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Abstract
The role played by educational credentials in British labour market recruitment changed rad-
ically during the mid-twentieth century. Having higher or better credentials than others
became a key determinant in selection for society’s best-paid jobs. The resulting race for
them has had perverse effects. A large minority of graduates earn no more than non-
graduates or are in jobs for which they are ‘overeducated’. In various ways, the incentive to
‘stay ahead’ has prompted large expenditures by families to improve the qualifications a
child obtains at school, while there is also now huge demand for postgraduate qualifications.
Not only is there resulting social waste but also social injustice; while education was
understood previously as a means of breaking down barriers to social mobility, it now has
the opposite effect. This article explores the causes of these developments and outlines briefly
how a new centre-left agenda for education might be constructed.
Keywords: education, qualifications, graduates, over-education

IN HIS recent and much praised book, Sapiens,
the historian Yuval Noah Harari argues that
the agricultural revolution of 10,000 years
ago was a fraud.1 By a ‘fraud’ he does not
mean a deliberate swindle perpetuated by
identifiable people, as with the tailor respon-
sible for the Emperor’s New Clothes. Rather,
for Harari, the ‘fraud’ involved change initi-
ated by humans that severely disadvantaged
future generations of humankind, while pro-
viding some temporary advantages for the
transitional generations. With such ‘fraud’,
perceptions of the earlier transformation are
subsequently sustained by widely held
myths, beliefs and ideas that are false and
misleading. In the case of the move away
from human lives as hunter-gatherers,
change also facilitated, necessitated and
encouraged the development of less egalitar-
ian social arrangements for humans. The
central argument of this article is that there
are important parallels between the ‘educa-
tion revolution’—the change in the role edu-
cation played in British society from the
mid-twentieth century onwards—and the
kind of ‘fraud’ Harari argues was perpetu-
ated in the agricultural revolution. This has
had major consequences for the politics of

both left and right, but especially for the
centre-left.

From about the 1950s onwards there was
a major shift in the operation of the
British labour market. Previously educa-
tional credentials played a relatively small
overall role in that market, although there
were some careers for which having higher-
level qualifications, or qualifications of a
higher standard, did matter in recruitment.
For both manual and non-manual jobs,
hiring was usually undertaken on the basis
of personal contacts, with those recruited
usually having to meet a minimum standard
of educational performance rather than
to have better educational qualifications
than any competitors.2 The collapse of long-
established apprenticeship systems in both
the industrial sector and the professions were
a major factor in the transformation. Entry to
the more interesting and better-paid jobs
came to depend on first acquiring educa-
tional credentials superior to those of others.
For anyone in a good position today to
obtain higher qualifications there is a strong
incentive to do so; the massive rise in
demand for university places, and more
recently for postgraduate qualifications, is
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perhaps the most obvious manifestation of
this.

The myths surrounding the long-term
change include the following: that there is an
economic ‘need’ for all to be more highly
educated; that after secondary schooling
higher-level qualifications result in higher
incomes for most of those who have them;
that there is a good fit between the skills
needed in the labour market and those
acquired through Britain’s education system;
and that the fight for credentials constitutes
a form of equal opportunity which can facili-
tate social mobility. None of these myths,
nor various others surrounding the ‘educa-
tion revolution’, has much basis in fact, yet
education policy continues to be debated as
if they were revealed truths.

A useful starting point for uncovering this
is the continuing debate over university tui-
tion fees. The decision by the Coalition gov-
ernment in 2010 to allow universities to
charge fees of up to £9,000 per year was an
example of neoliberal economic policy; in
future most of the cost of a university educa-
tion would be borne by the supposed benefi-
ciaries themselves, the students. Over the
course of their working lives they would
repay loans taken out while they were stu-
dents. Within two years of its introduction in
2012 it was apparent that under the new fee
regime, a large minority of the loans (proba-
bly 43 per cent or even more) would never
be repaid. A cost primarily borne earlier by
current taxpayers had partly been trans-
ferred to future generations of taxpayers.
The Labour party’s response was to propose
reducing the maximum fee to £6,000 while
compensating the loss of university income
by, in effect, taking the money from the pen-
sion pots of high-income earners. Although
Labour’s policy can be defended as being
fairer than the Coalition’s, it was announced
without any attention being given to the
problem underlying the fee issue. Why was
the repayment rate predicted to be so low?
One explanation might have been that it was
based on the poor performance of the econ-
omy since 2008. In fact, that has merely
made a bad situation somewhat worse.
Another explanation might be that the
income level at which graduates would start
loan repayments was set too high, but in
reality the loan repayment threshold was a

modest one; it was not just high earners who
faced repaying. The main cause of the pre-
dicted low rate of repayment was that dur-
ing the course of their working lives a large
minority of graduates will earn relatively
little. In other words, from the perspective of
the labour market there are simply far too
many graduates. Politically, though, this is a
taboo subject.

