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The Long Struggle for Educational  
Equity in Britain: 1944–2023
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In this essay, I take the long view in reviewing initiatives for educational equity in 
Britain, examining both official initiatives and grassroots struggles for equitable ed-
ucational outcomes over the past eighty years. I frame education policies in the con-
text of other social policies from the immediate post–World War II era, notably the 
provision of universal health care, welfare, and the changing legal frameworks relat-
ing to equalities and immigration over the period. I address the contributions of mi-
noritized communities in the struggle for educational equity, the impact of twentieth- 
century women’s movements, and more recent student-led initiatives to secure the 
availability, accessibility, adaptability, and acceptability of education. I identify all 
these as “acts of citizenship,” whereby communities constitute themselves as citizens 
and struggle for human rights.

The realization of an educational system that meets the needs of all chil-
dren and young people across Britain remains elusive, despite repeated at-
tempts to reform schooling and a succession of community-led pressures 

across the decades to ensure equitable schooling and educational justice for all.1 
Explanations for why this is the case are complex and relate as much to wider so-
cietal developments as to the success of specific education policies or struggles 
for justice. To reflect on the fight for educational equity in Britain over the period 
since World War II, I position grassroots activism alongside broader social and 
political developments, the legal structure, and policy initiatives at local and na-
tional levels. I do so by drawing on the 4 As framework of the right to education 
developed by Katerina Tomaševski, UN Special Rapporteur on the Right to Ed-
ucation, which examines education’s availability, accessibility, adaptability, and 
acceptability.2

During World War II, popular pressure across the United Kingdom for more 
progressive social policies grew, leading to the return of a Labour government in 
the 1945 general election.3 There was an effort to reform and extend education, 
making schooling accessible to a broader school population than in the past, in-
cluding the development of a state-funded system of secondary schools designed 
to address the perceived needs of students from diverse social backgrounds. The 
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immediate challenge for educational equity in this era centered on the needs of 
working-class students, who had, before the war, generally remained in elementa-
ry school until they reached the age of fourteen and had limited access to school-
ing beyond this age. 

As it progressed through parliament, the 1944 Education Act for England and 
Wales was presented as the greatest measure of reform since mass schooling was 
introduced in 1870. This characterization was a very effective piece of political pro-
paganda because the 1944 Act maintained an elite system of schooling.4 It contin-
ued to provide the statutory basis for education for nearly five decades, with some 
of its provisions lasting into the twenty-first century. The Act effectively allowed for 
the development of secondary education, enabling the creation of two new types 
of secondary schools (secondary modern and technical) for children over the age 
of eleven, alongside the existing grammar schools. Students took an examination 
at age eleven, determining the type of schooling they would attend, and for most, 
the access route to higher education was firmly closed at that age. Although the 1944 
Act raised the age when students left school from fourteen to fifteen years (with fur-
ther provision to rise to sixteen), only a minority of students had access to academic 
learning beyond the age of eleven, either by winning a grammar-school place or, if 
from a wealthy family, by attending an independent (fee-paying) school. 

A dual system of education continued between church and state, whereby 
churches (Anglican and Catholic) maintained a role in the governance of schools 
they had historically run in cooperation with local authorities (school boards). 
The new legal framework introduced religious instruction and a daily act of wor-
ship in all schools, due to a compromise agreement that reduced ecclesiastical in-
fluence in the governance of schools founded by church authorities. This created  
long-term tensions between clerical interests and those of the teaching profes-
sion, secular parents, and, indeed, the right of students to freedom of thought, 
conscience, and religion.5 In these respects, the 1944 Education Act proved to be a 
rather conservative measure when set alongside other social reforms of the era. It 
did little to democratize education and hindered the universal access to more in-
clusive schools that had become the dream of progressive educators.

The 1944 Act not only protected the conservative interests of the Christian 
churches but maintained tight control over access to academic education for 
working-class students through the grammar schools. Plans to democratize edu-
cation, conceived in the prewar period and discussed by progressive policymakers 
and teachers’ unions during the war, had included proposals to bring an end to the 
parallel-provision system that enables independent schools to operate alongside 
state schools, and to incorporate independent schools into a national framework 
of state schools available to all. Conservative education minister Rab Butler deftly 
steered the new education legislation through parliament, managing to shelve all 
such radical proposals. 
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The 1944 Act ensured the availability of secondary education to all students 
up to fifteen years of age, but despite its claims, did little to ensure equitable ac-
cess to secondary schooling or higher education. Policymakers falsely asserted the 
adaptability of the new system with its technical and secondary modern schools. 
In truth, the adaptations were based on the problematic characterization of young 
children according to intelligence tests that drew on discredited eugenics-based 
theories of intelligence.6 The 1944 Act effectively confirmed an established pat-
tern of access to higher education based on social class and gender biases that 
privileged middle-class boys. At a young age, most working-class students were 
set on a path that prepared them for early employment. 

