. Crowther, conveniently for the government, doubted that there was as yet sufficient demand for expanded opportunities after 15, and argued that any expansion would have to be gently engineered ‘from the top downwards’. Instead the Report chimed in with the post-Suez drive for ‘national investment’ in modern schools and expanded opportunities on that arm of the bipartite system for technical and possibly academic education. Less conveniently, it did recognize—as Eccles had done—that such a continued reinforcement of academic education in the modern sector was likely to doom the bipartite system sooner rather than later.60 Eccles, restored to the education portfolio, received Crowther warmly. He had half-expected Crowther to recommend a radical reorganization; gratifyingly, he had instead fallen into step with government’s emphasis on investment.61 That emphasis, Lloyd had crowed to Macmillan, had ‘taken the sting out of the 11+ controversy’ by highlighting ‘national needs’ rather than parental choice.62 Even the Chief Inspector of Schools assured the government that its new policy, ‘designed to preserve and develop the existing system’, was relieving ‘anxiety and sense of grievance’ among parents and pupils by expanding opportunity inside secondary moderns without challenging the 11+ or destroying any grammar schools.63


That assurance could only be maintained, however, by ignorance or wilful disregard of the effects of public pressure on LEAs. Both were in operation. It is important to emphasize how little the Ministry knew about what LEAs were doing. They stumbled upon this knowledge almost by accident in the early 1960s. They had been aware in the late 1950s of a growing accumulation of applications from LEAs to open new comprehensives, and had been more liberal in their approvals; the number approved had ballooned from around 30 in 1956 to 120 in 1959. By then a wave of new applications was pending and civil servants were no longer sure what the ministerial line on them was. Nor was it even possible to say how many comprehensives were in the offing.64 Secondary modern schools that had added an O-level stream were often doing much more than expanding ‘opportunities’ for their students, as the White Paper had imagined—they were comprehensives in waiting.65 By 1960 civil servants were warning that there were many more comprehensive schemes than ministers might be aware of, converting schools in ways that did not require Ministry permission or even notification. The £300 million of new money released by the White Paper for improving schools was in reality likely to be used to reorganize them into a comprehensive system.66 The ‘really serious risk’, wrote one, was the spread of Leicestershire-type two-tier schemes, motivated as the Chief Inspector Schools noted by ‘external pressures’—by which he meant parental choice! This was indeed the point where he warned that the 11+ could not survive the day when parents’ wishes gained a hearing.67 But not even the Chief Inspector had much of a handle on the pattern across England and Wales. Proposals to survey educationists to determine the extent of re-organization were abandoned for fear of drawing attention to the Leicestershire plan and accelerating the pace of change.68


It took an urgent query from the Catholic Church at the end of 1963, concerned about the fate of their own grammar schools, for Eccles’ successor, Edward Boyle, finally to authorize a systematic survey of LEA plans. The civil servants and school inspectors were shocked at what they found. The ‘infection’ had spread much further than they imagined. Almost three-quarters of LEAs in England had plans, some tentative, some already in train, for comprehensive reorganization. These were about equally split between 11-18 comprehensives, requiring merger of bipartite schools or new buildings, and Leicestershire or Croydon two-tier plans, rebadging grammar schools as senior high schools at 14, 15, or 16.69 As Wilma Harte, a civil servant, explained to Boyle:


The impetus to abandon the old-fashioned tri- or bipartite pattern comes from a number of sources. There seems to be a growing acceptance of the idea that selection at 11+ is just wrong - inefficient, unjust, wasteful, socially objectionable, out-of-date. There is also, though far from widespread, some growth of feeling among authorities that what parents want for their children in the way of education ought to affect what they get. There are a number of new Labour controlled authorities who are tired of waiting for a comprehensive system, who see that at present rates of school building it will be a long time before their existing plant can be replaced with new purpose built comprehensive schools and so they are determined to do something to get rid of selection and all that entails with the buildings they have got. Hence many of the two-tier schemes whose forms are dictated by the availability of existing school buildings…70
 

That was the view from Whitehall. It certainly flattered the Ministry to think that there had only recently been a ‘growth of feeling’ against the 11+, which was as yet ‘far from widespread’. Boyle himself later argued that it had only been around 1960 that parental opinion—which he considered to be mostly middle class (in part reflecting his natural focus on his own party’s base)—had begun to tell against the 11+, and only in 1962 or 1963 that expert opinion had made it clear (at least to him) that the ‘pool of ability’ was not fixed.71 In his introduction to the Newsom Report, released in 1963, he—a Conservative Minister—had embraced the principle of equal provision: ‘The essential point is that all children should have an equal opportunity of acquiring intelligence, and of developing their talents and abilities to the full’, that is not, the equal opportunity to demonstrate intelligence at 11 but the equal opportunity to cultivate intelligence through the school-leaving age.72 As he later told it, only then was ‘the nation’s conscience’ stirred to extend opportunity.73 But by then it was practically too late, in two senses—most LEAs had already come to that conclusion themselves, and the Conservatives were out of office, finally ousted by ‘public opinion’ in the General Election of 1964.


From this point of view, it is the already well-established plans of LEAs rather than, in most cases, the Labour government’s directives to plan for comprehensive reorganization that explain the spread of common schooling in the 1960s and ’70s throughout the whole of the country. Michael Stewart took up the education portfolio in the new government; he was now Secretary of State for Education and Science, following the relabelling of the Ministry as the Department of Education and Science (DES) just before the election. His first inclination was to legislate but ultimately he and his Cabinet colleagues agreed not to compel LEAs but to direct them to do what most of them were doing already; by his estimate LEAs covering nearly two-thirds of secondary-age children were already on a path to comprehensive reorganization and only a quarter were as yet unplanned.74 The main change was from ministers unwilling to endorse an end to the 11+, though willing to accept it, to ministers willing to do both.75



By an accident of fate, an emergency reshuffle of the Cabinet then dropped this task into the lap of Tony Crosland. There are still many people who believe that Crosland ‘abolished’ the grammar schools, or ‘imposed’ comprehensives.76 He did nothing of the sort. Much of this mythology was generated by later controversies over school organization. Even his most famous line—‘If it’s the last thing I do, I’m going to destroy every fucking grammar school in England. And Wales. And Northern Ireland’ (not Scotland because that was the province of the SED)—was not known until 1982, after his death, when this private observation to his wife was first reported in her memoir.77


In reality, Circular 10/65—issued in July 1965—simply asked LEAs to present development plans along the lines a majority had already prepared or were preparing. Either two-tier systems or 11–18 comprehensive systems were acceptable, so long as they secured comprehensive education to the school-leaving age. Circular 600, in Scotland, did something similar but it did appear to steer Scottish schools more towards the 11–18 model than its English and Welsh equivalent.78 Replicating existing plans in this way meant for an initially smooth and rapid transition. Wales and Scotland naturally made easiest work of the task. In Wales, grammars had expanded to take in 34 per cent of the cohort, a further 12 per cent were already in comprehensives, and many moderns had long been comprehensives in waiting. Nine of the 13 Welsh counties and all 4 of its county boroughs had prepared comprehensive schemes by 1964. Nearly half the school population was in comprehensives by 1969.79 Similarly Scotland had already 40 per cent of its population in exam certificate courses and nearly half in schools with comprehensive intakes at least to 14. By 1971 nearly two-thirds of students were in two-tier or all-through comprehensives and by 1974 85 per cent in all-through comprehensives.80


Yet even in England, within two years the great majority of LEAs had already submitted comprehensive development plans that were implemented or approved, though of course in many cases it took some years for purpose-built schools to be completed for full implementation of these schemes.81 As Kerckhoff showed, they proceeded ‘from the bottom up’, starting with rebadging of the many secondary moderns in working-class neighbourhoods that had been comprehensives in waiting, already offering O-level courses anyway. More secondary moderns were ‘abolished’ in this first stage, unsurprisingly, than grammar schools.82 As Stewart pointed out, ‘Nobody has come forward to say, “Save the secondary modern schools.” ’83 Though there was a good deal of organized resistance by parent lobbies in grammar-school areas, this imbalance gradually evened out, especially in the early 1970s, when famously Margaret Thatcher ‘abolished’ more grammar schools in her tenure than any other education minister. The transition to comprehensive education was more or less complete by the end of the 1970s, when over 90 per cent of state school students were enrolled in comprehensives (see Appendix, Figure 4.1). This twenty-year transition is comparable to the same period in Sweden, though more reliant on drivers from the ‘bottom up’. West Germany, in contrast, opened no comprehensives until 1968 and was educating fewer than 16 per cent of the age cohort in them by the end of the 1970s.84


In most places, comprehensive education proved popular. As Abrams had discovered in the late 1950s, the more people knew about, and especially the more they experienced comprehensive education, the more they liked it. In the 1960s, more people knew about it, more experienced it, and more approved of it. In a 1967 survey that Abrams did for New Society magazine, one-third of his sample lived in comprehensive areas, and of those nearly three-quarters favoured comprehensives, including 85 per cent of parents with children enrolled in them. In these areas, comprehensives were deemed the ‘best schools’ and had thus inherited the former status of the grammars. Of those who still lived in bipartite areas, opinion on the 11+ was evenly divided but three-quarters were against the abolition of grammar schools. ‘Respondents were not voting against grammar education’, was the analysis, ‘they were voting—massively—against secondary modern education.’85 Opinion polls of the period showed consistent majorities in favour of comprehensive reorganization.86


Another particularly revealing insight into public opinion can be gained from those LEAs that were divided over comprehensive reorganization and polled their voters in referenda to determine their views. Such referenda were only held in areas with strong middle-class traditions of grammar-school attendance—Eton, Slough and Amersham in Buckinghamshire; Gloucester; Cardiganshire; Leicester; Barnet in London. Where a straight question was asked about ending selection, very large majorities supported it: three-quarters in Barnet and Cardigan, two-thirds in Eton, Slough and Amersham. Gloucester’s more complicated ballot gave a mixed verdict but most votes went to full comprehensivization or to the LEA’s plan for some comprehensives and mostly bipartite schools. Even so, some LEAs ignored the vote. Buckinghamshire retained the bipartite system for the entire county. Barnet became the site of a political tug-of-war that continues practically to this day.87

Despite these pretty ringing endorsements by parents and voters of the day, there lingers the impression that comprehensive reorganization was partial, contested, and, ultimately, disappointing. Much of this impression was formed later, around later controversies, which we will encounter in due course. But there were plenty of vocal opponents on both left and right to offer this critique at the time, and historians to endorse it subsequently. On the right, especially, the fight-back against the ‘destruction’ of grammar schools began almost immediately, and it was quickly forgotten how Conservative LEAs had led the charge to abolish the 11+. Boyle became the ‘betrayer’.88 Rearguard actions in a small number of LEAs through the 1970s and ’80s were heroized and blown out of proportion, given the modest number of grammar schools (and secondary moderns) that survived the 1970s.89 On the left, advocates of comprehensive reorganization saw the ‘bottom-up’ transition as a lost opportunity. No revolutionary new departure in secondary education had been struck; inequality had not been cut off at its roots. Two-tier systems retained selection at 15 or 16. Grammar-school ethos 11–18 comprehensives imported too much of the grammar school ethos, with their academic and non-academic streams recreating the bipartite system inside the school. A new ‘second-class’ exam, the Certificate of Secondary Education (CSE), planned for modern schools from the late 1950s, was now on offer in comprehensives alongside GCE O-level, perfectly bisecting the school on meritocratic lines. Comprehensives in reality were dismissed as ingenious new tools of social control by the professional middle classes, accelerating rather than impeding Young’s ‘rise of the meritocracy’.90

This is greatly to underestimate the significance of the transition to comprehensive education, and the way in which it successfully channelled public opinion in aligning the state school system much better with social changes already afoot and with the social and political expectations of the mass of the public.91 Comprehensive schools borrowed from both secondary and grammar traditions and developed new styles of their own. They introduced new curricula—‘social studies’, for example, and more field and project work—and a new informality in relations between students and teachers. Some adopted grammar-school uniforms, prefects, ‘house’ organization; many others did not. Some recreated the tripartite system by ‘streaming’; but over time many others experimented with mixed-ability teaching, especially to age 14, or ‘setted’ rather than ‘streamed’, allowing for different ability classifications for different subjects.92 Comprehensives were much more likely than bipartite schools to offer mixed-sex education and to foster new opportunities for girls: just as abolishing the 11+ revealed pent-up demand for staying on, so co-education revealed pent-up demand for girls’ education and careers.93 Like the new hospitals also going up in the 1960s, their distinctive modern styles in glass and steel and concrete bespoke a new era of affluence and social security for all. For many they came to seem like other ‘classless’ commodities emerging in this period which had borrowed from both working-class and middle-class cultures and neither, and appealed to people of all backgrounds—football, jeans and dungarees, rock music, home improvements, indoor swimming and ‘keep fit’, foreign travel, TVs and transistor radios.94 As ‘community’ or ‘neighbourhood’ institutions, they bolstered local identity formerly divided by selection, and in many places they also opened up more room for ‘parent power’, beginning a slow devolution downwards from LEAs.95

Above all, they had brought to an end the clearly undemocratic ordeal of a public examination at 11+ which then allocated children to ‘better’ or ‘worse’ schools, largely in line with their social background. Primary schools had always been neighbourhood schools, but they had also been fraught sites of academic and social selection; now they mostly became ‘feeders’ to neighbourhood secondary schools.96 Those schools continued, of course, to be socially segregated on a residential basis.97 Comprehensive reorganization did not create a classless society, but that was always an unreasonable expectation to heap upon schools, as the ’50s sociologists who pointed out the significance of home as much as school to inequality had known all along.98 When given a choice, most people preferred a neighbourhood school to larger catchments aimed at better social and ethnic integration.99 Nevertheless, in general systems that allocate students according to residence tend to be less socially segregated than systems that allocate them according to academic ability, i.e. prior attainment. So Britain’s comprehensive system ended up as unequal, and more unequal than Sweden’s or Norway’s, but less unequal in this respect than the selective systems—Germany’s, for example—with which it is most often compared.100 In that sense, neighbourhood schools satisfy democratic aspirations for equal provision imperfectly, but better than schools based on meritocratic selection, which tend only to reproduce social hierarchy.

Even if equality of outcome was not achieved, it mattered a lot to parents that the provision of schools was formally equal across all groups, at least for the period of compulsory schooling. The comprehensive school unleashed the world of choice that had been denied to most by the 11+: parents in comprehensives were much more likely, regardless of social class, to want their children to have the option of staying on after 15, to take exams, to aspire to further and higher education.101 After school-leaving age—15 to 1972, 16 thereafter—there was still often selection for these qualifications on a ‘meritocratic’ basis. But even that post-compulsory selection was coming under searching democratic scrutiny.
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The Robbins Principle





Unlike compulsory secondary education, higher education seems unassailably to be the province of meritocracy rather than democracy, of ‘aptitude and ability’ rather than equal provision or even popular demand. Before the Second World War no European country enrolled more than a few per cent of its age cohort in higher education—the measure is commonly referred to as Age Participation Rate (APR)—about 2–3 per cent in Britain, France, and Germany.1 The United States, by far the world’s pioneer in extending participation in higher education, reached 30 per cent APR on the back of the GI Bill in 1949.2 Even in Korea today, with the highest APR in the world—73 per cent of 19-year-olds are enrolled in tertiary education—there is not only differentiation within but selection for higher education, with a substantial proportion of the population still dropping out of education altogether at that age.3 Most such selection takes place on the basis of academic achievement in secondary school or public examinations at or after the school-leaving age or both. Across the twentieth century, then, judgements of merit have seemed to rule.


Needless to say, it’s never been as simple as that. Before the war, when judgements of merit were largely based on assumptions of inherited capacity, there was thought to be a natural ‘ceiling’ on access to higher education, at somewhere around 5 per cent of the population (the proportion of Scottish students then completing the secondary course). After the war, when all of a sudden ‘national needs’ seemed to require a larger cadre of highly skilled technicians to boost economic growth, especially in light of intensified international competition, this natural ceiling magically lifted.4 (The American example was not automatically persuasive to everyone—many felt US higher education didn’t deserve the name, equivalent to the British sixth form or even lower.5) There ensued a national debate about how to balance ‘ability and aptitude’ against ‘national needs’—in the language we’ve been using, meritocracy against technocracy. But democracy was not left out of the equation, even in that debate. There was a new belief that investment in workers’ capacities—perhaps all workers’ capacities—could contribute as much if not more as investment in technology: ‘human’ rather than ‘fixed’ capital. We have seen that belief already in the Conservative government’s willingness to invest much more in secondary education in the late 1950s, though still only in education appropriate to different abilities and aptitudes.


Yet once the greater educability of all was acknowledged—and especially as the notion of a fixed ‘pool of ability’ was questioned in the late 1950s—then the door was open to much higher rates of progression beyond compulsory education, to O-levels, A-levels, what was called ‘advanced further education’, and higher education itself. At this point the ‘bulge’ and the ‘trend’ again came into play. More people evidently could qualify for further and higher education—more people evidently wished to. To what extent, then, should access to higher education be determined not merely by ‘aptitude and ability’, or even by national needs, but also by demand? The bulge hit higher education naturally some years later—in 1963, rather than 1956—and the idea of popular educability had moved on; not only the idea, but the practice, as O-level attainment rates were reaching 40 per cent and comprehensive education promised higher levels still. For these reasons, Britain found itself embracing in 1963 a demand-led higher education system practically at the same time as government was finally coming to accept the pressure of demand in secondary education. The difference between the Butler Act in 1944 and the Robbins Report in 1963 tells us a lot about the distance travelled. The Butler Act had pinned everything on ‘aptitude and ability’, and more or less assumed a fixed quota of about 25 per cent judged capable of post-compulsory education. In the Robbins Report government embraced what became known as the Robbins Principle—that higher education should be made ‘available for all those who are qualified by ability and attainment to pursue them and who wish to do so’ (emphasis added)—and assumed that the numbers qualified and willing would continue to grow for the foreseeable future.6




The Techno-State, the Bulge, and the Trend



Like most European systems, the British higher-education system at the end of the Second World War was small, compact, and very much oriented to elites. Oxford and Cambridge provided socialization and education mostly to established social elites—over half their students had attended fee-paying schools, the balance made up of state grammar-school students recruited on the roughly meritocratic basis of examination results. As usual, this meant gross under-representation of working-class students, who formed about 10 per cent of the Oxbridge student body after the war.7 The proportion was higher, though still not high—25 per cent overall—in the 21 other universities scattered around the UK, older Scottish foundations and the English ‘Redbrick’ universities.8 They mostly catered to a non-elite middle-class constituency, often seeking socialization in their own provincial milieux. As yet, there were few professions that required or even expected a university degree, medicine being the conspicuous exception. A very high proportion of non-Oxbridge university graduates became schoolteachers—a majority in some institutions—indicating that university graduates in this period were a rather unusually academic slice of the middle classes. A famous take on the English ‘Redbrick’ universities in 1943 called them ‘a kind of preparatory school to the Department of Education’.9 A minority of graduates went into technical and managerial posts in industry—jobs which mostly still did not require degrees, but for which the student experience sometimes provided networking as well as intellectual advantages.10 All in all, universities remained on the margins of national life. Only one interwar Prime Minister, Stanley Baldwin, had gone to university. As John Carswell drily put it, ‘The universities did not occupy a large place in the consciousness of the nation as a whole, for whom they came to the surface only in sporting events such as the Boat Race—and then it was only Oxford and Cambridge.’11


If that began to change after the war, the rising profile seems at first to have been driven not by the welfare state but by what we might call the techno-state,12 the alter-ego of the welfare state. The idea that the state should take a growing role in boosting economic growth was embraced both by the left—which as we have seen was at first most focused on raising production levels, to provide full employment and rising living standards but also to pay for the welfare state—and by the right—which saw it as a potential ally for private enterprise. The higher-education sector would have grown after the war anyway, as a short-term ‘bulge’ of returning servicemen made up for lost time; to prepare for this, the Treasury allocation to the University Grants Committee (UGC) was doubled in 1945.13 But the postwar Labour government was determined to give it a bigger boost as part of its productivity drive. The 1945 Percy Report on Higher Technological Education and the 1946 Barlow Report on Scientific Manpower recommended measures to increase the flow of scientists and technologists through higher education. The grant doubled again between 1945 and 1951.14


Labour saw higher education very much in terms of national economic planning. The UGC, which had begun after the First World War as a relatively simple machine to disburse modest sums of public monies to universities, now took on a planning function, ‘in order to ensure that they are fully adequate to national needs’, as the Treasury put it in 1946.15 This was the point that the limit of 5 per cent APR imagined to mark the extent of ‘aptitude’ for higher education—only just set by Barlow in 1946—began magically to lift. The doubling of science and technology graduates recommended as a 10-year target by Barlow had already been achieved by 1947 and the UGC was in no doubt that higher targets had now to be set to meet ‘national needs’: ‘If this country is to maintain its place in the world it cannot afford to fall behind in the pursuit and application of new knowledge.’16


The Conservatives when they came into power in 1951 were less enthusiastic about manpower planning but continued to believe that an increased flow of talent into scientific and technological education was necessary to keep up Britain’s place in the world. A Committee on Scientific Manpower was established in 1951 to monitor the situation and in 1956 made its first attempt at a long-term forecast, projecting a 4 per cent per annum rate of economic growth and simply assuming that a 4 per cent per annum growth of scientific education was necessary to sustain it.17 At first such forecasts required little planning to bring them about. There was sufficient demand to keep higher education expanding without government direction and there was a small ‘swing to science’ in subject choice among students across the 1950s. Attention was more congenially paid to the training of an elite within an elite. Eric James, the High Master of Manchester Grammar School, the most selective of direct grant schools, made a meritocratic appeal for special attention to the top 1 per cent, the future leaders of economy and society.18 The Industrial Fund for the Advancement of Scientific Education in Schools set up in 1955 made grants only to direct-grant and independent schools. The Nuffield Foundation’s programme to modernize science curricula in schools also focused on elite secondaries, the ‘best minds’, though state grammar schools were at least included.19 As the Prime Minister, Anthony Eden, put it in 1956, ‘The prizes will not go to the countries with the largest population. Those with the best systems of education will win. Science and technical skills give a dozen men the power to do as much as thousands did fifty years ago . . . we shall need many more scientists, engineers and technicians.’20


The deeper we get into the 1950s, however, the wider this approach to investing in scientific and technological education gets. David Eccles was again a motivating force. The Percy Report had already recommended expansion and upgrading of those technical colleges run by LEAs that were providing ‘advanced further education’ (that is, post-A-level but sub-degree level), to encompass university-type courses—unfortunately using the dread word ‘parity’, and storing up trouble for the future.21 In a White Paper on technological education in 1956, Eccles took this project in hand and created a new tier of Colleges of Advanced Technology (CATs), which duly became universities in the 1960s. In 1959 the government created the first-ever Minister for Science, Lord Hailsham, who proved a doughty ally to Eccles in screwing ever larger sums for education out of the Treasury; public expenditure on higher education alone expanded 50 per cent between 1959 and 1963. Whereas before the war the state covered less than half of universities’ income, by 1963 it had reached 80 per cent.22 Just before the 1964 election, the profitable connection that had been made between education and science was consecrated with the renaming of the Ministry of Education as the Department of Education and Science (DES), a label it retained until 1992.


One of the forces that impelled the Treasury to release its funds to education was the growing sense—panic, really—of international competition and the need to find ingenious new ways to keep up. As Germany and France recovered after the war, and especially as the global competition between the U.S. and the Soviet Union heated up—and most especially after 1957 when the Russians’ launch of the Sputnik satellite triggered the ‘space race’—Britain had a creeping dread of ‘relative decline’.23 Education, principally technological education (which was mostly higher education), was the beneficiary. It is at this point that international statistics began to be collected tracking various countries’ performance in educating their populace, with a special interest in science and technology. The Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and Development (OECD), which had originated as a Marshall Plan advisory body after the war, was refounded in 1961 and became the source of regular benchmarks against which advanced economies measured themselves, as they still do today.24 International comparisons were slung around with gay abandon, usually to advocate a policy based on Britain’s alleged backwardness. Even the normally sober-sided A. H. Halsey was playing this game when he claimed in 1958 that ‘England has probably less university students per thousand of the population than any other industrial country.’ When the Robbins Report looked into this a few years later, it found that Britain’s 5 per cent APR was higher than West Germany and the Netherlands, comparable to Australia, New Zealand, and Switzerland, and not far short of the USSR and Sweden, though lower than France and of course well behind the US and Canada.25


One line of reasoning for more investment in education that appealed strongly to the Treasury emerged at the end of the 1950s: the idea of ‘human capital’, more or less the economists’ equivalent (in terms of original contribution to the educational debate) to the sociologists’ ideas about the ‘pool of ability’. Rooted in the free-market economics of Theodore Schultz and Gary Becker of the University of Chicago, human-capital theory posited that investments in workers’ skills made as good a return in economic growth as investment in ‘fixed’ capital such as plant or technology. Schultz estimated that one-fifth of the American economy’s growth between 1929 and 1957 came from schooling.26 Becker thought that the returns on higher education had been rising since the 1940s and by the 1960s represented a rate of return as high as 11–13 per cent for white American men.27


These arguments were not entirely new, of course. We have seen them in embryo in the arguments for investment in education for ‘national efficiency’ dating back to the 1890s, and advanced most forcefully by Fabian socialists. A social-democratic version gained strength in the 1940s when ‘positive eugenics’, family-welfare advocates and architects of the social services like Richard Titmuss all argued for investments in health and education as just as crucial for economic growth as direct capital investments in nationalized industry.28 Clement Attlee, not a Chicago economist, was the pioneer of the use of the term ‘human capital’, in this sense, in political discourse.29 What made the new, Chicago-style understanding of ‘human capital’ more appealing to the Conservatives a decade later was not only that it justified investments in education—naturally attractive to the likes of Eccles and Hailsham—but also that it took some of the burden off the state. Schultz and Becker argued that much—perhaps half—of the return on investment in education was realized by the educated individuals, in the form of higher wages—the ‘graduate premium’, as it became known.30 This ‘private’ as opposed to ‘social’ return ought to induce individuals to invest in their own higher education rather than to rely on the state. Suddenly economists were in much demand in government circles, to help balance the different considerations of private returns and social returns, as well as the prior concern with ‘national needs’ for scientific and technological manpower.31


Human-capital theory allowed Conservative politicians to advocate for the kind of ambitious educational expansion that we have already seen Eccles embracing in the late ’50s. It lay at least in some measure behind the Crowther Report of 1959 and the White Paper of 1958 which authorized the release of considerable sums for school building. But the Treasury was happier about human-capital arguments applied to higher than to secondary education, for a number of reasons. First, the expense of the latter was much greater, and the idea that high rates of return might justify high rates of increase in the schools budget was daunting. Second, unlike schools universities lay within the Treasury’s own remit. They had an established relationship with the UGC and a system of quinquennial grants which were not so vulnerable to sudden rushes of blood to the heads of politicians. Third, unlike schooling, which was compulsory to age 15 and free normally to age 18, universities had a more realistic prospect of drawing on private funding. Although fee-paying had been in decline since the war, when most LEAs had assumed responsibility for funding their students’ university fees (with central grant), human-capital calculations argued that future funding formulae for higher education ought to apportion between private and social returns.32


The most important long-term effect of human-capital theory was to draw attention away from education as a consumption good—something people valued because it made for a better life, a more equal society, a fuller sense of citizenship—and fix it in politicians’ minds at least as an investment good—something that made the economy grow. Schultz claimed he did not see it as a zero-sum game: ‘The consumption benefits from schooling are not any the less valuable merely because it becomes known that there are also other benefits from schooling which increase future production and earnings.’33 But that is not how it turned out. Economists have focused more and more on the relationship between education and economic growth, and politicians have moved with them, such that the ‘public nature’ of education has become progressively obscured over time. We will chart the progress of this shift amongst experts and policymakers, though not necessarily amongst voters, over time in the next chapters.34


In the 1950s and ’60s, however, as yet human-capital theory—still less private returns—was not carrying all before it. Indeed, the techno-state was all along well aware that the calculations it was making about manpower needs and then educational investments were not even the most important drivers of educational expansion. Something else, for example, was responsible for the Barlow target of 1946 being met in 1947 rather than 1956. This something else was our old friends the bulge and the trend. Though less visible to historians than the techno-state—and so less likely to figure prominently in explanations for the expansion of higher education—they provided just as much as in secondary education the principal motor for growth in the postwar decades.35


Though higher-education numbers were naturally much lower than secondary numbers, the effects of the bulge were proportionately just as great and just as predictable: that is to say, the number of 18-year-olds would expand at the same rate as the number of 11-year-olds, just seven years later, and even without the trend would need to be accommodated in due proportion. As the bulge continued through the 1950s, planners knew that higher-education places would need to be expanded, almost doubled due to the bulge alone. So in addition to planning for new sub-university places, for example through the CATs, plans were already afoot in the late ’50s to build new universities, resulting in the celebrated English 7 ‘plateglass’ universities—Sussex, East Anglia, York, Lancaster, Essex, Kent, and Warwick—that opened between 1961 and 1965. In addition a number of older foundations had been already promoted to full university status, and, as William Whyte has pointed out, all of the older Redbrick universities expanded as well. Leeds and Manchester trebled in size in the postwar decades. Just as secondary modern schools were turned into comprehensives-in-waiting, ‘Redbrick’ universities turned into brick-and-plateglass ones. Sussex and East Anglia are famous for their modern university buildings, but so are Nottingham and Leicester.36


While the bulge was relatively predictable, and not thought to be endless, the trend was neither. Contemporaries at first paid less attention to the trend in higher education than in secondary education, because it seemed further away and more implausible, as access to higher education was still regulated by a quota on access to grammar school. Nevertheless, there were indications across the social spectrum of very high aspiration to higher education. Abrams’ survey for the sociologist W. G. Runciman in 1962 found that more than 80 per cent of both working-class and middle-class parents wanted university for their children if qualified and so inclined. This confirmed his earlier finding, for the Labour party survey in 1957, about a hypothetical child aged 17–18 who was capable of higher education: half of all working-class parents said they wished they would go to university and only 10 per cent preferred immediate employment at that stage, because, they held, university offered a better chance in life, access to professional occupations, and, inevitably, because it was just ‘the best sort of education’. Goldthorpe’s 1962 study similarly found ‘affluent’ working-class parents eager to support their children’s choice to go to university, if they qualified. Both Abrams and the 1946 birth-cohort study noticed a bellwether for the future: mothers of all classes who had had secondary education or white-collar jobs themselves were more likely to favour university education for their children. While Abrams thought this a middle-class ‘infection’, albeit one to be encouraged, it also pointed to the great transformation that universal secondary education was sooner rather than later to visit upon attitudes to higher education.37


The main difference, as Goldthorpe noted, between working-class and middle-class parents was not aspiration but attainment—the former were much less likely to attain the aspiration of higher education for their children. Their aspirations had already mostly been curtailed at 11+. Middle-class parents, whose children mostly passed the 11+, were more likely to have their aspirations curtailed at 16 or 18. Thus while the trend in secondary education put primarily working-class pressure on the educational supply, the trend in higher education applied primarily middle-class pressure. Although middle-class participation in higher education rose rapidly after the war—from 8.4 per cent of all non-manual offspring in 1940 to 18.5 per cent in 1950 and 26.7 per cent in 1960—there was still plenty of room for further growth, and as participation rates reached these higher levels they must have raised reasonable expectations of access to higher education still further.38


Unlike secondary education, there were few political or even expert voices to articulate (or to explain) the trend in higher education to policymakers or to wider publics. There was no equivalent to Crosland or Young to challenge ‘meritocracy’ in the realm of higher education. The most articulate new voices, as we have seen, were economists serving the techno-state who zeroed in on the supply rather than the demand side, mostly to support manpower planning, on the principle that ‘there “ought” to be a greater demand for technologists from industry’.39 Human-capital theory, while it should have been more sensitive to demand (albeit on a very narrow and highly suppositious basis of predicted private return), was also still very much focused on the supply side: public investments to reap future GDP returns. Most public attention remained focused on the elite.


If there was a higher-education analogue to Crosland or Young, it was C. P. Snow’s The Two Cultures (1959), and the ensuing debate with the literary critic F. R. Leavis. Snow’s critique of contemporary education was that Oxbridge remained too focused on the arts.40 ‘Declinist’ literature, such as Anthony Sampson’s The Anatomy of Britain, voiced the same concern.41 Snow (Cambridge) and Sampson (Oxford) were not wrong: Oxbridge was dominated by arts graduates. But neither they nor Leavis (Cambridge) showed much interest in most students at most universities, who were predominantly non-Oxbridge and taking science degrees, both sectors that were expanding in this period while relatively speaking Oxbridge and arts degrees were not.42


Another, rather more perverse defence of elite values—one of the best-known political responses to the growth of demand for higher education from this period—was one which paradoxically had least purchase at the time, the self-described ‘lone voice’ of a renegade socialist, Kingsley Amis. ‘MORE will mean WORSE’, Amis predicted in a short rhetorical blast in the magazine Encounter in July 1960, rejecting both the human-capital arguments and the sociological arguments for expansion. Like Snow and Leavis, he had protection of the upper reaches of the higher-education system firmly in mind, though he scorned both Snow’s utilitarianism and Leavis’s nostalgia. Expanding higher education just because more people wanted it was courting disaster. World-class universities would become like ‘a rather less glamorous and authentic [teacher] training college’—a significantly feminized indictment. Unlike ‘cars or tins of salmon’, university students couldn’t be indefinitely multiplied based on ‘desire’ rather than ‘capacity’. Like ‘poems or bottles of hock’, ‘you cannot decide to have more good ones’. But while Ami’s words would resonate increasingly with Conservative dissidents from the national consensus from the 1960s to the 1980s (though not much beyond), they seemed puzzlingly—indeed, deliberately—counter-cyclical in 1960, an unfashionably frank embrace of meritocracy based on a fixed (and small) ‘pool of ability’.43


A partial exception to the lack of serious discussion of mass higher education in this period was John Vaizey, Labour’s principal expert on the economics of education. Vaizey was hardly immune to the lures of manpower planning and human-capital theory, and he spent most of his career in Oxbridge.44 But he was also close to the sociologists Halsey and Floud, and to Crosland and Young, all of whom had a lively sensitivity to growing demand and to the social and cultural benefits that flowed from it. People wanted education, he argued, for those benefits and not only for economic advancement; it was a consumption as much as an investment good. And the more people who were given a broad general education, rather than a narrow technical one, the better for society, in terms of cohesion, equality, and well-being. ‘In other words’, Vaizey wrote in a 1959 report he co-authored with Halsey, ‘we accept the phrase “equal opportunity” but interpret opportunity more generously than usual’, as not just opportunity for personal advancement but for the making of ‘an educative society’ and ‘a nation of individuals trained to do more than meet the demands of economics’. But Vaizey’s was a pretty lonely voice, even in Labour circles. He failed to make much headway with Michael Stewart and manpower-planning considerations continued to dominate, especially when Harold Wilson took the leadership after Gaitskell’s death.45


Even more than in the case of secondary education, then, demand for higher education outside the elite registered belatedly, as a practical problem which had suddenly to be tackled, rather than as an acknowledged political force that had to be accommodated all along the way. As with the 11+, the key was observed behaviour in the form of higher staying-on rates. Although the 11+ put a cap on staying-on, even so there was a sudden surge in staying-on when the bulge hit secondary school after 1956, when its annual rate of growth increased from 5 per cent to 7.5 per cent. Within the grammar-school population, as more middle-class students took O and A-levels, and as more moved on to higher education, employers who had previously recruited credentialed school-leavers at 16 or 18 began to have to recruit later, at 18 or 21, and the relevant credential was now more widely thought to be a degree and not just O and A-levels. A university degree no longer led inevitably to a teaching career; a much wider range of occupations, including local government, the law, and social services, could now be expected and a wider pool of potential applicants accordingly tempted.46 As more secondary moderns started to offer O-levels, putting working-class teenagers too on this escalator, there was a danger that the ‘infection’ as Abrams called it might spread further. Comprehensive reorganization threatened to throw open the floodgates. Taking the bulge into account as well, numbers of O-level entrants rose 10 per cent per annum in 1955–8 but 15 per cent per annum in 1961–3.47



Panicky planners who had thought that the CATs, the English 7 and existing institutions would suffice to meet the bulge had to rethink.48 There was also evidence that the forms of education dictated by the techno-state were not matching up well with the trend of demand. While university-type courses such as offered by the CATs were still in demand, sub-university courses aimed at building ‘human capital’ in technical skills were not. ‘Further education’ was not rated ‘the best sort of education’ in the way that higher education was. We have seen this tendency already in widespread scepticism about technical schools and colleges as alternatives to grammar school. Full-time further education in technical colleges grew only slowly after the war, though part-time further education flourished in the form of ‘sandwich’ courses with employers providing day release for part-time study. Teenagers were happy to go to ‘the tech’ as part of their job; but they were less happy to go to ‘the tech’ as a substitute for A-levels and university. Girls, in particular, a slowly growing proportion of stayers-on, were not at all attracted to the technical alternative, and to cater to them more general A-level courses were offered to prepare them for jobs in offices, as teachers, and in the health service. Far from representing some snobby ‘academic drift’ based on middle-class norms away from useful technical education, this instinct reflected continuing suspicion of second-class choices for working-class students, especially for girls, as well as awareness of a steadily diversifying labour market, where general academic qualifications were more valuable than narrowly defined ‘vocational’ ones.49


Thus the effects of the trend were felt politically, if belatedly, in higher just as much as in secondary education. The ‘pinch’, where supply failed to meet demand, came not only at 11+, but also at 18+. Participation rates (APR) in higher education had begun to accelerate in 1957, peaking at 8.3 per cent, but stalled in 1959, as the number of higher-education places available was not keeping up with the demand at 18.50 There was evidence that qualified applicants were being turned away—bad for the economy, politicians thought, but also bad for them politically, representing more ‘frustration’ amongst the electorate. The refusal of a university place to a qualified applicant was quite as blatant and infuriating to parents as the refusal of an opportunity to progress to grammar school at 11+. As an ageing Chuter Ede put it in Parliament in 1961, ‘the new row about 11-plus will be nothing to the row that will arise over 18-plus’.51 Another participation rate—the ‘Qualified Participation Rate’ (QPR), or proportion of those qualified for higher education (defined as possessing two A-levels) who got places—loomed into view. A low QPR betokened rising frustration, and Britain’s was falling fast—from 82 per cent to 60 per cent between 1954 and 1966 according to the OECD.52 A full-scale row over falling QPR did indeed break out in Parliament in 1962.53 As a result Labour set up another study group, this time to come forward with more concrete proposals for higher education, chaired by the medical researcher Lord Taylor, and including Crosland and Vaizey among their number. Spurred on by the eerie similarity between the 11+ and 18+ pinches, the Taylor Report argued for a ‘rapid and continuing expansion’ of higher education so that ‘all who are capable of benefiting from higher education must have access to it’, no longer as a ‘privilege’ but as a ‘right’.54


By the time the row over the 18+ had blown up, however, the Conservative government had also already turned for solutions to Eccles’ favourite policy expedient, an expert commission. The call for an expert commission on higher education had been part of Labour policy since the study group of 1957–8. Following the apparent success of the Crowther Report of 1959, in at least temporarily defusing the row over the 11+, the government thought it might make the same resort for higher education in 1960. Because jurisdiction over higher education crossed departments—the Ministry of Education for teacher-training and technical colleges under LEA control, and the Treasury which funded universities directly through the UGC—the commission came not from the Minister of Education but from the Prime Minister. The outcome was not at all what might have been expected from the predominantly technocratic discourse then prevailing in elite discussions of higher education. For this much credit must go to the unlikely figure of Lionel, Lord Robbins, the free-market economist who chaired the commission.




