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ABSTRACT
This dissertation critically examines how the education system in England and Wales influences social mobility, assessing whether it reduces or reinforces structural inequalities. Drawing on Bourdieu’s (1986) theory of cultural and social capital, the research critiques the widespread belief in meritocracy, demonstrating how educational success is shaped by inherited advantages rather than solely by individual effort. Using a literature-based comparative analysis, it explores how policy and governance diverged following the Government of Wales Act (1998). While England retained a centralised, market-driven model, Wales has adopted a more inclusive curriculum, notably the Curriculum for Wales (Donaldson, 2015). Despite equity-focused policies such as England’s Pupil Premium and Wales’s Pupil Development Grant, recent data suggest that social mobility remains limited (IFS, 2023; Sutton Trust, 2024). Geographic and class-based disparities persist, particularly in post-industrial and deprived regions. The dissertation also highlights the ‘glass floor’ effect, whereby cultural capital protects privileged groups from downward mobility (Major & Machin, 2018). Ultimately, the research argues that while education holds potential as a vehicle for mobility, systemic barriers, poverty, structural discrimination, and unequal access to resources continue to constrain its transformative capacity. Meaningful progress requires more than educational reform; it demands cross-sectoral efforts to address the root causes of inequality.
Keywords: social mobility, education policy, meritocracy, cultural capital, inequality, England, Wales
1. Introduction
In contemporary Britain, education is often portrayed as a significant leveller. This potent equaliser enables individuals to overcome their birth circumstances, achieve greater financial success than their parents, and rise to higher social ranks. Politicians from across the ideological spectrum advocate for the ideal of a meritocratic society, where ability and effort determine outcomes instead of inherited privilege (Bloodworth, 2016). However, this narrative sits uncomfortably alongside mounting evidence of persistent educational inequalities and stagnant social mobility in England and Wales. Despite successive reforms, including high-profile reforms based on “Education, Education, Education”, the ability of the education system to deliver on its promise of equality of opportunity remains deeply contested (Thompson, 2019; Major and Machin, 2018). 

This dissertation examines the extent to which the education systems in England and Wales mitigate or perpetuate social inequalities. Drawing on a literature-based analysis, it critically examines the structural, cultural, and policy-related barriers that shape educational outcomes. The research examines whether current interventions are effective in disrupting entrenched disadvantage or merely perpetuate the illusion of meritocracy. 

Social mobility, in both policy and academic discourse, is a key measure of social justice (Galiani, 2008; Holyfield, 2010). In simple terms, social mobility refers to the movement of individuals or groups within a social hierarchy. In a highly mobile society, individuals have the opportunity to change their life trajectory regardless of their starting point. In contrast, low-mobility environments, such as the UK, tend to see the reproduction of privilege and disadvantage across generations (IFS, 2023; Sutton Trust, 2024). Recent data suggests that upward mobility has become increasingly rare in disadvantaged areas of England and Wales. Parental income remains one of the strongest predictors of a child's educational success and future earnings (IFS, 2023), indicating that the education system may be contributing to the perpetuation of inequality rather than alleviating it. 

This dissertation revolves around two main discussion points. The first investigates how education systems and their corresponding policies can address educational disadvantage, explicitly contrasting the approaches adopted by England and Wales. The second analysis examines the myth of meritocracy, primarily how it masks the systemic perpetuation of privilege and inequality, which is frequently presented as fairness and opportunity (Bourdieu, 1986; Major & Machin, 2018). 

This dissertation employs a literature-based methodology, incorporating empirical research, theoretical frameworks, and comparative policy analysis to examine the relationships between education and inequality. Initially, this dissertation will provide an extensive review of the literature pertinent to the research question, structured around five thematic chapters. The first offers conceptual clarity by defining key terms and outlining the historical and political contexts of education policy in England and Wales. The second examines Bourdieu’s theory of capital and its application to educational inequality. The third presents a comparative policy analysis of both national systems, including curriculum design, assessment practices, and approaches to equity. The fourth examines the private education sector and its outsized role in reproducing privilege. The fifth and final theme examines contemporary trends in social mobility, focusing on the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, regional disparities, and the cost-of-living crisis on educational equity. 

This dissertation ultimately argues that while education can facilitate social mobility, it is not inherently transformative. Without systemic reforms that address the broader socioeconomic and cultural barriers facing disadvantaged students, education alone cannot equalise opportunities. The subsequent chapters will examine these dynamics in detail, providing both a critical analysis of current policy and a set of recommendations designed to promote a more equitable and inclusive education system in England and Wales.
2. Literature Review 
2.1. Introduction 

In modern Britain, education is viewed as the primary means for social mobility, providing opportunities to overcome socioeconomic backgrounds. Despite policy reforms, educational outcomes in England and Wales continue to be influenced by structural inequalities related to class, income, and geography (Major & Machin, 2018; IFS, 2023). This dissertation examines how education can mitigate or exacerbate disadvantages, with a focus on two key areas: strategies for addressing educational inequality and the myth of meritocracy. 

Social mobility, defined as movement between social strata, has been a significant policy concern since the late 1990s (Thompson, 2019). However, recent data reveal ongoing intergenerational mobility issues, particularly for low-income children (IFS, 2023), suggesting that education alone may not guarantee equal opportunities. The dissertation analyses educational systems in England and Wales, highlighting how governance, funding, and curriculum design affect disadvantaged students (Furlong & Lunt, 2019; Williams et al., 2022). 

It applies Bourdieu’s (1986) theory of cultural and social capital to demonstrate that student success often depends on privileged knowledge, behaviours, and networks, not just academic ability (Wilkinson & Pickett, 2009; Major & Machin, 2018). The meritocracy concept is questioned by the disproportionate presence of privately educated individuals in top professions, termed the ‘7% problem’. 

The dissertation will assess interventions such as the Pupil Premium and the Pupil Development Grant, and consider the role of the COVID-19 pandemic in exacerbating educational inequality through digital exclusion and uneven resource distribution (Sutton Trust, 2021; McKnight & Cooper, 2021). 

It concludes that without systemic reform, education will continue to reflect and reinforce existing inequalities. A genuine commitment to equity involves confronting the myth of meritocracy and addressing the underlying causes of disadvantage within broader social structures.
2.2. Theme 1: Key Concepts and Definitions (Education and Social Mobility)
Introduction 

This theme aims to provide detailed definitions of two key concepts: social mobility and education. Understanding these concepts will be pivotal in comprehending the arguments presented throughout this dissertation. By establishing these foundational elements, this theme creates a clear framework to guide the reader through the themes and arguments of subsequent chapters.

Social Mobility in the UK.

Social mobility has become central to our national discourse, synonymous with inequality and highlighting the ever-widening gap between the affluent and the disadvantaged. According to Galiani (2008), a precise definition of social mobility remains a topic of ongoing debate; however, it is a concept linked to an individual's ‘relative economic status’, which does not depend on their ‘starting conditions’, such as household income or their family's position within the social hierarchy (Galiani, 2008). Social mobility is a crucial concept in policymaking, as it reflects the nuances of social stratification and the potential for individuals to enhance their socio-economic status over time. It indicates the likelihood of individuals ascending or descending the economic or social ladder and the proportion that may be destined to remain in the same position as their parents (Major & Machin, 2018).

Governments of all hues have made social mobility a central element of their policy agendas since the post-war era, aiming to eliminate inequalities, stimulate economic growth, and create well-paid jobs achievable through education, education, education (Major & Machin, 2020). Broadly, there are three types of social mobility (Holyfield, 2010). Intergenerational mobility examines changes in social status between different generations of the same family, assessing whether they have attained a higher or lower status in comparison. For instance, if the son of a coal miner were to become a judge, it would be deemed upward intergenerational mobility (Holyfield, 2010). Intragenerational mobility refers to changes in an individual's social status throughout their lifetime, which can be upward or downward depending on career progression or economic circumstances (Holyfield, 2010). Lastly, structural mobility is influenced by large-scale societal changes that affect the labour market and the economic landscape. For instance, the expansion of jobs created by technological advancements can lead to upward mobility for those employed in that sector.

In contrast, declining industries, such as the steelworks in Port Talbot, can lead to downward mobility (Holyfield, 2010). Understanding both the perception and reality of social mobility is essential for fostering social cohesion, shaping public policy, and addressing issues of inequality while promoting equitable opportunities. According to Narayan et al. (2018), high levels of social mobility in societies foster a sense of optimism and a belief in the possibility of improvement. Conversely, low levels contribute to disenfranchisement and social unrest (Narayan et al, 2018). However, recent findings from the Sutton Trust (2024) indicate that significant inequalities persist, with an individual's background greatly influencing their chances of advancing in income and social class (Sutton Trust, 2024).

 Education

The term ‘education system’ refers to the structured frameworks specifically developed to facilitate learning, particularly in acquiring knowledge, skills, and values. Education is a multifaceted concept encompassing various components, such as institutional contexts, curricula, pedagogical methodologies, and evaluative assessments, all aimed at achieving educational standards (Cropley & Knapper, 2021; Leobrera, 2019; Ndashi, 2020). In the UK, there are five stages of education: early years, primary, secondary, further Education, and higher Education (DfE, n.d.). It is important to note that all education and related policy discussions herein pertain solely to England and Wales, thereby excluding Scotland and Northern Ireland from its scope.

In England and Wales, education policy is characterised by a distinct structure and governance system shaped by historical developments, legislative frameworks, and recent reforms. Notable examples include the Education Act of 1944, commonly referred to as the Butler Act, which established the education framework in England and Wales. It aimed to provide secondary education for all children up to the age of 15 and introduced a tripartite system comprising grammar, technical, and secondary modern schools (Wadsworth & Bynner, 2011). 

 A divergence in education policy emerged following the devolution of powers to Wales in 1998 and a subsequent referendum in 2011 that expanded Welsh law-making authority (BBC, 2017). Consequently, Wales has developed an education system that is distinct from its English counterpart. The Department for Education is responsible for education in England, overseeing schools, colleges, and universities. The system is primarily decentralised, with Local Education Authorities (LEAs) playing a crucial role in administration (Byrne & Padfield, 2021) and has adopted a neo-liberal, market-driven approach to education policy (Williams et al, 2022), emphasising choice and competition. In contrast, the Welsh Government has embraced a more integrated approach to education, focusing on a collaborative and inclusive framework (Hodgson & Spours, 2008; Williams et al, 2022). 


Both countries' educational reforms are evolving amidst discussions regarding educational policy and its future. In Wales, initiatives such as the National Literacy and Numeracy Framework aim to enhance educational outcomes and tackle issues of inequality (Welsh Government, no date). England emphasises raising standards and accountability within the education system, often influenced by political and economic factors (Holmes, 2022). In both nations, the educational landscape comprises a mix of state-funded and independent schools; however, the proportion of students attending independent schools is considerably lower in Wales, with only 2.1% of children enrolled in such institutions (Welsh Government, 2024), compared to a higher percentage in England, which reflects the differing educational policies and cultural attitudes towards schooling in the two countries (Murphy, 2015). 

Although England and Wales share a common heritage and are closely situated as neighbouring nations, their educational systems have diverged significantly over the past two decades. This evolution reflects various differing priorities, ideologies, and approaches to pedagogical methodologies. A comprehensive understanding of these fundamental distinctions is crucial for gaining insight into the contemporary educational landscapes of England and Wales.
2.3. Theme 2: Social and Cultural Capital or How To Get On In Society
John Betjeman’s satirical poem ‘How to Get on in Society’ critiques the British preoccupation with class distinctions, particularly the way knife and fork etiquette signals social status. Class plays a significant role, regardless of our awareness, and our tastes can reveal social hierarchy (Wilkinson & Pickett, 2009). We assess people based on their accents, clothing, cultural appreciation (or its absence), choice of newspapers, manners, and a general grasp of middle-class etiquette, where knowing the appropriate cutlery is essential (Wilkinson & Pickett, 2009). Individuals from the middle and upper classes typically understand how to conduct themselves in polite society, utilise the correct accents, and recognise how education can bolster their position (Wilkinson & Pickett, 2009). 

This knowledge is imparted to children, ensuring their success in education, securing high-paying jobs, and maintaining their ‘elite’ status (Wilkinson & Pickett, 2009). This phenomenon describes the intangible assets individuals and groups use to navigate social structures, referred to as cultural and social capital. According to Major and Machin (2018), growing evidence suggests that accumulating essential life skills and social and cultural capital is instrumental to future life prospects. Thus, possessing a first-class Oxbridge PPE degree is no longer sufficient; individuals must also exhibit the ‘right’ behaviour to achieve success. Major and Machin (2018, p. 110) refer to this as the “brown shoes effect,” describing instances where bright and talented young people from lower socioeconomic backgrounds miss out on elite jobs due to their dress, accent, and behaviour, noting that a failure to understand the ‘never brown in town’ rule represents the ultimate sartorial faux pas (Major and Machin, 2018, p. 110). This relates to Bourdieu's (1986) notion of hiatus, which refers to the gap that emerges when a person’s habitus, shaped by past experiences and social context, encounters a new social field requiring different attitudes and behaviours. According to Bourdieu (1986), within these ‘fields, ' individuals vie for resources and capital, and the interaction between habitus and field influences an individual's position and mobility within the social structure (Leahy et al., 2020). This concept is essential for understanding social mobility, underscoring individuals' challenges when transitioning between different social classes (Lawler et al., 2017). Bourdieu posits that social mobility entails more than just a change in economic standing; it also requires understanding the intangible social norms crucial for adjusting to new settings. As a result, Bourdieu argues that while social mobility can occur, the extent and nature of an individual's capital often limit it (Lawler et al., 2017).

