Background information to Equal Opportunities and Education in the United Kingdom: Historical background

In the 19th century education in England was divided on class lines. In the public schools and endowed grammar schools, which were fee-paying, the curriculum, centred on the Classics, was designed as an education for leadership and, in the public schools, to produce the ‘Christian Gentleman.’  In the elementary schools for the mass of the population, the emphasis was on the basic skills of numeracy, reading and writing in order to produce a labour force with sufficient skills for the factory and an electorate who had some basic skills of literacy and numeracy and to inculcate the values of obedience and respect for property.

At the beginning of the 20th century, in an attempt to widen access to secondary education, grammar schools were established in every town. However, a child’s chances of taking up a place were largely dependent on parental means as only 25% of the places were allocated free to elementary school pupils on the basis of a highly competitive scholarship examination. 

The 1944  Education Act made significant changes in the structure of the education system in an attempt to redress some of its inequalities. The old arrangement of 'elementary' and 'higher elementary' education was replaced by primary, secondary and further education. Behind the Act lay the assumptions that pupils could be divided by age, aptitude and ability and that individuals possessed an underlying intelligence, which could be determined by specifically designed objective tests. A tripartite system of secondary education was set up with grammar, secondary modern and technical high schools, access to each based on the results of an examination at 11+. 

The curriculum in each type of school reflected the supposed different abilities and aptitudes of their intakes. In the grammar schools it was more traditionally academic and in the modern schools less academic for the more practical child, whilst the curriculum in the technical schools concentrated more on science and technical subjects. Until 1951, with the introduction of the GCE examination, secondary modern schools did not provide the opportunity for pupils to take public examinations and the expectation was that children in these schools would leave school at 15. Equity was seen in terms of equality of access within a differentiated system and was based on the notion of sponsored mobility whereby meritocracy of ability replaced selection by birth and social position. 

However, concerns soon arose about the equity of the selection process and the differences in the educational opportunities available in grammar and secondary modern schools. Therefore from 1965 onwards a system of comprehensive, non-selective secondary education was introduced. However, inequalities still persisted, for example the number of pupils who were under-achieving and the differences between schools, part of which was perceived to arise from the autonomy schools and individual teachers had over the curriculum Moreover some local education authorities  retained the  selective system

The 1988 Education Act

The 1988  Education Act attempted to address some of the issues of inequality. For the first time a National Curriculum for schools was set up. 

· All children should be considered to have a right of access to a worthwhile curriculum (an entitlement curriculum).

· There should be equality of access to educational chances on a national basis, minimising local differences in the quality of education offered.

· Common schools should transmit a common culture by means of a common curriculum.

· All schools should share common standards, which would ensure reasonable levels of teacher expectation.

· To make access to the curriculum a reality for all pupils the Act  stipulated that schools needed to foster a climate in which equality of opportunity is supported by a policy in which positive attitudes to gender diversity and special needs of all kinds are actively promoted.

The National Curriculum Orders 2000 shifted towards the principle of equality of concern for individual needs as schools may now disapply up to two national curriculum subjects 'to allow pupils making significantly less progress than their peers to study fewer National Curriculum subjects in order to consolidate their learning across the curriculum or to respond to pupils' individual strengths and talents by allowing them to emphasise a particular curriculum area by exchanging a statutory subject for a further course in that area. '(NCC 2000:1)

Continuing inequalities

· Differences between different groups continue e.g. the differential performance of boys and girls; the under-achievement of certain ethnic groups and differences that arise form social class.







· The Act passed greater control for financial management from the local authorities to schools and gave the opportunity for schools to opt out of local authority control entirely and have Grant Maintained status and provided for the setting up City Technology Colleges. The publication of schools’ examination results in the form of league tables was intended to produce greater transparency and reduce inequalities by encouraging schools to aim for the best possible results. Yet this, coupled with greater parental choice of school, has resulted in what Ball (1994) described as an education market place which reproduced relative social class and ethnic advantages and disadvantages for children from certain types of background.  The result was in an unintended widening of the gap between the educational opportunities of children from different social class and ethnic backgrounds. 

· Moves towards a greater variety of schools within the maintained system such as Foundation Schools, Specialist Schools, City Academies is creating a widening gap between successful and unsuccessful schools.

