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Introduction
Context
In September 2016 the Government set out proposals to expand grammar 
schools as part of a plan to create more ‘good school places’1. This 
would lift the restrictions on selective education on the condition that they 
support non-selective schools and ensure fair access for pupils from lower 
income households.

Since the proposals were published, the evidence has been under 
scrutiny. The House of Commons Education Committee conducted an 
‘evidence check’ based on expert testimony and recommended the 
Government focus on ensuring the reforms deliver a system that better 
prepares young people for the modern labour market, understanding the 
impact the reforms would have on the education system as a whole and 
demonstrating that expanding grammar schools would help close the 
attainment gap for all children2.  

Meanwhile new analysis carried out by the Education Policy Institute 
investigating the impact of grammar schools on attainment and social 
mobility, found that at a national level, there was no overall impact of 
selective schools, although there were some small gains for individual 
pupils who attend grammar schools3. In modelling the likely effects of 
grammar school expansion, EPI found no evidence that an increase in 
selection would positively impact on social mobility4. 

The grammar school debate raises questions that go to the heart of 
education policy: What sort of schools do people want? Is selective 
education ‘fair’? Does academic selection help or hinder social mobility? 
To date the debate has been dominated by experts and commentators. 
This report gives voice to the general public, exploring their views on good 
schools and getting beneath the skin of what drives attitudes towards 
selective education and grammar schools.

Evidence from the NatCen Panel
This report is based on survey data from the NatCen Panel which is a 
nationally representative sample of adults recruited from the annual British 
Social Attitudes Survey. The panel survey was carried out in November 
2016 with 2,176 adults living in England and Wales. Respondents were 
asked about what makes a good school, attitudes towards selective 
education and thoughts on grammar school expansion.

1  https://consult.education.gov.uk/school-frameworks/schools-that-work-for-everyone/
2  http://www.parliament.uk/business/committees/committees-a-z/commons-select/
education-committee/news-parliament-2015/evidence-check-grammar-schools-report-
published-16-17/
3  Andrews, J., Hutchinson, J., Johnes, R. (September 2016) Grammar schools and social 
mobility.
4  Andrews, J. and Hutchinson, J. (December 2016) Grammar schools and social mobility: 
Further analysis of policy options.
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Perceptions of good schools  
and selection
What is a ‘good school’?
In education policy debates, the question of what a good school looks like 
tends to be assumed rather than asked, and yet it is fundamental to the 
choices parents make and public attitudes to education. 

When we asked the public what makes a good school, we found a very 
clear emphasis on preparation for life and for work. Top of the list was 
the ability of schools to produce pupils who become confident and self-
assured adults. A greater proportion of respondents (84%) considered this 
to be a ‘very important’ attribute than any other. Pupils going on to find 
fulfilling employment was also very important for most people (80%).

Academic outcomes were seen as significantly less important than might 
be expected. Although there was an emphasis on pupils making good 
academic progress no matter what standard they start at (with 68% 
thinking this was very important), achieving good GCSEs was only rated as 
very important by 57% and accessing university was lower still at 22%. 

The social aspects of secondary school were important for respondents. 
Pupils being ‘well-presented and well-behaved’ was considered very 
important by 72% of respondents and ‘mixing with others from different 
backgrounds’ was very important for just over half the respondents (53%).

It was clear from the responses that ‘good schools’ are not just about 
academic success, but defined more by work readiness, personal 
characteristics and making sure all children progress. When we consider 
the idea of selective education generally, and grammar school expansion 
specifically, we should do so in light of these ideas about what makes a 
school ‘good’.

Importance of characteristics for a good secondary school

Social

Academic success

Work readiness
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What do people think about selection?
The evidence from the panel builds on the findings of previous polls to 
try and understand the complexities of people’s attitudes. The majority 
(61%) opposed the idea of selection, agreeing with the statement, ‘All 
children should go to the same kind of secondary school, no matter how 
well or badly they do at primary school’. However, a significant minority 
are in favour of selection on the basis of ability which could be considered 
surprising given that only 5% of pupils in state secondary schools are 
currently educated in grammar schools. 