The Impact of Robbins



The Robbins Report has been dubbed democratic, technocratic, meritocratic—even aristocratic.55 Lord Robbins was himself a complicated and not always predictable character: a free-market economist whose preparation for the task included reading John Henry Newman’s Idea of the University, a classic Victorian statement of high-minded humanistic ideals, and who surrounded himself on the committee with socialist advisers.56 His report—which unusually he drafted himself—certainly bore traces of all these influences. He was an outspoken advocate of a broad, liberal education, such as he identified with American liberal arts colleges (though which looked suspiciously to others like a gentlemanly Oxbridge model); he was among the first to broach seriously the notion of income-contingent student loans to capture some of the private return.57 But if we stand back and consider the longer-term effects of his report—how its conclusions were actually embedded in the funding and planning of higher education—then the most striking outcome is undoubtedly the consensual acceptance of the demand-driven ‘Robbins Principle’: that higher education should be made ‘available for all those who are qualified by ability and attainment to pursue them and who wish to do so’. The state should provide higher education to all qualified applicants who wanted it, Robbins firmly concluded, and it should assume that the pool of qualified applicants was not fixed but would grow steadily and apparently endlessly over time: a novel idea that as we have seen had appeared only recently, driven by the left-wing sociologists Halsey and Floud, and now in Robbins’ circle reinforced by the statistical calculations of the LSE statisticians Claus Moser and Richard Layard. ‘If there is to be talk of a pool of ability’, Robbins wrote memorably, ‘it must be of a pool which surpasses the widow’s cruse in the Old Testament, in that when more is taken for higher education in one generation more will tend to be available in the next.’58


How was this conclusion reached? The Committee on Higher Education (as it was formally called) brought together a mixed bag of educators and public figures; amongst the most active were Sir Philip Morris, Vice-Chancellor of the University of Bristol, and H. C. Shearman, Chairman of the LCC. Most importantly, however, it called on an unprecedentedly wide range of information. It received over 400 memoranda from interested individuals and bodies—Michael Stewart, Michael Young, and John Vaizey were amongst those who contributed to the Fabian Society’s submission—and called 121 of them for oral interrogation at some of its 111 meetings—Stewart and Vaizey were amongst those called for this purpose. Inevitably, it employed Mark Abrams—his Research Services Ltd did an opinion survey of 21-year-olds and gathered data from LEAs on A-level attainment and its outcomes—but despite his insistence that ‘we did a lot of the research for the Robbins Report’ most of the opinion research was done by the Government Social Survey department which canvassed undergraduates, postgraduates, teacher-training students and advanced further-education students; in all, 6 opinion surveys were undertaken.59 Universities individually and the UGC, teacher-training colleges and further-education colleges also provided a mass of statistical information about admissions and the nature of the student body. The National Foundation for Educational Research compiled and analysed LEA data on entry to higher education. The Ministry of Education was induced to develop a special survey of school-leavers. David Glass at the LSE supplied data from his own survey of university entrants; the 1946 birth-cohort data was obtained from J. W. B. Douglas; Jean Floud and P. E. Vernon supplied their evidence on the ‘pool of ability’; R. K. Kelsall who had done the main surveys of graduate employment advised on that subject. To draw international comparisons, including a check on the relatively gloomy OECD data, evidence was solicited from British Embassies around the world and the committee itself spent almost two months on visits abroad, to Switzerland, the Netherlands, France, Germany, Sweden, and, for extended periods, the US and the USSR.60


So Robbins was exceptionally well-informed on important topics such as the growth of staying-on rates, the growth of O- and A-level qualification, demand for further and higher education, the ‘pinch’ on admissions for qualified applicants, the social composition of the student body (at all levels of post-compulsory education), and the changing nature of subject choice (he was among the first to detect an end to the ‘swing to science’ of the 1950s). We have already encountered much of his evidence above in our discussions of changing attitudes to education at both secondary and tertiary levels. Most significant in marshalling and interpreting this evidence was Claus Moser, the LSE statistician. Moser’s personal optimism and his statistical vision—not usually qualities we imagine go together—emboldened him to project recent growth in demand and qualification for higher education forward, not just a few years, not just a few decades, but a half century or more (see Appendix, Figure 5.1). As I write in 2019 we have still not yet reached the limits of the probe he sent into the future.61


Tracking backwards to Floud’s data on entry to higher education earlier in the century, and then projecting forwards, Robbins and Moser saw that there had been a steady increase in the proportion of the population qualifying for entry to higher education. If one projected the rate of increase just over the past five years, then the APR would naturally increase to 10 per cent by 1970 and 14 per cent by 1980. Yet it was entirely possible that the growth of qualifiers would accelerate further. Robbins was particularly impressed by Floud’s evidence of the social bias against university entrance that blocked working-class children even with high ‘measured intelligence’. He also saw evidence that limits to grammar-school access in many areas were depressing the numbers of qualifiers further. More radically, he accepted that the elimination of the 11+ would extend much further the opportunities to ‘acquire intelligence’. With social, geographical and selective barriers lowered, who knew what levels of participation were possible? And all of this could be achieved without affecting quality—‘“more” need not mean “worse” ’ at all. The same level of qualification—A-levels—would apply. But the numbers qualifying would rise.62


Equally significant, and in some ways more surprising, Robbins swept aside the question of ‘national needs’. Moser and his student Layard were sceptics about manpower planning, which made them unusual amongst left-leaning economists. They were much more confident about projecting forward demand for education amongst the populace than demand for particular skills amongst employers.63 Robbins, the free-marketeer, had no disposition towards manpower planning at all. But he was very upbeat about demand. While acknowledging the provision of ‘skills demanding special training’ as one of the four aims of higher education, it was only one, and apparently the least, next to promoting ‘the general powers of mind’, ‘the advancement of learning’, and ‘the transmission of a common culture and common standards of citizenship’. Above all, he felt, meeting the demand for education was not only a social but a political imperative—in the present democratic age, all citizens deserved to have their capacities fostered to the utmost. He later recalled Tawney’s advice, ‘You can never overestimate how much America has benefited from the fact that so many of her people have had at least the smell of a higher education.’ In his Report he threw in an effective Cold War jab, ‘We do not believe that the Soviet Union is the only country that can make full use of the brains of its people.’64 The recent panic over the ‘pinch’ at 18+, following so quickly on from the revolt against the 11+, had revealed the strength of public feeling. If the qualified participation rate had been allowed to fall lately, it was certain—especially if unleashed by Robbins himself, and if the ‘social esteem’ showed to higher education in the US and Sweden were any indication of the future—to bounce back in the ’60s and ’70s. If, as he imagined, Britain was also on the cusp of a dramatic improvement in career expectations for women, then demand was likely to be stronger still—perhaps much stronger.65


Robbins had ideas about how to deliver ‘what to many will seem a startling increase in numbers’.66 Some but not all of these ideas have held up as well over the long term as his predictions of rising demand and the need for government to meet it. Robbins was particularly determined that universities, rather than other kinds of higher-education institution, would lead the expansion. For this he has been criticized as unrealistically elitist, straitjacketing the British higher-education system in a Newmanesque ideal of small tutorial groups, residential campuses and ‘academic’ education for all.67 Undoubtedly Robbins favoured small-group, residential and liberal education, on the model of the American liberal-arts college, but his concern to put the universities at the head of a unitary system had different motivations. He was more aware of the existing pluralism of British higher education than most contemporary commentators—thus the committee’s commissioning of surveys of all school-leavers and of entrants to teacher training and technical colleges particularly—and aware too of the flows of the more marginal entrants into non-university institutions (see Appendix, Figure 5.2).


Britain already had an unusually high proportion of non-university higher-education students, accounting for over half of the APR of 8.5 per cent in 1962; that was where technology’s strengths were greatest; that was where expansion, drawing from the ever-replenishing widow’s cruse of new entrants, would have to start.68 Teacher-training colleges, for example, already drew 40 per cent of their intake from working-class households and over 50 per cent were women, a strikingly higher rate in both cases than universities.69 If Robbins wanted universities to take responsibility for these parts of the sector, it was not because he wanted to make them into universities—he was certainly aware that the American system was highly differentiated.70 Rather he was rightly fighting shy of any binary system that would rely on ‘parity of esteem’, a point that had been forcibly driven home by Richard Hoggart in his written and oral testimony before the committee.71 Anyone who thought non-university institutions ‘can ever have parity of attraction with the university sector, either with the public or the student population’, Robbins commented after the Report, was ‘living in a fool’s paradise’. Far better to put teacher training and technical colleges under universities’ wing, and let them ‘fatten up’ on the universities’ higher status and better funding—as eventually transpired, though not for many years.72


Along similar lines, his advocacy of tutorial teaching and a general, ‘liberal’ education was designed not to preserve an Oxbridge model but to open up higher education to a much wider range of applicants, on the American or Scottish models. A less specialist education would be accessible to a more diverse entry and could focus on cultivating common qualities of mind and social life. Testimony to the committee had also provided ample evidence of the widening range of occupations into which university graduates would be recruited in future. A liberal education, less specialised, flexible and cognitively rich, would have occupational value as well as civic value—as the Scots, and Tawney, had long argued.73 Specialist training could best be pitched forward into the postgraduate years, as in America.74


Robbins did not in the end have it all his own way, but in all the important ways his Report had a decisive effect in building widening participation into the system. Governments of both parties eagerly embraced his conclusions in the immediate aftermath of the report in November 1963. The Conservatives, having been burned twice with the social movement against the 11+ and the panic in Parliament over the ‘pinch’ at 18+, now overtly accepted that the ‘bulge’ and the ‘trend’ must drive higher-education expansion at whatever pace they dictated; the idea of a fixed ‘pool of ability’ had been definitively trounced.75 Alec Douglas-Home, the Prime Minister, sent out word to ‘every father and mother in the country . . . that if they have in the family a child who wishes to pursue a course of higher education, there should be a place at technical college or university for that boy or girl to fill’, ‘one of the most exciting social prospects that we have faced in this country for a generation’.76 It was decided immediately that the Robbins Principle would form the basis for future expansion and that as a first step, as Robbins had recommended, the CATs and some of the 15 ‘central institutions’, where full-time advanced further education was offered in Scotland, would be promoted to university status.77 Despite the assumption sometimes made that access to higher education remained in Britain more selective than elsewhere, the supremacy of the Robbins Principle—which pledged a place to all ‘qualified leavers’ (with two A-levels) who wanted one—was in fact pretty much equivalent to similar pledges in France and Germany to admit all who qualified via the baccalauréat or the Abitur.78


After the election, when Crosland took charge at the Department of Education and Science, it might have been expected that Labour would embrace a demand-driven system even more enthusiastically; Crosland, after all, had taken the lessons of Floud and Halsey not only on the theoretical ‘pool of ability’ but also on the pressure of popular demand well before Boyle. There was, however, a competing Labour tradition in favour of manpower planning, undoubtedly congenial to the new Prime Minister, Harold Wilson, the economist whose famous 1963 speech invoking the ‘white heat’ of the technological revolution had inveighed against the 11+ and the 18+, precisely on the basis that the nation needed to plan for more scientists and technologists.79 Crosland mollified this tradition by speaking a new language of ‘social demand’, planning speak which nevertheless blurred the distinction between ‘national needs’ and popular demand.80 In this his position was strengthened by left-leaning economists like Moser and Vaizey who doubted that true manpower planning was really feasible and doubted also that popular demand was politically resistible.81 It helped that the Treasury was more comfortable with Moser’s ‘scientific’ projections—they involved huge new spending commitments, but at least they seemed predictable, less subject to the whims of planning-mad ministers, and were compatible with new procedures for tracking public expenditure installed in the early ’60s.82 The DES liked it too: with university expansion now closely yoked to secondary expansion, responsibility for the former (in the form of the quinquennial grants to the UGC) was transferred to them from the Treasury, and they began to develop their own statistical apparatus to monitor and predict future demand after school-leaving age and at 18+. It was here, in the DES’s Planning Unit and its Planning Papers, that regular, anxious brooding over measures such as APR and QPR began to be cultivated.83 Student demand was clearly installed as the driver of higher-education planning for the foreseeable future. However, the temptation to overrule the Robbins Principle with instruments of manpower planning would recur, surprisingly amongst Thatcherite Conservatives more than socialist planners.


In one key respect Crosland deviated from Robbins’ recommendations, in a way that has often been interpreted since as a socialist atavism back to manpower planning. To the surprise of his education advisers who had just watched him dismantle the bipartite system in secondary education84, Crosland suddenly announced in a speech at Woolwich in April 1965 that future expansion would be secured through a ‘binary’ system of higher education, separating the universities from the ‘public sector’ of institutions still under LEA control. The ‘English 7’ already afoot, one new Scottish university planned to join them (Stirling), the CATs promoted, and expansion of all existing universities agreed, there would be for a while no further new universities created, although 40 bids from candidate localities—the likes of Scarborough, Perth, Inverness—had been received.85 Elsewhere, the larger further-education colleges, especially the Scottish central institutions, were gearing up to join the CATs in promotion. But Crosland had decided instead to keep them out of the university sector. In a White Paper the following year, he proposed instead to group many of them into federated institutions called ‘polytechnics’—the word had nothing to do with technical colleges, but simply referred to ‘many arts’, to indicate that often they were grouping together highly disparate institutions, art colleges, colleges of business or commerce, some teacher-training colleges, technical colleges. These polytechnics would remain under LEA control, as had been their constituent parts, but they and other ‘public sector’ institutions would over time be able to grant university degrees through a Council for National Academic Awards.86


Why did Crosland plump for a binary system? The explanation most often given is that his socialist instincts, and the ambitions of a minister, drove him to limit the universities’ independent control over the higher education system and to retain a lever for ‘social control’ via the LEAs under DES oversight.87 But this can’t be quite right, because the policy was already being developed inside the DES before the election, before socialist planning was even on the agenda, well before Crosland. As early as March 1964 Edward Boyle had proposed it to Cabinet and moves were already under way to make it happen before the election. The truth is that for a variety of reasons no-one was as confident as Robbins about the ability or willingness of the universities to tackle such an ambitious expansion as was now contemplated. The Treasury was keen to hold down costs. The DES was, of course, anxious to retain some of its own control, in its traditional partnership with the LEAs, but it was also intensely concerned with the practicalities, especially regarding the very rapid expansion needed in teacher training dictated not only by higher participation rates but also by the continuing bulge and trend in schools. Toby Weaver, the civil servant responsible, knew enough to entice his masters with a whiff of ‘social control’, but this was not a particularly socialist policy, rather a language used by Boyle as much as Crosland. Crucially, the universities were also happy not to take up this burden. The UGC had a habit of jealously defending the elite qualities and the independence of the universities. While eager to take a manageable share of the expansion, and the enhanced revenues that went with it, they were quite content to leave to the ‘public sector’ the poorer new entrants with lower qualifications and allegedly more vocational goals, who might otherwise dilute the pure essence of liberal education—a UGC way of thinking about it, though not Robbins’.88


Was the binary system in higher education then just a re-creation of the bipartite system in secondary education, with universities standing in for grammar schools in slowing down the transition to a mass education system? Yes and no.



In many ways the universities did not, could not, may not have wanted to affect a ‘classless’ image as comprehensives did. They were, needless to say, much more ‘middle class’ institutions than the average comprehensive—as they would necessarily have been, until middle-class participation rates were so saturated that a more socially diverse intake was likely, which didn’t happen until the much more ambitious expansion of the 1990s. Residential universities, the new ones on greenfield (even ‘rural’) sites with small-group teaching, did borrow from established elite models. Sussex was known as ‘Balliol by the Sea’, after the intellectual Oxford college. On the other hand, the image of the universities undoubtedly shifted substantially in the 1960s. The new universities, like the comprehensives, drew on both new and old models. Like the comprehensives, they were concrete even more than ‘plateglass’; they offered new subjects, such as social studies; they offered more opportunities for co-education—Sussex began with an over 50 per cent female intake, double the old average. They were undoubtedly ‘middle class’, but they appealed to a ‘new middle class’ identity, modern, technical, ‘strategically mobile’, in some ways self-consciously going for a ‘classless’ style.89


A new idea of ‘student life’ was emerging that would contribute significantly to this ‘new middle class’ identity. Parallel to Robbins, not instigated by him, a national system of higher education was already emerging out of the patchwork of institutions dating back to the Middle Ages, with much greater homogeneity at least within the university sector, driven by the expansion of the system already under way in the late 1950s. A nationally guaranteed student grant, a national admissions system, less regional and more national catchment areas for universities were all coming into view before Robbins reported. On funding, Robbins’ own preference for a mixed system of means-tested grants and loans had already been pre-empted by the Anderson Report, ‘Grants for Students’, which appeared in June 1960.90 Its recommendation that all students accepted on degree courses or their equivalent should be given mandatory LEA grants for tuition fees and maintenance was accepted in the Education Act 1962. The disconnection between Anderson’s willingness to spend generously on grants and Robbins’ later, more ambitious projections for student numbers (and thus the costs of the grant) has made it appear to some commentators that Britain stumbled into its higher-participation regime almost by accident, storing up fiscal trouble for the future.91 But Anderson was then more in the British (if not the European) mainstream on this issue than the economist Robbins. LEAs had been ramping up their grant provision in the late ’50s anyway, consonant with the huge swell of government spending on education that had been building for some time. Over 90 per cent of applicants already had their tuition paid and some or all of their maintenance before Anderson: he was simply regularizing a system already then nearly complete.92 Most European countries provided free tuition; what distinguished the British system was that it provided maintenance grants as well, though (against Anderson’s recommendation) they remained means-tested, partly on the grounds that higher unlike secondary education was not a universal service.93


Similarly, it was probably not the availability of generous grants that encouraged all universities—including the new ones—to go for a national catchment area rather than local recruitment. Students were growing increasingly independent of their parents, parents as we have seen encouraged this trend, and physical mobility away from the family home for school-leavers and newlyweds as much as for students was rife. ‘Student life’ as a traineeship for middle-class adulthood, living with other students in residential halls or lodgings, was rapidly becoming the norm. But it is important to remember that this too was a ‘new middle class’ phenomenon, what the Crowther and Anderson Reports called the ‘new family pattern’. Hardly any of the parents of these middle-class students would have gone to university. Those who did would mostly, apart from the small Oxbridge cohort, have stayed closer to home. ‘Student life’, like the comprehensive school, straddled the old world and the new.94


The public sector shared in some but not all of these developments. The new national admissions system set up in 1961 applied only to universities.95 The teacher-training institutions had their own, much older Central Register and Clearing House. Other colleges and the new polytechnics retained control over their own admissions until much later, befitting their local orientation. Stylistically the polytechnics also set themselves apart, deliberately. They could not afford and did not want gleaming new plateglass campuses on greenfield sites. They were supposed to be rooted in their urban communities, housed in repurposed inner-city buildings, and offering the full gamut of part-time, full-time, evening and day courses that could attract a much wider social catchment, cheaply and compatibly with work. There was, however, from the start much more overlap with the universities than the theory of the ‘binary divide’ allowed. Their intake, too, was predominantly middle class.96 Some of them already had national catchments. Grants were available for their degree courses or equivalents on the same basis as universities. Their subject mix was never as differentiated from the universities as people imagined either, though it was always broader. Certainly ‘polytechnics’ were never only about technical education: ‘many arts’ included from the beginning art and design and social studies as well as technology. The goal of a more ‘vocational’ sector focused on applied science and technology was based on already outdated assumptions of a ‘swing to science’ and ‘national needs’, as we will consider in greater detail in Chapter 9. The real growth area in polytechnics, as in universities, and indeed in comprehensives, was ‘social studies’, appealing to new entrants on both vocational and non-vocational grounds, and to women as well as men. Though deplored as ‘academic drift’, the convergence between universities and the public sector—which was not ratified until 1991—was predictable from the outset; it also reflects the real, undifferentiated public hunger for higher education that was manifest across the 1960s.97


For although the binary divide might have put up some class barriers to university study, thus impeding democratization at the higher levels, it did nothing apparently to impede the remorseless operation of the trend towards higher-education participation predicted by Robbins. In an assessment of the ‘the impact of Robbins’ made by Richard Layard in 1968, higher education was described as the fastest growing industry in Britain after electronics and natural gas, student numbers having grown 76 per cent between 1961 and 1966.98 Some of that was due to the bulge. But the trend was also operating more powerfully than Robbins had predicted, an international phenomenon—across the OECD the trend accounted for more than two-thirds of higher-education growth in the 1960s, the bulge less than one-third.99 The participation rate in all forms of higher education surged from roughly 7 per cent to 14 per cent over the course of the decade—somewhat higher if we employ Moser and Layard’s generous calculations (see Appendix, Figure 5.3).


The Robbins Report itself contributed to that surge: public awareness of the report at the time of its publication was remarkably high—67 per cent knew about the report and the same proportion approved of the higher spending necessary to implement it.100 Growth ahead of Robbins’ projections was also registered in teacher training and in further education, and there were signs that comprehensivization was continuing to generate growth from the bottom-up: in 1969 over 40 per cent of the cohort nationally was taking O-levels, a rate that only Scotland and parts of Wales had attained at the beginning of the decade. The qualified participation rate, which Robbins thought had fallen to about 60 per cent early in the decade, had bounced back up over 80 per cent by the end. The ‘pinch’, Layard thought, had not been fully relieved, but Britain was coming close to properly implementing the Robbins Principle that there was a place in higher education for everyone qualified who wanted one—and remarkably, almost everyone qualified wanted one. By the end of the decade, the Robbins escalator was well and truly rolling.101


And then it stopped.
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What Has Happened to the Students?





After two decades of acceleration, peaking at an unprecedented level in the late 1960s, the trend stopped dead around 1970. ‘Staying on’—the trend to remaining in school for post-compulsory education after age 15—was still growing at 5 per cent per annum for boys and 7 per cent per annum for girls to 1969; growth then stopped nearly entirely for boys and slowed to 3 per cent per annum for girls.1 At age 18 the trend of the trend dropped more clearly and decisively. The participation rate for 18- and 19-year olds in all forms of higher education (APR) peaked at 14.2 per cent in 1972 and then stagnated at or below that level until the late 1980s (see Appendix, Figure 6.1); by the DES’s own figures, it actually dropped continuously throughout the 1970s.2 ‘What has happened to the students?’, wailed a gathering of higher-education policymakers at an emergency conference called by North East London Polytechnic in November 1974.3


It is not easy to explain the check to widening participation in the ‘long 1970s’, a period in this respect unique in the history of the twentieth century. Some even deny that it happened at all. Books aiming to cover the ‘crisis’ of the 1970s hardly mention education, though education was a prominent feature of the ‘moral panics’ over national decline or degeneration that besmirched the decade.4 But it is more common to be overwhelmed by the multiplicity of possible causes, for the long 1970s were highly eventful, not just in the familiar terms of high politics but also in changing labour markets, social attitudes, class structures and identities and particularly in features of the education system. These multiple shocks confused contemporaries, too; it became harder to see their period as one of optimism and general advance, and harder to see a democratic expansion of educational opportunity as the key to their children’s future or as a solution to present-day problems. In this environment, meritocracy enjoyed a breathing space and a chance for a comeback, as more people might be persuaded to enter a competition for a limited number of opportunities rather than insisting on the best for all.5


A list of the confusions confronting parents and teenagers would have to start with changing labour markets, which certainly played a role in questioning some well-established democratic assumptions about the benefits of education. Either because of educational over-expansion in the late 1960s or because of surging demand for manual labour—two quite different explanations—the ‘rate of return’ to education seemed to turn against staying on at the end of the ’60s. Labour markets then fluctuated wildly over the next fifteen years, betokening a transition to a post-industrial and increasingly non-manual workforce. In the long run, this transition would be interpreted as a shift to a ‘knowledge economy’ in which education would become more, not less important in the labour market, yet in the midst of it that shift was not visible to parents and adolescents. To some degree, this was an international phenomenon; in the US, at least, there was a similar halt around 1970 to the otherwise remorseless rise in high-school and college graduation rates, and across the OECD a general deterioration of the labour-market prospects of graduates.6


But other factors too, not having to do with the economy, took the shine off higher education. The ‘self-disciplined . . . restrained, quiet’ student ‘with an altruistic frame of mind, religiously inclined’ whom Ferdynand Zweig had taken as typical when he studied elite universities in 1963 had been almost entirely eclipsed. In its place arose a distinct ‘student estate’, self-absorbed in its own idea of student life, and apparently driven by ‘permissiveness’ to set itself against established values and (evident in the rash of student unrest) against the university itself. Parents might have second thoughts about throwing their adolescents into this alien maelstrom (though again the adolescents might have had different ideas), especially in the peak period of student unrest from the late ’60s to the late ’70s. Politicians certainly had doubts about throwing more money into a higher-education system which seemed not to be delivering on economic growth but rather only throwing abuse back—not least when, as happened repeatedly during this period, education ministers met with a rough reception when they ventured onto campuses. This too was an international problem—the student unrest of 1968 and after had notoriously global reach, and in the United States in particular the resulting ‘culture war’ was said to have much reduced faith in education to address social problems or to fuel economic growth.7


At the same time, and for similar reasons, the integrity of the school system was cast in doubt. ‘Permissiveness’ seemed to pose a discipline problem in secondary schools quite as much as in higher education, though without the parental option to withdraw. In a rapidly pluralizing society, with more psychic, social and physical mobility among the young, growing racial diversity and diverging social attitudes, schools were on the frontline. As John Tomlinson put it, far from reproducing the old social order, schools became ‘the cockpit in which the conflicts are first encountered by the young’, to their parents’ mystification or dismay.8 ‘Moral panics’ about young people, often focused on indiscipline in schools, were so prevalent across the 1970s that that very neologism ‘moral panic’ coined by a sociologist in 1972 became the slogan of a decade. This was, inevitably, again an international problem, as the spread of informality and the decline of deference across the Western world made schools the theatres of culture clash. A Gallup poll in the United States in 1975 named ‘lack of discipline’ as the most important problem in schools: in the words of a 1984 White House report, there appeared to be ‘chaos in the classroom’.9


More specifically in Britain, comprehensive reorganization was reaching its climax, with inevitable disruption as split sites were merged and mid-school transfers required, and this provided a ready whipping boy for the architects of such moral panics. The 1970s were also a period of growing ethnic diversity and fears about indiscipline often packed a racial charge. Borrowing from America, which was experiencing sharp conflicts at the same time over racial integration of schools, images of a feral inner-city adolescent horde were loaded with class and ethnic prejudice. And again politicians wondered what economic dividend they were reaping from investment in schools at a time when economic performance was rocky—though in reality there was probably little direct relationship between them. As if the British system hadn’t enough change to absorb at the time, 1972 was the year chosen to finally implement the Butler Act’s promise to raise the school-leaving age to 16, so that 1973–74 added an additional year of compulsory schooling for that troublesome cohort. In the same year, local-government reorganization redrew the boundaries of many LEAs.10 Lying behind both permissiveness itself and its adversaries was a general decline in public confidence in state institutions, schools and universities not excepted, a crisis of confidence that was international and multi-dimensional. The state didn’t help itself by falling into a fiscal crisis from around 1973 that constantly imperilled spending on schools and continued adhesion to the Robbins Principle.


As one pair of shrewd educationists commented at the end of this period, ‘the basic problem in analysing social change—that everything is changing—is [now] particularly acute’.11 We are not helped in disentangling this knot of causes and effects by its enhanced politicization not only by contemporary actors but also by subsequent commentators, the usual over-emphasis on the agency of politics being compounded by dramatically skewed diagnoses. Nor can we call so easily on the aid of the social sciences, as their fragmentation, each to their own source base and explanatory mechanism, leads again to remarkably divergent explanations—economists look to the labour market, sociologists to social structure, and historians mostly to their favoured political explanations, ideology and ‘the cuts’. Usually they focus on the shorter time periods that suit their favoured explanations, rather than the ‘long 1970s’ as a whole. Putting the fragments back together is a hazardous and confusing operation. Fortunately we do have some unique assets, not least the nice coincidence of a second birth-cohort study after 1946—in 1958—which neatly comes of secondary-school age at the beginning of this period, is the first to experience the raising of the school-leaving age, makes for a natural experiment on the effects of comprehensive reorganization and higher-education stagnation, and enjoys the full roller-coaster ride of the ‘long 1970s’ labour market.




Crises of Confidence



Just because arguments for the crisis of the ‘long 1970s’ were highly politicised does not make them negligible. So we should begin with consideration of three of the most prevalent, yet very divergent (and highly politicised) explanations, all of which posit a major crisis of popular confidence in educational institutions.


The first was a fight-back for meritocracy, which we have seen already rear its head in Kingsley Amis’s gloomy prognostication in 1960 that more would mean worse. It is notable that many of the born-again meritocrats of the 1960s and ’70s had started out as Labour party members or at least ‘moderate progressives’. They argued, against the dominant flow of public opinion, that selection of an elite on grounds of ability was necessary both to advance the economy and to protect civilized values, but was also egalitarian in its repudiation of inherited privilege; it represented true ‘equality of opportunity’. Little knots of such people had been meeting in discussion groups throughout the ’60s, but they surfaced into public visibility after 1969 with a series of ‘Black Papers on Education’, the moving force behind which were two ‘moderate progressive’ academics, Brian Cox and Tony Dyson.12 Cox and Dyson, like Amis, were most concerned with what they saw as the degradation of elite education. They were moved to action, as Cox later said, by the wave of disorder unleashed by student protest in the universities—in other words, by permissiveness at the top. Their contacts with grammar-school teachers caused them naturally to extend this concern to the schools, especially elite selective schools such as the ‘direct grants’—the rump of hybrid fee-paying and state-scholarship grammar schools that had survived into the 1970s but were finally squeezed out of the state sector by the Labour government from 1975. Schools of this type, like the top universities, were regarded by Cox and Dyson as guardians of ‘the moral and cultural values of European civilization’.13 If fed by more egalitarian modes of selection—Cox and Dyson did not support revival of the 11+, but proposed various alternatives—a renewal of genuinely competitive ‘contest mobility’ would not lead to a caste-like meritocracy of the kind decried by Michael Young, but to an open elite; it was at this point that the word ‘meritocracy’ began to be used more frequently in this positive sense.14


Mingling with the ‘moderate progressives’ in the Black Papers project, however, were some much harder voices. Right-wing Conservatives who had suffered indignantly under comprehensive reorganization came out of the woodwork in large numbers, especially after 1970 when the Conservatives returned to power and Boyle gradually withdrew from the fray.15 Some of them were frank defenders of an hereditary elite.16 Others were simply what Christopher Knight calls ‘preservationists’, fighting to preserve the remaining grammar schools and to keep the direct grants under the protection of the state, on meritocratic grounds. But whatever their reasoning they tended to be more explicitly and ideologically anti-egalitarian and ready for a fight.17 At this point, appeals that might have had a wider purchase on a broad swathe of parents played only minor roles; the later Thatcherite emphases on ‘parental choice’ and ‘standards’ were not applied to all parents but mostly to those choosing grammar schools, and not to all schools but mostly those thought to represent the high standards of ‘European civilization’.18



Especially after 1974 when the Conservatives lost power again, they sought to turn their party’s influence actively in support of parents’ groups campaigning for the retention or restoration of grammar schools. Tabloid newspapers and even the BBC fell on this newsworthy red meat. ‘Moral panics’ were concentrated in the mid-1970s, when the Black Paper series was also at its peak. The most dramatic actually focused on a primary school, William Tyndale in the London Borough of Islington, where in 1974 parents withdrew their children in protest at what they saw as a collapse of discipline in the name of ‘progressive education’.19 After a sequence of student protests at North London Polytechnic between 1971 and 1974, three Conservative academics there got a great deal of publicity for a book, published by the Black Papers’ Rhodes Boyson, charging that a ‘rape of reason’ was taking place in Britain’s new higher education institutions.20 In 1976, when local elections were fought in Tameside in Greater Manchester in part over comprehensive reorganization, and a local Conservative bloc pledged to reverse it won, parents’ groups took the Labour government to the High Court in order to restore their grammar-school places.21 The BBC highlighted a London secondary school, Faraday, in a bleak fly-on-the-wall documentary ‘Best Days’ in 1977.22 One or other of the Black Papers themes—student unrest, indiscipline, the abolition of grammar schools—was hardly out of the media at any time during these years.


Unleashed in opposition, the Conservative party did its best to make hay out of such flashpoints. Norman St John-Stevas, the Shadow Education Secretary, and his deputy Rhodes Boyson, elected as a Conservative MP in 1974, egged on seven LEAs including Tameside that were defying the Labour government on selection; the ‘magnificent seven’, St John-Stevas dubbed them.23 These campaigns contributed to (but were not solely responsible for) an intensification of political polarization at local-government level. There were now fewer independents; boundaries had been gerrymandered in the 1972 reorganization for maximum political effect; the polarization of politics evident later nationally began here. Interest groups, especially if they had national backing—as parents’ action groups did—loomed larger, perhaps at the expense of voter interest and engagement. The bipartisan consensus that had emerged in the late 1950s against selection was splintering.24


At the same time, perhaps oddly, a similar indictment of the educational system was being tendered on the left. As we’ve seen the old Labour left had always been ambivalent about education and its alleged effects on social mobility: they worried it would decapitate the working class or simply distract from more important issues of work and power. The running on comprehensive reorganization had been made, at least at the national level, by ‘revisionists’ of one kind or another who valued the ethical and social effects of common education for common citizenship—politicians like Crosland, critics like Young, sociologists like Halsey and Floud. In the 1970s, a new left emerged amongst radical sociologists who developed a critique of comprehensive education; it led to the view, now prevalent, that ‘divided Labour’ had failed to embrace true equality and only perpetuated social stratification under the guise of a comprehensive system. In this view, education had not only failed to combat inequality but was actively working to construct and consolidate it. Streaming, the CSE/O-level divide, selection at 16+ for A-levels and at 18+ for higher education, and the ‘binary divide’ in higher education were doing the job of the 11+, and the greater emphasis on ‘certification’—taking and passing exams—had only consolidated the ‘rise of the meritocracy’, in Young’s satirical sense.25


If the Black Papers targeted middle-class parents dissatisfied with comprehensives as their prime audience, the radical sociologists targeted working-class adolescents equally if not more dissatisfied with comprehensives. The indiscipline and protest which the Black Papers saw as the problem were reinterpreted as signs of healthy resistance on the part of the excluded majority. Led by Basil Bernstein, who in the early 1960s had developed a theory of working-class communication which emphasized its closed and exclusive nature, impervious to the ‘elaborated’ nature of polite speech, educational sociology of the 1970s embraced working-class adolescents’ refusal of the educational ladder.26 Bernstein had said already in 1965 that he wasn’t interested in ‘jacking up a child’s I.Q. by half a dozen points or seeing the school as a launching pad for educational sputniks’, but rather sought to serve the bottom 40 per cent who ‘may as well have gone by submarine’ and were being denied ‘a fundamental educational right’ by schools designed for others.27 By the 1970s sociologists were less interested in securing educational rights and more interested in boarding the submarine. In Learning to Labour (1977), the most popular of these texts, Paul Willis practically celebrated ‘the most aggressive aspects’ of ‘the male white working class counter-school culture’ as the ‘fun’ that the non-academic majority claimed in compensation for its exclusion from middle-class forms of success. These displays of sexual prowess and sometimes even racial violence were congruent with ‘shopfloor culture’, the work life for which working-class youth yearned; no wonder they were so eager to leave school at 16! While of course as a socialist Willis was not endorsing sexual or racial violence, or for that matter the ‘basically meaningless’ work for which these young men were destined, he was delegitimating comprehensive schools (or probably any educational institution) as a vehicle for social change. ‘No conceivable number of certificates amongst the working class will make for a classless society’, he concluded; or, in Bernstein’s formulation, ‘education cannot compensate for society’.28


This turn away from the reorganization or extension of schooling on the part of 1970s sociology had implications not only for the current of opinion in those years but also for the evidentiary base left to historians. There were in these years few attempts to gauge the attitudes to education amongst either middle-class or working-class populations more generally of the type that David Glass’s students like Halsey and Floud had pioneered in the 1950s. Even opinion polls tended to ask questions mostly about immediately newsworthy issues such as indiscipline or examination standards.29 This is partly an artefact of the end to the extended national debate over the 11+ and the culmination of comprehensive reorganization. But it also reflects an ethnographic turn amongst sociologists, who were now much more likely to spend their time in fieldwork in secondary schools, aiming at working-class youth, than in canvassing attitudes and opinion more widely.30 There were still major social surveys undertaken in this period—the most important being Halsey and Goldthorpe’s Oxford Mobility Study of 1972, discussed in Chapter 8. But Halsey and Goldthorpe felt themselves very much on the back foot in the face of radical critique. While Halsey acknowledged the inadequacy of social mobility alone to secure equality, he was not content to denounce it as ‘a disguised legitimation of liberal capitalist society’ and continued to work to equalize opportunities to achieve it through more equal provision of education.31 Even the 1946 and 1958 birth cohort studies were finding it difficult to win continued public funding; the third study barely got off the ground in 1970; and the Conservative Education Secretary Keith Joseph flatly refused to countenance a fourth study in 1982. ‘I’ll start funding your research when you start telling me things I want to hear’, he is alleged to have said.32 As a result, though ingenious things can be done to glean information from later sweeps of the 1958 cohort, there is a decided lacuna in evidence about values and attitudes for the 1970s and ’80s. The radical sociologists may not have done much to cultivate a political constituency for their views, but they did something to undermine the political constituency for educational reform in the mould of Halsey and Floud. And in focusing on a shrinking working class, oddly and fatally for sociologists, they diverted attention from the forces of social and economic change diversifying communities and the workforce.