Although usually ignored, official data
confirm the excess. Graduates in their twen-
ties typically earn about the same as non-
graduates, though, of course, a minority are
paid considerably more, while other gradu-
ates are earning less than the average person
in their age cohort. For many there is no
‘graduate premium’. Getting round this
somewhat unfortunate fact has produced
some bizarre, if elementary, statistical jug-
gling. Thus in 2011 the Office for National
Statistics pronounced publicly that the
earnings gap between graduates and non-
graduates increased between the ages of 30
and 51, when it peaked for graduates.3 Of
course fiftysomething graduates today earn
more; aged 51 in 2011, they would have
graduated in 1981 or 1982, when there were
far fewer graduates with whom to compete
for the best-paid jobs. Those who went to
university in the present century, when it
has been government policy to increase the
proportion of graduates in the workforce,
were attempting to obtain employment when
the number of well-paid jobs had not
increased at anything like the rate that the
graduate population had. In this respect the
whole thrust of education policy, especially
under New Labour, was at odds with the
development of the British labour market.

This becomes still more evident when exam-
ining the proportion of graduates who have
jobs officially designated as ‘non-graduate’.
Between 2001 and 2013 nearly one third of
employed graduates who had been out of
full-time education for more than five years
were employed in such roles.4 Even in this
period’s best year for recent graduates
(2002), 28 per cent of them——those who
took a degree in 1997—were not doing jobs
of a kind for which a degree was supposedly
needed; by 2013 34 per cent of the compara-
ble age cohort were in that situation. Cer-
tainly economic conditions have an impact
on the fit between university qualifications
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and jobs, especially for those just leaving
university; in 2013, with an unemployment
rate of 7 per cent, only 53 per cent of recent
graduates were in graduate-entry jobs, com-
pared with 63 per cent when the unemploy-
ment rate was 2 per cent. However, the
really telling point is just how few of the
supposed young elite, graduates whose
undergraduate studies had been completed
five years earlier, were in the graduate
labour market when the national economy
was strong. Most such graduates will never
enter it.

It is important to be clear about the precise
nature of the argument being made here, so
that any charge that the author is a crypto-
Luddite can be dismissed immediately.
Unquestionably, the demand for the skills
that universities help their students develop
has increased significantly since the mid-
twentieth century, and that demand will
continue to grow. It is also the case that
those entering careers in the middle range of
skills today typically have to display higher
levels than their counterparts in the 1950s in
order for these jobs to be done well. That
does not entail, however, that those entrants
need education of a largely academic form
undertaken during a three or four-year per-
iod at a university. (Estate agency, where
graduate entry has become far more com-
mon, is an obvious example.) There are
cheaper and shorter forms of education and
training that could be supplied to those most
likely to enter many of the careers that now
constitute the norm for large numbers of
contemporary graduates. Furthermore, the
complaints by some employers that surface
periodically—that they are either unable to
fill some posts because of the absence of
suitably qualified applicants, or that the lat-
ter lack some of the skills that they would
want—are scarcely surprising.5 Universities
can, and do, develop a range of skills, but
there are a lot of skills that for the most part
they cannot develop at all or can do so only
to a limited degree—leadership, teamwork,
ability to take initiative and so on.

The lack of fit between the supply of and
demand for graduate labour is not just a
twenty-first-century phenomenon. As early
as the 1980s only two thirds of recent gradu-
ates were occupying jobs where they were
not ‘overeducated’.6 Moreover, and significantly,

this data differs from ONS data in that it
derives from skills actually needed for a job
and not from a degree being required for
entry. To put the matter rather crudely, large
amounts of money have been invested in
educating a large minority of young people
to levels beyond those essential for their jobs
without them being equipped with the full
range of skills that employers seek. At face
value this seems a peculiar way of managing
social resources. The key to understanding
why this happened is how the collapse
of the earlier apprenticeship-based regime
occurred.