By the 1960s, a small number of working-class students, predominantly boys, 
were entering what remained an elitist university sector alongside their more priv-
ileged peers. Throughout the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s, sociocultural and economic 
constraints meant that even when working-class girls did access a grammar school 
education, they were more likely than boys to enter the workplace after completing 
their secondary education, and less likely to continue on to university.7 When girls 
of all social classes elected to follow a path into higher education, they frequently 
took up places at teacher training colleges since teaching was considered a career 
compatible with motherhood.8 In the 1950s and 1960s, these institutions did not 
award degree-level qualifications. The early-twentieth-century women’s move-
ments focused on the struggle for universal suffrage, and women in the United 
Kingdom finally secured an equal right, with men, to vote from the age of twenty- 
one under the 1928 Representation of the People (Equal Franchise) Act. While ex-
panding opportunities for women’s political participation may have inspired girls 
to extend their educational and career horizons, full recognition of women’s rights 
in education remained elusive. As education scholar Rosemary Deem notes, “Only 
in the 1960s and 1970s with the growth of a significantly sized Women’s Liberation 
Movement in Britain, and the progress of legislation relating to the equal treat-
ment of males and females in public life, have sexual divisions in education come to 
be perceived as a problem of considerable significance.”9 The suffrage movement, 
international commitments to human rights, and popular pressures for more pro-
gressive social policies in the immediate aftermath of World War II increased 
awareness of the possibilities for both girls and working-class students. 

But it was not until the implementation of domestic legislation in the 1970s re-
lating to equal opportunities in public life, such as the Equal Pay Act of 1970 and 
the Sex Discrimination Act of 1975, that further steps toward educational equity 
were made. Women’s struggles for equality in the 1960s and parallel struggles for 
racial justice needed the backing of legislation to ensure their longer-term suc-
cess. The accessibility of an academic secondary education remained elusive for 
the majority: girls and working-class students, especially those from racialized 
communities, were excluded by selection processes championed as fair but were 
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by their very nature exclusionary. Yet the small number of working-class students 
who did secure access to an elite grammar school education allowed the illusion of 
a meritocracy to be maintained throughout the 1950s and 1960s.

I turn now to other social and economic initiatives that interacted with and 
impacted efforts to realize educational equity. The mid-twentieth-century 
reform of education in England and Wales (and parallel initiatives in Scot-

land and Northern Ireland) took place alongside the implementation of other sig-
nificant social policies. These other social policies, introduced in the immediate 
postwar era, were probably more significant in enabling educational equity and 
accessibility in the longer term. The Beveridge Report, published in 1944, set out 
the architecture for a welfare state based on the concept of universalism. All cit-
izens would contribute to social insurance that would cover them for a range of 
social risks. The three pillars of the welfare state were to be universal insurance, 
universal health care, and a public commitment to full employment.10 

With public opinion favorable to the Beveridge Report and a new universal 
health care system that was free at the point of access, both the Labour and Con-
servative Parties promised comprehensive medical care and social insurance as a 
key feature of their 1945 election campaigns. The Labour government that came to 
power that year continued the work of the wartime Conservative-led coalition to 
set up the National Health Service (NHS).11 A progressive welfare state with uni-
versal access to social and employment support and NHS health care was critical 
in ensuring the accessibility of education for children born in the 1940s, 1950s, 
and 1960s. These generations of children were largely spared the deprivations and 
acute hardship of the prewar years, and consequent improvements in both mater-
nal and child health care, including childhood vaccination programs, helped lower 
child mortality rates dramatically and enhanced children’s school attendance and 
opportunities to learn.12 The provision of universal health care through the NHS 
underpinned and enabled the effective implementation of initiatives for educa-
tional equity in the latter part of the century.

The development of universal health care and moves to expand secondary ed-
ucation coincided with the arrival of new migrants. India became an independent 
state in 1947, and while Britain still had a significant empire when Queen Eliza-
beth II’s reign began five years later, a number of these territories were engaged 
in independence struggles. Following World War II, the United Kingdom need-
ed immigrants from its colonies and former colonies to address a labor shortage 
across various sectors. The arrival of migrants of color in Britain and the need to 
educate their children in the schools of the metropolis exposed huge disparities 
and led to further struggles for educational equity.