Bourdieu's (1986) concept of social and cultural capital provides an insightful framework for analysing the impact of social class on educational achievement and social mobility. This concept highlights how power and status are maintained in societies, illustrating the connection between educational success and the perpetuation of social inequalities. Consequently, Bourdieu's framework offers a comprehensive understanding of the complexities surrounding academic achievement and the processes of social reproduction (Dillon, 2024). According to Bourdieu (1986), the education system does not operate in isolation but is deeply intertwined with family background and social class. Thus, children from families with high cultural capital are likely to thrive in educational settings, as they are accustomed to the cultural norms, values, and practices that schools typically regard favourably (Dillon, 2024; Espinoza, 2012). 

Cultural capital refers to the advantages children gain from homes filled with books and active parental involvement in artistic activities. Such children tend to be better academically prepared than their peers from lower socioeconomic backgrounds, who may lack these resources, leading to disadvantages (Espinoza, 2012; Lee, 2013). Major and  Machin (2018) assert that the wealthiest families in the US spend seven times more on out-of-school ‘cultural enrichment’ than the poorest families. Consequently, Bourdieu(1986)  argues that the educational system often reproduces existing social hierarchies. Schools typically favour the cultural capital of the dominant classes while undermining that of the lower classes. This dynamic perpetuates social stratification, as students from privileged backgrounds are more likely to achieve higher educational qualifications, resulting in greater job opportunities and economic capital (Espinoza, 2012; Lee, 2013; Biddle, 2014; Tittenbrun, 2017).  Bourdieu’s (1986) concept emphasises the mechanisms through which inequality is perpetuated across generations, highlighting the interactions between various forms of capital and societal structures.

 Bourdieu (1986) identifies three main types of capital: economic, cultural, and social. Economic capital consists of financial resources and assets that can be converted into money, property, or high salaries. This type of capital is arguably the easiest to quantify, playing a crucial role in accessing societal opportunities (Dillon, 2024). Bourdieu (1986) divides cultural capital into three categories: embodied, which includes the knowledge, skills, and traits developed over time through family and community socialisation. This encompasses a vast vocabulary, creative abilities, and scientific knowledge. Objectified capital refers to cultural goods such as books, artworks, and musical instruments that signify one's cultural capital. Institutionalised capital acknowledges cultural competence through educational credentials; thus, degrees and diplomas formally recognise an individual’s cultural capital (Dillon, 2024; Lee, 2013). 

Social capital refers to the networks and relationships individuals can utilise for various advantages, such as job opportunities and social support. This is sometimes colloquially referred to as ‘the old boy’s network. The amount of social capital an individual possesses depends on the size and quality of their social network (Dillon, 2024; Clegg et al.,  2009). It is important to note that these forms of capital are interconnected. For example, economic capital can be transformed into cultural capital through education, while social capital can improve access to financial and cultural resources (Clegg et al., 2009). When we apply Bourdieu’s (1986) analysis to social mobility, we see that increased access to education does not necessarily lead to greater social mobility. As a result, there has been a significant increase in the number of individuals pursuing university education over the past two decades. This domain was once exclusively for the elite (Major & Machin, 2018). A record number of these students now earn first-class degrees (Major & Machin, 2018). However, those already possessing cultural capital are more likely to succeed in prestigious institutions, reinforcing existing inequalities. This phenomenon is known as ‘credentialism,’ which emphasises how the value of educational qualifications often relates more to an individual's cultural capital than to their actual knowledge or skills (Lawler et al., 2017; p.73). However, what impact does cultural capital have on educational outcomes?

To address this, it is worth noting that Tramonte and Wilms (2010) categorise cultural capital into static and relational forms. Static cultural capital includes ‘highbrow’ pursuits and possessions, such as attending museums or owning artwork, which reflect a family’s socio-economic standing. In contrast, relational cultural capital emphasises parent-child interactions, like discussions about books and current events, fostering engagement in cultural and educational topics (Tramonte & Wilms, 2010).

A study utilising data from the 2000 Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) across 28 OECD countries examined the influence of family cultural resources on students' educational outcomes. It sought to answer two key questions: First, do these forms of cultural capital affect reading literacy, sense of belonging in school, and aspirational goals when accounting for other family-related factors? Second, do static and relational capital function differently in highly selective versus less selective school systems? (Tramonte & Wilms, 2010). The authors proposed that static cultural capital exerts a more significant influence in ‘sponsored’ (private) school systems where elite groups dictate access to prestigious schools, diminishing the significance of children’s abilities and efforts. Conversely, relational capital becomes more crucial in ‘contest’ (selective) systems, as active parental involvement prepares students to navigate competitive educational landscapes. Thus, Tramonte and Wilms (2010) argue that the effectiveness of different types of cultural capital varies depending on the school system's structure. Understanding these dynamics could help address educational inequalities (Tramonte & Wilms, 2010).

Bourdieu’s (1986) theory of cultural capital has significantly influenced social discourse, particularly concerning class and stratification, with its impact described as 'profound’ (Skeggs, 1997; Bennett et al., 2009; Atkinson, 2015; Savage et al., 2015, cited in Lawler et al., 2017). However, several limitations of his theory warrant further discussion. A key criticism is its reliance on cultural capital as a determinant of educational success. Critics argue that Bourdieu (1986) assumes educational institutions inherently favour elite culture, a claim that may not necessarily hold true. Research indicates that teachers do not always recognise or reward the forms of cultural capital that Bourdieu (1986) outlined, such as knowledge of high-status culture. This suggests that the relationship between cultural capital and educational attainment may be more nuanced and less linear than Bourdieu (1986) asserts (Tittenbrun, 2017).

Additionally, Bourdieu’s theory (1986) has faced criticism for being overly simplistic, particularly regarding the connections between cultural and economic capital (Swartz, 2012). While Bourdieu argues that cultural capital can transform into financial capital, some critics suggest that this perspective may imply an assumption that economic factors govern all aspects (Swartz, 2012). He acknowledges that economic capital underlies other forms of capital, which raises questions about cultural capital’s reliability and universal applicability as a value. This notion posits that the interaction between these types of capital may obscure the distinctive characteristics of cultural capital across various social contexts (Swartz, 2012).

Bourdieu’s (1986) concept of various forms of capital, cultural, social, and economic, has been criticised for presenting a convoluted perspective on inequality. Some researchers argue that this complexity complicates the analysis of class and social distinctions, as distinguishing among the types of capital becomes challenging. Consequently, this proliferation of capital types may undermine the effectiveness of Bourdieu’s (1986) framework (Curran, 2016). Another critique of Bourdieu’s (1986) theory is that it is rooted in French society, which may limit its relevance in more culturally diverse countries like the United States. In the U.S., engagement in high-status cultural activities is declining, and cultural practices are becoming increasingly accessible to everyone (Tittenbrun, 2017). This raises questions about how effectively Bourdieu’s (1986) ideas translate to various cultural contexts where high-status culture is not the predominant focus (Tittenbrun, 2017). 

Bourdieu’s (1986) theory also emphasises structural factors in reproducing inequality, which has faced criticism for downplaying the significance of personal agency and resistance (Lee, 2013). While his concepts of habitus and field provide insight into how individuals navigate social structures, they may overlook how people can challenge and transform them, indicating a need for a more nuanced perspective to understand how individuals interact with and potentially reshape their social environments (Lee, 2013). Furthermore, researchers have found that quantifying cultural capital poses notable difficulties, as academics have faced challenges in operationalising Bourdieu’s (1986) concept effectively to reflect its impacts on educational outcomes (Tittenbrun, 2017). Some research indicates a weak association between cultural capital and academic achievement, suggesting that other elements, like socioeconomic status, could play a more significant role. This brings into question the dependability of cultural capital as a standalone explanatory variable in educational research.

Bourdieu’s (1986) theory of social and cultural capital remains a crucial framework for understanding the reproduction of social inequalities, particularly in education and social mobility. His analysis emphasises how intangible assets, such as cultural knowledge, social networks, and economic resources, interact to sustain class distinctions. Although the theory effectively explains barriers to mobility, such as the ‘brown shoes effect’ (Major & Machin, 2018), and illustrates how dominant groups reinforce their status, it is not without criticism. Scholars argue that Bourdieu overemphasises the role of elite cultural capital in educational attainment (Tittenbrun, 2017) and question the applicability of his framework in diverse social contexts (Curran, 2016). Additionally, quantifying cultural capital presents a methodological challenge (Swartz, 2012), and critics note that the theory’s structural focus may overlook individual agency (Lee, 2013). Despite these limitations, Bourdieu’s insights continue to influence contemporary discussions on inequality, credentialism, and access to elite institutions. His work underscores that educational success extends beyond academic merit, significantly depending on social and cultural resources. In future research, to enhance the relevance of Bourdieu's theory in analysing contemporary social mobility, it may help to include perspectives on individual agency and the trends in evolving cultural dynamics.
2.4. Theme 3: State Education in England and Wales: A Comparative Analysis
The education systems in England and Wales reveal distinct differences shaped by governance, curriculum assessment, and educational philosophy. These differences have undergone significant evolution since the 1998 Government of Wales Act, which followed the affirmative referendum in 1997 and led to the establishment of the National Assembly for Wales (NAW). This allowed Wales to devolve power, creating a distinct education system that diverged from the previously amalgamated systems. (Matheson, 2014). 

In contrast, England’s education system has been characterised by a more centralised approach, particularly following the major reforms introduced by the Education Reform Act 1998 (MacLaughlin & Rouse, 2002). This legislation marked a significant shift in educational control, transferring authority from local education authorities to central government, solidifying its influence on nationwide education administration. Consequently, this centralisation has led to a more standardised education system in England (and Wales, until devolution), where the central government predominantly sets policies and curricular standards (McLaughlin & Rouse, 2002). Furthermore, the legislation established the National Curriculum and Key Stages and introduced open enrollment (a practice where schools admit pupils up to their approved admissions number). These initiatives were intended to foster a market-driven education system, enhancing competition and giving parents more choices, with the expectation that this would drive up educational standards (Fisher, 2008). The initiative was solidified by the introduction of league tables, which ranked schools according to their exam results, further intensifying competition and broadening parental choice (Fisher, 2008). 

In 1999, the NAW was granted control over all aspects of education policy and the education system, except for teachers' wages and employment conditions, which were transferred in 2018 (Egan, in Williams & Williams, 2022). Since devolution, Wales has maintained a strong commitment to preserving local authority control and emphasising the comprehensiveness of education (McLaughlin & Rouse, 2002). This approach is reflected in their educational policies, which prioritise local involvement and tailored educational experiences for students within the Welsh context. Consequently, the education system in Wales continues to embrace diversity in its methods and philosophies, promoting a more regionally responsive framework (McLaughlin & Rouse, 2002). The ongoing divergence in educational governance between England and Wales highlights the complexities of how regional autonomy and government centralisation can shape educational experiences and outcomes across the two nations (McLaughlin & Rouse, 2002; Furlong & Lunt, 2019). 

The differences between the curricular frameworks in England and Wales are significant and deeply rooted in each region's unique educational philosophies. The National Curriculum is perceived as a key mechanism for enhancing cultural reputation and educational excellence in England, emphasising traditional subjects and prioritising core knowledge (Furlong & Lunt, 2019). Additionally, it has introduced a standardised testing system that consistently measures students' achievements across schools, creating a uniform educational benchmark. While this approach may lead to a more structured and conventional learning environment, some educators contend that it restricts creativity and personalised learning (Furlong & Lunt, 2019). 

In contrast, Wales has adopted a more progressive and inclusive approach. This separation is particularly evident in the foundation phase curriculum introduced in 2008. The foundation phase strongly emphasises child-centred, experiential learning that encourages children to explore and discover independently. The curriculum draws inspiration from the ‘Nordic Model’ (Egan, in Williams et al. 2022), which focuses on well-being, personal development, and the importance of early years education (Matheson, 2014). Rather than prioritising rigid academic standards, the Welsh framework aims to foster an environment where children’s emotional and social growth is valued equally with their academic achievements. A noteworthy advancement in the Welsh curriculum during the initial phase of devolution was the implementation of the Welsh Baccalaureate. The ‘Bac’ (Egan in Williams et al., 2022) aimed to enhance the education of students aged 14-19 by fostering their broader skills and understanding of the wider world. Its success, however, is contested (Williams et al., 2018). The Welsh approach distinguishes itself by promoting holistic education, recognising the importance of nurturing and preparing the whole child for tests and life (Matheson 2014). The differences in these curricular frameworks illustrate the broader educational debate about the best ways to equip students for future challenges. While the English system emphasises accountability and traditional success metrics, the Welsh approach advocates for a more flexible and rounded perspective, evidencing the varied paths towards educational excellence and the diverse beliefs about the purpose of education itself (Furlong & Lunt, 2019; Matheson, 2014). 

Assessment practices further emphasise the distinctions between the English and Welsh education systems. England employs a rigorous set of standardised tests, including SATS and GCSEs, which have faced criticism due to their high-stakes nature and the stress they impose on both students and educators (Furlong & Lunt, 2019; McLaughlin & Rouse, 2002). In contrast, Wales has moved away from standardised testing by eliminating several assessments linked to the National Curriculum, including SATS for younger students (Matheson, 2014). While Wales has recently reintroduced certain forms of assessment, its overall strategy remains less standardised than that of England (Williams et al., 2022).