While employers had to be sure that pro-
spective employees had reached an appropri-
ate minimum level of education for any
particular position, before the 1960s addi-
tional academic qualifications were either
irrelevant, or indeed might count against the
person. ‘Trainees’, whether apprentices in
the professions or in skilled manual jobs,
would usually receive some further formal,
part-time education, as well as specific train-
ing within their firms for the types of skill
that they were to master. Few careers
required the kinds of academic skills devel-
oped in university courses, so that most
graduates had been restricted to teaching
because a degree counted for so little else-
where. The first stage of the transformation
began between 1945 and 1965 with a
growing, and valid, belief among public
policy-makers that the skills associated with
university education would benefit industry,
commerce and the professions. Among the
policy initiatives in those years were the
introduction in 1956 of Colleges of Advanced
Technology (CATs) and the Robbins report
of 1963 which proposed a major expansion
of the university sector. As with the initial
transition made by hunter-gatherers to part-
time agriculture, there were clear short-term
benefits. No one then foresaw that during
later decades academic study would become
the dominating factor affecting entry,
directly and indirectly, to the entire labour
market.

There were three reasons why it would.
First, much of the old apprenticeship regime
simply dissolved, partly because of de-
industrialization and partly because, among
the professions and would-be professions, it
became clear that there might be advantages
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for ‘professionals’ themselves in creating a
career structure for which higher-level aca-
demic credentials were demanded before
entry. Second, the various institutions that
could have contributed to post-apprenticeship
systems, ones potentially involving close
cooperation between employers and educa-
tional bodies but outside traditional academic
education, could not deliver. The CATs were
made universities after 1966. The next
attempt, in 1965, was to create a major new
educational sector (the polytechnics) initially
based on technology, but with links to indus-
try; it failed both from limited funding and
from any special incentives for adolescents to
study for careers that would follow directly
from studying these subjects. Then there were
the sandwich courses. They were supposed to
provide a new interaction of education and
training for specific careers. Lack of long-term
financial support and prioritisation by either
government or firms were factors prompting
failure for an idea that had come to promi-
nence during the 1960s.7 All these inadequate
initiatives left a void between the unskilled
labour force and those who would enter the
labour market with a degree. Third, univer-
sity qualifications had always carried high
status, even though most graduates had not
been in especially well-paid careers. That sta-
tus meant that it was ultimately the university
route that could fill the void, a development
that was partly formalized when, in 1992, the
polytechnics were merged into the university
system. Although even now it is only a
minority of the young who ever obtain a
degree, it is the universities that play a dispro-
portionately large role in shaping individual
and institutional behaviour for entry into the
labour market. The effects of this are quite
extraordinary.

‘Going to uni’ remains an ambition for
adolescents, and parents continue to be
proud of their children who do go. This atti-
tude persists despite the fact that many will
be no financially better off, will subsequently
do the kinds of jobs that used to be under-
taken by non-graduates and will have
acquired skills that are often either in excess
of those needed to perform their jobs or are
largely irrelevant to them. Only those who
have been to universities with the highest
reputations—primarily for their research—
can expect to have a serious chance of

entering the most interesting and best-paid
careers. This point is of major significance,
and marks a clear difference between the
present era and the initial period of univer-
sity expansion in the 1960s. Leaving aside
continuing social snobbery about Oxbridge,
it mattered little from which university a
degree had been awarded; thus, for those
careers for which a 2.1 degree was deemed
necessary, a 2.1 from Leeds had the same
value as one from, say, Sussex. Moreover,
the distribution of degrees among the classes
resembled a bell-shaped curve. Most stu-
dents received a 2.2, and typically only
about 20 per cent obtained 2.1s, and perhaps
5–8 per cent achieved Firsts; in turn, these
last two classes were counterbalanced by
about one fifth of all degrees being third-
class or lower. This meant that for those
employers who could expect to attract, and
then appoint, the highest achieving students,
the pool of suitable applicants was relatively
small and they could have confidence, when
evaluating them, that similar standards had
been used in different universities. From the
early 1990s this changed radically. Universi-
ties came under pressure to ensure that their
graduates were as competitive as possible
in the job market, and the control over
standards previously exercised through, for
example, external examiners weakened.
There was an explosion in the proportion of
degrees awarded in the upper range, with
the 2.2 becoming uncommon and the third-
class nearly extinct. This was a world in
which many employers now demanded a 2.1
degree, but with it having become so wide-
spread, other means had to be found of
reducing large pools of applicants to man-
ageable proportions.

