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Abstract

The English Academy school system, first introduced in the early 2000s, is one of the most compre-
hensive school reform initiatives to have been implemented in recent decades in England. Most acade-
mies are conversions of pre-existing state schools, and while extensive research has been conducted
on secondary school academies, research on primary school academies is yet limited. The present re-
search has looked at the ethos, values, and teaching methods of a converter primary school academy
in a low-income area of Greater Manchester. The study focused on the assistance provided to students
from underrepresented ethnic groups who spoke English as an additional language and those who
were economically disadvantaged through the eyes and first-hand knowledge of teachers and parents
who assisted students in their daily learning. A qualitative research design was used in conjunction
with a single case study approach. A semi-structured interviewing process was used to interview the
Headteacher, Associate Heads, teachers, teaching assistants, and parents. On the website of the acad-
emy school, content analysis was performed to examine Ofsted reports, the curriculum, the ethos and
values, and significant initiatives put in place to support student learning. The data gathered provided
convincing evidence that the academy did not entirely accommodate itself to the needs of minority
ethnic, EAL and economically disadvantaged learners due to concerns about insufficient funding and
high mobility rates within the academy. The school had perceived staffing issues, and there were con-
flicts between how the academy wanted to run itself and how much autonomy it needed to do so. Cul-
tural capital was recognised as important at the academy and was discovered in a new and distinctive
way. A large part of this was related to aspects of marketisation and competitiveness through which
the academy attempted to meet the standards and expectations of other organisations such as Ofsted

and the Department for Education.



Covid Impact Statement

The pandemic of COVID-19 has had a significant impact on research, particularly data
collection. The academy school that was taking part in the research denied access to the
school where the interviews were taking place due to COVID-19 restrictions and safety
measures put in place to slow the spread of the virus. This put a pause on my data collection.
Even after the COVID-19 restrictions were lifted, I contacted the school to continue carrying
out interviews however, it was impossible to continue data collection because the school no
longer allowed access to the school's premises for the continuation of research. If the school
had allowed access after the COVID-19 pandemic, more staff and parents at the academy
would have been interviewed, allowing for a larger sample size and a more diverse group of

participants to take part in the research, allowing for more robust conclusions.

If I had been able to continue collecting data, I would have interviewed considerably more
parents, particularly those from diverse minority ethnic backgrounds, such as Indian and
Bangladeshi. This would have provided me with more detailed responses from varied minor-
ity ethnic backgrounds, allowing me to do data comparisons. To help overcome these issues,
existing data was used, which was available on the academy school's website, in addition to
data collected through interviews with staff and parents at the academy before the COVID-19
pandemic. The research methods were modified to account for the constraints imposed by
COVID. To account for the reduced availability of participants, the sample size was reduced.
The COVID-19 pandemic presented numerous challenges in the research process, necessitat-

ing creativity and flexibility when working with the data I had already collected.



Chapter 1: Introduction to the Thesis

This thesis investigates the English academy school system, which has evolved into one of
England's most extensive school reform initiatives in recent years. In England, academy
schools are publicly supported institutions that receive direct funding from the Department
for Education and are independent of local authority control. Compared to the state schools
managed by local governments, the academies programme gives these somewhat independent
schools more freedom. Many liberties granted to academies provide schools with the author-
ity to select what they view as the best curriculum for their pupils, the power to decide how to

spend their resources, and much more.

Given the recent controversy surrounding the idea of all English schools becoming acade-
mies, academies make for an intriguing case study. Gavin Williamson (2021), then Education
Secretary, has stated unequivocally that the recent epidemic has demonstrated that "it is no
longer possible for schools to be solitary entities" because they require the "safety net of a ro-
bust family." (DfE, 2021). In his speech, the minister stated his intention to work toward a
single-model education system in which all students are educated in academies across the
country. It is not in dispute that there has long been discussion about converting all schools

into academies.

All English schools were supposed to become academies by 2022, but the government was

understood to have abandoned this goal in 2016. The DfE has stated that only underperform-
ing schools will be required to transition to academy status and that this proposal will not be
implemented. Since the Education Secretary has stated his support for converting all schools

in England to academies, it has become critical to examine how successful academy schools



have been in achieving their original goals and objectives of eradicating disadvantage in edu-
cational settings, which was originally one of their proposed aims. The government appears
to be changing its stance on making all schools in England into academies. In this thesis, the
academy school system has been investigated to examine how successful academy schools
have been in supporting minority ethnic, English as an additional language, and economically
disadvantaged learners. This decision was made considering recent debates about all schools

in England becoming academies, as well as a lack of research on primary school academies.