A notable distinction between the educational systems of the two nations is Wales’s steadfast commitment to fostering comprehensive education, intentionally avoiding academic selection by ability in its secondary schools. This juxtaposes with England's system, where academies and grammar schools create diverse educational opportunities based on students' skills and talents. (Furlong & Lunt, 2019; Matheson, 2014). In England, this system often creates varied routes for students, enabling some to excel based on their academic performance and selective criteria. However, the Welsh educational system is designed to ensure equal opportunities for all students, regardless of their background or inherent abilities (Williams et al., 2022). This reflects a broader commitment to social equity, aiming to level the playing field and provide every student with the resources and support necessary to succeed (Williams et al., 2022). Ultimately, this difference illustrates two diverging philosophies in education policy and practice: Wales seeks inclusivity and support for all learners, while England embraces a model that facilitates selection and distinction among its students (Williams et al., 2022). 

Language plays a vital role in the educational frameworks of both Wales and England, serving not only communication needs but also broader cultural and societal functions. Wales emphasises the Welsh language, which is deeply intertwined with the nation’s historical narrative and cultural identity (Khleif, 2019). The educational system in Wales incorporates substantial Welsh language instruction aimed explicitly at promoting and preserving Welsh culture. This includes integrating language skills into the curriculum, encompassing Welsh literature, history, and traditions, encouraging students to engage with and appreciate their heritage (Miles, 2022). The approach aims to foster a sense of belonging and identity among young people while stimulating further interest in Wales’s unique cultural landscape (Matheson, 2014; Khleif, 2019). In contrast, the English educational system primarily centres on the English language, which, while important, often leads to a diminished focus on regional languages and the incorporation of cultural identity within its curriculum. This lack of emphasis can result in a gap in students' understanding of the diverse linguistic and cultural makeup of the United Kingdom (Holmes, 2014).

The Donaldson report (2015) has influenced the Welsh education system by advocating for a restructuring of the curriculum into broader learning areas, moving away from conventional subject divisions. This approach aligns with European educational frameworks (Furlong & Lunt, 2019). Consequently, the Curriculum for Wales, launched in 2022, prioritises a skills-based teaching method. Its objectives are fourfold: firstly, to develop ambitious, capable learners ready for lifelong education; secondly, to nurture enterprising, creative contributors prepared to engage fully in society and the workforce; thirdly, to cultivate ethical, informed citizens, both locally and globally; and lastly, to assist individuals in becoming healthy, confident members of society, leading fulfilling lives (Welsh government, no date, Sibieta, 2024). Despite this strategy, criticism persists, particularly regarding educational performance in Wales, which remains inadequate and highlights significant ongoing inequalities (Sibieta, 2024). 
Furthermore, despite relatively high educational spending, the system repeatedly fails to meet the needs of its disadvantaged students (Rees et al., 2023). Recent policy changes in Wales have shifted the focus from tackling poverty to promoting economic growth, which may undermine efforts to combat educational inequalities (Thompson et al., 2020). Although programmes like the Pupil Development Grant are designed to assist disadvantaged students, concerns remain that, amid the current economic challenges, these resources might be redirected to address general budget deficits rather than targeted interventions, raising questions about the long-term commitment to leveraging education as a means to alleviate poverty and reduce inequalities (Thompson et al., 2020).

England's education system also faces numerous challenges that hinder its effectiveness and fairness, contributing to ongoing issues of inequality throughout the educational landscape. One of the most pressing concerns is the enduring educational inequality closely linked to socioeconomic status (Forlin & Loreman, 2014; McInch, 2022). This inequality attests to substantial discrepancies in educational outcomes, where students' academic results vary dramatically based on their social class backgrounds. Research consistently shows that middle-class students outperform their working-class counterparts in various educational assessments, thus reinforcing a cyclical pattern of privilege for those from more affluent families while simultaneously perpetuating disadvantage for those from lower socioeconomic backgrounds (Forlin & Loreman, 2014; McInch, 2022). Despite the implementation of initiatives like the Pupil Premium, which is designed to offer additional support to disadvantaged students, critics argue that these measures have not succeeded in addressing the deeper, systemic issues that contribute to poverty and social inequality. While such initiatives aim to level the playing field, they often fail to create meaningful change in the lives of the students they intend to support (Forlin & Loreman, 2014; McInch, 2022; Hindmarch et al., 2017). 

In addition to socioeconomic factors, the geographical location of students plays a crucial role in shaping their educational opportunities and outcomes. Students from less affluent areas frequently encounter barriers such as access to inferior educational resources, which adversely affect their learning experiences and academic prospects (McInch, 2022). Furthermore, Hindmarch et al. (2017) argue that the political climate in England has exacerbated these existing challenges. The influence of political agendas on the educational system has resulted in policy changes that often prioritise ideological aims over genuine improvements in the quality of teaching and learning. This focus on political objectives has led to an emphasis on standardised testing and accountability measures. However, these methods may not accurately reflect the true level of student learning or the quality of teaching (Hindmarch, 2017).  

This analysis, which compares the educational frameworks of the state education systems in England and Wales, reveals how governance, curriculum design and assessment policies influence student experiences and educational outcomes. Since devolution, Wales has adopted a comprehensive and localised approach, focusing on inclusivity, regional identity, and local perspectives. In contrast, England has upheld a centralised model that emphasises academic rigour, market competition, and accountability through assessments. These key differences reflect distinct educational philosophies: Wales promotes a broad and adaptable learning environment that emphasises well-being and personal growth, while England maintains a structured system aimed at academic achievement. However, both systems face ongoing challenges: economic inequalities, resource distribution, and politically driven policy changes. While Wales has enacted progressive reforms, as observed in the Curriculum for Wales, concerns remain regarding adequacy and educational disparities. Similarly, England’s emphasis on accountability and selection has sustained inequalities linked to socioeconomic factors and location. Addressing these systemic issues requires comprehensive, long-lasting reforms that align educational equity with academic achievement.
2.5. Theme 4: Private Education in England and Wales; The 7% Problem
The 7% problem highlights the disproportionate influence of private schools on British society. Despite only 7% of the school-age population attending private institutions, many influential figures across various sectors are privately educated (Kynaston & Green, 2019). For instance, 74% of judges and 29% of current Members of Parliament have benefited from a private education, lending weight to the argument that educational privilege perhaps translates into lasting influence (Kynaston & Knapp, 2019).

The Independent Schools Council (2025) reports that more than 2,500 private or ‘independent’ schools in the UK serve around 6.5% of all school-age children. In Wales, this figure is 2.5%, based on data from the Welsh Government (2024). In England and Wales, private education refers to schools independent of state funding; therefore, they charge fees to parents/guardians instead of being financed by local authorities or the Department for Education. Independent schools can be categorised into several types, including public, preparatory, and independent schools, each serving different educational purposes and demographic groups. Historically referring to elite independent schools like Eton, Harrow, and Winchester, public schools are notable examples and have a long-standing tradition within the UK educational system. These institutions are often associated with significant social privilege and historical legacy, as many have educated the children of aristocrats and influential political figures throughout British history (Chavez, 2020). 

Preparatory, or ‘Prep’ schools typically cater to children aged 4 to 13 and are specifically designed to prepare them for entry into secondary education. These institutions play an essential role in laying educational foundations for students, ensuring they meet the necessary academic standards for later schooling. Additionally, independent schools encompass a broader range of educational institutions that operate without direct state funding (Baron & King, 2016). Independent schools are regulated differently from state schools, and while they must register with the Department for Education, their syllabus, pedagogy, and governance are not bound by the National Curriculum. As a result, these schools vary significantly in their educational philosophies, teaching methods, and student demographics, resulting in a range of educational experiences tailored to meet diverse needs and preferences (Baron & King, 2016). Admission fees for independent schools are selective and competitive; schools typically require entrance exams and interviews. Annual costs in the UK can range from £15,000 to over £45,000 for boarding schools (IFS, 2023).

The arguments that favour private education are multifaceted and encompass the promise of academic excellence and the extensive resources these institutions typically offer. One of the most frequently cited advantages of the private sector is its ability to maintain smaller class sizes. This allows for individualised attention from teachers, fostering an environment where students can thrive. Additionally, private schools can offer superior facilities, including state-of-the-art technology, well-equipped science labs, and expansive recreational areas (Kynaston & Green, 2019; Windsor, 2023). Moreover, these institutions generally employ highly qualified staff members, many of whom possess advanced degrees and specialised training in their respective fields. Private schools' additional resources enable greater spending on ancillary staff, building maintenance, and general equipment, thereby supporting a wider range of activities (Green, 2022). Consequently, private schools consistently outperform state schools, particularly evident in their exam results, A-levels, and GCSE results, demonstrating that private schools regularly excel compared to state schools (New Statesman, 2023). Proponents of private education assert that parents should be free to invest in their child’s educational experience, a belief underpinned by private schools' ability to innovate, especially in curriculum and extracurricular offerings, leading to a more fulfilling educational experience (Kynaston & Knapp, 2019). Such flexibility enables private institutions to adjust and refine their programmes to meet the needs of their students. (Gorard, 2019). Thus, parents in the private education sector can select a school that reflects their values while accommodating their child's specific needs. For families with financial resources, choosing the right school is fundamental to discovering the best fit for their child’s educational journey (Gorard, 2019). Ergo, by evaluating various aspects, including teaching styles, extracurricular programmes, and the school ethos, parents can ensure their child is placed in an environment where they can excel.  This customised educational approach can cultivate a passion for learning, and choosing the ‘right’ school can significantly impact a child's educational experience and long-term success (Gorard, 2019).

 Private education frequently emphasises the concept of the ‘whole child. ' This initiative seeks to cultivate qualities that promote educational growth by nurturing the ‘locus of control,’ which represents how much individuals feel they can impact their life's events. An internal locus of control signifies the understanding that our choices and actions significantly shape the outcomes we encounter (Kynaston & Knapp, 2019). Consequently, individuals with an internal locus of control are more likely to accept responsibility for their achievements and setbacks. Such individuals tend to be proactive and motivated in pursuing their goals, resulting in increased dedication, perseverance, and improved academic results. 

Additionally, private schools often ‘raise the bar’ for pupils’ aspirations regarding what they may achieve in later life, in a way that state-educated pupils perhaps miss out on (Kynaston & Knapp, 2019). As discussed in a previous chapter, attending private school offers students essential social connections and networking opportunities that can significantly benefit their future careers. These connections help build relationships that can lead to opportunities in various professional fields. The social capital gained from these networks has the potential to be extensive and impactful, especially within elite groups. (Gorard 2019).  Students often interact with peers from affluent and influential families in such settings, forming a network that can significantly boost their professional aspirations.

Additionally, the interactions and experiences gained in private school environments often help students hone vital interpersonal and social skills; ‘character ’ and self-confidence, which are beneficial in the workplace (Green & Kynaston, 2019). Consequently, the benefits of attending private school extend far beyond academic learning, fostering a network of relationships that can significantly enhance an individual's prospects (Chavez, 2020; Gorard, 2019; Green & Kynaston, 2019). However, although private schools provide substantial advantages concerning networking and social capital, these benefits are frequently accompanied by concerns regarding the socioeconomic exclusivity that underlies such institutions. 

Critics of private schools often raise concerns about the socioeconomic segregation these institutions create, arguing that this division is a predictable result of private school operations and exacerbates existing social inequalities. (Benn & Downs, 2015). By their very nature, private schools typically cater to predominantly affluent families, inherently creating a demographic lacking diversity and inhibiting social mixing among students. This deficiency in diversity can significantly affect social cohesion in multiple ways, as it restricts students from engaging with peers of different social backgrounds. As a result, the educational environment can become insulated, narrowing students' perspectives and hindering their understanding of the diverse world around them. (Benn & Downs, 2015). This segregation affects the immediate school community and has implications for the broader social fabric, as it perpetuates cycles of privilege and disadvantage (Benn & Downs, 2015). This lack of social exposure could harm social development and inhibit a comprehensive understanding of contemporary societal issues (Benn & Downs, 2015). 

 The high fees typically incurred when accessing private education can be a significant barrier for families from lower socio-economic backgrounds, as the costs associated with private schooling create challenges for many. Even if allowances are made for scholarships and bursaries to alleviate the financial burden, many families may struggle to cover the total costs. These costs include tuition fees and essential items such as uniforms, which are often not provided by the schools (Chavez, 2020). Furthermore, there are numerous hidden expenses, such as fees for extracurricular activities, trips, and additional learning support. All these additional financial demands can accumulate quickly, placing a strain on families. The financial hardships associated with meeting these costs can lead to significant difficulties for families as they strive to sustain private school attendance for their children (Chavez, 2020). 

The debate over the superiority of private educational institutions compared to their state-funded counterparts remains contentious among educators and policymakers. Advocates for private schools frequently highlight several advantages, such as access to superior resources, advanced facilities, and significantly smaller class sizes. These factors are often believed to positively influence students' learning experiences and academic performance. Nonetheless, the impact of these advantages on student outcomes is still contested, with research studies indicating that the academic differences between private and public school students may not be as significant as private education advocates often assert (UCL, 2024; University of York, 2020; Adams, 2012; Smithers & Robinson, 2000). Moreover, numerous critical analyses have pointed out that the perceived benefits of a private schooling experience do not invariably lead to enhanced long-term outcomes like improved job prospects or higher levels of personal fulfilment. It is argued that, while students in private institutions may enjoy a more enriched academic environment, this does not necessarily equate to more favourable life outcomes (Gorard, 2019; UCL, 2022). 

In the UK, many private schools are classified as charities, allowing them to pay reduced taxes and receive tax-deductible donations. To maintain this status, they must demonstrate that they provide a public benefit (BBC, 2023). This raises contentious issues; as previously noted, private schools primarily serve children from wealthy families (Clough, 2024). Consequently, they do not offer public services in the same way as other charities, such as food banks or homeless shelters. Moreover, tax exemptions for private schools may lead to decreased revenue for the state, revenue that could be allocated to essential public services like the NHS, social care, or state-funded education (IFS, 2023). 

