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JEL codes: We assess whether changing from an academically selective to a comprehensive schooling system promotes social
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1. Introduction

Social mobility addresses the link between family origins and later
social and economic life outcomes (Chetty et al., 2014). The common
normative interpretation is that higher levels of social mobility reflect
a fairer society with more equality of opportunity, while the opposite is
the case when life chances are strongly determined by circumstances of
birth (Erikson and Goldthorpe, 1992). In political and public discourse,
it is generally taken as self-evident that education promotes social mo-
bility, because more educated individuals are more likely to attain better
paid and higher status jobs (Heckman et al., 2018; Wolf, 2002). Thus,
education is frequently presented as ‘the great leveller’, enabling chil-
dren from all backgrounds to fulfil their potential, regardless of the con-
straints imposed by the material conditions of their economic origins.
Academically selective schooling is often proposed as an effective system
of education for achieving meritocratic advancement (Department for
Education, 2016). This is because, in theory at least, able children from
disadvantaged backgrounds can access the higher quality teaching, fa-
cilities, and positive peer influences that have historically been found
in academically selective schools (Betts, 2011; Boliver and Swift, 2011).
Conversely, proponents of comprehensive schools contend that academ-
ically selective systems will hinder social mobility due to inequality of
access and resources across school types (Benn and Simon, 1971).

In this paper, we provide new evidence on the link between school-
ing systems and social mobility. We analyse the link between the ex-

* Corresponding author.
E-mail address: e.gorman@westminster.ac.uk (E. Gorman).

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.labeco.2023.102336
Available online 25 January 2023

tent of selective schooling in an area and the level of intergenerational
social class mobility, for children born in England between 1956 and
1972. England provides an ideal case study for this purpose because
it transitioned from fully selective secondary schooling to a predomi-
nantly mixed ability system over a short time frame (Bolton, 2020). Ad-
ditionally, the timing of the transition from a selective to a mixed abil-
ity system occurred differentially by area. Under the selective system,
pupils were allocated to an academically-focussed ‘grammar’ school, if
they passed an ability test taken at 10 or 11 years, or to a ‘secondary
modern’ school or technical college if they did not pass. This ‘selective
schooling system’ was gradually replaced by a mixed ability, or ‘compre-
hensive schooling system’, in which selection on ability for school admis-
sions is prohibited. This shift from academic selection to a mixed ability
system remains politically controversial, with proponents of selective
schools contending that their decline resulted in social mobility, partic-
ularly of the ‘long range’ variety, grinding to a halt (Mansfield, 2019).
Proponents of comprehensive schools, on the other hand, have made
the opposite claim, if not quite as loudly; that comprehensivisation
should increase upward mobility by providing a better quality educa-
tion for less advantaged pupils (Benn and Simon, 1971; Gamoran, 2009;
Gamoran and Berends, 1987; Oakes, 1985). As recently as 2017, the
Conservative government was elected on a manifesto that pledged to
overturn the legal ban on new grammar schools with the explicitly
stated objective of increasing social mobility (“Britain the great meri-
tocracy” Prime Minister’s speech, 2016). And, although that pledge was
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not implemented, the policy remains popular amongst many MPs and
commentators.

We identify the effects of the schooling system on social mobility
by exploiting the differential decline in selective system schools across
English local areas, using data from the Office for National Statistics
Longitudinal Study (LS). The LS is a 1% sample drawn from five decen-
nial censuses in England and Wales spanning the period 1971 to 2011,
which is also linked to administrative data on births, deaths and cancer
registrations. These data allow us to construct measures of occupational
social class mobility for a representative sample of over 90,000 people
in England tracked over five decades. We link social mobility outcomes
in the LS to an administrative dataset containing information on the pro-
portion of pupils attending selective system schools in each of 145 Local
Education Authorities (LEA) for the years 1967 to 1983. This enables us
to relate the extent of selective system schooling to rates of intergenera-
tional social mobility within these areas. To identify selective schooling
effects, we use a two-way fixed effects specification with social mobility
as the outcome; controls for area- and time-specific effects; and treat-
ment variables which are a function of the share of pupils in selective
system schooling in an area at a given time. A causal interpretation of
the link between the share of pupils in selective system schooling and
social mobility relies on the assumption that the variation in selective
system schooling across LEAs is as good as random after accounting for
LEA characteristics and time trends.

Our results show that individuals living in areas with a higher con-
centration of selective system schools had lower rates of absolute and
relative social mobility over the period of observation, although these
effects are small and become statistically indistinguishable from zero
after adjusting for area and cohort fixed effects. We consider the plau-
sibility of both the identification strategy and estimation assumptions,
and show that our findings are robust to a range of sensitivity checks.
Overall, our results indicate that, once local characteristics and secu-
lar changes to the macroeconomic environment are taken into account,
there is little evidence that selective or comprehensive schooling sys-
tems shape aggregate social mobility outcomes. While unadjusted cor-
relations do show small positive effects on social mobility from the
shift to a comprehensive system, these effects are not statistically dis-
tinguishable from zero after adjustment for cohort trends. Although
our central estimate of the effect of school system on social mobility
is zero, we cannot rule out small effects due to limitations of sample
size. However, even a change from 100% to 0% selectivity would be ex-
pected to have, at most, modest effects on social mobility based on our
estimates.

Our analysis provides important advances in our understanding of
how school selectivity is related to social mobility. Much of the current
evidence on the effects of selective schooling uses discontinuity-based
study designs to compare social and educational outcomes of pupils ‘just
passing’ the test to enter an academically selective school with those
who ‘just miss out’ (Abdulkadiroglu et al., 2014; Beuermann and Jack-
son, 2020). Evidence in the UK has found, at most, small positive ef-
fects on later test scores of attending a grammar school, and larger pos-
itive effects on years of completed education (Clark, 2010; Clark and
Del Bono, 2016). These types of study design yield a causal effect of
attending an academically selective school for the marginal applicant.
However, selecting a subset of students for entry into academically se-
lective schools modifies peer groups and school environments for all
pupils, not only those attending academic schools. Hence, for policy
purposes, the key question is how to design the broader assignment
mechanism which matches pupils to schools, whether that be by abil-
ity, geography, ability-to-pay, and the consequences of that system for
the full population of pupils (Dickson and Macmillan, 2020). Our study
addresses this by estimating the net effects of the schooling system as
a whole, rather than for those attending grammar school only. Most
studies also consider the effect of school system on proximal outcomes
such as test scores (Atkinson et al., 2004; Gorard and Siddiqui, 2018;
Sullivan et al., 2014), university admission (Mansfield, 2019) and in-
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come inequality (Burgess et al., 2020), rather than social mobility itself.
We directly estimate the association between the extent of school selec-
tivity in an area and the degree of intergenerational social mobility of its
residents.