The academy school project is built around three key goals, established to ensure that acad-
emy schools serve their original function. Curtis ef al. (2008) identified the three primary

goals of academy schools:

1. Raising student achievement by breaking the cycle of underachievement and low
aspirations in areas of economic deprivation with historically low academic
performance

2. Increasing school diversity and choice

3. Creating inclusive and mixed ability schools

The establishment of academy schools is directly related to the desire to improve student
achievement by addressing problems associated with the economic disadvantages that stu-
dents in underprivileged communities face. According to reports, concerns about undera-
chievement among students from economically disadvantaged backgrounds have persisted in
many primary schools (Demie, 2018). It is understood that academy schools have the goal of
ensuring that economically disadvantaged children are continuously supported throughout
their primary years by utilising additional funds received from sponsors. Increased funding is

thought to be advantageous for assisting economically disadvantaged pupils (Yaghi, 2023).
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The influence of neoliberalism and the privatisation of the academy system have been identi-
fied by researchers such as Steven (2015) and Wilkins (2017) when discussing funding and
private sponsors. The privatisation of academy schools is a focus of the present study because
it serves as an example of the influence of the transition to neoliberalism (West and Bailey,
2013; Hursh, 2007; Evans and Davies, 2015). Harvey defines neoliberalism as "corporatiza-
tion, commodification, and privatisation of previously public assets" (2005: 16). This per-
fectly captures the academy school system, which can be understood as the transformation of
a state-owned asset (managed by local governments) into something resembling an organisa-
tion with independent governance and administered by academy councils. As a consequence,
of the privatisation of these institutions, academy schools now have more autonomy and flex-
ibility in how they operate. This is significant because it implies that, in comparison to state
schools, academies are perhaps better able to serve students from minority ethnic groups

(EAL) and those from low-income families.

According to Ball (2017), neoliberalism has transformed the British education system
through four mechanisms: performance management, competition, choice and voice, and
measures to strengthen public servants' capability to deliver improved public services. Perfor-
mance management has been investigated through teacher monitoring and school monitoring.
According to Ball, (2017) performance is managed through national targets, demonstrating
that schools serve the purpose of economic competitiveness. As school leaders are given
more autonomy, competition increases as parents' freedom to choose from a variety of
schools or even start their own, grows. As a result of increased competition, parents are ex-
pected to choose better-performing schools, raising standards across the board as schools
adopt more creative approaches to meeting 'consumer' needs. Schools have become more
competitive and marketised because of privatisation methods, acting more like businesses

with competitive decisions and funding-recruitment links (Ball, 2021). Schools seem to be
11



more concerned with their performance levels because these are displayed in league tables,

ensuring that this is the focus.

Competition can also be understood through endogenous privatisation mechanisms such as
the academy school system. This is essentially understood to be marketisation, as privatisa-
tion frequently results in schools competing for students, making them more like businesses,
as well as allowing successful schools to take over and manage failing schools (which the
academies system has done). Neoliberal education reforms demonstrate a transition from a
professional ethical regime to an entrepreneurial competitive regime. Schools can be seen as
serving economic purposes by raising academic standards to develop the human capital
deemed necessary for the economy's competitiveness (Sahlberg, 2006). Schools attempt to
meet the need for human capital by raising the academic achievement of working-class stu-

dents.

There is widespread agreement that the marketisation of education aims to raise economic
"standards" to develop the future workforce that the economy requires (Ball, 2021). As a re-
sult, there is more competition among schools, and rather than focusing on meeting students'
educational needs, they compete for market share. According to a 2017 National Audit Of-
fice, there has been little cooperation between most academies and nearby secondary schools,
which may see one another as "competition." This indicates that school competition has in-

creased.

According to the Department for Education (2014) report, one of the perceived benefits of the
academy system is that teachers are given more autonomy, allowing schools and administra-

tors to be the primary drivers of systematic improvement (overcoming underachievement and

12



performing well in exams). Teachers are given the authority to carry out plans and provide
additional assistance to students who require it. The report also shows that teachers are typi-
cally aware of their student's abilities and the additional assistance they may require if they
are struggling with some basic topics or performing poorly. It is argued that giving teachers

the upper hand allows them to advocate for critical school reform tactics.

The report demonstrates how academy schools benefit from privatisation because they can
tailor their students' education to their specific needs. This could be viewed as a significant
shift away from England's highly centralised education system and toward one that is more
privatised and self-sufficient. However, there are numerous explanations for why academy
schools are failing to meet their initial goals and objectives, particularly when it comes to
overcoming issues of disadvantage that students face. This is something the present study set

out to explore.

1.1 Overview of the research

The research aimed to explore the strategies used by the academy to support minority ethnic,
EAL, and economically disadvantaged learners. These were explored through the perspec-
tives of teachers, teaching assistants, the academy leadership team, and parents, who were all

considered when examining these initiatives. Four crucial issues were investigated:

1. The ethos, values, and strategies employed by the academy to overcome issues related
to educational disadvantage.
2. How do the academy’s strategies impact minority ethnic learners (EAL) and those

that were economically disadvantaged?

13



3. Teacher’s experiences of working within a converter primary academy school to
support educationally disadvantaged learners.

4. Parent’s experiences of the academy in supporting their children’s learning.

The single case study design was used. It entailed conducting an in-depth investigation of a
primary school converter academy in a disadvantaged area of Greater Manchester. The case
study enabled an investigation of the academy school in its actual setting and involved inter-
views with the headteacher, associate heads, teachers, teaching assistants, and parents at the
school. Parents and academy staff were questioned about their children's education. The in-
terview process specifically involved asking teachers about their experiences working with
economically disadvantaged, minority ethnic, and EAL pupils to gain an understanding of the
support provided to such students as well as the challenges faced by academy staff members

concerning the resources provided.

