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Introduction
This article is in part an answer to the question posed in a recent issue of Educational

Researcher by Goldhaber (2000) – ‘School choice: do we know enough?' – and it is also a summary

of the findings of what is so far the largest scale study of a national system of school choice (see

Gorard and Fitz 2000a). As such, the paper refers to a great deal of empirical evidence from the

United Kingdom, evidence concerning the long-term impact of markets in education of the type

that commentators have rightly complained, and some are still claiming, does not exist (Archbald

1996, Fuller et al. 1996, Goldring and Hausman 1999, Jeynes 2000). We hope therefore to bring this

evidence to the attention of a wider audience. There is insufficient space here to rehearse the varied

data sources, methods of analysis, and all of the findings thus far, and so the reader is directed to

existing publications concerning these throughout the text.

In the UK, unlike the United States, a national program of parental choice of schools has

been implemented. We have described the various policy instruments and subsequent court rulings

in more detail elsewhere (White et al. 2001). The key legislation was the Education Reform Act of

1988 (henceforth ERA88) which gave all families the right to express a preference for any school

(even one outside their local education authority), and denied schools the right to refuse anyone

entry until a standard or planned admission number was reached. Previously local authorities

allocated children to schools almost entirely on the basis of where they lived. Parents now have the

right to appeal against their allocated schools. Funding to schools follows students per capita, making

this effectively a national 'voucher' scheme. Since 1988 the number of families selecting schools

other than the local catchment (neighborhood) school has grown greatly, as has the number of

families taking their case to appeal when not successful. Academic researchers in the UK have

responded to this legislation by considering the nature of this limited market (e.g. Le Grand and

Bartlett 1993), the reasons reported by families for choosing a school (e.g. David et al. 1994) and the
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process of choice itself (Gewirtz et al. 1995). Until recently, less work has been done on the impact

of choice, and on considering how effective it has been (Gorard 1999).

In considering the longer-term impact of school choice it is important to recall the possible

objectives of the legislation. School choice is purported to have three main advantages over a system

of strict area allocation to school (Friedman and Friedman 1980, see also Witte 1990), and the loose

alliance of politicians who pushed through the mixture of measures in the ERA88 probably

represent each of these constituencies. First: there is the libertarian notion of choice for its own sake

(Erickson 1989). We all appreciate choice as consumers in some areas, so why not in others? This

approach is apparently justified by the popularity of school choice programs in opinion polls, and in

the increasing participation of many sections of society after such policies have been introduced. We

do not examine this claim any further here. Second: there is the argument for equity (Cookson

1994). Choice of school extends a privilege to all that was previously available only to those able to

afford houses in desirable suburban catchment areas, or to send their child to a fee-paying school.

Poor children and those from ethnic minority families are now able, in principle, to 'break the iron

cage of zoning' (Waslander and Thrupp 1997). The third argument, which is perhaps the most

important for choice advocates, is that market forces will drive up educational standards (Chubb and

Moe 1990). Successful schools will be popular, and weaker schools will be unpopular, progressively

losing their per capita funding until they either improve or close. Over time, therefore, the general

standard of schools will be higher. This paper summarizes our evidence from the UK relating to the

last two of these issues.

Methods and Data
The data used in this paper come from several datasets. One is based on official statistics,

and contains a record for each school in England and Wales for every year from 1989-1999 which

includes figures for school organization, examination outcomes, unauthorized absences, the number
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of pupils on roll, the number eligible for and taking free school meals, and the number from each

ethnic group, first language, and measures of special educational need. Another is a collection of

interviews with a variety of LEA officials from a sub-sample of 40 local education authorities

(LEAs). In considering changes in school composition over time, and whether schools are now

more or less stratified in socio-economic terms, we have used a number of indicators (especially

poverty) and a number of analytical indices (especially the strict exchange proportion, Gorard

2000a). In general, we feel that the methods of analysis, the number of triangulating indicators, and

the sheer scale of our evidence overcomes the minor problems we have inevitably encountered. The

summary of results is presented in two sections, relating to changes in stratification and in school

effects.

Changes in Between-School Stratification
The degree of socio-economic stratification in all secondary schools in England (those

catering for children aged 11 and above), using the most reliable and complete indicator of

disadvantage (eligibility for free school meals), declined from a high of 36% in 1989 to around 30%

in 1996 before rising to 32% by 1999. Therefore, around one third of students would have to change

schools in order for there to be an even spread of 'poor' children between schools. The relevant

legislation, enacted in 1988, only began to take effect in schools in 1989 and had increasing impact

for successive cohorts. In the year following the ERA88 there was a slight increase in between-

school stratification, followed by a marked decline which appears to have flattened out and settled at

a significantly lower level by 1995. Only in very recent years has this begun to rise (and subsequent

to, among other things, a change of government in the UK and the introduction of the School

Standards and Framework Act).