Disentangling the effects of schooling systems from other factors
which influence social mobility is challenging because of non-random
selection of pupils into school types (Manning and Pischke, 2006). Exist-
ing studies of schooling in England have relied on cross-sectional vari-
ation to study the consequences of selective schooling (Atkinson et al.,
2004; Boliver and Swift, 2011; Burgess et al., 2020; Galindo-Rueda and
Vignoles, 2007). However, caution is warranted in interpreting such re-
search designs which rely on between-pupil variation in the treatment
only, as it is difficult to rule out bias from unobserved confounding.
Our study builds on these existing studies by exploiting both cross-
sectional and over-time variation in the extent of selective schooling,
requiring less strong assumptions for a causal interpretation. The re-
mainder of this paper is structured as follows. Section 2 defines key
concepts and summarises the relevant literature. In Section 3, the insti-
tutional setting is described. Section 4 presents the data and summary
statistics of our key variables. Section 5 sets out the empirical strategy.
In Section 6, the results are presented and discussed, including a range of
robustness checks and a discussion of the limitations of the results. Sec-
tion 7 concludes with a consideration of the policy implications of our
findings.

2. Related literature

This paper is about intergenerational social mobility, which involves
a comparison of socio-economic status between parents and their chil-
dren in adulthood. Absolute mobility is an unconditional comparison of
parent and child status. Absolute upward and downward mobility are, re-
spectively, the proportion of the population with a ‘destination’ status
that is higher or lower than their parents. Relative mobility is a condi-
tional comparison which adjusts for changes in the distribution of socio-
economic outcomes across generations, to give the risk of upward and
downward mobility for individuals in one origin category compared to
another. This conditioning is important because absolute upward so-
cial class mobility can increase over time as a result of expansion or
retraction of occupational groups, without any change in the relative
chances of upward mobility for people from different social class back-
grounds (Bukodi and Goldthorpe, 2018). Commonly examined dimen-
sions of relative mobility include occupational social class, social status,
and income, although some studies have also considered home owner-
ship and education (Bell et al., 2022). Relative social class mobility is
usually measured by the ratio of the odds of upward mobility amongst
those from a high social class origin to the odds for those from low social
class origins (Bukodi and Goldthorpe, 2018).

With regard to absolute social class mobility, early studies found that
upward mobility increased substantially during the middle decades of
the twentieth century as a result of the substantial expansion in ‘white
collar’ and corollary retraction of ‘blue collar’ jobs that occurred at this
time (Goldthorpe et al. 1987; Erikson and Goldthorpe, 1992). However,
for the second half of the twentieth century, the evidence on trends in
absolute mobility is less consistent (see Buscha and Sturgis (2018) for a
detailed review). However, while studies differ in the timing and mag-
nitude of changes in absolute occupational social class mobility in the
twentieth century, they are in broad agreement on the overall pattern.
Approximately 70-80% of people in the UK experienced some form of
social class mobility, with the remaining 20-30% ending up in the same
social class as their parents. Upward mobility was more common than
downward during this period, with approximately 35-45% upwardly
mobile and the remaining 25-35% downwardly mobile (Buscha and
Sturgis, 2018). There is also evidence of slightly increasing downward
and declining upward mobility in the later decades of the twentieth and
the first decade of the twenty-first centuries (Bukodi et al., 2015). Anal-
yses of relative social class mobility have found a steady increase in
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fluidity over the course of the twentieth century (e.g., Lambert et al.,
2007), a static pattern of ‘trendless fluctuation’ in the post-war genera-
tions (Erikson and Goldthorpe, 1992; Goldthorpe and Mills, 2004), while
others report a small increase in social fluidity in the post-war decades
(Buscha and Sturgis, 2018; Bukodi and Goldthorpe, 2018).

Recent research by Bell et al., (2022); Friedman & Macmil-
lan (2017) and Buscha et al., (2021) also shows variation in absolute and
relative mobility at regional and local authority levels, a pattern of lower
level spatial heterogeneity that has also been observed in the United
States (Chetty et al., 2014), Australia (Deutscher and Mazumder, 2020)
and Canada (Corak, 2019). Several correlates of neighbourhood-level
upward mobility were identified in Chetty et al., (2014), including: res-
idential segregation, income inequality, school quality, social capital,
and family stability. In sum, while there is variation in the exact pattern
and timing of differences and trends, a robust body of evidence shows
substantial heterogeneity in social mobility over time and place in a
range of different contexts.

Turning to how school system is related to social mobility, a first
strand of evidence focusses on the outcomes of attending an academi-
cally selective school, comparing those at the margins of the acceptance
threshold. In the UK, Clark and Del Bono (2016) studied the effects of
gaining a place at a grammar school in Scotland, finding positive ef-
fects on years of education completed for men and women, and positive
effects on income and wages and reduced fertility amongst women in
early adulthood. Clark (2010) used the same identification strategy to
assess the effects of gaining admission to grammar school in one dis-
trict in England, finding small positive effects on test scores at age 16,
and higher university enrolment. The comparable international litera-
ture assessing the causal effects of gaining a place at an academically se-
lective school has found little evidence of effects on short-run test scores
(Abdulkadiroglu et al., 2014; Hoekstra et al., 2016), but often larger ef-
fects on longer run outcomes such as fertility, income, and mental health
(Beuermann and Jackson, 2020).

While these studies provide compelling evidence on returns to at-
tending a selective school for the marginal pupil, they are insensitive
to the possibility of ‘spill over’ effects on pupils further away from the
acceptance threshold. The marginal pupil at the admission threshold
is also unlikely to be representative of the full cohort of pupils; for a
given level of measured ability, pupils of higher socio-economic status
are more likely to pass the admission test, again highlighting the impor-
tance of studying the system as a whole (Burgess et al., 2018). A further
characteristic of much of the existing literature on selective schools and
social mobility is that studies do not use social mobility outcomes di-
rectly, but focus on intervening variables such as test scores, university
admission, and earnings. Positive effects of school type on education or
labour market outcomes, while important, do not necessarily imply pos-
itive effects on social mobility, which also depend on the patterning of
access to different status institutions and subject choices, amongst other
factors. One exception is Pekkarinen et al., (2009) who study the conse-
quences of moving from the academically-selective tracking system to
comprehensive schooling in Finland, finding a substantial decrease in
the intergenerational income elasticity amongst men.

A second branch of literature relevant to our concerns here eval-
uates changes in the design of schooling systems as a whole. A com-
mon finding is that shifting from an ability-tracking system to compre-
hensive schooling leads to positive educational impacts for pupils from
lower socio-economic backgrounds, and either negative (Meghir and
Palme, 2005) or null effects (Pekkala Kerr, Pekkarinen, and Uusitalo,
2013) for more advantaged pupils. Similar findings are documented in
Matthewes (2021), for Germany, where between-state variation in track-
ing practices is used to identify the effect of early tracking on the lower-
track students. Matthews finds negative effects of tracking on achieve-
ment, especially for students from lower socio-economic backgrounds.

Guyon et al., (2012) study the effects of a policy change in North-
ern Ireland which resulted in more students being admitted to the
higher track, finding lower ability students experienced the largest edu-
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cational benefit, with small or no losses amongst higher ability students.
Burgess, Dickson, and Macmillan (2020) find cross-sectional variation
in selective schooling across Local Education Authorities in England
to be associated with significantly higher income inequality in areas
with a predominantly selective schooling system. Around a fifth of the
90-10 earnings gap can be explained by differences in school systems.
Boliver and Swift (2011) estimate social mobility outcomes for individ-
uals attending different school types amongst a cohort of young people
born in 1958 in Britain. Using a matching strategy to reduce confound-
ing based on observed characteristics, they found small positive effects
of attending a grammar compared to a comprehensive school. However,
no difference in social mobility outcomes was observed when compar-
ing those who attended any selective system school (either grammar or
secondary modern) with those who attended a comprehensive school.
This is because the small advantage accruing to individuals attending a
grammar school was offset by the negative effects experienced by those
attending a secondary modern.