Between the Black Papers and radical ethnography, a third political course was steered by a moderate Labour government in the mid-1970s. From the left’s standpoint, it was indistinguishable from—or, worse, a stalking horse for—the worst forms of Black Papers ideology and Thatcherism. But it is worth carefully distinguishing Labour’s position, because it did try to retool democratic provision for a new age rather than to embrace older forms of meritocracy. James Callaghan who succeeded Harold Wilson as Prime Minister in 1976 was a culturally conservative figure of an older generation—born in 1912—who shared some of the wider concerns about permissiveness. He was not, however, in any way susceptible to the Black Papers’ elitism. The Labour government had abolished the direct grant schools, resumed instructions to LEAs to complete comprehensive reorganization, taken Tameside to court over selection, and strove mightily to uphold the Robbins Principle. Callaghan’s famous speech at Ruskin College in October 1976 should therefore be seen as an attempt to address supposed parental concerns about indiscipline without endorsing meritocratic policies with inegalitarian outcomes such as selection—the opposite as he said of ‘a clarion call to Black Paper prejudices’.33


Callaghan chose as his text Tawney’s dictum, ‘What a wise parent would wish for their children, so the state must wish for all its children.’ In tilting against ‘the new informal methods of teaching’ he sought to speak for all kinds of parents who wanted the best for their children. His prescriptions (such as they were—few and tentative) were aimed at the whole of society. One was technocratic; education, for girls as well as boys, seemed to be less focused than it ought to be on science and industry, a common complaint of politicians of both parties since the 1950s—and especially since the ‘swing away from science’ began in the early ’60s.34 The other was more democratic; all parents, not only those in grammar schools, were concerned about ‘standards’, and government ought to take stronger measures to guarantee them.35 This latter shibboleth, because it was taken up by Thatcherite education reformers, has attracted most opprobrium.36 For the left, ‘standards’ could only mean more subordination for the ‘non-academic’ working class, keeping them in their place at the bottom of an academic hierarchy. For some on the right, it did mean grammar schools. But Callaghan’s adoption of ‘standards’ as a rallying cry had the effect of steering the right away from its more elitist appeals to grammar-school parents and couching its rhetoric in terms that could at least theoretically appeal to all. Indeed, some Conservative politicians—including Thatcher and St. John-Stevas—had already seen the sense of this, in distinction to the more explicitly elitist voices in the Black Papers crowd, such as Angus Maude.37


Not very much came of the Ruskin speech in the end. Callaghan called for a ‘Great Debate’ on education, but this amounted to a series of regional conferences organized by the DES in 1977 mostly for experts and educationists. The Great Debate passed Wales and Scotland by almost entirely.38 It may have given some aid and comfort to grammar-school restorationists in the ‘magnificent seven’, but they were fighting against Callaghan’s own government and mostly they lost their fights. Callaghan’s speech probably did fix the idea of ‘standards’ more firmly in the public understanding of what was wrong with education and what might be made better.39 But a new emphasis on standards, accountability and curriculum in state schools hardly amounts to a triumph of the New Right, as it is often portrayed; it sounds like something else entirely, something that had been growing since the 1950s, representing parents’ greater attachment to state education, arguing against state paternalism (however benevolent the ‘man in Whitehall’ might be) and for the ‘best’ possible schools for all children, and a greater say for parents.


Was there really, then, as A. H. Halsey feared, a ‘rotting of public confidence in public institutions’ which lay behind the slump in participation rates?40 Or was there something else going on, a crisis of confidence but also a search for a way forward that would improve life-chances for all? The political arguments may have stirred up even more anxiety, but they at least had the merit of addressing a wide range of constituencies—anxious middle-class parents, dissatisfied working-class students, ‘ordinary’ families concerned about accountability and standards. What all of these dissatisfactions had in common was a growing self-assertion on the part of disparate parts of the population against prescription and restriction from above. In some recent historical accounts, the 1970s saw a marked ‘decline of deference’ and a ‘rise of popular individualism’. Trust in politicians began a dizzying collapse which crashed in the 1980s and has never yet recovered. While these phenomena are often associated with the New Right or with Thatcherism, resulting in dog-eat-dog competition and newly validated success mostly for the already privileged, they could also be associated with the welfare state and the sense of civic entitlement that welfare and democracy had spread among the less privileged.41 The new confidence that led to the demographic bulge, the aspiration to a better life that led to the trend, and the belief in equal provision for all that drove comprehensive reorganization continued to manifest themselves in the 1970s, in new and enhanced ways; but evidently not yet to the benefit of widening participation in education. Why not?


To begin with, there seems little evidence of declining confidence in education per se, as opposed to specific educational institutions. As Peter Taylor-Gooby showed, public support for means-tested benefits—to help the low paid, the unemployed, lone parents and children—had always been shaky, both because of hostility to means testing and also due to older beliefs in self-reliance. These suspicions became better articulated in the 1970s but they did not amount to a repudiation of the welfare state or of democratic expectations of education. Support for universal entitlements to health and education remained as strong as ever. A more individualistic populace supported ‘opt outs’—the right to buy private education or private health insurance—as a matter of choice, but they did not thereby support lower levels of public finance for education or health.42 To the contrary, health and education expenditures as a share of national income remained stable, rising in per capita terms once the bulge finally tapered off in the 1970s and when the school-age population dropped rapidly in the 1980s.43 Although advocates of private education talked up the ‘growth’ of their sector in this period of alleged public disillusionment with state education44, there was very little deviation from the opt-out across the twentieth century of 6–7 per cent of the population. Most of the marginal growth that can be detected arose from the fluctuating fortunes of the small number of direct-grant schools: the transfer of some of these schools from the state (or semi-state) to the independent sector, the brief restoration of state scholarships under Thatcher’s short-lived Assisted Places Scheme.45


If there was no ‘exit’ from state education, there was plenty of ‘voice’. Parents had not falling but rising expectations of what the state could or should provide, and this caused them to criticize and clamour for more say.46 The demand for more information about schools—at the very least prospectuses, perhaps inspection reports, later exam performance—and more participation in schools—in parent-teacher meetings, in PTAs, on governing bodies—to which both Thatcher and Callaghan sought to cater was surely evidence of commitment to and expectations of the neighbourhood school rather than the reverse. ‘Parental choice’, which could be code for selection, was more ambiguous, but most parents wanted voice not choice. Few of the noisy campaigns to retain selection succeeded. They were concentrated on areas with high middle-class populations and thus with high success rates at the 11+. Even the Tyndale affair, as John Davis has shown, resulted from an unusually sharp social and cultural conflict between pioneers in inner-city gentrification and a permissive policy maintained by radical young teachers.


These were atypical hotspots, where grammar-school constituencies were large or passionate. They did, however, contribute to greater uncertainty about what were really the ‘best’ schools. For a time polls asking people about selection showed them shifting back in favour, at exactly the time it began to feature less in their lives. While favouring selection in theory, however, people seemed reluctant to embrace it in practice for their own children. As we have seen, referenda in the early 1970s produced pretty unanimous verdicts against selection. After those failures, grammar-school preservationists relied on party-political manoeuvres rather than public opinion to secure their few victories. The pace of comprehensive reorganization continued unslackened through the ’70s and ’80s (see Appendix, Figure 4.1). The neighbourhood school became the norm and was embedded in most people’s expectations and identities.47 Support for selection began to fall again in the 1980s.48 The LEA, which no longer directed pupils to separate schools, became less important than the school itself. In areas like Tameside where parents clamoured for the ‘choice’ of a grammar school, allocation to schools remained highly sensitive, but across the country most parents chose and got their neighbourhood school.49 Even after 1979, when the return of a Conservative government emboldened some Tory LEAs to seek to restore selection after it had already been abandoned—Berkshire, Wiltshire, Solihull—it turned out, embarrassingly, that middle-class electors preferred to stick with neighbourhood schools.50


Combined with moral panics, voice could also translate into the language of standards. At a time when parents weren’t told about inspection reports or examination results, and teachers actively resisted more parental involvement, who could blame them for wondering about the quality of education their children were receiving? Neither the man in Whitehall nor even the man in County Hall (that is, at the LEA) could be relied on any longer to know best. Gradually politicians responded. The Taylor Report of 1977 marked a turning-point, after which PTAs and parental representatives on governing bodies became the norm. Parents began to be invited into primary schools for the first time to help with language and reading; the practice became widespread in the 1980s.51 Middle-class parents were always more likely to participate in such activities but all parents were taking more of an active interest in their children’s schooling.52 For the first time, after all, in this generation most parents had had experience of secondary schooling themselves, an experience which correlates both with parental involvement and with staying on. And, it cannot be said often enough, thanks to continued occupational change, many more parents were now ‘middle class’.53


Nevertheless, if there was no general loss of confidence in education, only more exacting expectations of it, how do we then explain the stagnation of participation rates in further and higher education? Participation in compulsory education may have been a more positive experience than the moral panics suggested, but participation in post-compulsory education evidently was not. Secondary education had become a known quantity for most people, which they expected to be offered to all on the best possible terms. Higher education was still terra incognita for the majority, and in the unsettled cultural and economic circumstances of the ’70s and ’80s it looked like a wager with highly uncertain outcomes. Was an immediate wage or more education a better bet? How welcoming an environment would the new higher-education venues be, given their novelty, diversity and headline-grabbing outbreaks of “student unrest”? How could you plan for the future at all given the vicissitudes of a stop–go economy and a stop–go supply of places in education? Even bigger questions seem more obvious in retrospect, but intimations of them still troubled contemporaries. What was the future of industrial employment, now beginning a long decline? How important was education for a ‘career’? The whole shape of a ‘career’ was now up for grabs in a way it had not been when young people were less socially and geographically mobile. What did people want from life?54


To see how they answered these questions, at least in the short term, we need to look more closely at the actual behaviours and choices that they made at the key transition points: attainment in schools to 16, ‘staying on’ for further education, participation in higher education at 18, and, as it turns out, new transition points thereafter.




16 to 18



By moving to a school-leaving age of 16 in 1972, Britain remained near the vanguard of European nations, requiring more years of schooling than any country except Belgium and the Netherlands, though still behind the United States.55 It also aligned the school-leaving age with its standard forms of certification—CSE and O-level in England and Wales, O-grade in Scotland—and this naturally boosted the proportion achieving certification. By 1977 70 per cent of 16-year-olds were sitting O-grade exams in Scotland (an exam originally planned for the ‘top’ 30 per cent).56 Of those born in the 1960s in England and Wales (sitting exams between 1976 and 1985), 69 per cent achieved at least one O-level pass, with near-saturation levels for students from non-manual backgrounds, leading to some catch-up in working-class vs. middle-class attainment.57 Although there was a lively, not to say vicious debate at the time over whether comprehensive reorganization had lowered standards, it is clear enough that the opposite was the case so far as minimum standards of attainment to 16 were concerned.58


The real concern was about progression after 16—‘staying on’. This concern partly reflected the excessive focus of 1970s debate on the ‘able’ student—especially the able working-class student, who was supposed to have suffered from the ‘abolition’ of grammar schools—but it also reflected a genuine deficiency in British education, which is that its participation rates dropped off considerably after 16. Here the problem was specifically English, with staying on rates as low as 20 per cent compared to 40 per cent in Scotland and 48 per cent in Wales.59 It’s not at all clear that the English rate was lower than its international comparators, but the fact that it sputtered across the 1970s after such exuberant growth in the 1960s naturally raised a question, as well as fears about relative decline vis-à-vis competitors.60


This barrier at 16 lent some support to the radical sociologists’ theory that comprehensive education was still modelled too narrowly upon the academic, middle-class student, against which working-class students were rebelling.61 In one version, it was alleged that, at employers’ behest, Callaghan’s Ruskin speech was designed to deepen this divide by separating ‘16–19 client groups’ to ‘re-vocationalise the last years of public schooling’ for the majority and intensify academic training for the elite.62 A more conventional version just deplored again the failure to fully vocationalize further education, depriving the non-academic of the ‘parity of esteem’ that was allegedly available in Germany’s rigidly tracked system.63 Both blamed policymakers. There was even a revival of the older idea that the British working class just didn’t want or like education, and never would.64 Economists however have offered quite a different diagnosis, which gives more agency to the 16-year-olds.



To the economists the issue was deceptively simple. Although they had conventionally accepted that education was a consumption good, demand for which rose with generally rising living standards, their own disciplinary trajectory—motored by human-capital considerations—and the global economic crisis of the mid-1970s caused them to seek investment-minded behaviour. Accordingly, they traced the slowing and then the reversal of staying-on behaviours to investment-minded decisions of 16-year-olds: either a decline in the longer-term economic advantages of staying on (e.g. a decline in the ‘graduate premium’, wage advantages to degree-holders) or a rise in the short-term advantage of leaving school and joining the labour market immediately. Whereas in the US, three influential papers by the future Nobel laureate Christopher Pissarides concluded in 1981–2, the former clearly applied, in the UK in contrast the latter was at work—sensible as relatively few 16-year-olds in Britain could as yet even contemplate higher education.65 There was, he argued, ‘unusually fast growth in juvenile earnings’ (for boys, he meant) in the period 1969–74, just when staying on slackened.66 Pissarides did not claim that consumption didn’t matter. He admitted that it was a problem for his correlation that consumption continued to grow in the early 1970s and that staying on recovered for a few years before 1975. Indeed some economists began to complain that the British viewed education too much as a consumption good and were not regarding future economic prospects adequately, either for themselves or for the national interest.67 The ‘swing away from science’ was a particular bugbear.68 Still, Pissarides argued that the immediate attractions of the manual labour market in the early ’70s were so strong as to overcome the usual effects of consumption, and that the slump in staying on then deepened when consumption did slacken in the mid-1970s economic crisis; in fact he argued that reduced consumption rather than enhanced labour-market prospects was most responsible for the continuation of the staying-on slump through 1978, the end of his study period.69


If we are interested in the motivations and behaviours of real people, as opposed to merely mechanical correlations, then it is hard to take too seriously Pissarides’ model based on 16-year-olds sensitively assessing small shifts in wages, ‘discounting’ deferred wages from staying on, and switching back and forth between consumption and investment decisions. Clearly education remained a consumption good throughout, which most people sought more of as national income grew. But equally clearly something did happen around 1970 to deter 16-year-olds, especially boys, from staying on. ‘Student unrest’ probably mattered little, as 16-year-olds weren’t thinking much about university; even Pissarides rejects the idea that their calculations were affected by conditions in higher education.70 Neither did the academic barriers at 16 nor the counter-school culture suddenly loom up in 1970. But the mood did shift, and the Indian Summer of manual employment experienced by Britain in the first half of the ’70s surely influenced decision-making. Then, when the economic slump hit, the worry about deferring wages undoubtedly deepened. The uncertainty of immediate prospects under these successive, unpredictable shifts encouraged a ‘safety first’ approach to foregoing further education, given more urgency by the raising of the school-leaving age in 1972—undoubtedly increasing impatience with schooling in the short term—and the gathering drumbeat of moral panics over the value of schooling. And boys were more directly affected by all of these factors than girls.71


Furthermore, staying on rates began to rise again almost immediately after Pissarides’ study period ended, despite rising youth unemployment and continuing uncertainty both in labour markets and in graduate prospects. Between the 1958 and 1970 birth cohorts—that is, between 1974 and 1986—staying-on rose especially among lower-ability students, though erratically. Some of this reflects a hitherto unknown phenomenon—‘parking’—whereby teenagers stay on in education just to avoid the dole queue, or the dead-end training schemes that came into vogue under Thatcher. But as we will see even parking led eventually to higher attainment rates from the late 1980s. By the 1980s it was also clearer that the future of the labour market lay in non-manual jobs and that more education could only help further down the road.72 It looks like Pissarides’ investment-focused model only worked for a short time in the 1970s when successive shocks cast doubt on the immediate value of further education—and only ever worked well for boys, at a time when the participation of girls was rising in both education and the labour market. After that short period teenagers resumed the pursuit of further education either as a longer-term investment or as a consumption good or both. The long-term trend between 1960 and 1990 followed a generally upward course, more or less impervious to educational politics.73


As staying on rates recovered, what did students stay on for? The fact that APR continued to flat-line through the 1980s suggests that they did not get as far as higher education, and so another chokepoint had arisen between 16 and 18 (see Appendix, Figure 6.2).What were they doing instead? The big growth areas were in so-called ‘tertiary colleges’, either sixth-form colleges offering A-levels or, more often, further-education colleges offering A-levels as well as other advanced qualifications. Since the 1944 Act guaranteed access to further education, there were no formal barriers or limits on places; there was also becoming evident a growing wage premium for those who had further education at least to 17 and especially to 18; furthermore, part-time education and apprenticeships (which fell short of full-time further education) were declining in appeal, as long-established fears about ‘second-class’ qualifications were intensified by growing awareness of the greater flexibility in a changing labour market offered by more academic qualifications.74


On the whole, this period of continued stagnating APR for higher education through the late 1980s did then seem to handicap lower-achieving students, who stayed on but did not attain the two A-level qualification for higher education.75 It may have been that the jump from CSE or even O-levels to A-levels was too steep, lending support to the argument that Britain’s was still a bipartite system with a significant barrier to widening participation after 16.76 There is some doubt as to whether the qualified leaver rate—that is, the proportion of 18-year-olds attaining the two A-level threshold—was in fact stagnating as Pissarides and others have concluded from the statistics or was ‘buoyant’ as the DES thought at the time.77 In Scotland, for example, the equivalent attainment rate was clearly rising, and the DES thought the same factors were applying in England and Wales: ‘the stabilising and increasing spread of comprehensive secondary education’, ‘increased participation in full-time education amongst 16–19 year olds’ and ‘the lessons of the employment market i.e. the message that higher qualifications in general mean better chances of employment’.78


There did seem to be more of a barrier than in Germany or France, where attainment rates for the Abitur and the baccalauréat were surging.79 In Britain, it appeared, there was suppressed demand.80 There were, however, increasing signs that this suppressed demand was finding ways to express itself that the formal accounting did not recognize. It was becoming more common for teenagers to pause their education in their late teens, reconnoitre the confusing trade-offs between education and employment, and then return to full-time education a bit later.81 Importantly, ‘Access’ courses providing non-traditional students a path to higher education began to be offered in tertiary colleges from 1978, notably by the Inner London Education Authority.82



More importantly still, this period saw an unprecedented return to full-time education by a very large reservoir of mature entrants—married women. Many of these mature women had had high levels of qualification already when they left education or careers to start families; as we have seen, they had been expressing mounting dissatisfaction since at least the late 1950s with the cultural norms and the formal barriers that excluded them from higher education.83 Now they broke out. Unlike men, who were deserting part-time education in droves, they were now enrolling in a wide range of part-time courses compatible with child-care responsibilities and part-time employment: Access courses, other tertiary qualifications, part-time degree courses almost entirely at colleges and polytechnics, the Open University (which allowed you to study part-time at home). Within a few years they were also piling into full-time courses and their share in full-time higher education began to climb rapidly, no longer so overwhelmingly concentrated in teacher training.84 None of these mature entrants appeared at all in estimations of QLR and APR, which were based only on full-time entrants at 18 or 19. Demand was mounting both below and above the radar.


If we turn to participation in higher education itself—explaining the very long halt in the growth of APR, right through the late ’80s—we need to bring into play another explanation beyond school performance and trade-offs between education and employment, that is, aspiration for (rather than attainment of ) higher education, the demand-side factors that we have been emphasizing all along in explaining the rise of mass education. For at this juncture—entry to higher education, and the crisis of the long 1970s in particular—supply surely does matter as well as demand. The 1944 Act guaranteed access to secondary and further education for all who desired it, but it was only the pious declaration of the Robbins Principle that guaranteed higher education on the same basis. Let us give the politicians their due. They did agonize about maintaining the Robbins Principle through one of the greatest crises of public finance in modern times, and also through a demographic bulge that continued in higher education into the early 1980s. But did they maintain it?




‘Tunnelling through the Hump’



Government took a while to waken to the crisis in higher education. They did not track the slowdown in staying on rates from 1969 and as late as December 1972 Margaret Thatcher’s White Paper as Education Secretary, tellingly titled ‘Education: A Framework for Expansion’, was still aiming for a much higher APR in 1980 than Robbins had predicted.85 However, within a year grim fiscal news was already causing the DES to doubt whether it could meet this level of demand; shortly thereafter a new tranche of leavers’ statistics caused DES to doubt also that those levels of demand would be sustained.86 Thus at the same time government was faced with declining demand and at least the prospect of declining supply. This conjuncture posed a tense political dilemma by encouraging government to reduce supply because of reduced demand, thereby deepening the slump by depressing demand further. In a period of demographic growth which required more expenditure even at constant levels of participation, the temptation was to try ‘tunnelling through the hump’—in the vivid words of a 1977 government memo—by holding down participation rates until the demographic ‘hump’ turned down too.87 But would this really be maintaining the Robbins Principle?


Both demand and supply slumped further as Labour came into office in early 1974. Another set of leavers’ statistics in mid-1974 made the end of the trend look like a trend in itself. Policymakers felt they could no longer rely on Robbins’ gay predictions of a continuous upward progress, and entertained new thinking—and commissioned new research—about what might be depressing demand.88 Some of their new considerations will look familiar—the costs and benefits of education vs. employment, the counter-school culture (‘increasing dissatisfaction with formal education’), the raising of the school-leaving age—but others now seem bizarre—renewed doubts about whether a sufficient ‘pool of ability’ did exist after all, and a brief eugenic fashion for deploring the low birth rates of middle-class professionals. DES had been reluctant to air its suspicions for fear of further depressing demand, but the second set of leavers’ statistics in 1974 confirmed the end of the trend.89


The emergency conference called for November 1974, ‘What Has Happened to the Students?’, brought these arguments out into the open. Both the government minister sent along to launch the conference, Lord Crowther-Hunt, and the DES civil servant responsible for student-number forecasts—the felicitously named K. G. Forecast—argued that government was still deeply committed to serving the Robbins Principle and was only responding to a slump in demand.90 They now used human-capital theory as a shield, passing responsibility off from educational policy to labour markets and young people’s economic calculations.91 But participants, mostly from the colleges and polytechnics, were sceptical. And they had some reason to be, for checks on supply independent of demand were already in evidence.92


The most blatant effect of supply constraints on participation rates had already been prepared before Labour came to power. Anticipating the passing of the bulge through the school system (and into higher education), the 1972 White Paper had announced a reduction in teacher-training numbers, though in its otherwise optimistic way had hoped that the excess capacity would be re-used for other higher-education purposes. As that optimism faded in 1973, government began twisting LEAs’ arms to cut back or even close many of their training colleges altogether. Although Crowther-Hunt tried to reverse this policy in 1974, the demographic and economic currents were flowing too strongly against him, and a huge reorganization of teacher training ensued, reducing the number of training colleges by a third and merging most of the remainder into polytechnics and colleges of higher education, so that the total number of training institutions was cut almost in half by 1977. Although teacher training was shrinking anyway as a share of all higher education, cuts to this sector disproportionately affected lower-achieving new entrants, as the participants at ‘What Has Happened to the Students’, mostly from public-sector institutions, knew all too well. Widening participation thus got off to a bad start in 1974.93


For the rest of its time in office, Labour relied on ‘tunnelling through the hump’—that is, it accepted the fact of lower demand and reduced its targets accordingly, hoping they weren’t depressing demand further. Higher education numbers projected for 1981 were reduced from 750,000, the White Paper projection in 1972, to below 600,000 by 1977, despite the fact that the cohort of 18-year-olds continued to grow into the early 1980s.94 There was much agonizing about whether these reduced targets were likely to be self-perpetuating. In addition to the headline participation rate, APR, the DES now tracked closely the qualified leaver rate, QLR (a measure of demand for higher education), and also QPR, the proportion of qualified leavers participating in higher education (a measure of how well supply was meeting demand).95 Fortunately, a statistical study concluded that five-sixths of the drop in participation was due to declining demand (i.e. QLR) and only one-sixth due to declining opportunity, or supply of places (i.e. QPR). Further study amongst 16-to-18-year-olds commissioned for 1975 persuaded them that declining demand had little to do with declining opportunity, but was rather rooted in the more profound social and economic transformations we have already discussed, which had caused staying on to begin to fall well before any cuts in supply.96


These conclusions were sufficiently reassuring to relieve the pressure on government, though as Crowther-Hunt argued they dodged the bigger question of whether government was doing enough to increase participation, which it ought to be doing on democratic grounds.97 In the mid-1970s survival was enough. For a time government consoled itself (and the public) with predictions that staying on would gradually recover of its own accord.98 However, as the cuts to teacher training bit hard after 1975, and QPR dropped sharply, indicating real violations of the Robbins Principle, doubts crept back in and discussion of the relationship between supply and demand resumed in 1978.99 The DES now spoke of QPR as an ‘opportunity/willingness’ measure, recognizing that the willingness to participate in higher education did depend on the opportunity to do so actually offered by the availability of places.100 Although there were some sharp disagreements within the civil service as to whether ‘free demand’ for higher education should always be met—with suggestions now that the Robbins Principle might be abandoned—government decided to reaffirm the Robbins Principle and even to promote demand by announcing new targets involving minuscule but serial increases in APR to 13.8 per cent in 1982, still below its 1970 levels, by which point they would be coming out the other side of the hump and fiscal pressures should relax (see Appendix, Figure 6.3).101 Before it had to renounce even this rather miserable policy, the Labour government fell in the spring of 1979.102


What difference did Labour’s policy struggles make? As we have seen, government told itself that the running was mostly made by private decisions about staying on, beyond its control. The staying on record was indeed gloomy through 1979. It is possible—though hard to demonstrate—that uncertainty about a sufficiency of higher-education places might have depressed staying on, too, though there were many other uncertainties to reckon with, some much more obvious to 16-year-olds than the projected future supply of HE places. The sudden cuts in teacher training must undoubtedly have changed many teenagers’ plans, especially among young women, triggering a sudden drop in their qualified participation rates.103 While this helps to explain the drop in women’s full-time participation rates, it does not address the longer-term stagnation for both men and women. Much of that must have been due to the stagnation in staying on, aggravated by uncertainty; there was in addition probably some additional deterrence factor inhibiting entry to higher but not further education due to the very bad public image of higher education in the mid-1970s.104


A more significant effect on student behaviour in the 1970s was delivered not by the amount but by the type of higher education on offer. From the beginning of the binary policy, Labour had determined to pursue widening participation more through the polyechnic sector than through the university sector. In the 1970s the incentive to do so increased. Polytechnic places were a good deal cheaper than university places.105 The UGC remained happy to accept less than its fair share of places in order to maintain its per capita funding levels and its elite status.106 When times were tough, the public sector was equally determined to show its commitment to the social mission of higher education by expanding opportunities and actively courting underserved groups, thus their role in posing the question, ‘What Has Happened to the Students?’ As a result, at a time when university numbers were experiencing slow or no growth in absolute terms, numbers in polytechnics and colleges grew, sometimes very rapidly. By 1991 the polytechnics and colleges were educating almost twice as many higher-education students as universities were.107


To an extent the polytechnics were therefore taking on functions and students formerly the province of the universities. This ‘academic drift’ was deplored by some of the original architects of the polytechnic experiment, who had envisaged a distinctive role, catering to a working-class constituency, closer to employers, more technological, above all less ‘academic’ and more ‘practical’.108 The diversion of qualified leavers from universities to polytechnics was seen to imperil this distinctive vision, forcing the latter to behave more like the former to cater to their intrusive new constituency. But that vision as we have already noted reflected a misunderstanding of the public sector’s natural constituency, based more on what socialists and employers wanted than what new entrants wanted. First, most new entrants to both universities and polytechnics were middle-class, and the fastest rate of growth was amongst white-collar workers.109 That was where demand was highest, but—again, it cannot be repeated too often, because it is so often forgotten110—it was also where the general population was growing.111 Second, the subject mix of polytechnics was not that different from universities. What differences there were arose not because of their closer links to employers but because of their greater openness to new entrants, whose interests and abilities differed from those of traditional entrants.112 Third, the greater openness of polytechnics to unorthodox entrants (which did benefit some disadvantaged groups, especially ethnic minorities in London) was of most immediate use in the long 1970s to relatively well-educated women, who wanted to re-enter as mature students and often part-time.113 Thus the shift of balance to the polytechnics during the long 1970s, even if triggered by financial and supply constraints, had the desirable effects of making higher education more directly responsive to the new demand there was in the system, whatever policymakers wanted.114 Curiously, in this respect the Black Papers school was half-right about the polytechnics. They welcomed ‘academic drift’, because they held up a high ideal of the university, and wanted polytechnics to become just as aloof from immediate social needs as the universities were; in fact, ‘academic drift’ was precisely the agency by which polytechnics responded to the demands of new entrants to the higher-education system who would otherwise have been denied a place in it at all.115


If widening participation was in a bad way in the 1970s, though facilitated by a shift to the public sector, then the 1980s opened with even worse news: the advent of a government which did not share Labour’s scruples about the Robbins Principle, which was uninterested in pretending to foster minute increases in the participation rate, which was bold enough to renounce Robbins altogether, even in public. This was a government eager to take public uncertainty about higher education as a sign that meritocracy was back in fashion, not as a complement to but as an alternative to democratic participation. At the same time, as we have seen, the early ’80s saw a renewal of growth in staying on and even at last in the qualified leaver rate, as ‘suppressed demand’ began to build up. Something would have to give. We close the long 1970s with an important glimpse at this explosive situation in the early ’80s.




Retreating from Robbins?



The mood music changed almost immediately upon the advent of Margaret Thatcher’s new government in May 1979. Thatcher’s determination to cut back public expenditure swept away pious hopes of minor annual improvements in APR and ‘tunnelling through the hump’. Immediate caps on higher-education expenditure (‘cash limits’) were imposed, regardless of the state of the hump, and in March 1981 a cut of over 8 per cent by 1983 was announced. Universities and polytechnics were given the choice between cuts in student numbers—which the universities preferred, swallowing a 3 per cent cut—or a reduction in unit costs—which the polytechnics preferred, leaving open the possibility of further expansion albeit at reduced per capita funding levels.116 This split proved convenient for the government, as it allowed it to pretend that it was still observing the Robbins Principle, though privately it poured scorn on it as incompatible with fiscal responsibility and sound national investment strategies.117


The real breach came with the advent of Keith Joseph as Secretary of State in September 1981, with Rhodes Boyson as his understrapper.118 Joseph was a complex, highly intellectual person who spewed out a blizzard of policies that are sometimes difficult to reconcile. As we will see in the next chapter, these policies did not run solely in the direction of restricting access to education, as they have been characterized by his ideological enemies. However, in the field of higher education, he and Boyson certainly worried that ‘more is worse’. So in addition to market-based policies aimed at driving up standards and attainment for all, he became a frank advocate of a highly directive central-government policy of restricting access to higher education—Robbins be damned. Fiscal restraint would be a good market discipline for higher education, making it more cost-conscious and efficient. But it was also good in itself—spurning demand that came in forms of empty ‘consumption’ rather than targeted investment, and driving up standards by force majeure especially in the universities. In short, the best for some, a meritocratic principle, would trump the best for more.119


Accordingly in the next fiscal year the previously announced cuts were extended to 10 per cent by 1985, with planned reductions in teaching staff of 1/6th, in what was now explicitly called a ‘rundown’ of higher education.120 To ensure that the government would be able to engineer the rundown across the binary line, it began to prise the colleges and polytechnics out of local-authority control, erecting a UGC-type structure called the National Advisory Body (NAB), and then agreed with both UGC and NAB a redefinition of the Robbins Principle. Government would now only endeavour to fund places for all those ‘willing and able to benefit’ from higher education. Joseph saw this as an improvement upon ‘willing and qualified’, because it no longer pledged him to regard mere numerical projections of qualified applicant numbers, but introduced an element of judgement as to ‘ability to benefit’. In this he was probably reflecting New Right thinking about the limits to the ‘pool of ability’ that takes us back to the meritocratic 1950s, mixed with technocratic criteria based on cost-benefit analysis and human-capital calculations.121 Joseph was also encouraged to think that the whole landscape had been altered permanently by economic insecurity and that people of all classes had become more cautious about attempting higher education.122 But it would prove a costly mistake, both politically and empirically, as few people in the 1980s any more than in the 1950s liked to consider themselves by definition excluded from such a pool, and more importantly many more people would be able in future to show that they were qualified.123 Nevertheless, in the short run Joseph was confident that he would be able to achieve reductions on both sides of the binary line. He had hoped that the UGC would not reduce their student numbers but would accept as the NAB did the reduction in unit costs, but again they chose to stick to the higher funding levels and accept the hit in cuts to staff and students.124 Either way, he looked to make a substantial contribution to the government’s overall spending reduction plans.125


In this too he proved mistaken. Two factors escaped his notice or his control. One was the willingness of colleges and polytechnics to admit more students even at lower unit costs, with knock-on effects on public expenditure. The other was the returning willingness in the 1980s of formerly hesitant students to come forward for higher education. As we have seen, staying on rates were enjoying a period of recovery. Some of this was ‘parking’, as youth unemployment rates soared in the early ’80s, and the labour market looked deeply unattractive. But nevertheless the qualified leaver rate was rising too and the DES now expected it to continue rising.126 And so finally was the participation rate, APR, which Joseph had counted on to drop. Applications to higher education increased by 4 per cent in 1981 and by a further 4 per cent in 1982. Though university numbers were capped—and the university participation rate was falling—colleges and polytechnics were welcoming these new entrants with open arms and their participation rate was rising. This triggered a second unexpected factor. So long as they were accepted to a college or polytechnic, every new entrant was entitled to a mandatory LEA maintenance grant, with resulting higher costs to the Treasury.127 To Joseph’s horror, far from the planned 10 per cent expenditure cut making a contribution to the government’s programme, the growth in APR was undermining it. APR was supposed to drop to 12.9 per cent in 1981–2 and then to as low as 11 per cent by 1984–5, something like a 10 per cent decline in participation rates to go with the 10 per cent expenditure cut.128 In reality, DES knew already by March 1983 that APR was in fact rising to 13.5 per cent, as Joseph had disconsolately to report to Thatcher.129 And of course APR alone didn’t even account for the full cost to the Treasury: think of all those mature women piling into the polytechnics, who didn’t figure in APR at all.


While Labour had already made some play in Parliament with what they saw as the threat to the Robbins Principle in the proposed cuts and planned drop in APR,130 it was the rise in APR that proved more threatening to the government—and, in the end, fatal to Joseph. Far from those ‘willing and qualified’ or even ‘willing and able to benefit’ being turned away, the qualified participation rate was now rising again, from 83 per cent to 88 per cent between 1979 and 1982, reaching levels that had been hopefully established as a healthy norm in the early ’70s.131 The DES’s own projections now recognized, in stark contrast to the static ideas of society still prevalent in the 1970s, that absolute social mobility into non-manual classes was growing rapidly and that demand for higher education was likely to accelerate too, right up to the end of the century. By 1984 a whiff of Robbins’ optimism had returned, at least among the social scientists employed by the DES.132


But not among Keith Joseph and his circle. He remained determined to keep down participation. Whereas for Labour, the hump was a regrettable demographic phenomenon, the passing through of the bulge, after which the trend might comfortably resume, for the Conservatives the end of the hump marked an opportunity to reverse direction. They substituted for Robbins’ ever-rising curve of participation a new phase of falling participation, the reversal not only of the bulge but also of the trend. This was an ideological shift made conceivable by the long period of stagnation in higher-education growth, which lifted democratic pressure for more provision. Instead of setting a minimum standard and admitting all who passed it, on the assumption that more and more would pass it, government policy was henceforward to ration higher education, subject to meritocratic competition for a number of places set by governmental assessment of national needs.