Private schools often cite scholarships, outreach efforts, or shared facilities with state entities to defend their charitable status. Nevertheless, critics contend that such actions are frequently superficial or symbolic, failing to justify the substantial tax benefits the private school sector receives (Adams, 2025). A think tank advocating for increased equality and transparency among independent schools collected data from over 200 schools in England, revealing that these schools allocate less than 6% of their total fee income to assist low-income families. Instead, they provide discounts for siblings attending the same institution, rebates for staff children, and scholarships for sports or music (Adams, 2025). Consequently, offering financial aid to schools that primarily serve affluent families may reinforce inequality instead of alleviating it, which is the remit of most charitable organisations (Adams, 2025). 

Conversely, those in favour of retaining the charitable status eligible for private schools argue that the private educational sector alleviates pressure on the state education system by educating around 7.5% of the UK’s children, and cite their use of bursaries and scholarships for those from lower socio-economic backgrounds, as well as sharing cultural and sporting facilities with local communities (Green,2022). The issue has recently become politically topical, as the current Labour government has removed business rates relief from private schools. This means that those that are charities will no longer be eligible for this tax exemption (Green, 2022). Additionally, the government has implemented VAT on school fees at the standard 20% rate since January 1st, 2025. This policy is largely backed by the public, with recent polling finding that 54% of people approve of the idea and 22% oppose it (Walker, 2024). However, there are currently no plans to remove the charitable status of private schools (Full Fact, no date). 

The ongoing debate regarding the value of private versus public schooling continues to produce discussion and examination. Advocates for private education assert that these schools offer superior academic standards, robust social networks, and provide parents with choices. However, critics emphasise how these institutions reinforce social divisions and perpetuate inequalities. It is difficult to deny that the benefits of private schools arise not only from academic excellence but also from their exclusivity and socio-economic advantages. Despite recent reforms aimed at reducing tax benefits, their charitable status and influence remain intact. As the discourse progresses, the fundamental question remains whether the advantages of private education can align with the principles of equity, diversity, and social mobility in a contemporary democratic society.
2.6. Theme 5: Contemporary trends in social mobility in England and Wales
As alluded to in previous chapters, social mobility in the United Kingdom has been a significant focus of government policy, particularly since the late 1990s when New Labour came to power. This period marked a critical juncture in the political landscape, during which various initiatives were introduced to enhance opportunities for upward social mobility, emphasising Education, Education, Education, rooted in the belief that improving access to education would positively impact social mobility. (Thompson, 2019). Despite this, recent trends indicate a complex landscape where intergenerational mobility, educational attainment, and the influence of socio-economic factors continue to shape and hinder individuals' prospects (Thompson, 2019; Park et al, 2010). These factors include, but are not limited to, income inequality, access to quality education, and the influence of family background, all of which contribute to the discourse surrounding the effectiveness of current policies. Moreover, ongoing research suggests that this issue extends beyond statistics; it profoundly impacts the life chances of individuals and the overall cohesion of society (Eyles, Elliot-Major & Machin, 2022; Elliot-Major & Machin, 2018). 

Intergenerational mobility is a critical concept in the study of social dynamics, encompassing the extent to which children can attain different economic or occupational statuses compared to their parents. Researchers have placed a significant emphasis on understanding intergenerational mobility, particularly its relationship to the financial well-being of parents and their offspring (Torche, 2015, cited in van der Erve et al., 2023). By exploring this connection, researchers can infer the economic opportunities offered to various generations in a society. This metric serves as a crucial indicator for evaluating a society's equality of opportunity, emphasising the elements that promote or obstruct advancement on the economic ladder (Torche, 2015, cited in van der Erve, L., et al., 2023).

In essence, intergenerational mobility examines if children from affluent families retain similar economic status as they mature, thus sustaining existing wealth and privileges. Conversely, it also examines the likelihood that children from low-income families will face the same financial hardships as their parents (Park et al, 2010).  This dual perspective reveals broader societal trends surrounding wealth distribution and the obstacles that may hinder individuals from changing their socio-economic status. These insights are critical for policymakers aiming to establish fairer and more equitable systems that enable individuals, regardless of their parental background or socio-economic status, to realise their potential and contribute meaningfully to society (Park et al., 2010). However, recent research undertaken by the Institute for Fiscal Studies (IFS) (2023) reveals a bleak reality: the struggle for children born into low-income families to ascend the social ladder in Britain has become increasingly complex, surpassing any difficulties faced over the past 40 years. The research highlights a notable stagnation in social mobility nationwide, indicating that barriers to upward mobility are more pronounced than ever before. In particular, the IFS (2023) found that children growing up in the northern regions of England, as well as those from minority backgrounds, encounter significantly greater obstacles to achieving financial success than their parents. This suggests that systemic issues continue to perpetuate cycles of poverty and inequality, making it even more challenging for these vulnerable populations to break free from their circumstances and improve their quality of life (IFS, 2023). The research analysed data from individuals born in the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s, and demonstrated that parental income has become a significantly stronger predictor of expected earnings by age 28 for those born from the 1970s onward (IFS, 2023).

Additionally, the rise in inheritance among children of affluent parents, who benefited from a dramatic increase in house prices in recent decades, means that children born in the 1980s are likely to inherit twice as much as those born in the 1960s, which may further impede social mobility (IFS, 2023). The study also identified noticeable regional variations in earnings mobility, with London and the home counties dominating the upper ranks of England’s opportunity rankings. All 20 highest-scoring constituencies were located in or immediately around the capital (Stewart, 2025). In contrast, northern post-industrial towns like Sunderland and Hartlepool have the highest proportion of students eligible for free school meals, alongside the lowest GCSE success rates and the fewest eventual degree completions. This disparity between the North and South is among the largest in Europe and currently shows no signs of improvement (Stewart, 2025). 

Moreover, it is essential to note that, despite the overall increase in university participation rates across various demographics, a disparity persists regarding graduates from lower socio-economic backgrounds. These individuals are still significantly less likely to secure positions in high-status professions compared to their peers who have received private education(Budoki & Goldthorpe, 2018). Research indicates that several factors contribute to this inequity. Key elements such as cultural capital encompassing the skills, experiences, and education that can enhance social mobility, along with the quality and extent of network links, interview confidence, and familiarity with the unwritten conventions and expectations of elite circles, continue to be intertwined with class backgrounds (Budoki & Goldthorpe, 2018 ). This dynamic effectively reinforces a metaphorical ’glass floor’ that shields individuals from more privileged backgrounds from experiencing downward mobility, illustrating the entrenched barriers that persist in our society and their implications for social mobility and equality in career opportunities (Budoki & Goldthorpe, 2018). While socio-economic status remains a crucial factor in accessing elite jobs, ethnic minority groups encounter additional challenges that hinder their social mobility. Some minority ethnic communities have successfully achieved upward mobility through education, but others struggle to convert their educational gains into well-paying jobs. Research indicates that Chinese and Indian students excel compared to their British peers, demonstrating significant upward mobility (Platt, 2020; Platt & Zuccotti, 2021, cited in Satz & White, no date). Conversely, Black Caribbean and Pakistani communities often experience a gap between their educational success and labour market opportunities, highlighting systemic discrimination (Platt, 2020; Platt & Zuccotti, 2021, cited in Satz and White, no date). Platt (2020) points out that intersectionality, particularly affecting women of colour from working-class backgrounds, adds extra layers of disadvantage. 

The COVID-19 pandemic, coupled with the ongoing cost-of-living crisis, has significantly disrupted social mobility in England, especially for those from low-income and minority backgrounds. According to McKnight and Cooper (2021), financial support through intergenerational transfers became increasingly crucial during the pandemic, thereby reinforcing class advantages. This is particularly concerning, as research from the Social Mobility Commission (2023) indicates that children in households without savings or assets face greater obstacles to upward mobility. The situation worsened due to the pandemic and has been further intensified by the current cost-of-living crisis.


 Ergo, whereas middle-class and upper-class families were able to preserve or even grow their wealth through the pandemic via remote work, homeownership, and savings, working-class families fell behind. (McKnight & Cooper, 2021). The repercussions of the pandemic, including school closures and economic instability, have intensified existing inequalities, reversed progress in certain areas, and deepened disadvantages in others. School closures during lockdowns disproportionately affected disadvantaged students, particularly those without proper access to digital resources or quiet spaces in which to study (Education Endowment Foundation,  2022; IFS, 2021). Research undertaken by the Sutton Trust (2021) found that pupils from private schools were twice as likely to receive full-day online lessons in comparison to state school pupils. As previously noted, educational attainment is an important predictor of future income and occupational status, suggesting that, in the long term, this may impact upward mobility (The Sutton Trust, 2012).  

Since 2021, the UK has faced soaring energy costs, with inflation outpacing wage growth, which has impacted low-income families and limited their ability to invest in their children's education, extracurricular activities, and future planning. Studies indicate that 7.2 million low-income families have forgone essentials such as food and heating (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2023). Moreover, data reveal that poorer households allocate a larger share of their income to necessities, rendering them more susceptible to the impact of inflation (IFS, 2022). A lack of ability to save and plan for the future, such as participating in post-16 education, investing in skills development, or accessing career-building opportunities such as internships, restricts mobility, especially for first-generation professionals and students from low-income families (The Sutton Trust, 2023). 

In Wales, a similar situation is evident. Recent research reveals that 21% of the population lives in relative poverty, the highest rate in the UK, and this figure has remained essentially unchanged over the last decade. The situation for children is even worse, with about 1 in 3 Welsh children living in poverty, and reaching 40% in some communities ranked among the most deprived in Europe (IWA, 2025). Mobility opportunities differ significantly across Wales’s post-industrial valleys, coastal towns, and urban centres. Regions experiencing the most severe downturn in industries like coal and steel are now facing high unemployment and diminished social infrastructure, which perpetuates intergenerational disadvantage (IWA, 2025). 

In contrast, Cardiff and the M4 corridor display greater labour market activity, although increasing housing costs can prevent low-income families from relocating to these regions (Welsh Government, 2018). Barriers in the labour market in Wales contribute to cycles of poverty. Among individuals aged 16 to 64, only 51% of the disabled population is employed, which is 30 percentage points lower than that of their non-disabled peers (Welsh Government, 2025).

 Furthermore, the average income of disabled workers is £1.75 per hour less. These disparities highlight employers' failure to address disability accessibility and broader issues related to the devaluation of disabled individuals' skills. This ultimately hampers their ability to leverage academic achievements for success in the job market (Welsh Government, 2025).

 Regarding education, the achievement gap between disadvantaged students and their peers is significant. Disadvantaged pupils are trailing their counterparts by 18 months by the time they sit for their GCSES (IWA, 2025). Early childhood poverty is a strong predictor of future educational underachievement, health disparities, and exclusion from the labour market, which are all critical barriers to upward mobility in adulthood (IWA, 2025). Following the COVID-19 pandemic, the OECD’s PISA tests indicate that Wales experienced one of the steepest declines in scores among all participating countries, effectively nullifying the gains made since 2012 (IFS, 2024). Research indicates that low educational outcomes cannot be solely attributed to poverty or cohort differences, but rather stem from the failure of ‘levelling up’ policies in schools, which restrict both academic progress and the non-academic pathways that support intergenerational mobility (IFS, 2024). 

In conclusion, this theme has aimed to provide a contemporary overview of social mobility trends in England and Wales, illustrating that social mobility is a complex and multifaceted issue influenced by factors such as education, socioeconomic background, geography, and ethnicity, making it a deeply rooted social problem. Despite efforts since the late 1990s to improve mobility, primarily through education, recent trends show that ambitions of advancing one’s position remain unfulfilled for many. 
Intergenerational mobility remains essentially unchanged, and parental income increasingly affects an individual's opportunities more than it did in previous generations. Regional inequalities, notably the North-South divide in England and economic stagnation in some regions of Wales, further hinder upward mobility, particularly for individuals in post-industrial and rural communities.

While university enrollment has risen, the advantages are unevenly shared, with individuals from disadvantaged or ethnic minority backgrounds facing ongoing barriers to elite professions despite having the necessary qualifications. The significant role of cultural capital and class privilege maintains a ‘glass floor’ that safeguards the privileged and limits equal opportunities.  The COVID-19 pandemic and the ongoing cost-of-living crisis have intensified these challenges. Educational interruptions and economic setbacks have disproportionately affected low-income families, reversing previous progress and deepening existing inequalities. In Wales, high child poverty rates, unfavourable labour market conditions, and poor educational outcomes further exacerbate these issues, hindering long-term mobility prospects. Consequently, evidence suggests that achieving social mobility in England and Wales is becoming increasingly challenging, particularly for those born into disadvantaged circumstances. Addressing this issue will require more than just educational reform; it necessitates systemic changes to tackle poverty, inequality, and structural discrimination.  Without consistent and targeted efforts, the vision for a fair and meritocratic society will remain an aspiration rather than a reality.
2.7. Conclusion

This dissertation investigates the relationship between education, social mobility, and inequality in England and Wales. It utilises various theoretical frameworks and policy analyses to demonstrate that, while education is often regarded as a pathway to social mobility, lived experiences reveal a more unequal reality. Despite years of reform, socioeconomic status remains a significant factor influencing educational and professional success, challenging the meritocratic principles in policy discussions. 