3. Institutional context

Prior to the 1944 Education Act (the “Butler” Act), secondary
schooling in England was fragmented across private, state and church
providers, with access governed variously by aptitude or ability-to-pay.
Post-war public support for social welfare motivated government sup-
port for common, and free, secondary schooling for all. This was for-
malised in the 1944 Education Act, through the so-called tripartite sys-
tem. The tripartite system was intended to comprise ‘grammar’ schools,
which selected pupils based on performance in an academic test taken at
age 10/11 years, Technical schools, intended for ‘scientifically-minded’
pupils, and secondary moderns for the remainder. These school types
were intended to be equal in esteem: ‘the establishment of parity be-
tween all types of secondary school is a fundamental requirement’
(Spens 1938, p. 376). In practice, however, the reality was a dual sys-
tem where more academically able pupils were admitted to grammar
schools and the remainder attended ‘secondary moderns’, with only a
very small fraction attending Technical colleges (which, in any event,
were not held in high esteem).

By the early 1960s, growing public dissatisfaction with secondary
modern schools, damage to the self-esteem of those failing the 11+
test, and the logistical difficulties of managing a tripartite system in
the face of population growth, led to waning political support for the
tripartite system. The Labour government of 1964-1970 implemented
Circular 10/65 in 1965 that requested (but did not mandate) that local
education authorities “...[reorganise] secondary education in their areas
on comprehensive lines (DES 1965: par. 43)”. Further legislation passed
by successive Conservative and Labour governments in the 1970s at-
tempted to either strengthen or weaken the mandate towards compre-
hensive education, but none moved to the point of enforcing a complete
ban on grammar, secondary modern or technical schools -collectively
referred to collectively as the ‘selective schooling system’. The result
was a steady decline in selective system schools over a period of ap-
proximately 15 years, driven not so much by central government but
by general societal pressure and proactive Local Education Authorities
(LEASs).

Fig. 1 shows the proportion of secondary school pupils taught in
grammar schools in England between 1947 and 2016, declining from a
high of 38% in 1947 to 5% in 2016 (Bolton, 2020). The total number
of grammar schools in England peaked at almost 1300 in 1964 and by
2019 had fallen to 163, with the fastest decline occurring in the 1970s.
Grammars that remain today are geographically dispersed across Eng-
land, with all regions bar the North East containing at least one grammar
school. However, the majority of schools are located in a minority of
Local Education Authorities with 114 (75%) LEA’s having no grammar
schools at all.

The motivations for, and nature of comprehensivisation, were di-
verse, and not necessarily related to social mobility trajectories of
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Fig. 1. Proportion of secondary school pupils taught in state-funded
grammar schools, 1947 - 2016

Notes: Source: Bolton, P. (2020). This Figure plots the proportion of
secondary school pupils taught in state-funded grammar schools in
England, 1947 - 2016.

Proportion of secondary pupils in grammar schools
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LEAs—but rather local resources, population growth, and parental pref-
erences. For example, Mandler (2020) notes that many early-movers to
comprehensive schooling were rural LEAs, which faced logistical diffi-
culties in maintaining a bipartite system in the face of rapid population
growth. A further motivation was not so much a demand for compre-
hensive schooling, but rather excess demand for grammar schools over
secondary moderns—with new comprehensive schools seen by some
as “grammars for all”. In other areas, rather than destroying or re-
purposing grammar schools, new comprehensives were built in areas
with increasing populations such as suburban outposts and new towns.
While the 1965 Circular was initiated by the Labour government, and
many studies have noted a correlation between Labour control and com-
prehensivisation, the change was favoured across political lines. There-
fore, the move to comprehensive schooling was not a sharp transition
along political or economic lines following the 1965 Circular, but rather
a gradual and heterogenous process motivated, for the most part, by lo-
cal concerns.

4. Data

We use the Office for National Statistics Longitudinal Study (LS),
a 1% sample of decennial censuses of the population of England and
Wales spanning 1971 to 2011 (Shelton et al., 2019). The LS sample was
selected from the 1971 census by identifying records for all individuals
born on four (undisclosed) dates in the year. The study design is a con-
tinuous, multi-cohort study, where new samples are drawn in the sub-
sequent 1981, 1991, 2001 and 2011 censuses by adding records for all
persons meeting the day-of-birth criteria. These records are also linked
to administrative data on births, deaths and cancer registrations. Study
members enter via birth or immigration and can be lost to follow-up via
nonresponse, linkage failure between censuses, death, or emigration. We
limit our analysis to England because the administrative schooling data
is not available for other parts of the UK.

The LS is particularly well-suited to our research question for sev-
eral reason. First, it has a sample size of over 500,000 at each census
year, affording precise estimates of the association between selective
schooling and intergenerational social mobility. Second, the LS does not
have the high rates of non-response and attrition that characterise sam-
ple survey and cohort study data. Linkage rates of individuals between
censuses are high, ranging from 91% in 1971 to 88% in 2001. Third,
the LS includes data on people living in communal establishments, such
as older adults and students, which are typically omitted from house-
hold surveys. Finally, the LS includes data on the other individuals who
were enumerated in the study member’s household for the Census. This
means we can identify the contemporaneous occupations of the parents

2020

of study members when they were children and do not need to rely on
potentially erroneous recall data.!

4.1. Measures

4.1.1. Social mobility

The occupations of study members, and linked household members,
are coded to the National Statistics Socio-economic Classification (NS-
SEC) (Rose et al., 2005), which comprises seven analytical groupings:
Higher managerial and professional; Lower managerial and professional
occupations; Intermediate occupations (clerical, sales, service); Small
employers and own account workers; Lower supervisory and technical
occupations; Semi-routine occupations; Routine occupations. To mea-
sure the social class of study members’ parents, we take the highest
NS-SEC of either parent where they are different, a ‘quasi-dominance
method’ (Erikson, 1984). We dichotomise the seven category NS-SEC to
create a binary variable coded one for those in the managerial and pro-
fessional categories (NS-SEC groups 1 and 2), and zero otherwise. This
is done primarily to preserve sample size but also because our main
interest is in mobility into the top social class groups rather than in
movements between adjacent classes.

We consider two measures of social mobility, following the pre-
vious literature on occupational social class mobility using NS-SEC
(Bukodi and Goldthorpe, 2018). First, we construct absolute (upward)
mobility as a binary variable coded to one for study members whose
origin class was NS-SEC groups 3 to 7 and whose destination class was
NS-SEC groups 1 and 2, and zero otherwise. Relative mobility is mea-
sured using odds ratios derived from a logistic regression of study mem-
ber NS-SEC on parental NS-SEC, estimated separately by LEA and school
cohort. These coefficients give the odds of being in a high social class in
adulthood given high parent class, divided by the odds of being in a high
social class in adulthood given low parent social class, for each LEA and
time point. Note that larger odds ratios indicate lower mobility because
they show that the chances of an individual making it to NS-SEC classes
1 and 2 are greater for people whose parents were themselves in those
groups compared to people with parents in classes 3 to 7. In robustness
checks we consider alternative constructions of the outcome variables,
for example based on linear probability models (see Appendix B).