This new policy was highly vulnerable to the resumption of democratic pressure, which was already building up under the radar in Joseph’s period of office.133 Still, as late as 1985, in his Green Paper, The Development of Higher Education into the 1990s, Joseph was grimly pursuing the rundown on both fiscal and social grounds. The Green Paper promised to bear down heavily on the requirement of ‘ability to benefit’: high standards must be maintained and public benefit must be considered as well and weighed against costs. Future estimates of demand could no longer be measured by numbers of qualified leavers, but must take into account this stringent definition of ‘ability’, including ‘the intellectual competence, motivation and maturity’ of leavers, as well as positives such as rising standards in schools and higher participation rates among women and negatives such as possible reductions in levels of grant, the greater attractiveness of the labour market, the need for further efficiency gains—oh yes, and manpower planning, back from the dead since the 1960s but crucial to boost the production of scientists, engineers, technologists, and technicians. Taking all these factors into account, the Green Paper grudgingly accepted a very slow rise in APR to 15.2 per cent by 1999, happily coinciding with the end of the bulge and thus producing a decline in student numbers from about 680,000 to 620,000 by the end of the century.134


Joseph’s Green Paper was probably the most widely scorned government document on education policy of the twentieth century,135 but even before its issue he had met his Waterloo. Determined to cut costs despite his failure to cut numbers, he had floated Rhodes Boyson’s proposals for a partial replacement of the mandatory grant by loans a few years earlier, and though rebuffed even by Thatcher he returned to the fray in late 1984 with a new proposal for shifting the balance from grants to loans.136 The reaction on the Tory backbenches was indescribable. Even worse than violating the Robbins Principle, by denying their constituents’ children places, was charging them for it. 250 MPs attended an open meeting of the Education Committee on 4 December, the largest gathering of MPs since the Falklands War, and cheered on a backbencher who told Joseph bluntly to scrap the plan. The plan was scrapped.137 A few months later Joseph tried again. Thatcher’s advisers were divided but in the end the Cabinet decided definitively to preclude a loan scheme. Even Joseph’s backer Oliver Letwin concluded, ‘The best policy is for Keith Joseph to remain silent on this issue.’138 Joseph limped on for nearly another year until Thatcher put him out of his misery in May 1986. In replacing him with a technocrat, Kenneth Baker, she signalled not only a change of personnel but an almost complete reversal of policy. From leading a government devoted to a ‘rundown’ of higher education, Thatcher became the prime minister who provided over its greatest-ever expansion, in truth its expansion into a mass higher-education system. It was an historic change of course, but what lay behind it was, as so often, the irrepressible and politically unstoppable force of demand for more and more education.
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The Transition to Mass Education





To appreciate how dramatic were the changes of scale and ambition that began in the late 1980s—leading to the true culmination of Britain’s transition to mass education that had begun in the 1940s—we need first to recall how low were expectations and ambitions just a few years before. Fifteen years of stagnation in educational participation had led to widespread despondency, even amongst the most ardent educationists. What would very soon seem to be wild theories about the British allergy to education were widely prevalent. There was ‘a latent anti-intellectualism’ in British society. The ‘working class’ had lost interest in education, or perhaps, as Orwell had observed, never had it, and ‘there is little to suggest that a rejection of education does not remain a cultural phenomenon forty or more years later’.1 The ‘middle classes’, education’s natural constituency, were failing to reproduce.2 This line of thinking was fuelled by the peaking of ‘declinism’, which since the late 1950s had been arguing that Britain was on the wrong path, held back by its semi-feudal, anti-industrial attitudes; after a brief period of resurgent optimism in the white heat of the 1960s ‘technological revolution’, the gloomier 1970s had brought declinism back with a vengeance, on both left and right. Britain needed a revolution, either of the workers or of the capitalists, to modernize itself. Education on its own was unlikely to achieve either. To the contrary, education had become the ‘scapegoat’, the ‘whipping boy’ for British economic failure, seen as the problem rather than the solution.3


The twin beliefs that both the people and the politicians had lost confidence in education fed on each other. On the one hand, the evidence that demand for education had slumped in the early 1970s allowed politicians to depress supply in order to ‘tunnel through the hump’ and avoid fully funding education at its demographic peak. The best that could be achieved in these circumstances, it was held, was scraping together enough non-traditional entrants—mature and part-time students—to start ‘bridging the valley’ when the demographic downturn arrived, and prevent a catastrophic shrinkage of the higher-education sector.4 On the other hand, Labour’s attempt to ‘tunnel through the hump’ in the late 1970s gave Keith Joseph confidence that he could suppress demand deliberately and for the longer-term without any serious political consequences, despite repeated warnings to the contrary from the DES.5 No ‘bridging the valley’ for him. These two mutually supportive brands of pessimism permitted most pundits to ignore contrary (though still contradictory) evidence—rising attainment to 16, still stuttering staying-on rates, growing evidence of unsatisfied demand pressure for higher education—right through the mid-1980s. Demand for education had been building up for some years before the supply tap was turned on, and there is good reason to think that the power and irrepressibility of that demand was itself responsible for the restoration of supply.


Once again, however, the predominant political narrative has credited heroic politicians—in this case, principally Joseph’s successor Kenneth Baker—with the reversal; and once the supply tap is turned back on, the resulting resurgence of demand, a true torrent this time, is simply taken for granted.6 In charting the Conservatives’ dramatic reversal of policy in the late 1980s, we will not take demand for granted; neither will we take at face value the arguments that Conservative politicians made for the new policy, mostly technocratic and meritocratic. We will as ever seek to embed the achievement of mass education in a wider context of changing class structure, changing occupational structure, expectations of the state and of education in particular. Britain was undergoing a massive set of social changes in the closing years of the twentieth century, which still embroil it today. It is not necessarily a criticism of gloomy contemporaries of the early ’80s that they failed to see it; it is hard to find anyone who did. No-one really saw coming deindustrialization, the shrinking of the working class, multiculturalism, the rise of the ‘learning society’ and the ‘knowledge economy’.7 No-one foresaw the most extraordinary expansion of educational demand and provision in modern British history. That’s the value of history: hindsight by no means gives 20:20 vision, but it sure helps.





Returning to Robbins



Explanations for the Conservatives’ shift to rapid expansion of the higher-education do not of course solely focus on the personality of Ken Baker; they are multiple and often confused, to suit a complicated juncture, much like the stagnation of the 1970s. To many well-informed commentators it seemed almost an accident—‘a fit of absent-mindedness’, in a verdict of the educationist Peter Scott, or ‘[a] typical British muddle’, not by will but by inertia.8 Certainly much seemed to turn on Thatcher’s reluctant decision to ditch Joseph and ‘more is worse’ and to embrace Baker’s cheerful, even populist optimism. Both world-views, it should be said, lay at the heart of Thatcherism, which wove together strands of ‘neo-conservatism’—hostility to the permissive society, the exaltation of ‘standards’, a focus on elite leadership, a degree of reverence for tradition—and ‘neo-liberalism’—a belief in the liberating power of markets, an appeal to ‘ordinary’ people and their desire to better themselves and their families, a scepticism about traditional elites and an excitement about entrepreneurship, innovation, and change.9 In educational terms, therefore, Thatcherism could encompass both a narrow, ladder-like understanding of meritocracy—the ‘sponsored mobility’ of the grammar school and the elite university, evident in Joseph’s thinking—and the ‘more generous’ understanding of meritocracy formerly associated with the left—not just ‘contest mobility’ where all could contend for prizes, but more provision so that more people could succeed, evident in the thinking of Baker and also of his junior minister Robert Jackson who came on board in 1987.10


Why, then, did government policy shift from the one foot to the other?11 The immediate impetus, as we’ve seen, came from the backbench revolt against Joseph’s schemes to replace grants with loans. But the moment was propitious in other ways. After two successive electoral victories, and another one in the offing, the Thatcher governments were relaxing into office; more significantly, the economy was recovering from the depths of its deindustrializing depression in the early 1980s, and the lineaments of a new economic settlement were taking shape. Economic recovery also relieved the pressure for fiscal austerity. It was possible, as Baker and Jackson argued, to see the rigours through which Carlisle and Joseph had put higher education as simply a preliminary exercise to improve efficiency and drive down unit costs, after which expansion could be safely and more cheaply attempted; the ‘rolling revolution’, Jackson called it. That was the way the authors of the new policy tended to interpret it in retrospect, thus conveniently disposing of Joseph’s contractionist policy and his ‘more is worse’ thinking. ‘More’ could now be better, so long as it was more efficient. By the late 1980s, faced with the horrors not only of the rundown but of the deepening demographic slump, the universities had come to share this view, at length accepting the formula long exploited by the polytechnics of taking more students at lower unit costs. They had little choice; after the Croham Report of 1987, the UGC was disbanded and replaced by a funding council, much more frankly an ‘agency of Government’. While the new funding councils were touted as exposing higher education to ‘market forces’, it was not intended to give more, but rather less weight to the market force of student demand; instead, what government had in mind was ‘cost-effectiveness and the employment market for graduates’. In this they would be half-satisfied; lower unit costs would certainly become the order of the day, but so would the market force of demand, and only indirectly the employment market for graduates.12


Driving down unit costs was of course a pretty uncontroversial goal in the Thatcher world, including amongst the likes of Keith Joseph. Much depended on how far growth in participation would then be expected or desired. Baker was initially cautious about this. His first major statement, the April 1987 White Paper Higher Education: Meeting the Challenge, offered a choice between a return to Labour’s incremental growth in APR (from the current 14.2 per cent to 15.8 per cent by 2000) and a more optimistic projection dependent on widening participation to 18.5 per cent. Still, even modest optimism in 1987 made a refreshing contrast to Joseph’s determination as late as 1985 to keep APR down. In this White Paper, Baker offered two reasons for thinking participation might grow: one was the awareness of social change that the DES had been voicing since 1984, pointing minimally to the positive effect of more educated parents on their children’s choices; the other, exemplifying Baker’s characteristic bumptiousness but also tickling Thatcher’s tummy, was ‘to reflect the success of the Government’s policies for schools and non-advanced further education’ by raising standards for all. This more expansive and populist version of Thatcherism wanted to remind voters that, far from seeking to keep them in their place, the government shared in their aspirations to a better life.13


Baker’s own motivations, and very often his public rhetoric, were straightforwardly technocratic—‘a very un-Conservative approach’, as he admitted, at least in Thatcher’s world.14 He did believe, in a way reminiscent of the 1960s, that investments in human capital would pay off in economic growth, so long as (in the words of the White Paper) that investment ‘serve[d] the economy more effectively’ and ‘promote[d] enterprise’, based on ‘closer links with industry and commerce’ and consideration of ‘the needs of the economy so as to achieve the right number and balance of graduates’ and to achieve ‘the necessary shift towards science, engineering and vocational courses’.15 The new funding councils were initially intended to do just that. Baker’s most telling argument was that, while the qualified workforce was likely to shrink during the demographic trough, employers’ need for qualified labour would not; certainly not if economic growth was to continue. Therefore the proper response was to ‘bridge the valley’ with higher participation rates—though the argument could be extended to ever higher levels of participation so long as the returns on investment remained high.16 It wasn’t at all neo-conservative and not even very neo-liberal. Though Baker certainly believed that markets could help break up vested interests, he was also a great believer in direct government investment for growth, including the funding of more higher-education places, especially if firmly directed to technical education and the support of manufacturing industry, where he had worked before entering politics.17 Thus growth in participation ought to parallel economic growth, two things which in Baker’s mind were closely connected.


There were more purposively expansive voices in the mix as well. Interestingly one of them was an industry lobby, the Council for Industry and Higher Education, founded by technocrats in 1986 and funded by a galaxy of the biggest British-based multinational companies. These funders included a fair share of manufacturing giants—food processors, oil companies like Royal Dutch Shell for whom Baker had worked, engineering firms—who could be relied upon to promote a technocratic policy of ‘employer needs’. But they also included heavy hitters in the newly expanding service sector—accountancy, information technology, management consultancy.18 They were less concerned about training engineers and more about training managers. They were even more concerned with raising the general level of education in the whole population. As they put it in a characteristic statement in 1988:


We must change our higher education system from one geared to a small minority to a more open system which brings many more people to a generally higher level of education than they attain now. Broadening access and increasing the numbers and variety of students in higher education is seen by companies as the most important and the most urgent [priority]. They see this to be not only a matter of their narrower self-interest, but as critical for the nation’s economic and social future. The Government’s present unambitious plans for expanding the number of highly educated people are at odds with industry’s hopes for growth and its perceptions of what the UK needs to develop its position in world markets.19
 

This was industry striking a new and perhaps unexpected note, critical of a Conservative government and boosting an educational programme aimed not at regenerating manufacturing industry but at feeding the ‘knowledge economy’, a neologism then gaining currency.20 The main employers’ organization the CBI chimed in similarly; puzzlingly to some ministers they seemed more interested in general education than in connecting universities directly to industry. ‘The size and nature of higher education should be largely determined by the demands of the customers’, that is, the students as much as the employers, they told Baker in 1986.21


With industry taking this view, there was wind in the sails of those Conservatives who favoured a general expansion of educational opportunity, of course in tandem with continuing attention to ‘standards’, without the same close attention to direct impacts on the economy. The most vocal and influential of these was not Baker but his junior minister, Robert Jackson. Jackson was a keen advocate of markets to break up vested interests; he defected to the Labour party in 2005 in protest at the Tories’ failure to support Labour’s introduction of higher tuition fees.22 But he was also a self-consciously cultivated man who wanted very much to spread ‘the higher values of our civilization’ as well as ‘the allocation of its material rewards’ to as many people as possible, as he said in a 1988 speech extolling the virtues of expanding higher education. This combination of views made him a doughty advocate for a more generous meritocracy, using both markets and government provision to expand what he called the ‘opportunity society’, at the same time acting as a useful check on Baker’s narrower technocratic tendencies.23 And in fact Jackson served as an inspiration to Baker: he wrote the famous Lancaster speech of 1989 (not as famous as it should be) in which Baker put forward an ambitious vision of widening participation more than just ‘bridging the valley’.


At the time of the Lancaster speech the government’s public and private targets for participation had been steadily creeping up from Joseph’s low points for a few years, but no major breach with the recent past had been bruited. By January 1989 the target had risen to 16 per cent APR by 1991–2 and 18.6 per cent by 2000, mostly because resurgent demand had already breached the incremental targets set in the previous few years, but still on a trend more modest than Robbins’ and not much above the levels of the 1987 White Paper. The goal was simply to bridge the valley and then to see if a further demographic upturn in the 1990s might restabilize the sector’s numbers.24 The speech that Jackson wrote and Baker delivered at Lancaster University in January 1989 represented a step-change in tone and numbers. Unusually, the civil servants reported, the ministers had taken it out of their hands and plotted it themselves. In many respects it resumed the language of long-term expansion pioneered by Robbins but long in abeyance. Across the developed world, Baker argued, ‘a more affluent society’ and ‘wider aspirations’ were powering a dramatic expansion of higher education. Europe was reaching American levels of affluence and should aspire to similar levels of educational participation. Not just an incremental growth, but a possible doubling of participation levels ought to be anticipated. Current expectations of a rise to 20 per cent APR—even that figure higher than the one the government had publicly committed to—would be exceeded and 30 per cent or higher could reasonably be accommodated if Britain also emulated the Americans in adopting a more diversified, market-led model of provision. More would not mean worse—or at least the ideas about ‘quality’ suited to 3 per cent were irrelevant to ‘mass higher education’ roping in 30 per cent.25


This was language and these were numbers far exceeding even Robbins’ wildest expectations. Almost as interesting as the dramatic change of tone from ministers was the lagging expectations of everyone else in the world of education, still immersed in the stagnant gloom of the ‘rundown’ and disinclined to believe Tory promises. The Times Higher Education Supplement ran a special spread on the speech, but all of its commentators were highly sceptical. Where would the students come from? Would the Treasury fund it? Do we really want to become more like America? A year later, by which time Baker had been replaced, Alison Utley, the weekly’s universities correspondent, was still dubious that the bodies could even be found: surely there would never be enough qualified leavers to reach a 30 per cent participation rate for the whole cohort of 18 and 19-year-olds?26


Yet the bodies had been presenting themselves in ever increasing numbers—in truth, since the late 1970s, albeit squelched by a declining supply of places; and certainly since the mid-1980s. Within a few years even the most committed sceptic could hardly deny it. A further government White Paper, Higher Education: A New Framework, was rushed out in May 1991 because the 1987 targets had already been so comprehensively exceeded. The 2000 target for APR had been reached—in 1991!—and a new target in line with the Lancaster speech of nearly a third of all 18- and 19-year-olds in higher education by 2000 had to be set. Even that line underestimated the growth in the system as it turned out that more mature students as well as young entrants were pouring in; taking into account renewed demographic growth from 1996 as well, something like a 50 per cent growth in numbers was expected by 2000. The White Paper admitted that growth was almost entirely driven by demand, though of course it gave itself a pat on the back by crediting this to the government’s school reforms. But it had to admit that Baker’s quid pro quo—more students would have to study science and technology to justify the investment—had been abandoned. A lower proportion was studying science and technology; but never mind—the Robbins escalator was rolling again, and the overriding goal, as the new Prime Minister John Major said in his foreword, was simply to ensure that ‘even more of our young people . . . go on to higher education’.27


This ambitious target was also quickly overtaken. 28 per cent APR was reached not in 1995 as projected but in the very next academic year. The valley had not only been bridged but had been filled to overflowing. This extraordinarily rapid growth continued for a few more years and then slowed somewhat, though it had still met the one-third target hypothesized for some time after 2000 in 1997 (see Appendix, Figure 6.1). Nothing like it had ever been seen before or has been seen since, not only in British history, but practically in the history of any other country in so short a time, except Korea in recent years; and yet it has been systematically short-changed, explained away, under-appreciated or unexamined.28 Not only did it betoken a reservoir of demand on a scale completely unimagined, but the force of demand in breaking open the system also changed the rhetoric and the direction of government policy, so that expansion of higher-education provision essentially for its own sake became the explicit goal of both main parties, as John Major’s foreword suggested.


One curious feature of this extraordinary boom, which suggests further how much it took even the best-informed by surprise, is the slowness of the Treasury to wake up to its fiscal implications. Normally the Treasury, especially under Conservative governments, acted as an effective brake on escalating public-expenditure commitments. In this case, they seemed as overtaken by events as anyone. Some complacency had set in after a sharp downturn in public expenditure in the early ’80s had produced balanced budgets, and public expenditure was generally allowed to rise for some years though revenues did not.29 The Treasury was further appeased by Baker’s promise in the Lancaster speech that higher-education growth would not outpace economic growth to the year 2000.30 In the short term, too, it was widely believed that incremental growth could be paid for by an incremental reduction in the teaching grant paid on a per capita basis to institutions, the policy pursued with the polytechnics earlier. That could only go so far, as the teaching grant was not infinitely shrinkable (it shrank by a third per capita between 1989 and 1997); and, as the Treasury had discovered, the costs of mandatory maintenance grants had clawed back most of the savings achieved earlier in the decade. In fact the government had made a rod for its own back by eliminating intermediary bodies like the UGC with whom it could have negotiated limits on student numbers; the new funding councils were simpler structures with funding formulae rather than bargaining agents. Since ‘[o]nly a government with an electoral death-wish’ could abandon the Robbins Principle now, as the last UGC chairman Peter Swinnerton-Dyer observed in 1991, it was left with only the limited and clumsy tool of the per capita grant to staunch the outflow of public funds.31 And that tool proved very ineffective—the growth of student numbers greatly outpaced the decline in the per capita teaching grant, so that public expenditure on higher education grew 50 per cent in real terms between 1985 and 1995 (see Appendix, Figure 7.1) and nearly as much as a percentage of GDP.


As a credible counterweight, however, the government showed a renewed appetite for higher-education fees and loans to offset public expenditure, feeling perhaps that these bitter pills were more easily swallowed in Baker’s period of rapid expansion than in Joseph’s of grim contraction. Maintenance grants, already means-tested, were frozen in autumn 1990 and topped up with loans; in return for this concession, the Treasury agreed to fix the per capita grant at a level that would cover the cost of an unlimited number of new entrants.32 As costs continued to mount with soaring participation, Robert Jackson was working hard to extend the idea of loans for the first time to tuition.33 But after Joseph’s debacle such proposals would take a long time to mature, and by the early ’90s the Treasury had finally woken up to the great peril which student demand posed. In 1994 a new formula to control total student numbers was finally imposed which did not end expansion but slowed and channelled it.34 By then, the barn-door, having been opened wide, would prove impossible to close. Even with a plummeting per capita grant, and demographic shrinkage, public expenditure on higher education grew more rapidly in the period 1986–97 than virtually any other category. Politically, too, once unleashed the force of demand was hard even to impede, much less to halt. Limits to student numbers, if not quite an ‘electoral death-wish’, certainly provided another nail in the coffin of Major’s deepening unpopularity on educational grounds with the electorate that led finally to the Labour landslide of 1997.35




Where Did All the Students Come From?



Despite (or perhaps because of ) the fact that student demand on this scale came as such a surprise, not much attempt was made at the time to try to understand it; there was no equivalent to the 1974 conference that asked ‘what has happened to the students?’ to ask ‘where did all the students come from?’. In part because it came so unpalatably on a Conservative watch, not much further attempt has been made since by historians of education, except to explain the Conservatives’ own motives;36 the motives of the students remain relatively unplumbed. We can begin by asking who they were.


One obvious, immediate source of demand was that which had been temporarily suppressed by constricted supply, at least since the late 1970s. The DES had calculated in 1983 that something like one-sixth of demand was being frustrated by the ‘rundown’, and when released this would obviously provide a ready source of new entrants; however, that backlog would presumably be exhausted within a few years and in any case it was still predicated on lower APR than actually materialized in the 1990s.37 Clearly more novel sources of demand were being drawn on. Much of this derived from groups that had been staying on at school after 16 but (because they were lower attainers) were supposed to be ‘parking’—that is, waiting out a period of youth unemployment, avoiding the unpleasant, dead-end youth training schemes of the Thatcher era, bound to return to the labour market when it turned up.38 But they didn’t. Staying on rates began to rise sharply in the mid-’80s, even as high unemployment eased off, reaching saturation rates for the well-off (86 per cent of the top quintile by the late ’90s) and topping 60 per cent even for the bottom quintile.39 If this was ‘parking’, it was parking with a purpose, including among lower-attaining groups. From 1984 many were studying at further-education colleges for qualifications from the Business and Technical Education Council (BTEC), designed to provide more vocational alternatives to O- and A-levels. The polytechnics however had come to accept them as qualifiers for higher education and gradually they provided access to almost as wide a range of degrees as did conventional academic qualifications, in England and Wales for about 10 per cent of higher-education entrants.40 The Access courses opened from the late 1970s, also mostly at FE colleges, provided a different route for another 10 per cent, more likely to be mature students;41 the Open University’s foundation courses yet another.42 What in the early ’80s had seemed desperate hiding places from the labour market became an unparalleled platform for mass further and higher education. All in all, Britain had more non-traditional routes to higher education than most other European countries.43


Even more striking, however, from the low point of expectations in the early 1980s, most of the new entrants—and indeed a growing proportion of them—came via traditional academic qualifications, A-levels in England and Wales, Highers in Scotland. In Scotland, especially, FE colleges provided school-leavers with Highers and then actually started them out on higher education with sub-degree courses, so that over half of all HE entrants in Scotland by 1999 had started in an FE college.44 In England and Wales, about a third of 18 year olds now had A-levels, although despite this massive growth that level was still being taken as a ceiling. They provided half of all polytechnic and nearly all university entrants.45 All sorts of people who had not previously been considered likely to qualify for higher education, certainly not via A-levels, were doing so in growing numbers: ethnic minorities (now over-represented in HE), women (similarly, in the 1990s now a majority of HE entrants), working-class offspring (whose participation rates were growing at pretty much the same levels as everyone else).46


One final and crucial factor which kept the surge going long after suppressed demand had been cleared was Britain’s ultimate ability to lower the barrier its divided school system had previously erected at 16. Here the unexpected architect—or at least facilitator—was Keith Joseph. It was on his watch that the entrenched divide between lower achievers at school, taking no qualifications at 16 or only CSE, and higher achievers, taking GCE O-levels and A-levels, was finally bridged. A new qualification, gradually extended to nearly all students, the General Certification of Secondary Education (GCSE), had already been approved when Baker took the reins; it was first examined in 1988.


For present purposes we shouldn’t linger over the question of why Joseph let this longstanding demand of the left and of teachers’ unions slip through. It was certainly consistent with Conservative rhetoric from the mid-1970s, arguing that driving up ‘standards’ for all would benefit the less advantaged most, even if it didn’t fit neatly into either neo-conservative or neo-liberal boxes.47 Joseph was more enthusiastic about it than Thatcher, whose own neo-conservative side worried about diluting standards for the elite and whose neo-liberal side worried about an academic drift away from ‘practical skills’. Joseph endeavoured to persuade her that GCSE was both more differentiating—it would mark out the elite from the mass—and more practical.48 Whatever their motives, the tide of opinion was running strongly in favour. Scotland already had in preparation the S-grade, introduced in 1984, with much the same character.49 Growing awareness of the attainment gap at 16 in England and Wales, combined with Joseph’s conviction that higher education was going to contract, may have made GCSE seem to him like a vocational programme—much like BTEC—aimed not at the high flyers who would go on to A-levels and university but at the lower achievers who needed to be dragged up to improve British competitiveness.


Whatever Joseph’s and Thatcher’s motives, the consensus is that GCSE was the single most important supplier of new entrants to higher education during the long boom.50 GCSE provided a bridge that took larger and larger tranches of the 16–18 cohort into post-compulsory and ultimately into higher education. Of course O-level qualification rates and staying-on rates would probably have risen steadily anyway, but GCSE gave easier access to the non-traditional, quasi-vocational routes to higher education such as BTEC and, in conjunction with a later reform, dividing the A-level into two steps (AS and A-level), helped narrow the gaps between each year of attainment from 14 to 18. Pedagogically it combined subjects and techniques from both CSE and GCE, thus integrating the mix of secondary-modern and grammar-school traditions that comprehensives had always embodied.51 Ever since GCSE takers emerged onto the higher education scene in the 1990s, they have kept the demand tank full, as the proportion of those with ‘good’ GCSEs eligible to progress to A-levels continued to rise even when other considerations might have been checking progression.52 Because the principal effect of GCSE and S-grade was to give more opportunities to lower attainers who had had less success with O-level and O-grade, these Thatcher-era examination reforms have a claim to be among the few government policies clearly not only to raise overall attainment levels but also to narrow the attainment gap between social classes.53




The Knowledge Economy and the Learning Society



So the new students came from all classes, both genders, all ethnicities; they came via Access courses and the Open University and FE colleges, and most of all from schools. But why did they come? Government policy may have invited them in, but supply (despite Say’s Law which pretends otherwise54) could not at least in this area literally create demand: it couldn’t raise attainment levels or staying-on rates to ensure the flow of qualified leavers and it couldn’t on its own coax previously reluctant qualified leavers into higher education. Clearly the gloomy prognostications about the limits to educability and the crisis of confidence in education had been falsified; but what had changed between the 1970s and the 1990s to drive so many people to staying on so much longer in post-compulsory education?


Insofar as anyone has even sought to answer this question, the conventional answer has been an economic one: it was a better investment to study than it had been.55 While once economists might have havered between seeing education as an investment or a consumption good, they now tilt strongly to the former, and many others without the same intellectual rationale have followed their lead. In general terms, it has become conventional since the late 1980s increasingly to consider our economy as a ‘knowledge economy’, where education (an investment in human capital, rather than in plant or technology) plays a larger role in most jobs. In more specific terms, economists have described a process of ‘skill-biased technological change’ (SBTC) whereby the new technologies driving economic growth have tended to require a more skilled workforce.56 The strongest evidence for this process is often taken directly from Britain’s educational experience—the fact that despite the huge, sudden growth of British higher education the ‘graduate premium’, the extra amount that employers are willing to pay graduates over those with only A-levels, has remained stable for 25 years, at around 50 per cent. Surely only a mounting demand for the particular skills evidenced by higher education could explain this extraordinary phenomenon?57



Answering this question proves much more complicated than it appears, and whole books could be (and have been) written in the attempt.58 Economists have tended to consider it simple. Increasingly they have reduced changes in educational participation (among many other things) to matters of rational investment choice. Every cost—foregone income, fees for education—must have its commensurate benefit. If more people participate in higher education, it must be on the basis of a preternaturally accurate estimate of future earnings, ‘discounted’ for the interval which it takes to realize them—so a 50 per cent premium sounds about right to explain expansion, expansion will continue as long as that premium holds up, and that premium will hold up as long as there is some bias in the labour market towards the skills that graduates have (such as the aforementioned SBTC).59


It was not always thus. Recall that the progenitors of human-capital theory around 1960, Theodore Schwartz and Gary Becker, were happy to acknowledge that ‘consumption benefits’ (without income payoffs) and ‘social returns’ to education were available alongside private returns. As late as the early 1980s Christopher Pissarides’ model to explain staying-on rates alternated between periods when education was paying off and periods when it wasn’t—that is, between considering education as an investment and a consumption good. But economists since have veered away from this more complex understanding.60 Better datasets—the birth-cohort studies, labour-force surveys, household surveys and the like—and more sophisticated statistical manipulations have allowed them to tailor quantitative models based on investment that fit at least some periods of recent history; when the models no longer fit, they move on, as Pissarides did. Policymakers like investment models because they justify educational expansion (which voters favour) in technocratic terms that appeal to the Treasury. And economists, sociologists, historians, and others drift further apart as they become more specialized and less interested in each other’s findings.


So economists usually content themselves, in explaining the great expansion since the late 1980s, with models that show a sizable and stable graduate premium sucking more and more students into higher education, and they hypothesize SBTC to explain this phenomenon. Even on their own terms there are problems with this model. As we saw at the outset, over the longer-term there is no clear correlation between educational growth and economic growth or between participation rates and economic incentives. Even the prime movers of SBTC, Goldin and Katz, in describing the ‘race between education and technology’ in the US seem to accept that education came first; perhaps supply created its own demand (reshaping the labour market around educated workers and thus triggering SBTC), but leaving in question what created supply.61 Something similar has been said about the British experience more recently—a sudden surge in graduates has enabled a late exploitation of SBTC.62 But in other places there appears to be little connection between high productivity and a high graduate premium; Denmark, for example, has had high productivity, high living standards, and a low graduate premium.63 Indeed, if you make international comparisons, the statistical correlations tend to vary wildly—16-year-old boys in England but 18-year-old boys in Germany appear to treat education more as an investment good while their Dutch and Swedish counterparts treat it as more as a consumption good, at least for the initial period of widening participation.64


Furthermore, if you decompose the overall graduate premium to see who benefits from it and when, as sociologists prefer to do, you can discover many other factors determining graduate premia other than high productivity earned from more education. For example, women’s graduate premium has in the recent period consistently exceeded men’s—perhaps because they were traditionally underpaid as graduate workers, or because they are still underpaid as non-graduate workers. Since women make up an increasing share of the graduate workforce, their improving position may help to account for the overall graduate premium, not necessarily skill-related.65 Or it may be that the real changes are taking place at the lower end of the labour market, with a proliferation of poorly paid, low-skill jobs, boosting the graduate premium from the other end—‘routine-based’ rather than ‘skill-based’ technological change. Though mounting demand for these jobs (for example, in caring and catering) ought to produce wage gains, conventional and status distinctions prevail over market considerations, driving ‘routine’ and ‘skilled’ occupations further apart.66 Both routine and skill-biased changes may be occurring at the same time, in what is termed a ‘hollowing out’ or ‘polarization’ of the labour market, driving graduates and non-graduates further apart. The routinization of many jobs seems to bring with it a need for more managerial skill to superintend them.67


Most significantly, it may just be that as more people are entering the graduate labour market more employers need to go there to find their necessary labour, whether or not more skill is entailed. People had encountered this phenomenon before, in the earlier phase of expansion in the 1960s, when employers who had formerly taken on workers at 16 or 18 found themselves having to wait until 21 and thus willy-nilly becoming graduate employers; thus law and accountancy became graduate professions alongside teaching. The premium attaching to these good jobs was won at 21 rather than 18, and became a graduate premium—the earnings were reaped with the acquisition of a degree, not A-levels.68 Something similar happened in the post-1980s expansion. A huge swathe of jobs necessarily became graduate jobs, notably jobs traditionally held by women, such as ancillary medical jobs—nursing, ophthalmics, nutrition, physiotherapy—and in hospitality and tourism, but also jobs traditionally held by men—most recently, for example, public relations and estate agency.69


In such cases, employers would not seem to be requiring higher education to meet their need for new technological skills, such as data processing or higher analytical skills, but as a ‘screening’ mechanism to find the right kind of employee, defined by the same criteria they had always applied—‘soft skills’ or behavioural characteristics associated with the upper social classes predominant in higher education (‘looking good and sounding right’70), trainability (since employment-specific skills are still mostly acquired on the job rather than in education71), or at best generic skills characteristic of higher-achieving students at whatever level they end up.72 The larger and more diverse the graduate workforce, the more employers need simple screening mechanisms to make sense of it. It is striking that in the UK most job advertisements don’t specify educational qualifications—the skills they require are generic, and they will be trained on the job—but employers still use those qualifications to screen for the ‘best’ candidates.73


Although in theory economists admit education might work in this ‘allocative’ way, not so much buying skill as sorting the workforce, in practice they prefer all decisions involving cost to have a more direct benefit.74 They argue that it’s skill-generating education that is driving higher productivity and thus higher incomes in the modern world. If not, they say, drawing larger and larger tranches of the workforce into the graduate labour market must eventually dilute it and lower the graduate premium at the bottom end, leading not only to inefficiency—why pay for the education if it doesn’t pay off?—and also to ‘under-employment’ and frustration. But this is exactly what has happened. As we are all now uneasily aware, the ‘dispersal’ of wages within the graduate labour market is getting greater and greater; ‘within-group inequality’ is higher. If the graduate premium remains stable, this may be not because graduates are still paid well but because some graduates are paid a lot more. Graduate doctors and lawyers and bankers are pulling away from graduate estate agents and baristas, and keeping the overall premium high. One model shows exactly this—a growing graduate premium for the top quintile of graduates, stagnation or decline for the rest. (That may mean that polarization is not only dividing graduates from non-graduates, but also some graduates from others, as SBTC or some other driver of income inequality benefits only a relatively small group.)75 This should in theory slow or reverse educational expansion even if the overall graduate premium remains stable—unless, that is, people have other reasons for seeking higher education.76


What might those other reasons be? As we noted at the outset, while education may well be a driver of economic growth (that is, a human-capital investment that raises productivity77), people have many other reasons to seek it apart from ‘private returns’. In the pioneer case of the United States, the ‘high school movement’ may have driven the nation’s rapid economic growth in the twentieth century, but it preceded it, driven itself by other, social, civic, and democratic motivations. By the 1960s, governments in many developed countries had awakened to the potential of educational investment to promote growth—thus the novel popularity of human capital theory in policy circles—but as we saw in Chapters 3–5 their technocratic arguments for investment were just as often a rationale for responding to demand as the principal stimulus for educational expansion. In Britain, disillusionment with the payoffs to these human-capital investments had led to a slump in state support for education in the 1970s, which was then again overwhelmed by demand pressures in the 1980s.


It was of course possible (and probably true to some extent) that parents and adolescents saw the way the wind was blowing better than politicians, and demanded education in order to benefit from the emerging ‘knowledge economy’. But many other factors are as likely to affect people’s educational preferences as the ‘hyper-rationality’ imputed by economists’ models of rational, discounted expectations of future returns on investment, as if teenagers and their parents were econometricians.78 As entrants get more numerous and diverse, you might expect in fact their motivations to be rather different and more various. Educational demand depends on the past as much as the future. The best predictor of educational trajectory is ‘prior attainment’, and thanks to accumulating improvements in educational attainment in the 1970s and ’80s—higher staying-on rates, higher O-level and O-grade attainment, the extra boost given by GCSE and S-grade, the multiple paths now available from S-grade and GCSE to higher education—there was plenty of fuel in the tank to power expansion well into the future. Whatever constraints on supply had been imposed by government from the mid-’70s to the mid-’80s had now been removed. Whatever uncertainties about education felt by parents and children in the early-to-mid-’70s now seemed to have been overcome. The Robbins escalator was well and truly moving again. What is more, as Gambetta points out, educational decisions are much less constrained than labour-market decisions—that is to say, the former rely primarily on motivations among parents and children alone, while the latter require matching between their motivations and those of employers.79 In looking forward, parents and children can bring to bear a much wider set of motivations and hopes for the future than just econometric ones. We can characterize this cluster of motivations impelling the tide of widening participation with another neologism that came into currency in the late 1980s, rather more popular than ‘knowledge economy’, the ‘learning society’.80


While a great deal of attention has been paid to the alleged loss of confidence in education that set in during the 1970s, very little has been accorded the evident resurgence of confidence in the 1990s and after.81 Education had always been second only to health in people’s stated preferences for public expenditure; now support for more education spending rose from a half in 1983 to two-thirds in 2002, with support for higher education growing most rapidly. The pollsters who monitor these results have tended to assume along with everyone else that young people were almost sullenly being herded into higher educational levels by the demands of the labour market—‘the entry fee for young people into adult society . . . had simply gone up’—but their own results show greater optimism at all levels. Support for selection which had peaked in the early ’80s dropped. People were much more confident that secondary schools were instilling the basics ‘quite’ or ‘very well’. They favoured more investment in teachers and buildings and put better job preparation and training low down their list of priorities. Their concerns about job security dropped and the emphasis they placed on ‘interesting work’ in the first job grew. Over the course of the 1990s, education became one of the government’s public-opinion black spots because they were seen to be under-investing.82 Once again education joined health as a centre of voters’ concerns; once again ‘local schools and hospitals’ were twinned as welfare-state commitments which inspired intense attachment.83 After all the hesitations of the long 1970s, many of the assumptions about education familiar from the 1960s had returned: that education was a core entitlement of citizenship, that everyone deserved the best schools, that a general advance for all and not only a contest for relative advantage was possible. John Major’s appeal to apparent public support for selection, promising to restore a grammar school to every town, fell flat as a pancake; one Conservative educationist called selection ‘like unilateral disarmament for Labour; it appeals only to activists’.84 Sure enough New Labour’s 1997 landslide came on the back of Tony Blair’s commitment that his government’s three main priorities would be ‘education, education, and education’.85


Some aspects of the ‘learning society’ of course drew on the ‘knowledge economy’. As economic growth resumed in the 1990s, and the economic switchbacks of the preceding two decades receded into memory, people undoubtedly grew more optimistic about the economic potential of education. You didn’t need an accurate estimate of the wage returns to education to see in the 1980s and ’90s that the number of manual jobs was shrinking rapidly, that opportunities for less-skilled youth employment and apprenticeship were collapsing, that more people were being employed in the ‘knowledge economy’ of offices and services, and that education was (as always, but now for many more people) the best route into these jobs. As we will see in the next chapter, the same applied to the unusually rapid decline in industrial jobs, including non-manual ones, relieving any pressure students might have felt to study ‘technical’ subjects.86 Apprenticeships were in decline along with the industrial (especially engineering) jobs for which they had conventionally been designed.87 In the same way, new vocational qualifications like those offered by BTEC from 1984 proved more useful as routes to higher education equivalent to A-levels than as stand-alone vocational qualifications. Even ‘modern’ apprenticeships introduced in 1994, aimed at those who still leave school at 16, are now mostly taken up at advanced or higher levels which either give access to or are accepted as higher-education qualifications.88 The traditional popular suspicion of vocational courses as second-class—far from ‘[snobbery] about the horny-handed’ (a characterization by academics revealing their own inverted snobbery)—encouraged most to seek A-levels and higher education as the ‘best’ route to the widest range of jobs, while at the same time avowing the importance of ‘good practical skills’.89


But occupational change was only part of a bigger picture. As prior attainment built up, education simply became a more normal part of most people’s lives. Instead of most people leaving school at 16, most people stayed on as a matter of course.90 Given the apprehensions caused by the raising of the school-leaving age to 15 and 16 in 1947 and 1972, it is striking how the raising to 17 and 18 (enacted in 2008 and implemented in 2013 and 2015) attracted hardly any notice.91 ‘Going to uni’—the demotic Australianism was significant—also became ordinary. Of course progression through these phases still remained formally meritocratic, and thus sharply stratified by class, but the common democratic experience of secondary schooling was now extended very largely to A-levels and even to university. ‘Student life’ was no longer seen as a strange indulgence of mostly privileged young people; forms and practices of ‘ordinary’ student life from America and Australia seeped into British society.92 ‘Student life’ now provides the transition from childhood to adulthood for more adolescents formerly provided only for young men by apprenticeship.93


As the trailblazer of studies in America’s transition from elite to mass higher education, Martin Trow, has put it, higher education has become ‘one of the decencies of life rather than an extraordinary privilege reserved for people of high status or extraordinary ability’, not only in America and Britain but across the developed world. It is widely recognized as a consumption right of citizenship in a way that secondary education had come to be recognized after the war.94 This normalization of educational attainment has its self-perpetuating elements. Economists speak of ‘role model effects’, in which people look around them and emulate those whom they think they resemble or, notably, whom they would like to resemble.95 Groups that were formerly under-represented in post-compulsory education—women, ethnic minorities—are now over-represented. Aspiration to the highest levels of education, always higher in Britain than elites imagined, has become nearly universal. In the latest birth-cohort study—commissioned by New Labour for 2000 after Joseph had nixed one in the 1980s—96 per cent of mothers with the lowest educational qualifications themselves wanted their 7-year-olds to go to university. Whereas high aspirations in the 1950s and ’60s were shadowed by awareness of the unlikelihood for many of achieving them, leading to sharply reduced expectations for older children, the mothers of the millennium cohort are much more likely to see their early optimism redeemed.96


When asked what they sought from education, 18-year-olds entering higher education and 21-year-olds leaving it continued to cite a wide variety of motivations, without betraying the singular obsession with wage returns attributed to them by economists. One representative study of final-year undergraduates in 1996 explained their choices variously in terms ‘hedonistic’ (pure enjoyment of the course), ‘fatalistic’ (other people’s advice or lack of options, often determined by prior attainment) and ‘pragmatic’ (the labour-market considerations favoured by economists).97 Enjoyment was the most commonly cited factor on most courses, including humanities, social sciences, and natural sciences, suggesting once again that education is almost always both a consumption and an investment good. Economists are inclined to mistrust such surveys, preferring the hard data of ‘observed’ to ‘reported’ behaviour, but as two leading economists of education observed in this period, after all, ‘people want to go to university because they enjoy the education process, irrespective of the financial return to a degree’.98 Britain’s true transition to mass education from the late 1980s, finally bulldozing through the bifurcation at 16 so that staying on had become nearly universal by the 2000s and higher-education participation rates had trebled even from their mid-1980s levels, surely partook as much of the learning society as the knowledge economy.