The 1948 British Nationality Act clarified the status of residents of Brit-
ain’s overseas territories, introducing the status of “citizen of the U.K. and col-
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onies” (CUKC), and retaining the term “British subject” for all citizens of Com-
monwealth countries: namely, those from the United Kingdom, from longer- 
established independent former colonies (such as Australia and South Africa), 
and from newly independent former colonies and existent colonies. British sub-
jects were not subject to immigration controls. 

The 1948 arrival in London of the S.S. Empire Windrush marked the symbolic 
beginning of immigration from the Caribbean region in the postwar era; among 
the migrants were a number who had served in the British armed forces during 
the war.13 In 1949, the Ministries of Health and Labour, with the Colonial Office, 
the General Nursing Council, and the Royal College of Nursing, began a massive 
recruitment drive throughout the Caribbean region to hire staff for the newly es-
tablished NHS, a move that was key to its success but that had a negative impact 
on the places the new recruits were drawn from. The 1950s and 1960s featured the 
migration of adults (colonial-born British subjects and Irish citizens), followed by 
that of child migrants from these countries and from South Asia. 

The 1944 Education Act not only managed and controlled working-class access 
to academic learning but was also soon applied to immigrant students from ex-
istent and former colonies. Prevailing stereotypes, discriminatory attitudes, and 
the predominant theories of intelligence on which selection to academic stream-
ing were based, and on which the British Empire had operated (allowing for the 
exploitation of both the natural resources and labor in these colonial territories 
to support Britain’s industrialization), meant that access to a grammar school ed-
ucation was frequently denied both to immigrant students and the children of 
immigrants. 

Prevailing attitudes meant that both child migrants and U.K.-born children of 
migrants were frequently channeled into nonacademic streams during the 1950s 
and 1960s. The division of students into three categories, envisaged by the 1944 
Education Act and based on a discredited theory of eugenics encompassing racial 
hierarchies, was easily extended to the newcomers. Just as migrant adults were 
often recruited to take on specific manual work but excluded from professional 
positions, so children were allocated to schools according to both race and class. 
The expectation was that they were better suited to manual and lower-paid em-
ployment. Those arriving with qualifications from British overseas territories, 
who had followed a U.K.-styled education, were often obliged to take on work 
for which they were overqualified: they were effectively redesignated as working 
class. For those who were highly skilled, their qualifications (generally obtained 
under a British-style education system) were frequently either unrecognized or 
judged in need of an upgrade before they could practice their profession in the 
United Kingdom.14 

Children of immigrants were not expected to be upwardly mobile but to ac-
cept education and training for lateral positions. Just as a marriage bar preventing 
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the employment of married women in the teaching profession was not fully lifted 
until 1944, so British-born citizens with a foreign-born parent were barred from a 
career in the U.K. civil service other than in the lowest grades until the 1980s, os-
tensibly because of concerns about security and allegiance. In the late 1970s, when 
I completed university, although I had had various civil service vacation jobs, I 
found a civil service career was not open to me: I was ruled out on the grounds that 
one of my parents was foreign-born.15

In designating three different types of students, the 1944 Education Act served 
to maintain existing class hierarchies that could accommodate migrants into the 
mix without challenging the racist stereotyping perpetuated during colonializa-
tion. Education legislation conformed to a theory of eugenics based on a hierar-
chy of both race and class. It became commonsense to send children to schools 
that would match their specific fixed talents and abilities. It was straightforward 
to apply these practices first to working-class children and then extend them to 
migrant children. By framing education in this way, it was possible for schools 
to perpetuate inequalities and accept social and racial hierarchies as inevitable. 
Although eugenics was increasingly recognized as racist from the 1930s, after  
eugenics-based policies were adopted by the Nazis to perpetuate genocide, prac-
tices that labeled children at a young age and allocated them to specific schools 
continued, impacting directly on their future employment and life chances.16 It 
seems that policymakers were able to disconnect their education framework from 
its eugenics roots and present it as neutral and natural.

The children of new migrants from the Caribbean, Pakistan, and India faced 
inequitable treatment at school, with school authorities regularly identifying 
an educational deficit. Children of Caribbean heritage found themselves grossly 
overrepresented in special streams and special schools, known as schools for the 
“educationally subnormal.” Policy documents of the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s iden-
tified both South Asian– and Caribbean-heritage children as having a language 
deficit that hindered their learning. Children from these communities who later 
went on to be teachers themselves confirmed that teachers were quick to judge 
them based on their language, religion, or even hairstyle, uncritically absorbing 
and reproducing stereotypes from the popular culture of the era.17

Politicians and policymakers saw it as a question of numbers. The very exis-
tence of children of color was seen as a hindrance to White children’s learning. 
They claimed that where such students of color made up more than one-third of 
the total, poor results were inevitable.18 Effectively, schools and education author-
ities were denying their professional responsibilities toward students of Caribbe-
an and South Asian heritage. 