4.1.2. Selective schooling
While we would ideally observe selective/non-selective school status
at the individual level, no such data is available. Instead, our ‘treatment’

! The standard approach to measuring parent social class in surveys is to ask
respondents to report their parents’ occupations at age 14 which is prone to
various kinds of recall and social desirability bias.



F. Buscha, E. Gorman and P. Sturgis

measure is of exposure to the predominant system in the local area at
the time the individual was in secondary education, defined as the per-
centage of pupils attending schools in the selective system (grammar,
secondary modern or technical) in each LEA.? This measure captures
the combined effect of school system across all pupils in an area, rather
than the individual effect of schooling on social mobility. In a policy con-
text, this is arguably more informative because the system as a whole is
the policy instrument that is intervened on. However, this also implies
that there is likely to be measurement error in our treatment variable,
to the extent that the measured value does not match the actual expo-
sure of sample members to selective schooling. For example, a sample
member may live in an LEA with no selective schools but actually at-
tends a private (fee-paying) school. We therefore assess the sensitivity
of our key estimates to measurement error in the selectivity variable.
Fig. 2 displays the distribution of the percentage of pupils in selective
system schools in each LEA from 1967 to 1983, after which the distri-
bution remains similar (further detail on the LEA geography is reported
in Appendix A).

Fig. 3 maps the selectivity data for three exemplar years spanning
our period of observation, 1967, 1975, and 1983, demonstrating the
substantial decline in selective schooling over the period, as well as its
differential distribution by LEA. Figs. 2 and 3 together provide an intu-
ition for our identification strategy; the variation in the rate of decline
in selective schools across LEAs. The vast majority of LEAs reduced their
rate of selective schooling from near 100% to near 0% but the speed of
this transition varied substantially. Appendix A presents a graph show-
ing how selectivity changed within each LEA.

4.1.3. Sample construction

We constructed the core sample as follows. First, we selected all
study members who were aged 11 during the years 1967 to 1983 in-
clusive and assigned them a selectivity percentage based on their LEA
at census enumeration and the year they entered secondary school (aged
11 years). Age 11 is the most common entry point into secondary ed-
ucation in the UK, mainly determined via the ‘eleven-plus’ test which
determines entry into selective education. While the selectivity data is
collected from the Annual Schools Census of 13 rather than 11-year-olds,
it is an area-level variable which we should not expect to vary whether
it is measured on 11- or 13-year-olds.>

This sample comprises study members who were born between 1953
and 1972, enumerated in either the 1971 or 1981 census and aged be-

2 This dataset was compiled by Damon Clark from the Annual School Census
(ASC), and we are grateful to him for making it available to us. The data is de-
fined in pre-Local Government Reorganization (LGR) and starts in 1967 when
publication of tables started. The data series stops in 1983 after comprehen-
sive reorganisation remained relatively stable. The data was collected in several
stages. From 1967-1973 the data come from published tables in the Statistics
of Education: Schools series. This series continued beyond 1974 but LGR meant
that LEA boundaries changed and the post-1973 series were not comparable
to pre-1974 series. This problem was addressed in two steps: 1) for all schools
in the “Form 7 data" in 1975 (i.e., the Annual Schools Census), the Database
of Teacher Records was used to assign these schools to a pre-LGR LEA. The
assigned pre-LGR LEA is the LEA in which most of the school’s teachers were
working in 1974 (whether or not they were working in that particular school).
This is done regardless of the number of teachers in the school or the fraction
that were working in the assigned pre-LGR LEA. The rationale for this proce-
dure is first that schools with few teachers are likely have fewer students hence
mis-assignment is less of a concern. Analysis of the data suggests that where the
number of teachers exceeds a reasonable number (e.g., 20), a very large pro-
portion are observed to be working in the assigned pre-LGR LEA. 2) for all new
schools that entered the "Form 7 data" between 1976 and 1983 and that survive
until the 1990s (at which point we have postcode information for them), the
pre-LGR LEA based on the location of the postcode in relation to the old LEA
boundaries.

3 We can also discount effects of study members attending selective schools
outside their ‘home’ LEA as open enrolment was not allowed until the 1988
Education Act.
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Fig. 2. Distributions of the percentage of 13-year-olds in selective system
schools (Grammars, secondary moderns or Technical colleges) by school year
Notes: Data source: Annual School’s Census.

tween 8 and 17 at first observation. We assign study members’ parents’
social class at first observation as the ‘origin’ class and their own social
class twenty years later (at the 1991 or 2001 census) as the ‘destination’
social class. Age at destination therefore ranges from a minimum of 28
to a maximum of 37 years. We also measure social mobility outcomes
10 years later, yielding a destination age between 38 and 47 years to ac-
count for life-cycle effects (Haider and Solon, 2006). Results for this set
of destination outcomes can be found in Appendix Fig. B4, the magni-
tude and significance is consistent with our main specification findings.

This procedure yields some small cell sizes, with approximately 10%
of LEA-by-year combinations containing less than 20 observations. For
the main analysis, we therefore group the data into two-year bands
(henceforth termed ‘cohort-bands’), by taking the mean of the selectivity
score across the LEAs in two consecutive years, computing social mobil-
ity measures which pool study members who were aged 11 in the LEA
in either of the two years. This reduces the proportion of LEA-by-year
combinations with cell sizes below 20 to 1%. Because there is an odd
number of school cohorts (seventeen), we grouped the final three years
(1981, 1982, and 1983) into a single cohort-band. These years were
chosen because the year-on-year variation in selectivity is lowest at this
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Average selectivity by LEA in 1967 Average selectivity by LEA in 1975 Average selectivity by LEA in 1983
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Fig. 3. Percentage of 13-year-olds in the selective schooling system by LEA in 1967, 1975 and 1983
Notes: Data source: Annual School’s Census. The map borders are Local Authority Districts, with the matched LEAs filled in colour.

Table 1
Core analytical sample description.