Help for employers was at hand. Informal
procedures for ranking university depart-
ments had begun in the 1980s, and they rap-
idly became more rigorous and professional.
By the 1990s knowledge about differences
between universities in their reputations was
in the public domain. It affected the behav-
iour of employers and potential students
alike. The former did not actually discrimi-
nate against applicants from less prestigious
institutions; however, for example, their
presence or absence at ‘career fairs’ tended
to reflect their perceptions as to which uni-
versities were the most likely sources of the
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supposedly ‘best’ potential applicants. Corre-
spondingly, for school leavers, it became
important to make certain that they went to
a prestigious university because that was the
most secure gateway to the sought-after
careers. On the one hand, the public myth
persisted that each graduate was a member
of an exclusive club, and the equal of all its
other members; on the other, it had actually
become a club with different levels of mem-
bership, and where the likely benefits accru-
ing varied enormously. Indeed, for those in
the least prestigious universities the proba-
bility of entering one of the more desirable
careers was much reduced. Many would end
up in jobs that paid little more, and in
some cases less, than jobs occupied by non-
graduates.

Here another perverse effect of the rela-
tionship between education and the labour
market becomes evident. The solution, espe-
cially for those who attended less prestigious
universities and for anyone who was
awarded less than a 2.1 degree, was to
‘improve’ their qualifications for entry into
the superior careers by studying for a further
qualification—usually a Masters degree. This
provided the initial impetus to an enormous
growth in postgraduate qualifications, but
other recent entrants into the labour market
now had a strong incentive to stay ahead of
their peers. Thus the proportion of working
people holding postgraduate qualifications
rose from 4 to 11 per cent of the total
between 1996 and 2013. Of course, creden-
tialism is not only factor responsible for this
growth: courses, such as some MBAs, are
developing skills that might otherwise have
to be developed ‘in house’ by firms; in a few
highly technical areas, further education
beyond the undergraduate level is now
essential for performing a particular job,
whereas previously a Bachelors degree
would suffice; and, of course, in a wealthier
society it is more possible to indulge a gen-
eral interest in a particular subject than in a
poorer society. Nevertheless, directly or indi-
rectly, most postgraduate studies are under-
taken to improve a person’s competitiveness
in labour markets, where the ‘added value’
of their qualification to their employer is rel-
atively small in relation to the effort and cost
put in by the student. In many instances
whether applicants with an MA are actually

enabled to perform tasks better than those
without is unknowable. The principal benefit
to employers is that, alongside a good
undergraduate degree from a prestigious
university, it can be used as a filter to reduce
the number of actual (and potential) appli-
cants to manageable proportions. The point
is not that Masters courses lack ‘intellectual
respectability’—most of them do not—but
that their main social value lies in their help-
ing those who obtain them get ahead of their
peers in the race for better jobs.

This points to another partial parallel with
the ‘agricultural revolution’. The transition
from hunter-gathering to agricultural pro-
duction provided a short-term benefit
because the latter increased the supply of
food, albeit food that was less nutritious
than previously. Yet that in turn made it
possible for family size to increase, which
meant that over time the value of the food
for each person (quantity, quality and avail-
ability of access to it combined) declined.
Future generations were no better off than
the first transitionals. Having an MA in 1985
might have given someone a distinct edge in
some labour markets, but in 2015 their suc-
cessors are competing on much less favour-
able terms against their peers. For some
careers the PhD will become the ‘new MA’
of the future for anyone seeking to be com-
petitive as a potential employee; when
everyone has an MA (or a PhD) it becomes
worthless as a resource for career advance-
ment. Yet not having an MA puts these indi-
viduals at a disadvantage, but without any
long-term benefits being generated; they
resemble a peasant farmer centuries ago who
did not have a large family. Restricting the
family unit’s size reduced its ability to maxi-
mise production now while not providing an
investment that made their own successor
generations, or anyone else’s, better off.