The 1960s was an age of mass communications. By 1960, approximately 75 per-
cent of U.K. households owned a TV.19 They had access to TV news that updated 
them both on independence struggles and on the struggle for civil rights in the 
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United States. In 1960, the United Nations General Assembly passed the Declara-
tion on the Granting of Independence to Colonial Countries and Peoples, which asserted 
that “the subjection of peoples to alien subjugation, domination and exploitation 
constitutes a denial of fundamental human rights,” and “all peoples have the right 
to self-determination; by virtue of that right they freely determine their political 
status and freely pursue their economic, social and cultural development.”20 

It was community activists who took the initiative and sought to intervene on 
behalf of children and work for educational equity in the United Kingdom, focus-
ing first on access to mainstream education. Just as the U.S. civil rights struggles of 
the 1950s were inspired by earlier anticolonial struggles, the struggle for education-
al equity by Black parents in Britain in the late 1960s and into the 1970s drew on the 
U.S. struggles for civil rights by African American citizens and their allies. A turn-
ing point was the 1971 publication of the book How the West Indian Child Is Made Edu-
cationally Sub-Normal in the British School System: The Scandal of the Black Child in Schools 
in Britain.21 Its author, Grenadian scholar and teacher Bernard Coard, demonstrated 
how Caribbean-heritage children were being systematically excluded from main-
stream schooling, labeled “sub-normal,” and sent to special schools.22 

Coard kickstarted a movement within Black communities wherein parents 
learned to be vigilant. They could not rely on schools to guarantee the best edu-
cational outcomes for their children. A parallel system of supplementary schools 
operating on Saturdays or in the evening staffed by Black volunteers committed 
to the education of Black children was established in cities such as London and 
Birmingham.23 Parents were offered support in monitoring their children’s prog-
ress and to ensure their needs were met. Other supplementary schools and classes 
were established and run by South Asian organizations, generally focusing on the 
teaching of heritage languages, with supplementary schooling remaining popu-
lar among many parents from these communities until the 1990s, and replicated 
among other migrant groups.24 By the late 1970s, parents and community activists 
were not just working for the accessibility of education but also for its adaptabil-
ity; they recognized that children’s right to education meant that teaching and 
curricula needed to be culturally responsive.25 

The efforts of the voluntary teachers and organizers of these and other schools 
that were set up to support the learning and home cultures of students of South 
Asian backgrounds may be understood as “acts of citizenship,” whereby commu-
nities of color constituting themselves as citizens engaged in struggles for the hu-
man rights of their children.26 Specifically, members of the community were act-
ing to ensure equitable access to education and eventual access to higher educa-
tion, recognition of schooling in keeping with parental wishes, and access to the 
arts and cultural life through education.27 

Coard’s work placed equitable treatment at the heart of education. Local ed-
ucation authorities began to recognize their responsibility toward education for 
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all, regardless of ethnicity and migration status, and took their tentative first steps 
toward the development of multicultural education. Multicultural education fo-
cused initially on building culturally appropriate learning materials. These were 
the first official efforts to ensure the adaptability of education. 

Following the election of a Labour government in 1964, children were no 
longer required to take an examination at the age of eleven to determine 
which sort of school they should be sent to, although grammar schools and 

other processes of selection continued in many local authorities. Local educa-
tion authorities were required to submit plans for the reorganization of second-
ary schools along comprehensive lines: that is, without separating children on the 
grounds of ability or attainment. Some Conservative-controlled local authorities 
were slow to implement these plans, and some grammar schools continued oper-
ating alongside more inclusive comprehensive schools.28 Some remain to this day, 
disadvantaging most students who do not have access to the grammar schools. 
Organizations such as the Campaign for State Education (CASE), founded in 1960, 
engage in activities such as political lobbying, research, and involvement at a local 
level to ensure that education is democratically accountable.29 These activities, 
continuing over decades and largely dependent on voluntary activity, can again be 
seen as acts of citizenship, often taking place at a grassroots level. 

