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[bookmark: _GoBack]Inequalities are something we see on a daily basis, especially between the classes in society and particularly in education. Theresa May has already admitted that the education system is failing to attend to the needs of every child, and that the odds are weighted against working class students (Asthana and Weale, 2018). This case study will highlight the impact of social class inequalities on education and its outcomes, and outline what changes need to be made to create a more equitable education system (Gilbert, 2018).
Reay (2017) states that the UK’s education system does not grasp the importance of understanding the capacity of all children within its borders. Children in receipt of free school meals and pupil premium are on average 27% less likely to gain five GCSE’s at A* to C grade including English and maths. Reay (2017) further states that four out of every five children from working class minority ethnic families are taught in schools with high concentrations of other immigrant or disadvantaged students. This is the highest proportion in the developed world, according to the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) (2013). Despite our educational system being very different from the past, with the National Curriculum which is supposed to offer the same curriculum to all children regardless of class, success in education is only limited to the few, and those few are predominantly middle and higher class. As a sector, it needs to improve the  perception of how working class children, particularly at risk of underachievement, learn.
Class and stratification is primarily analysed through theories developed by Karl Marx and Max Weber (Giddens, 2017).  Social stratification is a term used by sociologists to describe inequalities between individuals and groups in societies. Societies can be viewed as consisting of ‘strata’ in hierarchy, the more preferential at the top and the less privileged at the bottom. Social stratification has four basic systems, these can be characterised as: slavery, caste, estates and class. In correspondence with the focus of this case study, the emphasis will be on the class system. The class system is often disputed, but a general definition is that a class is ‘a large scale grouping of people who share common economic resources which strongly influence the type of lifestyles they are able to lead’ (Giddens, 2017). The class system differs from other systems of stratification as it is fluid, it does not have clear boundaries between the classes, and there are no formal restrictions. It is possible to move between the classes, unlike other systems of stratification, where by you are born into structure. Class is based on economic differences, inequalities in possessions and resources (Giddens, 2017).
The majority of Karl Marx’s work is related to stratification and social class. Max Weber’s work on stratification on the other hand builds on Marx’s writings, though Weber arrived at a very different conclusion regarding capitalism and the future of the working classes. Both theorists regarded society as being portrayed by conflicts of power and resources. Marx understood class relations to be divergent and placed economic issues at the centre of social conflicts. In turn, Weber developed a more complex view of society, he believed that stratification was not about class, but status and party. Status refers to the diversity between groups, and party refers to a group of people that work together due to their common backgrounds, aims or interests. The income of the working class has increased and the majority no longer live in poverty, they possess cars, washing machines, televisions and mobile phones and many families own their homes and take holidays abroad. The phenomenon of working class affluence is a another route towards a middle class society. This notion is termed by Marx as the embourgeoisement thesis. This is the process where more people become ‘bourgeois’ or middle class, as a result of increased affluence (Giddens, 2017). 
Working class is described as a ‘legacy term’ from the nineteenth century, it was used to describe a homogenous group of labouring people working in factories and on the land. The differences in income and the wealth of the middle class and the aristocracy was far broader at this time in contrast to the heterogeneous groups of today (Hobsbawm, 2009). Savage (2015) studied the complexity of class in the UK at present, and suggests that there are seven socio-economic strata in UK society: (1) the precariat, (2) the traditional working class, (3) emergent service workers, (4) the technical middle class (5) new affluent workers (6) the established middle class and (7) the elite. Savage’s (2015) work highlighted that class cannot be explained merely in economic terms. An example being a family owning a television, mobile phone, car and access to housing, yet they continue to be disadvantaged in that they do not have access to the full range of opportunities to the more wealthy and advantaged. Advantage on the other hand has intrinsic mobility. It has more control over their lives and destinations. They can decide where they want to live, with whom they interact, and what kind of work they want to do. This state is not merely down to economic conditions, it is just about how much money they have. Advantage and disadvantage should therefore be viewed in terms of economic , social and cultural capital, these ideas were initially created by Pierre Bourdieu (Gilbert, 2018). Economic capital signifies the sum of assets that we have. Social capital on the other hand signifies the influences we have in our lives, such as our friends, acquaintances and work colleagues. How these people support us in our lives, and how these people broaden our possibility of choice. Cultural capital represents critical knowledge of culture, this may include knowledge of the arts, classical music and so on. There is an interaction between economic, social and cultural capital, an example of this may be an individual who is educated and has cultural capital, but has limited economic capital as they may work in a job that does not reflect their education and in turn reflects on their social capital. This combination can mean that they become disadvantaged (Gilbert, 2018).