Theme one aimed to demonstrate how structural inequalities limit social mobility, particularly across generations. Education is vital for policies aimed at closing this gap; however, research from think tanks such as the Sutton Trust and the Institute for Fiscal Studies (IFS) highlights that family background has a significant influence on life prospects. While education is necessary, it cannot alone break the cycle of disadvantage without tackling broader socio-economic issues.

Theme two explored Bourdieu’s theory of social and cultural capital, illustrating how assets such as linguistic fluency, behavioural norms, and access to elite networks influence success. The ‘brown shoes effect’ exemplifies the subtle exclusion faced by working-class students who are unfamiliar with professional environments. This theme highlighted how the education system perpetuates existing hierarchies by favouring middle-class norms and disadvantaging those whose habitus does not align with institutional standards. 

Theme three compared the education systems in England and Wales, focusing on how differing political ideologies shape educational philosophies. England's market-driven model emphasises accountability and performance, often at the expense of equity. In contrast, Wales’s devolved system promotes a holistic approach that prioritises well-being and comprehensive education. Nevertheless, both systems face ongoing challenges in closing the attainment gap and addressing the needs of disadvantaged learners. 

Theme four examined the role of private education in sustaining privilege. Although it serves a minority, it dominates elite professions, creating a ‘glass ceiling' that protects the privileged from downward mobility. The considerable resources of these institutions, smaller class sizes, and exclusive networks provide students with substantial advantages that are often inaccessible to graduates of state schools. Critics argue that private education exacerbates socioeconomic inequalities and undermines social cohesion. 

Finally, theme five contextualised educational disparities within broader trends such as the COVID-19 pandemic, rising living costs, and regional inequalities. These factors disproportionately affect low-income and minority groups, reinforcing barriers to mobility. While participation in higher education has increased, access to prestigious careers remains inconsistent and is heavily influenced by the cultural and social networks that shape employment outcomes. 

This dissertation contends that the current Welsh and British education systems do not effectively catalyse opportunity. Tackling educational disadvantage requires more than increased funding or curriculum changes; it demands systemic change that challenges the myth of meritocracy and seeks to dismantle structural inequalities. Without significant shifts in policy and cultural narratives, the goal of social mobility will remain unattainable for many.
3. DISCUSSION OF RESULTS 
3.1. Introduction

The following discussion section critically explores the relationship between meritocracy and social mobility within the context of the education systems in England and Wales. It builds on the conceptual and empirical foundations established in earlier themes by examining whether the principle of meritocracy, often presented as a mechanism for fairness and opportunity, functions as intended or merely serves to obscure enduring inequalities. Drawing on theoretical frameworks such as Bourdieu’s concept of capital and contemporary policy and data analysis, this chapter evaluates how educational systems shape, limit, or promote mobility for different social groups. 

In addition to examining the myth of meritocracy, a separate discussion will focus on identifying the ‘enemies of mobility’, the structural, institutional, and cultural forces that sustain inequality within the education system. These include funding disparities, regional deprivation, selective schooling practices, and limited early years support. The discussion further evaluates a range of strategic interventions aimed at addressing these disparities, including curriculum reform, inclusive pedagogy, equitable funding mechanisms, and early childhood initiatives.

By bringing together critiques of meritocracy and practical strategies for reform, this section aims to offer a comprehensive analysis of how the promise of education as a leveller can be reimagined in policy and practice. The objective is to assess not only why social mobility remains constrained, but also how a fairer, more inclusive system could be achieved.
3.2. Discussion Theme 1: Enemies of Mobility: Strategies to Address Disparities in the Education System
Contextualising Social Mobility and Educational Inequality

Inequities in the education system perpetuate enduring gaps in achievement and opportunities across diverse social groups. In England and Wales, a family's background significantly predicts educational and economic success, challenging the notion of a meritocracy. Recent research from the Sutton Trust (2024) reveals that substantial socioeconomic disparities persist, with an individual's background having a profound influence on their income and social status. The stagnation of social mobility in the UK, with children’s life outcomes often closely tied to their parents' circumstances (Major & Machin, 2018), presents a pressing issue. The Institute for Fiscal Studies (IFS, 2023) indicates that children from low-income households now face greater challenges than at any time in the past four decades. This restricted mobility undermines principles of fairness and leads to social disenfranchisement, squandering human potential (Narayan et al., 2018). 

Education is seen as a crucial policy tool for reducing these inequalities, as highlighted by New Labour’s focus on “Education, Education, Education’ (Thompson, 2019). However, evidence indicates that the current education systems in England and Wales still have significant improvements to make in order to fulfil this promise. Disadvantaged students, on average, lag behind their classmates by approximately 18 months by the time they take their GCSEs (IWA, 2025). Therefore, addressing the inequities in education is imperative and requires multifaceted, evidence-based solutions. This discussion will explore a range of strategic interventions aimed at reducing these disparities, considering both established policies and innovative approaches. 

Funding Reforms for Equity and Access

Addressing educational inequality significantly depends on reforming the allocation of resources. England‘s Pupil Premium and Wales’s Development Grant (PDG) are designed to provide extra support to disadvantaged students. These initiatives enable schools to fund interventions such as tutoring and mentoring, which help narrow attainment gaps and are a ‘key enabler’ for tackling the impact of poverty on educational attainment (Welsh Government, 2024; DfE, 2021). Moreover, research indicates that schools with socio-economically disadvantaged students often possess lower-quality resources than their more affluent counterparts (Schleicher, 2014). Therefore, policies should prioritise the equitable distribution of resources, such as funding, facilities, and educational materials, among schools. This can be achieved through regular assessments of resource allocation and targeted support for students identified by schools as needing assistance (Schleicher, 2014). 

Equitable funding is vital. The National Funding Formula in England aims to standardise school funding across various regions; however, critics argue it inadequately addresses areas with significant deprivation (Hindmarch et al, 2017). Although per-student spending in Wales has increased, a legacy of underfunding correlates with low achievement levels (IFS, 2024). An additional aspect of funding fairness is enhancing transparency and accountability in the distribution of equity-focused grants. Gorard (2019) notes that some schools may utilise Pupil Premium funding in ways that undermine its intended benefits. Therefore, it is crucial to implement measures that ensure funds are used to directly support disadvantaged students. 

Additionally, in both England and Wales, school funding should be linked to initiatives that promote extracurricular activities, digital equity, and enrichment programmes. The COVID-19 pandemic highlighted disparities in access to online learning, illustrating how digital exclusion exacerbates structural disadvantage (Sutton Trust, 2021). Consequently, future funding frameworks must incorporate provisions to ensure technological readiness and accessibility for all learners. 

Attracting and retaining high-quality teachers is essential for reducing educational disparities. Intervention efforts should focus on the recruitment, development, and retention of qualified educators, particularly in schools facing challenges with student behaviour and socio-economic issues. Although programmes like Teach First and Teach First Cymru have attempted to address this problem (Major & Machin, 2020), a greater emphasis on enhancing teacher training programmes, offering competitive salaries, and providing incentives for teachers to work in demanding schools would ensure that all schools can deliver high-quality education, foster positive learning environments, and improve student outcomes (Schleicher, 2014).

In summary, reforms aimed at equitable funding, such as poverty-targeted grants like the Pupil Premium/Pupil Development Grant (PDG) and fair funding formulas, establish a foundation for a more just system by providing additional support to address socio-economic disadvantages. However, this dissertation acknowledges that all of this relies on funding from the central government. In the current economic climate, schools and higher education institutions are being asked to implement cuts, as many institutions in England and Wales face financial deficits and significant funding shortages (Unison, no date).

Reforms in Curriculum and Assessment

Curricular design and assessment frameworks have a significant influence on educational equity, potentially reinforcing or alleviating educational inequities. The distinct philosophies in England and Wales provide a valuable comparison of their interventions. England’s longstanding emphasis on high-stakes testing, such as SATs, GCSEs, and A-Levels, supports standardisation but can exacerbate inequality by disproportionately affecting those who lack access to private tutoring or cultural capital (Lawler et al., 2017). This approach has been credited with raising standards and accountability. However, it can also exacerbate inequalities by pressuring schools to ‘teach to the test’ and favour students who excel in exam conditions or receive extensive preparation (Sullivan, 2016).  

Conversely, after gaining devolution in 1999, Wales has implemented inclusive reforms by abolishing SATs for younger students and establishing the Curriculum for Wales, which emphasises skills, well-being, and holistic development (Donaldson, 2015), and eliminated the statutory testing of younger children. These child-centred strategies, inspired by Nordic approaches, aim to foster creativity and personal growth (Matheson, 2014; Williams et al., 2022), working to include rather than exclude learners who may not fit conventional academic moulds (Furlong & Lunt, 2019). The emphasis has now shifted towards ‘preparing the whole child,’ which arguably supports those who may have been marginalised in a test-focused system. Preliminary evidence from these reforms indicates mixed outcomes, highlighting improvements in student engagement alongside challenges in execution. Nonetheless, the policy strives to equalise opportunities by acknowledging diverse intelligences and reducing the impact of rote exam results on future life outcomes (Williams et al., 2022). 

The Welsh model rejects academic segregation, favouring comprehensive education over grammar schools and academic selection (Williams et al., 2022; Welsh Government, 2018). Evidence suggests that selection systems reinforce inequalities, as grammar schools typically admit significantly fewer students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds (Sutton Trust, 2017). In contrast, England maintains academic selection in certain regions, with 164 grammar schools across various counties, as well as through elite academies and specialist schools. While selective schools often yield high performance from students at ‘top’ institutions, they can exacerbate overall inequality, as children from wealthier families are frequently over-represented in these schools, aided by tutoring, cultural advantages, or housing in catchment areas (Burgess et al., 2019; Gorard, 2019). A comprehensive educational framework aims to eliminate ‘selection by ability’, thereby preventing a two-tier system and promoting social integration, based on the belief that classroom diversity benefits all learners and that every child deserves access to a high-quality education (Welsh Government, 2018; Furlong & Lunt, 2019). Although England's selective schools often perform well in league tables, their existence raises questions of fairness. Indeed, the Social Mobility Commission notes that grammar schools educate a tiny proportion of disadvantaged students and do not substantially boost mobility outcomes (Sutton Trust, 2019). 

Therefore, an essential intervention to address unfairness involves structural and circular reforms that shift away from selection and excessive testing towards inclusive, skills-focused curricula. Both countries can benefit from each other's insights; England can learn from Wales’s emphasis on broader educational outcomes, while Wales must ensure that its new curriculum upholds rigour and promotes equality, especially in light of the recent declines in PISA scores. In conclusion, revising the curriculum and assessment by minimising high-stakes testing, valuing diverse skills and knowledge, and ensuring pathways for every learner will help establish a more equitable education system. 

Support and Intervention in Early Years 

Because disparities often emerge well before formal schooling begins, early childhood interventions are among the most effective strategies for promoting educational equity. Research indicates that cognitive development gaps are evident by the age of three. By the time children start school, those from disadvantaged backgrounds are, on average, 11 months behind their more affluent peers in vocabulary and other essential skills (Sutton Trust, 2014). Furthermore, half of the attainment gap observed at age eleven can be attributed to differences present at school entry, highlighting the significance of early intervention, which yields some of the highest returns on investment concerning later life outcomes and prevents inequality from becoming entrenched (Heckman, 2006; Sutton Trust, 2020).

One of New Labour’s flagship policies was the implementation of Sure Start Children’s Centres in the late 1990s (Bouchal & Norris, no date). Situated mainly in disadvantaged areas, these centres offered integrated or ‘joined up’ services ranging from childcare and early education to parenting classes and health services for families with children under the age of five. Access to Sure Start was associated with significant long-term benefits; children living near these centres achieved better educational outcomes at ages 7, 11, and 16 and experienced fewer hospitalisations during childhood, positively impacting both cognitive and physical development (Cattan et al, 2019). At its inception, the policy was intended to be rolled out nationally; however, Sure Start’s reach was substantially reduced following austerity cuts from 2010, with funding for the policy cut by nearly 60% between 2010 and 18, undermining its long-term effectiveness (IFS, 2019). Since 2021, Sure Start centres have been replaced by ‘Family Hubs’ and the ‘Start for Life’ programme, which aims to ‘join up and enhance services’ for the first 1,001 critical days (Department for Health and Social Care, 2023). While initial evaluations indicate positive outcomes in parental engagement and child development, the number of centres has declined, and funding for these initiatives is described as ‘precarious and high risk’ (Centre for Young Lives, 2025).

In Wales, early years support is primarily provided by Flying Start, a programme designed to address early disadvantages in the most disadvantaged communities. This initiative offers part-time childcare for children aged 2 to 3, enhanced health visiting services, language support, and parenting resources. Although evaluations have demonstrated positive results, challenges persist, including limited coverage and insufficient long-term data (Welsh Government, 2024). 

A significant policy in Wales is the ongoing provision of the Education Maintenance Allowance (EMA), a financial aid granted to low-income individuals aged 16 to 18 who are enrolled in full-time education. While the EMA was withdrawn in England in 2010, it remains in effect in Wales, where it plays a crucial role in encouraging post-compulsory participation and alleviating financial barriers for disadvantaged students (Welsh Government, 2024).

Both England and Wales recognise the importance of early childhood education in promoting long-term equity. England currently offers up to 30 hours of free childcare for 3 and 4-year-olds, while Wales is expanding its provision under the Childcare Offer for Wales (The Education Hub, 2025, Welsh Government, no date). However, challenges persist regarding accessibility and quality, particularly in deprived areas. In conclusion, sustained investment in the early years is a critical lever for reducing educational inequalities. Such policies should prioritise accessibility and quality, with a particular focus on reaching those most in need. If implemented effectively, early years intervention can serve as a cornerstone of a fairer, more inclusive education system. 

