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Inequality is a pervasive societal problem and is the focus of a wealth of sociological research (Chancel et al., 2022; Dev, 2017; Hurst, Gibbon, and Nurse, 2016). Despite global poverty and between-country inequality declining in recent years (Lakner, et al., 2022; Niño‐Zarazúa, Roope, & Tarp, 2017; Wietzke, 2020), within-country inequality has increased (Clark, 2023; Ravallion, 2018; Sauter, Grether, & Mathys, 2016). Whilst billionaires capitalised on the pandemic (Popcevski, 2022; Yadavendu, 2023), increasing their wealth at a rate 2.5-3 times that of their countries (Remington, 2023, pp.39), those from lower socioeconomic backgrounds experienced increased hardship due to job insecurity and income loss (Adams-Prassl et al., 2020; Blundell, 2020; Crossley et al., 2021; Witteveen, 2020). These studies demonstrate within-country inequality is prevalent globally, but some researchers suggest the UK is the most unequal European country (Blundell et al., 2022; Dorling, 2023, 2024; Giupponi, & Machin, 2024; McCann, 2020). This this essay will explore inequality in a UK setting, defining key terms relating to inequality and social class and discussing class inequality within the UK education system in terms of the evidence, impact, and interventions.
Social inequality is defined as patterned differences between social actors in terms of their access to resources, services, opportunities, and societal positions in line with social identities, such as race, gender, or class (Binelli, Loveless, & Whitefield, 2015; Blackburn, 2008; Hoffman, 2008; Höivik, 1971). Social inequality is divided into two categories: inequality of opportunity and inequality of outcome (Arneson, 1989; Bourguignon, 2018;  Lefranc, Pistolesi, & Trannoy, 2008; Roemer, 2002). To understand these concepts, it is pertinent to consider the antithetical terms: equality of outcome and equality of opportunity. Equality refers to total consistency where everyone receives identical treatment and resources regardless of differences (Bronfenbrenner, 1973; Minow, 2021). Equality of outcome refers to those who expend equal effort gaining the same valued resource, for example, equal pay for the same job (Aoki, Yomogida, & Matsumoto, 2015; Ramos & Van de Gaer, 2016). Equality of opportunity, on the other hand, refers to one’s right to the same experiences or resources as others regardless of social identity, for example, equal right to vote (Aoki et al., 2015; Murshed, 2022). To achieve a comprehensive understanding, equity must also be considered. Whereas equality is concerned with the sameness of treatment, regardless of differences, equity is concerned with fair treatment, based on need and inclusivity, for example, someone with a learning disability receiving extra time in exams (Espinoza, 2007; Minow, 2021; Wolbring & Nguyen, 2023). 
As can be seen from the complexities of the definitions, inequality is a broad subject (Barreiro & Wainryb, 2023; Nolan, Richiardi, & Valenzuela, 2019; Sen, 2006). Therefore, this essay will focus on social class inequality within the education sector. This requires an understanding of social class. Marxism and Weberianism are two prominent theories discussing social class (Saunders, 2006; Weiß, 2017). Marxism suggests class is the root of all inequality and society is divided into two classes, the Bourgeoise, who own the means of production, and the Proletariat, the lower-class labourers exploited for profit (Marx & Engels, 1967; Saunders, 2006).  It is often suggested that within Marxism class is an economic concept alone, and this is considered reductionist (McLennan, 1996; Mouzelis, 1988; Panday, 1983; Saunders, 2006). However, Marxism proposes that in addition to economic control, the Bourgeoise have ideological control, as the dominant culture is embedded into societal institutions (Althusser, 2011; Marx & Engels, 2011). Therefore, despite criticisms, the Marxist definition of class does consider interwoven factors within class, such as power and control. Weberianism built on this, suggesting inequality stems from three independent but interacting factors: economics, status, and party (Collins, 1986; Saunders, 2006; Weber, 1964). For Weber, stratification encompasses economic position, the culture surrounding a social class, and the influence of each class over society and others (Waters & Waters, 2016; Weber, 1964, 2011). These ideas are prominent in discussions of class inequality within education. The terms social class and socioeconomic status (SES) will be used interchangeably in this essay as they both encompass income, living standards, culture, and education level (Cook & Lawson, 2016; Wohlfarth, 1997).