Our political economy has been based on a consensus of free-market liberalism, with the welfare state since the Second World War. During the 1970’s a crisis of capitalism altered dominant opinions regarding the role of the state. Keynesian economics could no longer explain the economic crisis in the UK and elsewhere. A new economic model was introduced this meant that the welfare state and the public sector were increasingly under threat. During the same time the Austrian School of economics, which supported the position of the free market, was gaining influence. From this, the notion neoliberalism emerged, a form of capitalism where the state and public services are made more efficient by creating markets and choices (Flude & Hammer, 1990). The implementation of the Education Reform Act 1988 changed the atmosphere of the state education system, with per-pupil funding and a national curriculum, this meant that the education system shifted from being a public service to a school as a business structure. It meant that schools were now contracted to the government to provide an education service. Prior to this new structuring the teachers had an holistic role in the service of communities and in terms of welfare and education (Hargreaves, 2000). The neoliberal privatisation of education has had many side effects, these include the focus on government targets rather than the education itself. In turn, this has led to hierarchical decision making, which usually focuses more on test results than actual education that can empower and support communities in developing agency and control (Ball, 2003). After thirty years of restructuring the education system there has been little evidence of social mobility, but wealth inequality has increased (Hills, 2013). In 2010 the coalition government introduced a further change, it introduced knowledge based curriculum and the learning of facts. This was dichotomised as a ‘neotrad’ approach. Neotrad teaching is defined as ‘utilitarian, conservative and mechanistic and is naturally allied to libertarian free marketeering’ (Gilbert, 2018). 
In terms of current initiatives, evidence suggests that social mobility in the UK is declining (The Government, 2016). According to Reay (2018) the drive to increase social mobility rather than overall equality is challenged, as social mobility by definition pushes some people above others, and whilst the more intelligent working class children could profit, the majority would not.
A continuing problem faced by educational policy makers within the UK is why so many children from low socio-economic households have low levels of attainment. Wages have declined over recent years as a result of austerity and difficult working conditions, and a number of posts are now temporary or zero hour contracts (Reay, 2017). According to Ryan (2016) there are half a million more children living in absolute poverty than in 2010. The Joseph Rowntree Foundation (JRF) (2016) add that 13.5 million people in the UK live in poverty, which equates to around twenty percent of the population. It is believed that the largest number of these people reside in working households, and the government do not seem to be doing a lot about it. The welfare state is on its knees, with universal credit being capped or ceased to many recipients and in 2016 we voted for Brexit, this became a double blow to the working class as they were blamed for voting to leave and they are also the social group most adversely affected by it (Reay, 2017). The public sector has been under threat for thirty years and inequalities between classes has increased immensely. The irony in all this is that the working class are either presented as hard working and decent citizens, wanting to engage in attempting to become middle class, or they are seen as complete failures.
It was proposed in 1944 that during the founding of the tripartite system of education that inequalities and underperforming of working class children was to be abolished through the an exam at the age of eleven. The exam selected the most incisive children on the basis of their ability to pass the exam, the children that passed went to grammar schools, the reminder went  secondary moderns. Grammar schools would take 25% of the most academically able children regardless of classes. In reality this was very different, children from working class backgrounds usually found themselves in lower sets or streams on the basis of their ability (Halsey et al, 1980). Secondary modern schools were seen as second-rate provision for less intelligent students. In turn they received a narrow curriculum and poor funding. There were also class differences within secondary moderns, if the school had a higher percentage of middle class children then it would also be better-staffed and better resourced. In comparison more working class children on the register meant staff shortages and poor buildings (Douglas et al, 1971).
The present schooling system was established to address the failures of the tripartite system in utilising the working class potential. Unfortunately the comprehensive system continues to present class inequality, however, it did replace the eleven-plus exam with streaming (Ford, 1969). According to Reay (2017) it is predominantly the working class who are placed in lower streams, while middle-class children remain in top streams. The children placed in lower streams usually feel helpless, humiliated, and lack motivation. Reay further argues that the biggest problem exists outside the school gates, most comprehensive schools serve a catchment area which is generally occupied by one social class or another. As a consequence of this, the school is described as a middle class or working class school from the offset. 
The governments initiative Every Child Matters: Change for Children in Schools (DfES, 2004) is a commitment to inclusion and improving the lives of children living in poverty. The initiatives emphasis on poverty instead of social class has posed some difficulties. Considerable research has demonstrated the inequalities in education in relation to social class, but legislation does not provide any protection for it (Marshall, 2002).
Applying Bernstein’s (1971) theoretical notions of elaborated and restricted code could provide feasible opportunities for democratic practices in schools. He linked the elaborated code to the formal language used in society, and the restricted code to public language. He understood it that middle class children were able to speak both elaborated and restricted code, whilst working class children were limited to the restricted code (Goodson, 2001). The language differences according to Bernstein signify the different levels of educational attainment achieved by working class and middle class children. He claimed that language was an important factor in social structure and can advantage or disadvantage children in their education (Bartlett et al, 2001). Bernstein’s language codes reflect the different social experiences children gain from their cultural environments. Children that arrive at school from different social and cultural backgrounds may not have the same language with that of the school, that may in turn favour the elaborated language code (Bartlett et al, 2001).  Essentially, using Bernstein’s theory to intervene in educational disadvantage has been a missed opportunity for the UK’s educational policy makers. The integration of linguistic training to teacher training programmes, professional development courses and classroom practices needs to be put forward. 