Inclusive Pedagogy and Educational Practices 

Inclusive pedagogy encompasses teaching methods and strategies that encourage participation and success for all students, particularly those from disadvantaged backgrounds. Bourdieu (1986) suggested that schools typically prioritise middle-class cultural standards, such as language and behaviour, to the detriment of working-class or minority students (Lawler et al, 2017). Educators can address this issue by incorporating multicultural materials, promoting bilingualism (as observed in Welsh schools), and recognising various definitions of intelligence (Furlong & Lunt, 2019). 

Research indicates that reflecting students’ identities within the curriculum enhances both engagement and achievement (Wilkinson & Pickett, 2009). The new curriculum in Wales includes elements of ethical citizenship and diversity, while England has introduced training for culturally responsive teaching (Williams et al., 2022). Effective evidence-based strategies for disadvantaged students comprise differentiated instruction, formative assessment, and targeted tutoring (EEF, 2020). Initiatives in both England and Wales are supported by the Pupil Premium and PDG funding systems (Welsh Government, 2024). 

Expectation plays an essential role. Educators often harbour unconscious biases, leading them to set lower expectations for students from disadvantaged backgrounds, which in turn reinforces underachievement (Major & Machin, 2018). Initiatives like Teach First and Teach First Cymru address this issue by placing qualified educators in schools that need them most. Furthermore, fostering inclusive environments through mentoring, restorative practices, and adaptable learning pathways helps to decrease exclusionary practices that disproportionately impact marginalised students (Gill et al., 2017). In summary, inclusive pedagogy and practices focus on deliberately shaping teaching and structuring school life to meet the needs of every child. By appreciating various types of knowledge and offering personalised support, schools can begin to mitigate the unequal advantages granted by social class disparities in cultural and social capital.

Tackling the Private Education Divide 

A significant structural disparity in British education is the private independent school sector, which enrols around 7% of pupils across the UK. However, 74% of senior judges and nearly one-third of MPs were educated privately, highlighting the overrepresentation of privately educated individuals in elite circles (Kynaston & Green, 2019). In England, 6.5% of children are enrolled in private schools, while only 2.5% of children in Wales attend these institutions (Welsh Government 2024).

Private schools provide numerous advantages, including small class sizes, enhanced curricula, state-of-the-art facilities, and robust alumni networks, all of which contribute to strengthening social capital (Gorard, 2019). However, access is limited due to high tuition fees, often exceeding £30,000 per year, which exacerbates educational segregation (Benn & Downs, 2015). This division restricts the social perspectives of both sectors, isolating privileged students and limiting the networks available to their less fortunate peers. Consequently, this reinforces the notion of a 'glass floor,’ preserving privilege and obstructing social mobility (IFS, 2023).

Criticism also centres on the status afforded to private schools, which receive tax relief despite minimal outreach. According to Adams (2025), less than 6% of fee income is allocated to means-tested bursaries. Policy shifts have begun: in 2025, VAT was applied to private school fees, and business rate relief was withdrawn, with proceeds intended for state school investment (Walker, 2025). Though popular with the public, some argue that the reforms do not go far enough and propose removing charitable status or mandating wider access through bursaries (Walker, 2024).

Partnership schemes, where private schools share resources with state schools, exist but are often tokenistic (Chavez, 2020). A more sustainable solution lies in enhancing the state sector so that parents feel less pressure to pursue private educational pathways. Success stories like the London Challenge demonstrate that, with sustained and targeted investment, state schools can achieve outcomes comparable to those of privately funded institutions (Barrs et al., 2014; Tomlinson, 2013). Furthermore, research indicates that when background factors are controlled, the advantages conferred by private education may be overstated and may not translate into better life outcomes (UCL, 2024). In sum, as long as a parallel system exists, complete equity will remain elusive; however, recent policies aimed at reducing the tax privileges of private schools demonstrate a political will to directly confront this structural inequality, fostering hopes of progress towards a fairer single-tier education system. 

Addressing Socioeconomic and Regional Disparities

Educational inequality often shows a distinct regional dimension. England and Wales display significant differences in opportunities and outcomes, with wealthier areas, such as the southeast of England and the Cardiff M4 corridor, performing better than post-industrial towns and rural regions in Wales (IFS, 2023; IWA, 2025). These disparities create a cycle of disadvantage, as poor school performance restricts access to higher education and skilled jobs, thus perpetuating deprivation. 

The ‘Opportunity Areas’ programme in England (2017) and the previous London Challenge (2003-11) illustrate the effectiveness of place-based initiatives. The London Challenge improved performance in struggling schools by fostering collaboration among schools, developing leadership, and utilising local data (Barrs et al., 2014; Tomlinson, 2013). From 2014 to 17, Wales tested a comparable initiative, Schools Challenge Cymru, aimed at 40 low-achieving schools in disadvantaged regions. While results varied, it underscored the necessity for region-specific support (Welsh Government, 2020).

Addressing regional disparities also means enhancing the broader socio-economic context surrounding schools. As Mohamed (2020) asserts, the education system operates on assumptions. It is assumed that each child who arrives at school will have had a good night's sleep, will have eaten breakfast, and that at least one parent will be attentive to their progress at school. However, these assumptions are often misplaced. Effective policies must include reducing child poverty, improving housing, and creating jobs in disadvantaged regions (McKnight & Cooper, 2021). In England, the ‘levelling-up’ agenda aimed to address these inequalities, but its educational impact has been limited so far (IFS, 2023). In Wales, where poverty affects approximately one in three children, the Welsh Government’s Equity In Education plan integrates poverty reduction into school policy, offering extra resources to schools in deprived communities (Welsh Government, 2024). 

Enhancing post-16 education and vocational options is essential. T-levels, designed as a technical alternative to A-levels in England, along with the expansion of apprenticeships in Wales, aim to provide credible alternatives to university, working to break the link between low academic performance and persistent economic decline (Thompson et al, 2020). Initiatives such as the Seren Academy in Wales also support high-achieving disadvantaged students, ensuring that potential is recognised regardless of geographic barriers.

In summary, tackling educational inequality necessitates coordinated and localised initiatives that channel extra resources, such as funding, skilled educators, and support services, into areas facing the greatest challenges. This approach aims to break the cycle of disadvantage and reduce the impact of postcode on educational opportunities.
3.3. Discussion Theme 2: The Myth of Meritocracy
As Bloodworth (2016, p.8) asserts ‘’Like universal suffrage and world peace, every politician in modern Britain purports to be in favour of meritocracy.’ Therefore, meritocracy is frequently viewed as the foundation of contemporary democratic societies, based on the belief that an individual's success is determined by their effort, talent, and achievements rather than their background. In the context of British education and policy,  meritocracy has long been viewed as a guiding principle for promoting social mobility. However, despite its rhetorical appeal, critics argue that meritocracy is not only flawed but also a myth that obscures more profound social inequalities that continue to favour the privileged. This discussion examines whether meritocracy truly facilitates social mobility in England and Wales, or whether it functions as a fallacy that perpetuates entrenched disadvantage.

Social mobility refers to the movement of groups or individuals within a social hierarchy and can be intergenerational, intragenerational, or structural (Holyfield, 2010). Education has been regarded as the primary vehicle for promoting mobility and a means to achieve equality of opportunity since the late 1990s (Thompson, 2019). However, research by the Institute for Fiscal Studies (IFS, 2023) indicates that intergenerational mobility in the UK has stagnated. Children from low-income households now encounter greater barriers to advancement than any generation over the past 40 years (IFS, 2023; Sutton Trust, 2024).

Transforming Britain into a meritocracy is a contemporary political obsession (Bloodworth, 2016). Meritocracy implies a level playing field where hard work and ability dictate success, yet its practical application reveals significant flaws. Structural barriers such as socio-economic status, cultural background, and geographical location remain systemic obstacles to social advancement. Bourdieu’s (1986) theory of capital highlights how educational attainment is influenced not only by effort and intelligence but also by the cultural and social resources that students possess. For instance, standardised tests like the SAT, intended to level the playing field, often correlate with socioeconomic factors, favouring wealthier students and perpetuating a cycle where the privileged continue to benefit from a system that claims to reward merit. In contrast, those from less affluent backgrounds continue to face systemic barriers (Samuels, 2017). Later in life, the ‘brown shoes effect’ (Major & Machin) illustrates how working-class students may be excluded from elite roles not for lack of merit but for failing to conform to middle-class norms of behaviour and dress. Thus, meritocracy becomes a convenient narrative to justify existing inequalities rather than dismantle them (Lawler et al, 2017). 

Critics contend that meritocracy is fundamentally flawed by pointing to Critical Race Theory (CRT), which highlights the structural and historical inequalities inherent in society. According to CRT, systemic racism and inequality are not isolated incidents; rather, they are ingrained in institutions like education (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017). In this light, meritocracy acts as an ideological smokescreen, masking persistent racial and class hierarchies while falsely promoting fairness. Therefore, it overlooks the reality that marginalised students frequently encounter stacked disadvantages, such as unequal school funding, biased disciplinary practices, and limited access to prestigious academic paths (Ladson-Billings 2006). 

Even when students from disadvantaged or ethnic minority backgrounds succeed academically, research shows they remain less likely to secure high-status professional positions. Credential inflation has led to an increasing number of students attaining degrees; however, it is only those with the right social cues and networks who can convert their qualifications into elite job opportunities (Lawler et al., 2017). For example, Black Caribbean and Pakistani graduates in the UK experience employment gaps despite having similar qualifications (Platt & Zuccotti, 2021). Likewise, intersectional challenges persist for women of colour, especially those from working-class backgrounds, who face systemic obstacles to career progression (Crenshaw 1989, Budoki & Goldthorpe, 2018). These trends reinforce the idea that meritocracy favours conformity to prevailing norms while disadvantaging those whose identities differ from white middle-class standards and expectations. This aligns with Bourdieu’s (1986) claim that educational success is not solely based on individual merit but also on the ability to comprehend, navigate, and embody dominant cultural capital. 

Credentialism, where qualifications are regarded as symbols of competence rather than as tangible skills, further advantages those who can afford an elite education due to their emphasis on selectivity and academic achievement. (Gorard, 2019, UCL, 2024) Private schools cater to only 7% of the UK's population, yet their graduates occupy significant roles in politics and business (Kynaston & Green, 2019). 71% of senior judges and 44% of those on the Sunday Times Rich List attended fee-charging schools. Moreover, nearly half of newspaper columnists and a quarter of BBC executives are products of private education. Even the music industry, which once represented working-class authenticity, is now increasingly influenced by the privileged. A 2011 study by the music magazine The Word revealed that 60% of UK chart-topping acts were either privately educated or from exclusive state schools (Bloodworth, 2016 ). This is important because it shows that private schools provide not only academic benefits but also connect students to influential networks and foster a sense of entitlement, thus maintaining privilege under the guise of merit.  Bloodworth (2016,p.55) contends that the ‘exclusivity of the elite is perhaps most glaring in politics’ and warns that diminishing social mobility in politics may ultimately have serious repercussions. Bloodworth (2016) argues that the public's growing disengagement from politics stems from the scarcity of politicians representing the working class in this country, which fosters feelings of alienation and makes individuals more likely to support populist electoral candidates who seem to resonate with the man in the street (Bloodworth,2016). A further point is that private schools benefit from tax exemptions due to their charitable status, effectively utilising public funds to support institutions that perpetuate inequality (Adams, 2025). Therefore, rather than equalising opportunities, private education strengthens a two-tier system where merit frequently stems from privilege. 

The education systems in England and Wales both assert their commitment to ensuring equality of opportunity, which is a core aspect of meritocracy. Nonetheless, both frameworks demonstrate how policy mechanisms can perpetuate inequality while claiming to be fair. England's centralised, high-pressure assessment method relies on the idea that objective evaluations can recognise and reward talent. However, studies indicate that these systems tend to favour students with access to extra tutoring and cultural resources, typically restricted to middle and upper-class families (Furlong & Lunt, 2019). Moreover, the use of league tables, grammar school selection, and early academic streaming further erodes the idea of equal beginnings. 

In contrast, Wales has adopted a more inclusive, holistic educational approach that prioritises well-being and comprehensive education. Although this model aims to foster a fairer system, it continues to face challenges such as regional deprivation, varying degrees of implementation, and limited resources (Sibieta, 2024).  Both systems perpetuate the myth of meritocracy through formal equality of opportunity; everyone takes the same exam or attends the same classes, but significant disparities in social background, funding, and support structures lead to unequal outcomes. This sustains the misconception that success is based on individual effort rather than the cumulative influence of structural advantages or disadvantages.

Whilst meritocracy is a powerful and appealing concept, it fails to account for the systemic and cultural factors that shape educational and economic outcomes. The idea that talent and effort alone dictate successful outcomes is contradicted by evidence of persistent privilege, reinforced by cultural capital, private education and unequal regional investment and development. For education to truly serve as a vehicle for social mobility, broader reforms targeting poverty, discrimination, and structural inequality would go some way to level the playing field.

Moreover, beyond structural barriers, the myth of meritocracy inflicts a psychological burden on those it excludes. Individuals from disadvantaged or minority backgrounds who achieve educational success often experience ‘impostor syndrome’ and a sense of cultural dislocation in elite academic or professional environments. This suggests that success does not erase inequality but amplifies a feeling of not belonging (Markovits, 2019). Meanwhile, those who fail to advance in an ostensibly meritocratic society may internalise failure, attributing a lack of progress to personal inadequacies rather than structural disadvantage, which undermines well-being and social cohesion (Markovits, 2019).