Economically disadvantaged pupils within this thesis refer to pupils that attended the acad-
emy school and were either on the Pupil Premium programme (funding for economically dis-
advantaged pupils) or were in receipt of free school meals. Similarly, minority ethnic pupils
refer to the different ethnicities that made up the academy’s student population. Many minor-
ity ethnic pupils within the academy also spoke English as an additional language. English as
an additional language are those pupils whose main language spoken at home is not English.
Minority ethnic, EAL, and economically disadvantaged groups often intersect with pupils fre-
quently belonging to more than one of these categories. For instance, a minority ethnic pupil
may also be economically disadvantaged. These definitions are in line with the definitions

provided by the academy’s leadership team.
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In accordance with the headteacher at the academy school, approximately 34% of students
were from minority ethnicities at the time the research was conducted in 2019. According to
the academy's website, all its students, who came from a diverse range of minority ethnic
backgrounds and social groups, felt welcome and included. The data from the study revealed
that inclusion was a recurring theme. The research demonstrates the various ways in which
the academy claimed to be inclusive and was, to some extent, inclusive, but there were still
barriers to overcome when attempting to support students from minority ethnic backgrounds,

English as an additional language, and those from economically disadvantaged backgrounds.

1.2 Thesis outline

This thesis is divided into eight chapters. The first chapter, the introduction, explains the pur-
pose of the study and how it was carried out. The introduction discusses the main concerns
that the research has addressed, as well as why research at the academy school was necessary.
The second chapter, which includes the literature review and is an important part of the the-
sis, is presented next. The literature review provides a critical evaluation of previous studies
conducted by academics and authors. Additionally, it aided in the decision to conduct the re-
search at an academy school to analyse aspects of disadvantage and inequality because gaps
in this field of study had been discovered. This allowed the gathering of in-depth data and in-

formation on a variety of aspects of English education.

In Chapter 2 (the literature review), the history of the English educational system is thor-
oughly examined, providing a comprehensive understanding of how educational practises and
policies have changed over time, with the academy school system being the most recent de-

velopment. This chapter also evaluates academy schools in general, with a focus on family
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background, disadvantages, and overall effectiveness. The connection between working-class
people and inequality is investigated, with a focus on Diane Reay's (2019) book on miseduca-
tion. Reay's work is important in the thesis and is frequently cited when discussing disad-
vantages and inequalities. The second chapter concludes with a discussion of social mobility

and a critical evaluation of the literature on various aspects of cultural capital.

The third chapter focuses on the methodology and approach of the research. It begins by thor-
oughly describing the study's aim and objectives and establishing its purpose. This chapter is
critical because it provides a comprehensive overview of the methodology and strategy used
for conducting qualitative research. Following that, the chapter describes the single case
study research design used, as well as participant recruitment and data collection techniques.
This chapter looks at the researcher's analysis methods, including the use of thematic analy-

sis.

Chapter 4 contains the preliminary findings from the content analysis of the academy
school’s website. This chapter examines the key themes that were found which included: in-
clusion, school policies, parents, attainment, disadvantage, and Ofsted reports. From this
analysis, it became clear how significant the ethos and values of inclusion were to promoting
the academy school. A great deal of information was identified on the website specific to in-
stilling values of inclusion. For example, it was found on the website that; school assemblies
were delivered through the ‘9 Habits’ (which formed part of the ethos) and these taught indi-
viduals how to treat one another. Everyone at the academy was encouraged to conduct them-
selves in an inclusive manner using the 9 habits which were to be: compassionate, patient,
humble, joyful, honest, hopeful, considerate, forgiving, and self-controlled. Parents were also

represented as playing an important role within the academy as the website mentioned how

16



each half-term, parent, and child workshops on various aspects of the curriculum were held,

allowing parents to support their child's learning at school.

This is followed by Chapters 5 and 6, which focus on the study's findings based on semi-
structured interviews with academy staff and parents. These two chapters are critical because
they show how the academy supports students from minority ethnic (EAL) groups and those
from low-income families, as well as how it approaches issues of inclusion. Chapter 5
demonstrates important findings that were found with the main theme identified as ‘inclu-
sion’. Inclusion was a very broad theme which consisted of several different sub-themes. The
academy staff illustrated and reported various ways in which they aimed to ensure inclusion
for all pupils, and these were through the themes of Special Educational Needs (SEN) inclu-
sion, minority ethnic inclusion, economic disadvantage, parental inclusion, and inclusion
through the use of resources. An in-depth understanding of inclusion in this context is one
way in which this research makes an original contribution to knowledge Some of the key
findings of this research based around the area of inclusion, which make it original are dis-

cussed below.

Within the theme of inclusion, SEN inclusion was an important sub-theme found. It contrib-
uted to the originality of this research as past research has explored the demographics of SEN
pupils within academies (Black ef al. 2019 Long, Roberts and Danechi, 2020), however, it
has not explored the types of strategies used by staff (within primary academies) in support of

these pupils.