Views on selective education

Views differed markedly between people according to their social and 
demographic characteristics. Support for selective education was 
significantly associated with being older, being male, voting Conservative, 
being more highly educated and living in certain regions (London, the 
South East, East and North West). Perhaps unsurprisingly, the school a 
person went to was also associated with their level of support for selective 
education, with grammar school pupils most strongly in favour). These 
characteristics all had an independent relationship with attitudes towards 
selective education, meaning for example, that there’s something about 
age which shapes attitudes which isn’t just to do with political views or 
where you live5. 

What do people think selective education 
achieves?
To understand attitudes towards selective education (and grammar 
schools in particular) in more detail, we explored what people think this 
approach to secondary schooling achieves. It was clear that most people 
(69%) think that going to a grammar school has a positive effect on the 
academic attainment of the pupils who pass the entrance exam and get 
a place. Just over one-quarter (26%) think it has no effect and a small 
minority (5%) actually think grammar schools have a negative effect. Age 
and political views are the strongest drivers of attitudes towards the effects 
of grammar schools on attainment. We found a difference of 22 percentage 
points between the youngest (18-24 years) and oldest (65+ years) 
respondents, with views on positive effects strongest among the oldest. 

There was very strong support for the idea that pupils who go to grammar 
schools achieve good GCSE grades (81%) and that a high proportion of 
pupils go to university (76%). However, grammar schools didn’t perform 

5  This was tested through a binary logistic regression model.
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Characteristics that grammar schools and secondary moderns deliver

well against the attributes considered by most respondents to be very 
important for a good school. This was particularly striking in relation to 
pupils finding fulfilling employment. Although this was considered very 
important for 80% of respondents, only 45% thought that grammar 
schools deliver this. Grammar schools also failed to match up to 
expectations of good schools in relation to other attributes. Whereas 84% 
of adults considered it very important for schools to produce pupils who 
are confident and self-assured, only 61% thought that grammar schools 
achieve this and compared to 72% considering it very important for pupils 
to be well-presented and well-behaved, 62% thought grammar schools 
achieve this.

What about those who don’t get in?
The corollary of some children attending grammar schools is that other 
children will need to attend school with peers who also didn’t pass 
the entrance exam (known as ‘secondary modern’ schools). Views on 
secondary moderns were mixed. Over a third of respondents (35%) think 
they make educational outcomes for pupils worse, with a larger proportion 
(45%) thinking they have no effect on attainment, and only a fifth (20%) 
thinking they have a positive effect.   

The mixed views on secondary moderns were illustrated by responses to 
what different kinds of schools are considered to be good at. Secondary 
moderns were more likely than grammar schools to be considered 
effective at helping pupils mix with others from different backgrounds 
(77% compared to 38%), and to support academic progress for all pupils 
no matter what standard they start at (62%, 50%). As expected, they were 
far less likely to be thought of as effective for academic outcomes (GCSE 
grades and attending university). 

Social

Academic success

Work readiness
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What does the evidence say?
The perceptions of grammar schools and secondary moderns resonate, to 
some extent, with the research evidence. Recent analysis of Government 
education data by the Education Policy Institute (EPI)6 shows that 
the attainment levels of grammar school pupils are indeed high with 
97% of pupils achieving five A*-C GCSEs compared with the national 
average across state-funded schools of 57%. Taking into account pupil 
characteristics, there is also evidence that grammar schools have a small 
positive effect on their pupils who achieve an average of one-third of a 
grade higher across eight GCSE subjects compared with similar pupils 
in non-selective schools in comprehensive areas. There is also evidence 
supporting the Panel’s view of negative effects of attending secondary 
modern schools. The same EPI study found that in the most selective 
areas, there was a small negative effect of not attending a grammar 
school. 

We’ve seen that broadly speaking, grammar schools don’t match up to 
perceptions of what makes a good school. While they’re considered to be 
academically strong, they’re only seen as slightly (albeit significantly) better 
than secondary modern schools in turning out confident and self-assured 
young adults (61%, 58%) and no better at preparing pupils for fulfilling 
employment. Grammar schools are seen as less effective than secondary 
moderns at ensuring all pupils make academic progress (50%, 62%) and 
achieving social mixing (38%, 77%). 

What do people want for their own children?
The ultimate test of attitudes about education is the choices people 
make for their own children. Respondents with children were asked what 
type of school they would prefer their child to attend. Interestingly, equal 
proportions included grammar schools and comprehensive schools among 
their preferences (42%, 41%) with lower proportions favouring academies 
(17%), private schools (16%) and secondary moderns (12%). Responses 
are likely to reflect the personal circumstances of families and individual 
children and well as local education markets, but it’s notable that grammar 
schools don’t stand out from other types of school, just as they don’t 
stand out when we ask ‘what makes a good school?’. 