There is also a crucial issue of social jus-
tice. Harari’s argument is that agricultural
production both made possible more hierar-
chical social arrangements and provided an
incentive for the more powerful in a commu-
nity to construct and maintain them.
With education there was a transformation
towards its becoming the key mechanism for
maintaining social inequality, a development
that represented a marked change from
the social dynamics of the early twentieth
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century. The limited amount of social mobility
that there had been across the divide
between the working and middle classes
was via education. Simply passing the schol-
arship examination enabled a working-class
child to move from elementary school to a
grammar school, and that enhanced the
prospects that some form of white-collar
employment might be available later. Subse-
quently the ‘Butler Act’ of 1944 modified this
earlier system, so that the 11+ examination
now enabled more middle-class children to
compete against working-class children for
free places in grammar schools. However,
upward mobility was capped not just by the
relatively small number of places (never
more than about one fifth of all secondary
school places), nor merely by competition
with the middle class for those places, but
also by the lack of career opportunities for
the high achievers going on to university.
Because most graduates had few options
beyond teaching, the proportion of working-
class children who eventually reached the
apex of the job market was tiny. Neverthe-
less, it was the recognised route away from
the prospect of manual labour for the few
who could pass an examination at the age of
11. For that reason education came to be
understood as an instrument for promoting
social mobility and hence for a form of social
justice. Thus, when making his famous ‘Edu-
cation, Education, Education’ speech in 1997,
Tony Blair was making an appeal attractive
across social classes, but also one that
meshed with the core of Labour party tradi-
tions and values. Unfortunately, by the time
he was making that speech education’s role
had changed radically.

As noted earlier, until at least the 1950s
personal contacts had been the principal
means of entry into most jobs, both manual
and non-manual. The demise of the appren-
ticeship system in the industrial and profes-
sional sectors, together with the increasing
scale of firms in many sectors, was the main
cause of its decline. In its place academic
credentials took on a far wider and more
substantial role in the early stages of recruit-
ment. The significance of schooling thereby
changed fundamentally. Previously, for
many in the middle class, credentials mat-
tered little; having been to the type of
school that an employer would regard as

appropriate for a particular position was
what counted. For some that would be a
public school, for others merely an ordinary
private school, and for the majority a gram-
mar school. With a much expanded middle
class, competition for the best jobs was trans-
formed into a fight to acquire the best
academic credentials. As a result private
education now thrives, although the propor-
tion of children attending such schools has
not risen much above 7 per cent of the total.
But there has been change. By charging pro-
portionately much higher fees to fund
recruitment of the best staff and to supply
the best educational facilities, these schools
compete now to enrol the supposedly most
promising children academically from
among the wealthy, rather than the socially
prestigious. However, because of rising fee
levels many sectors of the middle class that
traditionally had entered these schools,
including for example the children of doc-
tors, were slowly being squeezed out.
Instead, money was now used more than it
had been earlier in two other ways—the pur-
chase of extra-school tuition and of housing
in the catchment areas of highly ranked state
schools. At least a quarter of all children
receive private tuition, while the price pre-
mium for houses in areas that facilitate
access to the best primary and secondary
schools is a subject of continuing public
interest.8

The fight to get ahead for access to the
upper reaches of the job market begins in
school. Only by obtaining suitably high
GCSE and, subsequently, A-level grades is
entry to the more highly ranked universities
possible. With about 45 per cent of adoles-
cents now entering university, putting a
child in the best position to enter the higher
echelons of the university system has
become a major objective, especially for mid-
dle-class parents. Planning for that outcome
commences increasingly early, although Brit-
ain has not yet emulated Japan, where it is
pre-school achievement that is the effective
key to eventual labour market entry. In this
fight for advantage money becomes signifi-
cant in obtaining educational credentials in
various ways. By buying better teaching
(whether at private schools or through tutor-
ing) or school facilities, parents can directly
put their child in a better position to obtain
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the required grades. The indirect effect is via
the housing market. Normally a state school
recognised as superior will continue to
attract into its catchment area parents who
can afford to buy there, so that the price of
that housing continues to rise proportion-
ately more. Similarly, in catchment areas
with low-performing schools, those who can
afford to exit often do so. That is why today
nearly a quarter of sixth forms and colleges
do not have a single pupil who has acquired
the A-level grades demanded by the leading
universities (two grade As and a B).9 The
public outcry by successive government
against ‘failing schools’ masks two unfortu-
nate, and related, truths. One is that the
sheer number of schools that fail, in the
broad sense that none of their pupils obtain
the grades demanded by leading universi-
ties, is such that pouring resources into all of
them would entail a huge increase in gov-
ernment expenditure, well beyond the kinds
of programmes implemented to date. The
second, and more significant, truth is that it
would not solve the problem anyway. This
is because what matters in the competition
for educational credentials is not absolute per-
formance by a child but relative performance.
If you could raise the performance of all
these schools, all that would happen is that
more money would be spent by those who
could—in tutoring and so on—to ensure that
their children stayed ahead. As house prices
in areas with the best schools soared, parents
would then start to purchase increasingly in
areas where they were merely good; social
sorting by geography would thereby con-
tinue apace.10