Support for minority ethnic and EAL pupils was also an important sub-theme found within

the theme of inclusion. Previous research explores the number of pupils that attend academy

17



schools, however, fails to explore in depth how primary academies support minority ethnic
pupils who speak English as an additional language. For example, within this section on in-
clusion, the findings illustrated that the academy had a nurture room in place, in support of

minority ethnic learners (EAL).

The academy was also found to ensure inclusion through the intervention of ‘family learning
week’. This included workshops where parents came in and took part in learning activities
with their children. However, the attendance of minority ethnic parents to these workshops
was low. Minority ethnic parents were found to be aware of these workshops but chose not to
go because they were pressed for time. It was clear that the academy's teaching staff had pre-
conceived notions about minority ethnic parents not attending parent workshops, but little

was being done to ensure that they did.

Following on, Chapter 6 discusses some key over-arching themes revealed by the data, such
as the role of cultural capital, funding, National Curriculum, the language of policymakers,
Christian values, ethos and values, mobility and transience, and conflicts between academy
and local education authority demands. One area within this chapter that contributes to the
originality of the research is the theme of ‘cultural capital’. In the data cultural capital was
identified in a new and distinctive way by the staff at the academy and was expressly linked
to and connected with funding. This was a little different to the general idea around cultural
capital being known as, the essential knowledge children need to prepare them for future suc-

CCSS.
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The funding crisis experienced by the academy presented a new finding as previous studies
have explored how funding is managed within academy schools however; they have not ex-
plored the barriers faced by academies when there is a funding crisis and how this hinders

how the academy can support minority ethnic and economically disadvantaged learners and

fulfil its original aim of being inclusive and improving academic achievement.

Another finding within Chapter 6 was based on the curriculum adopted by the academy. The
National Curriculum was found to be used by the academy however, been adapted in ways
intended to support minority ethnic, EAL, and economically disadvantaged pupils. This adap-
tion aimed to ensure it was broad and balanced and involved the teaching and exploration of
different cultures with importance given to the wider community. This theme based on the
curriculum of the academy presented new findings which have not been studied before by

other researchers.

Chapter 7 focuses on pupil and staff mobility. There were common concerns raised by staff
concerning having too many new arrivals in the classroom, and a high number of disadvan-
taged pupils disrupting learning. Difficulties in retaining key and recruiting new staff were
acknowledged as another challenge to supporting minority ethnic and economically disadvan-
taged learners to fulfil their full potential, here, the academy’s deficit budget was seen by

leadership staff to be a key factor.

Finally, Chapter 8, brings the research to a close. It describes the nature of the investigation
as well as what has been discovered. The findings are summarised in the chapter, along with
recommendations for future research. The benefits and drawbacks of the research are dis-

cussed, and what could have been done differently is identified. The key contribution to
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knowledge that is made concerning inclusion, cultural capital, ‘God-given potential’, the lan-
guage of policymakers, and tension between LEA and the needs of the academy, staff and pu-

pil mobility is also outlined.

The following chapter is an important element of the study since it examines both prior and
current studies on the English education system. It provides a thorough review of the relevant
literature and investigates the limitations and strengths of prior studies conducted in schools.
The literature evaluation is a crucial aspect of the study because it aided in the development

of a new topic for research, so aiding in original contribution.
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Chapter 2  Literature Review

This study investigated the strategies used by a primary school academy to serve minority
ethnic, EAL, and economically disadvantaged learners. Numerous recent studies have con-
centrated on the ethos and values of academies, with little to no attention paid to the strate-
gies of academies (Di-Finizio, 2022; Morrin, 2018). Only a few studies have looked at family
backgrounds (Duarte, Escario and Sanagustin, 2017; Bolu-Steve and Sanni, 2013; Reeves,
2012), without a focus on the support provided to these pupils within academy schools. There
has also been little research on 'primary school' academies, with most of the attention focused
on secondary school academies. We will begin by looking at the literature on the history of

England's educational system.

2.1 A Comprehensive Guide to Education History

Several academics (Gillard, 2018; Westberg and Primus, 2023) have studied the history of
education in recent years. It is critical to recognise that many academics and theorists
examine the evolution of the English educational system from perspectives and viewpoints
that are unique to them. The history of education is important because it explains why the
current educational system is structured the way that it is. The development of policies and
the Education Acts to address issues related to disadvantage is supported by an understanding
of the history of the educational system. The literature makes it clear that the educational
system in the past was quite biased in the way it catered to students from both wealthy and
poor families. It is believed that it gave disadvantaged students a worse quality of education
while catering more to the requirements of wealthy students (Sanderson, 1995). Below is a

timeline of the history of the changes made to education in England over the years:
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Figure 1.1 History of Education
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England's educational history may be traced back to 1870 when the Education Act practically

mandated the establishment of non-denominational elementary schools for students between

the ages of 5 and 13. The Foster Act is another name for the Education Act of 1870. (Phillips,

2004; Lawson and Silver, 1973). The first policy put in place in Britain was affected by the

Education Act, which included a new system. The Act had two sections, including the

creation of local rates and school boards (public entities in England and Wales) (McKeag,

1905; Newton, 1936; Gillard, 2011). The school board's main goal was to guarantee that

schools were effective and that they had the necessary facilities (mostly managing schools in

zones where they were required). In situations where the current voluntary provision was

insufficient, the school board had the authority to construct and operate non-denominational
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schools (Bergen, 1982). The school boards played a significant role in the development and

administration of schools in places where they were needed.