From State to Market?



With the advent of GCSE and the end of the most rigid forms of streaming in secondary schools (that is, between CSE and O-level), the adoption of a core curriculum to standardize the educational ‘offer’ across geographical and social divides, the huge growth in staying on, the restoration of the Robbins Principle guaranteeing places in higher education to those able and willing to take them up, you would have thought that the democratic approach to education had scored decisive victories over the meritocratic and even the technocratic in the period since the late 1980s. Yet it has rarely been recognized as such. Instead, historians of education have characterized it in quite different terms: ‘the death of the comprehensive school’, the abandonment of a national education system, even ‘the death of secondary education for all’.99 A leading sociologist of education asked in 2001, ‘why has British education become so miserable?’; we might ask rather why are its historians and sociologists so miserable?100


One obvious answer might be that they, like most people, mistake the history of educational policy for the history of education. They fixate on the blizzard of legislation and regulation that has beset education since the late 1980s and not the actual experiences, attitudes and behaviours of those who are allegedly suffering under it. The fact that Conservative governments are held to have set these changes afoot—then continued by New Labour governments apeing them—has not helped amongst a largely left-leaning community of educationists. Suddenly left-wing critics of the ‘distinctly backward’, ‘unintegrated’ British education system, resistant to ‘standardization or rationalization’ (as opposed to its supposedly superior European counterparts),101 became its rather small-c conservative defenders, faced with something they imagined as worse. LEAs, which were supposed to have been obstacles to comprehensive education, became its line of last defence. Policies that democratic critics had long advocated—an end to a bipartite examination system, a ‘common’ or ‘core’ curriculum that equalized the educational ‘offer’ to all children and built a common citizenship, in short, ‘standardization’ and ‘rationalization’—were now suspected, as coming from the wrong hands.102 But above all, left-wing critics have fixated too much on the means apparently used to bring about mass education, which are said to have substituted the reassuring comforts of the welfare state with the harsh rigours of the capitalist marketplace, and have extrapolated from these means too easily to assume a palpably less fair set of outcomes. Before we turn from the causes of mass education to some of its consequences, we should therefore ask whether the undoubted enthusiasm of policymakers for market mechanisms since the late 1980s has in fact undone mass education at the very moment when it appeared to be attained.


Of that enthusiasm there can be little doubt. It was evident in policy relating both to secondary and to higher education. Taking the former first, alongside his expansionist policy Kenneth Baker also set about creating more of a secondary-education market. Picking up the 1970s discourse of parental choice, he sought both to empower parents and to create a more diverse menu of schools from which they might choose. In the 1988 Education Reform Act schools were enabled to opt out of local-authority control—to be maintained instead by central-government grant, much like the old direct-grant schools, though without selection—and to change their character by introducing a ‘specialism’. At first, true to Baker’s technocratic instincts, the only allowable specialism was technology; later the designation was extended to languages, arts and sport, and to schools under LEA control. ‘Local management of schools’ was at the same time applied to schools under LEA control, giving them financial independence and requiring LEAs to fund them on a strict formula basis determined mostly by student numbers. All schools were henceforth required to offer ‘open enrolment’ to any parents who might choose them, the reward being higher funding for those able and willing to expand.


Free choice and a diversity of schools to choose from: the very model of a market. It has often been remarked that this market approach seems to be at odds with Baker’s other, more centralizing moves—for the first time, a national curriculum for children below the age of 14; centralized testing at ages 7, 11, and 14; a new national exam at 16, the GCSE.103 Although there was undoubtedly a tension here (between ‘neo-liberal’ policy preferences for ‘choice’ and ‘neo-conservative’ policy preferences for standards), they did also fit together: in default of a price mechanism, a market for schools could only exist if there was some fixed standard, comparable exam results, by which schools could be measured. The assumption was that choice was not only good in itself—returning to people more responsibility for their own lives104—but that it would also drive up standards, by rewarding the ‘best’ (most popular) schools and inducing competition amongst them all to be the best they could be.105


Each element of this programme drew objections from the left, though mostly not from New Labour. The introduction of diversity is part of what is meant by the ‘dismantling’ of a ‘national education system’.106 But Britain had always had an unusually decentralized system, long defended on the grounds of liberalism and local democracy. The piecemeal demolition of the LEAs—more or less completed in England in the early twenty-first century when most schools removed themselves or were removed from local-authority control, now no longer as ‘grant-maintained schools’ but as ‘academies’—only took this a step further, devolving control to individual schools. With the advent of the ‘neighbourhood school’ after comprehensive reorganization, the school rather than the local authority did seem a more natural locus of control. There is little evidence of popular attachment to local authorities, especially after the boundary changes of the 1970s. While LEAs had been reasonably efficient instruments in channelling public opinion against the 11+, a policy which they had been nominally responsible for implementing, once neighbourhood schools were established in most places LEAs were not either the best or the most obvious agents for addressing further parental and public concerns about the nature, quality or equality of educational provision. A very few LEAs, such as the Inner London Education Authority, could claim to be innovators in pedagogy.107 Some LEAs had already devolved financial management to schools and extended parental choice and representation on governing bodies. Most had lost touch with the curricula actually being taught in their schools.108 Often, again, a brittle defensiveness had been the left’s response to proposals for more devolution of power to parents and communities. When the Labour government had toyed with legislating to extend parental choice in 1977, Tony Benn from the Labour left warned against raising ‘parental expectations’ which ‘would certainly lead to a terrific pressure on the local education authorities, on the ministers and, of course, MPs as well’—not a great vote of confidence in grass-roots democracy.109 Advocates of the LEA system have found it difficult to explain why sporadic voting for local councillors was more ‘democratic’ than participation on school governing bodies or other identifications with a neighbourhood school.110


There were technical functions that still needed to be performed on a larger scale than the individual school, and new institutions have had to be devised to fulfil them—thus academies have formed ‘multi-academy’ chains to provide central services; there are now shadowy Regional Schools Commissioners operating at a higher level; and local authorities still perform a residual function in overseeing open enrolment.111 But most affairs that concern parents are located in the individual school, and, with open enrolment, admissions (which is probably their greatest concern) only requires oversight for schools that are over-subscribed. While parents do not seem overly concerned either way who runs their school, they have not obviously felt disenfranchised by decentralization; to the contrary, as one study has put it, ‘governing schools has become an important arena for the exercise of citizenship’.112 And in the ‘marketplace of ideas’ that operates among a more mobile and affluent electorate today it is hard to make the case that parental choice is a bad thing.113


The strongest objection to choice and diversity is actually a rather abstruse sociological one, and a contested one too—it is that choice and diversity is likely to re-stratify the nation on a class basis; this is what is meant by claims of the ‘death’ of the comprehensive school or, more strongly, a return to the tripartite system.114 First, it is argued that diversity is only a stalking horse for selection, that is, something like the 11+, which had indeed had the effect of stratifying educational opportunity by class. Many confident predictions were made after the 1988 Act that it would lead inexorably to a restoration of selection115 (and even, sometimes, fee-paying and privatization of schools116). It is true that the Tories liked to tease Labour with this possibility. The Education Secretary John Patten contributed a piece to the left-wing weekly New Statesman entitled ‘Who’s afraid of the “S” word?’, which it transpired was about specialism not selection. In fact, the article held up the national curriculum with its testing and auditing apparatus as an equalizing policy that would raise standards for all rather than reintroducing the divisions of the tripartite system. And Patten’s 1992 White Paper praised specialization as a form of selection that is ‘always parent-driven’, never imposed from above.117 There were undoubtedly some Tories who would have liked to embrace selection outright, and some who still see devolution to individual schools as preliminary to privatization.118 Even New Labour permitted specialist schools to select 10 per cent of their intake with regard to aptitude in their specialist subjects.


But in fact the confident predictions have—so far, thirty years later—not come to pass. Specialization did not lead to selection, which remains the third-rail of educational policy; the provision that specialist schools could select 10 per cent of their intake was not widely employed.119 The only step in this direction has been the recent authorization for a few existing grammar schools to expand. No new selective school has entered the state system.120 It is of course possible that support for selection will surge again as it did in the 1970s, now with the added advantage that most people have little experience with a selective system. ‘Grammar schools for all’ might still have a potent appeal if grammar schools are considered the ‘best’ schools. Whether that appeal could long survive awareness of selection’s inegalitarian and even anti-democratic implications, as the majority of children are denied access to those ‘best’ schools, is another matter.121


However, the claim that choice and diversity led only to greater stratification does not rest primarily on the return of selection. Rather, it is argued that, more insidiously, choice and diversity leads naturally to more stratification by empowering the powerful.122 Continuing their ethnographic turn of the 1970s and ‘80s, sociologists have made close study of working-class and middle-class parents’ different attitudes to and strategies for schooling, showing the latter to be better ‘choosers’ more likely to get the ‘best’ schools for their children.123 This continuing emphasis on working-class parents—defined as parents in manual occupations—shows an enduring concern for the least privileged, but it also of course focuses attention on a smaller and smaller proportion of the population, a fact rarely acknowledged and sometimes even denied.124


However, quantitative studies do not support the argument that more parental choice has led to more educational inequality. There are several different grounds for this counter-argument. One is that most parents of all backgrounds just choose their neighbourhood school, either for lack of any practical alternative (in more thinly-populated areas) or by preference. Outside of England, especially, parental choice has never been very popular and since education became a devolved question there has been much less governmental effort to stimulate choice. Even in England, more privileged parents benefit from residential segregation, as they had done since comprehensive reorganization, but they don’t benefit more from school choice, and still benefit less from both than under the bipartite system.125 Another is that school choice may even have initially benefited disadvantaged parents more, as they alone were able to improve their position by choosing schools outside their residentially segregated areas, but that this was a one-off change limited again by the limits to feasible choice in all but the most densely populated areas.126 A third is that while the market reforms of the 1988 Act had a potential to aggravate disadvantage, subsequent reforms by New Labour after 1997 closed loopholes to minimize gaming of the system by the privileged and reduced school segregation after 2002.127 A final, more recent and dramatic finding is that working-class parents do not in fact make ‘worse’ choosers; they are just as likely to choose better schools for their children as middle-class parents, and just as likely to get the school they choose. In this respect, choice actually narrows the gap between aspiration and attainment that habitually held back working-class parents.128


In any case, educational inequality has not grown since the late 1980s.129 Income inequality grew dramatically in the 1980s, but principally at the top end, where most of the families were opting out of the state system anyway; outside the top 10 per cent, there was very little change in the income gaps between the bottom 10 per cent, the median and the second 10 per cent.130 Residential segregation appears not to have been exacerbated and school choice, to the extent that it has disrupted the neighbourhood catchment (which is disputed), appears not to have exacerbated educational inequality either. The major change of this period has not been in greater or lesser educational inequality, but in higher minimum common standards based on more equal provision—a common curriculum, a national examination at 16, higher staying-on rates, widening participation in higher education. Most parents continue to choose a school near their home, on the basis of proximity, ‘feeder’ schools (that is, the primary their children and their friends attended), or their children’s desires, without any greater disparity based on social class than previously.131 Though politicians of course talk up their legislation, and claim to have fundamentally reshaped the educational equation, parents’ actual attitudes and behaviours tend not to respond to that noise. They do now pay more attention to their schools’ attainment records and local reputations, being better informed and more experienced with secondary schooling. In this way they seem to be seeking both ‘community’ in the neighbourhood school and a degree of self-determination in the form of choice.132


Something of the same sort can be said about higher education. Here a more marketized system also began in 1988 when the UGC was dissolved, the polytechnics were detached from local-authority control, and new funding councils were established that replaced the old planning bodies with funding formulae. The 1992 Further and Higher Education Act also detached the FE colleges (including sixth-form colleges) from the local authorities, subjected them to their own funding council, and erased the binary line between universities and polytechnics, consigning them to a single higher-education funding council.133 Until the Treasury slapped on tighter student-number controls, higher-education institutions were more or less free to compete for as many students as they could manage with the reduced per capita grant.


A more significant element of market competition was then imposed with the innovation of tuition fees, principally in England; as the advent of tuition fees coincided with the further devolution of power to the four nations of the United Kingdom, England and the other nations began to diverge. England has gone for the highest levels of fees; Wales and Northern Ireland have moderated this approach; Scotland has stuck to free tuition for young entrants. At first tuition fees took the form of ‘top-up fees’, a flat fee paid by the student that merely supplemented the government’s per capita tuition grant to universities. That innovation was cooked up in a cross-party deal just before the 1997 general election, seen to be necessary to induce the Treasury to permit the resumption of student-number growth and preserve the Robbins Principle. An independent committee of enquiry chaired by Sir Ron Dearing, with a small staff and only a year to report, was tasked with finding a quick technical solution to the funding problem that would not staunch growth or widening participation.134 The obvious solution was to try to capture more of the ‘private return’ to higher education through a fee system that hit the better off hardest. The first top-up fee was a relatively small £1000 p.a. fee dependent on a means test. But Dearing himself hoped that fees would do more: that they would sharpen students’ awareness of wage returns, discourage excessive demand for higher education, and induce price competition between universities.135


A major step towards these goals came in 2004 when the fee was raised to £3000, the means test removed and a ‘graduate contribution’ element put in its place, such that the level of the fee would not depend on students’ parental income but on their own post-degree income, forging a clear link between the cost of the education and its supposed payoff. At the same time universities were now permitted to vary the fee to compete on price. The new system reached its apotheosis, after an even briefer and more exiguous independent enquiry, the Browne Report, again the result of a cross-party agreement before an election.136 Browne recommended a much higher fee—up to £9000 p.a.—although with the student-contribution element engineered to ensure that most students didn’t end up paying more than about two-thirds of the total debt. Even with this proviso, very large debts would be incurred at the outset, not only by the £9,000 maximum annual tuition fee but also by loans for maintenance and high interest rates over a 30-year term. Suddenly English higher education had become among the most expensive to students in the world; this was meant to concentrate the mind.137


It was clearly now intended that the decision to enter higher education should be attended with much greater calculation about future returns—essentially, spelled-out messages of what the economists said students should already have been doing for themselves. Universities were expected to compete on price at the institutional and even, it was hoped, on the subject level; a huge data project was compiled to show exactly what were supposed to be the returns to studying a particular subject at a particular university; students, it was hoped, would enter more cautiously and choose more wisely as a result.138 Governments had rejected means-tested top-up fees and a much simpler graduate tax largely because they wouldn’t embed this essential market mechanism, which was intended to steer students only to courses that would pay off both to themselves and to the government alike by ensuring higher incomes and full repayment of the loan.139 Education was to become the investment good par excellence, even if (or perhaps because) in the past parents and students had not generally viewed it as such, and despite the lip-service paid to its many other values and purposes.140


Critics of marketization levelled the same charges against its application to higher education that they had to schools—it would exacerbate inequality by privileging choice. Because in higher education unlike schooling a price mechanism was introduced, marketization would exacerbate inequality further by deterring new entrants from under-served groups. Again neither has come about. Existing inequalities in higher education have not been aggravated.141 Interestingly, universities have chosen not to compete on price—all charge virtually the same, maximum fee. Undoubtedly no university wants to be seen as second-class by charging less, and they don’t see the high fee as a deterrent to widening participation; the result has been to retain a more unified system than policymakers had hoped for, keeping ‘going to uni’ more standardized. Most strikingly, the high fee has not served as a deterrent to widening participation. Participation rates which had levelled off in the mid-’90s under Treasury discipline resumed their upward progress at precisely the moment that fees were first introduced. While nominal student-number control remained in place, the New Labour governments were firmly committed to the Robbins Principle and the fee revenue ensured that participation rates could rise without further reductions in the per capita grant (which levelled off after 1997 and then returned to 1960s levels with the higher fees after 2004, as shown in Figure 7.2; see Appendix).


At the same time as the per capita grant began to recover, so did participation rates resume their upward trend. APR which had levelled off in the mid-1990s began to climb again slowly in 1998. Longitudinal comparisons are difficult because the education statisticians abandoned APR around this time and (rightly) introduced a new measure, Higher Education Initial Participation Rate (HEIPR), which counted not only young entrants aged 18–19 but also mature entrants to age 30; they then also changed their ‘methodology’ in 2006. But in 1999 Tony Blair set a new target for HEIPR to reach 50 per cent participation and by 2017 this had been virtually achieved (see Appendix, Figure 7.3).


An interesting feature of this trend is its even, incremental, sustained growth over a decade, about the same level of growth as in the 1960s. The introduction of the new high-fee regime had the disturbing effect of causing a rush of applications to beat it the year before it was introduced and a resultant slump the year afterwards. But ignoring those two anomalous years the trend appears quite even; that is, the high-fee regime had no effect at all.142 People continued to enter higher education in growing numbers despite the prospect of much greater personal costs over most of their working lives—not at all what you’d expect if they were making the all-seeing rational calculations imputed to them.143 Growth in participation has actually been stronger in England since 2012 than in Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland where there were lower or no fees.144


Participation also seems to have been undisturbed either way by the nominal lifting of student-number controls, another policy innovation of this period, linked to the high-fee regime. The argument went that, in conditions of austerity supposedly necessitated by the post-2008 financial crisis, higher education would inevitably have been subjected to another rundown—and another retreat from the Robbins Principle—unless large tranches of public funding could be replaced by the graduate contribution. Only then could the Robbins Principle be guaranteed for the future and expansion continued. Accordingly having implemented the higher fees the government proudly lifted student-number controls in 2015. The universities minister David Willetts hailed this as one of his government’s greatest social reforms.145 But there is no evidence that these controls had much effect on access to higher education (see Appendix, Figure 7.3). And over the longer term, as Willetts elsewhere grants, governments of all stripes have managed ‘perhaps more by accident than design’—in fact, by accepting and implementing the Robbins Principle—to keep the supply of places roughly in step with demand.146 They suffer politically if they do not. This matching of supply and demand could be and was achieved by means of negotiation with the old planning bodies, or by no controls as briefly in the late ’80s and early ’90s, or by student number controls as applied in the later ’90s, or by the ‘lifting’ of student-number controls in the last few years.147 Of course governments differed in the fiscal and planning mechanisms they used to achieve steadily widening participation; the point is simply that no government could deviate much from the Robbins Principle, and therefore sufficient places were generally provided to satisfy demand, whatever the mechanisms.


The lifting of student-number controls and marketization more generally may have one effect—it may be intensifying competition between institutions for students, without affecting the total number of students in the system. Whether this competition lifts standards, or, as some would say, triggers a ‘race to the bottom’, is hard to determine; but it may well have the effect of driving some institutions into bankruptcy. This is part of the marketization programme. Its Conservative advocates wish to inspire new entrants into the higher-education market: so far a few small corporate entities trying to cherry-pick demand for expensive specialist courses in law and business, and not yet the pile-’em-high distance-learning programmes like the notorious University of Phoenix in the United States. But they also foresee that the expansion of successful universities will lead to ‘market exit’—the collapse of ‘unsuccessful’ ones. This hasn’t happened to schools; the attachment to the neighbourhood catchment and the limited flexibility that individual schools have to expand have constrained the amount of market churn, either new schools or growing ones or collapsing ones.148 Universities are larger and more flexible. They can grow, and they can, theoretically, shrink to nothing. It would be a great loss of historic investment if government was to let this happen, but it could. That might be the single greatest legacy of the lifting of student-number controls—not widening participation.


As always, to understand widening participation we need to look at demand. Demand for higher education remained buoyant before and after the 2008 crisis, before and after the new fee regime inaugurated in 2012, before and after student-number controls were lifted in 2015. The reasons we have already laid out. Most important has been the much improved supply of qualified leavers made possible first by GCSE—after 2004 there was an acceleration of growth in good GCSE passes, a decline of one-third in the numbers with no GCSE passes—then by higher staying-on rates, higher A-level attainment, more routes to higher education, and the funding of more higher-education places to satisfy the Robbins Principle.149 It may be that students were continuing to progress to higher education despite the greater cost because of their far-sighted awareness of the long-term value of higher education in the ‘knowledge economy’; or it may be that they were just embracing the valuesof the ‘learning society’ where education to 16 and beyond was taken as a basic qualification for citizenship and a route to well-being. But either way their levels of demand were not much affected by marketization or by the alleged barriers it throws up to widening participation.


All in all, the course of education under governments of all stripes since the late 1980s has run smooth—unbelievably so in light of the apparent loss of confidence in it during the 1970s. If electors were unhappy with the Tories’ record on education in the 1990s, it was now because they expected a lot from it rather than a little. The system of neighbourhood schools was little challenged, and perhaps much enhanced, by the provision of more information, more opportunities for participation and, to a lesser extent, by some more choice for those in urban areas who had a choice of local schools. A common minimum standard at 16 was achieved by means of a national curriculum and a national examination which for the first time gave the vast majority of the population academic qualifications. As attainment levels rose, participation in further and higher education greatly increased. Even apprenticeships recovered from their low point in the early 1990s, re-fashioned for a post-industrial economy and dovetailed with academic qualifications so that they looked less like a second-class vocational track. Perhaps most tellingly, politicians responded to the demands placed upon them, and public investment in education—which had risen continuously to the mid-1970s, and then fell steeply through the 1990s—returned to its all-time high of well over 5 per cent of GDP before the 2008 financial crisis.150


The marketization of secondary and higher education, such as it was, did not therefore destroy a national service, and it did not even seem to blunt much the democratic drive for more equal provision. The thirty years after the 1988 Education Act have seen some equalization of attainment in secondary school thanks to GCSE, vastly expanded access to higher education, the maintenance of the Robbins Principle despite efforts to tinker with its wording or dilute it. From this point of view the trajectory of educational provision followed the upward path that began in the late 1950s, taking up in the late ’80s where it had left off in 1970, when the long pause intervened. Public support for state education—as evident in surveys, levels of public expenditure, abstention from fee-paying—remained strong, its fortunes still closely linked to health as a civic good. Local schools and hospitals have been of more interest to voters on the doorstep than national issues, whatever manifestos and electoral propaganda have suggested.151 As we will see in the following two chapters, on subjects studied and the effects (or non-effects) of education on social mobility, the period from the late 1950s into the 2000s can be seen as a single arc of massifying educational provision with parents and students firmly in the driver’s seat, choosing which subjects to study and associating improved access to education with upward social mobility, on the whole empowering experiences. But these democratizing effects have been severely tested since the 2008 crash, tests which have not yet resolved themselves, and to which we will return in an epilogue.
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The Swing Away from Science





The drive for more education for more people did not only change who studied; it also changed what they studied, to an unusual degree in Britain. England and Wales developed an early-specialization system which left adolescents as early as age 13 free to choose what subjects they studied. Neither England and Wales, nor Scotland despite its later specialization, had a national curriculum until the late 1980s and even then it still applied only until age 13 or 14.1 After the war, when the earlier system of School and Higher School Certificates was replaced by O- and A-levels, choice extended further as certification came not for a package of subjects but for individual subjects which could be cherry-picked according to students’ interests and aptitudes. This freedom of choice led to what was seen as an unusually British (or at least English) degree of ‘subject-mindedness’ at school.2 And as we’ve seen, choice, for self-development, became more not less important over the postwar decades.


‘Choice’ at these early ages is obviously a problematic concept. To some extent subject choice reflects family background and for this reason some sociologists deride it as a myth, yet another way in which education only reproduces social stratification.3 But in many ways subject choice is a sensitive barometer of wider changes in society, economy and culture. As new entrants push themselves into the upper echelons of the education system—O- and A-level, then degree level—they bring with them a quite different set of expectations, interests and motivations than the more elite groups which monopolized these levels in the first years of universal secondary education. All groups are also influenced by changing expectations and opportunities in the wider world. Even economists—who as we have seen have increasingly tended to view the decision to pursue further education as a calculation of future wage returns (an investment good)—have not until recently ventured to suggest that 13-year-olds (or even 18-year-olds) are making subject-choice decisions on an investment basis. What makes a subject interesting, or what makes a student good at it, is partly again a function of their prior attainment (and thus family background) but also prone to influence by a host of social and cultural factors.


The most obvious illustration of this truth, to which we will pay closest attention, is the impact of changing gender roles. Girls’ ideas about what was interesting and why changed dramatically as old stereotypes melted away and new opportunities opened up. This did not mean their choices simply became more like boys’, though within limits they did. It also meant that older gender stereotypes of ‘woman’s mission’ and ‘service’ could be reformulated for the modern world of the welfare state and social services. Boys, too, were influenced by changing values and opportunities. New entrants who lacked academic backgrounds were more likely to be attracted to new subjects that emerged to reflect novel aspects of modernity, such as the large and ultimately dominant group of subjects lumped together as ‘social studies’. Given all these influences, covert and overt, it is not surprising that widening participation from the late 1950s led to a long-term shift in the choice of subjects studied at school and university—what may be more surprising, perhaps, is the direction of that shift: away from science.




The Dainton Swing



If there is any popular stereotype about the subject bias of the British educational system after the war, it is surely the one formed by C. P. Snow’s instigation of the ‘two cultures controversy’ in 1959, which argued that arts subjects were far too dominant in British education and culture. Snow’s intervention formed part of a broader declinist critique (mostly from the left) of Britain’s gentlemanly culture which was held responsible for its alleged economic decline, and which could only be addressed with a stupendous state investment in science and technology such as Harold Wilson promised with the ‘white heat’ of a technological revolution. Not even Snow’s principal adversary, the Cambridge literary critic F. R. Leavis, argued against Snow’s contention on factual grounds—how could he, when in the years just after the war 71 per cent of his own university’s undergraduates were pursuing arts degrees, and a whopping 86 per cent at Oxford?4


Under the noses of these Oxbridge-obsessed pundits, Britain’s school and university system was in reality dominated by the sciences. In the year of Snow’s ‘two cultures’ intervention, the sciences’ share of A-level passes reached its all-time peak at 55 per cent. This superiority was then entrenched at degree level, largely due to gender effects. The majority of boys (57 per cent) did only science A-levels and two-thirds of them then progressed to study science at university. ‘Subject-mindedness’ grabbed boys early, directed them to science, and then pushed them on to higher education.5 The majority of girls (66 per cent) did only arts A-levels but more of them stopped short of university, likelier instead to progress to teacher training. Nationally, therefore, not a minority but a majority of undergraduates were studying science—56 per cent at the time of Robbins’ enquiry in 1963.6 Oxbridge, as ever, proves a poor barometer of the educational system as a whole.


Together, selection, gender and subject-mindedness explain a lot about the dominance of the sciences in grammar and independent schools (where nearly all exam-takers were educated) in the 1950s. Public exams were for an elite of serious and hard-working boys and girls, with most at stake for the boys who were more likely to apply their school subjects to careers. Physics, usually deemed the most difficult subject, enjoyed its golden age under this regime: already in 1948 there were more takers for Physics at Higher School Certificate than for English or History and that edge widened in the transition to A-levels when it became the fastest-growing subject.7 Indeed, given that boys with only science A-levels were the most likely to proceed to university and boys with only arts A-levels the least likely, the position of the arts in higher education would have been perilous were it not for the schoolteaching profession.8 Not only girls who went into teacher training but also girls who went to university were very likely to end up as teachers. Almost two-thirds of women graduates in 1960, and a third of men graduates, went into teaching.9 Most of them were arts graduates.10


Despite the rhetoric of the declinists, Britain in fact had one of the highest science and technology uptakes in further and higher education in the developed world in the 1950s, though studies and statistics did not yet exist to say so.11 Many European systems gave access to higher education only through elite secondary schools that favoured a classical education; they had science streams, but those students were the least likely to go to university, whereas in England and Wales they were the most likely.12 Nor was the British situation worse at sub-degree level, where declinists had identified a distinctively British failure to develop vocational tracks. Enrolments in full-time and part-time ‘sandwich’ courses in technical colleges grew steadily across this period and into the ’70s.13 A great deal of government time, attention, and money was poured into upgrading them, as we saw in the development of the Colleges of Advanced Technology and the polytechnics. They were most successful when not competing with the grammar schools, which parents favoured, but when seen as supplementary, especially after age 16. Much of this work was of very high quality—half of the 1st-class degrees in Physics awarded by the University of London went to technical college students taking external degrees.14 Later the OECD would show that Britain had ‘the greatest concentration on science and technology in higher education and the biggest proportion of qualified scientists and technologists (graduates, diplomates and certificate holders) in relation to population and labour force’ in Europe.15


Across the 1950s there was a mild swing to science. Despite Snow’s end-of-the-decade philippic, governments of both parties had been determined to steer more students to science and technology to meet ‘national needs’: this code-phrase meant their contribution to economic growth, specifically industry, most specifically engineering. As we noted in earlier chapters, this technocratic understanding of education was the main political challenger to a narrow view of meritocracy, which had assumed that only a fixed and small proportion of the population was usefully educable at all after 15. Especially after Sputnik and Cold War competition for international economic competitiveness heated up, it produced a raft of initiatives in further and higher education to boost the supply of ‘qualified manpower’, ‘particularly in the pure and applied sciences’.16 ‘Manpower planning’ was briefly fashionable and the UGC was encouraged to create more places for scientists to meet the needs of government and industry. But even manpower planners realized that the pipeline began amongst adolescents and they had few tools to adjust supply at that early stage.17 Other factors may lie behind what was a relatively modest swing. The failure of most LEAs to develop technical schools meant that more technically minded boys were likely to have been selected for grammar schools and channelled into science O-levels instead of technical qualifications. Employers were perfectly happy to hire technologists with these academic qualifications, especially as a system less rigid than most European rivals allowed grammar-school leavers to acquire additional qualifications at technical college.18 Independent schools also saw that their traditional employment fields in the home and imperial civil service elites were likely to shrink and began to re-tool to service the needs of commerce and industry.19



When the bulge and the trend hit the exam-taking years at the beginning of the 1960s, however, all this changed.20 Robbins was as so often the canary in the coal mine, detecting already in 1963 ‘a marked swing towards the arts’, even more marked among the failed applicants who had suffered from the insufficiency of places.21 Nevertheless he predicted a steady state 45 per cent arts / 55 per cent science split across higher education for the foreseeable future.22 In the next few years, the swing away from science continued; in January 1965 the universities reported ‘a shortage of pure scientists at the university level’, that is, a shortage relative to the number of places they had provided. A full-scale panic built up in government. The early ’60s were peak years of belief not only in science education as a motor of economic growth but also in manpower planning, the belief that government could and should steer students to serve ‘national needs’, held as firmly by the former Tory science minister Lord Hailsham as by leading figures in the new Labour government. While abjuring what he called ‘the techniques of the Party Chairman’ in directing scientific research, which he associated with Labour interventionism, Hailsham saw himself as an ‘enlightened patron’ of a whole raft of efforts to boost the teaching of science and technology to elite students in grammar and independent schools.23 One argument behind Crosland’s binary policy was to provide government with new tools of manpower planning via colleges and polytechnics that did not have the autonomy the universities enjoyed.24 Accordingly the new Labour government set up an enquiry in February 1965 to address ‘the flow of candidates in science and technology into higher education’, chaired by the chemist and academic leader Fred Dainton.


Dainton’s research over the next three years and his 1968 report documented the continuing swing—sadly, it didn’t slacken but actually accelerated during the period of his work, and became known as the ‘Dainton swing’. Dainton also stimulated amongst social scientists an intense period of study of the driving forces behind subject choice in an expanding educational system that for the first time drew close attention to the young people themselves.25 Going well beyond Dainton’s work into the mid-1970s, the accumulating body of research did for the questions of what students wanted to study what the earlier work of Floud and Halsey had done for the question of why people wanted to study in the first place. Dainton equipped himself with Claus Moser, the statistical wizard behind the Robbins Report, and Moser happened to have a student, Celia Phillips, who was just starting to undertake basic research on subject choice in Britain and elsewhere in Europe.26 Her findings formed the basis of the Dainton Report and also suggested its recommendations, which were issued in February 1968.


Thanks to Phillips’ work, Dainton knew that Britain had more science specialists at university than its European rivals and that the swing away from science was manifesting itself internationally as well. He was not inclined therefore to indulge in ‘two cultures’ rhetoric or a brand of declinism that singled Britain out as uniquely disadvantaged. Nevertheless, as a scientist himself and conscious that government had asked him to investigate ‘a future supply of qualified manpower which in consequence might possibly prove inadequate to the nation’s needs’, he felt obliged to identify ways to raise the profile of science in the educational system. Noting that England and Wales were unusual in allowing students to drop science and mathematics altogether as early as 15, he proposed delaying specialization later so as to give students a wider range of options at least up to university entrance. The admired comparator here was France, where baccalauréat students combined arts and science subjects and where a highly dirigiste government therefore had greater control over the subject balance at university to which students could and would adjust themselves. However, Dainton also concluded that Britain was not France. ‘The tradition of respect for the choice of the individual is rightly embedded in our educational as well as our political institutions’, the report concluded. ‘We esteem that tradition and would not wish to see it altered.’ The Robbins Principle had re-asserted the priority of student demand. The liberal Zeitgeist of the ’60s was hostile to state direction of young people’s life choices. Over the span of their three years, the committee had altered its course in tune with that Zeitgeist. Whereas it had set out initially ‘to correct the swing away from science’, it had ended up embracing ‘the wider objective of meeting the needs of the individual pupil’ by keeping their options open as long as possible. If that meant that the swing continued, so be it: now more than ever, ‘the individual’s choice and the factors which bear upon it have become critically important’.27


In thus aligning himself with the Zeitgeist, Dainton was following in the footsteps of politicians and policymakers. After the Robbins Report, as we saw in Chapter 5, Labour shifted away from manpower planning and began to speak the language of ‘social demand’, implying a planning ambition but in reality conceding to student demand. Although the UGC had been eager to show itself cognizant of ‘national needs’, when that strategy had resulted in a wasteful surplus of lab facilities and scientific teaching staff it happily readjusted to the levels dictated directly by student applications.28 The polytechnic sector may have been intended to give Crosland a lever on subject balance, but ‘academic drift’ almost immediately set in as student demand in their sector as well swung away from science and technology. The rising discipline of sociology took an interest in student demand and built on Phillips’ work to provide a more rounded understanding of the swing away from science.


