Education is important to sociologists, Durkheim argued, as it is concerned with the transmission of culture and values between generations and the production of skilled labour forces. Functionalists such as Parsons saw education systems as promoting meritocracy: social worth being determined by ability and effort, not birth.

Modern mass education systems developed during the nineteenth century, coming quite late to Britain with the 1870 Education Act. Following the Second World War, political demands for equality ensured that an expanded state education system should be concerned to promote equality of opportunity. Moves towards comprehensivization in the 1960s and ’70s were also concerned to promote equality.

The Conservative governments of 1979–97 made significant reforms. A National Curriculum would ensure some standardization and the possibility of developing clear league tables of schools, whilst at the same time funding would be moved directly to schools and the principle of parental choice would be established. ‘Parental choice’ depends very much on the area in which a child lives, but also upon the social and cultural resources of the parents in exercising what real choice there is. New Labour has retained grammar schools and increasingly promoted the idea of a diversity of school forms. They have also concentrated on curriculum and pedagogy initiatives such as the literacy and numeracy strategies and on the importance of schools’ leadership.

Sociologists have emphasized the significance of education systems in supporting existing structures of inequality. Illich sees education systems as designed to keep large numbers of younger people under control during the working day, whilst inculcating them with the values that passively accept the existing social order.

Despite continual political concerns over education standards, the UK does well on international comparisons of reading and mathematical and scientific literacy. The numbers of those going on to receive some higher education has increased dramatically, whilst the burden of funding higher education has been shifted from general taxation to the individual student.

Bernstein points to the significance of language in the reproduction of social inequalities: formal education is conducted in the language of the middle classes and thus favours those children. Bourdieu extends this argument beyond language codes to point to the ways in which the education system values and develops particular kinds of cultural capital which is already owned and valued by the middle classes. Education systems thus exist to legitimate and reproduce existing social inequalities.

Paul Willis’s work in the 1970s with working-class lads, and more recent studies by Mac an Ghaill, show how interactions between groups of pupils within a school act to reproduce particular kinds of class-based masculinities. 

Concern with the under-achievement of girls has, in recent years, been transformed as girls began to outperform boys. There is now a broader concern that there is a crisis of masculinity, especially among young working-class men.

There are significant differences in the educational attainment of different ethnic groups in the UK. 