Selectivity
assignment Social mobility
Year of birth Cohort band Year age 11 Age at origin Age at destination N
1956 1967 15 35
1957 ! 1968 14 34 9646
1958 1969 13 33
1959 ? 1970 1971 Census 12 1991 Census 32 100t
1960 3 1971 11 31 10,552
1961 1972 10 30 ’
1962 1973 9 29
1963 4 1974 8 28 11,686
1964 1975 17 37
1965 5 1976 16 36 11,331
1966 1977 15 35
1967 6 1978 14 34 11,234
1968 1979 1981 Census 13 2001 Census 33
1969 7 1980 12 32 11,038
1970 1981 11 31
1971 8 1982 10 30 14,903
1972 1983 9 29
Notes: Data source: ONS-LS.
point. Therefore, in our core analysis sample, we have data compris- Table 2
ing measures of social mobility and selectivity for 141 LEAs, for study Political and socio-economic characteristics by level of selectivity in an area
members in eight groups defined by the year in which they were aged (proportions).
11 (“cohort bands”). This data structure is summarised in Table 1. A Selectivity distribution in 1973 (%)
description of alternative analytical samples used for robustness checks
. . . . 0 [0 — 40) [40 — 90) [90+)
is provided in Appendix Table Al.
Political control of Local Authority®
Conservative 0.13 0.15 0.26 0.30
4.1.4. Descriptive statistics Independent 0.07 0.09 0.13 0.06
Table 2 shows summary statistics of selected political and economic ]L““i)eral g‘gi g'gg g‘gg g'g;‘
o e P . ops . . abour . . . .
characteristics by .level of LEA s.el.ect1v1ty in 1973. A political gradient is No Overall Control 018 023 0.7 0.32
apparent; LEAs with low selectivity are more likely to be under Labour .
1 whil ith hieh lectivi likel b Earnings and employment®
control while areas with higher selectivity are more likely to be con- Female FT hourly earnings (£)  0.66  0.67 0.67 0.66
trolled by the Conservatives. High selectivity areas also tend to have Male FT hourly earnings (£) 1.00  1.02 1.01 0.99
higher socio-economic characteristics, such as a more owner occupiers Manual occupation 0.58 0.56 0.57 0.58
and professional and managerial occupations. These summary statistics Public sector 029 0.30 0.30 0.29
highlight differences in observable characteristics that are associated Socio-economic variables*
with school selectivity. Clearly, estimates of the effect of school selectiv- NS-SEC Class 1 or 2 023 029 029 0.27
. . . . . Owner occupier 0.36 0.47 0.55 0.54
ity on social mobility must account for potential non-random selection
into school system type. Notes: a: Political control of Local Authority: The local political control vari-
Fig. 4 panel (a) shows the proportion of children in selective system able was constructed from local government elections data compiled by
schools across the major regions in England, with all regions experienc- Michael Thrasher and Colin Rallings, downloaded from the Elections Centre

website, available from 1973 onward. b: Nominal hourly earnings in £GBP,
and employment, data are derived from the New Earnings Survey 1974, mea-
sured at the regional level (9 regions). c: variables derived from the 1971
ONS-LS for study members aged 16 to 64 years inclusive.

ing a steep decline over the period of observation. However, it is not
until the late 1970s that a stable floor of below 20% is reached. Even
then, there are significant differences by region, with over 30% of pupils
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Fig. 4. Trends in share of pupils in selective system schools and social mobility for school cohorts 1967-1983

Notes: Data source: Annual School’s Census and ONS-LS.

in the South East continuing to attend selective system schools. During
the same period, upward absolute mobility (panel b) followed an up-
ward trend while relative mobility also increased somewhat (panel c),
although less steeply compared to absolute mobility (recall that higher
odds ratios indicate lower relative mobility). These trends are salient for
our analysis, because a naive comparison might erroneously attribute
changes in social mobility to the decline in selective schooling.

5. Empirical strategy

We begin by estimating the parameters of linear models of the form
described in Eq. (1) using ordinary least squares (OLS),

Yop =a+BSy + Xgii + €44 (1)

Y, denotes the social mobility outcome for LEA g in cohort-band ¢,
for individual i. We examine two outcomes. First, relative mobility at
the area-by-cohort (gt) level (our relative mobility measure cannot be
estimated at the individual-level, because it is a regression coefficient).
Second, absolute mobility which is a binary variable indicating upward
mobility at the individual level (gti). a denotes the constant term, S,
denotes the proportion of pupils in selective system schools in LEA g
in cohort-band ¢, X,,; denotes a vector of individual characteristics that
includes gender and parental age and parental age squared, ¢, is an
individual-specific error term. § is the parameter of substantive inter-
est, denoting the association between the level of selectivity and social
mobility. Standard errors are clustered by LEA.

Linear regression with group (LEA) and time (cohort-band) fixed ef-
fects (two-way fixed effects, TWFE) is commonly used with panel data
with the aim of estimating an average treatment effect on the treated
(ATT) by adjusting for both group- and time-specific confounding. This
approach assumes homogenous treatment effects, which we relax in ro-
bustness checks (Goodman-Bacon, 2021). Following this approach, we
extend Eq. (1) to consider sequential specifications adjusting for addi-

tional covariates, outlined in Egs. (2a), 2b and 2c, where y, and &, de-
note LEA- and cohort-band-fixed effects, respectively, and 7; is a linear
cohort-trend. In Eq. (2a) we add LEA fixed-effects to adjust for potential
confounding from time-constant differences between LEAs. The inclu-
sion of LEA fixed effects removes potential unobserved confounders at
that level from our analysis. Moreover, we know from Fig. 4 and exist-
ing studies of the LS that both absolute and relative social mobility in-
creased for the census cohorts we are considering here (Bell et al., 2022;
Buscha and Sturgis, 2018). To reduce the risk of wrongly attributing sec-
ular trends in social mobility to correlated changes in selectivity, we add
cohort-band fixed effects as specified in Eq. (2b). Finally, we include an
interaction between linear cohort-band trends and the LEA fixed effects
to allow the cohort trend to vary by LEA, as in Eq. (2¢). This approach
allows for unobserved time-varying LEA characteristics that may have
led to differential mobility trajectories for each LEA.

Yomy =a+BSy+ Xgi+7,+ g (2a)
Yo =a+BSy+ Xgi+v,+6 +6g, (2b)
Yoy =a+BSg+ Xgi +7g+6,+0,T, + &4 (2¢0)

Specifying the relationship between school selectivity and social mo-
bility as linear is a strong assumption. It may be the case, for example,
that the pedagogic benefits of a schooling system do not accrue incre-
mentally but exhibit a ‘step-change’ at a particular threshold. This may,
indeed, be the case for comprehensive schools which are thought to be
adversely affected by the co-presence of grammar schools in the local
area which ‘cream skim’ the most able students, dampening positive
peer effects. We check for such non-linearities by replacing the contin-
uous selectivity variable with a categorical indicator with five values:
zero selectivity as the base category (23% of cells) and then each quar-
tile of the positive selectivity distribution. The parameters of interest
now are f§, (where ¢ =0, 1, 2, 3, 4) that define the selectivity quantiles.
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(b) Absolute upward mobility
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% in selective schooling

Fig. 5. Scatterplots of social mobility and selectivity
Notes: Data source: Annual School’s Census and ONS-LS.

In each case a joint parameter test is conducted to determine whether
the dummy coefficients are significantly different from zero. Finally, we
include a dummy variable in Eq. (3b) that codes the linear selectivity
variable into a binary indicator (D) where zero selectivity is the base
category, and any selectivity is set to one.

4

Yoy = @+ Y B,Spq + X+ 7 + 6+ 4 (3a)
q=0

Yuoy =a+ Dy + Xy +7,+6,+ €4 (3b)

A recent literature has highlighted the potential for the TWFE coeffi-
cient to depart from the ATT in the presence of heterogenous treatment
effects. For example, Chaisemartin and D’Haultfoeuille (2020) show
that TWFE retrieves a weighted average of the treatment effects in
each group and time period, and that these weights can be negative.
In the presence of negative weights, there tends to be downward bias
in the TWFE coefficient away from the ATT (Callaway and Sant’Anna
2020; Chaisemartin and D’Haultfoeuille 2020; Goodman-Bacon 2021).
To ensure our results are not driven by choice of estimation method,
we employ the alternative estimator developed in Chaisemartin and
D’Haultfoeuille (2020). This estimates an average treatment effect on
the treated which is robust to these concerns, with results reported in
Appendix Table B4.