This finding, of an overall decline in socio-economic stratification between schools, remains

whatever index is used. It is also true of all indicators used in addition to FSM, including ethnicity,
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first language, and statements of special educational need. Secondary schools are now more mixed

than they were in 1989. A similar analysis shows the same picture for primary schools on all

indicators. So, our results apply to over 8 million students in 25,000 schools over 11 years. The fall

in stratification also appears in each economic region of England (and Wales) analyzed separately,

and in the overwhelming majority of local authorities, and school districts (Gorard and Fitz 2000b).

Analyzed at any level of aggregation, schools have generally converged over time in terms of their

socio-economic composition.

Additionally, we found no evidence that the process of school choice has led some schools

into 'spirals of decline' in which they lose both market share and become increasingly stratified in

terms of indicators of disadvantage. The number of children in secondary schools increased during

the period 1989-99 while the number of schools decreased (to reduce surplus places). Therefore,

most schools have increased their average number of students even where they are seen as less

desirable in their local 'markets'. In addition to simple loss of numbers we also considered schools

threatened with closure, and those declared to be failing ('Special Measures'). Of the few schools

ending the period in question with smaller numbers on roll the vast majority had an improved (i.e.

nearer even) socio-economic composition. From our database we have so far been able to identify

only one school that both lost market share and had a growing proportion of pupils from families in

poverty (Taylor et al. 2000a). There is no reason to assume that such rare patterns of change have

not always occurred, irrespective of the policy in operation.

Changes in School Outcomes
The most commonly used measure of school outcomes in the UK is the General Certificate

of Secondary Education (GCSE) and its equivalents. At least one GCSE is taken by around 95% of

the 15-year-old age cohort each year. Around 90% of the cohort obtain at least one GCSE at the

lowest grade (G), and around 50% obtain five or more 'good' passes (grade A*-C). All such



7

indicators have risen since the introduction of the Education Reform Act 1988. The percentage

obtaining five good passes has increased year-on-year from 1975 to 1998 (DfEE 1998). The same

source also shows an improved increase from the late 1980s, after the introduction of school choice.

We are, however, unable simply to attribute this raw-score improvement to market forces

for there were many policy changes all taking place at the same time. Treating our analysis as a

'natural experiment', we would say that there are important confounding variables (Gorard 2001).

These include changes in the collection of figures over time, in the definition of the relevant age

cohort, and in the nature of the qualifications themselves. Most notably the introduction of the

GCSE (to replace GCE and CSE) in 1986/87 heralded an increase in coursework at the expense of

terminal examinations, and the abolition of strict norm-referencing which had previously worked to

maintain results at a relatively constant level (Foxman 1997). It is at least possible therefore that the

improvement since 1988 is based on what has been termed, perhaps rather uncharitably, 'counterfeit

excellence' (Zirkel 1999).

What this natural experiment requires is a control group, which might be provided by the

private or fee-paying sector. Around 7% of students in England and 2% in Wales attend fee-paying

schools. These schools have always existed in a market – a very real and volatile one in which money

changes hands and schools 'go to the wall' (Gorard 1997). Legislation such as the Education Reform

Act 1988 had no direct effect on fee-paying schools. The 'experimental' treatment is the introduction

of the limited market which affected only state schools, whereas changes in the nature of assessment

affected both groups equally. It is clear that state-funded schools have been catching up with fee-

paying schools at all levels of attainment (Gorard and Taylor 2001), and recent figures confirm this

trend (Howson 2000). Possible confounds to this natural experiment include changes in the type and

proportion of fee-paying users over the period in question. As with any 'experiment' it is important

to replicate the results if possible. We are working on a characterization of local areas where market
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activity is high, and where such activity is low. Our test would then be whether the gain score in

terms of examination results was greater in the high activity area.

A third way of assessing changes over time is based on the changing relationship between

background variables (socio-economic context) and school attainment (outcome scores). For

example it is clear that measures of student poverty such as eligibility for free school meals (FSM)

and student achievement are strongly negatively related (Gorard 2000b). One reasonable

interpretation of a genuine improvement in an era of increasing raw-scores would be that outcomes

are no longer as socially determined as they were previously. Children from poor families would

now be more likely to obtain their 'fair share' of the qualification spoils than they were in previous

cohorts. Our early findings suggest that this is not, in fact, so. We used multiple regression models

with the school GCSE benchmark as the dependent variable, and a basket of indicators including

ethnicity, poverty, first language, gender, school type, and additional educational needs. The R

squared values remain at very close to 90% for all years, with no indication at all of an improvement

(reduction) over time. In each year the key predictor, using a forward stepwise approach, was the

local level of poverty. Whatever the improvements in raw-scores over time it is clear that these have

not 'broken' the well-established link between student background and school outcomes. In

apparent confirmation of this, a study at the Centre for Longitudinal Studies in London has been

reported as showing that children from poor families are no more likely to get qualifications than

they were 20 years ago (Hackett 2000). Similar conclusions, but for different reasons and using

different methods, have also been drawn in France (Duru-Bellat and Kieffer 2000).

