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The Chief Inspector of Schools, Michael Wilshaw, has been very critical of the Prime 
Minister’s advocacy of grammar schools as a way to achieve social mobility. He 
points out that the vast majority of good schools as measured by value-added 
progress measures are not grammar schools but comprehensives. The main reason 
why grammar schools are claimed to be good schools is not their outcomes but their 
inputs: they select their students. 

We’ve recently had the report of the UUK Social Mobility Advisory Group reminding 
us how much is still to be done to raise the participation rate in higher education of 
the most disadvantaged groups, and adding to the growing focus on the attainment 
of these groups once at university. But the report says nothing about academic 
selection. 

Contrast this to secondary education, where we have evidence that selection 
reduces the average attainment of disadvantaged pupils; that is, the achievement of 
disadvantaged pupils in selective areas is lower than in non-selective areas.  

Furthermore, high attaining pupils do no better attending a grammar school than a 
good comprehensive school. What grammar schools do to nearby comprehensives 
is considerably reduce their pupils’ attainment compared to other comprehensives by 
creaming off high attaining pupils.   

I can’t find any research like this for higher education. It is no coincidence that when 
many people speak of ‘good’ universities they also mean the most selective. But are 
these super-selective universities damaging not only less selective universities but 
the average achievement of all university students?   

Until we have some good measures of learning gain we don’t really know but I think 
we know enough to start a debate that is surprisingly absent in higher education.  

The reputation of good universities, as with good schools, is often based on their 
inputs rather than their outcomes; how selective they are. This in itself doesn’t seem 
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defensible but I’d be the first to recognise that inputs do make a difference to how 
good a university is on a number of counts.  

Universities with high entry requirements are generally the older institutions with 
many decades if not centuries of investment that’s created a valuable estate and 
reputations that attract students that on the whole are easier to teach and more likely 
to stay the course.  

They attract staff who want colleagues who will talk about research rather than 
teaching, like a good office and who prefer teaching students who are like them. Why 
should a good academic choose to work in a University like Middlesex that has 
shared offices, students who need a lot of good teaching and fewer of the research 
students who can deliver all those first year seminars?  

Thankfully many staff make that choice, because they like working with students, 
because in our students they see much of their own backgrounds, or because they 
like working with students in subjects like nursing or teaching who want to help other 
people or students in creative arts who want to make things and not just think things. 

The media recently carried a story based on figures from Knowsley showing that kids 
on free school meals were more likely to get to very selective universities from 
grammar schools than from comprehensives. This is not surprising and does little to 
balance the weight of evidence against grammar schools, but fuels the narrative that 
bright working class kids need to be rescued from comprehensive education; a 
narrative that continues in higher education and is perpetuated by the Russell Group 
despite its poor record widening participation. 

In a recent article in UCL’s alumni magazine about their work widening participation, 
Professor Ann Phoenix is quoted as saying: ‘It’s not just about getting more working-
class and minoritised ethnic groups into university per se – it’s also about getting 
them to think beyond their local universities, which is where we know they’re likely to 
go, and to be accepted by high-status universities’. 

Michael Wilshaw in an interview recently on the Andrew Marr show said that when 
he was the head teacher of a comprehensive school his top 20% achievers were 
vitally important to raising everyone’s game.  

UCL creams off students who would make a real difference at Middlesex but if I 
complain about that I’m seen as dumming down standards, anti-meritocracy, or even 
denying student choice. With a choice, few students would not go to UCL given the 
snobbery that pervades our university system.  

The social damage caused by this situation is significant. British universities are not 
engines of social mobility but engines of social inequality. The research intensive 
universities apparently need bright young students, and indeed UK research scores 
incredibly well in international league tables. But is this really delivering for the 
country? It’s certainly not delivering for our economy; UK productivity continues to 
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lag behind almost all other developed economies. And it’s not delivering for social 
mobility: we have among these countries’ highest income inequality and lowest 
social mobility, driven by things like top companies recruiting only from so-called top 
universities. 

As Mike Savage showed in his recent book on social class in Britain, the chances of 
a young person ending up in this country’s economic and social elite is heavily 
structured by their family background, the type of school they attended, and the type 
of university they attended. These all have separate and cumulative effects in 
determining unequal outcomes. There are always exceptions but these patterns are 
clear. 

So there’s a social justice argument here, which we need to distinguish from a social 
mobility argument because they are not the same.  

But this is not just about social justice. There are other reasons why we should break 
down the intense academic selection, and therefore hidden social class selection, 
that’s such a feature of our higher education. 

One reason is that this system frames the public policy agenda as about access 
rather than diversity. I’m measured by the Office for Fair Access in terms of what 
proportion of students from low participation areas I have at Middlesex compared to 
similar lower tariff universities. I’m not measured by how much diversity I have, yet 
it’s diversity that creates a vibrant and successful learning environment. And we will 
not achieve diversity in British universities until that includes diversity in prior 
attainment. That’s my main point for this evening. 

There is a growing body of evidence about the educational benefits of students 
learning from each other in diverse schools and classrooms. This evidence is mainly 
from the US and mainly about racial diversity. Gains have been found for critical 
thinking, problem-solving, satisfaction, motivation, general knowledge, and 
intellectual self-confidence.  

This richer learning environment is created by students learning from those who 
have very different life experiences from theirs. These benefits appear to arise from 
different kinds of identity diversity. The possible mechanisms involved have been 
explored in Scott Page’s fascinating book, The Difference. Basically diversity 
expands the toolkit of perspectives and heuristics beyond just cognitive ability, and 
this is associated with better problem solving. The effect has also been found in 
company boardrooms. 

There is also substantial evidence, mainly from secondary education, about how 
mixed ability student bodies are also rich learning environments. This is another kind 
of diversity. There are not only positive peer effects, but good teaching uses this 
diversity with very effective methods like peer-to-peer learning which work well with 
variation in the class room. 
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Some US institutions now talk about ‘crafting the class’, using admissions strategies 
to diversity their classes. This would technically be illegal in the UK, but not once 
students are attending a university – it’s then possible to craft, for example, seminar 
groups. But diverse intakes can be crafted by using academic admission strategies 
rather than social or racial quotas. 

In fact, the best way to craft a diverse intake is to do what The Open University does, 
and that’s not select at all. The result is that OU students are pretty much 
representative of the UK’s adult population, although that it not true of their 
graduates. The OU’s graduation rate is very low and that’s the cost of open entry, as 
we can see among US community colleges as well. 

There are dilemmas with resolving this and tricky things to work through. My 
argument for now is to make a plea that we recognise the problem as about much 
more than rescuing a few working class students from my university - although I’m 
willing to trade some of them for some of Oxford’s brightest and best, that would do 
both institutions a lot of good.  

We need to reframe the debate as about achieving diversity in all our universities. 

  

 

 

 

   