6. Results

Fig. 5 shows the bivariate relationship between relative (panel a)
and absolute (panel b) mobility and the continuous measure of selec-
tivity at the LEA by cohort-band level. The size of the data points is
proportional to the sample size in each LEA by cohort-band cell. There
is no evidence in this comparison of any notable association between
the level of school selectivity in a local area and the social mobility ex-
perienced by its inhabitants. Insofar as any trend is apparent, there is
some oscillation around the horizontal for relative mobility whilst the
corresponding plot for absolute upward mobility shows a slight down-
ward trend. This suggests that more selective schooling in an area was
associated with lower rates of upward mobility. We next consider these
relationships using regression.

6.1. Regression models

Table 3 reports the results of models fitted using Eqgs. (2a), (2b) and
(2¢). Models (1) and (4) control for LEA fixed effects, with the coef-
ficients for both absolute and relative mobility both statistically sig-

nificant.* Moving from a fully comprehensive to fully selective system
would be expected to reduce absolute mobility by -0.0497, from a mean
of 0.192. This implies that the probability of moving from a low to a
high social class would decrease by approximately 25%. For relative
mobility, the odds-ratio would increase by 0.587 from a mean of 3.08 if
an LEA school system is switched from fully comprehensive to fully se-
lective. This implies an increase of 19% in the odds-ratio. These results
suggest a negative effect on social mobility of moving from a compre-
hensive to a selective system controlling for LEAs. However, while this
specification avoids the problem of LEA-level confounding, it may be
driven by spurious correlation with secular time trends in social mobil-
ity. To address this, we add cohort fixed effects in models (2) and (5).
For both absolute and relative mobility, the coefficients are reduced and
are now no longer statistically significant. Models (3) and (6) add an in-
teraction between LEA fixed effects and a linear cohort trend to allow
time trends to vary by LEA.°> The gradual transition of some LEAs to
non-selective schooling makes identification of selectivity independent
of time effects challenging. By including time trends for each LEA these
models allow us to control for time trends in a more granular way, the
trade-off being larger standard errors. The coefficient for absolute mo-
bility increases from -0.00104 in Model (2) to -0.00892 in Model (3).
This estimate remains statistically non-significant. For relative mobil-
ity, the estimates also remain statistically non-significant and of similar
magnitudes in Model (3).

These estimates suggest that a transition from no selectivity to full
selectivity would reduce absolute upward mobility by 0.00892, from a
mean of 0.192. To put this into context, the upward mobility rate for an
LEA at the 90th percentile is 0.278, compared to an LEA at the 10th per-
centile which is 0.112. Similarly, for relative mobility, a transition from
no selectivity to full selectivity would reduce the odds-ratio by 0.475,
from a mean of 3.08. The level of relative mobility for an LEA at the 90th
percentile is 6.40, compared to an LEA at the 10th percentile which is
1.00. Taken together, these results show a non-significant relationship
between the share of pupils in selective system schools and the degree
of absolute and relative social mobility. The change from significant to
non-significant effects is not driven by time-invariant area-level charac-
teristics. Rather, the chief confounding factor appears to be correlated
time trends. The increase in social mobility in Britain during this period
happens to mirror the decline in selective schooling but is not caused
by it.

4 Note that absolute mobility is measured between 0 and 1 whilst relative
mobility is measured > 1.

5 Tests with quadratic trends to not appear to add any further modelling im-
provements.
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Table 3

Linear regression of LEA social mobility on selectivity index.
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Absolute upward mobility

Relative mobility

m ) 3) “@ ) (6)
Coefficient” -0.0497*** -0.00104 -0.00892 0.587** -0.432 -0.475
(s.e) (0.00505) (0.00697) (0.01000) (0.179) (0.300) (0.418)
Controls
Individual Y/ v v Y/ v v
LEA FE v v v v v v
Cohort FE v v v v
LEA*Cohort v Vv
Outcome mean 0.192 0.192 0.192 3.08 3.08 3.08
N 90,894 90,894 90,894 90,894 90,894 90,894
R? 0.007 0.008 0.010 0.158 0.177 0.285

Notes: Annual School’s Census and ONS-LS. Standard errors are clustered by LEA. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p <
0.001. " The treatment variable (% selectivity) is rescaled to a proportion so the coefficient can be interpreted as
the change in social mobility expected from a change from 100% comprehensive to 100% selective schools.

Table 4

Linear regression of LEA social mobility on categorical selectivity variable.

Absolute upward mobility

Relative mobility

m ) 3) “@ %) 6)
Panel A: Categorical treatment variable
Ref (zero) - - - - - -
Q1 -0.0207*** -0.00457 -0.00686 0.639*** 0.453* 0.562
(s.e) (0.00447) (0.00459) (0.00736) (0.187) (0.188) (0.290)
Q2 -0.0360%** -0.00722 -0.00579 0.648*** 0.334 0.424
(s.e) (0.00542) (0.00624) (0.00826) (0.185) (0.223) (0.319)
Q3 -0.0535%** -0.00490 -0.00611 0.749*** 0.0703 0.193
(s.e) (0.00516) (0.00673) (0.00979) (0.177) (0.267) (0.404)
Q4 -0.0516*** -0.00307 -0.00851 0.863*** 0.0535 0.127
(s.e) (0.00521) (0.00833) (0.0123) (0.198) (0.315) (0.476)
F-test p-value 0.000 0.761 0.917 0.000 0.059 0.187
(Null: Quartiles are jointly equal to zero)
Panel B: Binary treatment variable
Binary -0.0390*** -0.00519 -0.00662 0.727*** 0.428* 0.558
(s.e) (0.00385) (0.00468) (0.00721) (0.154) (0.179) (0.284)
Controls
Individual YV v Y/ v v v
LEA FE v v v v v v
Cohort FE v v Vv v
LEA*Cohort v v
Outcome mean 0.192 0.192 0.192 3.08 3.08 3.08
N 90,894 90,894 90,894 90,894 90,894 90,894

Notes: Data sources: Annual School’s Census and ONS-LS. Standard errors are clustered by LEA. * p < 0.05, ** p <

0.01, *** p < 0.001.

6.2. Functional form

A linear specification for the selectivity variable is restrictive, and, as
noted earlier, there are theoretical reasons to consider that a non-linear
specification may better capture the relationship. In Table 4 we there-
fore replace the selectivity variable with indicators for each quartile of
the positive selectivity distribution. In Panel B, we use the binary vari-
able which takes the value one for any score above zero for selectivity
and zero otherwise.® In Table 4 the negative coefficients for selectivity
are larger at the higher end of the selectivity distribution. The p-values
from an F-test indicate that the four categories are jointly statistically
different from zero for Models (1) and (4). However, both these mod-
els include individual controls and LEA fixed effects only. Our favoured
specifications are models (2) and (3) for absolute mobility and models
(5) and (6) for relative mobility, as these additionally control for cohort

® We have also explored parametric modelling of non-linearities in selectivity
using linear, quadratic- and cubic-polynomial specifications of the selectivity
percentage (see Appendix Figure B1).

time effects. In these models the variables are not statistically different
from zero, either individually or jointly.