It quickly became clear, for example, that early specialization wasn’t itself a cause of the swing; even Dainton in the end advocated later specialization to expand student choice, not to stop the swing. The young sociologist Andrew McPherson pointed out that Scotland, with its later specialization system, experienced the same swing as England and Wales.29 More systematic OECD data began now to filter in about the situation in other countries, showing conclusively not only that Britain had a relatively high proportion of qualified scientists but that swings against science, medicine or technology were being experienced by all kinds of systems, centralized and decentralized, early and late specialization, ‘old’ and ‘new’ countries, even now in France.30 So what was the cause of the swing? McPherson was unusual in drawing attention to cohort effects. New tranches of students were bringing with them new priorities. But those priorities were also changing because British society, culture and economy were changing. Overall, McPherson argued, ‘what we need is an explanation of subject choice which places it in the context of an individual’s total social behaviour in the idiosyncratic educational system of an idiosyncratic society.’31


As a comprehensive study of the swing by Derek Duckworth pointed out in 1978, probably the most important factor was the cohort effect caused by widening participation: the rapid expansion of sixth forms and universities had brought in groups of lower-achieving students who lacked the background and ability to tackle science. It was partly but not only about perceived or actual ‘difficulty’ of subjects. Cumulative subjects like the sciences, though also languages, which benefited from an early start and continuous study over longer periods of time, were for obvious reasons less accessible to students whose decision to stay on came later.32 The swing was accentuated at A-level by a gender effect, as girls surged into sixth forms in the late 1960s, but it only hit higher education later; the proportion of women in universities in 1968 had hardly budged from 1930 levels. That came too in the 1970s, especially among mature women. After a pause in the swing between 1968 and 1972, except in Physics which continued to suffer, it resumed with a vengeance in 1972–6, hitting Maths, Physics and Chemistry badly but benefiting Biology, the science subject overwhelmingly favoured by women. In absolute numbers, as opposed to share, Biology had caught up with Chemistry by 1976 and for the next fifteen years would closely track the ‘hard’ sciences, after which it took off, never to look back (see Appendix, Figure 8.1).33


Contemporaries worried that beyond cohort effects there was also a deeper anti-science trend in the culture that was affecting the decisions of teenagers; that concern was one of Dainton’s principal motivations in recommending delayed specialization. There’s a hard version of this argument and a softer one. The hard version considers overt anti-science feeling evident in the rise of environmentalism, a democratic wariness about the growing dominance of technology (and technologists) in everyday life, and perhaps distrust in expertise of all kinds, a phenomenon quite as much of the 1960s and ’70s as of the 2010s.34 Dainton was concerned that these ‘ethical and moral’ objections might have developed ‘real repugnance in the minds of many young people to the harder and more materialistic manifestations of science and technology’.35 The softer version posited a turn towards humanistic concerns and social consciousness. The social psychologist G. N. Carstairs put it rather pejoratively as a shift


away from doing and towards feeling. The young seem less interested in science, factual knowledge and cognitive mastery in general – the very skills which underlie technical efficiency. Instead they seem to express a mood of irrationality; they delight in fantasy . . . the exaltation of inner freedom, of the exploration of subjective experiences, the fullest possible realisation of one’s personality. Self-discovery and self-fulfilment are seen as the supreme good and anything which cramps these endeavours is deplored.36
 

‘Self-discovery’ was certainly an increasingly important theme in young people’s self-presentation in the 1960s.37 More positively, teachers detected a growing ‘concern for people rather than things’ linked to but not confined to gender. An A-level General Studies exam question of the period—‘General Studies’ was itself an innovation aimed at softening the scientific bias of boys in technical colleges—asked students ‘to account for the fact that the number of students wishing to study arts and social sciences is increasing more rapidly than the numbers wishing to study the natural sciences’. Difficulty, lack of opportunity for self-expression and boredom were the predominating replies, but girls especially referred to ‘their desire to help the community directly through social action’ to justify their choice of arts courses.38


So far none of these considerations can be seen to be very vocational. Indeed these early studies of subject choice were among the first to reveal that ‘enjoyment of a subject’ was nearly always the prime ostensible motivation lying behind subject choice, though enjoyment was socially conditioned by class, gender and culture.39 This realization offered a healthy check to the emerging view from human-capital economics that educational decisions were investment decisions. The older assumption that education was a consumption good was therefore reinforced by empirical findings.40 But of course careers remained in the equation as part of wider process of identity formation—‘self-discovery’ and ‘self-fulfilment’—equally influenced by social and cultural change. Career aspirations lay behind much of the extraordinary surge of demand for ‘social studies’ in the 1960s and ’70s.41 The social sciences benefited from new levels of social consciousness, the desire to understand not only self but society, in both genders; they also catered to girls’ ‘desire to help the community’ in more career-oriented ways than traditionally feminine subjects such as the domestic sciences usually afforded.42


New subjects, taken up for the first time at A-level or undergraduate level, were also more open to new entrants than longer-established and more cumulative subjects. General Studies, an omnibus social studies course, originated as an A-level in 1959 and became very popular in the ’60s and ’70s, especially in FE colleges. In 1975 there were as many A-levels awarded in General Studies as in French, and not far behind Physics.43 Sociology and Psychology took longer to root themselves in schools but took off in higher education, especially in the polytechnics.44 Sociology had long been seen as a vocationally oriented subject for relatively small numbers of women training for social work, but in the ’60s it became more attractive to both women and men aiming for a wide range of careers in the burgeoning welfare state.45 By the end of the 1970s 55 per cent of Sociology graduates and 40 per cent of Psychology graduates were finding work in the public sector.46 The greater opportunities in the public sector, especially for career-minded women, may help to explain why the subject choices of women did not converge with men’s as greatly as they did at the same time in the United States.47



But there was in this period a weakening link between subject choice and vocation that was also a result of widening participation. As we have already noted, as aspiration for more equal attainment drew more people into post-compulsory education, the labour market adjusted to them rather than vice-versa. Employers seeking accountants, lawyers, social workers and teachers, to name just a few, found that their usual candidate pool was no longer available at 15 or 16 but had to be recruited at 18 or even 21. Whereas previously only medicine and (partially) teaching had been viewed as ‘graduate professions’, now a wider range acquired that status almost serendipitously. These older and better educated jobseekers now had more academic specialisms—O-levels and A-levels and single-honours degrees—but there was no reason for most employers to care much about them beyond the extra maturity and intellectual ability that educational credentials signalled.48 New or growing professions such as advertising, consultancy, and public relations also had little experience of what kinds of candidates were most suitable, and even less connection to specific academic subjects, and so were even happier to take higher qualifications of any kind.49


This ‘screening hypothesis’—that employers were using educational credentials to screen for the ‘best’ candidates in a ‘single job queue’ rather than in a segmented market for specific skills—was naturally strengthened by the sudden influx of new graduates with whom employers had little experience; but it was also a consequence of the emerging ‘knowledge economy’ of jobs requiring flexibility and trainability rather than technical skills.50 Already it was being discovered that half of all ‘graduate jobs’ did not require a specific degree subject, said to be distinctive to Britain. British employers were more interested in certification itself than in the subjects the certificates nominally denoted.51 Science graduates often started in science jobs but then fanned out to better-paying jobs in management. Arts graduates of course fed into a very wide range of jobs in public-sector, commercial, financial and even industrial jobs; British arts graduates were more likely to find employment in industry than elsewhere in Europe.52 Both because of this weakening link between subject and job, and because of the greater tendency of new entrants in the ’60s and ’70s to choose their subjects at school with enjoyment and ability rather than career in mind, it was found that while at university most students were still not yet focused on career.53 It was not even clear that allegedly more ‘vocational’ polytechnic students or students from a working-class background were focused on career, at least not in their subject choices.54



Given how much concern there was after 1970 about the stagnation in widening participation, blamed by many on the declining rate of return to staying on or higher education, it is surprising how little attention this drew to subject choice. The swing away from science continued across the 1970s, as science’s share of degrees dropped below 50 per cent. The OECD was now able to show that expansion was leading to a similar and indeed more pronounced swing almost everywhere, as new entrants overwhelmingly chose arts and social science subjects across Europe.55 In Britain (as elsewhere), women’s widening participation, especially mature women in part-time degrees not counted in stagnating APR, formed a good deal of the explanation. The DES thought that teacher-training cuts had also shifted younger women into arts and social science degrees at university.56 But it was the stagnating APR and the danger that supply cuts (such as in teacher training) would endanger the Robbins Principle that fixed most attention. There was a conviction in some quarters that even with the swing the ’60s expansion had led to an over-supply of scientists and thus a declining rate of return that put off new entrants. From that point of view, it could be held that the swing represented a canny judgement by young people and that a reallocation of resources to the arts was warranted.57 In times of economic stringency, there was even more cause for the universities not to over-provide expensive laboratory facilities and student places in science and technology subjects that were out of fashion. As late as 1977 the UGC was still planning for a steady state, though it could not bring itself to predict a continuing swing. For its part, the DES was happy to accept the swing as a fait accompli.58 That ‘complacency’, as it has been called,59 or responsiveness to demand as we might otherwise see it, could not long survive the advent of the Conservatives in 1979. They would prove determined to reverse the swing and even to revive a version of manpower planning that had been formerly associated with socialism, in the good cause of economic growth. But would they be any more successful than Labour had been in the 1960s?




Thatcherite Social Engineering



Almost immediately upon taking office, the Conservatives signalled that they were determined to get maximum value for money out of the education system. That meant backing off from the Robbins Principle—‘free demand for places would be constrained’, as the DES noted in October 1979—but it also imposed a duty ‘to attempt to influence the availability of places in particular subjects in the interests of the national economy’.60 How that might be achieved, however, was not easy to determine. There was a neo-liberal argument that, if there was indeed a shortage of scientists and technologists, there would be a high market premium on those jobs, a high rate of return on those subjects at A-level and degree level, and consequently market signals to students to swing back to science in their subject choices. There was however as yet little evidence about rates of return to individual subjects; there was also an awareness that subject choices had not apparently been made on such a narrow investment basis in the past, and also that subject choices did not translate smoothly into employment outcomes.61 Against this, there was a more dirigiste argument that if students had not in the past made decisions based on rates of return they could or should still be encouraged to do so, and even that if rates of return were for whatever reason not high students should still be steered into science and technology in the national interest.62 ‘Declinism’ was back in fashion, in both left-wing and right-wing versions, once again asserting Britain’s congenital backwardness in science and technology education.63


Upon his arrival on the scene, Keith Joseph adopted an aggressive policy. He believed much of higher education’s output to be ‘economically valueless’ and ‘damaging to the spirit of enterprise’.64 His interpretation of market forces shifted the definition of the market in question from student choice to employer need. ‘Demand’ began to be redefined as the economy’s demands for high-skill workers rather than student demand for places.65 At just the same time, ‘social demand’, the codeword for student demand, began to give way to ‘social return’, referring narrowly to the productivity gains from education that did not accrue to individuals (that is, whatever contribution ‘externalities’ made to economic growth on top of individual return).66 ‘Can you trust 18 year old students to make sensible choices?’, was one question asked by the Central Policy Review Staff in an enquiry into higher education’s responsiveness to industry commissioned by Thatcher in the autumn of 1982. At the very least they needed more skin in the game, a ‘personal financial commitment’ through fees and loans. It was not even clear to the CPRS that you could trust employers to make sensible choices; they may ‘misread the worth of general, flexible, degree courses’. Unlike the Departments of Employment and Education, the New Right thinkers in the CPRS believed in manpower planning and encouraged Joseph to use his levers on the UGC and the public sector to boost science and technology. Although they recognized that ‘the national interest may indicate more market-oriented solutions to many problems, in some areas we may conclude that the Government and other public bodies should take a more interventionist stance’.67


Joseph certainly hoped to use the rundown to shrink capacity in the arts and social sciences and to build up science and technology. He had a particular animus against the polytechnics, which he thought combined low standards with ‘academic drift’ towards particularly worthless degrees, and against the social sciences, which he saw as propaganda for socialism.68 DES Circular 5/82 forbade public sector institutions to introduce any new HE courses except where ‘of value to industry or otherwise essential in meeting employment demand’.69 Joseph had less leverage over the more autonomous universities. In a notorious episode in 1982 he tried to kill off the Social Science Research Council but was foiled when the Rothschild Report he had commissioned for the purpose recommended against it; all he got was a change of name to Economic and Social Research Council.70 As we have seen, he was more successful in thwarting the funding of a new birth cohort study due in the early 1980s. But it was harder to bully the UGC and even harder still to devise policies that might improve the flow early enough in the pipeline to stock a larger share of science and technology places. As the UGC pointed out in September 1980, previous attempts to steer students at university had only resulted in diluting the ‘feedstock’ for science and technology. They pressed their newly-discovered principle that ‘the skills required by the economy change rapidly’ and that in this new economy what employers needed was not ‘narrow professional training’ but ‘a foundation of knowledge and skills related in a general way to employment as well as to personal development’.71 Joseph was having none of it. He insisted that steering subject provision ‘towards the natural sciences and technology’ was an essential part of the rundown. In response the UGC warned that Joseph’s threats represented ‘a significant change in its relationship with Government’ which threatened the whole principle of university autonomy.72


For a few years Joseph was buoyed up by signs that the swing had halted, perhaps even gone into reverse.73 In the late 1970s, when the demographic bulge had been at its peak, the absolute numbers of science A-levels had grown robustly (see Appendix, Figure 8.1). Though they levelled off in the early ’80s, keeping a share of just above 40%, this improved supply fed through briefly into higher education at just the right moment for Joseph. The science share of all degrees edged up close to 50%, where it had been in 1975, though still well below the 1960s peaks. Some economists were saying that the roller-coaster labour market had ‘scarred’ young people and they had become ‘very responsive to changes in relative earnings and employment opportunities when deciding . . . which subjects to study’.74 More realistically, as the DES suggested, the end of teacher-training cuts had halted the growth of young women’s participation in universities with positive knock-on effects for science share. Broadly, the lid kept on APR excluded young entrants who were more likely to be women; women’s participation in higher education which had been gaining on men’s lagged briefly in the late ’70s and early ’80s.75 In any case, a retreat from expansion was always likely to reverse the cohort effects that lay behind the swing: fewer students meant a higher proportion of young men studying science, the policy Joseph hailed as ‘high standards for the universities via low numbers’.76


By the same token, the resumption of expansion was always likely to mean a resumption of the swing. Joseph’s failure to staunch expansion in the mid-’80s, and then Baker’s eager embrace of it in the late ’80s, had an immediate effect on the share of science degrees, which had its short-term peak in 1984 and began a steeper, longer, twenty-five year decline in 1985 (see Appendix, Figure 8.2).77 The arts and humanities’ share remained more stable; the beneficiaries of the sciences’ decline were mostly that collection of subjects loosely labelled as ‘social studies’—social sciences, but also business, law, communications.


As we have seen, Baker sought at first to maintain the position that expansion should also entail a swing back to science, on technocratic grounds,78 but that position became increasingly untenable; by the time of the Lancaster speech in 1989 he had more or less ditched it. In the 1991 White Paper it was openly acknowledged that student demand was once again driving the trend in a direction opposite to the one which ‘the Government would have wished’.79 A swing much greater and more extended than the Dainton swing had commenced.




The Swing Continues



If the Dainton swing provoked considerable anxiety in political circles (albeit relatively little interest amongst historians), the resumed swing since the mid-1980s attracted very little comment from contemporaries (and virtually none from historians). For a long time, expansion itself garnered all the attention and its effect on subject choice seemed marginal or uninteresting. To some extent the more optimistic readings of the ‘learning society’ and the ‘knowledge economy’ had triumphed, as the general upskilling of the workforce through widening participation in higher education was celebrated. Any degree was better than none. Thatcherism’s ‘neo-conservative’ impulse to steer students to the desired outcomes gave way to purer ‘neoliberal’ policies across the OECD, where ‘product control’—the output of graduates—was given up in favour of ‘process control’—where governments contented themselves with reducing costs and ramping up accountability.80 It was deemed safer to assume that consumers—students and employers—knew what they were doing without help, or at least would suffer the consequences. The apparent survival of the graduate premium (across all subjects) during even the most rapid expansion seemed to demonstrate that sufficiently.81 With the eclipse of the UGC and its replacement by funding councils with per capita formulae, it would have been difficult for government to steer subject choice even if it wanted to, especially if the price mechanism is not used (which it hasn’t yet been).82 More interesting than the subject balance, for example to the Dearing enquiry, have been the effects of widening participation on under-represented ethnic and working-class groups, which we will examine in the next chapter.83


Meanwhile the cohort effects already witnessed during the Dainton swing set in with a vengeance. Women’s share of higher education grew rapidly from 38 per cent in 1980 to 50 per cent in 1996 and continues to climb to this day. Although the participation gaps between the classes remained similar, as the overall participation rate extended to 50 per cent the undergraduate body was composed of more students with lower academic attainment, and many now from FE colleges with BTEC or similar (less academic) qualifications.84 Many of these non-traditional students were enrolled in former polytechnics, whose degree numbers were after 1992 included in the university statistics. As we have noted repeatedly, this alone made little impact on the share of science, since the general subject composition of the polytechnics and the universities had been converging for years already; once the statisticians worked out how to categorize the ex-polytechnic courses, the overall share of science continued to decline at the same rate after polytechnics were included as they had before (see Appendix, Figure 8.2). What the former polytechnics contributed was not more (or fewer) science students, but a wider range of students and a wider range of subject choices.



The share of science degrees dropped from about 50 per cent in 1984 to 38 per cent in 2012, therefore, and the beneficiaries represented a much wider range of new subjects than had been the case during the more limited Dainton swing. One important group of new subjects—‘subjects allied to medicine’ such as Nursing, Physiotherapy, Nutrition, Ophthalmics, Pharmacy—did bolster the sciences with new recruits; after Education these subjects were the most disproportionately female and also most disproportionately low-income, their entrants holding Biology rather than Physics or Chemistry A-levels.85 Another important group of new subjects—the ‘creative arts’, including Fine Art, Drama, Dance, and Music—bolstered the arts and humanities, such that their share did not decline between 1984 and 2008, remaining stable at around 22 per cent.


In between a much wider variety of subjects proliferated, mostly still lumped together as ‘social studies’. The established social sciences were notable successes; between them, Psychology and Sociology grew to around 10 per cent of all degrees, from under 4 per cent in the mid-1980s. The success of Psychology indeed tends to exaggerate the science share, because it gets counted by the statisticians as a biological science degree rather than, as it has increasingly become in reality, a social science degree. Surveys of Psychology students show that their motivations to study the subject stem from the same impulses that drove the growth of social studies during the Dainton swing—a feeling for ‘people over things’, a desire for social service—fortified now with a heftier dose of self-discovery.86


A new set of social studies subjects, also concentrated in former polytechnics, experienced the most rapid growth—business and communications, today accounting for about 18 per cent of all degrees. These comprise a range of subjects, mostly also not taught (or less commonly taught) in schools or even colleges. They too had mostly been gestating inside polytechnics. By the end of the polytechnic era, business had become their largest subject area, with relatively high proportions of men and of ethnic minorities, and one of the prime recruiters for those progressing to higher education from a BTEC qualification.87 Despite the widely held view that business degrees were not properly vocational—at least the ‘soft’ business degrees, the miscellany of ‘social and administrative studies’ outside ‘business, accountancy and law’88—they were increasingly seen as ‘generalist’ degrees giving a good grounding in modern life and suited to a wide variety of jobs. As it turns out, they also provided a healthy income premium for people from less advantaged backgrounds, ‘soft’ or not.89



Was this influx of new students more ‘vocational’? On the one hand, you might expect them to be, as they largely came from families without other ‘non-utilitarian’ associations with higher education and from FE colleges and polytechnics which were supposed to be more vocational. Awareness of the ‘knowledge economy’ was now firmly established and university degrees of all sorts seen as tickets to a much wider array of jobs. The rise of social studies (especially as now augmented by the business subjects) was clearly to some extent motored by expanding career opportunities, first in the public sector and latterly in the private sector.90 On the other hand, the ever-widening array of subject choices gives a much more mixed picture. The creative arts are usually seen as not vocational enough (though of course they carry their own sense of vocation, albeit not one well measured by income premia or even by employment). The same applies to communications and, as we have seen, the ‘softer’ business subjects.91


The very fact that most jobs required no particular subject background—a recent estimate found this to be true of no less than 75 per cent of advertised graduate jobs—loosened further the connection between subject choice at school and university and occupational outcome.92 Surveys continued to find that most adolescents chose subject specialisms on the basis of enjoyment and ability as much as on their career prospects; less advantaged new entrants were not very different from established middle-class students, women not much different from men, though women seemed to put a higher premium on ‘non-pecuniary’ motives than men. Both genders and all classes still felt strongly that higher education was valuable in its own right and for the opportunities it gave for personal growth and independence, as much as representing a good investment for the future; even that investment tended to be posed in terms of personal development, that is, giving the opportunity to clarify career desires and options. Few—less than a fifth—had clear career expectations at the outset of their course.93 This does not mean, of course, that their choices didn’t still stratify along lines of class, gender, and ethnicity—they did, because background, prior attainment, and school type to some degree constrained their choices—but it does mean that consumerism and vocationalism had not become much more significant in young people’s subject choices as a result of the transition to mass education.94


For quite a while this promiscuity in subject choice, and the consumption as much as investment-minded thinking that seemed to lie behind it, was not too worrisome for economists or even policymakers. The abortive Thatcherite experiment in social engineering had put them off manpower planning or less dirigiste efforts to steer students to science, and the overwhelming demand for more access to higher education trumped all lesser considerations. There was considerable evidence that the swing away from science was not impairing economic development—that there was no ‘STEM skills shortage’ to adopt the newly fashionable abbreviation for Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics.95 The high and stable graduate premium for all subjects, masking some major differences between subjects, reassured most commentators that there was not yet a problem of ‘over-education’. Employers seemed happy with ‘graduateness’—the maturity and educability conveyed by any higher education—and were not overly concerned about subject choice.96 Although there was a flurry of hostility on ‘more means worse’ grounds to Blair’s adoption of the 50 per cent participation target, it didn’t last long.97


There was repeated concern expressed that so many people had been sucked into higher education that the higher levels of further education were being neglected. That concern formed a principal theme of both the Dearing Report in 1998 and the Augar Report in 2019. Both advocated more ‘sub-degree’ education, especially (of course!) in ‘technical’ subjects.98 Concern about advanced further education could be seen as a happy upgrading of the old argument that too many young people left school at 16 without any qualifications; now that 84 per cent had attained good qualifications at 16 and 58 per cent further qualifications at 18, it was found that too few young people progressed any further unless they went into higher education.99 But there was something increasingly perverse about this argument. As more and more 18 year olds went on to higher education, the relative paucity of 18–21 year olds in further education might be seen as a positive rather than a negative outcome. To view it as negative it was necessary to find another skills shortage, not at the highest but at intermediate technical levels—‘skilled trades’ such as plumbers and electricians, for example. And while it is true that there are shortages at these intermediate technical levels, in absolute numbers they play a relatively small part in the labour force. There are far more vacancies in retail, office, health and social care, leisure and hospitality roles, which don’t require technical training and/or thrive on generic skills gained at school or even in higher education.100 As we have seen, employers seem generally happy to use academic qualifications (including most subjects) to screen for flexible, trainable employees and then to train them to specific work roles on the job.101



As Dearing’s and Augar’s concerns suggest, there has remained all along a powerful voice in policy circles arguing in conventional, technocratic terms—often amplified by engineering and other interested employers—for a greater focus on STEM. Although the strength of this voice may have dulled (or been muted) for periods—in the 1970s, in the 1990s—it was consistently amplified by politicians’ preference for a quick fix for both educational and economic problems.102 It is easy to point to exemplars in the period of rapid expansion: for example, the Roberts Report of 2002, ‘SET for Success’ (using a different acronym for STEM), which granted that Britain had a ‘relatively large’ share of scientists compared to other countries but still claimed to have detected a STEM skills shortage.103 A politically important decision was made in 2006 to detach higher education from the Education department and to move it closer to business.104 But with one exception which we will note shortly there was for an extended period no stomach for direct interventions to steer students’ subject choice, and no change in the general direction of the swing either, away from science and towards social studies. Both of these conditions changed after the 2008 financial crisis, at which point the long swing finally came to an end.




The Swing Ends



As Figure 8.2 shows (see Appendix), the sciences’ share of university degrees which had been dropping since the mid-’60s finally bottomed out in 2012 at 38 per cent; since then it has been rising, and not slowly, reaching 42 per cent in 2018. Behind it lies a surge in A-level candidacies in Mathematics and Science as well. Maths’ share of A-level candidacies rose from 7 per cent to 12 per cent in the decade after 2004. Even Physics which had attracted only 23,000 candidates in 2005–7, its lowest levels since the early ’60s, enjoyed a relative resurgence to 33,000 in 2018, late ’70s levels.105 A partial explanation can be found in one effective policy intervention by New Labour launched in 2006 which took effect in 2008, ensuring that all students had a chance if they wished to take ‘triple science’—that is, Physics, Chemistry, and Biology as separate subjects—at GCSE. Triple science was widely seen as the passport to A-level and degree-level science, and the reform has progressively made triple science more common at least for high achievers, with greater gender parity than previously. For once the pipeline problem had been addressed and the supply of scientists at the highest levels potentially augmented.106


More sweepingly, the very much altered political, economic and even cultural environment brought on by the financial crisis of 2008 and the extended period of low productivity, low income, and public-expenditure cuts that followed must have played its part. Certainly on the political level the mood changed markedly. The technocratic temptation had never gone away; the Roberts Report was an indication of that, and ‘triple science’ was also motivated by the evergreen ambition ‘to get more students to do more science, with the long term aim of increasing the supply of scientists, engineers and technologists in the workforce’.107 But around the developed world the 2008 crisis and its aftermath led to a renewed panic about international competitiveness, once again focused (however misguidedly) on STEM subjects. As one book published in 2015 put it, characterizing the present moment as ‘the age of STEM’, the myth of a STEM skills shortage seemed to have triumphed over reality, triggering ‘somewhat hysterical’ reactions in the English-speaking countries at least; another book, published in 2014, connected the current panic to a series of booms and busts that had beset the STEM employment market at least since Sputnik.108


There was no new evidence of an actual STEM skills shortage in the UK. To the contrary, though Britain’s share of science graduates had slipped next to some of its European comparators (though not the US),109 it remained the case that most science graduates went into non-scientific jobs and that only a relatively small elite was needed for research and innovation.110 One study found that if there was a ‘skills shortage’ at all as evidenced by wage premia, it was in Law, Economics, and Business and not STEM. Given the expansion in these social-studies subjects, the implication might have been taken that it wasn’t ‘shortage’ at all that was producing wage premia, but embedded status distinctions or other criteria for which employers used these subjects to screen for good all-round employees.111 Apart from the economic slump, however, there were new factors that seemed nevertheless to put STEM in a more positive light. Rising Asian economies—China, Korea, Hong Kong, Singapore—had higher proportions of STEM graduates (especially engineers) than any European countries; though it was pointed out that comparisons with city-states like Hong Kong or Singapore (or even Shanghai, which got its own ‘national’ ranking in the PISA measure of literacy and numeracy skills) were of limited usefulness.112 The ‘tech boom’ centred on the United States brought Computer Science, hitherto a relatively unnoticed, backwater subject, into the limelight.113 None of these comparisons was truly relevant to Britain’s large and diverse labour market with its greatest strengths in services. But they whipped up an international rivalry for STEM education very similar to the post-Sputnik rivalry of half a century earlier, except that the OECD, which acted then to dampen down such comparisons, was now talking them up.114


Policymakers had long reached desperately to science education for solutions to economic problems. The Coalition and Conservative governments that took over in the wake of the 2008 crisis resumed this strategy with a vengeance. On the part of the universities minister, David Willetts, there may have been a tactical element—touting the contribution of science education to economic growth was a way to shield higher education from the worst consequences of austerity—but in other quarters the enthusiasm seemed genuine.115 In a widely reported speech in 2014 the Education Secretary Nicky Morgan announced the new tack in no uncertain terms:


Even a decade ago, young people were told that maths and the sciences were simply the subjects you took if you wanted to go into a mathematical or scientific career, if you wanted to be a doctor, or a pharmacist, or an engineer. But if you wanted to do something different, or even if you didn’t know what you wanted to do, and let’s be honest – it takes a pretty confident 16-year-old to have their whole life mapped out ahead of them – then the arts and humanities were what you chose. Because they were useful for all kinds of jobs. Of course now we know that couldn’t be further from the truth, that the subjects that keep young people’s options open and unlock doors to all sorts of careers are the STEM subjects: science, technology, engineering and maths.116
 

It would be difficult to find anyone (certainly in political circles) who had advised young people in the past to study the arts and humanities; but it was pretty clear now that once again policymakers were advising them to study STEM, despite the acknowledged difficulties of getting 16-year-olds to think about their ‘whole life mapped out ahead of them’. It was essential, as the Augar Report put it in 2019, that students’ choices not stand ‘at odds with the government’s Industrial Strategy and with taxpayers’ interests’.117


If this rhetoric was an old story, redolent of the 1960s and the 1980s, what was new was that governments were arming themselves with more effective tools to add muscle to their rhetoric, tools that eschewed the dirigisme of manpower planning in favour of student demand, but better ‘informed’ student demand to ensure that teenagers made decisions better aligned with employer demand and thus with ‘national needs’. The contradictions between student demand and employer demand that had so vexed Keith Joseph could thus in theory be resolved. The pioneer here was the Australian government which had reintroduced fees as early as the late 1980s and thereafter worked hard to use the market mechanism to align student demand with national needs. Initiatives were floated to use differential subsidies, differential fees, and improved ‘market signals’ to induce more students to study STEM, though with limited impact, as Australia was experiencing the same swing away from science as Britain, and for much the same reasons.118


The Australian experience was used as a model when Britain began to design its own new fee regime. Its income-contingent loan scheme aimed to give students the skin in the game that Thatcher had sought, in deciding whether to undertake expensive higher education rather than cheaper apprenticeships or further education. But there was also now the possibility of making students more sensitive to the putative wage returns of particular subject choices. Willetts claimed that in doing so he was only responding to students’ own keener vocationalism, but he and his colleagues were determined to ensure that students did choose more vocationally in order to maximize their payback on student loans as well as supposedly to boost economic growth.119 The whole higher-education system could be re-engineered into a wage-premium machine, with universities as well as students held responsible for maximizing the income growth (and loan repayment) of graduates. As the Business department put it, it was hoped to ‘create an incentive and reward structure at universities by distinguishing the universities that are delivering the strongest enterprise ethos and labour market outcomes to their students’.120 At the same time, public opinion could be steered towards a more exclusive definition of education as an investment good, its value determined by the private rate of return.121


To this end, ambitious new research projects were launched by the Business department to develop data on which subject choices led to the highest wage premia.122 The principal end-product was the Longitudinal Educational Outcomes (LEO) database which allowed researchers to connect data about students’ background to their educational choices and their wages as graduates. Of course background and other exogenous factors, once controlled for, tended to reduce the direct effect of educational choices on wages, but there remained residual effects, though as it happens choice of institution mattered more than choice of subject. Even after controls, medicine and business still produce higher returns, and creative arts lower returns; but for most subjects variation lay in the band of plus or minus 10 per cent only. In theory, these effects pointed to the ‘value added’ of certain subjects and certain institutions which if students followed these cues would lift the general level of skill in the workforce.123 In reality, as even the economists working for the government granted, these wage premia might represent only the screening that had always operated in the labour market—employers using subjects and institutions as rough proxies for the best all-round employees, without necessarily testifying to the quality or value of skills gained through education.124 Drawing more students into these subjects and institutions might in this case only have the effect of reducing their screening value; it might also reduce their economic value if students studied subjects they didn’t like and weren’t good at.125 And of course graduate earnings are only revealed over time so that the data is always telling us about the past, not the present, still less the future: the first full study published in 2018 was based on graduates in 2008–12, a particularly bad moment for labour markets of all kinds, as Willetts himself pointed out (from retirement).126


As yet, government has confined itself to providing more information to guide student choice, confident that information about wage returns will align student demand with employer demand and ‘national needs’. The message has been, as the 2011 White Paper announcing the high-fee regime put it, that student choice was ‘at the heart of the system’. Higher education was to be a market and students were to be the consumers.127 Accordingly government has resisted the temptation to adopt more dirigiste methods which appear to put employer demand or ‘national needs’ ahead of student choice. The high-fee regime which eliminated most government payments to universities for teaching retained an element of subsidy for STEM courses, but only on the grounds that these courses cost more to provide; as Willetts explained, the aim was to provide ‘a continuing level playing field for STEM’.128 Nevertheless, the capacity and the appetite for using fees to steer student choice persists.


There remains, for example, the possibility of differential fees. Differential fees between institutions had always been part of the new fee regime, though as we saw in Chapter 7 institutions themselves resisted them and more or less settled on a uniform fee at the maximum level. Might it not still be possible to engineer differential fees by subject? Initially government considered an indirect route to this end, introducing in 2016 an exercise called the Teaching Excellence Framework (TEF) aimed at assessing universities’ performance on a variety of metrics, none of which really assessed teaching excellence at all. One of the most important metrics was in fact a measure of graduate wage premia,129 which could then be linked to maximum allowable tuition fees, ensuring that only those universities whose graduates paid back more of their loans could charge higher fees. It was intended that a subject-level TEF would soon follow, raising the possibility of differential fees at subject as well as institutional level. However, political opposition to these highly instrumental reforms proved too great—especially after 2017 when the government lost its majority—and at the time of writing it has backed off from linking fees to TEF and possibly from subject-level TEF altogether. Again, from retirement, Willetts decried attempts to connect fees to wage returns, because so many other factors had a bearing on those returns.130 Still, the idea of variable fees by subject will not go away as long as the both the fee regime and prevailing orthodoxy of a STEM skills shortage appear to demand it. The Augar Report of 2019 gave it serious consideration. In the end, it too backed off from the idea, unsure how to charge higher fees for higher-earning subjects without at the same time discouraging the swing back to STEM. It is difficult to promote a subject by charging students more for it now with the undeliverable promise that they will earn more from it later.131


In the spirit of this chapter, and the argument of this book, however, we should end not with government attempts to engineer the swing but rather with our own attempts to explain it, in terms that give due regard to students’ own attitudes and behaviours. Despite Willetts’ conviction that students had become more vocational during the transition to mass higher education, it is notable that the swing did not halt or even slow until the 2008 crisis hit. A similar pattern has been noted in the US.132 For whatever reason, until that point more students meant proportionately less STEM, not more. Sustained wage stagnation since 2008, the effects of the high-fee regime, and possibly the renewed exhortations of government have changed students’ choices markedly, in a STEM direction but not uniformly in a vocational direction. The fastest growing subjects are all scientific ones, but social studies and creative arts continue to grow at higher than average rates, while business and computer science lag behind. Languages, literatures and education, and to a lesser extent history, have declined.133 The most striking decline is in part-time students across all subjects, to some extent due to rising full-time rates (because there are fewer mature students who missed out on higher education earlier), to some extent due to the fee regime, perhaps also to precarity in the labour market.134



Such evidence as we have suggests that neither student nor broader public opinion is persuaded by the overwhelming emphasis on private return. One problem is that public-opinion research also embraces the focus on private return so that questions are often framed to exclude other kinds of value. Still, surveys continue to find support for both education and health as public goods, worth more public investment, and in the case of education meriting further expansion.135 The only piece of research commissioned by the Browne Review found that students and parents believed that government should pay at least half the cost of higher education, but this research was not published in the Report—which argued that private benefits exceeded public benefits—and was only revealed later after a Freedom of Information request. In the event, since all institutions opted for the maximum fee, the total private contribution was even higher than Browne had imagined, at around two-thirds to three-quarters of the fee.136 The high-fee regime remains highly controversial. In backing off from differential fees by subject, and the more dirigiste attempts to steer students to STEM, government has shown it respects the public’s sensitivity on this subject. For the time being, student demand is aligning better with government’s estimate of employer demand and national needs without further duress. It will be interesting to see whether that alignment survives the end, if there is one, of the now decade-long stagnation in wages.
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Effectively Maintained Inequality





It may seem perverse, in a book titled ‘The Crisis of the Meritocracy’, to leave social mobility for last. Today’s political discourse, which is still (or perhaps once again) profoundly meritocratic, holds that social mobility is the prime function of education; education gives ‘equal opportunity’ to rise in the social scale, regardless of your social origins. In the middle of the twentieth century, too, many politicians and social scientists looked to education to make society more meritocratic. It was the great claim of the bipartite system of universal secondary education, in its heyday (though also in its crisis) in the 1950s, that it had substituted merit, as determined by the 11+, for heredity in determining who went to grammar school and university and therefore who ended up in the top jobs. Of course, not all politicians were meritocrats then. Many felt more frankly than they do today that heredity, or in its friendlier form ‘family’, was a perfectly acceptable and functional way to select an elite. But the idea of ‘equal opportunity’ to rise in the social scale was something like an official ideology that lay behind the Butler Act and was widely accepted across the leaderships of the political parties.


The focus on the 11+ and the selection of an elite aimed at university—perhaps only 5 per cent of the population—indicates, however, how narrow an idea that postwar notion of equal opportunity was in practice. It was not really about social mobility at all, but about elite selection—an interesting and important subject, but not one that was necessarily very relevant to most people. Revisionist socialists like Michael Young and Tony Crosland objected that it only substituted one form of inequality and rule by the few for another. Whether or not they shared the revisionists’ egalitarianism, most citizens were untouched and unmoved by these processes of elite selection. They had not previously had much experience even with secondary education, much less with higher education. They did not aspire to be judges or doctors or bankers. They prided themselves on their ‘ordinariness’, and viewed those in elite social positions as Others—sometimes with hostility, sometimes with benevolent neutrality, but rarely as objects of envy. What they did want and expect (and got), increasingly after the war, was a better life for their children. The bulge and the trend represented that optimism and aspiration. Their idea of equal opportunity, as represented by the welfare state especially in health and education, was that ‘the best’ services would be provided by the state for all equally. They opposed the 11+ because it seemed to limit artificially the number of people who could attain that better life by means of education; they opposed grammar schools for some, however meritocratic their selection was, and favoured grammar schools for all. Their interests, therefore, lay less in meritocratic selection for an elite and more in better chances for all.