Due to the complexities of class inequality, there is debate regarding how low SES students should be identified (Broer et al., 2019; Fergusson, Horwood, & Boden, 2008). In the UK, low SES students are commonly identified as those who are eligible to claim free school meals (FSM) and this is considered a reliable measure, correlating with other SES measures (Boliver, Gorard, & Siddiqui, 2022; Ilie, Sutherland, & Vignoles, 2017; Johnson, 2024; Taylor, 2018). Therefore, FSM students will be the focus of this exploration. However, universal FSM are being implemented in Wales (Green & Emmerson, 2023), meaning we will lose this measure and future literature will have to look to alternative measures, such as parental income or occupation (Kaye, 2024), social housing (Kaye, 2024), or postcodes in areas of deprivation (McCartney et al., 2023; Noble et al., 2006). 
Research on educational inequalities experienced by FSM students is often concerned with outcomes, as educational achievement is correlated with life outcomes such as employability, well-being, and happiness (Farquharson, McNally, & Tahir, 2024; Giupponi & Machin, 2024; Janda, 2022; Johnson, 2024). It is well-established that FSM students perform worse academically than their peers (Blanden, Doepke, & Stuhler, 2023; Crawford, Macmillan, & Vignoles, 2017; Farquharson et al., 2024; Hutchinson, Reader, & Akhal, 2020; Janda, 2022; Johnson, 2024). A 2024 report synthesising the most recent government statistics on the attainment gap states the following: only 47% of FSM students achieve the expected level of reading, writing, and maths skills upon leaving primary school compared to 65% of non-FSM students, and only 41% of FSM students achieved a grade 4 or above in English and Maths GCSEs, compared to 69% of non-FSM students (Farquharson et al., 2024, pp.780). The attainment gap between FSM and non-FSM students upon leaving primary school widened in 2020 for the first time since 2007 (Hutchinson et al., 2020). Furthermore, when the duration of FSM eligibility is considered, those who have been eligible for FSM for an extended period perform worse than those with temporary eligibility (Gorad, 2018, 2023), demonstrating the enduring impact of long-term poverty on achievement. Regarding postsecondary education, FSM students are more likely to study lower-level qualifications (Level 1 and Level 2 BTECs) at college (Lisauskaite et al., 2021) and are also less likely to progress onto higher education (HE; Lim, 2024; Martin, 2023; Pickering, 2019). These quantitative figures evidence disparities experienced by FSM students; however, they do not convey the mechanisms by which inequalities occur, meaning it is pertinent to look to theory. 
Functionalist theory argues that education is meritocratic and would suggest FSM pupils underachieve as they are not as motivated or talented (Faremi & Jita, 2018; Radulović & Krstić, 2017). Furthermore, functionalists see education as a tool to sort students into societal roles based on skill, suggesting inequalities of outcome are beneficial for societal functioning (Murshed, 2022; Parsons, 1959; Radulović & Krstić, 2017). However, this is considered to be oversimplified as such clearcut lines in achievement around class divides are unrealistic (Radulović & Krstić, 2017). Some research suggests that differences in family values towards education cause differences, with middle-class parents being more consciously involved in their children’s education than working-class parents (Hill & Tyson, 2009; Lareau, 2011; Pomerantz, Moorman, & Litwack, 2007; Strømme & Helland, 2020). However, there is little support for this and what does exist is supplemented by the Marxist theory of cultural capital (Goldstone, Baker, & Barg, 2023; Hill, 2018; Zahedani et al., 2016). 
Bourdieu’s theory of cultural capital stipulates that education favours middle-class culture and this is dominant within education through the norms and values expected within schools (Bourdieu, 1973, 1986). Lack of cultural capital leaves working-class students unfamiliar with the environment and expectations and lacking the skillset and language to thrive, meaning they fall behind academically (Bernstein, 1962; 1986; 2003; Bourdieu, 1973, 1986; Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990; Edgerton & Roberts, 2014; Edwards, 1987; Jæger & Breen, 2016; Poole, 1979). This theory suggests class inequality within education is systemic; it is by design that working-class pupils are disadvantaged. DiMaggio (1982) supports this, as they found higher levels of cultural capital were positively correlated with grades. However, their study used retrospective measures, asking adults to reflect on grades they achieved in school and so it is unlikely that data was reliable. Higher quality evidence is available, however, this evidence comes from non-UK studies and is therefore not entirely transferable to discussions of class inequality within the UK system (Atmaca & Aydin, 2020). 
However, far more evidence exists for the impact of cultural capital on class inequalities within HE (Ahn, 2020; Ahn & Davis, 2023; Clegg, 2011; Jack, 2016; Noble & Davies, 2009). Lamont and Lareau (1988) suggest a lack of capital leads working-class young people to feel as though they do not belong in HE and therefore prevents applications to universities or, in the case of those who do apply, results in difficulties with applications, not being selected to attend, or withdrawals. Furthermore, struggling working-class students are less likely to seek support due to a lack of cultural capital, contributing to academic failure (Lareau, 2014). This impact of cultural capital has greater support (Ahn, 2020; Ahn & Davis, 2023; DiMaggio & Mohr, 1985; Jack, 2016; Jury et al., 2017). 
