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chill ing phrase, they are described as 'learning to be poor'. The children tend 
to underachieve in school and leave education early, often without 
qualifications. ( ln the late 1 970s those who stayed on had earnings on 
average 40% higher than those who left at sixteen. By the 1 990s the wage 
premium for those with qual ifications had risen to 60%). They are first in l ine 
to experience unemployment: in 1 997 the jobless rate for people with no 
qualifications was double that for people with good school-leaving exam 
results. Half ofthose who leave unemployment are unemployed again within 
one year. Forty per cent to seventy per cent of earnings in employment can 
be related to the earnings of their parents: a child's chances of ending up in 
the top quarter of earners is four times higher if its tather is in that bracket: 
early disadvantage is perpetuated and passed down the generations. 27 

l nequality, deprivation and social exclusion in Britain are reflected in and 
perpetuated by the educational system. One of the striking features of the 
British model is the wide disparity in the quality of the education which diffe
rent social groups and different geographical areas can expect to receive. 
Tony Blair described the system as educating 'the top 20% very weil and the 
top 5% probably extremely weil ' ,  while large numbers of children 'don't get 
the education they need and deserve'. They can spend the rest of their lives 
'trying to recapture what they have lost at the beginning'. 28 Those best 
provided for are children whose parents were in a position to use their 
wealth and influence to get them into expensive private, or well-resourced 
'selective' state schools. The most successful state schools tend to be in 
the most affluent suburbs, the least successful in the economically and 
socially disadvantaged city centres or peripheral country areas. 

ln the tertiary sector there is also a clear, though not officially 
acknowledged, premier league, the 'Russen group', a handful of universities 
out of a total of over a hundred. They are privileged and cater for the children 
of the privileged. Oxford and Cambridge, for instance, select their students 
in such a way that the share of their intake from unse/ective state 
'comprehensives' (which account for over 85% of schools) is estimated to 
be no h igher than 20%. Some 30% come from the selective state schools 
that are a virtual preserve of the middles classes and 47% from the private 
fee-charging 'independents' (whose pupils account for 7% of the total 
school population). And this social balance is worse now than twenty years 
ago.29 

In view of the fees they receive and the tax privileges they enjoy, the private 
schools can afford to spend per pupil twice the amount spent by a state 
school. Many state schools face persistent staff shortages and suffer from 
chronic Iack of books and educational equipment, from run-down buildings 
and often from the fact that their pupils are struggling against the 
consequences of the financial and social deprivation of their famil ies. This 
is why they have worse exam results, though some of them regularly 
surprise with their successes, thanks to the dedication and professionalism 
of their teaching statt. ln fact 'if Oxbridge reflected [school-leaving exam] 
performance, then it would be at least two-thirds state and one-third priva-
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