Education in the 21st century has become a money making enterprise, an example being the amount supply agencies are paid. In 2014 the agencies were paid £733 million, but by 2016 it rose a staggering 38% to £1.26 billion a year. The supply agencies are making a fortune from state funded schools, yet an NUT survey carried out in 2015 discovered that supply teachers were paid less than they were in 2012, and were not entitled to sick pay, maternity pay or a pension. One supply agency made a profit of £15.4 million on a turnover of £63.7 million (ONS, 2017). 
In order to untangle the policy position of this subject, it requires the engagement of the neo-liberal approach to educational policy for working class students. Foucault (2008) penned that it was Becker’s notions of the economics of human capital theory and its extensions into an economics of human behaviour, that delivered the academic foundations for neoliberal policy formation (Becker, 1976). The key to understanding this theory is the explanation of ‘homo economicus’, the individual who functions within a neoliberal economic market, an entrepreneur. An entrepreneur pursues for self-interest, which is the fundamental characteristic for self-motivation by policy makers to explain an individual’s actions in a market based economy (Gilbert, 2018). Policy makers can use this theory to understand education, as well as the policies that are applied to those living in poverty. The framework can be built around social or educational policy, and in effect construct financial incentives in order to produce desired outcomes, in which all educational outcomes and school rankings can be counted and monetised. It is assumed that within this framework we are all entrepreneurs, and that we should understand the neoliberal policy with respect to primary and secondary schooling (Lauder, et al. 2006). which is a ‘highly regulated system in which performance can be measured quantitatively by test results. Teachers and students are arbitrated by the way they follow this system. When students deviate through underachievement and truancy, it is then that the policies designed to encourage conformity to the goals of the state theory of learning are displayed. While the sanctions and incentives of the teachers and students are very different, the assumption is that they all pursue the financial reward as entrepreneurs would themselves.
When it comes to neo-liberal policies in education in the context of poverty, the obvious example is that of Charles Taylor.  In 2012 the government appointment Charles Taylor to a new post as an expert advisor on behaviour. The former Education Secretary Michael Gove stated that; ‘This shows how seriously we are dealing with the issue of behaviour’ (DfE, 2011). One of Taylor’s first reports was on Improving Attendance at School, which is concerned with findings into school truancy or ‘persistence absence’ as Taylor describes it, this is when a child is absent from school 20% or more of the school term.  He claims that children who live in poverty are more likely to miss school and also claims that their families do not appreciate the value of education and are allowing their children to miss school. Taylor proposed a policy to tackle the parents who abuse the system, his solution was a fine. Taylor disagreed with how lenient schools were with authorised absences rather than challenging it, and removed the ten day discretionary leave that schools were previously allowed to give children for holidays or special circumstances.   
Educational policies do have an impact on working class children’s experiences at school. The education system needs to break free from its class constraints that have restricted it over the centuries. A new education system does not have to be utopian in style, it merely needs to free itself of streaming by ability and realise that collaborative learning is the way forward. Research spanning over thirty years suggests that streaming by ability only benefits the high-attaining students, in comparison to lower-attaining students where it can be detrimental. (Higgins et al, 2015). In contrast, research spanning a forty year period shows the impact of collaborative approaches to learning is consistently positive and enhances attainment (Kyndt et al, 2013).
Neoliberalism has failed disadvantaged pupils, and as a result affected their social and cultural capital. Very few teachers have influence over decision making that impact on their work and in particular the way that they teach. A greater democracy is needed in order that communities and teachers collaborate on decision making (Watson, 2016). Workplace democracy has a number of benefits including better working atmospheres and improved worker well-being (Knudsen, et al. 2011). According to Reay (2018) the working class have been set up to fail throughout the history of state schooling, so that their more affluent ‘others’ can succeed. The working class have never had a fair chance in education. Within education the working class have seen an increase in economic austerity, the poor have become poorer and the exclusions within education have become deeper and extended. Society is not a dichotomist situation. The social context is fluid, multi-dimensional, multi layered and historical. Society and education in general are very messy fields and in need of addressing their inequalities. In order to close the gap between rich and poor in an educational context, we must begin by adopting the idea that being working class in itself is a failure. We must therefore concede the inherent middle class biases within the curriculum and comprehend that every child is different, and that success comes in all shapes and sizes. Maybe it is worth returning to Basil Bernstein’s advice of nearly half a century ago in order to radically rethink socially equitable education for all class groupings in society. 
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