Whilst cultural capital accounts for some educational inequalities experienced by low SES students, Sullivan’s (2001) study demonstrated that class inequalities in GCSE results persisted when cultural capital was controlled for. This suggests other factors contribute to class inequalities within education. Additionally, cultural capital theory ignores the practicalities of being a working-class student. Qualitative studies exploring the experiences of low SES students in HE found working-class students, who are more likely to be commuter students, mature students, or have additional responsibilities, are less likely to engage with supplementary activities within the university environment that cultivate a sense of belonging and prevent withdrawal (Gale & Parker, 2014; Holton & Finn, 2018; Kelly & Mulrooney, 2019; Thomas & Jones, 2017). These circumstances are in part caused by material deprivation as students cannot afford travel or fees for clubs and have to devote more time to part-time work (Kaye, 2024). 
Townsend (1979, 1987) defined material deprivation as a symptom of poverty where an individual or community cannot obtain resources to acquire goods, engage in activities, and live the expected or standard lifestyle.  Material deprivation also impacts students’ education prior to HE. For example, parents of low SES students cannot afford educational resources such as books, laptops, and tuition (Cullinane and Montacute, 2020; Mihai, Ţiţan, & Manea, 2015), meaning working-class students have unequal access to the opportunities that middle-class children have. This had a greater impact on the attainment of students who were in education during the Covid pandemic, as homeschooling required access to educational resources and the internet (Blundell et al., 2021; Goudeau et al., 2021; Janda, 2022). For example, Bayrakdar and Guveli (2023) found FSM students spent less time engaging with online learning materials during the pandemic, and Cullinane and Montacute (2020) found teachers in deprived schools reported that a third of their students did not have adequate access to an electronic device for learning during this time. Therefore, material deprivation could explain why FSM students are currently more likely to be leaving primary school with insufficient reading, writing, and maths skills (Farquharson et al., 2024; Hutchinson et al., 2020), as these students were impacted by the pandemic. 
Furthermore, differences in the schools students of differing SES can access also contribute to the attainment gap. Private schools create educational inequality as high SES students have access to higher-quality education with smaller class sizes and greater access to resources (Major & Machin, 2018), whereas low SES students are unable to afford private schooling, as annual fees are approximately 50% of the median UK household income (Green et al., 2017b). Private schooling has benefits including access to a wider range of subjects, increased likelihood of acceptance to Russell Group universities, and increased chance of holding high-status and high-paying occupations such as a judge, demonstrating unequal access to opportunities experienced by lower SES students (Green et al., 2017a; Green et al, 2017b; Henderson et al., 2020; Reeves et al., 2017; Sullivan et al., 2017). 
Material deprivation further contributes to educational class inequality as low SES students are often confined to living in affordable areas, whereas middle-class families with greater wealth can choose to live in areas with schools with better ratings and greater funding and facilities (Allen, 2007; Gibbons & Machin, 2003; Hobbs, 2016; West, Barham, & Hind, 2011). Wood et al. (2020) evidenced the impact of this, analysing 6,264 FSM students’ responses to the 2019 National Literacy Trust Annual Literacy Survey and finding FSM students with access to school libraries were more confident in their reading and writing abilities, gained more enjoyment from reading, and engaged with more diverse material. These material factors impact low SES students’ access to opportunities to enrich their education, contributing to inequality of educational outcomes. 
The effect of material deprivation on school selection begins to address the impact of the school environment on the attainment gap. However, Shaw et al. (2017) found 88% of the FSM GCSE attainment gap was attributed to within-school, rather than between-school, factors, suggesting the impact of material deprivation on school selection only accounts for a small segment of the gap. As within-school factors are so impactful, it is useful to consider interactionist theories, such as labelling theory (Becker, 1963,1984). Labelling theory proposes social actors have perceptions of others and give them positive or negative labels which the labelled person internalises and acts according to (Becker, 1966). This cycle is sometimes called the ‘self-fulfilling prophecy’ (Merton, 1947). Within education, Becker (1984) believed teachers’ perceptions and labels were informed by their idea of the ‘ideal pupil’. The ‘ideal pupil’ is middle-class, polite, speaks well, and dresses smartly (Becker, 1963, 1984; Hempel‐Jorgensen, 2009). This reflects the ideas of cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1973, 1986) and Berstein’s elaborate and restricted language codes (Bernstein, 1962; 1986; 2003). Bernstein suggests the elaborate code, with a greater variety of vocabulary and syntax, is the language code used by the middle-class and is deemed to be the appropriate code within education (Bernstein, 1962; 1986; 2003). As teachers are predominantly middle-class, pupils with cultural capital and elaborated language are seen as the ‘ideal pupil’ (Becker, 1963, 1984; Hempel-Jorgensen, 2009). Working-class pupils, on the other hand, are seen as deviant and are branded as such (Becker, 1963, 1984; Hempel-Jorgensen, 2009). 