The 1970s saw the introduction of new legal provisions that bolstered efforts 
to achieve educational equity. The 1970 Equal Pay Act was the first piece of legisla-
tion to enshrine the right to pay equality between women and men, under which 
a woman could claim equal pay to a man for work that was the same or broadly 
similar, rated as equivalent under a job evaluation scheme, or of equal value, that 
is, requiring the same level of effort, skill, knowledge, or responsibility. Though 
far from a watertight guarantee of justice in a gender-segregated labor market, 
it marked a symbolic step forward. Equal pay set a positive climate for girls and 
women to pursue education and training, and so arguably marked a step toward 
educational equity. 

Five years later, the 1975 Sex Discrimination Act was passed. According to legal 
scholar Anne Morris: “The Sex Discrimination Act 1975 was immensely signifi-
cant for a whole generation of women who needed no longer to accept that sex-
ism was just the way of the world. They could point to the Sex Discrimination Act 
and challenge the discrimination they faced.”30 With a legal remedy when they 
encountered sexism in school, girls and young women in education were empow-
ered by this progress toward securing their rights. The Sex Discrimination Act was 
quickly followed by the 1976 Race Relations Act, which built on earlier race equal-
ity legislation (1965 and 1968), and extended the law to cover education, as well as 
expanding the definition of discriminatory actions to include indirect discrimi-
nation.31 Individuals gained the right to take discrimination complaints directly 
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to civil courts or industrial tribunals, and the new Commission for Racial Equali-
ty was given responsibility to enforce legislation and conduct research to inform 
government policy, including in the field of education. Legislation to prevent dis-
ability discrimination was slow to follow. It was not until 1995 that the Disability 
Discrimination Act came into being, following UNESCO’s 1994 Salamanca State-
ment and Framework for Action on Special Needs Education.32 It proclaimed that

those with special educational needs must have access to regular schools which should 
accommodate them within a child-centered pedagogy capable of meeting these needs, 
[and] regular schools with this inclusive orientation are the most effective means of 
combating discriminatory attitudes, creating welcoming communities, building an 
inclusive society and achieving education for all. . . . [Inclusive schools] improve the ef-
ficiency and ultimately the cost-effectiveness of the entire education system.33 

The 2010 Equalities Act consolidated earlier equalities legislation and en-
shrined its provisions, recognizing that for individuals and communities working 
for justice, these threads of social justice addressing various characteristics and 
aspects of identity (including gender, race, disability, and sexuality) are closely in-
tertwined and interconnected. These legal developments were made possible by 
the hard work of activists who campaigned for justice in society and education 
over many decades. Their struggle, which continues today, may be understood as 
a series of “acts of citizenship” cumulating in legal and societal change. 

Education remained the responsibility of local government until the end of 
the 1980s, and various progressive initiatives, notably in multicultural education, 
were fostered in local government during long periods of Conservative rule in 
central government.34 From the late 1970s, local authorities responsible for edu-
cation at the municipal or county level began to establish training and support for 
teachers in multicultural education. While some such initiatives were ad hoc and 
short-lived, they signaled momentum. The emphasis was frequently on teaching 
English as a second or additional language but increasing attention was given to 
books and teaching aids. These materials addressed questions of gender and sex-
uality as well as social, cultural, and religious diversity. 

By the 1980s, more progressive local education authorities (namely, school 
boards) were introducing initiatives to reform curricula and provide opportuni-
ties for all, focusing first and foremost on students of color. In the late 1970s and 
early 1980s, the Inner London Education Authority (ILEA) played a leading role 
in this work.35 From 1979, the Conservative government, under Prime Minister 
Margaret Thatcher, grew increasingly hostile toward multicultural education and 
particularly toward the ILEA, which it saw as profligate.36

The publication of two parliamentary reports in the 1980s also had a signifi-
cant effect in shifting policy in education toward greater equity. In the absence 
of any legislation to this effect, both were welcomed by education activists and 



174 Dædalus, the Journal of the American Academy of Arts & Sciences

The Long Struggle for Educational Equity in Britain: 1944–2023

stakeholders. First, West Indian Children in Our Schools, published in 1981, was a di-
rect response to a 1977 Parliamentary Select Committee on Race Relations and Im-
migration report on West Indian student attainment.37 It noted “widespread con-
cern about the poor performance of West Indian children in schools” but stopped 
short of mentioning racism. It was followed in 1985 by Education for All, informal-
ly named the Swann Report after Lord Michael Swann, which extended the brief 
of the initial committee of inquiry to address the education of all children from 
ethnic minorities.38 It concluded that the main problems were low teacher expec-
tations and racial prejudice among White teachers and society writ large. While 
“racial prejudice” was acknowledged, there was again no explicit discussion of 
racism as a structural barrier to educational success. Although sections of the na-
tional press were hostile to multicultural education and had attacked the work of 
the Development Programme on Racial Equality in the London Borough of Brent 
as that of “race spies in the classroom,” the Swann Report effectively confirmed 
the need for such work.39 