By concealing these disadvantages behind the guise of equal opportunity, meritocracy not only justifies current inequalities but also significantly undermines the idea of shared responsibility in tackling these disparities. This framing enables systems of privilege and power to persist, effectively evading accountability for the systemic issues at hand. Until we are prepared to confront the deeper social and emotional realities that underlie academic scores, job titles, and social standings, the promise of a genuinely fair and mobile society will remain unfulfilled. Genuine meritocracy requires not only equal access to education but also the complete removal of various barriers that determine who truly belongs in the educational and professional spheres, who manages to thrive within them, and who gets left behind. It is essential to engage in a critical examination of these barriers, recognising the nuanced ways they impact individuals from diverse backgrounds and contribute to a cycle of inequality that appears almost intractable. Only through such a commitment to understanding and dismantling these impediments can an environment be fostered where talent and hard work lead to genuine opportunities for all, regardless of their starting point in life. Without this fundamental change, the principles of merit and equality will continue to be overshadowed by the blunt realities of an uneven playing field.
3.4. Conclusion

This discussion has critically examined the complex and entrenched barriers to social mobility within the education system in England and Wales. While education is often idealised as a pathway to equality, the evidence presented here suggests that it frequently reproduces rather than disrupts social inequity. Factors such as unequal school funding, curriculum design, early years disadvantage, and the continued dominance of private education all serve to entrench socioeconomic disparities. Moreover, the myth of meritocracy obscures these systemic issues, shifting the responsibility for inequality away from institutions and onto individuals. 

Although promising reforms exist, such as the Curriculum for Wales, targeted funding, and inclusive pedagogy, these are often undermined by structural inequalities, limited resources, and political constraints. Addressing these challenges requires coordinated long-term strategies that extend beyond the education system to tackle the root causes of disadvantage. 

The following section will provide a comprehensive conclusion to this research and outline a series of evidence-based recommendations designed to enhance the role of education in fostering a more socially mobile and equitable society.
4. Conclusion and Recommendations 
This dissertation aims to examine the extent to which education serves as a vehicle for social mobility in England and Wales. Through a critical literature-based analysis, it has become evident that while education possesses the potential to promote upward mobility, systemic barriers significantly limit this function. These barriers are entrenched in social class, geographic inequality and institutional practices that reinforce rather than disrupt intergenerational disadvantage.

Despite ongoing political rhetoric surrounding meritocracy, evidence shows that both England and Wales continue to experience stagnation in intergenerational mobility. Family background remains a significant determinant of educational and economic outcomes. While the idea of meritocracy is politically attractive, it overlooks the uneven distribution of cultural and social capital that influences students' experiences and achievements within the education system. 

This dissertation has demonstrated that although initiatives like the Pupil Premium and Curriculum for Wales aim to combat inequality, they often fall short due to inconsistent application, inadequate funding, and a failure to tackle structural causes such as poverty and housing instability. Likewise, early years programmes, while successful in closing the attainment gap, have suffered under austerity measures and restricted reach.

Comparative insights from the Welsh and English education systems highlight their differing philosophies: Wales emphasises inclusivity, well-being, and holistic development, whereas England follows a more centralised, standardised, and metric-driven approach. Nonetheless, both systems perpetuate inequalities via academic selection, uneven regional resources, and private education systems that sustain class advantages.

Furthermore, the private education sector’s considerable influence, referred to as the 7% problem, undermines the basis of fair competition. Despite recent tax reforms, such as the introduction of VAT on fees, the broader structural inequalities perpetuated by elite schooling remain unchallenged. These issues, combined with regional deprivation, digital exclusion, and post-pandemic learning loss, reinforce the cycle of disadvantage and blunt education's capacity to act as a genuine lever of opportunity.

For education to truly foster social mobility, reforms need to go beyond the classroom. They should encompass the entire ecosystem in which young people develop and acquire knowledge, starting from early childhood through higher education and into their careers. The subsequent recommendations aim to aid in achieving this transformation:

Recommendations

Prioritise Early Years Investment:

Restore and expand early intervention programmes such as Sure Start and Flying Start. 

Ensure universal access to high-quality childcare, particularly in areas of disadvantage. 

Fund wraparound services including health, nutrition, and parental support.

Reform School Funding Mechanisms:

Increase and ring-fence poverty-targeted funding (Pupil Premium and PDG).

Enhance funding transparency and ensure accountability in resource usage. 

Revise the National Funding Formula to address regional disparities more effectively.

Tackle the Private Education Divide:

Further tax private schools’ fees and remove charitable status unless schools meet strict public benefit criteria.

Expand meaningful partnership schemes between private and state schools.

Invest in state sector quality to reduce parental reliance on private provision.

Modernise Curriculum and Assessment:

Move away from high-stakes testing towards inclusive, skill-based and formative assessment.

Embed diverse knowledge systems and ethical citizenship within the curriculum.

Ensure the Curriculum for Wales maintains rigour while promoting equity.

Address Structural Inequalities through Whole System Reform:

Align educational reform with broader poverty reduction, housing, and targeted welfare strategies.

Embed equity within regional regeneration strategies and invest in local educational initiatives programmes. 

Expand vocational pathways (T-levels, apprenticeships) with parity of esteem alongside academic routes.

Strengthen the Teaching Workforce:

Offer incentives for teachers to work in disadvantaged areas.

Enhance teacher training on inclusive pedagogy and unconscious bias.

Promote diverse recruitment to reflect student demographics.

Support Post-16 Progression:

Maintain and expand financial support schemes, such as the Education Maintenance Allowance in Wales. 

Provide targeted university access and support for first-generation students. 

Address credential inflation by recognising experience and diverse qualifications in employment.
In summary, education can be a vehicle for social mobility, but only when it is embedded in equity-driven policies. This dissertation concludes that systemic reform, not piecemeal isolated intervention, is paramount. Without a genuine commitment to tackling poverty, regional disparity, and elitism in education, mobility will remain a myth for many.  
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Statistical date from sources ONS and the Sutton Trust and datasets that demonstrate trends in income inequality, property ownership and mobility markers.

 Media and public discourse- by examining media coverage to understand societal attitudes towards wealth transfer and inequality to explore broader societal narratives. 

The research critically engage with the literature and draw thematic conclusions but undertaking the following steps:

Thematic analysis to identify reoccurring themes such as the relationship between wealth transfer and inequality, barriers to social mobility caused by inherited wealth and the effectiveness of social policies in addressing inequalities. 

Comparative Analysis

To compare different theoretical perspectives on wealth transfer and social mobility- e.g. comparing neoliberal perspectives to redistributive perspectives. Furthermore, to compare UK policies and outcomes with those of other countries that have high levels of social mobility- Nordic countries? 

Historical Analysis

Understand how wealth transfer and social mobility trends in the UK have evolved- key periods- post-war social reforms, Thatcherism, Austerity. 

Critical policy analysis

Evaluate and understand how specific polices such as inheritance tax thresholds or housing policies have influenced wealth inequality and mobility. Assess gaps between polices intentions and income. 



	7
	(this box should expand as you type)


	
	Location of research activity

Library, university, home. 

	8
	Place of residence and University.
(this box should expand as you type)

	
	Research activity outside of the UK

If research activity will take place overseas, you are responsible for ensuring that local ethical considerations are complied with and that the relevant permissions are sought. Specify any local guidelines (e.g. from local professional associations/learned societies/universities) that exist and whether these involve any ethical stipulations beyond those usual in the UK (provide details of any licenses or permissions required). Also specify whether there are any specific ethical issues raised by the local context in which the research activity is taking place, for example, particular cultural and/or legal sensitivities or vulnerabilities of participants. If you live in the country where you will do the research then please state this.

	9
	Not Applicable
(this box should expand as you type)


	10
	Use of documentation not in the public domain: Are any documents NOT publicly available? 


	NO
	☒

	
	
	YES
	☐

	11
	If Yes, please provide details here of how you will gain access to specific documentation that is not in the public domain and that this is in accordance with the current data protection law of the country in question and that of England and Wales.

(this box should expand as you type)


	
	Does your research relate to one or more of the seven aims of the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015?
	YES
	NO

	12
	A prosperous Wales
	☐
	☒

	13
	A resilient Wales
	☐
	☒

	14
	A healthier Wales
	☐
	☒

	15
	A more equal Wales
	☒
	☐

	16
	A Wales of cohesive communities
	☒
	☐

	17
	A Wales of vibrant culture and thriving Welsh language
	☐
	☒

	18
	A globally responsible Wales
	☐
	☒

	19
	If YES to any of the above, please give details:

	
	The research will examine issues of inequality and ways to address them. 

(this box should expand as you type)


SECTION F: Scope of Research Activity

	
	Will the research activity include:
	YES
	NO

	1
	Use of a questionnaire or similar research instrument?
	☐
	☒

	2
	Use of interviews?
	☐
	☒

	3
	Use of focus groups?
	☐
	☒

	4
	Use of participant diaries? 
	☐
	☒

	5
	Use of video or audio recording?
	☐
	☒

	6
	Use of computer-generated log files?
	☐
	☒

	7
	Participant observation with their knowledge?
	☐
	☒

	8
	Participant observation without their knowledge?
	☐
	☒

	9
	Access to personal or confidential information without the participants’ specific consent?
	☐
	☒

	10
	Administration of any questions, test stimuli, presentation that may be experienced as physically, mentally or emotionally harmful / offensive?
	☐
	☒

	11
	Performance of any acts which may cause embarrassment or affect self-esteem?
	☐
	☒

	12
	Investigation of participants involved in illegal activities?
	☐
	☒

	13
	Use of procedures that involve deception?
	☐
	☒

	14
	Administration of any substance, agent or placebo?
	☐
	☒

	15
	Working with live vertebrate animals?
	☐
	☒

	16
	Procedures that may have a negative impact on the environment?
	☐
	☒

	17
	Other primary data collection methods. Please indicate the type of data collection method(s) below.
	☐
	☒

	
	Details of any other primary data collection method:

(this box should expand as you type)
	
	


If NO to every question, then the research activity is (ethically) low risk and may be exempt from some of the following sections (please refer to Guidance Notes).

If YES to any question, then no research activity should be undertaken until full ethical approval has been obtained. 

SECTION G: Intended Participants

If there are no participants then do not complete this section, but go directly to section H.

	
	Who are the intended participants:
	YES
	NO

	1
	Students or staff at the University?
	☐
	☐

	2
	Adults (over the age of 18 and competent to give consent)?
	☐
	☐

	3
	Vulnerable adults?
	☐
	☐

	4
	Children and Young People under the age of 18? (Consent from Parent, Carer or Guardian will be required)
	☐
	☐

	5
	Prisoners?
	☐
	☐

	6
	Young offenders?
	☐
	☐

	7
	Those who could be considered to have a particularly dependent relationship with the investigator or a gatekeeper?
	☐
	☐

	8
	People engaged in illegal activities?
	☐
	☐

	9
	Others. Please indicate the participants below, and specifically any group who may be unable to give consent.


	☐
	☐

	
	Details of any other participant groups:

(this box should expand as you type)
	
	


	
	Participant numbers and source

Provide an estimate of the expected number of participants. How will you identify participants and how will they be recruited? 

	10
	How many participants are expected?


	(this box should expand as you type)

	11
	Who will the participants be?


	(this box should expand as you type)

	12
	How will you identify the participants?
	(this box should expand as you type)


	
	Information for participants:
	YES
	NO
	N/A

	13
	Will you describe the main research procedures to participants in advance, so that they are informed about what to expect?
	☐
	☐
	☐

	14
	Will you tell participants that their participation is voluntary?
	☐
	☐
	☐

	15
	Will you obtain written consent for participation?
	☐
	☐
	☐

	16
	Will you explain to participants that refusal to participate in the research will not affect their treatment or education (if relevant)?
	☐
	☐
	☐

	17
	If the research is observational, will you ask participants for their consent to being observed?
	☐
	☐
	☐

	18
	Will you tell participants that they may withdraw from the research at any time and for any reason?
	☐
	☐
	☐

	19
	With questionnaires, will you give participants the option of omitting questions they do not want to answer?
	☐
	☐
	☐

	20
	Will you tell participants that their data will be treated with full confidentiality and that, if published, it will not be identifiable as theirs?
	☐
	☐
	☐

	21
	Will you debrief participants at the end of their participation, in a way appropriate to the type of research undertaken?
	☐
	☐
	☐

	22
	If NO to any of above questions, please give an explanation 

	
	(this box should expand as you type)


	
	Information for participants:
	YES
	NO
	N/A

	24
	Will participants be paid?
	☐
	☐
	☐

	25
	Is specialist electrical or other equipment to be used with participants?
	☐
	☐
	☐

	26
	Are there any financial or other interests to the investigator or University arising from this study?
	☐
	☐
	☐

	27
	Will the research activity involve deliberately misleading participants in any way, or the partial or full concealment of the specific study aims?
	☐
	☐
	☐

	28
	If YES to any question, please provide full details 

	
	(this box should expand as you type)


SECTION H: Anticipated Risks

	Outline any anticipated risks that may adversely affect any of the participants, the researchers and/or the University, and the steps that will be taken to address them. 

If you have completed a full risk assessment (for example as required by a laboratory, or external research collaborator) you may append that to this form.  
	