Plenty of evidence to supports these claims (Auwarter & Aruguete, 2008; Brandmiller, Dumont, & Becker, 2020; Elhoweris, 2008; Glock et al., 2013; Glock & Krolak-Schwerdt, 2014; Ready & Wright, 2011; Speybroeck et al., 2012). For example, Auwater and Aruguete (2008) randomly allocated teachers the same passage about a student’s academic ability and behaviour but gave some students high SES and others low SES. They asked teachers about their views on the future prospects of the students and found teachers held more negative attitudes about low SES students and had lower expectations of them. This was especially true for low SES boys, demonstrating intersectionality, with multiple identities interacting to create unique experiences of inequality (Cho, Crenshaw, & McCall, 2013; Crenshaw, 1989, 1991, 1997; Nash, 2008). The effect has also been demonstrated in naturalistic studies, for instance, Brandmiller et al. (2020) analysed data from 4746 students in 4th grade in Germany. They compared teacher perceptions to actual standardized achievement tests and found teachers underestimated the cognitive skills and motivation of lower SES students. Gender and immigration status also impacted perceptions, further demonstrating the importance of intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1989, 1991, 1997). However, whilst there is great support for labelling theory, very few of the aforementioned studies are UK-based and none refer to FSM students explicitly. This could have been an area for future research, however, due to the issues with using FSM as a future measure, future UK research should look to alternative measures of SES such as living in social housing or a postcode in the lower quintiles of the Indices of Multiple Deprivation (Kaye, 2024; McCartney et al., 2023; Noble et al., 2006).  Furthermore, Becker (1984) states labelling theory cannot account for the entire effect and is to be used in conjunction with other theories. 
Thus far, evidence for social class educational inequalities has been provided and theories and supporting evidence have been explored, but it is also important to consider the impact of the attainment gap to appreciate the full extent of this inequality. As aforementioned, fewer FSM students attend HE (Lim, 2024; Martin, 2023; Pickering, 2019). HE has an impact on future earnings, life satisfaction, and wellbeing (Britton et al., 2020; Duta, Wielgoszewska, & Iannelli, 2021; Herbert, 2020; Hewitt, 2020; Papi & Cheraghi, 2021). This therefore inhibits social mobility (DiPrete, 2020). Social mobility refers to one’s ability to move between social classes (Heath & Li, 2023; Ingram & Gamsu, 2022; Jin & Ball, 2020). If educational class inequalities persist, low SES students will be unable to access higher-earning occupations, meaning social mobility cannot be achieved. However, Brown and James (2020) argue addressing educational inequality alone is insufficient to end class inequality as graduate job opportunities need to be expanded to allow low SES students equal opportunity to access higher SES roles. 
Therefore, the impact of social class educational inequalities extends beyond grades and progression to HE and the problem must be addressed. Demie and Mclean (2016) conducted an ethnographic study in which they interviewed teachers in five primary schools within the London Local Authority. Selected schools had high percentages FSM students but were achieving very highly, both academically and in Ofstead ratings. The interviews revealed many strategies used by schools to reduce the attainment gap. These included: employing parents and community members in school, providing FSM intervention groups with the strongest and most popular teachers, addressing pupils’ intersecting difficulties such as special educational needs, developing key social and life skills in early years education through fun activities such as gardening, and professional development opportunities for staff. The schools fund these interventions through strategic spending of the ‘pupil premium’ funding for FSM students to ensure additional staffing and activities are targeted towards FSM students. This is an example of equitable treatment of FSM students as schools provided additional resources and time to compensate for the lack of resources they may have at home (Mihai et al., 2015). 
Demie and Mclean (2016) provide insight into successful methods for addressing class inequality in education, however, they lack detail. For example, the importance of professional development and training is emphasised, but what this includes is not mentioned. One suggestion comes from Hooper (2022). Hooper measured teacher bias towards low SES students using a survey of attitudes and measurements of how often FSM students were referred for behavioural discretions. They delivered four sessions for teachers exploring the experiences of students in poverty, asset-based thinking, poverty myths, and successful classroom strategies. Classroom strategies included setting small, achievable goals for all students daily to encourage the feeling of success for all and discussions of the cultural contributions of working-class people, representative of FSM students’ backgrounds. The sessions resulted in a decline in the number and frequency of FSM students’ out-of-classroom discipline, demonstrating a positive impact on inequalities.