Residential relocation is another aspect of
the mechanism that also drives the demand
for Masters’ courses. Educational credentials
are worthless if everyone has them; their
value is related to the extent that others do
not. That is why credentialism generates
social waste. Nevertheless, this educational
regime is not merely wasteful, it is unjust;
the proverbial playing field of education has
become inherently uneven. If money is a key
resource in the pursuit of the best educa-
tional credentials—and it is—then anyone
who, relatively, lacks it is in a worse position
to compete. Those who nostalgically yearn
for the return of the grammar schools or
something resembling them are right in one

respect, though wholly wrong in another.
Post-1944 grammar schools never facilitated
much social mobility, because only a fifth of
children ever went to them and because the
11+ examination was biased towards testing
skills that middle-class children could more
easily display. Thereby they then obtained
disproportionately more grammar school
places. Yet for those working-class children
who did obtain places, their own ability to
make use of the education available was an
important determinant of how far up the
social ladder they might advance. The con-
straints on them were not primarily those of
their school. By contrast, today, working-
class children who live within the catchment
areas of the (relatively) worse-performing
schools do not even get to the starting line
to demonstrate their ability fully. If their par-
ents cannot afford to move or to pay for pri-
vate tuition—and few such parents can—
then their ambitions are necessarily con-
strained in ways that are different from pre-
vious constraints. The earlier policy
provided for grammar schools within every
LEA; there is no comparable requirement for
schools today, and geography is thus becom-
ing a major impediment to social advance-
ment. Of course, it might be argued, some
students in the weaker schools will still have
an opportunity to go to a university; but it
will nearly always be at one of the less pres-
tigious universities—the universities whose
graduates are much less likely to secure the
top jobs. The spirit of Blair’s cry for ‘Educa-
tion, Education, Education’ is pernicious
because it disguises just how much it is
unfair competition for academic credentials
that lies at the heart of the contemporary
education system, and which is itself the key
institution preserving social stasis. Until the
centre-left recognises this it cannot hope to
develop policies that might actually enhance
social mobility.

What might be the alternatives to which
progressives could turn when looking to
counteract the pronounced conservative
social bias of Britain’s education system?
One shibboleth of the traditional left can be
dismissed immediately: abolishing private
education. Even if it were feasible legally or
was practicable, it would solve nothing. Pri-
vate education is more a symptom of the
injustice in British education rather than a
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cause. The cause is that private money helps
significantly in acquiring better educational
credentials, and there are ways other than
private schooling of using it.

Two main strategies in particular, both of
which had a central place in progressive
thinking a century ago, may be worth re-
examining. The first would depend on there
being a recognised minimum standard of
competence that anyone entering university
(or other forms of post-secondary education)
would have to meet. This would require
replacement or modification of A-levels and
the Baccalaureate, whose grades merely act
as a filter for university admissions; there is
no direct connection between grades and a
demonstration of competence for future
study. In the case of universities the required
standard would be that a student meeting it
could successfully complete a course without
remedial or additional teaching of any kind.
Those who did so and were from families
with lower incomes would be eligible for
state scholarships to pay for their subsequent
education, on a sliding scale depending on
family income. In the case of all universities
it would be a requirement that such scholar-
ship students constitute a certain minimum
proportion of those admitted for study. They
would not be in competition for places with
anyone ineligible for scholarships. In essence,
this was the principle underpinning the Edu-
cation Act of 1907, which created access to
grammar schools for some working-class
children. Obviously, for its future deploy-
ment a scholarship-based system would
have to be far more generously funded than
its predecessors. It would also entail provid-
ing additional major resources so that all
schools were able to produce pupils who
met the minimum standard. While scholar-
ships in the secondary system went out
when free education entered in 1944, there is
nothing inherently defective in basing a
socially just education system on what are
essentially quotas for the financially dis-
advantaged.