	1
	Full risk assessment completed and appended? 
	Yes 
	☐

	
	
	No
	☒

	2
	Risks to participants
For example: sector-specific health & safety, emotional distress, financial disclosure, physical harm, transfer of personal data, sensitive organisational information

	
	Risk to participants:

Not applicable
(this box should expand as you type)
	How you will mitigate the risk to participants:

(this box should expand as you type)

	3
	If research activity may include sensitive, embarrassing or upsetting topics (e.g. sexual activity, drug use) or issues likely to disclose information requiring further action (e.g. criminal activity), give details of the procedures to deal with these issues, including any support/advice (e.g. helpline numbers) to be offered to participants. Note that where applicable, consent procedures should make it clear that if something potentially or actually illegal is discovered in the course of a project, it may need to be disclosed to the proper authorities

	
	Not applicable
(this box should expand as you type)

	4
	Risks to the investigator
For example: personal health & safety, physical harm, emotional distress, risk of accusation of harm/impropriety, conflict of interest

	
	Risk to the investigator:

May encounter distressing material during research. 
(this box should expand as you type)
	How you will mitigate the risk to the investigator:

Will take appropriate steps to maintain my well-being and have regular check-ins with my supervisor. Will access appropriate organisations/ services if required. 
(this box should expand as you type)

	5
	University/institutional risks
For example: adverse publicity, financial loss, data protection

	
	Risk to the University:

Reputational damage 
(this box should expand as you type)
	How you will mitigate the risk to the University:

Proper citation and acknowledgment of all sources. Objective and balanced analysis of a diverse range of perspectives. 

Will seek guidance from my Supervisor
(this box should expand as you type)

	6
	Environmental risks
For example: accidental spillage of pollutants, damage to local ecosystems

	
	Risk to the environment:

(this box should expand as you type)
	How you will mitigate the risk to environment:

not applicable 
(this box should expand as you type)


	
	Disclosure and Barring Service

	
	If the research activity involves children or vulnerable adults, a Disclosure and Barring Service (DBS) certificate must be obtained before any contact with such participants.
	YES


	NO


	N/A



	7
	Does your research require you to hold a current DBS Certificate?
	☐
	☐
	☒

	8
	If YES, please give the certificate number. If the certificate number is not available please write “Pending”; in this case any ethical approval will be subject to providing the appropriate certificate number.
	


SECTION I: Feedback, Consent and Confidentiality

	1
	Feedback
What de-briefing and feedback will be provided to participants, how will this be done and when? 

	
	Not applicable
(this box should expand as you type)

	2
	Informed consent
Describe the arrangements to inform potential participants, before providing consent, of what is involved in participating. Describe the arrangements for participants to provide full consent before data collection begins. If gaining consent in this way is inappropriate, explain how consent will be obtained and recorded in accordance with prevailing data protection legislation.

	
	Not applicable
(this box should expand as you type)

	3
	Confidentiality / Anonymity

Set out how anonymity of participants and confidentiality will be ensured in any outputs. If anonymity is not being offered, explain why this is the case. 

	
	Not applicable
(this box should expand as you type)


SECTION J: Data Protection and Storage

	
	Does the research activity involve personal data (as defined by the General Data Protection Regulation 2016 “GDPR” and the Data Protection Act 2018 “DPA”)?
	YES
	NO

	1
	“Personal data” means any information relating to an identified or identifiable natural person (‘data subject’). An identifiable natural person is one who can be identified, directly or indirectly, in particular by reference to an identifier such as a name, an identification number, location data, an online identifier or to one or more factors specific to the physical, physiological, genetic, mental, economic, cultural or social identity of that natural person. Any video or audio recordings of participants is considered to be personal data.
	☐
	(

	
	If YES, provide a description of the data and explain why this data needs to be collected:

	2
	(this box should expand as you type)

	
	Does it involve special category data (as defined by the GDPR)?
	YES
	NO

	3
	“Special category data” means sensitive personal data consisting of information as to the data subjects’ –
(a) racial or ethnic origin,
(b) political opinions,
(c ) religious beliefs or other beliefs of a similar nature,
(d) membership of a trade union (within the meaning of the Trade Union and Labour Relations (Consolidation) Act 1992),
(e) physical or mental health or condition,
(f) sexual life,
(g) genetics,
(h) biometric data (as used for ID purposes),
	☐
	(

	
	If YES, provide a description of the special category data and explain why this data needs to be collected:

	4
	(this box should expand as you type)



	Will data from the research activity (collected data, drafts of the thesis, or materials for publication) be stored in any of the following ways?
	YES
	NO
	

	5
	Manual files (i.e. in paper form)?
	☒
	☐

	6
	University computers?
	☐
	☒

	7
	Private company computers?
	☐
	☒

	8
	Home or other personal computers?
	☒
	☐

	9
	Laptop computers/ CDs/ Portable disk-drives/ memory sticks?
	☐
	☒

	10
	“Cloud” storage or websites?
	☒
	☐

	11
	Other – specify:


	☐
	☒

	12
	For all stored data, explain the measures in place to ensure the security of the data collected, data confidentiality, including details of backup procedures, password protection, encryption, anonymisation and pseudonymisation:

	
	All data will be password protected on personal computer. Manual files will be published articles and other materials in the public domain.

(this box should expand as you type)


	
	Data Protection

	
	Will the research activity involve any of the following activities:
	YES
	NO

	13
	Electronic transfer of data in any form?
	☒
	☐

	14
	Sharing of data with others at the University outside of the immediate research team?
	☐
	☒

	15
	Sharing of data with other organisations?
	☐
	☒

	16
	Export of data outside the UK or importing of data from outside the UK?
	☐
	☒

	17
	Use of personal addresses, postcodes, faxes, emails or telephone numbers?
	☐
	☒

	18
	Publication of data that might allow identification of individuals?
	☐
	☒

	19
	Use of data management system?
	☐
	☒

	20
	Data archiving?
	☐
	☒

	21
	If YES to any question, please provide full details, explaining how this will be conducted in accordance with the GDPR and Data Protection Act (2018) (and any international equivalents, where appropriate):

	
	Copies of Dissertation  drafts will be exchanged using Password protected UWTSD email accounts.

Data will be transferred between student and Supervisor using password protected University emails

(this box should expand as you type)

	22
	List all who will have access to the data generated by the research activity:

	
	Student Researcher

Supervisor

Second Marker

External Examiner

(this box should expand as you type)

	23
	List who will have control of, and act as custodian(s) for, data generated by the research activity:

	
	Student Researcher

(this box should expand as you type)

	24
	Give details of data storage arrangements, including security measures in place to protect the data, where data will be stored, how long for, and in what form. Will data be archived – if so how and if not why not.  

	
	All data will be password protected on the researcher’s personal computer.

(this box should expand as you type)

	25
	Please indicate if your data will be stored in the UWTSD Research Data Repository (see https://researchdata.uwtsd.ac.uk/ ).   If so please explain. (Most relevant to academic staff) 

	
	Not applicable

(this box should expand as you type)

	26
	Confirm that you have read the UWTSD guidance on data management (see https://www.uwtsd.ac.uk/library/research-data-management/)
	YES
	☒

	27
	Confirm that you are aware that you need to keep all data until after your research has completed or the end of your funding
	YES
	☒


SECTION K: Declaration

	
	The information which I have provided is correct and complete to the best of my knowledge. I have attempted to identify any risks and issues related to the research activity and acknowledge my obligations and the rights of the participants.

In submitting this application I hereby confirm that I undertake to ensure that the above named research activity will meet the University’s Research Ethics and Integrity Code of Practice which is published on the website: https://www.uwtsd.ac.uk/research/research-ethics/ 

	1
	Signature of applicant:
	A C Neyland
	Date: 21.1.25



21.01.25
For STUDENT Submissions:

	2
	Director of Studies/Supervisor:
	Ken Dicks
	Date: 22/01/2025

	3
	Signature:
	[image: image3.png]




	


For STAFF Submissions:

	4
	Academic Director/ Assistant Dean:
	
	Date:

	5
	Signature:
	
	


	Checklist: Please complete the checklist below to ensure that you have completed the form according to the guidelines and attached any required documentation:

☒
	I have read the guidance notes supplied before completing the form.

	☒
	I have completed ALL RELEVANT sections of the form in full.

	☒
	I confirm that the research activity has received approval in principle

	☐
	I have attached a copy of final/interim approval from external organisation (where appropriate)

	☐
	I have attached a full risk assessment (where appropriate)  ONLY TICK IF YOU HAVE ATTACHED A FULL RISK ASSESSMENT

	☒
	I understand that it is my responsibility to ensure that the above named research activity will meet the University’s Research Ethics and Integrity Code of Practice.

	☐
	I understand that before commencing data collection all documents aimed at respondents (including information sheets, consent forms, questionnaires, interview schedules etc.) must be confirmed by the DoS/Supervisor, module tutor or Academic Director.


	RESEARCH STUDENTS ONLY

Once complete, submit this form via the MyTSD Doctoral College Portal at (https://mytsd.uwtsd.ac.uk).



	RESEARCH STAFF ONLY

All communications relating to this application during its processing must be in writing and emailed to pgresearch@uwtsd.ac.uk , with the title ‘Ethical Approval’ followed by your name.



	STUDENTS ON UNDERGRADUATE OR TAUGHT MASTERS PROGRAMMES should submit this form (and receive the outcome) via systems explained to you by the supervisor/module leader.


5.2.  Appendix2: Proposal
	
	
	


Institute of Education and Humanities/

Yr Athrofa Addysg a’r Dyniaethau

MA Dissertation Approval Form/

Ffurflen Gymeradwyo Traethawd Hir MA

ECGE7002Q/ECED7010 

	Student Name/ Enw Myfyriwr
	Alison Neyland

	Degree Scheme/ Cynllun Gradd
	MA Equity and Diversity in Society 

	Start date/ Dyddiad cychwyn
	
	End Date / 

Dyddiad TBC
	30.05.2025


	Title of Dissertation/Teitl eich Traethawd Hir



	Advancing Opportunity or Cementing Advantage? Examining the Role of Education in Shaping Social Mobility in the UK. 



	Research Question/Cwestiwn Ymchwil



	Research Question

What impact does education have on social mobility in the UK? 



	Aims and Objectives/Nodau ac Amcanion



	Understanding the mechanisms of wealth transfer- examine how wealth is passed down between generations and exploring the role of inherited wealth in maintaining or widening class divides.
Assessing its impact on social mobility- how the concentration of wealth in certain families or groups affects opportunities for upward mobility for those without advantage. 
Evaluating social policy interventions- investigate historical, existing and proposed polices aimed at addressing wealth inequality and improving social mobility. 


	Outline of your Dissertation/ Amlinelliad o'ch Traethawd Hir

	To understand public perceptions and attitudes- explore societal attitudes towards inherited wealth and its perceived fairness. Analyse public opinion on policy responses aimed at redistributing wealth to promote equality.

Propose recommendations for social policy reform- develop policy recommendations to address inequality that stem from wealth transfer.

Suggest strategies for enhancing social mobility and reducing class entrenchment- education, housing, tax reforms.

To contextualize the findings historically and comparatively, compare trends with other countries that have high levels of social mobility- e.g., Nordic countries. Scandinavia? Trace the historical development of wealth inequality and its implications for social mobility over time. 



	Methodology

	Research Design
This research will adopt a qualitative literature-based methodology, to analyse existing academic literature, policy documents and statistical reports that relate to intergenerational wealth transfer and social mobility in the UK. The study will rely upon secondary data and textual analysis to synthesise data from a range of sources. 

Data Collection
The research will involve systematic reviews of the following literature:

Journal articles, books and reports that address theories of wealth inequality, studies on intergenerational wealth transfer, its economics and social impact. 

Historical and contemporary trends in UK social mobility-policy documents and reports, HM Revenue reports on inheritance tax, “levelling Up’ policy documents’, and review reports from think tanks and organisations such as the Joseph Rowntree Foundation and the Institute for Fiscal Studies. 

Statistical date from sources ONS and the Sutton Trust and datasets that demonstrate trends in income inequality, property ownership and mobility markers.

 Media and public discourse- by examining media coverage to understand societal attitudes towards wealth transfer and inequality to explore broader societal narratives. 

Data Analysis
The research will employ qualitative content analysis to critically engage with the literature and draw thematic conclusions but undertaking the following steps:

Thematic analysis to identify reoccurring themes such as the relationship between wealth transfer and inequality, barriers to social mobility caused by inherited wealth and the effectiveness of social policies in addressing inequalities. 

Comparative Analysis

To compare different theoretical perspectives on wealth transfer and social mobility- e.g. comparing neoliberal perspectives to redistributive perspectives. Furthermore, to compare UK policies and outcomes with those of other countries that have high levels of social mobility- Nordic countries? 

Historical Analysis

Understand how wealth transfer and social mobility trends in the UK have evolved- key periods- post-war social reforms, Thatcherism, Austerity. 

Critical policy analysis

Evaluate and understand how specific polices such as inheritance tax thresholds or housing policies have influenced wealth inequality and mobility. Assess gaps between polices intentions and income. 



	Short Introductory Bibliography: Llyfryddiaeth rhagarweiniol byr



	Major, L.E., and Machin, S. (2018) Social Mobility and its Enemies. Penguin. London.

Monbiot, G., and Hutchinson, P. (2024) The Invisible Doctrine. The Secret History of Neoliberalism. Penguin. London

Wilkinson, R., and Pickett. K. (2009) The Spirit Level. Why Equality is Better for Everyone. Penguin. London.

Dorling, D. (2015). Injustice. Why Social Inequality Still Persists. Policy Press. Bristol. 



	Proposed Supervisor/Goruchwyliwr awgrymedig



	


The above topic, proposal, and supervisor have been agreed:  

Cytunwyd ar y pwnc, y cynnig a'r goruchwyliwr uchod:

Signed : Ken Dicks

Supervisor

Date/Dyddiau: 04/02/202
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