6  Andrews, J., Hutchinson, J., Johnes, R. (September 2016) Grammar schools and social 
mobility.
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Attitudes to expansion and quotas
Should grammar schools be expanded?
While only 39% of respondents supported selection by ability, when 
asked directly whether grammar schools should be expanded, 53% of our 
respondents were in favour of expansion. How do we explain this apparent 
discrepancy? Findings from the panel suggest that the answer may lie in 
beliefs about the ability of grammar schools to improve social mobility. 

When asked how often grammar schools level the playing field ‘so that 
children from different backgrounds have equal opportunities to do well 
in life’, responses indicate that people believe that grammar schools do 
level the playing field, either some (54%) or all of the time (13%). Only 14% 
thought this was never the case and 19% didn’t know.

Similar attitudes were evident in response to a question about the chance 
a bright child from a disadvantaged background has of getting into a 
grammar school – 45% of respondents thought there was some chance 
and 18% thought there was a high chance. These attitudes are optimistic 
in relation to the evidence in two ways. First, the EPI analysis shows that 
pupils who are eligible for free school meals are under-represented in 
grammar schools, making up 2.5% of grammar school pupils compared 
to 13.2% of pupils in state-funded secondary schools, suggesting that the 
chances of pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds getting into grammar 
schools are slim. On top of this, the analysis shows that the attainment 
gap reaches an average of 10 months by the time pupils are 11 years old, 
lessening the chances of disadvantaged children passing the entrance 
exam.  

Although not asked about social mobility directly, taken together these 
findings suggest the public see grammar schools as an engine of 
social mobility, which might explain the comparatively high support for 
expansion.

What do people think about quotas?
The belief in the potential for grammar schools to improve social mobility 
seems to tie in closely with attitudes towards grammar school expansion. 
Respondents were strongly in favour of quotas for disadvantaged children, 
with 71% supporting grammar schools taking a minimum proportion of 
pupils from lower income homes as long as they pass the entrance exam 
and a further 20% supporting quotas even if they do not meet the bar. 
Only 9% of respondents thought that grammar schools should not be 
required to take a minimum proportion of pupils from lower income homes. 
However, those in favour of grammar school expansion were significantly 
more likely to favour quotas as long as pupils passed the entrance exam 
(79%) compared to those opposed to grammar school expansion (62%). 
They were much less likely to favour quotas for low income children who 
do not pass the entrance exam.  
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What are the implications?
The population is split on support for grammar school expansion, 
with stark differences between social and demographic groups. Older 
people are most in favour of selective education and remain important 
drivers of the policy debate. Younger adults, more likely to have 
experienced comprehensive education, have a different outlook with 
greater proportions opposed to selective education and grammar school 
expansion.  

Some of our findings suggest that support for grammar school expansion 
is linked in the public’s mind (as it is in the public debate) with the idea of 
levelling the playing field between richer and poorer pupils, an increasingly 
pressing political issue after decades of declining social mobility7. 

However, it is very clear that the public do not see grammar schools as 
delivering on the most important elements of a ‘good school’. They want 
schools to turn out confident young people who can go on to have fulfilling 
work lives. This is consistent with the long term emphasis that industry 
bodies and Government has placed on improving work readiness through 
work experience, training and apprenticeships.

If we are interested in developing education policy in a way that responds 
to the views and perspective of the public as a whole, it is here, rather 
than with grammar school expansion, that we should place our focus.  

7 https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/569410/
Social_Mobility_Commission_2016_REPORT_WEB__1__.pdf

Whether grammar schools should be required to take a minimum proportion of pupils from 
lower income households by views on grammar school expansion
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NatCen Panel

The NatCen Panel is based on a random probability sampling approach, rather than quotas or 
self-selection, which allows us to apply common statistical tests like confidence intervals and 
statistical significance producing reliable findings. All the Panel members are recruited face 
to face through the British Social Attitudes survey, so the data are weighted using a wealth of 
demographic information to make it representative.

More information on the NatCen Panel can be found here:  
http://natcen.ac.uk/our-expertise/methods-expertise/surveys/probability-panel/