In this chapter, I will have more to say about politicians and especially about social scientists than about public opinion—because it was mostly politicians and social scientists who expected meritocracy to lead to social mobility and puzzled over why it didn’t. Over the course of the 1950s and 1960s, it came to be better understood that the 11+ had not made elite selection more meritocratic. As we saw in Chapters 3 and 4, that understanding contributed to, though it did not drive the transition to, comprehensive education. As comprehensive education rolled out, social scientists also came to realize that this more equal provision of secondary education had not made elite selection more meritocratic either. Other factors, often linked to family background, continued to play the same role that they had always done in reproducing the social order—in ‘effectively’ maintaining inequality, as some sociologists put it.1


Those realizations didn’t affect public opinion much; it’s hard to see how they would have done, since they pointed to no clear educational solutions to social inequality. Politicians of all parties generally ignored the implications. They valued educational policy as one of the key policy options in their armoury to address a wide range of social problems, including inequality when that reared its head. At the end of the twentieth century, they tried to revive the link between education and social mobility to deal with growing income inequality. But public opinion was, at least until the end of the twentieth century, not much troubled. It held education to be a consumption good as much as an investment good—it was one of the ‘decencies of life’, and not only an avenue to social mobility. It was also a consumption right of citizenship. Since the state decreed compulsory education to 15 or 16 or 18, it had an obligation to offer high-quality provision to all. ‘Standards’ became important. Most of all, however, public opinion was untroubled by the impact of educational change on social mobility because, whatever forms of education they experienced, most people enjoyed unprecedented upwards social mobility. The period from the 1950s to the 1980s, at least, was a ‘golden age’ of social mobility. But it may have had relatively little to do with education.




Testing Meritocracy



Social mobility as a concept was almost the sole preserve of sociologists from the 1920s, when they coined the term, until the 1990s, when it began to enter political and to some extent public discourse. In that period people had other terms to represent roughly the same idea—dominantly, ‘equal opportunity’ or, more bluntly, fairness—but for sociologists the technical term signalled their unique ability to measure and assess whether education in particular was making opportunity to rise in the social scale more equal; in other words, to test meritocracy. To make these measurements and assessments required a firm analytical structure. People had to be classified rigorously into different social groups to determine their social origins; their life experiences had to be monitored closely in order to track their movement over time; new tools had to be devised to weigh up which experiences counted for most in that movement from social origins to social destinations. It also took a long time, as sociologists were keenly aware. Social mobility is by definition inter-generational: it is measured by the difference between one generation’s class status and the next. The effects of universal and bipartite secondary education on social mobility would not be knowable until at least a generation after 1944.2 The later effects of comprehensivization would again not be knowable until the 1990s at the earliest.3


Classification was relatively simple. Although there were (and are) multiple models available, from the earliest social-mobility studies a seven-class scale has been most commonly used to sort people into higher (Class I) and lower (II) professional and managerial jobs, white-collar (III) and self-employed (IV), and manual workers at variously levels of skill (V–VII). More simply, these groups can be clustered into three ‘big classes’—the salariat (I–II), the intermediate classes, a highly varied group (III–IV and some V), and the working classes (some V, VI–VII). Since the 1990s, a version of this seven-class scale has become the standard classification used by the Office of National Statistics (National Statistics Socio-Economic Classification, or NS-SEC). The same scale retains its utility over time because jobs are continuously re-classified, to reflect changes in the labour market. For example, ‘routine’ occupations in Class VII which used to be mostly male-dominated unskilled occupations such as labourer or production-line worker now include many female-dominated occupations such as cleaner or carer.4


Tracing people’s movements from one class to another is more difficult. First of all, it requires data. Initially social scientists had to generate their own data. David Glass’s pioneering enquiry at the LSE in 1949 was based on a representative sample of 10,000 men, where respondents were asked about their father’s occupation as well as their own.5 The next major survey of this self-generated kind would be the Oxford Mobility Survey of 1972, led by A. H. Halsey.6 Similar use could be made of other surveys where respondents’ origins and present status were both observed: election surveys, for example (where voters were asked about both), or official government surveys such as the General Household Survey and its successors (from 1971), the Labour Force Survey (from 1973), and the British Household Panel Survey (from 1991).7 The birth-cohort studies, which began in 1946 initially as child health and development studies, were taken over by sociologists in their later stages and became the most useful data sources for social-mobility research because they measured so many different aspects of people’s lives continuously over their whole lives, and thus allowed for a much more complex understanding of what did or did not affect social mobility.8


As the cohort studies in particular revealed, assessing social mobility involves so much more than determining’s people’s origins and their destinations. For a long time sociologists were much less interested in how many people were mobile, how they moved and where, than in what factors determined their movement—and in particular what role education played. Even more specifically, they were fascinated by the composition of the top classes. Social-mobility research was of interest to them, and eventually to politicians, principally because it was a test of meritocracy. They assumed that the top classes should be composed of the most ‘able’ or ‘intelligent’, that ‘ability’ and ‘intelligence’ were randomly distributed at birth, and therefore that it was the job of the educational system to ensure that ability and intelligence wherever found would be promoted into the top classes. Merit, not birth, would be the determinant of your ultimate social class. This relationship was captured analytically in what became known as the OED triangle (see Appendix, Figure 9.1).


This schematic represents the relationship between social origins (O) and social destinations (D) over time. In a meritocratic society, the relationship between origin and destination should weaken—your social status should not depend on birth. Instead, it should depend on education. For that to happen, the relationship between social origins (O) and educational level attained (E) also had to weaken—your ability to achieve educationally should not depend on birth—and at the same time the relationship between educational attainment (E) and social destination (D) had to strengthen—educational attainment alone should determine where you ended up. As the sociologists gradually discovered, this particular alignment—weakening OE relationship, strengthening ED relationship, and overall weakening OD relationship—proved a great deal more difficult to attain than anyone had imagined.9


As we saw in Chapters 3 and 4, the early studies of social mobility by Glass and his students, notably Jean Floud and A. H. Halsey, tested meritocracy and found it wanting. Their principal interest lay in how far increasing access to grammar school was facilitating social mobility. Mostly they assumed a strong ED association—on the grounds that nearly all higher-status jobs must have required at least a grammar-school education—and focused therefore on the OE association, which they hoped to find weakening. Merely extending access to grammar school, as before the war, did not necessarily accomplish this. But extending free places did, and, it was expected, 100 per cent free places as was achieved after the Butler Act would do more.10 That would leave only a residue of non-meritocratic places in fee-paying schools.11


However, as we have seen, doubts about meritocracy arose and deepened as the 1950s drew on. Initially these doubts were as much political as sociological. Floud and Halsey’s finding that intelligence, at least as measured in IQ tests or the 11+, was not randomly distributed but suspiciously concentrated in more privileged groups suggested that it might be impossible to weaken the OE relationship, unless selection was abandoned at 11+; instead, more people needed to be given the opportunity to acquire intelligence by keeping them longer in academic programmes.12 Glass and his students were also increasingly open to the revisionist-socialist argument that the good society was not necessarily one that replaced an elite determined by birth with another determined by education, even if the latter were more ‘meritocratic’.13 Nevertheless, it is striking that they continued to focus their attention on testing meritocracy by delving deeper into the ways in which education did or did not reproduce social privilege.


That was still the main purpose of Halsey’s 1972 Oxford Mobility Study, based on another representative sample of 10,000 men—women were not yet deemed occupationally reliable enough to include.14 It showed that as education extended in the postwar period the service class or salariat—Classes I and II—continued to be the prime beneficiaries. For those born just after the war, their access to grammar schools had reached saturation levels—79 per cent of them went to grammar or independent schools—and that proportion only shrank thereafter because grammar schools began to give way to comprehensives. At that point, the dominance of the salariat began to extend further at higher levels. Whereas the salariat who formed only 10–15 per cent of the general population made up 27 per cent of all selective secondary school students, they represented 36 per cent of all those attaining O-levels, 49 per cent of those attaining A-levels and 52 per cent of those entering university. Because overall levels of attainment were rising, working-class participation rates were also rising: as the proportion of the salariat attending selective schools increased from 70 per cent to 79 per cent, so the proportion of the working class attending grammar schools increased from 20 per cent to 27 per cent through the 1950s. Working-class attainment at O-level upwards increased (from a low base) at the ‘fastest rates of growth’. But the salariat were enjoying the ‘greatest absolute increments of opportunity’.15 That is to say, the attainment gap (to use a later turn of phrase) between the top and the bottom was not shrinking—the OE relationship was not weakening—‘relative mobility’ was not improving. Meritocracy was therefore not working. Halsey had discovered what sociologists would later call ‘effectively maintained inequality’—the tendency of privileged groups to make better use of educational expansion than less privileged groups and thereby to maintain their relative advantage.16


Much more research was done later on these same cohorts, as they reached occupational maturity—even the earliest beneficiaries of the Butler Act were only just reaching that point in 1972—and much the same findings resulted, though with more data and an ever more elaborate statistical apparatus behind them. There was not much evidence that education was becoming more meritocratic as access expanded.17 As mobility research spread from the US and UK to other countries, it became clear that this was an international phenomenon—‘persistent inequality’ in educational attainment, as one influential formulation put it. In that analysis, only Sweden and the Netherlands showed any strong signs of weakening OE associations in the postwar decades.18


These international comparisons pointed up some of Britain’s distinctive features. The Swedish and Dutch welfare states were doing more to equalize life chances, not through reform of the educational system but by reducing class distinctions in everyday life.19 Effectively maintained inequality applied to education, but not to other forms of inequality, which could be effectively eroded, for example, by high-quality public services and income redistribution. In Britain, it remained easier for privileged groups to use their cultural capital to get ahead educationally.20 However, in other respects Britain’s social and educational structures were less rigid and permitted greater equality. Germany’s very rigid educational tracking, which sharply distinguished vocational and academic tracks at an early age, meant that its educational system provided very limited opportunities for social mobility (whatever ‘declinist’ British public opinion might think).21 In Britain, by contrast, not only was the bipartite system being dismantled, but a much more flexible educational structure allowed people to acquire a wider range of qualifications and at many stages of the life course. As we have seen, for example, A-levels and degrees could be and were being increasingly acquired as mature students, especially by women; higher vocational qualifications could be and were being acquired by men already established in the workforce, and not only as youths.22


Britain’s flexible educational system may have permitted more routes to social mobility, but its relatively high levels of inequality tended to moderate that effect. Social scientists came to understand this better when they looked beyond the role of education—something they found it difficult to do, so fixated were they on testing meritocracy. But gradually it came to be understood that education was not the only, or the strongest, or an increasing factor in determining social mobility. In other words, the ED association, which should have been strengthening, may not have been; more seriously, direct OD associations, even controlling for education, remained powerful. In determining your social destination, where you came from remained significant regardless of how much education you had. This position is particularly associated with John Goldthorpe, Halsey’s associate on the 1972 Oxford Mobility Study. Starting with that study, and pursuing the question through the birth-cohort studies, Goldthorpe argued with growing insistence (and later alongside his collaborator Erzsébet Bukodi) that education was not becoming more important over time in determining people’s destinations. Of course, as educational access widened, more top jobs required more education. In other words, education mediated social mobility—it was the vehicle by which people attained top jobs. But that didn’t mean that more education meant more meritocratic mobility. The beneficiaries of more education were (due to the strong OE association) generally already privileged. Furthermore, over the life course other factors apart from education continued to weigh heavily in determining people’s destinations. Education may matter most for the first job, when employers use qualifications to screen for the ‘best’ applicants; thereafter, other factors which loosen the ED association count for more. In the meritocratic equation, OE associations had to weaken and ED associations had to strengthen—Goldthorpe didn’t think that the first had happened much, and the second not at all.23


But the killer punch to meritocracy in Goldthorpe’s equation was that those other factors (other than education, that is) remained as strong as ever, and many of them derived directly from social origins. The direct OD connection, controlling for education, failed to weaken across all three of the main birth cohorts—1946, 1958, 1970—that is, for those entering the workforce from the late 1960s onwards.24 Goldthorpe illustrated this connection with some startling statistics. In the 1970s, for example, he showed that people from both working-class and salariat backgrounds who had attained degree-level qualifications were practically guaranteed to be found in the salariat—about 90 per cent of them in both cases; but whereas only 8 per cent of those from working-class backgrounds with the lowest level of qualifications had made their way into the salariat, 20 per cent of those from salariat backgrounds with the same low level of qualifications had done so. By the 1990s, this bias had increased. Still only 10 per cent of those from working-class backgrounds with the lowest level of qualifications could be found in the salariat; but 35 per cent—over one third—of those from salariat backgrounds with the lowest qualifications had ended up in the same top jobs.25 A more recent finding makes the same point: children of upper-salariat backgrounds who get a poor degree at a top university (a 2.2 at a Russell Group university) are considerably more likely to enter the salariat than children of working-class backgrounds with a good degree (a 1st) from the same kind of university.26 As Bukodi and Goldthorpe argue, it doesn’t even take ‘opportunity hoarding’—special favours like internships or family networks—to achieve this result; employers will ensure it happens themselves by over-rewarding the cultural capital of privileged applicants.27


From this point of view, the greater flexibility of Britain’s labour market, and not just its educational system, allowed for less meritocratic outcomes because educational qualifications mattered less; that is, the ED association was weaker. Goldthorpe thought that employers did use educational qualifications to screen for the ‘best’ employees, but thereafter there was more opportunity for other traits (associated with class origins) to determine employment outcomes over the life course. The whole system, he suggested, was ‘self-maintaining’, his version of ‘effectively maintained equality’: not only were advantaged people always and everywhere able to use their advantages to maintain their advantage however rapidly society might be changing, but less advantaged people tended to be ‘conservative’ in both their aspirations and their behaviours.28 International comparisons, however, cast doubt on whether these ‘self-maintaining’ features were as rigid as they seemed. Educational tracking systems, as in Germany and Britain during the bipartite regime, undoubtedly limited the upward mobility of the less advantaged. Political culture and ethos, as in Sweden and the Netherlands, did seem able to limit the purchase of cultural capital; so, naturally, did greater social equality. And as Diego Gambetta argued, mobility was affected by a ‘dense combination of mechanisms’ which were not always self-maintaining: in Britain, as we have seen, the bulge, the trend, and the welfare state reflected and affected people’s aspirations and expectations for a better life. Britain was becoming a more equal society even if its educational institutions weren’t mostly responsible.29


Nevertheless, Goldthorpe’s findings contributed to the growing disillusionment with educational reform as a vehicle for social mobility among social scientists. For radical sociologists of the 1970s and 1980s, they were only confirming what they had thought all along, which was that meritocracy was impossible in capitalist society. As Basil Bernstein had put it, ‘education cannot compensate for society’. It would soon become clear that, if grammar schools hadn’t done much for social mobility, neither had comprehensive schools—the OE and OD associations remained strong under both systems, as privileged children got better results in school and better jobs regardless of school.30 But what nearly everyone had missed until surprisingly late was that while education wasn’t changing society, society was changing, rapidly and dramatically, all the same.





The Golden Age of Social Mobility



Between the 1950s and the 1980s, education was not making society more meritocratic, but nevertheless many more people from less privileged origins were rising into higher-status occupations. It is startling how even the sociologists who were monitoring social structure very closely either didn’t notice this change or didn’t accord it much importance. As late as the 1972 Oxford Mobility Study, on which Halsey was reporting in 1980, their emphasis remained determinedly on meritocracy—the extent to which education had equalized chances between the classes, or ‘relative mobility’.31 It was Goldthorpe, reporting on the same study in the same year, who began to shift attention to ‘absolute mobility’—the proportions of men moving into different (at this point, mostly higher) classes than their fathers, regardless of their origins. Of the majority who had started at birth in working-class positions, fewer than half had ended up in working-class positions by 1972: 17 per cent had risen as far as the salariat and 34 per cent into the intermediate classes. This degree of upward mobility had been steadily rising even before the war, and continued to rise after.32 The postwar decades of the bulge, the trend and the welfare state turned out to be a ‘golden age of social mobility’ after all.33


This high level of upward mobility didn’t mean that the working class had been cut in half; there were of course others, mostly from the intermediate classes, who were downwardly mobile into it.34 But the rate of upward mobility consistently and increasingly exceeded the rate of downward mobility, for the simple reason that the class structure of Britain was changing—there were many more professional, managerial, and especially white-collar jobs and many fewer manual working-class ones. Goldthorpe called this phenomenon ‘room at the top’, tellingly playing on the title of a late 1950s novel and film about the moral perils of upward mobility; as we’ll see, elite concerns about upward mobility were noticeably more agonized than the experiences of the upwardly mobile.35 The growth of the salariat continued inexorably after 1972, as others using later survey material discovered. It had grown from around 18 per cent of men who had reached occupational maturity born in around 1900 to 32 per cent of men born in the 1930s, the youngest cohort available to Goldthorpe, and continued to grow to 42 per cent of men born in the 1950s. The proportions of men in all classes who were upwardly mobile had risen (also to 42 per cent) though by the 1950s birth cohort growth was levelling off; the proportions of men who were downwardly mobile continued to drop to 13 per cent.36 At least before the 1970 birth cohort and possibly after it, more men were upwardly mobile than downwardly mobile, as measured by occupation. When economically active women began finally to be assessed—and this could be done retrospectively—the same was found to be true for them, though less markedly; more women were formally downwardly mobile because they took part-time jobs on returning to work after childbirth, but more significantly the occupational distribution of women’s employment was less favourable than men’s, though improving over time.37


These high levels of absolute mobility were consistent with no improvements in relative mobility because, just as less-advantaged people were moving up, more-advantaged people were avoiding moving down. Nevertheless, occupationally Britain was becoming less polarized between a small salariat and a large working class. The salariat was growing and becoming more various; the working class was shrinking and becoming more homogeneous. Yet because the social scientists continued to focus on relative rather than absolute mobility (with the partial exception of Goldthorpe, who observed both) we have relatively little to go on in assessing the very widespread experience of upward mobility. As we’ve noted, observers of widening participation in higher education remained fixated on the proportion of students who came from working-class backgrounds, which you would expect to be in decline as the proportion of people from working-class backgrounds was in decline, even while more and more people were participating.38 This concern for the working-class share was, of course, motivated by considerations of social justice; but it also betokened an attachment, even by some on the left, to a stable society where upward mobility was seen as in many ways problematic and often ignored. In considering future demand for higher education, for example, right up until the early 1980s the DES paid more attention to relative birth rates in social classes than to mobility between social classes; only in 1984 did it realize its mistake and begin to prioritize changes in social structure over changes in fertility, recognizing that nearly half of those 18-year-olds found in Class II in 1981 had actually started out in a different (usually lower) class at birth in 1963.39 The persistence of assumptions about a static social order meant that even social scientists interviewing representative samples during the ‘golden age’ tended to put words to that effect into their respondents’ mouths, systematically recording a more fixed language of class than their respondents supplied, and portraying mobility as a problem, even when their respondents extolled it.40


Nevertheless, thanks to the richness of the birth cohort studies and to historians’ re-reading of the social scientists’ field notes, we’re now in a position to say a good deal more about the trajectories that people actually followed in the ‘golden age’ and even something about how they felt about them. As we’ve seen, upward mobility was common. Before the Second World War, more men were immobile than upwardly mobile; after the war, the reverse. Downward mobility was also in decline from that point. Economically active women followed a similar pattern, though their upward mobility started later, in the 1960s and ’70s.41 Upward mobility, now the most common of the three experiences, was also very diverse. In the 1972 Oxford Mobility Survey, Goldthorpe found that while 24 per cent of men from working-class backgrounds entered a higher occupational class at first employment, another 28 per cent were found in higher occupational classes at the time of the survey. While only 4 per cent of these men went straight to the salariat at first employment, another 14 per cent ended up there. More commonly, 20 per cent went straight into the intermediate classes, to be joined later by another 20 per cent.42 So both rapid and staged mobility were important, and although over time there was more rapid mobility, staged mobility remained most significant. Later studies of the 1958 cohort—which was only reaching occupational maturity in the early 1990s—found that their trajectories were rather more erratic; no wonder, since they entered the labour market in the highly volatile circumstances of the ’70s and ’80s. But while their upward mobility was ‘scarred’ by this experience, which meant they started out at lower levels, staged mobility meant that they recovered much of their position in later life.43 These later studies using the birth cohort results allowed social scientists finally to extend their findings to women. They found that for men upward staged mobility remained common until the end of the century, while for women it increased up to age 30 and also continued later in life.44 Another study of the 1958 cohort found a similar diversity of mostly upward trajectories, and that a third continued to be mobile (up or down) well past supposed occupational maturity in their mid-30s.45


Short-range mobility was much more common than long-range mobility: the ‘rags to riches’ trajectory specified in studies of elite formation was rare, even when upward mobility was very common. 70 per cent of fathers in the bottom class (VII) had sons who ended up in the bottom three classes (V-VII): mobility, but only so far. Women were much less likely than men to rise high—Class I was pretty much closed to them, Class II more open (thanks especially to teaching and nursing), Class III (with its rich opportunities in white-collar work) very open—but they were also more likely than men to leave the working classes, largely via Class III. Very strikingly, the economically active daughters of all fathers, of every social class, were more likely to end up in Class III than in any other class. There was ‘less room at the top for women . . . [b]ut there has been much more room in the middle’.46


Importantly, this staged, short-range mobility meant that—contrary to the picture of mobility given by the exclusive focus on the scholarship boy or girl—upward mobility was not experienced by many people as a wrenching, one-time passage across the working class/middle-class divide, and not as an impressionable teenager either. Rather, it was often experienced as a gradual, accumulating set of life-changes as people worked themselves up or down the occupational ladder. It was, partly for that reason, met with general satisfaction, rather than the psychic disorientation attributed to the scholarship boy or girl. In a follow-up to the Oxford Mobility Study that Goldthorpe did in 1974, specifically asking his respondents about their experiences of mobility, he concluded that ‘they had not for the most part experienced their mobility as socially stressful’, but valued it for ‘improved living standards’, ‘greater security’ and often ‘the economic and psychological rewards directly associated with the work’.47 In the words of Geoff Payne, the sociologist who has emphasized most the significance of ‘room at the top’, occupational mobility widely distributed across the population generated ‘a sense of class well-being that lasted into the mid-1990s’.48


The experience of upward mobility had relatively little to do with the educational level previously attained by the mobile. As we noted in Chapter 3, upward mobility was likely to be experienced by all cohorts in the ‘golden age’ whatever level of education they had (see Appendix, Figure 3.1). White-collar employment was expanding much more rapidly than were educational qualifications; all groups benefited. Of course educational qualifications were expanding rapidly, and therefore they mediated a growing number of upwardly mobile transitions, especially to the very top, in Class I; thus accountancy and law became graduate jobs, for example. But as the market for higher-status occupations was growing even more rapidly, employers as we have seen had to take more people without educational qualifications and train them on the job, as they were used to doing.49 That is why the ED association didn’t strengthen.


Britain’s flexible educational system and labour market permitted all sorts of upward-mobility trajectories. You could leave school and get a job, then acquire educational qualifications while on the job more easily than in most other countries.50 Or you could leave school and get a job and climb the occupational ladder regardless of your educational qualifications. These things were harder in systems that divided people between vocational and academic qualifications earlier, or that tied jobs more closely to vocational qualifications, as in Germany. In Germany, vocational qualifications upgraded the industrial workforce and contributed to the strength of the manufacturing sector: there were more skilled workers and closer ties between them and manufacturing employers. But vocational education made it a good deal harder for workers to rise much above the lower end of the intermediate classes. In contrast, Britain’s more flexible educational system permitted more longer-range mobility into the salariat.51 This kind of longer-range mobility was also easier in systems where social inequalities were less, and where aspirants had less opportunity to use the social and cultural capital that came with privilege, as in Sweden. In the postwar years, social inequality was reducing in most places, including in Britain, thanks to the redistributive functions of the welfare state and also to the upgrading of the occupational structure, with fewer people at the bottom and more in the middle as well as the top.52


What implications might these patterns of mobility have had for popular attitudes to education and its connection (or lack of connection) to social mobility? As we saw in Chapter 3, there had been a longstanding connection in people’s minds between better education and better jobs, but before the Second World War that connection had limited purchase and limited utility, given how little secondary education of any kind was available. With the advent of universal secondary education after the Butler Act, the connection became clearer and potentially more useful to more people. But precisely because the aspiration for better jobs was so widespread, it overflowed the bounds of meritocratic selection for grammar school. By the late 1950s, most people considered themselves able to benefit from grammar school and the opportunities it offered; thus the demand for ‘grammar schools for all’. At the same time, the supply of better jobs also overflowed the bounds of grammar school. Students who went to secondary moderns were as likely to be upwardly mobile as those who went to grammars; that followed not only from the over-supply of good jobs, but from the fact that grammar-school students were already nearer the top in terms of family background and so had less opportunity for upward mobility (see Appendix, Figure 3.1).53


Contemporaries were not aware of this lack of correlation between education and social mobility. Their attachment to the ‘best’ schools for all did not weaken. But neither did they notice that comprehensive schools made little difference to relative social mobility. They remained content with both education and absolute social mobility because so much of the latter was available under all educational regimes. In John Goldthorpe’s study of ‘affluent workers’ in 1962, which launched his career, he had found that most of his respondents wanted both grammar school and white-collar jobs for their children. Although parents in white-collar jobs were more successful in achieving their aspiration for both—as he would put it later, the OE and OD associations remained strong—parents in blue-collar jobs were more successful in achieving the good jobs than the good education. As he would discover later, that success would carry on past first employment as staged mobility brought increasing rewards to children of very different backgrounds over their life course. In the meantime, blue-collar parents did not feel ‘relative deprivation’: their optimism about the future, albeit of a different kind to that of white-collar parents, was redeemed.54 International comparisons show that this phenomenon was general—expanding opportunities at the bottom compensated for persistent inequalities across society.55


As educational opportunities expanded at the bottom, for more people education did mediate their mobility. Without comprehensive reorganization and, later, GCSE (and S-grade in Scotland) and later still the rapid expansion of higher education, just as many people might have been upwardly mobile but they would not have been upwardly mobile because of their education. As we have seen, this may also have affected the kind of mobility they enjoyed, improving access to higher occupations which vocational tracks, less flexible structures, or other forms of rationing of higher qualifications impeded. As Goldthorpe pointed out, the fact that many people with Class I backgrounds remained in Class I regardless of their education did not negate the fact that nearly all people with higher education entered Class I, including nearly all of those who came from working-class backgrounds.


Neither did most people feel in an environment of widening opportunities that social mobility was a zero-sum game. Experts’ anxiety about social mobility had fixated on the disorientation of the mobile and on the loss of community that mobility seemed to entail. But that does not seem to have been the feelings of the mobile themselves. Staged mobility meant that movement was not as sudden or disorienting as the scholarship boy or girl phenomenon implied. Most people continued to feel loyal to their social origins; thus the persistent finding of sociologists that people continue to describe themselves as ‘working class’ long after they have technically left it. In any case, ‘working class’ was used to differentiate the great mass of ‘ordinary’ people from a small elite of non-workers rather than to demarcate a clear divide between the working class and the middle class.56


As the historian Jon Lawrence has argued, as well, immobile and mobile people alike feel a tension between the integrity of the individual or family and the appeal of community. This tension has to be navigated whether people are socially and geographically immobile or whether, as increasingly was the case, they were in both senses mobile. Mobile people formed ‘elective’ rather than inherited communities, through social networks or when settling into new neighbourhoods; the inevitable communitarianism of child-rearing and neighbourhood schools forms an important part of ‘community’ in socially mobile Britain.57 The desire for better schools and jobs was seen as a unifying force in modern life, making people ‘allies in a general advance’, not combatants in a war of all against all. Lawrence’s re-analysis of social-survey transcripts from the 1960s to the 1990s showed that people were very aware of the American scramble to ‘keep up with the Joneses’, but they tended to deny that that was what they were doing. Everyone wanted a better life and more people were getting one.58


But what would happen when the ‘golden age’ came to an end? What if there was no more room at the top, and not everyone could reasonably aspire to a better life? Would education then become re-embroiled in a contest for relative position? We now tend to think that that was exactly what happened at some relatively recent point, when the ‘golden age’ came to an end, and concerns about ‘social mobility’ came explicitly to the surface.




After the Golden Age?



Sure enough, rates of upward mobility began to slow towards the end of the century. There was still room at the top, but less of it. Between 1991 and 2011 the proportion of economically active men in the salariat only grew from 35 per cent to 42 per cent, a slower rate of growth than between 1971 and 1991, and for women only from 27 per cent to 30 per cent. The shrinkage of the working class also slowed for men and came to an end for women.59 One more precise estimate found the growth of salariat almost halted after 1997, especially for men. Women were more likely to continue to find their way up to Class II and after 2000 even to Class I, as they learned to ‘lean in’ to male-dominated power structures, in the famous diagnosis of a 2013 book by a female tech entrepreneur.60 If there has been ‘skill-biased technological change’, as discussed in Chapter 7, it hasn’t shifted employment towards the salariat very much.61 Perhaps due to Britain’s flagging economic performance vis-à-vis the global market, its service and financial sectors ceased to grow very rapidly, and though educational attainment had continued to rise it alone could not create more high-skill jobs—that would take, presumably, more investment in the workforce, more innovation and entrepreneurship, more global competitiveness. These effects were particularly strong in Wales and Scotland, where industrial employment shrank very rapidly and opportunities for non-manual employment did not grow as fast as in England; migration to England was one result.62 The same effects applied within England, leading to migration out of former industrial districts. And due to post-2008 austerity, in England at least the welfare state ceased to grow as well, further sapping the supply of good jobs in the public sector, including those most accessible to people from less advantaged backgrounds.63


Just as importantly, because more people started out nearer the top in the 1990s, there was less overall opportunity for upward mobility than there had been when most people started out at the bottom. This is what the social scientists call a ‘compositional effect’—the effect has to do not just with changes in the environment (such as the creation of more jobs in the salariat) but also with the initial composition of the population. There will tend to be more chances of upward mobility if more people start at the bottom, as they did in the 1950s and ’60s, than if they start at the middle or the top, as they did in the 1980s and ’90s. The apparently declining proportion of working-class students in higher education was a compositional effect, due to the declining proportions of working-class people in the population; so was the declining proportion of upwardly mobile men from the 1990s, due to the higher proportion of men in higher groups in the population.64 Worse still, the slowing growth of ‘room at the top’ and compositional effects have combined in a particular way to limit upward mobility still further. Those who start from top class positions already may be getting better at retaining their position in those top classes—especially those at the very top, in Class I.65 In this case there would be even less room at the top for those seeking to move upwards. Skill-biased technological change would thus have an additional burden on it to expand top jobs even more rapidly just to keep a stable level of opportunities for upward mobility.


The declining chances of upward mobility should eventually have had some effect on public attitudes to the social order, and to education too. But attitudes would depend on one’s diagnosis of why upward mobility was in decline. Was the evident slowdown in upward mobility due to the failure of new job creation, or to compositional effects, or to insufficient downward mobility from the top, or due to something else entirely (for example, education)? Between the first three options, the sociologists could adjudicate, and even suggest a solution. They couldn’t help with the compositional effect, but they could (and did) advocate for more ‘room at the top’, economic and labour-market policies that helped create more high-quality jobs. They could also argue for more downward mobility from the top, though that was a tough call for politicians. Faced with intractable compositional effects, and the unpalatable need for downward mobility, politicians turned to the fourth option. If compositional effects were at fault, it made sense to ask whether the occupational measures sociologists had traditionally employed to assess social mobility were the right ones. It should be possible to measure social mobility in ways that were not frustrated by compositional effects, and perhaps suggest another way out. Enter the economists.


The economists had of course entered already in the 1990s. They had been making human-capital arguments about the effects of educational investment for decades, but as we saw in Chapter 7 in the 1990s their econometric data and tools proved useful specifically in measuring the effect of educational expansion on the graduate premium—showing that it had held up rather well. Now they offered their services to the cause of social mobility as well. If you measured social mobility not by occupation but by income, dividing the population into four or five equal parts (quartiles or quintiles), you could say something about changes in mobility over time that were not affected by composition. Assessing people’s likelihood of moving from one income quartile or quintile to another would provide a measure of relative mobility, much like assessing their likelihood of moving from one occupational group to another, but unaffected by changes over time in the size of the occupational groups. Measuring mobility in terms of income offered other advantages. It might for example prove easier to accommodate data about women as well as men. It might also factor in better those non-educational effects that the sociologists themselves had acknowledged, but had no easy way to measure, by which people used their social, cultural, and economic capital to secure better jobs for their children, regardless of their educational levels.66


The first systematic attempt to assess changes in social mobility over time with reference to education came in work sponsored by the Sutton Trust, an education and social mobility charity, and led by economists Jo Blanden and Stephen Machin. Starting with a relatively straightforward comparison of the 1958 and 1970 cohorts, the latter of which had by the mid-2000s begun to reach maturity, they found that social mobility as measured by income had slowed. Of the 1958 cohort, only 31 per cent who started from backgrounds in the bottom quartile ended up there, and 17 per cent made it into the top quartile. Of the 1970 cohort, 37 per cent starting in the bottom quartile were still there, and 16 per cent had made it to the top. There was still upward mobility, but it was in decline. An equivalent study of the US showed that there had been no such decline over the same period. Worse still, on international comparisons, intergenerational income mobility in Britain was low in the developed world, not as low as the US but substantially lower than Germany as well as the Nordic countries.67


Why had this happened, according to the economists? Perhaps income inequality was itself responsible for low rates of income mobility; if the rungs of the ladder were farther apart, then it would be harder to clamber up them. And there was indeed a sharp increase in income inequality, at least at the top, in the 1980s. Blanden and Machin shared that view,68 but they also had another explanation, one amenable to the Sutton Trust, which put education back in the spotlight. They found that the expansion of higher education had mostly benefited wealthier groups, and that this benefit then paid off in terms of future income. The attainment gap, in other words, measured by income quartiles rather than occupational groups, had not remained stable as the sociologists claimed but had widened. It was educational inequality that had exacerbated income inequality rather than vice-versa. In other words, education did matter more than the sociologists had claimed, at least in terms of relative mobility; the OE association was very strong in income-unequal Britain, and this had significant and increasing effects on OD association.69


The sociologists fought back. They defended the use of occupation as a better measure of social position than income and made many technical criticisms of the economists’ income data.70 They disagreed with the finding that Britain had exceptionally low mobility, and in fact some economists soon reported discrepant results, showing British income mobility to be closer to Scandinavia’s than America’s, including both mobility out of the bottom and ‘rags-to-riches’ mobility from bottom to top.71 Goldthorpe in particular stuck to his ‘self-maintaining’ analysis which insisted that relative mobility rates were unlikely to change much over time or to differ much between societies.72 But what particularly incensed him and also other sociologists was that, though they had struggled for so long to show that education was not the most important factor in social mobility, the economists seemed to be dragging it back into the spotlight. Rather than focusing attention where it belonged, on the failure of the economy to provide more good jobs, the economists had reopened the can of worms that was the disputed relationship of education to social mobility.73


It’s not easy to referee between the economists and the sociologists. To some extent there has been a moderating of their positions in the last ten years. In a follow-up to their initial study, Blanden and Machin reported that the decline in income mobility between the 1958 and 1970 cohorts did not seem to be continuing in post-1970 birth cohorts that could be constructed from other data, and the effects of educational inequality that they had identified for the 1980s did not extend beyond the early 1990s. ‘It seems’, they concluded, ‘that the oft-cited finding of a fall in intergenerational mobility between the 1958 and 1970 cohorts appears to have been an episode caused by the particular circumstances of the time.’74 A few years later Blanden also revised her estimate of Britain’s place in the international mobility tables, putting it closer to the middle of a wider array of comparators, and offering a peace pipe to the sociologists on the issue of occupation vs. income: ‘the two have different, but arguably equally valid, conceptual bases’.75 Machin in a later book with former Sutton Trust CEO Lee Elliot Major granted that no educational reforms ‘consistently reduce attainment gaps, and life prospects’, but provided only at best ‘a counter-balance’ to income inequality.76 For their part, some sociologists seemed more willing to accept that income inequality, particularly at the top end, was partly responsible for deteriorating relative mobility: there might be still plenty of churn between the bottom and the middle parts of the distribution, but at the top very high incomes were surely improving high-earners’ ability to pass their income on to their children.77


In short, there remained some more room at the top, mainly for women, but downward mobility became more common especially for men, both because occupational change had slowed and because income inequality was being used by the privileged to maintain their privilege at the very top. Educational change apparently had little to do with it, one way or the other. While GCSE had undoubtedly had some short-term effect in providing more educational opportunities for the disadvantaged, the expansion of higher-education that followed was exploited rather better by the more advantaged, cancelling out the relative-mobility effects.78 The attainment gap between the classes (or income quintiles) remained pretty stable, even as overall attainment rose: more effectively maintained inequality. Education mediated more people’s mobility but it did not improve their relative or perhaps even their absolute chances of upward mobility. What was needed was either reduced inequality, to improve relative mobility, or investment in better jobs, to improve absolute mobility, or both.79


However we choose to adjudicate between the sociologists and economists, what is undeniable is that concerns about social mobility grew dramatically among the political classes after 2000 and among the wider public after the financial crisis of 2008. In both cases, too, hopes for education as a solution to declining social mobility were on the rise, whatever the social scientists counselled. The term ‘social mobility’ had already begun to trickle into political discourse in the 1990s, when John Major began to use it to describe his own trajectory—from grammar-school boy to Prime Minister, without university education—and to endorse his rather feeble attempts to resurrect public interest in grammar schools in the 1997 general election.80 Here Major tried to associate social mobility with his own individual effort and enterprise in a meritocratic spirit, portraying Labour as the enemy of self-improvement. But the time was clearly not yet ripe. It was only after Labour returned to power in 1997 that social mobility entered the political mainstream of all major parties.