While the majority of support staff working on multicultural education in var-
ious municipalities continued to focus on language education, there were smaller 
units of advisory teachers (for example, in the City of Birmingham) directly devel-
oping strategies to identify and address institutional racism. They worked to enable 
the development of culturally appropriate learning materials (“multicultural de-
velopment unit”) and meet the needs of specific groups that schools were failing to 
support (such as with the Afro-Caribbean teaching unit). These initiatives existed 
alongside larger previously established teams of specialist educators who worked 
to support teachers in addressing the needs of developing bilingual students. The 
Swann Report received a mixed response from teachers and teachers’ unions. 
Among those already engaged in race equality work, it was generally seen as helpful 
and its message somewhat measured; others clearly felt threatened by it. 

In 1986, a Manchester schoolboy, thirteen-year-old Ahmed Iqbal Ullah, died 
after being stabbed by a fellow student in the playground of Burnage High School. 
The findings of the inquiry into Ahmed’s death were published with the title  
Murder in the Playground: Report of the Macdonald Inquiry into Racism and Racial Vio-
lence in Manchester Schools.40 The report confirmed a culture of violence and racial 
tensions in which the attack occurred, but noted that the way the school author-
ities responded to the murder inflamed these tensions, and so the repercussions 
were felt for a long time. The Burnage Report, as it was known, noted that in the 
aftermath of riots in Manchester’s Moss Side in 1981, a report to the city’s educa-
tion committee recommended that all schools and colleges produce policies on 
racism. Although it provided some examples, it did not define racism or provide 
guidelines on how this should be done, or how antiracist strategies should be im-
plemented and monitored. Not all Manchester teachers shared the commitment 
of the city’s leaders. Others, such as at Burnage High School, shared the commit-
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ment but went about things in a way that proved to be counterproductive. The 
Burnage Report outlined how efforts to introduce antiracist strategies need to en-
gage both teachers and students in the process, and be cognizant of past efforts 
to address school violence.41 The clumsy way the school had labeled its students 
and passed judgment on them had accentuated a divide between those deemed re-
sponsible for racism and those judged its victims. The findings of the Burnage Re-
port were characterized by right-wing sections of the press as proof that schools’ 
antiracist policies had failed, which resulted in further confusion between the ide-
als of antiracism and a widespread blame culture.42 

Throughout the 1980s, there were tensions in schools across England relating 
to the way schools addressed racist behavior among students and handled (or ig-
nored) the need for change in the face of unequal educational outcomes between 
students from different ethnic groups.43 In this decade, a number of local authori-
ties shifted in their level of commitment to addressing issues of educational equity. 
By this stage, Birmingham in the English Midlands was the largest authority, the 
ILEA having been split into smaller units. In Birmingham, I observed firsthand the 
city’s director of education, Tim Brighouse, working closely with parents, commu-
nity groups, and the University of Birmingham (where I was based) to close the 
attainment gap between the highest- and lowest-attaining students. The local au-
thority provided schools with statistical data and expert advice so that resources 
could be directed toward addressing underachievement of specific groups. From 
1994 to 1996, the city worked in cooperation with a local community organization, 
ACAFESS, to fund ten doctoral students’ educations, which enabled them to en-
gage in part-time research, examining aspects of African Caribbean education.44 
The researchers, of African Caribbean heritage themselves, focused on topics vary-
ing from school-governing bodies to supplementary schooling to student attain-
ment. The doctoral students met once a month on a Saturday morning to share and 
discuss their findings. As the lead supervisor of these researchers, all of whom were 
mature students and experienced professionals, I observed how inspired they were 
to see the director of education attend their meetings to learn from them. 

There was minimal support in the 1990s from the Conservative Westminster 
government to engage with local authorities, teachers’ unions, or other stake-
holders in advancing educational equity. Much depended on the commitment of 
local directors of education working in cooperation with their education commit-
tees (generally in Labour-controlled cities) who were sympathetic to these goals. 