Furthermore, widening participation (WP) interventions aim to reduce class inequality within HE (Baines, Gooch, & Knight, 2024; Chorcora, Bray, & Banks, 2023; Evans et al., 2019; Gummesson & Hammarlund, 2024; Ravulo et al., 2020). WP interventions work with primary, secondary, further education, and HE students to encourage participation in university and aid success (Ravulo et al., 2020). Pre-entry activities aim to increase knowledge and experience of the HE environment in low SES groups and include activities such as skills workshops, subject tasters, mentoring programmes, and summer schools (Contreras, 2011; Sanderson & Spacey, 2020; Smith et al., 2013). Bowes et al. (2019) demonstrated that interventions should be used in conjunction as students who attended more WP activities saw greater benefits. Moreover, activities involving current university students can be particularly beneficial for working-class males, as Baars, Mulcahy and Bernardes (2016) found these students preferred knowledge and advice from peers. Summer schools, especially, have been shown to increase feelings of comfort and belonging in the university environment (Barkat, 2019; Hatt, Baxter, & Tate, 2009; Pedler, Willis, & Nieuwoudt, 2022; Rubin, 2012; Wong, Glen, & Williams, 2019), which can encourage applications and enable retention (O’Keeffe, 2013; Pedler et al., 2022). For example, Barkat (2019) found low SES students who had attended a WP summer school had increased academic attainment and entry rates to Russell Group universities. Therefore, policies from HE governing bodies such as Medr and Higher Education Funding Council for England are crucial in ensuring HE institutions commit funding to these programmes (Nesom et al., 2024). However, there are few empirical studies on the effectiveness of these interventions, identifying an area for future research (Bowes et al., 2019; Younger et al., 2019). 
Universities can also contribute to WP for low SES students during the admissions process through contextual offers (Boliver, Gorad, & Siddiqui, 2015). Contextual offers are reduced entry requirements for students from underrepresented groups, such as FSM students, to increase the admission of these groups to HE (Boliver et al., 2015; Gorad et al., 2019). There is some concern over whether contextual offers set students up to fail, however, analysis of degree outcomes of students with contextual offers demonstrates there is no effect on outcomes (Boliver et al., 2017). Despite this, contextual offers require further research as they are currently used inconsistently (Boliver et al., 2015; Gorad et al., 2019). Financial incentives such as bursaries for low SES students can act as alternative practical support (Riddell et al., 2013; Sanderson & Spacey, 2020). However, research demonstrates that financial incentives alone are insufficient to encourage applications to HE, though they are effective at aiding the retention of low SES students (Baines et al., 2024; Riddell et al., 2013). Furthermore, providing low SES students with information about financial support available was an effective WP strategy (Callender and Wilkinson, 2013; Contreras, 2011).
In conclusion, educational class inequality is a persistent problem (Chancel et al., 2022; Dev, 2017; Hurst, Gibbon, and Nurse, 2016). Outcome inequalities for FSM students are stark, enduring, and worsening (Blanden, Doepke, & Stuhler, 2023; Farquharson et al., 2024) and whilst inequality of outcome is inevitable (Murshed, 2022), inequality of opportunity needs to be addressed. Marxist and Interactionist theories point to in-school issues as the predominant cause of the attainment gap (Becker, 1963,1984; Bernstein, 1962; 1986; 2003; Bourdieu, 1973, 1986), however, material deprivation and its effects demonstrate wider social issues that must be addressed for students of all classes to have equal opportunity to achieve (Blundell et al., 2021; Goudeau et al., 2021; Janda, 2022; Kaye, 2024). Whilst this essay has mainly focused on compulsory education, reference to HE research has demonstrated that class inequality is endemic in all levels of the education system (Lim, 2024; Martin, 2023; Pickering, 2019), and interventions should tackle all levels. Interventions must go beyond school and address structural difficulties that prevent working-class students from achieving (Dittman & Stephens, 2017). In order to achieve equality of opportunity and equity in schools, teacher biases must be addressed (Hooper, 2022), students should be equipped with key skills early (Demie & Mclean, 2016), and at a HE level, low SES students need to be given the skills and knowledge to apply to and achieve in HE (Baines et al., 2024; Chorcora et al., 2023; Contreras, 2011; Sanderson & Spacey, 2020), and self-confidence and belonging need to be developed to enable engagement in HE (O’Keeffe, 2013; Pedler et al., 2022; Rubin, 2012). 
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