The Act was essential because it asserted the necessity for schools to ensure that high-quality
education was delivered, and it was crucial that the school boards had the financial resources
to cover learning for the poorest students (parents had to pay no more than nine pence a
week). This demonstrates that the government had a mechanism in place to assist the most
disadvantaged students. This indicates how important it was to guarantee that everyone had

access to education of some kind (Benavot and Riddle, 1988).

According to Muller (1987), the idea of a class system was used to stratify the educational
system in 1870. Notably, children from lower-income households were more likely to attend
church schools, if they were lucky, but the majority would only learn at home. As a result,
less fortunate children were prevented from attending school and receiving an education
(Gillard, 2011; Lazar and Darlington, 1982). This demonstrates social segregation through
status cultures (on which more below), whereby less fortunate students were denied the op-

portunity to attend school.

Poorer students were denied access to a quality education or even any education at all. This
demonstrates that the education system has always been unequal and how the Education Act
of 1870 entrenched injustices that are still present in the educational system today. The con-
nections between status cultures and inequality are discussed by Bourdieu (1974). Status cul-

tures include a person's ethnicity, social class, and cultural traditions. Working-class or mid-
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dle-class social status is frequently linked to a person's lifestyle, education, and culture. Bour-
dieu (1974) saw education as a "conservative force" since it upholds existing societal sys-

tems, and the ways in which they are stratified.

The Act sparked debate concerning the availability of religious education and public support.
In general, the public wanted schools that would support non-denominational education,
while churches felt scared that their control over school administration would be lost. This
was a contentious issue because the local government, which ran the schools, now had the
authority that the church had hitherto enjoyed (Parker, Allen and Freathy, 2020). Church
schools do still operate today, however, and there have lately been discussions about non-
religious schools joining Church of England Academy chains (Pring, 2018). Since Church
schools still exist and religious education is maintained and preserved within state schools,

the Church’s power over schools has not entirely been lost.

According to historians, the state began to involve itself more in education in 1880, and start-
ing in 1881, schooling was made compulsory between ages 5 and 10. This can be seen as sig-
nificant because it was the first step taken to guarantee that all students, regardless of wealth,
attended school to receive an education (Bergen. 1982). The Act of 1870 can be considered to
have offered genuine opportunities for social mobility, and educators have since worked to
expand on this idea. This is clear given that the Act established mandatory schooling for chil-
dren up to the age of 10, with the option to raise this age to 16. By pursuing an education and
eventually entering the workforce, children were given the opportunity to climb the social

class ladder.
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According to the literature, parents were given little accountability during this time, while
teachers were allowed more freedom (Lawson and Silver, 2013). Accountability is crucial be-
cause it provides instructors and teachers with the chance to improve their own knowledge
and abilities and raise student accomplishment to guarantee that children receive the optimal
learning results (Stronge, Ward and Grant, 2011). Greater autonomy and freedom enable edu-
cational institutions and their administrators to serve as the main forces striving towards sys-

tematic improvement (Gilbert, 2012).

Additionally, it shows the first step in securing equality for all children in England by guaran-
teeing that underprivileged students received the same standard of education as their wealthy
peers. The Local Education Authorities (LEAs) for primary education were subsequently in-
troduced by the next Education Act, that of 1902 (Andrews, 2016). In England, the councils
in charge of education are generally known as LEAs. They have existed since 1902 and con-
tinue to function. By putting policies and laws pertaining to schools into effect, LEAs support
the English educational system. The academies policy has overturned the 1902 policy that
once put the local government in charge of the management and the administration of most

state-funded schools.

When the LEAs were first established in 1902, their duties included appointing staff, inspect-
ing schools, and establishing the curriculum (Lawson and Silver, 2013). The Department for
Education, which is in charge of providing education in schools, has gained ground as a result
of the LEA's diminished position. It is the DfE's duty to assist disadvantaged students in

achieving more (Department for Education, 2015).
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Many academics have written about the expansion of the education system through 'mass
schooling' from 1870 to 1940. Benavot and Riddle (1988) investigated the expansion of mass
education. They discovered that social, economic, political, and religious factors were far
more influential in determining the expansion of mass schooling from 1870 to 1940 than in
later periods. Many historians argue that the expansion of elementary education is linked to
industrialization, urbanisation, and the resulting need for schooling (Carl, 2009; Benavot and
Riddle, 1998 and Stephens, 1999). Because of the growth of cities and the differentiation of
economic and work roles, elementary education expanded. This demonstrates how the
education system evolved from solely focusing on assisting children to obtain an education to
local governments adapting their policies in support of preparing and equipping children to

enter the labour force.