The results for the binary indicator in Panel B (which tests zero selec-
tivity vs any selectivity) show the same pattern; adjusting for LEA fixed
effects, having any selective schooling compared with none in an LEA
is associated with lower absolute upward and relative mobility. How-
ever, for absolute mobility the effect is not statistically significant once
cohort fixed effects are added, while for relative mobility the effect be-
comes statistically non-significant once LEA-cohort specific trends are
included. Irrespective of statistical significance, the magnitude of the
point estimate for absolute mobility is very small, though given the
larger standard error that comes with the addition of cohort fixed effects,
we cannot rule out modest effect sizes at the 95% level of confidence.

6.3. Sensitivity analyses

Our results show small, statistically non-significant, correlations be-
tween school selectivity and social mobility when cohort trends are con-
trolled for. In this section we explore the sensitivity of these results to a
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Fig. 6. Sensitivity analyses to alternative modelling and data choices
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(b) outcome: relative mobility
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Notes: Data source: Annual School’s Census and ONS-LS. Each data point on these charts is the value of the coefficient from a linear regression, with varying
specifications. Dependent variable in each sub-figure: (a) Absolute mobility (proportion experiencing upward mobility); (b) Relative mobility (odds ratio). The
shaded bands are confidence intervals, with the darker shaded areas the 90% confidence interval and the lighter shaded area is the 95% confidence interval. The
panel below the chart indicates the nature of the data and model specification which generated each coefficient. X=individual-level controls included; LEA = LEA
fixed effects included; Year = cohort-band fixed effects included; Int = interaction between linear cohort trends and LEA dummies included; BW = level of aggregation
of cohort groups (in years); TC, indicates whether top-coding of the odds ratio outcome at 10 has been imposed.

range of data and model specification choices. We report the outcome
of these investigations in specification curves in Fig. 6, which plots the
estimates for a range of different control variables, bandwidth and top-
coding choices. In each plot we highlight our favoured specification,
which uses grouped data based on two-year cohort bands, two-way fixed
effects controls and top coding at 10 for the odds ratio (relative mobil-
ity) outcome.” Results show that coding and bandwidth choices matter
less than control choices. The estimates which adjust only for LEA fixed
effects and individual characteristics are more precisely estimated. They
suggest that more school selectivity is associated with lower social mo-
bility (both absolute and relative). However, when cohort controls are
added (denoted Year), estimates for absolute mobility move towards
zero, while for relative mobility they move towards negative, but both
are statistically non-significant.

We have also examined several alternative ways of constructing the
social mobility outcome. The first alternative outcome is the correla-
tion coefficient from a linear regression of the child’s binary NS-SEC
on parent binary NS-SEC; and the second uses the seven-class NS-SEC.
These results confirm the pattern using odds ratios; there are several
statistically significant coefficients in the models which adjust for LEA
fixed effects only, but our favoured specifications which include cohort
controls show no statistical significance. We also estimated social mo-
bility correlations using standardised occupational rankings in the form
of the Cambridge Social Interaction and Stratification (CAMSIS) scores
(see Sturgis and Buscha, 2015). Results are presented in Appendix Ta-
ble B3. These results also confirm the pattern of null effects on social
mobility from school selectivity using social class.

6.4. Two-way fixed effects estimation robustness checks

Using the estimator for the Average Treatment Effect on the Treated
developed in Chaisemartin and D’Haultfoeuille (2020) (DI D,,), we find
a treatment effect of -0.00407 for absolute mobility and -0.6204 for rel-
ative mobility, both statistically non-significant at the 95% level of con-
fidence based on block bootstrapped standard errors with 100 replica-

7 We also report a complete Table of results based on varying data aggregation
levels in Appendix Table Al.
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tions. These results are reassuring as they are consistent with our main
findings, although the magnitude of the DID,, effect sizes are slightly
larger than the TWFE coefficients. The full results of this robustness
check are reported in Appendix Table B3.

6.5. Measurement error

One potential source of bias in our estimates is measurement error in
the treatment variable, which, in the classical errors-in-variables frame-
work (Griliches, 1986), biases the estimates toward zero. Measurement
error might arise due to our assigning to pupils a single value of their
local school system selectivity, based on the year they entered school.
This decision is motivated by the idea that the predominant assign-
ment mechanism when the pupil is selected for secondary school is the
most relevant concept to address the research question of this paper.
However, if a pupil enters a school which has just switched to be non-
selective (comprehensive) from selective (say, a grammar school), the
higher year groups would have been selected based on academic cri-
teria. This school may well be distinct from a school which has been
comprehensive over a long period, such that the pupil mix — as well
as teacher quality, resourcing and so on - would have adjusted to the
comprehensive system. In this situation, there is potential for error in
the treatment variable, as the selectivity proportion would reflect any
contamination effects from the nature of the school in the immediately
preceding years. This would not apply in all cases, because in some in-
stances new schools were built that had no prior history of selectivity,
or grammars and secondary moderns combined, rather than a grammar
school switching to a comprehensive in-take. Nonetheless, the potential
for error in the selectivity treatment remains. More generally, the grad-
ual change from a selective to comprehensive system makes it difficult
to disentangle the year-on-year treatment effect from time effects or a
lagged effect.

We therefore implement robustness checks that assess the extent to
which our estimates are affected by the choice of time point at which to
allocate the selectivity measure. First, we construct a treatment variable
which is the average of the selectivity variable over the current period
and previous four periods. This aims to capture any residual effects of
the previous system which may still exert an effect post-transition. Sec-
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Table 5
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Standard, long difference and. 5-year average specifications.

Absolute upward mobility

Relative mobility

@ (2 3 4 5) ©
Standard
Coefficient” -0.0497*** -0.00104 -0.00892 0.587** -0.432 -0.475
(s.e) (0.00505) (0.00697) (0.010) (0.179) (0.300) (0.418)
Long difference
Coefficient” -0.0356"** 0.0195 n/a 0.525 -0.535 n/a
(s.e) (0.00933) (0.0202) n/a (0.279) (0.807) n/a
5 yr average
Coefficient” -0.0741*** -0.00494 -0.00776 0.818*** -0.0954 -0.0447
(s.e) (0.00518) (0.0103) (0.0258) (0.215) (0.447) (0.930)
Standard
Outcome mean 0.192 0.192 0.192 3.08 3.08 3.08
N 90,894 90,894 90,894 90,894 90,894 90,894
R? 0.007 0.008 0.01 0.158 0.177 0.285
Long difference
Outcome mean 0.203 0.203 n/a 3.08 3.08 n/a
N 24,549 24,549 n/a 24,549 24,549 n/a
R? 0.009 0.01 n/a 0.511 0.519 n/a
5 yr average
Outcome mean 0.195 0.195 0.195 3.01 3.01 3.01
N 70,744 70,744 70,744 70,744 70,744 70,744
R? 0.008 0.009 0.011 0.190 0.205 0.366
Controls
Individual v v v v v v
LEA FE v v Vv v v v
Cohort FE v v/ v YV
LEA*Cohort v v

Notes: Data sources: Annual School’s Census and ONS-LS. Standard errors are clustered by LEA. * p < 0.05, ** p <
0.01, *** p < 0.001. "The treatment variable (selectivity) is a proportional variable that ranges from 0 to 1.

ond, we estimate a ‘long difference’ specification, which uses only the
first and last cohorts (this is similar to Donohue IIT and Levitt, 2001) in
order to overcome the issue of the gradually changing treatment vari-
able. Table 5 presents these results.