Why did this happen? One argument is that politicians found it impossible (or undesirable) to tackle the surge in income inequality that had occurred in the 1980s, and New Labour in particular, concerned about inequality, looked for new, more feasible and electorally amenable solutions.81 Given the popular enthusiasm for education, education as a vehicle for social mobility was an attractive option.82 There remained the problem that more equal opportunity would require downward as well as upward mobility. A Cabinet Office review in 2001 emphasized the need for more downward mobility—not so easy to sell to an electorate that now comprised more people from higher occupational groups. Accordingly, it recommended that government focus on creating more room at the top.83 In the meantime, government could (and did) focus on the attainment gap between less and more advantaged groups, in the hopes that more equality in educational attainment might still at least provide some moderate counter-balance to income inequality.84


The publication of the Sutton Trust report in April 2005, warning about declining social mobility and pointing to education as one of the culprits, thus fell on fertile ground; but it had an independent effect too.85 All parties pounced on it as an opportunity to advance their favoured educational nostrums. On the right, this meant making much of the fact that the alleged decline had taken place between the 1958 and 1970 birth cohorts, that is between the 1970s and the 1980s, suggesting in these quarters an indictment of comprehensive education as the enemy of social mobility. Grammar schools, it was claimed, had been the true engines of social mobility during the golden age, though the Sutton Trust report had cited higher education and not secondary education as the only likely educational factor.86 On the centre and left, emphasis on narrowing attainment gaps—principally now in higher education—redoubled. It was strongly argued that narrowing attainment gaps, even at the higher levels, was the best contribution government could make to improving social mobility.87


This mounting enthusiasm for education as a motor of social mobility—perhaps as a distraction from inequality—was then crowned by the 2008 financial crisis and its after-effects. Huge popular anxiety, especially among the young, about the future of employment dissolved what was left of optimism about the likelihood of upward mobility—or even stability—that had been eroding since the 1990s. Politicians rushed to address it with the now familiar educational nostrums of widening participation (which might at least upgrade the whole workforce) and tackling the attainment gap (which might improve fairness). As shown by one crude measure—references to social mobility in The Times newspaper—sensitivity to social mobility which had surged in 2005 soared after 2007 to new heights; by the election year 2010, readers of The Times might expect to encounter social mobility every day in their newspaper (see Appendix, Figure 9.2). New Labour’s last major statement, a White Paper in 2009 entitled New Opportunities: Fair Chances for the Future, hailed social mobility as ‘the modern definition of social justice’, citing a wealth of social-science literature in its support, and pledged itself to improving both relative and absolute mobility, even claiming that the one inevitably fed the other, though there was no evidence that ‘room at the top’ led to more equal life chances.88



Ever closer attention was being paid to gaps opening after 16—not ‘staying on’ any longer, but attainment particularly of A-levels, access to higher education, and degree attainment. Short-term movements in these gaps were seized upon as evidence of progress or regress, shorn of the broader context which would determine whether they would in fact make any difference to social mobility.89 In England, Scotland, and Wales alike, as education had been a devolved responsibility since 1998, attainment gaps became a matter of absorbing and pressing attention, though with little difference in outcomes between the three nations.90 In contrast to New Labour, which had at least attempted a joined-up policy to tackle attainment gaps at all levels from early years upwards, the Coalition Government after 2010 focused its attention more narrowly on higher education.91 David Willetts, for example, poured scorn on evidence that attainment gaps were already present at birth and widened throughout the early years. For him, the fact that the attainment gap didn’t widen much further at university was a sign that higher-education interventions could be crucial to social mobility.92 But of course if the attainment gap was already sufficiently wide at 16 or 18, such interventions might have little effect; and they could in any case only affect the OE relationship at that higher level, they couldn’t strengthen the ED relationship or mitigate all the direct OD relationships that were evident even controlling for education.93 Studies by economists, for example, found that the attainment gap at higher education counted for little or none of the gap between income quintiles, except possibly for the gap between the top and second quintiles. They recommended more focus on reducing inequalities in the early years.94


If government attempts to tackle short-range attainment gaps made little contribution to social mobility, especially in conditions of continuing widening inequality, the new attention being paid to education and social mobility might still be having an effect in altering popular perceptions. Education and social mobility were already closely linked in people’s minds. But did the darkening economic environment wipe out the optimistic belief in the possibility of ‘general advance’ still prevalent in the 1990s? It had been easy for people to assume that everyone would benefit from the ‘best’ education when most people were still enjoying upward mobility. When upward mobility slackened, might people not begin to see educational more as a positional good—a zero-sum game, where you had to scramble to get the advantages you needed to retain your place on the upward escalator?



Although nostalgia is a constant temptation in all periods, there’s no doubt that young people today think that they live in a more turbulent and competitive world than their parents did. The growing threat of downward mobility and, especially since 2008, the precariousness even of good jobs dog many people’s lives. The evidence on subject choice presented in Chapter 8 suggested at the very least greater calculation on the part of students. For some on the right, there is cause to celebrate this greater sense of competitiveness: it incentivizes striving and enterprise, and contributes to overall economic growth. The problem is not poverty but poverty of aspiration. In these quarters, meritocracy came back in fashion.95 New Labour was not immune to it, either.96 More emphasis was placed on breeding ‘winners’, who were fully deserving of whatever advantages they achieved; the belief that educational attainment was all-important and represented intrinsic merit seemed to absolve the new meritocracy from the democratic criticism to which older elites had been exposed, just as Michael Young feared. Indeed, late in life Young upbraided Blair for falling for the myth of meritocracy, to which as he had argued in 1958 the Fabian left was just as susceptible as the right.97


In practice, however, as we have seen, governments found it difficult or impossible to make too frank an embrace of pure meritocracy.98 Democratic pressure against it was too strong. Both Labour and Conservatives preferred policies that emphasized a general upgrading of the school system—‘standards’ rather than ‘choice’—and a general upgrading of the labour force, rather than a too unseemly scramble for top position. The Conservatives made one more pitch for choice in the 2005 election, but ‘the party’s research showed that choice did not resonate at all with target voters’.99 Nevertheless, social scientists detect a more pronounced embrace of meritocratic thinking among the citizenry. Working-class people are thought to blame themselves for their failure to rise, in what has been called ‘disidentification’ with their own class position.100 People are thought to be essentially consumerist and individualist, rather than welfare-oriented and civic, in their personal and family orientations. ‘Aspiration’, another of Tony Blair’s favourite words, is rife and in conditions of greater inequality delusional.101


Aspiration, however, is nothing new. Most people aspired to a better life for themselves and their children in the golden age of social mobility, too.102 They were mocked for it then, not least by pundits (including those on the left like Abrams) who thought their aspirations were deeply unrealistic. But in fact they turned out to be more realistic than contemporary experts imagined. They may not have achieved levels of grammar-school or university education to which they aspired, but they were likely to become better off and reach higher occupational classes all the same. They didn’t see this as a zero-sum game and didn’t on the whole see themselves as competitive with their neighbours.103 They thought government ought to facilitate a ‘general advance’ by providing high-quality health and educational services to everyone, after which there remained plenty of room for meritocratic determination at the higher levels.


What is different now is that optimism about ‘general advance’ has understandably dimmed. In the absence of widespread upward mobility, people may well feel that they have to fight each other to bag what few top jobs there are. But it’s not clear that people are in fact targeting each other in this way. After all, the political rhetoric about social mobility intensifying since 2000 said that social mobility wasn’t a zero-sum game, that more education (and more STEM skills) would upgrade the whole workforce and give everyone better jobs. If blame for immobility is cast anywhere, it’s on a small elite at the top. The fact that inequality is much worse at the top of the scale than elsewhere—the growth of income inequality is concentrated not only in the top 10 per cent but in the top 1 per cent, and income inequality within the three middle quintiles has hardly shifted at all—has caused many people to identify the ‘1 per cent’ as the major problem.104 Although that can’t literally be true—declines in upward mobility are only minimally affected by the greater ability of the top 1 per cent or even the top 5 per cent to keep their position105—this concern with the 1 per cent has manifested itself not in greater competitiveness but in calls for greater fairness, in education but also in the job market and in everyday life. Private schooling, differential access to top universities (the attainment gap), the use of social capital to secure labour-market advantages through personal connections and unpaid internships, and other social advantages that persist throughout the life course have all come under scrutiny.106


Regardless of how competitive people may feel with each other, in matters of education as in health the state is still expected to provide the best for all. Just because the labour market appears to be a zero-sum game, that’s no reason to make education work that way as well. ‘Disidentifying’ working-class respondents, who think social background is crucial to help you get ahead, expect equal provision in compulsory education: as much of a level-playing field as they can get.107 The same applies to the majority of people who are some steps higher up the occupational ladder, but have not much more ability to access private education or even social connections: high-quality state education remains top of their list of assets in securing themselves against downward mobility. This may explain the relatively weak support that grammar schools yet enjoy at a time when unchecked meritocracy is said to be rampant. When asked about grammar schools in polls, people sometimes express very high levels of approval, presumably feeling that grammar schools remain ‘the best’ schools.108 But are they eager to expose themselves to the lottery of selection at 11+, knowing their chances of being winners are limited and that the consequence of losing is relegation to a school not ‘the best’? A Sutton Trust survey in July 2017 asked not about grammars in isolation but specifically about education and social mobility. A majority expected their children would have a worse life than they did themselves, a pessimism that had grown substantially since 2008. But when asked what was the best educational solution to the problem of social mobility, only 8 per cent chose grammar schools. 23 per cent proposed lower tuition fees at university and 47 per cent ‘high quality teaching in comprehensives’.109 Similarly, although the resurgence of ‘modern’ apprenticeships has charted an alternative path to higher education, better suited to women, tied to growing rather than declining industries, and not so clearly demarcated from academic qualifications, nevertheless participation rates in higher education continue to rise. Young people may be less certain about the costs and benefits of university, but their demand for it has not yet slackened, despite the obstacles and alternative temptations thrown in their path.110 ‘The best for all’ remains a potent formula in a democracy that feels vulnerable but seeks security.








Epilogue

More and More Education





I have argued in this book that the postwar meritocratic settlement—supposedly embedded in the Butler Act, and in some people’s views persisting today—was challenged by a demand for (and a take-up of ) more and more education from the 1950s to the present. Where did this demand come from? The dominant view, insofar as anyone has any ideas at all on the subject, has become an economists’ view that there has been a ‘race between education and technology’ driven by the technological needs of the most developed economies. This view puts employers’ demand for educated labour in the driver’s seat. It also gives a role to technocratic politicians who are sensitive to employers’ needs and supply more education, or sometimes only what they consider to be the right kind of education, to suit. It gives a further role to parents and students, who come to see education as an ‘investment good’ and take up the opportunities provided by politicians in order to reap the benefits provided by employers (‘pecuniary returns’) in the form of wage premia for more educated workers.1 In economic theory, all of these roles match up neatly and there is really no need to prioritize them (or even to explore very far how they might work in practice or to explain the pace and extent of expansion over time). No increment of education would be provided or taken up if it didn’t pay off. Others, not so ready to rely on economic theory, fall back on other explanations.2 Historians tend to emphasize politicians and their ideological predispositions to provide more or less education. Sociologists, with their keen eye on social distinctions, see a ‘self-maintaining’ system whereby advantaged people consume more education in order to protect their advantage and everyone else has to scramble to keep up. One well-informed participant-observer, the former universities minister David Willetts, concludes with a shrug that ‘successive governments, perhaps more by accident than design, have delivered an increase in graduates that roughly matches the increase in demand for them’.3


In this book I have tried to shift attention to demand from parents and students. This demand was, to some degree, economic. From early in the twentieth century, growing numbers of parents sought grammar-school education for their children because in part they thought this the best route to better jobs and a better life. In the early 1970s, there came a moment when they doubted that proposition and demand slackened for a time, at least as far as 18-year-olds entering higher education went. In the 1980s, growing awareness of the needs of a ‘knowledge economy’ helped to restore confidence in the economic value of education. But student demand could not be very highly sensitive to employer demand: new entrants especially, and young people making important decisions from their early teens, were hardly in a position to play the role of ‘econometricians’, as John Goldthorpe has put it.4 Furthermore, with rare exceptions, demand seems to have been growing more or less constantly over the whole of the last century. To understand the sources of demand, we have to be more curious about what Diego Gambetta called the ‘dense combination of mechanisms’ operating on young people making educational choices, and not just brute economic calculations.5 This requires a broader understanding of changing norms and expectations in postwar British society which caused people to see education as not only an investment good but also a consumption good, ‘one of the decencies of life’, and, even more, a right of citizenship.6


Democracy, I have tried to show, was the essential context in which those changing norms and expectations took shape. Formal political democracy only came to Britain early in the twentieth century; the expectation that the state would serve the interests of the whole of the people, and could enhance their quality of life in everyday matters, only crystallized around the time of the Second World War. After the war, these democratic expectations came to be applied to education, which had before the Butler Act only affected most people lightly and relatively briefly. Not only did the state now engage to provide universal secondary education—though on its own terms, meritocratically sorting the sheep from the goats at 11—but in postwar conditions of social security and economic growth most citizens were increasingly concerned about and committed to a better future for their children. These heightened expectations were manifested in the bulge, the trend and support for the welfare state. And they were not generally expressed in terms of individual expectations and advantages, but rather in democratic norms of what all citizens should expect—what McPherson and Raab have called the ‘consumption right of citizenship’.7


In this sense, education was not a positional or a status good, where individuals strove for advantages over others, but a collective good where all could be expected to benefit. ‘The best for all’ was applied, not to all features of the welfare state, but distinctively to health and education which were seen as crucial infrastructures of citizenship, rather than limited goods that should be confined to the deserving. Thus the demand for an end to the 11+ and the provision of ‘grammar school for all’; thus the suspicion of vocational tracks as second-best and the preference established early on in Wales and Scotland for a ‘liberal’ education for all, and increasingly in England too; thus the growing expectation that more and more people should be educated to a level where they could benefit from and therefore expect access to higher education. Seen in this light, the ‘self-maintaining’ tendency of educational inequality was driven not so much by individual rational action, but rather by a ‘race between education and democracy’. Each time equal provision was secured—by the abolition of the 11+ or by the adoption of the Robbins Principle—advantaged people would rush to take maximum advantage of the higher levels of provision and disparities would open up. But democratic expectations provided a counter-balancing effect. Demands for equal provision at the higher levels would result: a common examination at 16 giving equal access to post-compulsory education, or a dramatic expansion of higher education to benefit the less advantaged as well. Democracy, and not just technology, had a ratchet effect in eliciting more and more education from the state, and not just in its early stages, but right up to the present.


In this race between education and democracy, democracy had further essential aids deriving from postwar social changes. I have placed emphasis on two factors in particular, often overlooked by contemporaries and by subsequent commentators. First, more educated parents tend to demand more education for their children, providing an escalator effect noted by Robbins and embedded in its projections, but then temporarily forgotten during the slump of the 1970s, so that nearly everyone was surprised when the escalator jerked back into action in the 1980s. Second, widespread upward mobility not only raised people’s expectations of that better future for their children but it also widened their horizons so that they were less burdened by inherited expectations than previous generations. These social changes wove themselves virtuously into the fabric of democracy, connecting optimism about the future with the more equal provision of education (as of health) provided by the postwar welfare state.


What did more and more education achieve? As we saw in Chapter 9, it did not on its own achieve greater social and economic equality, as educational inequality was effectively maintained, even while at the same time higher levels of attainment were achieved for all. Undoubtedly it made a contribution to economic growth. That contribution may not be easily measured by income premia; education may be only one source of skill that increases productivity, even possibly a diminishing source; investments in human capital in any case only form part of investments in growth. But it would be absurd to deny the investment value of education. One recent estimate puts the contribution of higher education to Britain’s productivity growth between the 1980s and the 2000s at 14–20 per cent, about average for developed countries.8 Though income premia for specific qualifications may represent employers’ efforts to screen for the best employees rather than to reward specific skills, it would be hard to deny that in the process they are showing they consider better-educated people to be better employees. When higher education expanded in the 1960s, employers like lawyers and accountants who used to take new workers with A-levels now took the same new workers with degrees. They were still the best-educated, but now the best-educated had higher qualifications. They may also have become more productive as a result, but employers couldn’t know that until long after the fact; they were responding to greater provision, rather than causing it, while at the same time benefiting from it. Similarly, when higher education expanded rapidly in the 1990s, employers used subject and institution to screen for the best employees; whether those subjects and institutions provided better education and more useful skills is as yet hard to determine, but employers were certainly using these signals to find flexible and trainable employees who might more easily acquire productive skills on the job.


At some basic level, education has become more and more necessary to function as a productive citizen (in all senses of the phrase) in modern society. Socialization—learning how to get along with others, learning the ropes of an increasingly complex world, learning how to navigate a world where formal knowledge is increasingly implicated in more and more aspects of daily life—that used to take place in the family, the neighbourhood or the church is now assigned to schooling in all developed countries. As James Flynn has shown, in what is known as the ‘Flynn effect’, since the early twentieth century daily life has become much more cognitively demanding, evident in steadily rising average IQ scores. Analytical and symbolic forms of thinking are required in both work and leisure; analogies, abstractions, and logical puzzles abound. Wider vocabularies and faster thinking are called for. Some of these skills can be honed just by doing cognitively demanding things (much as skill can be acquired on the job as well as in education). But again formal education is tasked with key aspects like literacy and numeracy and, in higher education, proliferating cultural capital.9


Many other benefits have been attributed to education, though high-wire statistical manipulations are required to show that education is causing rather than mediating these things, much as we saw in the case of social mobility. Social mobility is of course one of the most touted benefits; and it’s closely linked to another, greater individual income, as a meritocratic allocation of more income via education, on the basis not of origin but of ‘ability’, is the alleged basis of social mobility. As we have seen, economists have laboured mightily to demonstrate the pecuniary advantages to individuals, and sometimes to society as a whole, not only of more education in general but of education in specific subjects and specific institutions. Partly in response to these economic calculations, non-economists have been intensifying in recent years their efforts to demonstrate the non-pecuniary benefits, both to individuals and society. Often these arguments have been firmly cast in a non-quantifiable form—moral and cultural—which has the advantage of making them incommensurable with the economists’ calculations, therefore unassailable by them, though also it is hoped more easily grasped by lay people.10 Stefan Collini, for example, has isolated ‘the extension and deepening of human understanding’ as the central function of higher education, in some ways essentially and always in tension with a policy discourse which seeks to reduce the meaning of life to specific social and economic goals, and seeks to reduce education to a vehicle for those goals, while higher education itself stands for ‘a sense of the “more” to human life’. Public opinion, he argues, recognises this special function of the university as ‘a partly-protected space in which the search for deeper and wider understanding takes precedence over all more immediate goals’; and this attachment to higher education as a place of ‘disinterested enquiry and the transmission of a cultural and intellectual inheritance’ ought therefore to be juxtaposed with or incorporated into our understanding of higher education as a democratic or civic good.11 Parallel arguments have been advanced from many quarters for the particular moral and cultural value of the humanities, first when economic arguments seemed to be drawing too much attention to the sciences, then more recently after 2008 when a ‘crisis of the humanities’ threatened.12


Probably to Collini’s distress, more arguments have been made which seek to quantify the non-pecuniary benefits of more and more education in ways that are commensurable with the economists’ findings. One of the more celebrated arguments comes from a figure who should be familiar to readers of this book, if their memories can stretch as far back as Chapter 5: Richard Layard, Claus Moser’s deputy in the statistical team that worked on the Robbins Report. In the 1960s Layard had helped to put ‘social demand’—that is, demand from students, whatever their motivations—at the heart of government planning for educational expansion, rather than attempts at manpower planning or narrow human-capital investments. Almost fifty years later, as Lord Layard, he made the case for considering ‘happiness’ as a better measure of ‘welfare’ than the economists’ preferred measures such as income or labour mobility; indeed, Layard said, the contest for more income or relative social position could actually reduce welfare by contributing to unhappiness. Happiness, he thought, could be taught, and therefore ‘education of the spirit is a public good’, unconnected to GDP or social mobility. On the whole, though, Layard felt that the direct effects of education on happiness were limited.13


Others took up the challenge to find non-pecuniary effects of education that were stronger and more quantifiable. Using the same comparison of the 1958 and 1970 cohorts that the economists used to address the effects of education on income and social mobility, another team sought to show that more education was correlated with feelings of well-being, bodily health, the development of ‘social capital’ which connected people into networks and communities, civic participation, racial tolerance, the decline of deference, less cynicism about politics, and the inculcation of skills useful in life outside the workplace. On the whole, they found, these measures had a tendency to deteriorate between the two cohorts but that higher education especially—which was just taking off among the 1970 cohort—inoculated you against this decline.14 These findings were useful to New Labour in touting the benefits of its efforts to narrow the attainment gap—which would by this reasoning not only improve social mobility but would also spread contentment and liberal values to less advantaged groups15—and similar correlations were popularized in the 2009 bestseller by the social epidemiologists Richard Wilkinson and Kate Pickett, The Spirit Level.16



Perhaps the most ambitious of these arguments was made by the American economist Walter McMahon in the same year when he deployed economists’ accounting measures to measure all of the pecuniary and non-pecuniary benefits of higher education that had previously been thought to be not quantifiable. Thus in addition to the graduate wage premium for individuals, McMahon found enormous economic benefits for society as a whole from the provision of more education and also non-pecuniary benefits as various as longer life, lower fertility, more individualism, more civic consciousness, more happiness, all for individuals, and also non-pecuniary benefits for society as a whole including more human rights, more political stability, lower crime rates and a better environment. All in all, he calculated, non-pecuniary benefits to the individual and to society were each worth almost as much as the pecuniary benefits. McMahon hoped that this full accounting would persuade the public and policymakers to invest more in higher education, well beyond what seemed to be justified by the graduate premium.17


These calculations were aimed at appealing to policymakers because they were comparable to and added to the purely economic benefits claimed for investment in human capital via education. Not only New Labour, but its successor the Coalition government paid at least some attention to them; the Business department in 2013 issued a long bibliography of attempts to parcel out benefits of education between four ‘quadrants’ (pecuniary and non-pecuniary benefits to individuals and to society), and David Willetts talked up the quadrants in his retrospective book. Still, it is doubtful whether all of these economist-friendly calculations have really penetrated very far. Willetts devoted about four pages to the non-economic and twelve pages to the economic benefits.18 McMahon’s accounting, more evenhanded, hasn’t made much difference. It’s the individual economic benefits that government is seeking to measure with its databases and to reward with its funding schemes, as repayment of student loans is the highest good, and only individual graduate premia pay off student loans, not happier or thinner or more tolerant graduates.


While it is relatively easy to gauge government’s priorities, it is harder to say if any of these widely touted benefits of more education have influenced parents and students in their choices and behaviours. Just as we shouldn’t expect them to be skilled econometricians, calculating accurately the pecuniary costs and benefits of staying on, neither should we expect them to weigh up the non-pecuniary benefits with any degree of specificity or accuracy (still less to convert them into a common currency allowing economic valuation, as McMahon does). However, many of these benefits in terms of health and wisdom and civic participation surely do figure in people’s ideas about the better life that they hope to bequeath to the next generation, just as the pecuniary benefits of education also figure. They are integral if hardly calculable parts of an idea of democracy that doesn’t pit all against all but respects everyone’s desires for steady improvement and equal treatment by the state—desires that proved powerful and sustainable throughout the optimistic postwar decades, surviving the slump of the 1970s, and resuming their hegemony in the late 1980s and 1990s.


How powerful and sustainable are these ideas now, after the 2008 crisis, when optimism seems in much shorter supply and steady improvement out of reach for so many? In the last three chapters, we have ended with some hints, which tug in different directions. On the one hand, participation levels after compulsory training or education to 18 have continued to rise, despite the obstacles of cost and bureaucracy put in their way. Politicians still feel under pressure to maintain high standards for all in secondary education, to tackle the attainment gap, and to defend the Robbins Principle that offers a place in higher education for anyone who qualifies for it. Hints recently that the student funding regime might be rejigged to discourage those with the lowest passing A-level grades (on the grounds that their education was unlikely to serve either the government’s industrial strategy or ‘taxpayers’ interests’) were met with furious objections. How dare politicians rather than parents and students seek to determine who should and who shouldn’t go to university? The Augar Report of 2019 commissioned to propose reforms of the funding regime drew back sharply from the suggestion—‘an example of social engineering—and breach of concepts of fairness—that do not fit comfortably within a meritocratic education system’—notably annexing the label of meritocracy to concepts of fairness that owe more to democracy; rather, meritocratic ideas of selection for an elite reminiscent of Keith Joseph lay behind the ‘social engineering’ that was proposed rather than the concepts of fairness with which Augar rejected it. Nevertheless, Augar floated the possibility of reviving the idea if universities continued to produce graduates unable to pay back a larger share of their student loans: a proposition that is certain to be resisted violently in future by those who don’t think short-term individual pecuniary benefits are the goal or even the most important outcome of higher education, not to mention those who will be debarred from higher education as a result. Keith Joseph’s example ought to stand as a warning to politicians who want to rein in rather than extend widening participation.19


On the other hand, optimism about a happy end to the educational journey has sagged. As we saw at the end of Chapter 9, the experience of upward social mobility began to fail even before the 2008 crisis, and has intensified as the labour market becomes more precarious as well as failing to provide more room at the top. Those born after the 1970s expect not to end up better but worse off than their parents.20


In a recent survey by the Sutton Trust of secondary school pupils, over three-quarters expressed their determination to proceed to higher education—indicating that there is plenty more scope for continuing the trend to higher participation levels—while at the same time only two-thirds thought that higher education was important (down from 86 per cent in 2013). The least affluent were those likely to be most discouraged. (Note, however, that attitudes to learning and studying were much more likely to be cited by discouraged respondents than financial reasons.)21 As we saw at the end of Chapter 8, those who do proceed to higher education, still in growing numbers, are shifting their subject choices away from arts, humanities and social studies towards STEM, perhaps with an eye on the difficult labour market ahead. Furthermore, it’s notable that under the austerity policies of the post-2008 governments education spending has dropped substantially as a proportion of GNP, back to the level around 4 per cent characteristic of the Thatcher years (see Appendix, Figure 10.1).


The contrast with the peaks of the 1960s and 2000s is striking. In the 1990s Conservative governments were punished for this neglect of education (and New Labour correspondingly rewarded for embracing ‘education, education, education’). There isn’t much evidence yet of a sharp turn against austerity on educational grounds at the end of the 2010s, certainly nothing on the scale of Labour’s landslide victory in 1997. This may be because everything else has been obscured by the constitutional issues surrounding Brexit and the four nations of the United Kingdom and the deep divisions they have revealed. Or it may be a token of declining public certainty about education as the high road to a better tomorrow.


It would be a mistake for me to conclude with any long-term predictions based on a supposed turning-point in the recent past. The evidence of the post-2008 period is still profoundly mixed. One of the advantages of the longer-term perspective I have adopted in this book is that it turns away from the instant cultural punditry that is so often applied to education. As such a crucial feature of the modern world, and the democratic state, education offers too convenient a mirror on where we are just now—thus the temptation to argue, for example, that History and Politics may be on the verge of a renaissance as subjects because of our contemporary excitements over Brexit, even though we should know that subject choices are formed over a much longer period, and respond better to much more profound social changes such as changing gender roles or the growing attention paid to self-identity and self-discovery. Instead, I have focused on those more profound social changes and the ways in which they have manifested themselves in the drive for more and more education in the postwar decades. While the bulge may have tapered off, as family size shrank to accommodate women’s education and careers, the trend has worked a far greater transformation than even Robbins anticipated, despite significant setbacks between the late ’60s and the mid-’80s. And education like health has continued to loom large in most people’s understandings of their equal rights as citizens in a democracy even while other features of the welfare state have been reconfigured out of recognition.


In its Christmas number for 1963, the Times Educational Supplement published a spoof entitled ‘The Whythitt Report on Comprehensive Universities’. Coming a few weeks after the Robbins Report, and coinciding with the mounting pace of comprehensive reorganization, the ‘Whythitt Report’ mocked the contemporary ‘ambition fever’ which was driving up the proportion of parents ‘likely to detect promise in their children’ to unforeseen heights. After interviewers had explained ‘in full detail to the 27 per cent of negative responders the benefits that higher education would bring to their children’, ambitions for higher education extended to as many as 95 per cent of the population—much as Mark Abrams found what he took to be unbelievably high aspirations for qualifications after he had explained in his surveys what might be the benefits that comprehensive education could bring.22 Even while observing this rising tide of aspiration, neither Abrams nor the TES could truly credit it—or at least they felt obliged to make fun of it. Yet as we have observed 96 per cent of the least advantaged mothers in the Millennium Cohort Study expressed a desire for their 7 year olds (in 2007) to go to university. No-one has ever yet lost any money in betting on widening participation, and a continued upgrading of educational qualifications, far into the future. On the other hand, I am not advising you to bet on it either. After all, history is full of surprises.
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Figure 2.1Percentage of males in each class age-cohort attending selective secondary schools.



Source: Adapted from Smith, ‘Schools’, 198. The first two data points (represented here as static points at 1930 and 1940) represent men born in 1910–19 and 1920–29 respectively, all of whom would have entered secondary school by 1940. The data comes from the Oxford Mobility Study (1972), based on retrospective queries of men of all ages. Earlier awareness of the relationship between social class and educational selection was dim—for an early study, see Lindsay, Social Progress—and still tended to focus on the obstacle of fee-paying. For the development of sociological interest in this subject after the war, see pp. 56-7; and for the I-VII class scale—ranging from upper professional and managerial (I) to unskilled working classes (VII)—see pp. 182-3.
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Figure 3.1Proportions of birth cohorts who were upwardly mobile (by level of educational attainment): entry into labour market 1952–82.



Source: Data from Paterson and Iannelli, ‘Patterns of Social Mobility’, Table 8.
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Figure 4.1Pupils at state secondary schools, by type, England and Wales.



Source: Bolton, ‘Education: Historical Statistics’.
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Figure 5.1Projections of higher-education growth to 1986.



Source: Robbins Report, I, 68.
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Figure 5.2The flow of entrants to higher and further education.



Source: Robbins Report, I, 19.
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Figure 5.3Age participation rate (APR), England and Wales.



Source: Data from Layard, King, and Moser, Impact of Robbins, 24. Note that the definitions of ‘higher education’ adopted here are slightly different (and somewhat more generous) than those accepted by the DES later, reported in Chapter 6, this volume, though the trends are identical.
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Figure 6.1Age participation rate for all higher education, 1950–2001.



Source and note: Whitty et al., ‘Who You Know’, 29. Note that the basis for calculation of APR varied somewhat in the 1960s—see p. 264, n. 101—but roughly comparable measures are used here.
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Figure 6.2The widening gap between staying on at 16 and APR at 18–19.



Source: Machin and Vignoles, ‘Educational Inequality’, 110; data from the Department for Education and Skills.
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Figure 6.3DES projections for APR, QLR, and ‘willingness’ (QPR) from 1978.


Source: DES, Future Trends, 7.
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Figure 7.1Public expenditure on higher education in the UK (1995–96 prices).



Source: Dearing Report, 44.
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Figure 7.2University funding per full-time student in the UK (2006–7 constant prices).



Source: BIS, Review of Student Support Arrangements, p. 10.
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Figure 7.3Higher Education Initial Participation Rate (HEIPR).



Source: Department for Education, Participation Rates in Higher Education, 27 Sep. 2018: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/744087/Main_text_participation_rates_in_higher_education_2006_to_2017_.pdf.
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Figure 8.1The inexorable rise of biology, 1952–2015 (thousands of A-level passes).



Source: DES, Statistics of Education, vol. 2 (1961–79); Statistics of School-Leavers CSE and GCE (1980–5); Statistics of Education, Public Examinations GCSE and GCE (1992–2000); GCE/Applied GCE A/AS and Equivalent Examination Results in England, 2009/10 (Revised) (2000–10): http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20110907100731/http://education.gov.uk/rsgateway/DB/SFR/s000986/index.shtml, retrieved 7.9.16; Subject Time Series Tables (2011–15): https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/a-level-and-other-level-3-results-2014-to-2015-revised, retrieved 7.9.16. Statistics are for England. No comparable data series is available for 1986–95.
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Figure 8.2Shares of science and arts and humanities degrees in universities, 1967–2018.



Source: DES, Education Statistics for the United Kingdom (1967–78); Statistics of Education, vol. 6 (1979); Universities’ Statistical Record, University Statistics, vol. 1 (1980–92); Higher Education Statistics Agency, Higher Education Statistics for the United Kingdom (1993–97); HESA Online: https://www.hesa.ac.uk/data-and-analysis/releases (1997–2018). Great Britain only 1980–92. Data for 1993–2003 is anomalous as a result of the ending of the binary divide; it took some time for statisticians to reconcile the two bodies of data, but the overall trend is clear enough. The figure only tracks science vs. arts and humanities degrees; the residue, almost entirely the group of subjects known as ‘social studies’, followed an upward trajectory until levelling off around 2000, by which time it had equalled the science share.
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Figure 9.1The OED triangle: origins, education, destinations.



Source: Bukodi and Goldthorpe, Social Mobility and Education, 91.
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Figure 9.2 ‘Social Mobility’ in The Times, 1980–2010.



Source: Calculated from digital editions of The Times; cf. similar pattern but with very different values, based on different databases, in Payne, ‘A New Social Mobility?’, 58, and different again in Payne, New Social Mobility, 41–3.
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Figure 10.1Public expenditure on education as percentage of GDP.



Source: Paul Bolton, ‘Education Spending in the UK’, 3, 13, 20–2. As Bolton points out, these figures need to be viewed in the light of demographics and economic growth. As far as the former goes, the chief distortions are the bulge until the early ’70s followed by the trough in ’80s, but with little variation since. With these corrections, the 2000s still represent a remarkable period of growth and the years since 2010 a remarkable period of decline.













Notes






Chapter 1



1. That is, fewer than 14% of state-educated children progressed to secondary school, to which one must add a further proportion of the age cohort, perhaps 5%+, who were privately educated at primary level.



2. 14.5% of boys and 13.1% of girls left public elementary schools to pursue secondary education. These represent about 93% of the age cohort, the remainder being enrolled in private elementary and secondary schools. Education in 1938, 98; Sanderson, Educational Opportunity, 34.



3. 3.1% in Scotland and 1.5% of the population in England and Wales, but most of these would have been graduates not of state schools but of private schools; see Dyhouse, ‘Going to University Between the Wars’.



4. A ‘declinist’ literature has until recently aggressively asserted otherwise. Andy Green’s contention that education in Britain has been ‘distinctly backward by comparison with other leading western states’ has been highly influential but pretty much unexamined: Green, Education and State Formation, vii; and see Fenwick, Comprehensive School, 23; Sanderson, Educational Opportunity, 120–34; Lowe, Education in the Post-War Years, 200; Aldcroft, Education, Training and Economic Performance, 7–8; McCulloch, Educational Reconstruction, 14–15, 21; Wooldridge, ‘English State’, 231; Benn and Chitty, Thirty Years On, 6–7; and, strikingly, still Reay, Miseducation, 30, 32, as recently as 2017. The ‘declinist’ diagnosis originated from politically-charged arguments in the late ’50s and early ’60s for reform; see e.g. Jackson and Marsden, Education and the Working Class, 236.



5. Ramirez and Boli, ‘Political Institutionalization of Compulsory Schooling’; Brockliss and Sheldon (eds), Mass Schooling, 1–2.



6. Murtin and Viarengo, ‘Compulsory Schooling in Western Europe’, 507–8; Viarengo, ‘Expansion of Compulsory Schooling’, 30.



7. Berg, ‘Mass Education in the United States’, 192.



8. Meyer, Ramirez and Soysal, ‘World Expansion of Mass Education’, 142–3.



9. An influential recent formulation of this argument is Goldin and Katz, Race Between Education and Technology, but notice the gap between the overall argument for a ‘race between education and technology’ and specific arguments for why mass education took off so early in the US: cf. 7 (‘grass-roots movement’), 29 (‘general training’), 164 (‘substantial pecuniary returns’), 194 (‘community support’), 197 (‘other factors’), 208 (‘a standard model of human capital investment’ but also ‘community support’ again), 217 (‘several factors’), etc.




10. I am indebted for these arguments to Boli, Ramirez, and Meyer, ‘Explaining the Origins of Mass Education’; and see also Wolf, Does Education Matter?, 42–5; cf. Ansell, From the Ballot, a quantitative argument favouring both democratization and, to a lesser extent, openness to the global economy.



11. Turner, ‘Sponsored and Contest Mobility’; on the operation of ‘sponsored mobility’ in England, see Sutherland, Ability, Merit and Measurement, 100–6.



12. We can find even a Conservative MP using the term approvingly in Parliament as early as 1902: Sir Albert Rollit in Hansard, 4th ser., 105 (1902), 914–15 [25 Mar. 1902].



13. H. Paterson, ‘Secondary Education’, 137–9. Wales had an even smaller elite but a much more recent tradition of radical Protestantism and very little control over its educational provision. It thus started from a very low base but grew rapidly, reaching a low target of 1% in secondary education by 1915 and still lagging behind England up to the Second World War. Davies, County Intermediate Schools, 35, 55; Evans, Smith, and Jones, Secondary Schools of Wales, 69–71.



14. Speech by David Eccles to the National Union of Teachers Conference, 13 Apr. 1955: TNA, ED147/209.



15. Cuin, ‘Durkheim et la mobilité sociale’; Besnard (ed.), Sociological Domain, 91–3.



16. In fact Marshall was equivocal on whether social citizenship would in fact realize political equality or only give citizens ‘the equal right to be recognised as unequal’: Marshall, ‘Citizenship and Social Class’, esp. 63–8, 72. See further p. 239 n. 14 and Moses, ‘Social Citizenship and Social Rights’, esp. 16–18. On the ‘consumption right of citizenship’, see McPherson and Raab, Governing Education, 14–15, discussing the educational sociology of the 1950s.



17. On the virtues of pluralism, see McPherson and Raab, Governing Education, x–xii, 10–21, 24 (on Scotland but surveying the literature on Britain more broadly), and Kogan, Politics of Educational Change, 23–51.



18. E.g. Wooldridge, ‘English State and Educational Theory’, 231–5, which calls English education ‘a shambles rather than a system’, and pines for the centralized control allegedly typical of ‘advanced European states’ like France and Prussia.



19. Hobsbawm, Age of Extremes, part 2, and see also Mazower, Dark Continent, ch. 9.



20. These two approaches to ‘equal opportunity’ are roughly equivalent to those adopted by the economist John Roemer: what he calls ‘nondiscrimination’ on the one hand and ‘pervasive social provision’ (he also uses the ‘level playing field’ analogy) on the other (Equality of Opportunity, 1–3). Mine are not ideal types, however, but attempts to describe a range of attitudes that manifest and develop historically.
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