Significantly, the introduction of a national curriculum, with a series of subject- 
based programs of study, effectively ended opportunities for teacher-led cur-
ricula development, which had enabled so many of the locally based initia-

tives for educational equity. In 1987, the Department of Education and Science (re-
sponsible at that time for education in England and Wales) issued a consultation 
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document for this national curriculum that set out its rationale: a student enti-
tlement to a “broad and balanced curriculum,” setting standards for pupil attain-
ment that it saw as supporting school “accountability,” improving continuity and 
coherence across the curriculum, and aiding public understanding of the work of 
schools.45 The 1988 Education Reform Act established the framework for the na-
tional curriculum: schooling was divided into four key stages, with a testing re-
gime introduced at the end of the second stage, which was for eleven-year-olds at 
primary school, and at the end of the third stage, which was for fourteen-year-olds 
at secondary school. Together with national GCSE (General Certificate of Second-
ary Education) examinations at age sixteen, this ensured that a large amount of 
teaching was directed toward students who achieved well in the tests, and schools 
were judged by their test scores. Individual student needs took second place to a 
school’s reputation, measured by test scores.46 

In 1993, responsibility for school inspections was transferred from Her Majes-
ty’s inspectors and local authority teams to independent inspection teams coor-
dinated by a new body, the Office for Standards in Education (Ofsted). During its 
first decade, Ofsted became a feared body because an inspection team’s published 
judgment of a school (ratings that included outstanding, good, requires improve-
ment, and inadequate) determined the future of the school, and potentially that of 
its principal.47 School effectiveness, quality of education, student behavior, and 
leadership and management were all graded, generally by a weeklong inspection 
for which vast amounts of paperwork had to be generated by the teaching and 
leadership teams. School-based work to ensure educational equity generally took 
second place to the demands of the national curriculum and Ofsted inspections. 

Although the 1988 Education Reform Act was introduced under a Conservative 
government, the election of a Labour government in 1997 saw little real change 
regarding either the new testing regime or the Ofsted inspection framework. 
But Labour’s 1999 response to an earlier issue related to policing and racial jus-
tice would eventually impact the school inspection framework. In 1993, Stephen 
Lawrence, an eighteen-year-old Black man, was stabbed to death at a bus stop in 
southeast London by a group of White youths in an unprovoked, racist attack. Al-
though one of Stephen’s friends witnessed the attack and the police eventually 
arrested five suspects, only two were charged. It was not until nearly twenty years 
later that two of those responsible for Stephen’s murder were convicted. The case 
was kept in the public eye by Stephen’s parents’ struggle for justice. His mother 
Doreen Lawrence’s long-standing commitment led to the Home Office initiating 
the 1999 Macpherson Inquiry into the police investigation of Stephen’s murder. 
Its report was highly critical and diagnosed the Metropolitan Police Service (“the 
Met”) as “institutionally racist.”48 In 2012, a second independent review of the 
police investigation, the Ellison Review, was also highly critical of how the case 
was handled.49 
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The government’s response to concerns about institutional racism was an ac-
tion plan that sought to address education as well as policing.50 It charged Ofst-
ed with the responsibility to inspect schools for racial equality. Under the leader-
ship of Herman Ouseley, the Commission for Racial Equality solicited research 
into Ofsted’s role in enabling race equality in schools. I made a successful bid for 
this research, and my colleagues and I examined documentary evidence and inter-
viewed members of the Ofsted leadership. We found that the then chief inspec-
tor of schools interpreted the Home Office guidance as requiring no changes or 
amendments to the inspection regime. No training was provided for school in-
spectors to match the training and awareness initiatives introduced in the Met 
and other police forces across the country.51 Ofsted was obligated to give the re-
search team access, but senior team members barely took our interview seriously, 
telling me that at Ofsted: “Race equality is not a priority. Our priority is under- 
achieving white boys.” Shockingly, for an administrative body that required 
schools to produce complex paper trails, Chief Inspector Chris Woodhead, con-
firming they had done nothing in response to the Home Secretary’s action plan, 
wrote: “We do not rely on paper communication in OFSTED.”52 Woodhead was 
required to defend his position in Parliament in October 2000. A few days later, 
he resigned. It is not apparent that Ofsted made any real changes to enhance race 
equality under its next leader, Woodhead’s former deputy.

An important group of stakeholders in the struggle for educational equity 
is the students themselves. In 1972, they organized to form the National 
Union of School Students, but the union was short-lived. Nevertheless, 

social policies relating to children and childhood have shifted hugely since the 
1940s. The 1989 UN Convention on the Rights of the Child–which applies to all 
children and youth under eighteen years of age–has been instrumental in shap-
ing public policies relating to children and schooling across the globe.53Although 
education has arguably been more resistant to change than health care, it is in-
creasingly recognized in Europe and across the globe that children have the right 
to be consulted in all decisions affecting them, in education as in other policy ar-
eas, in accordance with the Convention’s Article 12. Interestingly, this has proba-
bly been most significant across the United Kingdom in relation to children with 
disabilities and those with special educational needs. 