The results show that the long difference estimates are similar in size,
sign, and significance to our main estimates. Standard errors are higher
due to the lower sample size but the pattern of point estimates is quite
similar. Specifications (3) and (6), which contain individual LEA cohort
trends, cannot be estimated as the models have only two time points.
Estimates using average selectivity over a 5-year band are also similar
to the main estimates; our preferred specifications which include LEA
and cohort effects remain statistically non-significant. Effect sizes for
the 5-year band remain small at less than 5% changes from the mean, in
absolute and relative mobility, when moving from a fully comprehensive
system to fully selective.

Another way to assess the potential impact of measurement error in
the treatment variable on our key estimate is to consider its approxi-
mate magnitude under an extreme assumption about the ratio of true
score variance to random error variance, for example, that the school
selectivity variable contains equal parts true score and random error.
Under classical errors in variables assumptions of additive zero-mean
random error, if we were to completely correct for the measurement
component, this would result, ceteris paribus, in a doubling of the point
estimate. Under our favoured specification for absolute mobility and rel-
ative mobility, this would produce coefficients of -0.01784 and -0.95,
respectively, which are both within the current 95% confidence inter-
vals. Overall, these robustness checks suggest our main estimates are
unlikely to be driven by issues of measurement, variable construction,
and analysis specification choices.

7. Conclusion

There has for some time now been a settled view amongst politi-
cians and media commentators alike that the UK is characterised by
low and declining levels of social mobility (Goldthorpe, 2013). While
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this is not entirely consistent with the empirical record (Bukodi and
Goldthorpe, 2018), it is undeniably the case that where you end up in
life is strongly conditioned by the economic circumstances into which
you were born (Buscha and Sturgis, 2018). While the diagnosis is un-
contentious, the cure is less clear; how can life chances be equalised
through social and economic reform? Policymakers commonly turn to
education as a means of reducing inequalities in life chances, an intu-
itively appealing policy response given the strong association between
educational attainment and positive human capital and labour market
outcomes (Carneiro et al., 2011; Dolton and Sandi, 2017). A small but
prominent part of the debate over how education policy can promote
social mobility relates to schooling systems, with proponents of academ-
ically selective education arguing that selection on the basis of academic
achievement enables able and motivated young people to achieve their
full potential, irrespective of the economic circumstances of their early
lives. Conversely, advocates of comprehensive educational systems ar-
gue that non-selective schools will produce better social mobility out-
comes while also reducing the psychological scarring resulting from cat-
egorisation as an academic failure at a young age.

In this study we have used census data linked to administrative
records on school selectivity within Local Education Authorities in Eng-
land to examine the question of whether or not the choice of schooling
systems affects social mobility. We assessed whether the extent of se-
lective schooling in an area is causally related to the social mobility
outcomes of the children who were resident there during a period of
transition from entirely selective to mostly comprehensive schooling.
Our results provide little or no support for contentions that either se-
lective or comprehensive school systems have a beneficial effect on so-
cial mobility. Adjusting for both area characteristics and time trends we
find small and non-significant correlations between exposure to selec-
tive schooling and social mobility, of both the absolute and relative kind.
Our findings add to the existing evidence base in two important ways.
First, we consider the effects of selective schools for all children in a co-
hort rather than those attending grammar schools only and, second, we
exploit both cross-sectional and longitudinal variation in the schooling
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system to offer more robust causal evidence than has previously been
available.

Overall, our results indicate that once local area characteristics and
secular changes in the economy are taken into account, there is little ev-
idence to support the contention that selective or comprehensive school-
ing improves aggregate social mobility outcomes. While our central es-
timate of the effect of school system on social mobility is zero, sample
size limitations mean we cannot rule out small effects in either direc-
tion. However, we can reject the large effects which are often mooted
on both sides of this debate and note that our null findings are consis-
tent with existing studies of the effect of selective schools in England
(Boliver and Swift, 2011; Burgess et al., 2020). Our findings are robust
to a comprehensive set of alternative measurement strategies and model
specifications as well as to extreme assumptions about measurement er-
ror in our treatment variable.

Two unobserved aspects of school choice that we are unable to ac-
count for empirically, but which might threaten the validity of our find-
ings are sample members studying in private (fee-paying) schools or
attending schools outside their ‘home’ LEA. However, during our time
period of interest, the proportion of pupils attending private schools re-
mained effectively constant, at between 6 and 7% of pupils (Green et al.,
2012). So, there is no evidence of offset towards private schooling to
compensate for the loss of selective schooling. And while it is now com-
mon for pupils to attend selective schools in neighbouring LEAs, this is
unlikely to represent a significant issue for our estimates because our
data spans the school years 1967 to 1983, and the right to apply to
schools outside the LEA of residence was not introduced until 1988. A
further consideration is the speed of adjustment of changes in the school
system. Many of the mechanisms through which the effects of schooling
system could exert themselves — such as teacher sorting, peer effects,
school management and resources — are likely to take time to manifest.
Whilst our data follows the full transition from selective to non-selective
schooling, we are unable to look at children of the late 1980s and 1990s
because these cohorts have not reached labour market maturity by the
time of the 2011 census. It may be that long-run effects from the transi-
tion to a comprehensive system are only now becoming apparent.

Much of the appeal of academically selective schools derives from
the positive and often florid individual accounts of ‘long range mobility’
from humble working-class origins to professional and managerial desti-
nations. Indeed, high profile proponents of grammar schools often point
to their own experiences of upward mobility facilitated, as they see it,
by gaining a place at the local grammar school. Our findings do not con-
tradict these anecdotal experiences. Indeed, long range mobility of this
kind was no doubt facilitated for some individuals from disadvantaged
backgrounds by attending a grammar school (Boliver and Swift, 2011;
Clark and Del Bono, 2016). However, we hear much less often from the
corresponding group of people who did less well in a secondary mod-
ern than they would otherwise have done in a comprehensive school.
And to properly assess the effect of a schooling system on social mobil-
ity, it is necessary to consider the outcomes for all affected individuals,
not the beneficiaries only. Of course, a corollary conclusion is that the
introduction of comprehensives did not increase social mobility either,
albeit this has never been as key to the benefits claimed for them by
their advocates as is the case for selective schools. It is also true that
the full benefits of a comprehensive system cannot be realised while a
significant minority of academically high achieving pupils are ‘creamed
off” into the selective system. In any event, we find no evidence that ei-
ther type of schooling system had a notable effect on intergenerational
social class mobility in the context we have focused on here.

This conclusion casts doubt on the idea that education policy can
be a ‘silver bullet’ solution to the larger problems of widening eco-
nomic inequality and low social mobility (Bukodi and Goldthorpe, 2018;
Sturgis and Buscha, 2015). Grammar schools are known to have a range
of negative consequences for individuals and society, including social
segregation of schools and local areas (Gorard and Siddiqui, 2018), and
psychological and emotional scarring of pupils who fail the entrance
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exam (Gorard and See, 2013). The burden of proof for the mooted ben-
efits of selective schools must therefore be high, and, in the case of social
mobility, the evidential threshold is not met: selective schooling has not
improved social mobility in England.
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