Mass schooling can be viewed as a foundation for social class segregation, as it historically
reinforced separate education systems: one designed exclusively for the children of the
governing upper class, kept isolated and “uncontaminated” from the children of the working
class (Benovet and Riddle, 1998). Schools back then could be identified as wanting children
who would be excellent for the workforce. As a result, it was expected that middle-class
children would be more likely to attend school because they would have had the financial
means and requirements to enter the workforce. Clark (1961) shows in his work how middle-
class children were given advantages as they were encouraged to excel and get good jobs.
Poorer students, on the other hand, were not encouraged to succeed (Clark, 1961; Harbison
and Myers 1964; Trow 1961). To some extent, this is debatable because mass schooling was
required to provide a suitably trained and motivated labour force, which removed educational

barriers to working-class mobility (Brown and Lauder, 1991).
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Collins (1971) contends that struggle and competition among various class and status groups
resulted in large-scale educational expansion. He argues that the primary role of educational
institutions is to communicate precise ‘status cultures' both inside and outside of the
classroom. Status groups are used to understand status cultures. These are associational
groups that share common cultures (family and friends) and a sense of status equality based
on participation in common culture, such as language type and style, as well as values
(Collins, 1971). Bourdieu mentions these status cultures. Bourdieu (1990) contends that the
education systems of industrialised societies serve to legitimise class inequalities. These class
inequalities are visible in the mass schooling system, which introduces competition between

working-class and middle-class students.

After mass schooling, the educational system continued to develop, and it is widely
acknowledged that the Butler Act, which was implemented in 1944, represented the next
major policy change (Jeffereys, 1984; Lawson and Silver, 2013). Primary schools became the
new name for elementary schools under the Act. In maintained schools, there was an end to
"fee" paying, and church schools were brought under state regulation as well. The Tripartite

system was introduced in 1945 (McCulloch, 2002).

Grammar, Secondary Technical, and Secondary Modern schools made up the Tripartite
system; each remained distinct due to the way they catered to various aptitudes. For pupils
who excelled academically, grammar schools were established, and as a result, they were
given the chance to take the GCE (General Certificate of Education). This is crucial because
it exposes an unfair system that divides students into groups based on their aptitude. It might
be argued that the system was unfair since it gave students with higher achievement levels

more opportunities than it did students with lower achievement levels.
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Some, like Saunders (1995), argue that the education system is meritocratic. Meritocracy in
this context suggests that students who perform well academically are rewarded with better
opportunities, such as access to higher-status occupations, while those who perform poorly
face fewer prospects. However, Saunders acknowledges that the system also reflects and
reinforces existing inequalities, as children from wealthier families often have access to better
resources, which enhances their chances of success. This apparent contradiction highlights
education’s dual role in promoting meritocratic ideals and systematic disparities. Other
functional theorists, such as Parsons (1961), also view the education system as meritocratic,
arguing that it serves as a mechanism for role allocation by matching individuals’ abilities
with appropriate occupations. Parsons believed that schools act as a bridge between the
family and wider society, teaching universal values like achievement and equality of

opportunity.

The tripartite system, introduced by the Education Act of 1994, exemplifies these ideas but
also reveals the limitations of a meritocratic system. The system allocated students to one of
three types of secondary schools: grammar, secondary modern, or technical based on their
performance in the eleven-plus exam. The eleven-plus exam was designed to assess pupils’
abilities at age 11 and determine their placement within the tripartite system. The eleven-plus
tested areas such as verbal reasoning, English, Mathematics, and English. It aimed to identify
pupils’ aptitudes and direct them to the type of school that would best match their natural
abilities. Since grammar schools were primarily attended by children from middle-class
families, these children had the opportunity to take the GCE, opening more opportunities for

them.

It is possible to interpret the eleven-plus exam as reinforcing social class divisions

(McCulloch and Sobell, 1994). This can be interpreted as a reflection of how many working-
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class children failed to get into grammar schools, allowing disparities to continue, but
middle-class students could do well in school and hence enter Grammar schools. Students
who were gifted and skilled in mechanical engineering or other scientific fields attended the
secondary technical school. The secondary modern school was for pupils who were a poor fit
for the other two school types (Cook, 1999). By this, children were admitted to these schools
based on results of the eleven plus exam, which they took when they were 11 years old. This
once more exemplifies segregation in that children from lower-income families were more
likely to attend secondary contemporary schools. Secondary Modern schools were not

concerned with academic success and did not offer GCE or O Levels.

Critics, such as Boliver and Swift (2011), claimed that children who failed the 11-plus were
labelled as failures and would suffer as a result. There were many discussions about offering
better educational opportunities and doubts as to the reliability of the 11-plus as a system for
classifying pupils (Boliver and Swift, 2011). The tripartite system was rejected by the Labour
government (Rubinstein and Simon, 2000). Although the Butler Act granted students the
ability to go to secondary school, the tripartite system restricted the opportunities available to
many students. Many children developed their capabilities considerably later, but secondary
modern schools were incapable of meeting their educational needs and so did not enable them

to fulfil their potential (Banks, 1988).

Due to the tripartite system's failure, comprehensive schools, which accepted all pupils
regardless of background and aptitude, were established in 1965. (West, 2007).
Comprehensive schools were secondary institutions that did not admit students based on their
aptitude or academic performance. Comprehensive schools still exist today and are a part of
an LEA or self-governing academy. Boliver and Swift (2011) looked at Comprehensive

schools and social mobility. Their findings illustrate that going to a Grammar school rather
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than a Comprehensive school does not make children from lower-class backgrounds more
likely to be upwardly mobile, but it assists in moving them further if they are. This is
questionable, though, as it disregards several other elements, such as the child's intelligence

and other strengths that may help them flourish.