Second, working-class organizations had a
long history in promoting adult education.
The notion that those disadvantaged in their
upbringing might have access later to the
education system was then incorporated by
Harold Wilson in his advocacy of an Open
University. As late as 1994 the Commission

on Social Justice was advocating ‘Lifelong
Learning’ and a ‘Learning Bank’ as ways of
partly countering social bias that is inevitable
when educational opportunities are confined
to the young. However, within just a few
years such ideas were marginalized by New
Labour’s focus on supposed increased
opportunities for the young. Yet if the young
are operating within an educational regime
in which private money aids educational
access, then progressives might do worse
than look at ambitious schemes that could
enable those past adolescence to re-enter
education when they might be better able to
take advantage of it. Like scholarship
schemes, for this to have any impact the
funding arrangements would have to be
more generous than previously for adult
education.

Nevertheless, educationalists might argue
that the entire argument presented here is
misleading and that the source of educa-
tional ‘fraud’ lies elsewhere. By focusing
over many decades on policies designed to
facilitate the development of skills for the
labour market, public policy has ridden
roughshod over a traditional ideal that the
purpose of education is to develop more
general skills, intellectual and practical, with
which people can lead a rewarding life. Cer-
tainly this ‘liberal education’ principle has
been perpetually devalued by governments
and in public debate, and unquestionably
that is a major loss. Yet in various ways
liberal educationalists themselves helped to
generate the dominance of educational cre-
dentialism. That there are major advantages
to all school leavers in having access to a
general qualification demonstrating that they
have reached a certain minimum level of
competence in basic skills required for entry
into the labour market was often rejected by
them. In the interwar years, for example,
they tended to oppose the introduction of
a school-leaving examination to which most
could aspire.11 Only the few staying on at
school were eligible to obtain a nationally
recognised qualification—the School Certifi-
cate (and, after 1952, the successor GCE).
Not until 1972, when all children remained
at school until 16, was there a qualification
to which many could aspire (the CSE, intro-
duced in 1965). Even then the CSE, which
would be merged with the GCE in 1987 to
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form the GCSE, never came close to being
the equivalent of high school graduation in
America. At least in theory, and irrespective
of its many inadequacies, graduation does
indicate to employers that its recipients have
met a certain minimum level in a range of
basic skills, many of which are not strictly
‘educational’ in form.12 For the past thirty
years about 85 per cent of American school
leavers have graduated, so it is a qualifica-
tion that can both help facilitate first entry to
the labour market and is one that is within
reach of most. It is also a credential that,
with relative ease, can be obtained later by
those who failed to do so when leaving
school.

Then there is the liberal educationalist argu-
ment against credentialism within the univer-
sity system, which holds that it detracts from
one of the main functions of a university edu-
cation—broadening the mind and providing
an interlude in which, while studying, a
young person can come to understand what
they most want to do in their lives. Hardly
anyone doubts the value of this to young peo-
ple, but in a socially just society these would
be opportunities available to all, and not just
to the minority studying for a degree. Were
the social waste created by there being too
many graduates, and too much over-
education, to be counteracted by new forms
of less-time consuming post-school educa-
tional qualifications, this point would have to
be addressed directly. Restricting partly subsi-
dized ‘time out’ for the young just to those
attending university is elitist, and would
appear still more so were the proportion of
those in degree courses to be reduced radi-
cally. The truly liberal principle of education
is to separate valuing the benefits of ‘time out’
for all from maximising both the number who
receive a university education and also the
quality of the conditions in which they obtain
it. To link the two, as many liberal education-
alists have in the past, is potentially elitist and
perpetuates socially unfair aspects of the real
education ‘fraud’.

If British society is to escape some of the
consequences of that twentieth-century
‘fraud’, then the initiative has to come first
from the centre-left. Obviously, social waste
is of concern to the right too, but its solu-
tions might well generate further injustice
via the education system. The first step,

however, for those on the centre-left is
finally to come to terms with the fact that
for decades it has been propagating an idea
that is indefensible. This is the assumption
that more Britons having yet more educa-
tional credentials, especially in the form of
university degrees, provides a route to a
more socially just and wealthier Britain.
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