Around 90% of the variation in school outcomes can be explained by student background

characteristics and the nature of their school, and this figure is relatively constant over time (the

independent variables for 1988/99 are more accurate than for other years). Given that these models

also include an error component, there is little variance (from 100%) left to attribute to a school, or
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even a school system, effect. The possibility of discovering any improvement in this relatively small

school effect over time would seem difficult enough. To partition out any of this improvement

which is a direct result of market forces would appear nearly impossible. In this we agree with the

conclusion of Plewis (1999) that the most effective way to tackle inequality in education is by

addressing poverty. The variation between school outcomes is very small (much smaller than within

schools), so that strategies like the market that are aimed at schools or larger units like EAZs, rather

than individuals, are likely to fail. “Over the past 25 years . . . studies show that individual and family

background traits explain the vast majority of the variance in student test scores, and observable

school characteristics, such as per-pupil spending, teacher experience, or teacher degree level, have

at best a weak relationship with student outcomes” (Goldhaber et al. 1999, p.199).

Nevertheless, differences in attainment between identifiable social groups are declining. We

have dealt with this decline in more detail elsewhere (e.g. Gorard et al. 1999). Using valid

proportionate analyses, differences in attainment have declined as measured between: the highest

and lowest achievers; ethnic groups; boys and girls; economic regions, and school sectors. Despite

the continued importance of socio-economic, as opposed to educational, determinants of school

outcomes the system as a whole is therefore becoming fairer (Gorard 2000a).

Can We Explain Our Findings?
Schools are now significantly more socially mixed than in 1988 in the sense that the intake to

each school is now generally a better reflection of the wider society from which it recruits (at least in

terms of the most disadvantaged sections of each community). Their measurable outcomes are now

significantly greater than in 1988, and differential attainment between identifiable socio-economic

groups has been reduced. Taking a long-term view, education in the UK would appear to be moving

in the right direction. We have so far suggested a variety of possible explanations for these findings.

In summary we set out to test at least six main hypotheses.
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• Market reforms have worked, in the sense of allowing poor families to use schools in areas they
cannot afford to live in, and encouraging schools to concentrate on improving examination
scores. Out-of-catchment enrollment has increased among poor families, and appeals against
allocation are now almost universal.

• What we have observed is a small part of a much larger trend dating back to 1944 and before,
and unrelated to specific market policies. The history of UK schooling has generally been one of
continuous improvement and 'comprehensivization'.

• School stratification could be primarily due to residential stratification (which explains around
half of the variance in school admissions). Therefore, either the policy of open enrollment broke
the rigid link between area of residence and school allocation, or residential stratification has
declined over the same period (Taylor and Gorard 2001).

• Although our analytical tools are strongly composition-invariant (Taylor et al. 2000b) it is
notable that the period 1989-96 involved a growth in indicators of poverty, while 1997-99
reveals a decline. What we may be seeing is therefore greater 'equality of poverty'.

• School reorganizations, especially closures, may have mixed up previous school intakes in new
ways.

• The changes can be explained through the way in which local school admission authorities have
interpreted the policy changes. LEAs have worked to protect schools by managing the
admissions system, chiefly in terms of numbers and budget-share, in some cases by not adhering
to the national legislation (and in one LEA by not apparently being aware of the relevant
legislation).

There appears to be some truth in all of these possible explanations, and others like them. The

remainder of our project will focus on piecing together more fully the various components of our

evidence base.

Our evidence has been the subject of some dispute, sometimes on methodological grounds

but more often on ideological ones (and it has also been used by both left- and right-wing pressure

groups, to defend the record of community schools or justify neo-liberal policies respectively). To

some extent though the lack of the widely-expected changes as a result of introducing a policy of

increased school choice is hardly surprising. Some observers had already suggested that this was a

likely outcome (Levin and Riffel 1997, Gorard 1997), and others in the US are discovering that

competitive schemes such as the Cleveland Voucher Experiment (McGuinn and Hess 2000) and the

Milwaukee Charter Scheme (Hess 2000) have produced no obvious reaction (other than symbolic

ones by marketers and teachers' unions) and little discernible change in the administration or
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leadership of publicly-funded schools. It is easy to exaggerate the significance of national policies in

education, and important for analysts to retain a model in which such changes are heavily mediated

by the actions of local agencies.
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