Comprehensive education serves as an example of a move toward educational equity for all.
Scotland and Wales both converted entirely to comprehensive secondary schools in the ten
years between 1965 and 1975. Statistics show that in England, the percentage was around
90%. The goal of comprehensive schools was to guarantee that all students were offered an
equivalent level of education (Cuban, 1990). However, the policy during this time again
illustrated forms of social segregation. The policy put in place included the requirement of
catchment areas. Admissions were centred on the catchment area or location. A catchment
area is a geographical region that encompasses each comprehensive school and controls the
number of students admitted there. The goal of comprehensive schools was to guarantee that

all pupils received an education that met the same standards (Cuban, 1990).

However, catchment areas perpetuated inequities because children from middle-class
neighbourhoods had a higher chance of attending excellent schools, whilst those from
socioeconomically disadvantaged neighbourhoods were more likely to attend fewer desirable
schools (Conway, 1997). Since many reputable schools in the current educational system still
accept students based on catchment areas, inequalities continue to exist. Numerous parents
frequently relocate to make sure their children attend the top schools, which is a persistent
problem. In contrast to working-class families who are unable to do so owing to economic
hardship, preventing them from attending the best schools, middle-class families are said to

be more likely to move to meet the catchment area requirements for schools (Croft, 2004).
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The "governing body" system was formed in 1980 by the Education Act, which was followed
by the implementation of comprehensive schooling. The governing body was formed to
oversee the provision of elementary education in areas lacking sufficient voluntary school
places. These boards were responsible for building and maintaining schools, funded by local
rates, and had the authority to set policies, manage resources, and implement laws regarding
school attendance (Aldrich, 2006). The governing body system is still in place today;
however, not all governing bodies are subject to local government regulation. The governing
body or academy council is no longer obliged to meet annually with the "complete governing
body," as required by governing bodies of state schools, thanks to the implementation of the
new academy school system. The governing body is crucial in ensuring that schools are run

effectively.

There is little doubt that the Conservative government led by Thatcher from 1979 to 1990
implemented several measures and interventions to help raise student achievement. To ensure
that parents were informed of their children's progress, meetings with parents were
established in 1986 (Berrouagh and Djallab, 2022). This might be viewed as the first step
towards granting parents the responsibility of making sure their children were functioning at
the necessary level. This demonstrates accountability since parents were informed of their
child's achievement and subsequently received help from teachers to make sure children were

dedicating extra time to learning outside of school hours (Gillard, 2011).

The establishment of the "public accountability framework" by the Education Reform Act of
1988 resulted in a significant shift in the educational system; it is still in use today (Gilbert,

2012), albeit with some minor modifications brought about by neoliberalism, the privatisation
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of education, and the introduction of academy schools. The Act introduced marketisation.
Marketisation is a phrase used to describe how schools compete with one another for students
in an "education market" to raise academic standards. Parents were seen as customers who
chose where to send their children. From the onset of industrialisation until the
implementation of the current system, competition among schools has been a constant trend
(Lawson and Silver, 2013). Schools are constantly competing with one another, and parents
compete to enrol their children in the top institutions. The Education Reform Act was put into
effect in 1988 as English society advanced through marketisation, which featured elements of

choice, standards, and increasing competition (Lupton, 2011).

The Education Reform Act of 1988 established choice, allowing parents to designate the
school of their choice. Allowing parents to select the school that their child attended, despite
showing parental equality, raised more problems. To ensure their child attended the best
schools, parents frequently felt burdened and incurred additional fees that they could not
afford (Crozier and Davies, 2007). Middle-class children may have profited from educational
competition as their parents would have been able to put their children in the best schools,
while ethnic minorities and the working classes may have found their options limited (Ball,
2006). Good schooling is often found to be expensive for working-class pupils as it involves
children needing further material resources such as books, electronic devices, and travel

expenses to meet the educational requirements of the school.

Similarly, Ball (1994) acknowledges that schools must spend far more on marketing
themselves to parents, which results in pupils with special education needs not being
acknowledged and therefore less being spent on their education. There are many disputes

around marketisation. According to Bartlett (1993), marketisation has caused schools to
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"cream-skim" the top students, who also have the lowest teaching costs. Additionally, Bartlett
stated that marketisation had resulted in "silt-shifting," whereby pupils with learning
disabilities who do not do well and are more expensive to train are disregarded (Hill, Greaves
and Maisuria, 2008). This serves as another example of an unfair system where children are

chosen based on their aptitudes and their perceived cost.

Another argument against the marketisation of education is that wealthy parents can relocate
to other cities to enroll their children in the best schools (catchment region), while parents
from lower socioeconomic backgrounds cannot (Whitty, Power and Edwards, 2006). In this
context, Bourdieu's ideas of habitus and field, which are found in his book on ‘The Field of
Cultural Production’ (1993), are crucial. According to Bourdieu, culture categorises and
limits people based on the characteristics they possess. Parents from minority ethnic origins,
for example, can have less familiarity with the educational system and are hence less inclined
to enrol their children in the top schools. Following the notion that parents have the right to
select the school their children attend, schools are expected to compete with one another

(Ball, 1997).