Although political theorists have tended to neglect or ignore children and 
young people and their partial citizenship remains underexplored, this has not 
prevented them from engaging in struggles for equity, most notably in the Black 
Lives Matter movement and in highlighting intergenerational justice.54 Youth de-
mands for intergenerational justice have been most keenly expressed in relation 
to environmental issues and especially climate change. The Fridays for Future 
Movement, initiated by the school strike of Swedish teenager Greta Thunberg 
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outside the Swedish parliament in 2018, has grown into a global youth movement. 
Among their concerns has been the relevance of an education that fails to address 
climate change and the acceptability of schooling. Although some U.K. schools 
were initially worried about the reputational damage that striking students might 
cause, many teachers welcomed and supported students in their protests and rec-
ognized that Fridays for Future peaceful protests constituted an act of citizenship, 
as well as an opportunity to apply classroom learning for citizenship and democ-
racy and understand and experience global interdependence in a real and effective 
way. 

Significant economic developments since the turn of the twenty-first century  
have had an immediate impact on educational equity in the United Kingdom. 
However, the financial prospects for school leavers are bleak. Following Brexit 
and the COVID-19 pandemic, as The New Statesman observed: “Britain is the only 
G7 economy that has yet to return to its pre-pandemic size. Its workers have en-
dured 15 years of stagnant or falling real wages while its businesses have largely 
refrained from investing during eight years of political chaos. Students today face 
an average debt at graduation of more than GBP 45,000 (nearly USD 56,000).”55 
If this sum seems modest by U.S. standards, it should be remembered that until 
2016, students from low-income homes were entitled to maintenance grants, and 
that before 1998, students from the United Kingdom and European Union could 
attend U.K. universities tuition-free. The university sector expanded from the 
1970s to include significant numbers of working-class students. But in the twenty- 
first century, anyone without significant financial parental support will find them-
selves leaving university saddled with debt. Educational inequalities widened in 
the results for the 2023 A-level examinations. A student’s grades on A-level ex-
ams determine whether or not they can follow the course or attend the univer-
sity of their choice, with courses such as medicine requiring top grades. An A or 
A* grade was recorded in 47.4 percent of private school entries, more than dou-
ble the rate of state schools (22 percent), and the gap has been increasing since 
2019.56 There are also significant and increasing regional inequalities across En-
gland. COVID-19 not only exposed health inequalities and an inadequate under-
funded NHS; it also highlighted social and educational inequities, with many chil-
dren required to switch to online learning in cramped housing, reliant initially on 
a shared smartphone.

The twenty-first century has seen an ongoing struggle between progressive 
and conservative groups over issues such as gender equity and attempts to 
decolonize the school curriculum at both primary and secondary levels. To-

day, the overall examination achievements of girls generally exceed those of their 
male peers, but there remain ethnic disparities in educational outcomes.57 Child 
poverty continues to be a serious impediment to educational success, a factor that 
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was highlighted and exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic. Post-lockdowns, 
many children have disappeared from official view with many failing to return to 
school. In the post-Brexit era, with wider expressions of exclusive forms of nation-
alism, there is nevertheless hope for change, with school-aged activists espousing 
more cosmopolitan perspectives. Student-led school strikes in response to the cli-
mate emergency, and other movements in which youth play a leading role, such as 
the global spread of the Black Lives Matter and Me Too movements, suggest that 
children in the United Kingdom, across Europe, and worldwide are questioning the 
relevance of much of the education they are offered; highlighting intergenerational 
injustice; and contributing to the ongoing struggle for educational equity. 

In presenting the long view, it is inevitable that some official initiatives have 
been covered in an abbreviated way. When addressing the struggles of diverse 
communities, it is impossible to cover all in depth. Nevertheless, this breadth of 
coverage allows insight into patterns of struggle across diverse groups and fresh 
perspectives on the ways acts of citizenship contribute to change. The long view 
highlights and emphasizes the need for communities to maintain grassroots 
struggles on a continuous basis. Justice in education is closely connected to justice 
in health care and depends on addressing the widening gap between the elite and 
the wider population. Educators, students, and activists working for greater jus-
tice in and through education must recommit their efforts to further educational 
equity, and not depend solely on the achievements and acts of citizenship of past 
generations. 
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