To standardise educational provision, the National Curriculum, which was implemented in
1988, featured subjects that were to be taught and studied by all students attending state
schools. The National Curriculum hinted at a potential movement in favour of equality
because, in the past, teachers had more freedom to choose what they wanted to teach, and as a
result, knowledge and learning varied among schools. Consistency became one of the success
factors for England's educational system because of the emphasis on offering "fair
opportunities” (Wyse and Torrance, 2009). This may have strengthened the case for

England's need to create a National Curriculum with standards to ensure equal access to
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education. Currently, state schools still use the National Curriculum. Regardless of the school
they attend, all state school pupils are taught the same subjects and content using the National
Curriculum. The then government claimed that to some extent, equity for all students was

ensured by the numerous interventions put in place, such as comprehensive education, parent-

teacher conferences, and the national curriculum (The Schools White Paper, 2010).

The fact that these initiatives continue to support students from middle-class families raises
several problems, particularly regarding the national curriculum. Many sociologists such as
Althusser (1971) have talked about education as a form of ideological state apparatus. The
national curriculum encourages teachers to instil English language principles in students,
which is another crucial point to make (Gasper and Gluyas, 2019). It pushes students to speak
Standard English, which may not be known to economically disadvantaged (working-class)
and minority ethnic students (due to a focus on exact grammatical correctness). Pupils from
minority ethnic backgrounds and those who are economically disadvantaged are more likely
to speak English with restricted language codes (Bernstein, 1962). Research has shown a
clear correlation between the language spoken and subsequent academic achievement (British

Census, 2011).

In addition to the National Curriculum, there was an increased requirement for schools to be
regulated and monitored from the 1990s. In this case, the Office for Standards in Education, a
government organisation that oversees and monitors the calibre of education and educators in
the UK, was established in 1992. Based on performance, these organisations (Ofsted) began
to create league tables and reports on schools. By creating reports on schools that are made

public, Ofsted continues to monitor schools today. This promotes competition amongst
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schools because parents may evaluate schools using league tables to make sure their children

attend the top schools.

SATs (Standard Assessment Tests) were also introduced in 1990. SATs were presented after
each key stage of learning (Wilson and Brundrett, 2007). The purpose of these exams was to
ascertain how well students were doing. This can be viewed as a change from a more
centralised educational system that previously only concentrated on the school to a more
individual-based one where students' academic progress was tracked. All students are still
evaluated at the end of each key level, so SATs are still a component of the system today. It
is argued that this gives parents and teachers an understanding of how their children or pupils
are faring. Monitoring student progress may enable schools to marketise themselves better
and may enable them to implement interventions and methods to help with the improvement

of student learning.

New Labour adhered to the 1988 Act, and education policies remained unchanged after 1997.
Parental involvement in student's education is a crucial step that the authorities have made to
ensure that all children receive some level of parental support. To ensure that parents
participate actively in their children's education and are informed of their development,
several schools have implemented specialised tactics and programmes (Hannon, Nutbrown
and Morgan, 2018). In 2011, the Department for Education issued a review of best practices
in parental engagement. This review set out to offer additional assistance to parents to make
sure their children were making progress. The review was based on assumptions that minority
ethnic parents often lack knowledge or interest in their children’s education. This review by

the Department for Education could be argued as being flawed as it fails to consider that
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many minority ethnic parents may have different cultural understandings of education and

may engage in non-traditional forms of support.

Additionally, New Labour tried to address the academic underachievement in some schools.
One example of this is the creation of Education Action Zones. The goal of Education Action
Zones is to increase standards in disadvantaged communities and produce high-achieving
students. These Action zones lacked sufficient innovation since they failed to have a major
influence on raising standards and levels of achievement in secondary schools (Smithers and
Woodward, 2001). Another solution was the Beacon Schools Program, which gave money to
successful schools to help their less successful neighbouring schools (Smith, 2015). The
Labour Government placed a strong emphasis on the development of schools via diversity

and cooperation, and this initiative ran from 1998 to 2004.

This strategy of developing schools via cooperation is used by local authorities to impel
schools to assist nearby schools, and it is also clear in the academy school system (2000). The
academy school system is made up of multi-academy trusts, where several schools are listed
under a trust and are obliged to collaborate closely to ensure that the schools maintained

within the trust are developing through the shared use of teaching strategies.

The Academy school’s initiative, which was implemented in 2000, was the next significant
establishment after the introduction of Education Action Zones. It was effectively introduced
to challenge the high number of concerns being expressed by David Blunkett (then Secretary
of State for Education and Skills) regarding schools in deprived areas which were not
providing a good education to the pupils attending them (TheGuardian, 2014). At the time,

there were many schools in England that were struggling to provide quality education to their
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pupils, particularly those from disadvantaged backgrounds. David Blunkett (2000) in his

report, gave evidence of the underachievement in schools. He stated